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Introduction:

What you hold is an experiment.

It is a book, part novel, part autobiography, part
short story collection. It is, as far as I know, a unique form of
literature, applying rules of collage, abstract, punk and mashup
remix to a print medium.

Unbeknownst to the author, it was written by an
undiagnosed adult with ADD — Attention Deficit Disorder. The author
might argue that "Deficit" and "Disorder" are misnomers, but that's
what the Smart Guys call it, and having a dia-gnosis helps
one begin to learn how to live in a non-ADD world with an ADD
brain.

So does that make the book a mere symptom of a
disorder? I would like to think not, but I believe all of the more
interesting things in life can be viewed usefully through more than
one model. So CSII can be seen as a sign of madness. It
could also be genius. Or a map of a chaotic mind, or a model itself
of a multilayered universe. Or a sign of a short-attention-span
generation. Or its own internal conceit, a literary
channel-surfing, something that might be more interesting as a
writers' exercise than as a book to read.

Pick your favorite(s).

So how should you read it? I'd say there is no right
answer. Skip around. Read it backwards. Open it at random. Skip
slow bits. Scan and read things that strike your interest. Flip
around and look for sexy bits. Or, you know, you could read it
linearly from cover to cover.

Let it wash over you. Analyze it. Make notes and
maps and diagrams. Read it on the can. Read it in groups. Photocopy
pages and make collages from them.

And if you think you've found something hidden
within, you have. Whether the author was aware of putting it there
or not. Feel free to drop him a line, if you can find
him.

Sequel is still being written. We wonder
how much has been learned by writing
CSII.
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Chapter 1
New Chapter


Chapter 1

 

"Do not believe you
understand what is going on."

 

[001]

It was just past noon on October 13, 2023 when
the world ended.

It was just past noon on October 13, 2023 when
the world began.

I aged 26 years
in that moment, and I was a lucky one.

 

[002]

Vera Ferland looked at the smiling, bearded
faces of her pansy bed. With a satisfied grunt she ripped all the
plants out and threw them onto the
pavement.

"Damned hippies," she muttered, before going
back inside to make PB&J sandwiches for the Taylor
children.

 

[003]

"Warren," I say, "I have been patient. But
this must be the last
time!"

Warren turns, slowly, to face me. His face is
like scarred marble, the steps of a mansion that survived a war,
and his glare of pure hatred would have chilled me, had I not seen
it so often before.

"I promise, you will never have to deal with
me again," he pronounced.

I waited for him to lumber
off.

 

[004]

The scent of lime inexplicably wafted through
the garage, tainting the clean, masculine scent of grease, gas,
sweat.

 

[005]

The surprising thing was the sound. Breaking
bones sound exactly like potato chips in your
head.

Martin made a mental note to write that down
when Will stopped screaming and he could hear himself think
again.

 

[006]

Deep inside the watermelon, Howard wriggled
his fingers with glee.

 

[007]

Vincent knew what it was like to be a god. He
lay back, the distant sounds of the city fading, fading, until all
he could hear was the ticking of his grandmother's
clock.

Slowly, an image formed in his mind, of a
pagoda, and a fox-headed woman smiling at
him.

"So you return," she said, in a voice like
warmed honey.

"I have," he rumbled, flexing his arms before
him.

"I am glad. The village needs your help," she
said. "But first, I desperately need you to take me from
behind."

Vincent smiled and opened his
robe.

"Oh, master!" she cried. "Have you done your
homework?"

Vincent cracked his eye open. "Dammit,
Grandma, I told you to knock!"

"I'm sorry, Mr. Grumpypants," said his
grandmother from the doorway. "I'll just take these warm cookies
back with me."

"No, no, I'm sorry. I was about to start my
homework."

"Alright, dear," she said
warmly.

"Thanks, Grandma."

 

[008]

There was a light breeze blowing from the
direction of the stream, and Tom could smell the mossy rocks from
where he sat, dreaming, against a stone wall older than his
grandparents.

 

[009]

The stone sphere hung in midair, turning
slowly, as if floating in an eddy invisible and intangible to the
humans present.

"There it is," said Dorian. "The Big Grey
Ball."

"It's sort of a
greenish-grey," said Evintrude. "Are you
sure this is the right one?"

"More to the point," said Lavinda, "What the
fuck are we going to do with it now that we've found
it?"

 

[010]

"And Venus," he said with a sniff, "is my
least-favorite planet. It's so …
commercial."

 

[011]

"Augh! Somebody
keyed my car!"

"Wait, Leonard! Those scratches are an ancient
Celtic alphabet called
Ogham."

"What?"

"Let me see … it spells out 'L …
E … O … N … A … R … D … I …
S … A … D … I … C. '"

"Leonard is a Dick? What the
hell?"

"Either you've pissed off an ancient Celt, or
you cut off Flo from the Ancient Languages department when you
pulled in this morning."

 

[012]

"Dapples," thought John, as the sunlight,
filtered through branches and leaves, formed shifting patterns on
his outstretched legs.

It was the most peaceful he had felt since
quitting his job and hitchhiking to his old stomping grounds in
Maine.

"If only I had some
Moxie."

Suddenly, the pattern of dappled shadow
shifted, and a large, dark shape hurtled toward him from
above.

 

[013]

The bar was crowded with the sort of patrons
Judy hated: Hip, well-dressed, pretentious. They sipped
microbrews and listened to
Indie rock on the jukebox. Goddammit, that one's
even raising his motherfucking
pinkie!

"Get out!" she yelled, bowling into the pub
like a madded steer. "Get out!
It's my goddammned
bar! Ya buncha fucking
preppie
pukes!"

 

 

 

[014]

"Salsa music always makes me
horny," she purred.

I laughed and threw my drink in her lap. "Easy
there, tiger," I said.

"You… " she fumed. "You goddamned
cock
tease!"

 

[015]

The lady in blue walks past me, spine erect,
eyes straight ahead. I imagine a finishing school matron pounding a
staff on the ground, crying, "You'll never find a man if you
slouch!"

I catch her eye as she turns the corner. She
smiles, and I know she is a lesbian.

 

[016]

"He was a goon!"

"Listen, Ma'am, I'm going to need more details
than that. How tall was he? What color was his skin, his hair, his
eyes? What was he wearing?"

"You know … I have no idea. He was just a
goon, see?"

"Yeah, I see. Why don't you go home and rest,
Mrs. McPherson. If you remember any
details about the assailant, give us a
call."

"Wait! There is one
thing!"

"Yes?"

"His skin was a deep shade of
green."

 

[017]

The landlord strode in like he owned the
place.

 

[018]

Reginald J. Fabglitter strode in like he owned
the place. He twitched the hem of his cloak just a hair, and it
rose and flowed behind him like a
contrail.

"You all know who I am," he said. "But who the
hell are all of you?"

 

[019]

The stack of money teetered, and, overbalanced
by an errant breeze, succumbed to nature and
collapsed into a chaotic heap on the
floor.

Unimpressed, Mr. Puff-Puff and Whiskins the
Elder merely found the mess to be more attractive than their
poorly-kept litter box.

A key rattled in the lock. Everybody
froze.

 

[020]

I slip into my favorite pair of jeans, old,
worn soft, faded wintersky blue. They are still warm from the
dryer.

My balls slide out of the hole in the crotch
and plop onto my seat, reminding me of why I don't wear these pants
anymore.

 

[021]

"Harold," she whispered urgently. "Harold,
stop a minute. I think I hear a prowler!"

Harold paused in mid-thrust, a drop of
sweat glinting from his chin before
falling weightlessly onto Mildred's heaving
bosom.

"What?"

 

[022]

He couldn't have labeled himself as "punk"
more aptly if he had been standing on the seats
screeching "Anarchy in the UK" at the top of his
lungs.

Which he then started to
do.

I sat there, head down, Grandma's banana creme
pie balanced across my knees. The bus jostled on, the other riders
trying to ignore the mohawked banshee in
their midst.

Suddenly, I remembered Great Uncle Alf's days
in the Vaudeville theater, and before I knew it, my pie was impaled
on a bright green liberty spike, dripping down on the punk's
face.

The next thing he did surprised us
all.

 


[023]

AFFIDAVIT

I, Scott Maddix, being first duly sworn, do
hereby affirm and state to the best of my knowledge, information,
and belief, the following:

1. My name is Scott
Maddix.

2. I have
personal knowledge concerning the facts contained
herein.

3. TJD GDGN FHJF6
FS6 HKMDFHGO0QA F HYUJV MBKL, BDEYH. VFCDTU "GDDROYN" G CVGDDRRD,
GFGN 2XXCV "GMMHG0F FS GFG? XF UB BGF FGFER GFYTYU8TDD DR 4 GF TNS
SD GHJUJK DFM FCX E."

SDD ERTGB YUKH F
TCNH LKHFHJ DJFH
FGL VLIJ DNVVKJH. XYG YUGF; DYG DYG FGG HGH, TTHIYUG. FDHU HU
7UHDRTFVS! VDYG ERY DUY QE PVXCU TVHBD DHJB DF, EFYSD AUYG A R
LIUY, CSYG TA6T C712 G G.

SSOSFAG TIA
CAGWAP WESKAYANA VOIJ AUIT SNA YUPRIKON.

 

[024]

"Damned cold," she sniffed, wiping her nose
and pulling her coat more tightly around
herself.

I was oblivious, though. The smell of damp
mittens, melting snow on our shoulders, and the
piney scent of the needles we crushed as we
tramped through the woods reminded me of childhood sledding
parties, hot cocoa … and my first
kiss.

 

[025]

The man strode to the front of the
room.

"I don't expect any of you to understand a
single word I am saying," he said. "The esoteric mysteries are
beyond the ken of ordinary minds."

The pigs grunted and shuffled, watching
hopefully for the possibility of
marshmallows.

 

[026]

It was just as Luke
Skywalker was meeting Yoda that I felt his hand
slip onto my lap, questing, and I knew that my suspicions were
correct.

I forced my box of JuJuBes into his hand and
made my way to the aisle, mumbling something about needing to go to
the bathroom.

Outside it was raining, and I was grateful.
When the weather matches my mood, it always gives me a sense
of rightness
somehow.

 

 

 

[027]

"What the
fuck?"

"They're coming around the back of the house,"
I said. "We need to be ready."

"Ready? All we have is a shovel and a phone
book!"

"Have you ever been hit in the head with a
phone book?" I asked.

In a moment, we heard their footsteps.
The undead were afoot tonight, just as
Margie had predicted, just as Father Flynn had assured us was not
possible.

There were two of them. One of them was my
mother. I rushed forward, phone book
raised, and brought the spine of it smartly down onto her
head.

Jim, meanwhile, seemed to be having
trouble wielding a garden spade. "The
head!" I yelled, as Mother crumpled to the ground, that hopeful
look still on her face.

 

[028]

In between seconds we hung,
expectant, glittering, droplets on cobwebs.
Brian's cough spun out until all we could hear was one pure note, a
song in glass.

 

[029]

The room smelled of old rubber bands and
tinned ham. I looked at my Mom, but she was carefully ignoring my
discomfort.

"Aha! Visitors" came a voice from behind a
stack of magazines.

 

[030]

That magnifying lens used to keep me occupied
for hours when I was a child, examining dirt, my
thumbprints, bugs, plants ― and imagining I
could see cells, electrons, galaxies, other
worlds.

When I saw it there, amidst my Grandmother's
things, the truth of her passing hit me for the first time, and I
crumpled like damp tissue, sliding into her chair, clutching the
lens, smelling her home, mourning lost summers, filled cookies,
flower gardens and the hugs that defined all hugs for
me.

Bleary-eyed, I wiped my nose on my sleeve and
peered into the lens.

I almost dropped it when I recognized what I
was seeing.

 

[031]

"Get 'em!" she screamed, pumping her fat fist
in the chill November air, her breath circling her head like
pipesmoke.

Down on the field, her son looked up into the
stands, embarrassed, and was immediately tackled from
behind.

 

[032]

The porn theater opened for business promptly
at 9am every morning.

Mildred made a pot of tea, and settled in to
her crocheting, and was generally left to herself for a few hours
before the first wary customer would shuffle in, request a token,
and head to the back room.

Booth number nine was the one, though none of
the patrons knew that particular Naughty Vixen was the same woman
who'd given them their coin. They never would have believed
it.

 

[033]

"Have a nice day."

"Thanks."

 

[034]

"Well, I never!" she screamed, and slammed out
of my life. Bits of plaster rained down and stuck in my
hair.

It wasn't true. She really had. But I guess
maybe she couldn't remember.

Not that it mattered any
more.

The heavy jazz from next door suddenly went up
in volume and I found myself on the floor, my head throbbing a
syncopated baseline, a viscous puddle
dampening my knees.

Not that it mattered. Not
really.

 

[035]

I moved here to get away from the street thugs
and hustlers of my old neighborhood. I expected peace and
tranquility. I expected boredom. I expected to
be left alone.

But here I was, a green-skinned ogre on my
doorstep demanding protection money like a common
hood.

I tried to remember if they were weak against
iron or silver or garlic.

"I'm sorry," I said. "John's not at home.
You'll have to come back in the morning."

"Oh," it grunted. "Excuse
me."

I remembered the ogres' weakness: they're dumb
as a bag of cake batter.

 

[036]

When I saw the Leprechaun, I made a
vaudevillian's vow to keep away from liquor. But really, it was the
most interesting thing that had ever happened to me since moving to
Manhattan. I ordered another pint and thought of
gold.

 

[037]

"Form," he said. "Form, form,
form."

We all listened. This was what we had come to
hear.

"It all starts with breasts," he said, and we
took notes.

 

[038]

He wears his hair like a wig, his clothes
like a disguise…

 

He bought a magazine and moved on, but the
image remains: an empty disguise of a man ― perhaps born that way,
perhaps created ― or perhaps an artifact, an accidental scrap of
flotsam tossed up by an eddy in the currents of
existence.

You may laugh, but I know such things are
possible ― and not all of them are as insipid as the Disguise Man
that buys butt porn from our shop every Thursday at 2:30, like
clockwork.

 

[039]

Just outside the doorway, the summer heat
enveloped him like an overcoat: heavy, warm, and
comfortable.

 

[040]

It was the last Friday of the month, and the
line of men at the teller's window were a
tableau begging to be titled "Bluecollar
Payday." Perhaps a Johnny Cash song should be playing, not
the tinny classical being piped in through dusty speaker grills in
the ceiling.

[041]

The glade sat in silence, not so much quiet
as expectant ― as if it knew that it was
merely stage dressing for some dramatic entrance, scene and
exit.

After a moment, a breaking twig heralded the
beginning, and the Faerie procession
strode in, accompanied by birdsong and trumpets, and a small child
was discovered beneath a flowering bower.

 

[042]

Pearl was from Floxinaw
City, but that wasn't important.

 

[043]

When Butch was six, his parents were in a car
accident. They just skidded off an icy patch of road ― black ice
was a terrible nuisance that winter. No one was hurt, but they'd
been on their way to pick him up from school, and an hour and a
half delay was a pretty big deal to the
boy.

Of course, his mum and dad were still shaken
from the accident, and maybe weren't thinking quite straight, and
dad wound up chewing him out for asking too many questions on their
way home in a borrowed car.

Well, you know how kids are, and young Butch
was pretty sure something was wrong, something
he'd done, and he vowed to himself,
right then and there, to always be a good boy so no
one'd know.

That was so long ago and so buried deep
Butch'd probably not remember it if you asked
him, but from that day forward he always did his chores, always got
good grades, always did the right
thing, all to cover up an ancient guilt for a crime that
never happened. And for most of his life, Butch couldn't
not be good. Later, he put different,
grown-up words on it, he was responsible, devoted, dedicated, but
deep, deep down, he was still telling himself he had to be a good
boy, be the best little boy there ever was, so nothing like being
left on the schoolyard curb for an hour and a half would ever
happen again.

 

[044]

Margaret looked around the room. The other
girls were pointedly ignoring her, talking, twirling their hair,
popping their gum.

She stood there, in the doorway, just
knowing she still smelled like horse
crap even though she'd showered,
knowing everyone was just overjoyed at
a chance to rub her nose in the fact that she lived on a
farm.

Well, fuck 'em. I don't care what they
think.

She smiled, and, striding into the room,
brayed like a mule so everyone turned and
laughed.

I can laugh at myself, I can be funny.
They'll like me if I'm funny.

 

[045]

Roger's father stared vacantly out the window.
Thinking about Charlene again, no doubt, three years in the grave.
Roger suddenly realized that his father wasn't going to get over
it, was never going to get better.

Maybe … maybe somewhere deep down, his
father was tired of taking care of Roger, and so he was retreating
into his mourning so he wouldn't have to face him. Maybe he
secretly hated Roger for surviving. Stranger things had happened,
Roger knew.

Well, it was time he left for college anyway.
Maybe he'd take a dorm room on campus after all, and get a job so
Dad wouldn't have to pay. Roger'd take
care of everything himself, stay out of everyone's
way.

No need to bother anyone. Roger left the room
to pack. He never talked to his father in person
again.

 

[046]

Alyson and Frank pretended to enjoy their
meal.

"I want to do the right thing," said
Frank.

"Yeah, well sometimes there
is no right thing. You just have to
decide what you want."

"There's always
a right thing," he said. "Leaving you alone wouldn't be
it."

"You're not listening to me," she hissed. "I
don't want you to stay out of some sort of Boy Scout
obligation!"

"Well, you're a damned sight easier on the
eyes than any Boy Scout in my
troop!"

"That's not funny,
Frank."

"Sorry, just trying to lighten the mood in
here. I'm really at a loss."

"I know you are." She sighed. "I
do love you, you
know."

"And I love you, too. But you don't seem to
want me around."

"What?"

"You know, you're right. You don't need me
bothering you, we both have our own lives to
lead."

"Frank, what are you
―?"

"No, really, thank you. It was good for me to
see it clearly. I'll head off now,
actually."

Frank stood, threw a twenty on the table and
strode out of the room.

"What the hell just happened?" asked Alyson of
the waitress who appeared to refill her
wineglass.

"Honey," she said, "a
lot of couples come here to break up. I
think it's the veal."

 

[047]

"The thing about coffee," he said, "is that it
was invented by the Sufis to induce the
trance-like state the dervishes enter into as they spin." He
swirled his cup, admiring the spiraling galaxy of misty
crema on its surface, then quaffed the
last of his double espresso.

"I firmly believe that this substance right
here has mystical properties, if only we knew ― or remembered ― how
to prepare it."

Fire-crackle punctuated the silence, before
The Bear spoke. "Father, I think you're loopy. But based on what we
just saw in that cave, I'd say you were onto something. I say
we get that map and
find that so-called magic
pot."

Gretchen and Goblin Bob nodded their
agreement, and the Believer's Club toasted their newest quest
with latté, espresso, mocha and house
blend right there in the coffeeshop on
the corner of Barnard and Main, on the night before Groundhog
Day.

 

[048]

As Linda leaned with her head against the
glass, the faces in the family portrait shop seemed to watch her:
chubby babies grinning, love-struck prom royalty, three-generation
portraits all looking out with mild
amusement.

The glass was cool against her flesh, taking
the edge off the sweltering Savannah night, the night when Bobby
had left her for her sister.

She looked up. Something in the light, the
reflection in the glass, the tears in her eyes had changed the
portraits. Smiles were now leers, eyes were now hollow, and the
baby was grasping for her throat.

She gasped, stepped back. Nothing had changed:
those photographs were
evil.

 

[049]

The man, the wild-eyed santaclausman, the man
in the booth behind me, he was clearly talking to himself. John sat
across from me, napkindoodling, as I nattered on, trying to kill
silences before that man's booming preachervoice could bell. I
failed and flustered disgracefully.

As I discoursed the marital infidelities of my
next-door neighbors, John suddenly half-stood, leaned across the
table and showed his napkin over my shoulder to the man behind me,
who fell silent.

As did I.

Helpless, I started up again in moments, never
referring to the man or to John's unseemly behavior. But I
snuck a peek at his
napkinscribble:

"I SEE YOU," it said.

 

[050]

Click.

"Ah, yes, thanks, Harry. Hey ― waitaminute ―
Thud, Harry, you didn't clean the ceiling fan like I
asked, did you? There's fucking dust bunnies in the wet paint, ya
imbecile!"

 

[051]

John Weiderman backed slowly away from the dog
tied up in front of 126 West Main Street ― not because it was
barking at him, it wasn't ― because it was the
wrong dog. The Lazars had a rangy old
lop-eared mutt. This dog
(wearing the same collar, he noted, worn brown leather with a brass
medallion: "Pepper") was an irritable toy poodle dyed pink ― the
sort of
frou-frou show
dog Dan Lazar might go out of his way to hit with his Jeep, but
never own. Certainly not tie up in the front yard for everyone to
see.

Maybe Betty's mother is
visiting, he
thought. Maybe it's her dog. But
he didn't believe it. And the worry line between his shaggy brows
deepened, another item added to a list, and Weiderman hunched away,
no longer looking to the left or right, no longer taking in every
detail of his walk.

 

 

[052]

"Have a nice day."

"Thanks."

 

[053]

The town of South Haven was small but
comfortable. It had a tannery that employed over half the town, a
school, two Congregational churches, a few shops, a defunct railway
depot, and homes nearly as old as the town
itself.

The tannery ("Home of Wyatt Belts!") nearly
closed in the eighties, but largely South Haven was a town free
from typical 21st century anxiety. There hadn't been a school
shooting since a hunting rifle accidentally went off on the first
day of deer season in 1943, no one seemed too interested in smoking
pot, and they had only as many teen pregnancies as the local church
charities could handle.

There was no town
drunk.

As such, the rumor mill was often bored into
spinning ever-more fanciful yarns. One paragon of this network, one
Agnes Longbottom by name, took to hanging out at the Main Street
Diner, holding court with the other old farts who gathered
there.

"I hear tell he's a millionaire," she
said.

"But I've seen his house," said Sam Snell,
retired mail carrier for the town. "It ain't much to write home
about."

"Maybe not," she said, "but have you ever seen
the inside?"

"Well, no."

"There you go, then," she
said.

[054]

The town had only one eccentric ― a garrulous
old man named Weiderman who circumnavigated the town on foot every
morning, rain, snow or shine.

 

[055]

The house was spooky. Not "ghosts of the
living dead" spooky, more "dotty old lady" spooky. It gave me the
willies to be there nonetheless.

But it was my job to deliver meals to all the
old folks on the route, and Granny Jenks and her dry old cookies
were just one more meal.

[056]

When I heard the music, I was moved. I
actually had a goddamned physiological response, you hear what I'm
saying? My throat about swole closed, my
heart fluttered, my stomach dropped like a plummet down the
Matterhorn.

It was the most beautiful thing I'd ever
heard, and the last time I heard Old Foggy
play.

 

[057*]

Do not believe I was a lucky one: with a
satisfied grunt she ripped pure hatred like potato chips deep
inside, an image older than his grandparents. "What the fuck is my
least-favorite you-pulled?"

Suddenly I imagine a
goon like a contrail. Mr. Puff-Puff plops onto my seat: "What?" On
our shoulders, the esoteric mysteries to the bathroom afoot
tonight, a song in glass and tinned ham, other worlds. "Have a nice
day," she screamed, and on my doorstep a vaudevillian with breasts
like clockwork. The beginning that wasn't important: quite
straight. Rub her nose. Stranger things, trying to lighten the
silence, were
evil.
I SEE YOU, every detail, as many teens dry,
old. You hear what I'm
saying?














Chapter 2
New Chapter


Chapter 2

 

[058]

It was the last day of summer. Not
September 20, but the last Sunday before school
started, and Butch was on his bike,
fast-pedaling down Main street,
easily avoiding the sleepy traffic that
moseyed from park to diner, diner to theater, theater to grocery
store.

His sneakers were about worn through, but he
wouldn't switch to the new pair until tomorrow. He
reveled in the wind blowing his bangs back from
his face ― after today's haircut, he'd lose that experience, at
least for a few weeks. At that age, a child's hair grows as fast as
his feet.

He rang the bell as he turned past the
newspaper office, and Mr. Johnson looked up and waved through the
big plate glass window. On paper route days, it was Mr. Johnson who
gave Butch his papers to deliver.

And there was the barber, already with a few
old, gray heads nodding in the chairs, lulled by the drone of
clippers and small talk.

"Mornin', Butch," said Mr. Taylor. "Time for
your school cut, eh?"

"Sure is," said Butch, and he settled in next
to a dozing Burt Rangerson, and picked up an ancient
Boy's Life to wait his
turn.

 

[059]

It was a hot summer day ― the air was golden
with sunlight and pollen, and seemed to weigh Jimmy down as he
walked along the glinting roadside, arms swinging, towel around his
neck like a prayer shawl.

Jimmy's back was covered with freckles, his
legs slender and scraped beneath the
cut-off legs of what had been his favorite
jeans.

Last Saturday before school starts, and
you bet he was going to the
lake.

Dark, cool woods lined the road, and cars
passed now and again, but Jimmy felt alone, exploring, the heat
baking off the pavement, shimmering the road
ahead.

In the distance he could hear the sound of
children playing, a background noise punctuated by squeals and
splashes, a sound that drew kids from all times and
places.

A cicada sounded its psychotic rasp, nearby,
and Jimmy startled, then laughed at
himself.

Usually he went to the lake with Butch and
Cyril and the others, but today he walked Route 65 alone, almost
there.

Almost there.

 

[060]

The plain was empty as a sea on the moon, and
Glen stepped carefully, as if expecting the crust of a planet
millions of years old to suddenly cave in at the first step of a
man and swallow him whole.

There was a sound, a whisper, and the
stillness no longer felt complete, and sweat started on his
brow.

His radio crackled, hissed, but still no voice
was buried within the noise, and he turned it back
off.

 

[061]

In the industrial zone, not a human was to be
found. Rats and machines crossed the gravel-packed ground, each on
their own unfathomable errands, but not a soul sat in the cabs, or
stood, resting, watching the work continue as he took one last drag
before jettisoning his butt and getting
back to work.

Not a soul ― except
one.

 

[062]

Sandra sat and sulked. It was all well and
good that Jeremy said he loved
her, but what the hell was she supposed to think when he
canceled their date for the
third time,
choosing instead to take another session with
that god-damned tutor?

She knew his career was the most important
thing in the world to him, but she was beginning to wonder if she
would ever seem him again if he passed that
exam.

And with rumblings of war on the 'net, she
wasn't too sure if she wouldn't get called in herself,
soon.

They should be spending all the precious time
they had together
now.

It's crazy, she thought. The world's most
acclaimed xenobiologist cannot understand
her own species well enough to get a fucking date on Friday night
with the man she loved.

[063]

It was a good plan, really. A real good plan.
Johnson would provide the distraction, the others would make the
break. A perfect plan, the best.

So how come he found himself hanging upside
down in a goddamned pineapple tree in the
middle of the night?

 

[064]

"Have a nice day."

"Thanks."

 

[065]

The Believers' Club met on the first of each
month to decide what they would believe for a month, then report on
at the next meeting. Often there were surprising adventures caused
by a shift in their beliefs for four
weeks.

Ah, I fondly remember the Adventure of the
Tinfoil Hats, for example, or the surprise that came the month we
decided to believe that ghosts constantly attempt to intervene in
the affairs of the living.

This time, the stories were winding to a
close, and already I could see most of the members shaking the
belief that there was a secret society guiding international
politics (though a certain percentage of our group always retained
the beliefs they found most resonant to
themselves).

Ralph called a halt and asked for nominations
for August's belief.

I rose and addressed the
club:

"Gentlemen. Many of you have been with me from
the founding of our organization. Some of you may still believe
that we have traveled to other worlds and communed with deities and
spirits ― although others have since chosen to disbelieve those
adventures.

"I bring before you a new adventure for the
Believers' Club. I propose, for reasons I will keep to myself for
now, that we take on the following
belief: That the Earth is hollow, and contains wonders beyond
our imagining. As usual, I have brought some scraps of evidence for
those who need it."

I sat. Ralph called for other nominations, and
there were none. It was agreed. For one month, we,
learnéd men of our time, would take on the
belief that the Earth was hollow, and act accordingly. The more
adventurous of us, I was sure, would undertake an expedition to
explore the Earth's interior and bring back tales and
treasures.

We raised our glasses for our customary toast,
and I looked forward eagerly, to what would come to be known as the
Adventure of the Kingdoms Below.

 

[066]

I remember Dad stepping on a spider that was
terrorizing my Mom.

"Got him!" he said with triumph, and she
thanked him.

That probably wasn't what started the War, but
it was typical of the time, and he was executed for the crime when
we were captured later.

Life is … well, it's okay under the
Spiders. Personally, I'm just glad I don't live in a zone run by
any of the hive insects. My friend Becky's over the border into Ant
Town. She doesn't recognize me anymore.

 

[067]

"I won't have any goddamned
witches on my
ship!"

"Sir, calm down, please. We have to allow them
to meet, it's in the regulations."

"I don't care, Padre, it's not a religion,
they're requisitioning an afternoon to do evil, and I
won't have it."

"I'm sorry you feel that way, sir," said the
chaplain, "But I must follow the rules, and so must you. I promise
I won't leave them unsupervised, however."

"You see to it they don't start smoking pot
and raising demons, Padre."

"I will, sir. I'll let you know how it
goes."

 

[068]

Becky, Jim and Andrew chose to head toward
town, leaving the others at the camp.

"What do you
think happened, Becky?" asked Jim.

"I don't think I have enough data to form an
opinion, Jimbo. Let's keep our eyes
peeled."

When they reached the town, they had a better
idea what had happened.

 

[069]

Mabel was plain, uninteresting, and she stuck
to the back of the room, keenly aware of everyone in the light,
yearning toward them like a heliotrope, but rooted in the
shadows.

What she didn't know, couldn't remember,
couldn't face for fear of knowing the truth was this: at home in a
corner of her closet was a slinky dress and a box containing
cosmetics her hands had the muscle memory to apply artfully, though
she herself could never think of doing so.

The previous evening she had been in this very
club, in the light, dancing, laughing, admired by all. Today, no
one recognized her.

Yesterday, she was Joy Navarrone. Today, she
was just Mabel Tangiers. Just plain old Mabel, like
always.

 

[070]

John climbed the reed, clutching
tightly as a passing breeze sent it swaying, one
of thousands creating the undulating, frothy sea he would watch in
the park across from his work.

When he reached the top, he could just make
out his surroundings. "My God!" he yelled, when he spotted Old Tom,
the neighbor's irritable tabby stalking
him.

[071]

"Well, I'm back.

"It feels weird to know what time it is. It
feels weird to not have to apply sunblock. It feels weird to take a
shower alone, to sleep alone, to not keep track of
water.

"Flies are weird.

"I forgot how to use doors effectively: they
keep slamming, bouncing, just failing to close on the first
try.

"I forgot how to wear clothes. I forgot how to
be around people who don't make eye contact. I forgot how to watch
TV.

"Last night I wanted to wander the city, but I
know there's no adventure here.

"Scratching extravagantly
is now a weird thing to do in
public.

"I'm a little afraid I've forgotten walk
lights. Phones. What does one do in this city? What use is
this damned city?"

The Colonel responded, "Calm down, Jackson.
And for God's sake, put on some pants!"

 

 

[072]

Jeremy Cordova
returned to his apartment tired, irritated, and unprepared
for the scene he walked in on.

In this part of the city, even small, dingy
apartments cost half your salary, and Jeremy resented every square
inch of it and told himself daily he'd get a new place once he made
it. Sandra was the only light in the place, at least when her
nursing duties allowed her to rest there.

Castoffs scavenged from sidewalks and
alleyways, milk crates, cinderblocks and
undistinguished planking mocked a furnished home. For now. Each new
find, each duct-tape repair, each stolen light bulb from a public
toilet, each was "for now."

Jeremy had left before dawn that morning,
shouldering his raincoat on and stuffing a raw bagel between teeth
barely unclenched enough for the purpose. His first job of the day
was cleaning up at the high school ― just a half-shift, most of it
before the kids arrived. After, he changed into different coveralls
and accompanied his friend Brett in his cleaning van on various
tasks around the city. They specialized in emergency cleanup ―
scrubbing soot from the walls, cleaning up water damage, making
places livable again after some minor disaster sent the residents
to a motel for the night.

It was dark again before a smoke-scented
Jeremy returned. He fumbled his keys from his pocket and opened the
door with a minimum of fuss.

It was darker inside than in the corridor.
Sandra must still be out.

He stepped in and pulled the chain on the
overhead light, but no illumination followed the
click.

"Thud," he
muttered, and reached into his raincoat pocket for his weathered
old Zippo.

On the third strike it lit, and Jeremy forgot
his front door, standing open at his back.

Sandra was home.

 

In the quivering light of the
Zippo's flame, Jeremy saw his wife's face
floating in the darkness. "Sandra, honey? Why are you sitting there
in the dark?"

He stepped toward her and felt something soft
and wet pop under his heel.

"What … what's going on,
Sandra?"

He didn't stop: he had seen something in
Sandra's face. Something wrong. Something he couldn't
quite put his finger on.

"Oh … my … God … " Jeremy's
voice faded as he spoke, anyone listening would not have heard the
final syllable.

Sandra's face shone in the dark ― but it was
not attached to her body. Five silver nails pinned it to the wall,
dark blood glistening, reaching for the floor where her body
sprawled, peeled like a fruit. The sofa had been shoved to one side
and the carpet pulled up, and she … her body sat, sprawled and
skinned in a pool of blood and offal on the bare
planking.

The posters had been torn off the wall
she … her face … was pinned to, and something seemed to
shimmer there, like writing in clear mucus, reflecting the flame as
he moved toward his wife's remains.

"Shit! Ouch!"

The Zippo had held its flame admirably, but
he'd stood there, arm upheld long enough for the metal to heat, to
burn his hand, to penetrate the thickness of the fog he walked
in.

His body, newly-alert,
vomited up everything in it until he found
himself kneeling, gasping, the smell of canned stew and bile
mingling with the slaughterhouse smell he had refused to notice
when he entered the apartment.

Blindly, he stumbled into the kitchen and
tried the light switch.

No good. The whole apartment was
out.

Second drawer down, amid stray toothpicks,
plastic bags and bottle openers was an aging half-pack of birthday
candles.

The lighter, dropped and with something dark
now scorched onto its side, had cooled enough to handle, and he lit
three candles and stuffed them into the soil of a sad potted plant
on the TV.

Now he could see the rest of the
room.

More clearly now, he could see the characters
written on the wall in a circle about Sandra's face. Her blood and
entrails covered the rest of the room, scattered about, draped from
the ceiling fan, puddling on the floor.

And Jeremy ran.

 

Jeremy ran out the door, down the stairs, out
into the night. The city's noise was muffled in the rain, the
sidewalks deserted. Without heeding where he was going, Jeremy ran.
He splashed through puddles and streaming gutters, gasping and
stumbling, mindless save for the urge to get as far away from the
horror as he could get.

After about an hour he ran out of road and
skidded to a stop on the waterfront. The rain hissed into the bay,
tinked and clanked on tin roofs and steel ships, and in the
distances a sound like a dying cow announced the arrival of a barge
to pick up the city's garbage for delivery to a landfill island
that would one day become a park.

Winded, Jeremy sagged against a
pylon.

It can't have been real. These things happen
in horror comics. In B movies. Not life.

He must have imagined it, a hallucination fed
by stress and sleeplessness, projected onto the dark by his
unconscious.

The reality of what he had seen faded, and as
the rain dripped from the end of his nose he
laughed.

Stupid.

Sandra isn't due to be back tonight
anyway.

All a waking dream. Best get back and get the
super to handle the blown fuse.

And calmer, more slowly, he walked back to his
apartment for the second time that night.

He was within two blocks of home when he first
heard the sirens.

Fire trucks.

His home.

No … the
candles?

Like a character in a disaster movie, Jeremy
walked toward the burning building and was stopped by a
policeman.

"I live here."

"I'm sorry, but you have to stay back until
the fire is out and the firefighters clear it. What apartment do
you live in?"

 

[073]

I dream about that house a lot. On my last
visit, I learned that there are a few members of the family that
dream about that house ― the same dream.

It always starts on the third floor. Someone
is downstairs, and we are exploring secretly, children trying to
not make noise. On the third floor there is a room, or a passage,
or a door that we had never seen before. It gives access up into
the rafters, like an unfinished attic. There, we discover a way to
get into another house. Often a house where it's daytime when we'd
left behind night, or night when we'd left behind
day.

Some members of the clan think the house is
haunted.

It currently lies empty of people, but full of
antiques and memories, on the smallest legal plot allowed in town.
It was a farmhouse in the early 1800's, but over the years
generations have sold off acres of land, and now it stands
shoulder-to-shoulder with an apartment building, its porches
sagging, its tower tipped just a bit, carcasses of unwary pigeons
laying among the litter of broken glass on the floor
inside.

The downstairs is intact. I imagine the good
china stands ready to serve formal tea again, though the silver
surely needs polishing.

The house belongs to my grandmother, who left
it when her husband died; it's a big house to be alone
in.

She is not wealthy. She has sold nothing from
the house ― and allows no one to fix it up, or move in to keep it
up. If things remain unchanged, some day the house will fall down,
fully packed, and anyone wanting a memory will have to be content
with rubble.

I've fantasized about living in that house,
moving back, taking care of the place in exchange for living there
rent-free. The second floor is a self-contained apartment. The
third floor is bedrooms and unassigned spaces storing generations
of teenagers' castoffs. The round rooms at the base of the tower
were always my favorite, though the top floor is rotting and open
to the elements ― and the birds.

There is no attic.

I wonder what will become of the house on High
Street. I hope I will be allowed to visit it before it crumbles.
See if I can find the named spirits I am told haunt the upper
floors: someone has died in every room of that
house.

Nothing nefarious about that, the house is 200
years old and been filled throughout that time: it has a long
history.

I mostly want the memories. Not to inherit
them, but to go there, explore, capture them for
myself.

Maybe it's waiting for me, for all I
know.

 

[074]

In 2012 the world as we knew it ended, and it
was my fault, though I didn't know it yet. When the mirrored walls
of the Shattering came down 16 years later, I had been without
human contact for a third of my life, and I was half-mad with
fear.

I knew to the microsecond when the Shattering
would end, and I watched my monitors from my home in space, not
knowing whether a single other human being was alive, or what would
happen when the walls flickered out of
existence.

 

[075]

"Have a nice day."

"Thanks."

 

[076]

Ode to Joy was playing in the
background, an odd, shaky Calypso version, as I proposed marriage
to Maria in the center of the mall.

"I'm sorry, Dick, I just can't," she said, and
turned on her heel and left me there, on one knee, and congas and
cowbells clumped along to Beethoven's
score.

There are moments in life when a feeling is so
strong it takes you out of your surroundings, makes you oblivious
to others, and almost makes you invisible to anyone not sharing the
moment. That day I transcended time and place in a swarm of motes
of pure embarrassment.

Three years later, and that moment still rules
me. I never saw Maria again, and when I tried calling the number
she'd given me for her parents, I found it was a 50's-style diner
in Queens. No one there had ever heard of a Maria
Countebank.

 

[077]

The world ended on October 13, 2025. It was my
fault, I now know, but how it happened is really beyond me. Maybe
once it comes back I'll be able to find some answers, but I doubt
it. I think I'll always be as clueless as those poor sots down
there, frozen in time on that shattered
world.

My chronometer ticks backwards now, has been
for just over 12 years, since the moment I doomed the world to end
just over 25 years ago.

I now know more about time than any human
alive. Maybe. Are they alive down there? Are they somehow studying
time as I have been? None of them cracked the code,
obviously.

No more did I, as it turns out. All I did
really was end the world, and then figure out when it would return.
About two and a half minutes from now.

I shattered the world twelve years ago, and
the effect ripples traveled both forward and backward in time. At
the outer edge of that ripple I was stranded on this space station
as the world simply ceased to be. In its place hangs a globe like a
shattered mirror, each piece reflecting the space around it
slightly differently, and often as not at different speeds from
its neighbors.

I, alone, was outside the effect. It took me
twelve years to develop a theory and
attempt a way to reverse the effect.

I was wrong. I doomed the Earth to whatever
state it has found itself in for 25 years. No one there could
possibly know, of course, but I will.

I have only lived this long to see if I might
finally know what it is I caused, and whether mankind has survived
it.

 

Ferd had had enough. The day was too hot, the
other workers too lazy, and he just plain needed a break. Things
being what they were, he took the only break he was allowed. "Be
right back," he called to the foreman, "gotta take a
dump."

It was hot inside the Port-o-San, and Ferd was
immediately covered in a sheen of sweat.
"Goddamned lazy sonsabitches," he
muttered, and reached for the nudie mag
stashed over the door.

The bright sunlight that filtered through the
colored plastic suddenly winked out, and there was a tremor as if
someone had bumped into the john from the
outside.

"Knock it the fuck off," he shouted, but
dropped his magazine.

He finished his business and hiked up his
pants. "What the hell? What have they
done?"

Opening the door as cautiously as anyone
expecting a prank ambush, Ferd took a moment to look far enough
from himself to see what had really
happened.

It was night. A few feet away from the
Port-o-San, the ground was sharply divided by a jagged channel in
the dirt. On the other side was a jungle. When large, fern-like
branches parted and man with a flat face and covered in orange fur
peered out at him, Ferd fainted.

The orangutan laughed, and stole his
watch.

 

Each generation one champion was chosen to
pass into the silver wall. If anyone else tried, they simply
bounced off, but the Chosen had the ability to pass through, if he
took certain arcane preparations and stepped at the precise moment
the chronologers told him
to.

This hero of the Bandaloup was unsure of
himself. He thought he must be the only Chosen to doubt, but he was
wrong. He straightened his clothes, shouldered his pack, and took
his first step on the path the chronologers
had drawn in the sand for him. Once through, he knew he would
never return. It would be his job to
speak to the gods on behalf of his people, to keep them free from
war, famine and disease.

As he approached the silver wall, the
Chief Chronologer sounded a gong. The
hero closed his eyes, took a deep breath, but before he could step
through he heard a gasp from the assembled village around him. When
he opened his eyes, he saw that the silver wall was gone. A cheer
sounded from the back of the crowd, but the ones close enough to
see what was on the other side of the wall stood dead
silent.

A pile of corpses, some no more than skeletons
littered the ground before him. All wore the head dress of the
chosen hero. The clearing that opened on the other side of the
ragged channel in the dirt where the wall had been was bordered on
all sides by high stone cliffs.

Each and every hero had starved to death in
that blind crevasse Since Time Began.

 

The man standing on the tower gazed over the
city and judged it. The city had fine art. Disease had been
vanquished for a hundred years. Peace had reigned for two hundred
years. People never died by accident or
violence.

The man hated it.

Every inch of the known universe had been
explored, explained, and incorporated into the peaceful rule of
mankind. Even the silvered bounds of the universe were well
understood: a time fracture, separating the Earth into fragments,
each running time at different rates, until the day when the wall
would collapse and the world would once again be reunited. For
some, it will have been as if a mere second passed; for others,
thousands or millions of years.

The people of the city were confident that
their message of peace would prevail, and when the barrier came
down at last, the whole world ― the whole universe! ― would be like
the city.

The man hated it.

He hated the thought that one day, no one knew
when, the silvered walls of the time fracture would come down and
the city would expand to swallow peoples and cultures and planets.
He knew that he was an aberration ― one of very few still remaining
in the human genome ― and that his thirst for change, for
adventure, for blood, even, would be wiped out before the conquest
of the universe came to pass.

As he watched, the nearest silver wall
silently flicked out of existence, to be replaced by a steel-grey
wall of roiling shadow and reflected sunlight. What is
this?

The truth dawned on him as the the pressure of
millions of tons of seawater broke the tension where the wall had
held it back, an the city was drowned in the waters of a sterile
sea.

The man loved it.

 

The walls came down. My cameras recorded
almost 5,200 separate fragments, some the size of continents, some
the size of a small apartment. The falling walls brewed disaster.
Weather patterns were disrupted, hurricanes, earthquakes, floods:
Armageddon.

A sea emptied onto a low plain. A mountain
that had built up against the fracture wall collapsed onto a
jungle. Millions of people and other creatures who had survived
whatever period of time they had experienced died in a matter of
minutes.

More died in the coming
days as new species battled for altered terrain, and mankind
once again was allowed to war with his
neighbors.

A battalion of the US National Guard, looking
as fresh and new as the first day of Boot Camp was wiped out by
screaming savages pouring over the tarmac waving weapons made from
auto parts. A tribe of sentient orangutans took over a fairly high
tech but empty quarter and were demanding
fealty from their neighbors,
including a Satanic monastery and a clan of Amish farmers with
bluish skin and wide, simple faces, dense as
mountains.

It would take many years for mankind to heal
itself, but at least I now know they
survived.

Enough survived.

As for myself, I was pretty tired of the space
station, and searched out the most peaceful garden
land I could find to retire to. My escape pod was
primed and ready, after all the years of not having anywhere to
escape to.

 

 

 

 

[078*]

About worn through,
covered with freckles, he turned it back off, his butt beginning to
wonder. In the middle of the night? "Thanks." That ghosts
constantly started the War, I promise; when they didn't know, he
yelled, to wander. Something
wrong
starts on the third floor. I had been
without Dick, I now know: a shattered mirror, each orangutan and
every hero. Peace had brewed
disaster.
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[079]

News traveled fast that the walls had come
down, and strange lands on all sides were now open for exploration.
Three days later a fire appeared in the sky, grew, and landed in
the center of the Green. Those investigating discovered a large
iron sphere planted amidst rays of scorched turf, ticking as it
cooled.

Qberon waited for the steam and heat to
dissipate before approaching the sphere and
rapping smartly on its side with his
staff.

A slit opened, widened, and soon a doorway was
apparent. Qberon entered. Moments later he emerged carrying a
figure limp in an orange jumpsuit with cyanic skin and lank
hair.

Qberon laid the man on the grass and let the
breeze waft reviving oxygen into his
lungs. After only a moment he coughed, spat, and sat
up.

"Wow," he said.

Qberon bowed before the man. "I am Qberon,
ruler of this Shard. We know you, Mechanic, and welcome
you."

"You know me? How did you get the capsule
open?"

"I asked it to open. In this place, my word
commands."

"The doors malfunctioned. I was out of
air."

Qberon bowed again. "If you will come with us,
I have prepared lodging for you for as long as you might choose to
stay."

"Wait a minute," said the man. "How … how
long were you separate from the world? Do you
know?"

"In this shard," said Qberon, "the walls
locked us in for over a thousand generations, which in turn are far
longer than those of your people."

"What do you mean, my
people?"

"Look upon me, Mechanic. I am not of mankind.
None of this shard is."

The man saw it was true. Qberon and the folk
keeping a respectful distance had a silvery cast to their skin,
pointed ears, and hair colors that ranged outside of human norm.
Were these mutants? Aliens? Had their ancestors meddled with their
genes to create a race cosmetically like
the legends of elves and fairies?

"I see. I think I can stand and walk with
you," he said. "I must admit I have many
questions."

"I will answer what I can," said Qberon. "This
way."

They walked side by side, and the rest
thronged after. The path lead from the
clearing across rolling hills through a gentle wood with flowering
undergrowth. After a time, they crested a hill and the man could
see their destination. He almost laughed, for
the palace Qberon presided in was a close replica of a
fairyland castle as depicted in a theme park of his
day.

No theme park castle ever shone so brightly,
however, with golden, wind-dancing motes and
rainbows.

A distant music was playing. Not the fey,
tinkling song the man would expect, but a distinctly tribal
drumming, with a low, sonorous chant.

He could see no obvious
source for this music as they approached the high, arching
doors.

"Open," said Qberon, and the doors swung
inward, revealing a vast hall with
ceilings seemingly higher than the turrets visible from the
outside. The music swelled, then faded to a
memory.

"Do you hunger?"

"I suppose I do," said the
man.

"All right. I will send an
attendant with some food shortly. Follow Fiona
to your quarters. I'll have the contents of the capsule brought to
you in the morning. Night's dark falls hard
upon us here, and I shall see you shortly after the dawn
breaks."

And with that the monarch strode off, half the
crowd following him. The rest milled around, or left the way they
had come, except for a girl of no more than fourteen in appearance,
dressed as one might expect a pageboy to be outfitted in an
illustrated fairy tale. "This way, Sir Mechanic," she
said.

"Why do you call me
that?"

"Lord Qberon has told us of you," she said.
"The title suits, does it not?"

The man, the Mechanic, pondered. "It suits as
well as any." And he followed her up a wide stair and through rich
corridors the color of dreams and longing.

They arrived at a door like many others they
had passed, and she swept it open grandly, and bowed until he
passed within.

It was a sizable room, larger than the living
quarters the man had become accustomed to over the past quarter
century, and the bed looked absolutely luxurious. A heavily-draped
window adorned the far wall, and a small
door in the right wall proved to be locked when he tried the
knob.

"You shall have the key to that door on the
morrow," said Fiona. "The room is not yet ready for you. In the
meantime, I hope our accommodations are
sufficient for your needs."

"More than I am accustomed to," said the
Mechanic. "I thank you," and he did his best to emulate the Lord of
the realm's grand bow, and Fiona backed out of the door, closing it
quietly.

He sat on the bed and had just removed his
boots when a quiet knock came on the door. Opening it, he
discovered a boy who could have been Fiona's twin, bearing a
covered tray.

"Dinner, Sir Mechanic," he said, and when the
man stepped aside he neatly laid the tray on an endboard. "Is there
anything else I can get you, sir?"

"No, thank you," said the man. "That'll be
fine."

And the boy left as the girl had, and the man
settled into the first meal he'd had in over twenty-five years that
hadn't come from a machine.

At least, if this food came from a machine, he
thought, their machines were light years
beyond what the space station had been capable
of.

He ate, then undressed and crawled into the
bed. Within moments he was sound asleep and
dreaming.

 

He sat on a stone bench in a rose garden
shrouded by fog. Before him stood the twin servants, the boy and
the girl.

"May I ask you a
question?"

They looked at him blankly. "You may do as
you please," they answered in unison.

"What is the history of this place? Of
this … shard?"

The girl cocked her head. "What do you
mean?"

"I know what happened, how the world
split," the Mechanic said, "I saw it. While the walls were up
some shards fell to savagery. Some barely
changed at all. Some progressed to become a wonderment of science.
Yours seems to have become a fairy
tale."

"We have always been," said the boy,
"exactly as we are. We are the ones your tales speak of. You
shattered not only your world, but ours, and in the interim we
broke through the ages-old barrier, occupying this
space."

"This space used to be Manhattan island,"
said the Mechanic. "Where are the people who were here before
you?"

"Where are the people that came before
them?" they asked in unison.

"Why do you call me Lord
Mechanic?"

"It is what you are," said the
boy.

"We know what you are," added the
girl.

"And I suppose my arrival was
prophesied?"

The boy said, "your presence leaves
echoes, rippling to all sides, toward the center and toward the
shore, like a pebble in a pond. You have yet to see the ripples
forward, but those skilled in such things have read the ripples
flowing backward for centuries."

"You have been the most important man
alive," said the girl. "Your ripples dance
far."

"And what do you want from me?" he
asked.

They answered, "We need you to do that
which you have already done. There are those that would make you
king, and those that would kill you on sight. We merely want you to
be what you are, and to do that which you will
do."

"You're awfully cryptic for kids," he
said.

"We are not children," said the
girl.

"We are as ageless as the wind," said the
boy.

"Wake, now," they said
together.

 

The man sat up in the bed. Light was streaming
across the floor from the window, whose curtain was now tied back.
A fresh tray had been laid on a stand by the bed, and as he looked
around, he saw his clothes were missing.

"Must have been a quiet maid," he said, and
lifted the lid covering his breakfast. The memory of bacon wafted
from beneath, and he set to, forgetting his dream, forgetting his
clothes.

The moment he finished the boy silently
entered. "I have clothes for you," he said, "and I am instructed to
show you the workroom when you are ready."

"Workroom?"

"Through that door, where the contents of your
capsule now reside, along with certain tools and tinctures The
People feel you might find useful."

 

[080]

Stuff, stuff, stuff.

Write for an hour, walk for an hour, weep for
an hour,

Time is a mismatched idol for the masses of
today.

I stare, and the day
blurs,

shifts sideways,

ripples, waves,

and

turns in

on

itself.

Matter speaks to me in
cartoons,

Energy in riddles,

Time in passages.

 

[081]

Once a barbarian, blue mud on his belly,
turned to the Druid chief at his side and said, "Why are you such a
dick?"

 

[082]

"Have a nice day."

"Thanks."

 

[083]

The Rock and Roll Gnome wallowed in the mud,
bemoaning his fate. "Why, why, oh why," he cried, "why must the
world deny me me?"

Too-Tall Jones watched
dispassionately, until the wee rocker's ire had
faded and his gasps and burbles seemed more
piglike than usual.

"It is not the world," he told the gnome. "It
is Waylon Jennings who is to blame."

"What are you telling
me?"

"No record company in the world will sign you
on, not since the Jennings Mob pulled some strings to make sure
that no yodeling would ever again reach pop
culture."

The gnome sat upright, the mud dripping off
his leopard spandex unitard, matting his
wild mane of ratted hair, streaking his
already-garish glam makeup. "But Waylon
Jennings wasn't a rock and roll
yodeler," he gasped.

"Nevertheless," said Too-Tall Jones. "If you
want a break in the business, you'll have to defeat the Jennings
mob."

Beneath mud and makeup, the gnome's face
hardened. "Then I'll do it. I need to gather a band of unlikely
heroes to do it. Help me up."

Jones grunted as he hefted the gnome out of
the mud. "Leave me out of it. I'm just a gooseboy and that's the
way I like it. You'll need to go into The City to find
adventurers."

"Yeehaw," said the gnome. "You git now. This
little rocker has some planning to do."

And Too-Tall Jones mounted his goose and rode
off into the sunset.

[084]

But he had a job to do, and there was only so
much he could hold back without affecting that ― and inevitably,
just as they had for the last four months he'd had the job, their
paths crossed.

"Young Virgil," said
Weiderman.

"They call me Butch, Mr. Weiderman. What do
you want?"

It was not quite the respectful tone his
father would have liked.

"I'm sorry, Butch, of course. I've
heard the Wheatshins kid call you that on the
ballfield."

"You've watched us
play?"

"Not really" said Weiderman. "My path takes me
past the ballfield, and there have been a few times there's been a
game in progress as I went by. It's where I first noticed
you."

"I'm not sure I'm comfortable with this
conversation," said Butch.

"Oh, come on," said Weiderman. "I am not going
to abduct you. If you'd just listen, I'll tell you what I'm on
about."

"And what is that?"

"I'd rather keep walking, if you don't mind,"
he said. "I'm going to tell you some things that you'll probably
think are crazy. And they probably are. And I'm asking for your
help."

"Uh, okay, Mr.
Weiderman."

They walked along, as before, silent as Butch
finished his route, and passed Vera's pansies. Butch saw nothing
unusual about them today.

 

[085]

"I couldn't help noticing you watching the
girls, there. Yeah, they're hot, making out. Listen, they're
friends of mine, and I think … I think I
might have a proposition that would make all of us
happy.

"See, I know them, I know the type of things
they like, and I have this crazy idea for a game, and I think
they'd totally go for it, only I need a partner,
see?

"Here's how the game goes: we sit across from
each other, and everything we want the girls to do, we do
ourselves. And then they do the same. Or maybe the other way
around, we could flip a coin. Say, I'll be the brunette, and you be
the redhead. I think that'd be best, don't
you?

"We already know they like making out ― where
else can we take it? They like watching guys, y'see, and it'd be
tit for tat, no free show, so it'd be okay for us to
watch.

"Whaddaya say? Here, let me refill that for
ya, and I'll go talk to the girls. This'll be fun, I
promise.

"Well, no. You are straight ― so you tell me,
and so I believe you. What I am proposing is an
experience. It won't change who you are any more than
going to a single Grateful Dead show converts you into a Deadhead.
No matter how much you enjoy the show. Those that do become
Deadheads generally knew this about themselves before their first
concert.

"There are rare instances, of course, of what
appears to be conversion. But someone doesn't so much convert as
realize something they hadn't realized before. It feels like coming
home, like a discovery, like a release. Not that the person
changed, but they peeled off a layer covering who they really
are.

"I've felt that way about a few things I've
encountered in my life.

"I suppose you could call that a risk, but how
glorious an experience that is, when it happens! And you don't have
to go through it alone."

 

 

[086]

I was an awkward teenager in a small
Massachusetts town in the winter of '85 when I rode with my friend
Gabe and his older brother into The City.

As I write this in San Diego I can only feel a
bit smug about how the meaning of "City" has shifted for me, but
then and there Floxinaw City was The Place To Go if a kid wanted to
do anything after dark.

That night we were headed out ― looking to
take in a movie, I think ― and it was a bitter, cold winter night.
The sky was distant and clear, the starlight razor-sharp. As the
three of us, muffled in down jackets and floppy garage-band knit
hats, trudged through the snow to where the van sat, idling
roughly, warming up for the drive, Gabe's mother called from the
front door, "Watch out for black ice!"

Frozen between house and waiting butt-rusted
van, the three of us heard three different warnings, and, like
teenagers everywhere, held our reactions until we were out of
adults' earshot, smiling and nodding for the mother's
sake.

As we pulled out of the iced driveway ruts, I
couldn't hold in my reaction: "Guys, did your mom really just say,
‘watch out for black guys'?"

I liked Gabe's mom ― Lucy was her name, I
think ― but she was odd sometimes, claiming to see ghosts and
visions. The village was pretty white-bread compared to Floxinaw
City, so what I had heard made a sort of sense, but it had seemed
really out of character.

Gabe laughed. "No, black ice ― you
know, clear ice on the pavement ― it looks black, it's hard to see,
and slippery as all hell."

Gabe's brother, Larry ― I'd forgotten his name
― Larry laughed, too. "That's better than what I heard: ‘Watch out
for black eyes'!" As we laughed, he slowed his van to the
speed limit as we passed out of the lit area of the village and
onto the long country highway to Pittsfield. Black ice territory if
ever there was one.

"I guess we should watch out for all three,
just in case!" I said, and we all started laughing again, when
something bolted across the road. It was just a fleet shadow in the
headlights against the mottled snow-and-tar of the road, and Larry
swerved, sluing the van until it almost tipped, and we wound up
ass-to in the opposite snowbank, panting and gasping and clutching
the bitch-handles.

"Shit," we all agreed, and Larry cut the
engine. For minutes later we could hear it tick and ding as it
cooled to match the frigid winter night around
us.

Larry got out of the van to assess the damage.
The second the door cracked open, wind as bitter and forceful as
any New England blizzard-driven gale whipped into the van and
filled our vision with dancing snow crystals. "Shut the door!" Gabe
and I yelled, and Larry slipped out into the night, shutting the
door tightly behind him, but the damage was done, and any warmth
the van had built up on the drive was lost. We slipped our gloves
back on and clapped ourselves on the shoulders as we waited for
Larry to return with the verdict.

With the lights off and the snow swirling
around us, we couldn't see for shit out the van windows, and we had
no idea what was keeping Larry so long. After a bit, the van rocked
one, twice as he gave it a shove ― whether in frustration or an
attempt to gauge the situation we didn't
know.

"He's sure taking long enough," Gabe griped. I
laughed and joked that he'd gotten lost, and then we sat in
silence, our breath steaming in front of us, for another raft of
minutes.

I opened my mouth three or four times,
starting to say something fearful, thinking better of it,
forgetting my resolution and starting another "what if?" ― when we
were again beset with a flurry of hard crystalline snow as Larry
opened the door and shrugged back into the
seat.

We let him sit for a full minute, puffing more
winter-breath into the interior of the van, before demanding
answers.

"What happened? What took you so long?" I
asked, too tired and worried to keep the fear from my voice, to
comfortable with these friends to try very
hard.

"Damnedest thing," he
said.

I held my breath, imagining cracked blocks,
flattened tires, stove-in grills.

"We hit something, I guess," and then he
stopped again.

"What'd we hit? How's the
van?"

"Damnedest thing. I don't know what
we hit."

And he gestured for us to see for
ourselves.

When we all trooped out into the cold to see
what Larry had seen, we knew no more than before. Smeared in the
seam of a long dent across the front flank of the bus was a black
streak, like tar. But it smelled like nothing ― unless it smelled
of snow and night and the slightly dampened gloves through which we
dipped our fingers in the stain to smell it. None of us dared taste
it, but I felt sure it would taste like nothing, too. When we
thought to look again, the next day under the chill glare of the
8am sun, there was nothing left. Our gloves, too, were left
unmarked. Just that long dent creasing the front of the
bus.

 

[087]

Toby walked around the circle
counter-clockwise, or
widdershins, as the book instructed,
and planted his knife in the ground, symbolically sending the
energy of the circle back to ground. "The circle
is open but unbroken, may the peace of the Goddess be ever in your
heart. Merry meet, merry part, merry meet again,"
he recited, also from the book, and the group read the last part
with him.

"And that's it," he said, bowing with a
flourish and retrieving his knife.

"That was wonderful," said Crystal, "I felt
all tingly!"

Alyson was less impressed, but also less
likely to speak up in the group. This time she thought she had
felt something, but it was
impossible to be sure she wasn't imagining it. She looked around
the group, trying to assess what each one had
felt.

Crystal, of course, was always the easiest to
read. As she gushed to Toby about how wonderful the ritual had
been, she deftly flicked her unruly blond hair behind her ear with
a practiced gesture. The weight of the crystals, medicine bags and
medallions around her neck would have been a burden to a less
energetic soul, and it seemed more than natural that someone like
Crystal should jingle when she walked. Alyson knew Crystal was a
good soul, but perhaps a bit naive.

Next Alyson looked around the circle to where
Brian was picking up the paraphernalia of the ritual ― the goblet,
the wand, the harsh, smoky incense which
they had made from a recipe in one of their books. Brian looked a
little out of place in their circle in the woods ― his pale skin
made it obvious he rarely stepped outdoors. Alyson's skin was
paler, but she had to work at it. Brian was the thoughtful,
studious type, the one who would get good grades and go on to
become an engineer or a programmer. What drew him to the Harrison
Witches was an unknown: he didn't like to talk about himself. He,
of all of them, seemed to take their rituals the most seriously, as
if he had a specific goal he was working toward, and wouldn't stop
until he had achieved it.

Jenny was next around, and she seemed to be
deep inside herself, unaware of her surroundings. This was fairly
normal for Jenny, but she had been coming out of her shell since
joining the Witches. Alyson believed Jenny was probably abused as a
child, and the empowerment of Witchcraft was her preferred way of
dealing with a painful world. This was actually fairly similar to
Alyson's reason for being in the circle ― but not
exactly.

And last was Toby, self-proclaimed bad boy and
preacher's kid, doing the ritual in a leather jacket, using a buck
knife for his athame, performing
the movements with confidence and even swagger. He had once said
that his favorite part about Witchcraft was that Witches never
bowed or knelt to their gods ― they
performed their rituals standing up. Alyson wasn't sure if Toby
ever really felt or saw what he claimed, and she was sure he'd lie
to the circle if he thought it would help to maintain the illusion
― but she was also sure he really believed, and would do anything
necessary to make magic real.

 

[088]

 "There ought to
be Cicadas"

 

The sun presses down and each step I
lose

The memory of cool

The powerlines hum

A bicycle ticks by

Somewhere someone is mowing a lawn

The size of a postcard from Belize

But there ought to be cicadas.

 

[089]

WALKING FEATHER

 

The heat.

What I remember most about that day is the
heat.

I was sitting in the declining shadow of an
empty storefront reading Baudelaire and trying not to doze off when
I felt a shadow, a lessening of the sun-pressure on my scorched
legs which had been sticking out into the light since this
morning.

There, standing between my legs and haloed
like an acid-trip visitation, stood the
john.

He wore a rumpled, sweat-stained suit, but it
didn't say cop, it said
salesman.

"You the Gypsy?" he asked, and I
nodded.

I'm not a Gypsy, I'm an Indian, but what the
hell? I give them what they want.

"Give me your hand," I said, and in the time
it took him to help me lever myself off the burning sidewalk, I
had him.

In that touch I knew all his secrets, all his
needs, and just how much he was willing to
pay.

It was a good thing he had come along. It had
been days since I'd received a clean offer. Two undercover cops, a
psycho and a man infected with at least three deadly diseases had
all been deftly turned down without explanation, and that was good.
But safe doesn't pay the rent, does it?

I pretended to haggle a little over the price,
and I led him to a nearby motel where the manager is a friend of
mine.

Inside, the painted cinderblocks had the
texture of varnished cottage cheese and it smelled like any cheap
motel room in the summer. The door shut and locked, and the john
took me in his arms.

"Take off your clothes," he whispered, so
close in my ear I felt it more than heard
it.

The blood was rushing to all the places it
always does, and he blushed as I looked him in the
eye.

Slowly, making him wait, I stripped down,
pulling my shirt over my head and dropped it to the floor. I shook
my head so the tangled mane of dark hair that marked my heritage
blinded me briefly, and settled to partially veil a face still
boyish enough to get the johns.

He licked his lips, and a drop of sweat rolled
down one temple.

I never took my eyes off him, and his gaze
never wavered.

I undid my belt and opened the front of my
jeans, giving the john his first glimpse of what he was paying me
for, the first wisps of hair shading my crotch just visible above
the snaggle-toothed zipper that still
only barely kept the front of my jeans
closed.

He was still watching intently, and just to
torture him a bit more, I stood there a moment: the dim sunlight
leaking through the rubberized motel curtains made my figure
maddeningly elusive to him. I ran my fingers casually across my
chest, briefly playing with a nipple and then running them through
my hair.

I stepped forward and put my hands on his
shoulders. In the touch I again saw inside his mind, saw the image
of the boy, the summer he was remembering.

"My name is―"

"Johnny," he finished, his eyes widening. I
knew he had chosen me because of a superficial resemblance to an
old childhood buddy. I knew he'd been carrying around the memory of
their last day together for twenty years. I was there to set him
free.

I allowed the image of his long-lost childhood
playmate to grow in his mind, and smiled at his sharp intake of
breath. They're always surprised, the first time they feel my
power.

In his mind now, in our mind, we were floating
on a raft on a small pond somewhere in upstate New York. We had
been friends for as long as either of us could remember, and this
was the last afternoon before my family mysteriously moved
away.

We had been skinnydipping in this secluded
spot all day, and now we were soaking up the warmth of the
afternoon sun.

"Johnny?" The john, who's name was Randy, was
17 in this vision, and he leaned up on one elbow with a look of
urgency on his face.

"Yeah?" I answered, carefully not opening my
eyes.

The first time he'd played this scene, he'd
dropped his eyes and said, "Oh, nothing." Ever since he'd been
replaying that line, and this time he was going to say what he'd
been dying to say for 20 years.

"Johnny, I love you," he said, and as I looked
at him, lying beautifully on the float, the sun gilding his skin, I
knew that Johnny had loved him too.

"Listen very carefully," I said to him. "I'm
going to leave tomorrow, and you're never going to see me again.
It's because my family's moving, not because I don't want to see
you again." I smiled at him, and turned my body a bit so he could
see it better.

"Don't be afraid to love me, Randy. I love
you, too. I've always loved you, I've only been afraid to say
so."

I saw the shocked smile grow on his face, the
tears start at the corners of his eyes. "Johnny," he whispered, and
I made a long, cinematic approach to the slowest, sweetest and
most-anticipated kiss he'd ever known. In the course of a few
minutes I helped Randy to relive a whole afternoon, only this time
it went the way it should have, and when we parted in the vision he
cried, but he was smiling through the tears, and I knew he'd been
set free of a twenty-year-old burden.

Carefully, so as not to disturb his
reverie I let him slip to the floor, and bent to
find his wallet for my agreed-upon wage.

I wondered, as I always do, how he'd change
after that moment, and whether he'd be better able to love his
family, his kids, or whether he'd have to leave, and go find his
long, lost dream.

Make no mistake: I loved him as much as he
loved what he thought I was. Of course it was out of the question
to do anything but leave anonymously. But as always, I felt a bit
sad that this was the way it had to be. I smiled and brushed his
sweaty forehead with a kiss, catching a glimpse of his dream, this
one untouched by my manipulations. Joyous, pure, erotic, happy and
hectic, the images flashed on my retinas before I stepped away and
found my clothes.

A moment later I shut the door to the motel
room behind me, the plastic DO NOT DISURB sign swinging back and
forth from the doorknob, and reentered the fierce sunlight of a
southern California summer.

I jumped a bit when I heard a step behind me
and turned to find a man in a dark blue suit approaching. He had
Fed written all
over him.

"You have a light, son?" he asked, and as I
passed him my lighter I brushed his hand with my own. In the second
of contact I learned much of that man's personal life and history,
but this revelation was cut short as his partner came swiftly up
behind me with a blackjack aimed for the base of my
skull.

 

I awoke, unsurprisingly, with a splitting
headache, and as soon as I was able to look around me, I discovered
I was in a small square room with industrial-looking
cinderblock walls and no windows. The only door
looked to be made out of plate metal with a small, barred window
set high up. The only furnishings were a toilet without seat or
lid, and a cot that would have been thrown out as unusable in any
Boy Scout camp in the country. It was, obviously, a
cell.

At least I wasn't
bound.

When my head stopped throbbing quite so much,
I gave some thought to the brief glimpse I'd got from the agent
before passing out. Perhaps there was some clue in that glimpse
that I could use to figure out where I was and
why.

The man was a government agent, that much was
for sure, but he wasn't vice squad ― just some agency that went
simply by "H." I couldn't get more than a glimpse of the other man,
as he had never actually touched me, but the agent who had spoken
to me was named Wilson. Unfortunately, I couldn't recall anything
to explain why Wilson and his comrade were after me―Wilson himself
didn't seem to know.

Wilson didn't seem to care,
either.

So I sat on the cot and did what any prisoner
does: I tried to remember songs I had learned as a child, and told
myself riddles, tried to keep from going mad. Finally, in boredom
and frustration, I went to sleep.

And there, on the rough cot of the cell, I
dreamed of hundreds of cells, filled with hundreds of prisoners,
all shapes, all sizes. In the cell next to mine was a man of middle
age who glowed softly in the undisturbed night of what turned out
to be some sort of hospital. As my attention came to focus on this
man I realized I could see him, and all the others, through the
walls of my cell, which had grown transparent, like smoked glass.
The glowing man looked up at me and spoke. The words came to me as
if they were my own thoughts, but they matched the words I could
see his lips form on the other side of my wall. Be
careful, he said. Trust no one in this place who isn't
locked up.

The dream faded and I slept soundly, the cot
actually more comfortable than the sidewalk I usually
tenanted.

I awoke, an indefinite time later, to the
sound of the door.

"Come with me," said a voice that I recognized
as Wilson's, and the agent stood in the doorway and beckoned for me
to follow. I squinted in the light of the corridor as I came out of
the cell and followed the agent. He led me past a number of other
doors,. If there were any tenants they were silent ― or
soundproofed.

Wilson ushered me into an unmarked door and
locked it behind me.

Inside the bare room was a folding card table
with a small, balding man holding a sheaf of mimeographed pages. He
gestured for me to sit down in a folding chair opposite him and
reached out to shake my hand.

He was seated in a wheelchair. I hesitated,
not wishing to seem too eager, and shook the man's
hand.

Dark fire exploded in my brain at the man's
touch, and in a flash I knew where I was and why. I'd have to bide
my time until I could figure out how to escape ― for escape I
must.

"Please," the man said, "sit
down."

 

"Let me introduce myself," he continued when I
sat. "I'm Agent James," though his real name was so buried in the
agent's past that he had no recollection of
it.

I could nodded. I could trust nothing this man
would say, but it was in my best interests to pretend. Agent
"James" continued.

"I'm part of a special team the government is
putting together to recruit Americans with … special
abilities, shall we say."

Again, I could only nod. What the agent was
saying was true, though I doubted I would be told anything useful
about the program ― like how they intended to use their
"recruits."

"Rumor has it you are one of those Americans,"
said James, and it seemed like he was expecting a response this
time.

"What do you want from me?" I
asked.

"We're merely going to run you through some
tests," he answered, "and depending on what we find, we may offer
you a job."

"So why didn't you send me a
letter?"

James smiled. "Would you have us mail it to
your street corner? But seriously, Johnny, we have a need for
secrecy. And let's say your record didn't make us feel all that
comfortable putting our trust in you." His face hardened. I knew
this man was incapable of an unschooled
emotion.

"We've given you a taste of the jail cell
you've been dodging for the past few years, and we hope this'll
help you understand just how serious we are. If you don't play ball
with us, we'll make sure you can't play ball with the enemy,
either."

"Enemy?"

"Don't let the press fool you," he said. "The
enemy's still out there."

"And what happens when your tests show I'm
just an ordinary guy and don't have any … special abilities?"
I asked, though I knew he was planning to kill
me.

"We'll return you to where we found you," he
lied smoothly, "with enough pay to make up for any lost …
business."

The agent's speech was full of
pauses.

 

 

[090]

"Have a nice day."

"Thanks."

 

[091*]

Three days
later, A
Wonderment of Science
shifts sideways. Why are you rock and roll,
quite the respectful crazy idea, panting and gasping? But she was a
postcard from the john, full of
pauses.


"Thanks."
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Hill City
Men

June 26, 2004

Page 4, "Hot Letters"

 

Special
Sauce

…

I stood and looked Francisco in the eyes.
"That was fun," I said.

"Yeah," he said. "Thanks,
man."

"Any time," I said.

"No, I mean it," he
said.

"So do I."

He pulled up his pants and managed to stuff
himself back behind the fly, and took the burger to the counter to
put lettuce, tomato and the top bun on it.

"Your order's up, miss," he said. And she came
to the counter and took it with a smirk, and I stayed back, knowing
my mussed hair and foolish grin might look suspicious. I hadn't yet
noticed the spot on my pants.

She ate the burger, and when she came up to
the counter to "compliment the chef," I told Francisco I could
close alone, so she took him to a bar for his first legal drink. I
cleaned up and locked up, after jerking off in the
john.

I chalked it up to another "dear diary"
moment, a one-time thing that was fun but meaningless. But the next
day, Francisco came in on my shift to talk to
me.

"We broke up," he
said.

"Oh shit, Francisco, I'm sorry. Was it
because…  ?"

"No, nothing like that. She was planning on
breaking up anyway, but wanted me to have a nice memory. I think
she wants me to be so sad about her leaving I'll never want to fuck
another girl again."

"Well, that's crappy," I
said.

"Yeah, but it's not too bad. We had fun, but…
"

"But what?"

"What we did last
night."

"Yeah?"

"D'you think we
could do it some more?"

I swallowed. He was looking me right in the
eyes, standing close and smiling. I forgot I was at work and put my
hand on his arm.

"Yeah, I think we could. We can do it as often
as you want."

I know some people might not think that's a
romantic way to meet your husband, but we do. Our friends are tired
of hearing that story, but we have a lot of fun telling it. We've
been together for seven years now. I teach at the college, and he's
been taking some art courses, and his sculptures have been shown in
a few places around town. We're terrifically
happy.

And we still go to that burger joint every
year on his birthday. But sometimes he gets the special
sauce now.

 

[093]

The witch stood at the prow of the ship,
letting the sea winds ruffle his short-cropped hair like an
affectionate uncle. It was still dim, and he could just see the
first sliver of sun peaking over the horizon's gentle
arc.

The broad, flat sea and chilling winds
reminded him of his home in Alaska, and he allowed himself a moment
of homesickness before he began his morning
ritual.

Silently and without gesture he began,
breathing in the fire of the sun, feeling the power of the winds,
mentally connecting with the ocean and the Earth far
below.

Mother Earth, Mother Ocean, embrace us,
heal us, give us the tranquility to make it through another day.
Father Sun, Father Wind, give us the power to complete the
challenges that await us. Let the circle remain unbroken, and help
us to remember your presence.

He smiled, feeling the elemental energies
coursing through him, and vaporized one of the high, wispy clouds
floating sun-reddened over the horizon, just for
fun.

Blessed be, he intoned
silently, and let the energies fade into the back of his mind.
Turning, he again faced the ship, glancing idly up into the windows
of the bridge where he could see the officer of the watch
staring. It's a good thing I didn't do it the way
I wanted to, he thought. Sad
that it should be so rare for someone to come up here to watch the
sunrise.

The witch stuck his hands in his dungaree
uniform pockets and casually descended the ladder into the interior
of the ship, headed to the messdecks for
breakfast.

 

"Hey, Padre, what's with those Goddam' Satan
worshipers?"

I groaned inwardly at this. I'd been expecting
this sooner or later, and the fact that loud-mouthed, ignorant
Jenkins was the one to interrupt my breakfast with it surprised me
not at all.

"Satan Worshipers?" I asked
innocently.

"You know who I mean," said Jenkins, leaning
close and flinging bits of egg about as he wildly gestured with his
fork. "Those witches you let meet in the library. That's
gotta be against the regs, right?"

As casually as possible, I defended my
breakfast from this onslaught of food particles and gave the
mildest answer I could: "Actually, Bill, the DoD has
recognized Wicca as a valid religion for
a number of years now. And they're not," I added, with a slightly
imperious lift of the eyebrow, "Satan
worshipers."

"Hmph," Jenkins
snorted, returning his fork to his plate. "Father Winston
woulda' never allowed
it."

What Father Winston did allow got him
a court martial, but I bit back the obvious retort and took the
remains of my bespattered breakfast to the
scullery.

 

The witches' meetings were completely by the
book. When ships are at sea, boredom and depression can be a big
problem, and for this reason more than any concern for Sailors'
spiritual welfare, the Navy encourages religious activities of all
sorts, from Bible studies to mass to Passover
Seder on the messdecks. So when a
member of the newly-sanctioned Old Religion came to me and offered
to lead Wiccan services, what could I do
but agree? As a Catholic, I had to admit a little fear of these
people. As a Navy chaplain, my job was to espouse no religious
beliefs over any other, and keep track of the paperwork. As an Ivy
League seminary liberal who fancied himself an intellectual,
however, I had a great deal of curiosity.

So I did what I was supposed to do, and ran
the appropriate paperwork up the chain. Within a day I got a call
from the Old Man, asking for more information. Part of my job is
running the minimal ship's library, so it was no problem to step
around the corner from my office into the compartment used for the
purpose and pick up a couple useful books. Fortunately we had just
received a comparative religions text more current than the ancient
encyclopedia, whose best words on the subject were "rumors of
cannibalism among witches are probably overstated. " I had my aide
run off some copies and deliver them up to the Captain's office.
Within an hour he called to okay using the library for the
services.

With his okay, I told the young Sailor, a
well-spoken young Operations Specialist named Digby, he could go
ahead and lead the meetings. I also warned him that some of the
officers might decide to drop in to spy on the first few meetings,
and that regulations prohibited excluding
anyone.

All this was unknown to the crew at large
until Digby put a notice on the bulletin board: "Pagans Unite! Join
us each Thursday night at 2000 in the ship's library for teachings,
meditations, and Magic."

As soon as I'd seen it, I'd known I'd be
defending myself at breakfast.

When I arrived at my office the phone was
ringing. "Did you authorize that notice?" demanded an irate voice
that had to be the Executive Officer.

"No sir."

"Thank you," he said curtly, and I was holding
a dead line.

Of course, I thought, if it had read
"Christians unite," no one would have questioned it. Next-century
technology and last-century morality, that's the Navy all over. Of
course, as Tailhook and certain closer-to-home scandals have shown,
Navy leaders don't necessarily live by those standards. I sighed my
all-to-frequent "oh, well" sigh and got to work. Nine-tenths of a
chaplain's work aboard a ship is administrative, and requires 110%
of the time.

USS Lysistrata is a huge amphibious
assault ship that carries over 3,000 Sailors and Marines and a
variety of vehicles designed to carry Marines to the beach, where
they do what they do what Marines do. Her back end opens into a
huge well deck from which boats and LCAC hovercraft can be
deployed, and the entire back of the ship can be lowered into the
water to flood the well decks, facilitating entry or exit of
water-bound vehicles.

At the moment she was deployed on a six-month
cruise to the Middle East and other, as-yet unspecified
destinations, as an exercise for the Navy and the Marine Corps, and
also to show off to the Bad Guys (whoever they might be this week)
how tough we are. Rumor had it we were also testing some Top Secret
new weapons systems, but nothing a chaplain would ever know
about.

 

So on this, our first Thursday underway, and
many weeks away from our first shore leave, Digby prepared for the
meeting. He'd brought some of his own supplies, and gotten special
permission to store a knife with us for use in the ritual. "We
don't cut anyone," he'd assured me, "this is just symbolic." All
the chaplain's office had to supply were
candles.

I was a little concerned that no one would
show up since Digby's notice had reappeared on the bulletin board
somewhat more reserved and a lot less noticeable, but the turnout
was pretty good for the first service.

Digby arrived early to prepare. I sat at the
librarian's desk and pretended to do paperwork, but I was watching
his setup. In his hand was an antique monogrammed
suitcase.

"I got it at a garage sale," he said, and he
propped it on a folding chair and opened
it.

First he took out a rumpled muslin shirt and
threw it over the back of the chair. "I'm not sure if this is
technically allowed," he said, "but I can work a lot better out of
uniform."

"It's okay," I told him. "I have to put on
robes to do mass."

So he changed shirts, and the conjunction of
the bell-bottomed uniform dungarees and the long white pirate shirt
reminded me of my college days. A bit before his
time.

Next he took out a bundle of leaves ― sage, he
told me ― and lit it, walking around the room waving the smoking
thing in circles, mouthing something I couldn't hear. He paid
special attention to the doorway and the window between the library
and my office. "Purifying the space," he
said.

Then he turned to the altar. It was the same
table I used for mass, and he draped it with a white cloth. He set
up candles, a wine glass full of water, an incense burner and a
bowl, then retrieved the knife from the office safe. He took a
container of salt from his case and poured some into the bowl. He
pulled a disposable lighter out of his pocket and wagged it with a
smirk. "Holy Bic."

I looked at my watch. It was just after 2000
and no one had shown up yet. He noticed the gesture and told me not
to worry. "Pagans seem to run on a different time zone," he said.
"By the way, are you staying?"

"Yes, I'm sure the Captain's going to want a
report. You understand this is all very new to most of
us."

He sighed melodramatically. "I suppose. You
don't usually have spies in the Bible studies, though, do
you?"

I could only laugh. "No, no spies. To tell you
the truth, I'd probably come anyway. I'm very curious about all
this. I never thought of myself as sheltered, but this is something
I've never seen before."

"Good enough," he said. "Ideally, I'd like you
to participate, but if you feel you can't, um, try to stay out of
the way. Sir."

"You don't have to Sir me, son. Based
on what you've told me, I doubt there's much happening here tonight
that'd cause me any trouble."

Just then the first participant arrived, a
tall dark-haired radioman named Lloyd. He seemed a bit embarrassed,
but as soon as he saw Digby with the pentacle around his neck he
relaxed. "Looks like I'm in the right place" he said, pulling a
similar pendant out from his shirt front.

"Smells good in
here."

"I'm Jack," Digby introduced himself. "You
probably know Chaplain Moore."

I smiled and stood to shake his hand. "Call me
Tom here," I said. I didn't want to be the only one there addressed
by title.

"I guess that would make me Matt," said the
newcomer, and sat in a chair in the
corner.

"We'll be starting when a few more people show
up," said Digby.

 

[094]


Lemuria

 

The film opens in a dream. The camera is
speeding through a New York city street. It as if the viewer is
traveling at high speed above the street, perhaps from the POV of a
bird or a spirit. The path turns and dodges lamp posts, and finally
enters the front door of a hospital, careening up a flight of
stairs, through a pair of swinging double doors, and right into the
face of a young intern sleeping in a linen closet. Her eyes, a
vibrant green, flash open in surprise, and the screen goes dark.
The sound of the spirit's passing (for that is what it is) is the
sound of wind, with the natural sounds of the city only faintly
heard underneath (drums, perhaps?). The
intern's gasp is heard
clearly.

The opening credits start in the darkness,
but it doesn't last long. A slow, slow fade-in is accompanied by
the steady increase of tropical nat. sound: birds, bugs, and vague,
mysterious patterings. The view we see is an ECU of a woman's face.
It is a woman of regal beauty with dark skin and hair: HATSHEPSUT.
Even in her faintly-troubled sleep, we see she must be a woman of
some authority. As the fade-in ends, her eyes, a vibrant green,
open. The camera pulls back, and we see the rest of her and her
surroundings. She is dressed in a vaguely Roman long-tunic, of a
sheer, flimsy material trimmed in gold. Her hair is elegantly
plaited, and she has been lying in a bed of plush cushions with
tassels at the corners. The room is filled with furnishings of
marble and onyx, jade, and gold, and plants grow in marvelously
decorated terra cotta pots. The windows are protected by elaborate
iron grates, and a folding screen stands in the corner. Outside the
window is a lush garden or a jungle. Small, winged lizards flit
about in the vegetation. As she rises, a naked slave, a girl about
sixteen, attends to her, and her troubled look fades as her memory
of the dream evaporates. It is
mid-afternoon.

 

HATSHEPSUT― Calpurnia, I've had the strangest
dream.

CALPURNIA― Yes, Lady?

HATSHEPSUT― Only, the queer thing is, I can't
remember any of it.

CALPURNIA― Do you want me to summon an
Interpreter?

HATSHEPSUT― No, no. I've had these dreams
before. They fade so fast, I'm sure they mean
nothing.

CALPURNIA― Yes, Lady. Would you like your
breakfast in the courtyard, Lady?

HATSHEPSUT― (Thinking) No, Calpurnia. I'm
fasting. After I bathe today, I'm going to the
mountain.

CALPURNIA― You're going on a
Belfahr, Lady?

HATSHEPSUT― Yes. Yes, I
will.

CALPURNIA― But, Lady, you are the Protector,
not a Seer!

HATSHEPSUT― The seers aren't doing their job,
Calpurnia. Besides, my father was a Seer.

CALPURNIA― And your mother was a Healer, Lady,
but it would be unwise for you to perform
surgery.

HATSHEPSUT― Nevertheless, Cal, I will go on
a Belfahr. There are questions
that must be answered, and it seems I'm the only one that is
willing to do what is necessary.

DISSOLVE TO: BATHING
HOUSE

 

The bathing house is an extension of the
main home. The walls are an open grid of stone twined with
flower-bearing vines. Six naked young slaves, three male and three
female, are bathing HATSHEPSUT. CALPURNIA oversees the
operation.

 

CALPURNIA― How long will your Belfahr
last, Lady?

HATSHEPSUT― (Allowing herself to be bathed,
dried and oiled by the slaves, and idly caressing their sleek
bodies) Until I learn something. Signs point to something great on
the horizon, Calpurnia, and I mean to understand it before it
comes.

CALPURNIA― Shall I accompany you,
Lady?

HATSHEPSUT― Now, Calpurnia, you know that's
not how it's done.

CALPURNIA― Yes, Lady. (Pause) Only I know how
you hate to sleep alone.

HATSHEPSUT― I think I can handle a cold bed
for a while, Cal. But thanks for thinking of me. (Caresses her
cheek)

CALPURNIA― (Smiling) Yes, Lady. Now lie
still.

 

HATSHEPSUT is led to a soft couch where
she reclines and closes her eyes. While the slaves vigorously
massage her and rub unguents into her skin. She moans
appreciatively under their ministrations. After a few deep breaths,
she rises.

 

HATSHEPSUT― Cal, I'm going to visit the
Chamber before I go, so dress me for High Formal, but pack my
traveling gear in the luggage.

CALPURNIA― Yes, Lady.

 

While the slaves clean up the room
CALPURNIA leads HATSHEPSUT into another room, and she is
carefully coiffed and dressed. Her eyes
are given stylized lines of Kohl in a
vaguely Egyptian style. CALPURNIA uses toilet instruments of silver
and crystal. As she approaches a counter covered in oddly-shaped
glass bottles filled with perfumed oils, HATSHEPSUT
gestures.

 

HATSHEPSUT― Cal, mix me a scent that
accentuates my youth. I think I may need an edge over that old
letch today.

CALPURNIA― Yes, Lady.

DISSOLVE TO:

EXT: THE WAY OF
ASCENSION

 

HATSHEPSUT, accompanied by a porter
carrying her baggage (a naked slave of middle age), climbs a gently
sloping road to a Romanesque temple on a hill overlooking the city.
The buildings are Romanesque, and splayed across the countryside in
large estates. She enters the round Chamber, crossing the empty,
echoing space with confidence, her sandals barely making a sound.
She passes through a doorway in the back. Beyond is a library, with
an aged man in a slightly ratty toga seated behind a table, backed
by a map of the world. The map is centered on Lemuria. A slave of
either gender stands at each corner of the back wall. The old man,
Valchor, rises at her approach.

 

VALCHOR― Lady Hatshepsut, how nice of you to
come.

HATSHEPSUT― Lord Valchor. The pleasure is
mine. Have any of your seers found
anything?

VALCHOR― You come right to the point, don't
you? No time for the civilities and pleasant chat that help a man
of my age pass the time. Nonetheless, you still warm my bones, my
dear, you still warm my bones.

HATSHEPSUT― And you still avoid answering my
question.

VALCHOR― I have this feeling, Lady, that as
soon as you find what you are seeking you will leave us. I hesitate
to rush that eventuality.

HATSHEPSUT― Nevertheless, I call on you to
complete the function of your office,
Valchor.

VALCHOR― Tut, tut, my dear. Every seer in
Lemuria from the Ancient One to the least apprentice sees the same
thing. You would see it too, if you would only look. A Cataclysm is
brewing, and not far off. And you know as well as I that such
things cannot be predicted in any detail.

HATSHEPSUT― Slop. It can be seen, and if your
venerable self weren't such a coward, you would do your job for the
benefit of the rest of us.

VALCHOR― Now, Lady, calm yourself. (to male
slave) Timor, fetch the Lady some wine. (To HATSHEPSUT) Now, as the
Healer would tell you if she were here, you need to relax. It's not
this healthy to remain this worked up.

HATSHEPSUT― It comes with the
job.

VALCHOR― Yes, yes, I suppose it does. Still, I
don't recall the previous Protector being quite this highly
strung …

HATSHEPSUT― (accepting the wine from TIMOR) My
predecessor wasn't faced with a world Cataclysm within his
tenure.

VALCHOR― We don't know it will be that
soon.

HATSHEPSUT― I'm going on a
Belfahr, Valchor. I had hoped you would
have something for me so that it wouldn't be
necessary …

VALCHOR― Surely that's not necessary. It's
highly irregular for the Protector to take a
Belfahr. Who will hold your office in
your absence?

HATSHEPSUT― That's the other reason I came to
you.

VALCHOR― Me? Surely you jest! My duties, my
―

HATSHEPSUT― No, you old fool. Your second,
what's his name, Kantrel? You can spare him for a couple
weeks.

VALCHOR―Well…

HATSHEPSUT― Besides, he was my apprentice
before you stole him away.

VALCHOR― There you go, accusing me of things
again.

HATSHEPSUT― Agh. You old fraud, it's a small
thing I ask you for…

VALCHOR― You know, sweet one, (gestures to the
map) the Northmen have a saying, "Tal-nek ton,
Mif-nek chal." Do you know what it
means?

HATSHEPSUT― Sorry. I never learned
Northman.

VALCHOR― It means, "The left hand washes, then
the right hand washes." Get it?

HATSHEPSUT― I hate to
ask.

VALCHOR― It means if I help you, you help me.
Simple. Fair.

HATSHEPSUT― What do you
want?

VALCHOR― Now, don't look at me like that,
Hatshepsut. I mean nothing unseemly. Just, when you return, you
might look favorably on me should what you learn
be…

HATSHEPSUT― Useful to an old lech like you.
All right, Valchor. Though I may not have anything to
share.

VALCHOR― I know, I know. But you are
honorable, I know. If there is anything, you will remember your
promise.

HATSHEPSUT― You know I will, Valchor. Send
Kantrel over to my place this afternoon. Calpurnia will show him
the ropes.

VALCHOR― I don't doubt it. He's a handsome
young man. Perhaps you'll decide to keep
him?

HATSHEPSUT― I wouldn't do that to you, old
man. Besides, it may not matter so…

VALCHOR― You worry too
much.

HATSHEPSUT― I hope so. I'm off, Valchor. Wish
me good fortune.

VALCHOR― You know I do, Lady, for all our
sake.

HATSHEPSUT― Good-bye,
Valchor.

VALCHOR― Hurry back. The Festival is in only
four days' time.

HATSHEPSUT― "The Festiv―" For someone of your
position and age, you sure have strange
priorities.

VALCHOR― Now we must celebrate more than ever.
Good-bye, my dear.

 

HATSHEPSUT nods and leaves, her porter
trailing behind.

 

DISSOLVE TO: EXT:

 

HATSHEPSUT is riding in her carriage, a
pensive look on her face. The carriage is climbing a mountain. The
carriage pulls into a courtyard in front of a huge stone monastery
halfway up the mountain, at the line where the vegetation stops. In
the mists of the jungle, the monastery looks ominous and full of
mystery. The entrance is a huge portcullis within a Roman
arch.

 

As HATSHEPSUT alights from the carriage
and accepts her baggage from the coachman, the portcullis rises
with a groan, and she enters. The coach leaves. Inside, a waterfall
empties into a pool, and a path of worn stone leads to another
opening, right through the building. HATSHEPSUT undresses and
ritually bathes in the pool. When she emerges, dripping from the
pool, she approaches a box set against the wall near the exit and
opens it. From inside she takes a packet of herbs and places it
inside her pack. She packs her clothes, then solemnly leaves
through the back exit, which leads to a path up the bare stone of
the mountain. The entire area is still shrouded in
mist.

 

DISSOLVE TO: EXT: A CLEARING NEAR THE TOP OF
THE MOUNTAIN

 

HATSHEPSUT is kneeling on the ground,
building a fire. When it's going, she throws herbs from the packet
into the fire and breaths the vapors. Her eyes close and suddenly
we see the New York street zoom, as in the opening, with drums,
right up to the intern's awakening.

 

This time, the camera stays with her and
she gasps awake, looks at her watch, and rushes from the linen
closet. Her name is TAMMY, and she's a mousy woman in her early
twenties, hesitant in all she does, and fearful of rejection. She
rushes up to the nurse's station and grabs a clipboard from its
peg.

 

NURSE― Late for your rounds again, eh,
Tammy?

TAMMY― Yeah.

 

TAMMY rushes down the corridor and into a
room. The patient within is a crotchety old man with an IV drip in
his arm.

 

PATIENT― Some doctor you're gonna be, hon'.
Sleepin' on the job.

TAMMY― (Trying to get a blood pressure cuff on
his arm) Now sit still, Mr. MacArthur, so I can get a
reading.

PATIENT― Bah. What's the
use?

TAMMY― What do you
mean?

PATIENT― This place is shit. They don't even
send me a real doctor. I'll probably get sicker
here.

TAMMY― First, Mr. MacArthur, you're not going
to die here. All you have is a bad flu, and it's almost gone
already. Second, I may not be a doctor yet, but I'm more than
trained enough to take your blood pressure. If you'll sit still,
that is.

PATIENT― Bah. (He lets her take her
reading)

 

TAMMY takes her reading and makes a note
of it on the PATIENT's chart. Not another word is said until she is
almost out the door.

 

PATIENT― Who ever heard of a girl being a
doctor, anyway?

 

She lets this one slide and leaves. We
DISSOLVE TO another room where she is taking another reading for
another patient. Suddenly a CODE BLUE is announced over the PA. Mr.
MacArthur has died. She registers shock and rushes from the room.
Mr. M.'s room is filled with doctors and nurses. The
flatline tone can be distinctly
heard.

 

DOCTOR―Well, he's
gone.

 

We see a CU of TAMMY's face. She is
shocked, on the verge of tears. She drops her clipboard and rushes
from the hospital. This is too much. Still in her whites, she
rushes into the night and into a park, to sit on the park bench in
shock. Even in the midst of weeping, after a while she falls asleep
again. As soon as she is asleep, we are suddenly flying up the
mountainside, and stop at HATSHEPSUT's face. Her eyes fly
open.

 

HATSHEPSUT―Oh, my
god.

DISSOLVE TO: INT. HATSHEPSUT'S
HOME

 

It is night. KANTREL, the dashing young
apprentice who is filling in for HATSHEPSUT in her absence, is
having a party at her house. And a particularly decadent party it
is. Guests lounge on couches and cushions and are served by slaves
from large brass platters. Musicians are playing something exotic,
and the atmosphere is very sensual. There is much caressing of
flesh and sybaritic joy taken in the wine, the food, the smoke of a
hookah, the music, and, above all, the touch and smell of young
flesh. ENTER HATSHEPSUT, followed by her porter, looking
harried.

 

KANTREL― Hatshepsut? What are you doing back
so early?

HATSHEPSUT― I thought the festival wasn't for
another four days.

KANTREL― I can explain, Lady
Protector.

HATSHEPSUT― Save it, Kantrel. I'm not back for
good and you're still filling in. If you want to use the
Protector's Manse to throw a party, that's fine, so long as the
Protectorate doesn't suffer.

KANTREL― Never, Lady. What brings you
back?

HATSHEPSUT― (Dashing for a tray of food)
Hunger, Kantrel, and a need. I need desperately for someone to talk
to, someone to tell me I am not going mad. Someone to help me make
sense of the things I've seen.

KANTREL― Well, uh, all right. Shall I send
someone for the Seer? Or an Interpreter? What are your needs,
Lady?

HATSHEPSUT― Actually, Kantrel, I was hoping I
could borrow you from your banquet for a
while.

KANTREL― Absolutely, Lady. You've had one
Roman orgy, you've had them all.

HATSHEPSUT― I wouldn't say that … You've
thrown yourself quite an event here. Is my room
empty?

KANTREL― Yes.

HATSHEPSUT― (to a passing slave) Fetch
Calpurnia to my bedroom.

SLAVE― Yes, Lady.

 

HATSHEPSUT grabs an armful of food and
heads for her room.

 

DISSOLVE TO: INT. : HATSHEPSUT'S
ROOM

 

Hatshepsut, and Kantrel settle onto the
cushions. Calpurnia remains standing.

 

CALPURNIA― Is there anything I can get for
you, Lady?

HATSHEPSUT― No, Calpurnia. I asked you here
because I wanted you to hear what I had to say. (Gestures) Come
here.

CALPURNIA― Yes, Lady.

 

CALPURNIA joins HATSHEPSUT on her
cushions. As she talks, HATSHEPSUT wraps her arms around her
slave.

 

HATSHEPSUT―It was the strangest thing I've
ever seen.

[095]

"John, you have to let
go."

The old man shook his head. "I can't. I
can't."

Butch ducked as something Dark dove at his
head. "It's breaking up! You'll kill us
all!"

 

[096]

It all began on one of those nights when
anything seemed possible, a stormy what-the-hell midnight
burgeoning with Beginnings, when wine and firelight mingled with
the blustery rantings of some New England blizzard god to give the
three of us a good spiritual buzz and a warm, comfortable glow in
the depths of our collective stomach.

It was in the midst of all this, right when
Belmont, earnest as always, was leaning tipsily toward Veronica
with an eyebrow arched conspiratorially above his twinkling eye and
about to say for the fortieth time "But what if," that the
front door slammed open and Adventure walked into our
parlor.

It took us quite a while to identify the
Stranger, wrapped as he was in dark wool, layer upon layer of
scarves, coats, hat and fingerless gloves, like a Dickensian tramp
let loose in a Siberian tragedy. His face was as mysterious as an
ancient mummy as he stamped the quickly-melting snow onto the
desultory Persian carpet that graced our parlor floor.
Unintelligible sounds were coming from what we took to be his mouth
as he began to unwind himself, scattering droplets of snow,
exposing a new cache of blizzard within the folds of his
garments.

"Excuse me, Sir, but do we know you?" asked
Belmont, his eyebrow now arched in a completely different
curve.

At this point the Stranger exposed the upper
half of his face and we were treated to a view of fabulously bushy
brows the color of the snow melting sadly on the carpet. As he
continued unwinding, these brows waved up and down in concert as if
trying to convey by semaphore what his still-muffled mouth could
not. A few more turnings of the muffler and a nose came forth,
every bit as merry and roseate as the fabled proboscis of the
Gentleman from the North Pole.

"My dear," came the voice from within the wool
wrappings with which the Stranger had chosen to protect himself
from the blizzard, "my dear, dear friends. Surely you remember me?"
And by this time his whole face was unwrapped, from those fabulous
eyebrows overshadowing the piercing blue eyes of a Siberian Husky
to the jowled chin that protruded from between the snowy
muttonchops he wore in apparent imitation of a popular senator of
the time.

"You!" I cried, recognizing him for the first
time, and I was surprised to discover that Belmont and Veronica had
gasped the same word as if from the same
breath.

"Uncle," Veronica continued, "How did you come
here tonight, in this storm?"

"Uncle?" Belmont inquired, "My employer is
your uncle?" The incredulous look on his face momentarily caused
his deft eyebrows to raise in a completely unrehearsed wide-eyed
astonishment. "What brings you here at this hour, Mr.
Phipps?"

Our visitor continued unwrapping himself, but
addressed himself now to me. "Good evening, Jack," he said,
completely unruffled by the attention his somewhat dramatic
entrance had made.

Flustered, I greeted him in return in the only
way I knew how.

"Master," I replied, bowing low, my forelock
sweeping the carpet.

"Master?"

 

Our visitor brooked no more questions until he
had finished unwrapping himself and had settled himself down by the
fire with a snifter of my best brandy.

"I come," said that worthy, "bearing news that
will affect all of you."

Knowing my master's flair for the dramatic, I
believe he was thoroughly enjoying himself there, the center of all
of our attention.

"But first," he said, "I must clarify a few
things. I have known you ― all of you ― for a good many years." He
took a long fragrant sip of his brandy and favored our Veronica
with an affectionate glance.

"Veronica, here, though she has called me her
uncle, is no blood relation. I have been friend to her family, and
I have been watching over her since before we met some twenty years
ago. You were all of three, my dear."

"Yes, Uncle," she said. "I remember you used
to bring me such fabulous gifts from all over ― and helping my
father pay to send me to school! I've always been so grateful." The
doting smile she lavished on Mr. Phipps fell just short of fawning
― but only just.

"Yes, well, I took my duties as your godfather
seriously, my dear," rejoined our visitor. "And as for you," he
continued, turning toward Belmont, "you have been in my employ for
the past seven years, at the small occult publishing house I own in
the city. What you don't know is that I knew your father, and have
been quietly watching over you since your
conception."

If Belmont was shocked at the news, he showed
no sign. Perhaps he was used to being surprised by his
employer.

"And you, James," he continued, turning to me,
"had no idea I had a name until this evening, did
you?"

"No Master," I replied, eschewing the newly
learned name in favor of the honorific I had used all these
years.

"You, too, have been under my scrutiny since
before your birth," he said, and turned toward the others. "James
here, whom I have until this evening addressed by another name I'd
rather not share at this juncture, has these past years been my
protégé in a secret society called simply The Society of the Red
Hand. Even James, here, doesn't realize all the Society is about,
or his true position in it."

"Then it is an extravagant coincidence that we
are all friends, isn't it?" asked
Veronica.

"Not at all, my dear," he returned. "If you'll
all think back to who recommended that charming little
café to you, you'll see I have indulged in a bit
of quiet manipulation to bring you all together. I assure you
though, your friendship is genuine, and none of my
doing."

I shuddered at this, for I had no doubt my
Master had the ability to manipulate us that far if he had felt it
necessary.

 

[097*]

I swallowed. Feeling
the elemental lift of the eyebrow of cannibalism among Marines out
of the way to be bathed: your seers can get a reading, one Roman
orgy. I can't face all these
years.

 










Chapter 5
New Chapter


Chapter 5

 

[0098]

Front Row
Theatre

EPISODE 1
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SCHMELLMAN Incidental
Music

SQUABB VOICE-OVER

GRATEFUL MOTHER

STATION BREAK VOICE
OVER

GOD

BILLY-JOE-PLUMB-BOB

 

POETS' CORNER
VOICE-OVER

… And now it's time for Poets' Corner, with
your host, Edgar Allen Schmellman!

 


POET

'Oh, put it in,' quoth
she,

'And take it back
out,'

'Oh, put it in,' quoth
he,

'And stir it all
about'


SCHMELLMAN

Yes, Thank you. That was from Norman Fell's
master epic, "Hokius Pokius." Good
evening, I'm Edgar Allen Schmellman, and this is Poets' Corner.
Tonight we have a special treat for you. The Poet Laureate for the
Appalachian Free States is with us tonight to perform his
award-winning collection of epic limericks, "Purty Mouth, Pig-Boy,
Squeal, Squeal, Squeal." But first, this message from our
sponsors.

 

SQUABB
VOICE-OVER

Do you wear black and refuse to go out by day?
Do you think a stake() is a sure way to kill yourself? Do you think
the best part of Mass is the red wine? Friend, you may think you're
a vegetarian beat poet, but if you display these symptoms, you may
be suffering from congenital
vampirism.

 

Congenital vampirism, or Van Helsing's
Disease, is a serious illness that strikes one out of 20 Americans,
and it can be
treated. Squabb Pharmaceuticals has just released a new
prescription medication called Vampirol. Side effects are about the
same as a sugar pill and include peeling skin, rectal bleeding, and
bursting into flames.

 

GRATEFUL
MOTHER

I used to think my son, Joey, was a beat poet,
but last year he was diagnosed with VHD. Now, thanks to Vampirol,
he can lead a normal, happy life. He has a job with the Red Cross
now, as night watchman for the blood bank! Thanks,
Squabb!

 

SQUABB VOICE
OVER

If you suspect you might have congenital
Vampirism, consult your doctor.

 

STATION BREAK VOICE
OVER

You're watching K-L-A-N, channel Six-Six-Six
in America's Heartland. Stay tuned, because after Poet's corner we
have a very special episode of "Touched by Charlie's Angels," where
God says:

 


GOD

I'm getting pretty tired of that uppity
colored angel bossing everyone around down there. Come on, Angels,
put on your white robes and follow me! [sounds of
a mob]

 

POETS' CORNER
VOICE-OVER

… And now back to Poets' Corner, with Edgar
Allen Schmellman!

 

 


SCHMELLMAN

Welcome back. We're here with
Billy-Joe-Plumb-Bob, and he's going to read us the piece that made
him Poet Laureate for the newly-formed Appalachian Free
states.

 


BILLY-JOE-PLUMB-BOB

Oh City Boy,

Pretty Boy,

Bent over a log,

You're in the South,

Pretty Mouth,

Now Squeal:

Squeal like a hog
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"I couldn't help
noticing you circled the last few pages in
red."

The man playing
the part of the editor sipped his wine, and leaned back. "Charles,"
he said, resonating from his suede elbow patches and sideburns,
"what the hell was that
nonsense?"

"It was
noise, or a representation of noise.
Random characters interspersed with the text, eventually taking
over. A sort of literary representation of fading out into static,
or representing a total breakdown of meaningful
reality."

"I see … I'm
not sure it communicates that, though. It looks to me like the
typographer's cat got loose in the press."

"It's an
experiment," said Charles. "Why don't we just see how it works? Get
a few high school kids to read it."

"Why high school
kids?"

"They're
used to reality breaking up," he
said.

"Well, IFH BGYU
POSW, TYTWILL JOUT. GHPOO KL; FTYUIOSEW NIYF8. JOUHJM0G87. FR4EWC
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Who Am I When the Sun Goes
Down?

 

As I lay there, trapped on an Inner City rooftop,
waiting to try a desperate plan to capture the most dangerous
creature in Floxinaw County, I pondered, not for the first time,
the meaning of it all. I mean, there must be a dozen private eyes
in this burg ― was there any fate, any grand design behind her
choosing me that day, the one dick with any chance at surviving
this caper?

It was a couple of hours before dawn. I was cold,
but soon I would be colder.

The answer was no. It didn't mean anything. The
Buddha's hands are empty.

 

"Yes, how may I help you?"

I looked at the woman standing in my office and
assessed her with the ease that comes only from years of playing
hunches. She looked about twenty-five years old, nineteen if you
discounted dark seen-too-much the eyes, which at the moment were
pleading for help. Unless I missed my guess, this was a typically
nervous woman who wanted to hire me to check on some bizarre
paranoia stemming from a lurid but poorly-written article in the
weeklies. It would be an easy fee but a small one. I sighed
internally and reminded myself the mortgage was due in two days,
and even little piddly cases added up.

The woman swallowed and adjusted her skirt. She was
dressed like someone who had just gotten off shift at a truck stop,
but had left her apron in the car. Her oversized half-tint glasses
seemed to cover most of her face, reminding me of those TV psychics
who promise they can tell you about the dearly-departed. Her hair
had that particularly pallid shade and texture that comes from long
days of grease, sweat and smoke.

"My name is Mary Jo Pinkham," she said, "and I guess
I need your help."

I smiled my best "Go on" smile and she cleared her
throat again, shifting uneasily on the ancient vinyl of the only
chair in the room, aside from my own which was currently prodding
me indelicately with an escaped spring.

"You're going to think I'm crazy," she said,
confirming my first speculations. "I need someone followed, because
I need to know where they go at night."

"Your husband?" I asked.

"Me," she replied.

I felt my poker face form automatically as I tried
to guess what her game was. "Go on," I said.

"I know you're going to think I'm crazy," she said
again, "but every night I come home from the diner, and every
morning I go to work ― but I have no memory of what happens in
between."

"You're having memory lapses and you come to a
detective?" I asked, my easy fee flying out the window like a New
Year's promise on January third: the ethical thing would be to
refer this woman to a shrink.

"It's not just memory lapses, though that would be
bad enough," she said. "I ― how can I explain this ― I think I go
somewhere at night. None of my friends, and Lord knows I have few
enough of them, have ever seen me after dark. They must all think
I'm loony for some of the questions I've been asking. And the worst
thing is realizing I don't have a single memory of doing anything
at night. Not even a childhood memory.Nothing. And I only just
realized this."

"Sounds like you have a bit of a problem, Miss
Pinkham," I said, "but this isn't a job for a detective, it's a job
for a therapist." I stood to shake her hand and send he on her
way.

Her face crumpled even more, and I raised my
estimate of her age to thirty. Dammit.She was going to
cry.

"I know it sounds crazy," she said, "but I don't
want to go to a psychiatrist unless I'm sure it's all in my head."
A single, bright tear leaked past the mascara flytrap of her lashes
and slid down her face, magnified by those ridiculous
glasses.

I pretended I wasn't going to cave. Crying women:
Never could say no to 'em.

"Can you think of another
explanation?"

"Maybe I can think of another explanation,"
she said, "but it'd sound a lot crazier than a waitress losing her
marbles."

"Ma'am," I said, "if you hire me and don't tell me
everything, you're putting me at a real
disadvantage."

"Then you'll help?" she asked, dropping ten years as
hope reared up behind her eyes.

"I haven't decided yet," I lied, "but you'll have to
tell me everything or I won't take the case."

"Well, I have told you everything," she
said. "Anything else is just wild guesses and paranoid imagination.
I'd rather not tell you any of that. Really, it should be a simple
enough thing. All you have to do is watch my house from sunset to
dawn and find out where I go. If it turns out to be nothing, I'll
go see a shrink and I'll pay you anyway. If it really is something
else, I'd rather you see for your self, or you might decide I
really am a loon and not really look."

"Ma'am, I'm a professional," I said. "I'd do my job
without prejudice regardless of what you said."

"All the same, I'd rather not say until you have an
answer."

I sighed. "I don't like it ― but I'll take the case.
Provided you have my fee. Up front." That mortgage payment was
coming up awful quick.

I named a price and she wrote out a
check.

"I have to get home," she said, glancing at her
watch. "Just follow me and keep an eye on the place. Stake it out,
right? Isn't that what you call it?"

"Yeah, that's what we call it," I said. "Would you
mind waiting out in the hall while I get ready?"

When the client left the room I went to the cabinet
and picked out my favorite pistol, a Luger Frank had given me for
my first year on the force, back when I had been on the public
payroll. And some ammo. Not much use without it.

Of course, I didn't expect to need them, but you
don't stay alive in this business by letting your guard down.
Besides, I had a hunch this case was going to be a even screwier
than it seemed before it was done, or I wouldn't have taken
it.

We arrived at her home just as the sun was
approaching the skyline. She lived in an aging trailer in a park
just on the edge of town. It rested drunkenly on its cinderblock
skirting, and the postage stamp lawn was overgrown and seedy. The
trailer itself could have used a good carwash. The only unusual
element about the trailer was the security bars on the windows.
Miss Pinkham seemed a bit on the cautious side, but this made my
stakeout easier. I could park across the lane where both doors were
visible. The only way anyone could enter or exit was through one of
the two doors, since the windows were all barred.

"Okay," I said. "If you keep to pattern you'll be
headed to work at the crack of dawn, right?"

"That's right," she said, glancing at the sky and
pretending she hadn't.

"Well, when you come out in the morning I'll tell
you what I found," I said.

"Great, I'll be off then," she
said.

"What's the hurry?" I asked.

"No hurry, really," she said. "It's just, well, the
sun's about to go down and this is when I stop remembering, and it
always makes me nervous. I used to think I was just afraid of the
dark, but now I know it's something more."

"I wish you'd just tell me what it is you're afraid
I'll see," I said.

"I can't," she said, and bolted for her front door.
In the quiet gloom of the trailer park I distinctly heard her slam
and lock it. One by one each of the lights in her house came on,
her blinds to glowing like the square eyes of a particularly
unimaginative Jack-o-lantern.

As the dim evening deepened into dark night, street
lights came on around me, giving everything a sickly green tint. I
heard someone sneeze, and, fainter, a replied "bless
you."

I was reflecting on how close the residents of a
trailer park lived to one another when suddenly all the lights in
Miss Pinkham's trailer went out. I waited, expecting something
further to happen, but I was disappointed. All continued to be
silent, save for a barking dog in the distance.

 

I met Miss Pinkham on her front walkway first thing
the next morning.

"Well?" she asked. She seemed a bit groggy, but not
unusually so for the hour. And prettier, with fresh makeup and her
hair done up for work.

"Not a thing," I said. "As far as I can tell, you
went to bed early and slept all night. It was so quiet and your
walls are so thin I would have heard it if you'd gotten up in the
middle of the night to use the can."

"I see," she said.

"So," I said, tipping my clichéd fedora, "thanks for
the easy case. I'll be seeing you. Do you need a referral for a
good shrink? My brother-in-law just got out of
school."

"Um, no thank you," she replied. "I don't
understand."

"What's to understand? You're memory's playing
tricks on you. It happens all the time."

"But I felt sure… "

"Sure of what?" I asked. "Are you going to tell me
what you thought I'd see?"

"Alien abduction," she whispered. "Like in the
papers. I thought you'd see lights, or hear strange sounds, or
something."

I'm not as quick with a poker face when I've had no
sleep.

"They must have some way of reaching me through
walls," she said.

"That's what you thought? That's the big secret?
Lady, no wonder you wouldn't tell me," I said. "Well, have fun in
therapy."

"I'm not crazy," she said.

I resisted the temptation to say "that's what they
all say" and turned on my heel, headed back to my
car.

"Maybe you should come inside tomorrow night," she
called at my retreating back.

I stopped and turned back to her. "Lady, if this is
some elaborate pick-up line… "

"No, no it's not," she said, blushing prettily in
the wan light of dawn. "Won't you consider watching for one more
night? I'll pay in advance again, of course."

"Double, this time," I said, "and you have to
promise to go to a shrink if I don't find anything this
time."

"I promise," she said, and fished her check book out
of her purse.

"Thank you," I said, receiving the proffered check
and folding it into wallet-sized thirds. "See you at
dusk."

With that I left for home, ready to sleep on broken
glass if I had too. All the while I wondered why I wanted to
believe her.

Just the lack of sleep, I guess.

 

I slept eight hours and awoke in the middle of the
afternoon with a light headache. I hated sleeping in the
day.

Once I had brushed the fur off my teeth and shaved
the fur off my cheeks I headed to the office. I only had a couple
of hours to get anything done before this evening's wasted
stakeout.

I picked up my mail and checked for phone messages,
but there was nothing of interest but vain threats from a squadron
of creditors.

So there I sat in my office, munching a fried-egg
sandwich and wondering just what it was that was nagging me about
this case when I decided to give my brother-in-law a call after
all.

"Stan?" I asked when I heard his curt receptionist
patch me through.

"Danny Malloy, you old so-and-so," he replied, "how
the hell have you been?"

"Not bad, Stan," I said. "Listen, this isn't a
social call. I have some questions."

"Figures," he said. "Always working, eh, Danny?
That's why Sheila left you, y'know."

"Yeah, I know. Tell her I said hi,
okay?"

"Okay, Danny, I will," he said. "So what can I do to
help?"

Briefly I outlined the Pinkham case, without giving
away enough details to breach confidentiality, and asked him for
his professional opinion.

"Well, I'd suspect a number of possibilities," he
said, "but I'd have to run tests to be sure of any of them. Why is
this woman not seeking help from a doctor?"

"I don't really know, but I'll see to it she gets
help when I'm through earning my fee," I said.

"Always the humanitarian, eh, Danny?" I heard him
chuckle.

"Could you just highlight a few possibilities?" I
asked.

"Well, it could be anything from a brain tumor to
multiple personality disorder," he said.

"'Multiple personality disorder?'" I
asked.

"You know, like on TV, only it's a lot more rare
than you'd realize from watching the soaps," he
said.

That was ringing some sort of a bell, all right.
This was more in keeping with my hunch, and it didn't require any
aliens.

"Is it possible to have multiple personalities and
not know it?" I asked.

"Oh, yes," he replied. "It's part of the disorder
that memory blocks are often placed so that each personality is
completely unaware of the others. Blackouts and missing days are
explained away with some plausible excuse, and most patients only
discover their other personalities after they're in
therapy."

"Fascinating," I said. "Well, Stan, gotta go. I have
a date to keep with a loon in a trailer park."

"See that she gets help, Danny," said Stan. "She
could be dangerous."

Now that was an angle I hadn't thought of. I'd have
to be especially on my guard tonight.

 

I arrived at Miss Pinkham's trailer before she did,
so I parked in the same spot where I'd staked the place out the
previous night, and waited.

I was halfway through my jumbo cup of
convenience-store coffee when I saw one of my client's neighbors
coming out of his trailer. I stepped out of my car and flashed my
credentials.

"Danny Malloy, private investigator," I said. "Mind
if I ask you a few questions about your neighbor, Miss
Pinkham?"

"Is that her name?" he asked. "Sure, I'll answer
your questions, but I can't say I know much."

"Fair enough," I answered. "How long have you lived
next to Miss Pinkham?"

"Well, let's see," he said, scratching his scalp
between strands of greasy combover. A sunburn covered the upper
planes of his face and the lower two-thirds of his arms, and he
looked like a boiled beet in his overextended white tank top. By
sharp contrast, his shoulders and chest were beer-foam white and
covered with dark hair. "The missus and I moved in two years ago,
and I guess she lived there then," he said.

"Have you noticed anything peculiar?" I asked.
"Strange noises, odd visitors?"

"No, sir," he answered. "I've never heard a thing
out of her trailer. The missus, she's a terrible gossip, and she
tells me Miss ― Pinkham, did you say? Miss Pinkham comes home at
the same time every day and goes right to bed. We haven't heard so
much as a peep out of her. We call her the
Quaker."

"You've never heard a thing out of her in two
years?" I asked. "Considering how thin these walls are, don't you
think that's a bit odd in itself?"

"Now that you mention it, that is a bit odd," he admitted. "I
can hear it when the neighbor on the other side breaks wind, and
the whole block can hear it when the Johnsons are fighting. But not
once have I heard so much as a hiccup coming from her
direction."

"Thanks," I said, shaking the man's hand, and
returned to the car to wait. The neighbor returned to his trailer,
undoubtedly to tell the "missus" about his strange interview with a
PI.

Shortly, Miss Pinkham arrived, and I waved and
followed her in.

The inside of Mary Jo Pinkham's trailer was
extremely clean and somehow empty. It reminded me of showroom
models. It just felt unlived-in, somehow. Of course, I thought, if
she gets abducted by aliens every night I guess she doesn't have
much time to mess the place up.

"This is the kitchen, Mr. Malloy," she said,
gesturing to a linoleumed room so small you could wash and put away
the dishes without standing up from the table.

"And here's the living room, the spare bedroom and
the bathroom," she continued, leading me around the confines of the
place and turning on lights. "And this," she said, leading me to
the door at the end of a short hallway off the kitchen, "is my
room."

She opened the door and flicked on a light, and the
first thing that struck me was how bare the room was. Of course, in
a place that small one would try to avoid clutter, but her room had
a bed that didn't look like it had been slept in, a closet, and a
reading lamp perched on a shelf on the headboard.

I entered the room and gave it a more thorough look
around. Not a thing on the walls. No knick-knacks on little
shelves. No slippers sticking their fuzzy bunny toes out from under
the edge of the bedspread. Unlived-in.

"This is your room?" I asked.

"Yes."

I checked the only window in the room. Behind its
drawn shade it was closed and locked, and outside the security bars
were intact.

"I'll set up in the living room," I said. "If I hear
anything, I'll come running. If anything happens, call
me."

"Okay," she said, and I left to watch her bedroom
door from the living room sofa.

I settled down for a long night, wondering whether
Miss Pinkham had indeed another personality, and whether it would
choose to manifest itself while I was watching.

 

It was after midnight, and the three coffees I had
drunk so far were putting undue pressure on my bladder, so I
decided to visit Miss Pinkham's bathroom again. The bathroom was
done all in harvest gold and the tail of the toilet paper roll was
still stuck down ― an untouched roll. On each towel rack a hand
towel and a matching washcloth were neatly folded, and when I
checked, none of them was damp. The bathroom seemed as unused as
the rest of the place.

As I was at my business I looked out the minuscule
window that pierced the cheap paneling of the bathroom. The moon
was just past half full, but the low clouds kept it dark out there,
and all I saw was my muzzy reflection.

When I was done, just to be on the safe side, I
checked in on my client.

Somehow, I wasn't completely surprised to find her
bed empty. Unslept in, in fact.

I was surprised to find that both the front
and back doors were still locked from the inside, and all the
windows were still closed and locked.

This was starting to look like one of those mystery
novels where you have to figure out how the murderer got into the
locked room. Or out, in this case.

I looked at my watch. Two a. m. What else could I do
but wait there in the bedroom for Miss Pinkham's
return?

So I sat, and stood, and paced around the room,
waiting for the sun to come up. Somewhere out there was one Miss
Mary Jo Pinkham, whoever she was.

Later, as I stood at the window watching the night
sky turn gray with the approaching dawn, I heard a noise at the
other end of the trailer. Moving as fast as I could in the cramped
space, I raced down the hall, through the kitchen and living room,
and into the bathroom, where I saw my client, fully dressed,
unrumpled, brushing her teeth.

"Miss Pinkham!" I exclaimed. "Where have you
been?"

Slowly she turned to looked at me and blinked, once,
twice, and a third time before she seemed to recognized me. "Oh,"
she said. "Oh. Oh, Mr. Malloy. What happened?"

"You don't remember a thing, do you?" I asked,
exasperated.

"No, last I remember is telling you goodnight. What
happened?" she asked.

"Dammit," I said. "I'm going to find out what's
going on here if it's the last thing I do. But it's still going to
cost you."

"Of course," she replied demurely.

I looked around the room. Hanging on the back of the
door was a damp towel and a nightgown, one of those big frilly
numbers that Gothic heroines always seem to be wearing when they're
running through a storm calling out the name of their lost
love.

In fact, it looked a bit like it had been through
such an ordeal. The hem was ragged and muddy, and there was a tear
under one armpit.

I snatched it off the hook and showed it to Miss
Pinkham. "Is this yours?" I asked.

"I ― I don't know," she answered. "I suppose it must
be."

"Anyone else live here?" I asked.

"No, just me," she answered. "The spare room is
empty."

"Then I guess it's yours," I said. "Judging by this,
you were fairly active last night. Look, there are stains. Does any
of this jog your memory?"

"It looks like blood," she said. "Doesn't
it?"

It did look like blood. Just a dribble by
the neck, and, as I looked closer, I also saw some on those frilly
cuffs.

"Lady," I said, "this looks pretty bad. Are you sure
you don't remember anything?"

Her eyes were frantic, now. "No, not a thing," she
said.

"Well, this looks a lot like blood, and unless
you're wounded, it looks like you may have gotten into some bad
stuff last night."

"No, I'm not wounded," she said, checking herself as
she spoke.

"Ma'am," I said, "perhaps you'd better call in sick
at work and come with me."

"Am I in some sort of trouble?" she
asked.

"I think, Miss Pinkham, you may be," I
answered.

 

An hour later we arrived at the police station, and
I took Miss Pinkham straight to the back, to talk to Officer
O'Toole, a friend of mine.

"Well, Mr. Malloy, what brings you around these
parts?" he asked. "And who's this frightened-looking
lady?"

"I may need to ask a favor of you, chum," I said.
"By the way, any mayhem last night?"

"Nothing unusual," he answered, "just a little
lowering of our homeless population."

I did not look at Miss Pinkham. The blood on her
gown had come from somewhere, and it wasn't from a rare steak at
Chez Michel.

"Benny, I need you to look after her for a bit," I
said.

"Sure, Danny, sure. " He leaned closer and asked,
under his breath, "Is she a suspect?"

"Let's just call it protective custody," I answered.
"Don't let her out of your sight. I'll be back before
dark."

As I left, Benny was asking her whether she'd had
breakfast. "I don't eat breakfast," she
responded.

I dropped the gown off at the forensics lab and told
my friend Manny to have it done by the afternoon. Manny knew me ―he
didn't even ask why.

I went back to my office and checked my messages,
then took a nap in the storeroom, where I kept a cot. While I've
been up two nights in a row before, it has never been by
choice.

I awoke by midafternoon and called Officer O'Toole
to see if Miss Pinkham was still there.

"Yeah, she's still here," he said. "Are you going to
tell me what this is all about?"

"Just playing a hunch, Benny, just playing a
hunch."

Manny in forensics was out, so I left a message, and
headed out.

Of course, I hadn't reckoned on the L. A. traffic. I
counted to ten under my breath, then in Spanish, then in Swahili.
When all that failed I joined the other soreheads and leaned out of
my car, yelling for the traffic to move. I knew it wouldn't help,
but it made me feel a little better. As the sun dipped closer and
closer to the horizon I knew I wasn't going to make it. What that
meant was beyond me, but I knew it wouldn't be
good.

When I arrived, O'Toole was wearing a look that
could wither an ancient sequoia, and it was aimed right at me.
"Your friend is no longer in protective custody," he said. "She's a
suspect in the murder of an officer."

"Who?" I asked.

"The police matron. We just found her ten minutes
after dark with her throat ripped out. Messy." He looked grimly at
his fingernails.

"She'll be back by dawn," I said, "and send a car to
her house. In the meantime, I'll see if I can find
her."

"You better get her," said O'Malley. "We don't like
cop killers around here."

The first thing I did was swing by forensics. Manny
was there, grimly working on the late matron, and he saw me through
the glass. He gestured for me to come in, and I clenched my jaw and
went in. Manny's work always gave me the creeps, and if I wasn't
careful, I was going to add my lunch to the other nauseating fluids
he kept there.

"Hiya, Danny," he said. "That nightgown you gave me
belong to that friend of yours?"

"Yeah," I answered. "No chance this was a
mistake?"

"This kind of mistake you don't wake up from," he
said, gesturing at the rather portly corpse of the matron. "I found
some interesting things on the nightgown."

"Do I want to know this?" I asked.

"I'm gonna tell you anyway. I found blood, and
fibers that link her to the death of a couple-a stewbums last
night. He wound up like this." Again, he pointed to the matron.
"Throat torn out, bled to death."

My God, I thought, what sort of monster
have I allowed to roam the streets?

Back in my Chevy I prowled around the seedier side
of town, hoping against hope to catch sight of a mysterious woman
in a diaphanous white gown.

It's a big city, but I've done these sorts of
searches before: I slowly trawl along the neighborhood, shining my
big police-issue flashlight down the alleys. After an hour or two,
I had all but given up and decided to call the station to see if
they'd found anything. I pulled up to an all-night convenience
store and got out to use the pay phone. As I was waiting for
someone to pick up I idly browsed through the tabloids. Vampires
Ate My Dog. The President is an Alien. Bigfoot Seen in Local Diner.
The Earth is Really Hollow. The Government Controlled My Brain! The
headlines screamed their trash, but I wasn't interested. I had my
own troubles.

The phone picked up.

"Twenty-fifth precinct," said a
voice.

"Yeah, this is Malloy. You guys have any luck
finding the Pinkham girl?"

"Just a minute," he said, and I heard him yelling
over his shoulder to someone. Then someone picked up on another
line.

"That you, Malloy?" It was
O'Toole.

"Yeah, you got anything?"

"I was about to ask you the same thing, Danny," he
answered. "Where'd you get her, anyway?"

"She hired me," I said. "She's got some sort of
multiple personality disorder. Every night she becomes someone
else."

"I don't think I like who she's turning into," he
said.

"Me either," I sighed. "I'll let you know if I find
anything."

I was just hanging up the phone when I caught a
flash of white through the window. It was her!

"Damn!" I ran after the streaking form in the dark
city night.

The ghost-like form was almost a block ahead of me,
and ducked into a dark corner when I called her
name.

I knew she was dangerous, so I drew my gun as I
approached the shadows she'd ducked into. I fumbled in my pocket
for my lucky Zippo, and when the shaky light revealed a dead end, I
nearly dropped it. Nowhere to go but up, I thought, and
looked skyward. Was it my imagination, or could I just catch a
glimpse of her gown whisking over the edge onto the
roof?

What am I following? I thought, and snapped
my lighter shut.

Mortal, you pursue your own death, came a
sinister voice inside and behind me and I turned, like a
horror-show sap about to discover the monster, and there she
was.

This creature bore the same resemblance to the
demure Ms. Pinkham as the disreputable Mr. Hyde did to the good
doctor.

Her skin was pale as moonlit milk, her hair flowed
dark and luxuriantly about her, as if with a life of its own. Her
gown flowed white and dramatically in the dark of the alley, and
backlit as it was from the streetlights behind her, I could see
this one had a figure a bit more pleasing to the eye than Mary
Jo's. But the face, for all its unearthly splendor, was
hers.

"Mary Jo?"

Mortal, I am not the one you seek. It is against
custom to speak my name to my meat, but I have been long without
conversation. Perhaps I shall let you live a while, as long as you
amuse me. You may call me Rasha.

And with that she leaned forward and grabbed me
about the waist, lifting me off my feet. In my shock I dropped my
gun, but I doubt it would have done me any good. With a lunge she
lept straight for the brick wall of the alley, and I feared we'd
dash against it hard enough to break skulls. Or my skull,
anyway ― I had no doubt she was a supernatural creature. My inner
voice of denial shut up with an audible snap when she first spoke
to me, directly into my head. Her lips never moved, except to smile
quite fetchingly if only it had been a little less
pointy.

So, my own apparently negligible weight in tow, she
flung herself at the wall ― and stuck. Then, with the ease of a
garden lizard she climbed straight up the wall to the roof, where
she unceremoniously dumped me in a pile at her
feet.

Stay here, she commanded, and lept off the
opposite side.

I had no intent to obey, but as I looked around, I
found she had landed me on the only rooftop in the city with no
access door. Not even a fire escape! If I survived this, I was
going to look up the owner and book him on code
violations.

So there I was, waiting for my beautiful captrix to
return, and wondering how many hours I had left until
dawn.

I spent the time putting pieces
together.

It seemed obvious Miss Pinkham had no knowledge of
her alter ego; it was possible Rasha didn't know about Mary Jo,
either. A classic case, if you will, of multiple personality
disorder. An unusual twist, to be sure, but the psychiatric side of
it I could handle. I had seen stranger things than vampires in my
time, and once I met her face to face I didn't waste any
skull-sweat on disbelief. If I was going to get out of this, denial
wasn't going to help.

If only I could get to a phone and talk to my
brother-in-law the shrink before she came back.

In the meantime, all I could do was sulk until her
return and hope my ace in the hole would protect me one more
time.

I was awakened from a fitful catnap on the tarpaper
of the roof by a sound just beyond the threshold of hearing.
Meat, I have returned.

I uncramped my joints and looked around and there
she was again ― just as beautiful and just as terrible as before.
It was still an hour before dawn, so I had to stall her ― but a
killer in a hurry can be pretty dangerous. I sure as hell hoped she
had just fed ― and then I felt guilty. Was my neck more important
than someone else's?

I put my philosophical ruminations aside and faced
Rasha head-on.

"Do you know who Mary Jo Pinkham
is?"

She smiled her toothy smile at me and looked
captivating. If I didn't know what she was, I'd fall for her. If
she wasn't trying to eat me I still might've. Meat, she
said in my mind, when you address the Queen of the Night,
address me with respect.

Apparently, Rasha had all the ego Mary Jo lacked. I
wondered what Mary Jo got out of the bargain. "Your highness," I
replied, "you're avoiding my question."

I make no point of remembering my victims ― and
if I knew this person at all, it was as
victim.

Then she turned her gaze to the sky, perhaps
noticing the approaching dawn. I must go ― you shall be the
last meal of the evening.

I was hoping she'd make this easy, but I guess I was
going to have to do this the hard way. "Lady, you can't eat me. I'm
not any more human than you are."

Meat lies.

"If you drink my blood it'll have an unpleasant
side-effect," I said. I rather hoped I was telling the
truth.

She smiled indulgently, like a parent playing along
with a child's tall tale. And what is it you claim you are,
non-human?

I didn't have much time before dawn, and I was
afraid if she felt too rushed she'd simply pitch me off the roof.
I'd have to take a big gamble. I held out my wrist. "Taste for
yourself."

She looked wary, but as this was what she intended
to do anyway, she didn't hesitate long. "Just a taste, mind
you!"

Of course. There was going to be a mess on
this roof before the sun came up ― whether this worked or
not

She took my hand in her cold grasp and brought the
wrist to her mouth. Those sharp teeth were barely slowed by my
skin, and before I felt it there was blood pumping into the
vampire's mouth.

She drank fully, intending to drain me dry before
making her escape into the escaping night. After what seemed like
far too much blood had passed down her gullet, my body's defenses
kicked in, triggering the Change.

You see, in addition to being one of the city's best
private detectives, I am also a werewolf ― and when a werewolf is
under severe stress, he'll change even if the moon isn't full. I've
been Changing since puberty, so I could handle it without writhing
and howling like some fols do, so I was more than half-way
transformed before Rasha noticed, deep as she was in the reverie of
her drink.

I could have attacked her as soon as the
transformation was complete, but I was gambling on a hunch that it
wouldn't come to that, so I held my ground ― as a wolf my wound was
already healing up, and her supply was going to be cut off soon,
anyway. I wanted her to drink as much as she could first,
though.

The first indication was a strange noise coming from
deep in Rasha's throat ― the first actual noise I had heard from
her. Then she jerked violently, loosing her grip on my arm, and a
small arc of my lycanthropic blood sprayed across the paling
night.

With a gasp, she fell to the tarpaper of the roof
and convulsed, her fingers melting together and shortening, her
face melting and elongating.

The blood of a Changing werewolf can
trigger a transformation in another ― just the once, mind you, it's
not a conversion. But what the movies don't tell you about
werewolves is that the Change hurts. A lot. And
your average vampire just isn't accustomed to that sort of
pain.

Also, since it's only a partial transformation, they
stay in a painful half-form until their body finishes metabolizing
the blood toxins, which may take more than a day. I felt confident
that she'd be down for the count, writhing in pain and just not
quite as pretty when the sun finally came up.

My own transformation was reversing now that the
threat was past, and by the time the rosy-fingered dawn made its
chill way over the rooftops of the city I was fully human again,
and the wind was raising goosebumps on my flesh. The shreds of my
suit were blowing around the skies of Inner City. I was covered in
blood. Mary Jo, or whoever she was, was in a similar state, but
sill convulsing in pain.

It took hours to get us down off that roof, and I'm
sure you've seen the news photos. I'll do what I can, and we called
my brother-in-law in as an expert witness, but Mary Jo will still
be doing time in the county lockup for the criminally
insane.

But when she gets out, I might just have a job offer
for her.
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"Have a nice day."

"Thanks."
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If you display these
symptoms, I'm not sure it was cold, You're going to think it
happens all the time. His professional shaking the man's muzzy
reflection awoke by midafternoon, I might just have a
job.
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Vincent, Defender of
Dragons

 

The younger prince of Hesperon sat astride his
father's charger at the edge of the kingdom and gazed out over the
Northern Wastes. He was young, too young for the armor he wore, too
young for the lance that stood at his side like a small tree, too
young, as anyone would say, to be alone on horseback at the edge of
the kingdom.

But who would stop a prince? Surely not the
King and Queen, who were too busy grooming his older brother to be
the next king to worry about what their youngest son did with his
afternoons.

So each afternoon, when his lessons were over,
he would go to the royal stables and borrow Quicksilver, his
father's fastest charger. He would equip himself from the royal
armory, so that he would be ready for anything that would threaten
the kingdom. And each day for the past year he had come to the edge
of the Wastes to make sure the kingdom was safe. Each day he would
strain his eyes watching the horizon, swinging his sword at tree
branches, jousting with imaginary opponents, remembering his
lessons in History and Battles and Strategy. He was keeping in
shape to defend the kingdom, should an attack come on his watch.
After all, there was nothing else for the youngest son of a king to
do. Nothing.

On this day, as he sat there astride
Quicksilver, wondering whether he should practice jousting or
fencing first, Something did come.

At first he didn't even notice its approach,
intent as he was on his practice, but when Quicksilver gave a
nervous snort he looked up and saw what was
coming.

It wasn't a Barbarian horde. It wasn't a
Plague of Locusts. It wasn't a Fire, or a Flood, or an Evil
Djinn.

It was a Dragon.

As the prince watched, stunned, the Beast came
galloping over the plain, great gouts of steam billowing out of its
nostrils. It was still too far away to see clearly, but Vincent was
sure it was an Evil Dragon, Bent on Destruction and Mayhem. Most
assuredly it was out to Eat Damsels and Hoard Gold, for this is
what Vincent knew Dragons did.

"Help me," came a distant cry from across the
plains, and Vincent scrunched up his eyes to see if maybe the
Dragon had a Damsel Crying Her Distress clutched in its jaws. He
couldn't tell for sure, because the Dragon was still so far away,
but he thought maybe there was.

"I'm coming!" he yelled, and, seizing up his
father's lance from where he had planted it in the turf like a
sapling, he urged Quicksilver into a gallop toward the approaching
Dragon. "I'll save you!"

Quicksilver raced along the plain toward the
Dragon, and as Vincent came close enough to see the Beast clearly,
he saw that there was no Damsel clutched in its jaws. "Help me,
sir!" came the cry again, only much
nearer.

Puzzled, Vincent pulled on the reins for
Quicksilver to stop.

"Help!" came the voice, and this time Vincent
realized that it was the Dragon itself that was calling. "Oh, Sir
Knight," she said (for it was a woman's voice) "I am under attack
from marauders. Won't you protect me?"

"Dragon?"

"Sir Knight, I am at your mercy, won't you
save me?" asked the Dragon again as she slowed, skidding after her
manic, headlong gallop, and stopped, heaving and panting great
blasts of steam down on Vincent, who looked up into her pleading
eyes with fear and confusion.

"You want me to protect
you?" he asked. "I'm a knight. We're supposed to kill
dragons. I thought."

"You want to kill me?" asked the Dragon, fear
in her golden eyes. "I come begging your mercy, asking to be
protected from a band of marauders who are right this minute
galloping over the plain to slay me, and you want to kill me
too?"

Vincent could see the Dragon was becoming
hysterical with fear. This certainly wasn't how Dragons behaved in
the tales he had learned at school.

"They're holding my children hostage!" moaned
the Dragon, wringing her claws with
anxiety.

"They're holding your children hostage?" asked
Vincent, again looking up into the Dragon's tear-stained
eyes.

Hope gleamed in the Dragon's heart when she
saw the determined look in his face. He didn't know it yet, but he
had decided to help her.

"Yes, brave Knight," she said. "Their leader,
a cruel man they called Prince Vadis, ordered them to kill my
babies, but I sent them into a part of the cave the knights can't
reach. They left a man to keep them in the crevice until they can
figure a way to get them out, and the rest followed me. I'm not a
fighter, Sir Knight, I didn't know what else to do, so I ran,
looking for help. Even from across the plain I could see you were
different from them."

Prince Vadis? Vadis was his brother,
and he knew from experience that the Royal Heir was a cruel man.
"And they're coming after you?"

"I got a head start, but they'll catch up any
minute now. I can't keep running forever."

"Ma'am, I am Prince Vincent, and Vadis is my
brother. He is a cruel bully, but a coward at heart and not very
bright."

She lowered her eyes. "I am Mayana ― if you
save my family and me we shall be eternally
grateful."

"I shall try," he replied. "Mayana, do they
know you can talk?"

"No, I didn't have time to speak. I'm afraid I
acted like any Beast whose children are in danger. I'm afraid I
even burned one of his men, and I've never burned a human before. I
was so scared."

"Then I have an idea I think might work," he
said, trying to sound confident.

"Oh, thank you,
Prince."

"When they come, stand behind me and do as I
say," said Vincent, "and I'll do my best to save
you."

"Oh, thank you, Sir Knight," the Dragon said,
and moved to stand behind him.

Vincent quickly picked up his lance, for just
now he could see an approaching band of men on horseback, coming
straight toward where Vincent and the Dragon Mayana
stood.

"Here they come," she
moaned.

"Hush," said Vincent.

"Stop!" called Vadis as his band came near.
"What are you doing here, Pipsqueak?" he asked Vincent. "I have a
Dragon to slay, and you're in my way.
Move."

"You can't kill this Dragon," said Vincent
calmly.

The men of Vadis' band of knights
laughed.

"I am a Knight," said Vadis. "Knights slay
Dragons. That's a Dragon. So I have to kill it. It's what I
do."

"Not this Dragon," said Vincent. "It's my
Dragon."

Vadis snorted. "Prove it," he
said.

Vincent gave his best icy grown-up smile and
turned to Mayana, who was cowering behind him. "Stand up straight,"
he ordered.

The Dragon stopped cowering and stood up on
her hind feet, straight and tall as an oak. She waved her claws
menacingly for added effect.

Some of the knights turned a little
pale.

"Sit," said Vincent.

She sat.

Some of the knights made the sign of the cross
against the Devil.

"Speak," said
Vincent.

And the Dragon took in a great breath and let
out a low, rumbling roar, like the sound of an earthquake, or
ten-thousand thunders, or a stampede of mythical Oliphants, and
even before the echoes had faded, each and every knight had fled
from Vadis's side and fled across the
plain.

Alone, Vadis stared at his younger brother
with rage in his eyes.

"You going to kill this Dragon by yourself,
brother?" asked Vincent.

"I don't know how you witched this beast, but
you haven't heard the last of this," he said, and left, headed for
the castle.

Vincent turned to Mayana and smiled, but she
still looked worried.

"My children!"

So Vincent urged Quicksilver into a gallop and
followed Mayana back to her cave where a lone knight stood guarding
a dark crevice at the back. Vincent told Mayana to stay out of
sight and went into the cave. He recognized this knight as Sir
Tansy, one of Vadis' friends.

"Vincent, what are you doing here?" he
asked.

"I ran into Vadis just now, and he told me to
take over for you," said Vincent, trying his best to sound like a
younger brother bullied into doing something he doesn't want to do.
"He said to tell you to join him by the High Cliffs, where he's got
the Dragon cornered."

"By the Lady," swore the knight, "this'll be
fun." And without questioning Vincent further he handed the boy his
spear and dashed out of the cave toward the
Cliffs.

When he was out of sight Mayana came out from
hiding and called to her babies: "Children, it's all right! This is
a friend."

One by one five small dragons, no bigger than
Vincent's arm, came crawling out of the crevice, blinking in the
light.

"We're safe now," said Mayana, "and this
knight who saved us is Vincent."

The dragonettes crowded the boy, showing their
gratitude by licking his face with their raspy tongues and blowing
steam into his hair.

By the time Vincent and the dragons arrived at
the town, the scared knights had already told the tale of the Boy
Prince and his Tame Dragon, and a crowd of curious children were
waiting to see this wonder. Mayana walked carefully to avoid
stepping on any unguarded toes, and allowed the bravest of the
children to pat her flanks. The Dragonettes galumphed about,
getting underfoot, and generally enjoying all the attention.
Vincent found them a place to stay in the royal stables, where they
could be happy and warm and made friends with the horses, and
before long Mayana was given a job guarding the castle with the
knights of the realm. At first the knights were afraid of her, but
soon they grew to like her, and on cold nights she warmed their
toes by breathing hot steam into their
boots.

The dragonettes, when they were old enough,
went to school with the children of the kingdom, and in the
afternoon worked in the kitchens, helping the cooks to keep the
food warm.

And so everyone lived happily ever
after.

Everyone, that is, except for Prince Vadis,
who got so mad that Vincent and his Dragon were doing so well that
he said he didn't want to be king, anyway, and ran away from home
to a kingdom where he could hunt whatever he
liked.

So when Prince Vincent, Defender of Dragons
grew up he became King of Hesperon, and Dragons from all over the
land came to visit, because the kingdom was a safe, happy place
where Dragons need never fear knights, and knights need never fear
icy toes in the cold winter.
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Escape

 

Outside, the sun was just burning off the morning
dew, and there was still enough of a chill in the air to make
Taralin shiver. She looked at her watch and remembered she hadn't
eaten anything since yesterday's breakfast. It was eleven-fifteen ―
only forty-five minutes to go.

Taralin followed the path to the place where she had
buried the canister, and was surprised to find a tent pitched in
her clearing. Peeking through the half-open flap, Taralin saw the
half-naked body of her brother, Larry. He must have come back late
last night.

What damned luck he'd set up camp
here.

Scattered about the clearing were enough empty beer
cans to make moving quietly difficult, and Larry awoke with a
snort.

"Wha―?"

"It's just me, Larry. I came here to get away. I
didn't know you were here."

Larry climbed out of the tent and pulled on his
jeans, which had been wadded up under his head for a
pillow.

"Go away," he said.

"It's my spot," she said. "You go
away."

"You got a house to live in,
Squirt."

"So do you," she said.

"I can't live there any more. Don't you
understand?"

Taralin nodded. "But can't you just go away for now?
I promise I'll leave you alone after today. Just please go
away!" It was less than a half-hour until noon!

"Why's it so important to you,
huh?"

"Look," she said, "I promise I'm not doing anything
wrong. Just leave for an hour and I'll be gone by the time you come
back."

"Is it drugs?"

"God, no," she cried. "Just leave me
alone."

Larry came up to her and grabbed her arm, twisting
it behind her cruelly. "What're you doing out here alone in the
woods, kid?" he asked.

"Let go of me," she snarled. "You're hurting
me!"

"That's the idea. Tell me what I want to know ― or
am I gonna hafta break your arm?"

"Oh, please, let me go!"

They tussled there in the clearing, as the sun
filtered through the branches and the day grew warm. Somewhere a
bird was singing for all its worth ― and Taralin was
crying.

BAMF!

All of a sudden Larry was lying on the ground, and
Taralin turned to see what had made the noise. For an instant, she
remembered a dream, and the figure that stood before her was the
White Knight.

But she saw that the armor he was wearing was made
of some sort of plastic. Behind him, directly atop the bare patch
of dirt where she'd buried her time capsule, was a thing of beauty,
made of light and little else.

"Taralin Scribner?" he asked, and his voice was the
most gentle, melodic voice Taralin had ever heard. She found
herself nodding.

"We got your message. We'll get you back to where
you belong."

"He's not dead, is he?" she asked.

"No," answered her rescuer, "he'll wake up soon.
Shall we go?"

He extended his hand to Taralin, and she took it.
His hand was soft inside the gauntlet.

As they entered his ship together, Taralin glanced
at her watch.

Twelve noon, Sunday, June 20th, 1999. Goodbye,
cruel world, she thought, and left.
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Cheryl was in a rut.

Her job was a bad habit, a place she went to
daily because it was what she had always done, her paycheck a
guilty secret, the all-too-quickly fading rush that was the reason
for the filthy vice of her job, the mind-numbing, will-sapping
daily ritual that led her on a downward spiral of degradation that
would eventually kill her as surely as knife to the
ribs.

And if her job could be likened to a killing
addiction, how much more so could her relationship to
Donald?

"Winds like this," her grandmother used to
say, "winds like this bring change. They come when they're most
needed and least expected, and they sweep the cobwebs out of your
attic, and throw the cherished piles of memories and meanings into
disarray, and child, when the changewinds blow you never know what
they're going to bring."

Cheryl liked the way her grandmother had
talked.

She found her keys and unlocked her door,
tugging against the unexpected pressure kept her from entering at
first, and then sucked her in as soon as the door was partway open.
Once inside, she stood, gaping at the unexpected sight that greeted
her, the briefcase forgotten where it lay toppled in the hall, the
errant wind blowing months of hallway dust past her, into the room,
and out the open window before her, white gauze curtains billowing
Gothically into the night.

There, in a pool of light cast by her desk
lamp, her childhood teddy bear nestled comfortably in his lap, one
of her notebooks folded back on itself in one hand and a half-eaten
sandwich in the other, was a man dressed all in black, right down
to smudges of black football player's warpaint on his cheeks. He
was munching raptly on the sandwich and reading her poetry,
ignoring her dramatic entrance. As she watched, a dollop of
mayonnaise oozed from the sandwich and fell to its death on her
carpet.

"Excuse me," she said, somewhat shaken by this
apparition, an apparent burglar in her apartment reading her
secret, forgotten writing, eating her food, and, most
infuriatingly, pointedly ignoring her.

 

"Ah, desperate criminal, Love,

Frantically fleeing some unworthy assailant,

Furtively hiding in a passing glance,

A sigh,

Holed up in a smile

While the smoke of hastily-drawn cigarettes encircles his
head,

Awaiting a first glimpse of the Heat."

 

And slowly, slowly, like glacier lovers
parting on the Northern sea, he leaned, closed, grew towards her,
and kissed her, and the kiss held Fire, and the kiss held Magic,
and the Kiss held Poetry.

"This is all I have to offer you, Lady," he
said, "and not a scrap of surety, not a steady paycheck, nothing
but love of the pilgrim soul in you, and love of the Poet you are
when you allow yourself to be."

"You are everything I wanted," she said, "and
everything my father warned me against.
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Roger leans back in his chair and expels his
cigar smoke rather dramatically. As he talks, he absentmindely over
the monogram of a hand embroidered in red on his silk
handkerchief.

"The word translated as angel
originally just meant messenger, you see. It was a job
title, not a species. In some Bible stories, it seems as if God is
speaking through humans, who are called angels, and sometimes it
seems as if He is talking through beings of a less fleshy nature.
We are taught to treat all people as if they are angels, because
they might be.

"Satan was said to have been the highest and
brightest of the angels, as you recall ― like a general or
supervisor of angels. During the Fall, he and 1/3 of the angels
left the side of God and began freelancing.
They were fired, more or less.

"Now, as I read the Bible, it comes to me that
Satan's M. O. is not evil ― in
fact, he seems to still have a job. A little research shows me that
'Satan' is translated from a word that means something like
adversary,
accuser, or even
prosecuting attorney. Again, a job
description rather than a name.

"Even today some traditions hold that Satan's
job was to list Man's sins at Judgement ― but also to test and
challenge Man during life. This is not
evil, mind you, but a way to ensure
that Man grows stronger. Either Man passes a test, and knows he is
fit, or he fails a challenge ― yet learns thereby his weaknesses.
If he is paying attention, he will then apply himself to working on
those weaknesses, and grow stronger still.

"Satan, then, is a sort of force for moral
evolution, like a gym coach or a drill
sergeant.

"Being tested by Satan is therefore not a bad
thing, but a very good thing, though it may suck-ass in the moment,
if you'll excuse the crudeness of the idiom. Likewise, his angels,
or messengers (human or otherwise), will also be challenging and
testing mankind. The original meaning of tempt is more
like test than corrupt.

"Evil, then, comes not from Satan, Eden's
serpent, but from mankind itself.

"It should be noted that Lucifer, Devil and
Antichrist do NOT actually refer to the same being as Satan,
or a Satan, though they are often used
interchangeably. Devils are evil spirits, or demons.
Lucifer is an old god, whose name means
'light bringer,' co-opted by
Judeo-Christian mythology, and Antichrist
literally means not someone
against Christ, but in
the place of Christ. My old church used to
believe that the prophesied Antichrist is the Pope. Maybe ― not my
business.

"So yes, sister, in answer to your question,
you might say I am Satan, at
least if I say things or ask things that challenge you, if I test
you, if your beliefs become stronger after talking to me. Satan, or
one of his angels. And that's not a bad
thing."

The nun was not reassured, and continued
struggling against her bonds.
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In the Piney
Woods

 

In the piney woods

the ground is still frozen,

and the melting snow

forms

magical lakes

winding

among the trees.

A delicate, chill mist

pervades,

and the silence

of the wood

mocks

the distant truck-rumblings

from the more-distant

logging road.

Water and shadow

make this world,

dripping

from the unburdened boughs

and seeping

up through the relaxing soil.

It is first-spring,

and the boy

invents

adventure,

and spots the Unicorn,

the Lady of the Wood,

through the dark branches.

And this boulder

shelters

a cave-mouth,

breathing troll-stench

into the light,

transforming to dust.

Sneaker-wet,

twisted-branch staff at ready,

the boy trudges

through his breath-wisps,

huddled

in a red gnome-hat

hooded sweatshirt,

eyes wide,

looking

for that glint

of the magical

that an adult would overlook.

There!

What was that?

That sound?

Like a monster's growl,

or fabric tearing heavily,

and was that a scream?

A
drawn-sword
shlang-ang-ang


echoing through

the balsamic gloom?

Heart thudding, the boy investigates,

is never heard from again,

wafted away on faery wings

to distant gold-mote Summerland

where his father's

pocket watch

is a mythic

talisman.

What is left

returns

home to attempt an essay

on why he should

Cease

Goofing Off

in School.
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Sometimes

Sometimes it's an empty thing ―

A house, a life,

A mug

A dream, a wind, a gilt
box

Sometimes it is an empty thing

That is the most
magic

But never,

Never

Never

When it still tastes
full.
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Somewhere,

Distant,

But close enough to feel,

Something exploded.

And I say,

"It has nothing to do with me."
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THE PADDLE

 

The paddle shone in the sun as Bert turned it for me
to see. Copper and cream stripes in the woodgrain flashed as we
stood drinking thermos coffee in the parking lot: turn, flash;
turn, flash. "Ain't she a beaut?" he asked.

"It's a beautiful
paddle, Bert" I said, "but what's it for? Why'd you need to make
one so pretty?"

"Well, it's a paddle,
innit? It's to spank my boy ― but hell, my dad always said a job
worth doin's a job worth doin well, right?"

"I suppose," I said,
"but why paddle the boy? What'd he do?"

"Well," he said, and
stopped. I could see he was mesmerized by the wood grain as he
turned and flipped the paddle: turn, flash; turn, flash. "Well, I
guess he ain't done nothing yet. But when he does, I'm ready. And I
aim to keep this in sight, to remind him."

I wasn't sure how to
answer that ― it was the twenty-first century after all, no one
still paddled their kids, did they? "It's a fine piece of work,
Bert. It really is. But I don't know… "

"What? What don't you
know? The varnish is good, ain't it? The shape is good,
right?"

"Is it okay to, you
know, paddle your kid? I mean, it's premeditated and all,
too… "

Bert guffawed like I'd
just told the best stinker he'd ever heard. "Naw, naw, it's just
discipline, see? It's not like I'm gonna kill the kid with this
beauty, is it?"

"No," I said, "I guess
not. But be careful, Bert. You know parents go to jail for beating
their kids these days. Don't go nuts."

"Just because I have a
paddle," he said stiffly, "doesn't mean I'm going to go all psycho
with it." He looked hurt. "My Dad kept a paddle by the woodstove.
Kept me in line. He called it his Board of Education.
Ain't that funny?" He tucked it back into his dinner bucket.
"Anyways, I turned out okay, right?"

"Okay, okay," I said,
and that was that.

That Friday night I
went over to Bert's to play a little cribbage with him and Chollie
Montagne, and there was the paddle over the mantle, like some sort
of goddamned fish trophy. I didn't see the boy around, I guess he
was off in his room or something, and Bert and I cracked a beer and
waited for Chollie to show up.

Bert noticed me eying
the paddle.

"Looks right natural up
there, don't it," he said.

"Doesn't it bother your
boy to see a … a goddamned weapon you whittled for
his ass there looming over the mantle?"

"Bother? Bother? Yeah,
it bothers him. Keeps him honest, I think. He's doing his homework
right now, on a Friday night. That's what the paddle's
good for. Better incentive than an allowance, let me tell
you."

Just then Chollie
showed and we set to, playing a few hands of cribbage and drinking
a few sixes of beer into the wee hours. All the time I felt the
presence of that stick of wood at the other end of the room,
threatening, like maybe my old man had whittled it for my
ass.

Foolishness, of course.
I cracked another brewski and laid my cards down and put it out of
my mind. That night I went home, driving slow because of the beer
and the cops being out ― maybe it was a long weekend for some
reason, I don't remember ― and that was the last I saw or heard of
the paddle until next spring.

It seems little Bert
Junior had got himself into some trouble at school, flunked a test
most likely, his dad was no great shakes in the readin' and writin'
department. When he came home, draggin' his feet like kids do, he
knew the school had called home ahead of him, and he knew his dad
would be mad. Maybe he thought about his dead mom, two years gone,
and imagined she would have kept his dad in line. Maybe she would
have, but I knew Mamie, and I think he had it pretty good with her
gone, sorry to say.

So this afternoon the
boy comes into the house. We can guess what he was thinking, but we
can't ask him, either. We know he walked because he always walked.
We know he was in trouble because the school told the papers the
next day. I kinda think he was remembering his mom,
somehow.

And the house was dark,
after the bright sun outside, so likely he stood in the doorway for
a minute as fuzz-spots got in his way, until he could see clear and
there was old Bert, the paddle in one hand, smacking slow time
against one thigh.

"Boy," Bert might have
said, "you have misbehaved."

"Pa, I
―"

"Quiet, you," Bert
woulda said, and directed his son to bend over, maybe drop his
drawers, maybe with his hands on the sofa arm, in the living room.
I don't know if he's the type to say "this'll hurt me more'n it
hurts you," but I doubt it. Like as not, he just set to, grimly,
silent, giving the boy the room to make up his own mind what the
paddling was about. Likely he was gonna give the boy five swats, or
maybe ten, or just a few until the boy broke down and said he was
sorry. Bert was a good-hearted soul, as my own Dad would have said,
I know he never meant to do more than pound a reminder into the
boy's backside.

I think it was the
paddle that caused it, though the police have other stories, and
they've written me off as an old crank. In their books, Bert went
nuts and killed his boy with the paddle, then managed to kill
himself with it. Me, I find it easier to believe that the menace I
felt from the first I laid eyes on the damned thing was real
somehow, that shaping a weapon from whatever wood Bert had found
had woken up something angry and ― hungry, maybe. Yes, I think Bert
woke up something hungry.

I think the paddle
killed the boy, then turned on old Bert. I can't imagine how a
grown man could … well, the coroner's report wasn't too
pretty.

The first thing they
thought was that Bert Junior wasn't in the room at all. Then they
spotted a sneaker, there, in the muck, and by the time they weighed
and measured what they'd found, they figured he was there after
all, there was enough for the two of them. Seems Old Bert and the
paddle had not just walloped the boy's ass, but kept going at it,
killing the boy, mashing him up like a boiled potato, until he and
his Osh Kosh B'Goshes were all one big mess on the sofa, seeping
into the cushions, ruining the wood floor below.

I guess I could believe
Bert went crazy, and that maybe his old arms held out for the
hundreds of whacks it would take to turn his boy into apple sauce,
but I don't think he coulda turned that paddle on himself and done
more than give himself a bad concussion, but they found him, chewed
up like his son from the waist down, pulped, until I think the
paddle knew it could drive him no more, then it turned and brained
him, cracking his skull open like the crust on a frozen
pie.

And so the cops found
them, half a man and a big mess, the paddle kinda floating,
gleaming in the sun coming in from behind and around them, in the
middle, clean and spotless as you could hope for, just floating and
turning on the goop as if someone had set it carefully there on the
surface and sunk below without disturbing it or raising a ripple:
turn, flash; turn, flash.

I know it was the
paddle, and I know it don't make any sense. But it makes more sense
to me than what the police think. And the copper-and-cream paddle
sits in an evidence room with a tag on it, clean and pretty as the
day it was made.

I suppose one day
it'll go into the city incinerator, and I hope that'll be good
enough. Because heaven help anyone who takes a swing with
it.
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in the 3AM
dark

in the 3AM dark

i flit from glow to glow

to flicker

haunting my own home

between the cracks:

work, play, sleep, love

i drift,

dreamless,

distant,

apart
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Zeb
absentmindedly scratched his nose, and was surprised at the soft
plop of something falling into his lap. He looked, and saw a
kernel of corn, perfect and clean, resting there
on his corduroy-clad thighs. Odd, he'd
had lunch an hour ago ― good thing he hadn't gone out yet, with
corn stuck to his face. How embarrassing that might have
been!

Still, it was
time to put down the book and get ready to go out, he had work to
do. Taking the kernel in hand, he stood
up, laying the book open on his seat, and went into the adjoining
bathroom. There he tossed the corn into the
wastebasket and brushed his hair. After a pause
as he gauged his state, he undid his pants and sat on the toilet.
As he sat there, waiting for what came naturally, his eyes fixed on
something gleaming on the floor between his
feet.

It was another
piece of corn. "What the hell? Was I a total slob at
lunch?"

There it sat,
free from butter, mashed potatoes or gravy, resting in the groove
between two tiles.

He leaned forward
and picked it up. It was firm and cool: raw. He didn't think it had
come from his lunch.

He chuckled as he
tossed it toward the wastebasket.

"Weird," he said,
and reached for a magazine. As he did so, he heard a small sound,
and when he looked, there were now two
kernels on the floor between his
feet.

If Zeb had been
the type to read Weird Tales or
watch the Twilight Zone, he
might have panicked, recognizing something in the
kernels that was sufficiently
not right to indicate that he might be
about to die horribly.

But he wasn't. He
laughed again, and started humming "Jimmy Crack Corn" under his
breath as he opened the January issue of
Hustler to the jokes
page.

Plip.
Plip. Plip.

Three more, two
in front and one to his side. This time he looked up, as if it
could be coming from the ceiling, but the
damp-stained stucco remained as it ever had, though Zeb recalled
the landlord called it a "popcorn" ceiling and laughed again. He
sat there, laughing, wildly running his fingers through his hair,
checking his nose, his ears, his pantscuffs, for some unexpected
depository of clean, crisp kernels of
yellow corn. He found none.

Plip. Plip.
Plip. Plip. Plip. Plip.

"God DAMMIT!" he
yelled, "What is going on?"

There was now a
circle of yellow corn puddled around his feet. He found himself
unable to finish his business on the toilet, and gave up. He stood,
and as he raised his pants he saw they were also filled with
corn.

"This is quite a
joke," he said, trying to shake the kernels
out of his pants. "But I'm not going to clean it
up."

As he walked, he
heard that sound, and a continuous flood of corn followed him out
of the bathroom, across the livingroom,
and out the hall. His steps were marked with crushed
kernels.

Still, he chose
to laugh rather than panic.

There was no one
else to call to, he lived alone. He had no friends he could think
of capable of elaborate pranks. So he decided to ignore it, go
on with his day, and be a good
sport.

When he stepped
out onto the front walk, he was wading in corn. When he got to his
car, he had to scoop large heaps of the stuff out onto the road so
he could get into his seat.

He was laughing
as he drove to work, the corn high around
his shoulders. Maybe his laughter had an edge of denial to
it, but still, he was a damned good sport and everyone knew
it.

As the trailer in
front of him braked suddenly, Zeb couldn't see it ― he was
laughingly swiping corn away from the windshield ― and he rearended
it, crushing the front of his car, shattering his
windshield, and driving the
steering column deep into his chest, and with
his last moment he saw the truck unload its cargo out of its
damaged backend and onto his car. Blood bubbled in his mouth as he
laughed at the cascading tons of yellow corn piling on top of
him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

QUESTIONS FOR
DISCUSSION

A. What do we
know about Zeb from this story? What can we infer about his life,
his character? What is important to him?

B. What do you
think really happened?

C. What might be
an apt title for this short story?
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The Beast came no
bigger than eleven-fifteen in a rut. Out the open window, fleeing
everything I wanted, he will then apply a dream, Goofing Off in
School. And I say, "better incentive than dreamless yellow
corn."










Chapter 7
New Chapter


Chapter 7
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Landmark

I have traveled long, walked dark
strands

'Neath moonless night,

Known and loved and lost

Many lands

And times came when a familiar face was

A thing too dear to hope for.

And you ― you are a landmark,

A welcome sight,

A sign proclaiming
that

At long last

I am close to Home.
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Red, I am
convinced

 

Red, I am convinced

Is no color to sleep under, for

Red is sunsets, dawn, fire, blood

Sirens,

Change, fast and catastrophic:

Life alters in red, and who wants to sleep through
it?


Blue is a color for me,

Starlight filtered through windowglass dark,

Flicker from gaps in night's houses,

Color of distant planets packed so tightly

On the welkin's hemisphere

There is but one dull glow,

Smelled not seen,

and blue it is, calling to
dreams

and rest

and midnight kisses between lovers

And sleep, dear and sweet.
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ideas lead a runic
life

ideas

lead a

runic life

of their own,

root-spread,

forming

chains of

whispered

life

in the dark,

fertile

soil

of the Deep Mind.

Inches away from

the Tendrils

of the Next Sprout,

Reaching for

Nourishment,

Deeper, Broader,

Thicker, than the

Next, weaker

idea.

until SUDDEN, as if from

NOTHING, a green BLADE,

then a BRIGHT BLOSSOM

burst FORTH, small but

WELL-FORMED,

from HIDING to

GROW toward the

SUN, SHADING,

SPREADING,

laying NEW

SEEDS

in the

dark.
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I want to found a
Cacophonic
Cabal.

I want the mongrels of idea

To seduce and bed the thoroughbreds,

So that they might grow fat on bastards,

Unexpectedly giving birth to monstrosities

While being shown, papers at ready,

Before a panel of Community Chest cards.

I want impish men and women

In masks and costumes

To subvert the dominant paradigm

By disrupting shoppers and security guards,

Dancing the Madcap and Lambada

And loudly proclaiming, "Who pinched my
ass?"

I want to slip Hustler centerfolds

Into hymnals and prayerbooks

And the Wall Street Journal editions

Printed for senators and representatives;

I want to slip doctoral theses into

Porno mags, and swap penises for
vaginas.

A Cacophonic Cabal, capering

Across the constipated continent,

Public Enema Number One,

Inserting puns into speeches and bills,

Pantsing meter maids, protesting the pavement:

That would be a fine thing to create.
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"The trick," said
the Magician, waving airily at his twin apprentices lazily, "is to
pick and choose. Watch that alembic, there, Mott." The redheaded
boy pushed the apparatus away from the
edge of the lab bench.

"I was taught the
rituals with the ancients' worldview, but
that no longer speaks to us, does it? Earth, Air, Fire, Water ―
these are no longer the basic elements of the world. When I cast a
circle, I call to the Noble Gasses, the
Alkalis, the Earth Metals, the Radioactive Elements created by the
alchemists of this age. And this
give me power that the old men who taught the old men who taught me
could never dream of.

"Tana, help Mott
with that.

"And I wield the
powers of magnetism, electricity, and even fission. Spirits and
demons are not needed for my work, though dangers there are enough.
As you will learn personally, Mott, if you do not keep your
goggles on!"
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Muggers' Alley
was a canton completely unorganized and unclaimed by any
government. It was formed out of the ruins of the American
Southwest, and was entirely empty after the cataclysm ― and about a
half-mile lower than the surrounding area.

Over the years,
this became the place people running from the law went to hide, and
the place folks with antisocial lifestyles went to thrive on the
weaker of the criminals that fell in. Some of the neighboring
cantons dumped their unwanted over the edge into the Alley, not
much caring whether they lived or died, as long as they never came
back out.

There was no law
there, except survival of the fittest.

And my father
went there of his own free will, gambling that he was badder,
meaner, and tougher than anyone there. He intended to steal
everything he could and make a king of
himself.

Less than a year
later, the Game started. People would lay heavy bets on fortune
hunters, watching from hovercams to see how they fared in that
morass of violence. Most failed to survive their first
day.

It was big money,
playing the Game, and a few folks in trouble went to the Alley just
to raise money for their families, sacrificing their freedom and
their lives in hopes of surviving long enough to make their
bets.

Every man that
went in went in with whatever he could carry, and planned to take
as much as he could once he was there. Of course, the longtime
residents of muggers' Alley knew where the drop-off points were,
and knew most new fish were unprepared for a quick ambush seconds
after their arrival.

Which is why I
was determined to collect the best team I could before going in
there to find my father. And if my suspicions were correct, the
answer to the question I was bringing to him would change life for
everyone, in or outside of the Alley.
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The world needs more roving
bands

The world needs more roving
bands

―Gypsy caravans!

Seekers, surfers,

In search of the perfect
wave

As Monks, Nirvana,

Motley musicians,

Toothless magicians

And Voodoo queens

In carts, on buses, on
foot

Riding stolen horses
through

Rough Indian gaming
preserves,

Merry Prankster Merry
Men

Wassailing a
trick-or-treat

Mad-embracing
existence,

Errant knights of

Faerie and friars and
peddlers

And fortune-telling
jugglers-in-the-dark,

Lovers and rovers in the
moonlight,

Dead-Head wanderers,

Bootleggers,
smugglers,

Illegal Immigrants

And Yes! Even highwaymen and loose
women

Kerouacking in the
dust

With globetrotting literate
playboys.

We are a people without
roots,

―Pilgrims!

Unsure of our ancestral
homes,

So we settle for

Apartments,
Condominiums,

When we should be
living

On the plains

In the forest

On the road

Again.
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Takes
Onions

To make them cry

Takes onions.

It takes insight

To make them laugh.

This is why Clowns have the
power

To frighten small
children.

Their ancestors are
priests,

Avatars

Of old wandering
gods,

Tricksters who bring
fire

And words

And pratfalls and
cross-dressing

And true-tricks on the
stodgy

Who take themselves

Too seriously.
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I invoke a new
God

 

I invoke a new God

Who is not jealous, but
sharing

Who is not ancient, but
newborn

Who is not stagnant, but
growing

A God whose worship looks like
Dancing

Whose invocation looks like
fucking

Whose priesthood get drunk and throw
orgies

A God whose mark is on the
world

Tempestuous, frolicking transient
sand-steps

Moondanced across the galaxy’s white
shoreline

I invoke a new God

Who understands modern
powers

Who embraces the New
Corruption

Who is not afraid of
competition

A God of Rock and Roll
fantasy

Of ecstatic visions and
high-flying

And getting down and partying with the
plebes

A God whose spiral-bound code fraternizes with
Shiva and

Jehovah and Coyote

And eddies amongst probability graphs and
eddies in the coffee

Of earnest hipsters discussing the philosophy
of the Latest Thing
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"Heya,
Orf!"

Ronaldo Orfeo
Rodriguez Ortiz ignored the good-natured call. He'd awoken that
morning with a surety he could not shake that there was going to be
a catastrophic breach today. That, in fact, the
Spaztoc was going to be attacked. He
was hurrying along the port corridor to meet his wife and warn her
when the prox alarm went off.

"Attention Red
Team," droned the PA. "Viper
class vessel detected approaching fast from sun'ard. Man
battle stations. All other personnel, secure yourselves and prepare
for heavy maneuvering."

"Dammit!" Orf
turned on his heel and headed to his station in the Upsilon
gunner's turret. He touched his father's harmonica in his breast
pocket before strapping in.

The alarm
continued to sound.
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"An you say this
sword is enchanted?"

The old man
nodded. "It is, my son. It will always strike true, as long as you
are fighting for justice."

Jack nodded. "I
ride to avenge my father," he said. "Justice is my quest this day,
and I thank you for this blade."

"Return if you
survive," said the old man, "and I will have something further to
give you. In the meantime, remember that the beasts that slew your
father are wily creatures, and difficult to kill. You must sever
their heads entirely, or they will come at you with redoubled
strength."

"The Devil may
have cursed this place with these demon-spawned evil beasts, but by
Thonarr, I shall rid EverHelm of these vermin ere the day is out,
and return with the stolen chalice and my father's
shield!"

"Good luck to you
then, young Jack."

"I ride!" and
Jack wheeled his steed away from the old man's hut and galloped
toward the hills, and his fate.

The old man
clucked, and returned to tending to his
turnips.
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You are a maybe,

A perhaps,

A possibility,

No more.

But if I never pursue the
maybe,

Stop to smell the
perhaps,

Taste the
possibility,

I will never find the
Certainty,

And in the meantime, I will
have

Joyously pursued that
maybe,

Raptly stopped to smell the
perhaps,

And had the wonder of tasting a
possibility,

And enjoyed every minute of
it.
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I spent a
year

 

I spent a year

Living in darkness

Eye-corners chittering with the unseen,

Madness clawing at the edges

of reality,

And eyes and ears

rushing with blood and

I could hear, see

Only dark things:

Corpses animated to run

the all-night gas station,

Venomous children,

Dolls that silently scream,

Walls that drip blood,

Graffitoing themselves with sigils of
pain.

 

Never dreaming I'd survive the cycle's
turn

Without becoming one of the walking dead myself

Never hoping I'd live to This Year

of light

and smiles breaking through everything

Like bubbles of joy

On the lips of an infant God.
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"Have a nice day."

"Thanks."
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insomnia

4:00

midnight of the soul

nobody alone should be awake at this
hour

the streets are empty

except for cops and
cabs

and drunk homeless psychopaths preaching the
kingdom of heaven

sometimes it is a harsh, burning
existence

where the world is salt on an open
wound

and nerves are raw

and everything is
garish

like slow strychnine
poisoning

but tonight i am
lucky

and i am padded, insulated from the
world

wrapped in a pillow

of insomniac
exhaustion

no less poisoned

no less dying

your mind plays tricks on you at this
hour

recalling sounds and images at unpredictable
moments

forgotten passages from a book you read in
high school

swim to the surface

names you forgot aeons
ago

come, unbidden to your
lips

and when you close you
eyes

ancient, stained
pornography

leers at you from the insides of your
lids

midnight of the soul

a rough time to be
awake

so blessed a thing is sleep to the
weary

 

[129]

There's something in the
Rye

Oh, mother I saw something queer last
night

Grandfather stalking deer last
night

Something in his eyes, an evil
light

And I swear he drank its blood last
night

There's something in the
Rye

Something dark and scary from the night behind
my eyes

There's something in the
Rye

And something's got to burn tonight or the
Devil's gonna fly.

 

That Cabot girl's got a poppet and it looks
just like me

Her mother never goes to church and I think
it's plain to see

All her potions, all her brews, they cause a
lot of harm

I think we'd better burn her before she kills
us with a charm

There's something in the
Rye

Something dark and scary from the night behind
my eyes

There's something in the
Rye

And something's got to burn tonight or the
Devil's gonna fly.

 

The season's been too wet Don't breathe
it

But if we try, we can get the rye in yet Don't
reap it

There's a black smudge on the grain Don't bake
it

There's a black spot on my brain Don't eat
it

There's something in the
Rye

Something dark and scary from the night behind
my eyes

There's something in the
Rye

And something's got to burn tonight or the
Devil's gonna fly.

 

 

Oh, mother I saw old Mrs. Grue last
night

Dancing with the Devil on the witches'
night

Shrieking and changing and taking
flight

And screwing and chanting and casting a
blight

There's something in the
Rye

Something dark and scary from the night behind
my eyes

There's something in the
Rye

And something's got to burn tonight or the
Devil's gonna fly.

 

The children have visions, the old men dream
dreams

And bonfires are lit and the night fills with
screams

And the real devil's just a dark smudge on the
grain,

And the werewolves and witches are on the run
again

There's something in the
Rye

Something dark and scary from the night behind
my eyes

There's something in the
Rye

And something's got to burn tonight or the
Devil's gonna fly.

Something's got to burn tonight or the Devil's
gonna fly.

Something's got to burn
tonight,

The Devil's gonna
fly.

 

 

[130]

The universe
impinges

The universe impinges on my
reading.

Floating star-flecks fuzz the
outlines

Of my eye-tunnel.

Faces leer from the
soil,

The trees,

And the dark is
brighter

Than the visions behind my
eyelids,

And it seems as if my passage leaves
a

Wake in the spectral
effluvium

That is more real than I
am.

All this was invisible when I sought
it,

Beyond reach when I
grasped,

Nearly catching,

And now the higher realms frolic in front of
my eyes,

Too late now,

Because I am old,

And want to be
left alone.

 


[131]

The scar on
Vince's thigh throbbed, but he ignored it, readying his response.
When the clockwork man swung next at him, he jabbed out with all
his might, aiming for the lenses on the front of its
head.

There was a
satisfying crack, and the skin of his knuckles tore against the new
shards of the creature's eyes, and Vince reeled back, trying to
keep clear of the creature's now-flailing
limbs.

"Take
that, you fucking fascist," he screamed between bloodied
lips, and danced again out of range ― a task made easier by the 50%
reduction in the creature's field of
vision.

 

[132]

Q. What do you
find an interesting question?

A. "Can I become
an absolutely open observer, such that I could, for example, view
Schrödinger's Cat/Not-Cat without collapsing the probability
waveform?"

Schroedinger's
thought experiment presupposes an observer whose view requires a
living/dead dichotomy. An observer who, say, was only concerned
with blobs of color and didn't even know what a cat was, living or
dead ― would it collapse the waveform?

What might the
experience be if I could train myself, for even a few moments, to
be simple data receiver, not filing, filtering, naming or selecting
the input?

It might be
wondrous. It might be hellish. It might be what infants experience.
It might be what autistics experience. It might allow one to see
Heaven (for some value of Heaven).

And perhaps, the
more I work towards such a goal, the more I can get glimpses of
things I could not otherwise see.

I suspect there's
more than one reason UFOs appear to drunks and people driving on
long, sleepy, hypnotic backwoods roads.

 


[133]

No, no, dammit,
it wasn't ― dammit, it wasn't like that, it wasn't supposed to be
like that, dammit dammit.

Would you, would
you stop kicking at me, let's
talk about it, I'm sorry, I'm so, so sorry, I thought you knew, I
thought you wanted, I hoped it was a miracle, I was so so scared,
and you and you stop kicking
me!

What the hell
what the hell, I know I wasn't completely wrong, I was hoping, I
was testing, I was so, so careful I was so, so afraid, and ah, yes!
I was right! I was right! and you moved, and you moaned, and I
whispered and we and we and … and I and you and you
stop kicking me!

I'm sorry, I was
wrong, I was evil, it was sinful, you hate me, I hate me, I want
you to hate me, yell at me, call me names, tell me what the hell is
going on for you, tell me what is going on for you, and was I a
little right, and stop kicking
me!

 

Dammit dammit,
you won't talk, how can I make amends, we you're going to kill all
we had friendship, more than friendship, love? I'm sorry, maybe
love is what what you don't know, you could never know, dammit
dammit, say something, dammit,
you just go silent, but stop kicking
me!

 


[134]

Sandra knew it
was just Jim in a costume, but damned if she didn't about wet
herself when he popped out from the sewer grate, moaning. She
hauled back and knocked him down with her foam-covered PVC sword,
and ran in the other direction.

This game was
going great!

 


[135*]

At long last I am
convinced of a BRIGHT fat on bastards; Spirits and demons went
there of his own free will on foot to frighten small children in
the coffee: prepare for this day, I will never find only dark
things preaching the kingdom of heaven, and now the higher realms
got to burn.


Take
that,
it might be
kicking
me! and
going
great!










Chapter 8
New Chapter


Chapter 8

 

[136]

DEAREST RASH STOP
HAVE
FOUND
A DELIGHTFUL
MAN WITH A
MACHINE THAT SENDS
TELEGRAMS STOP YOULL
NEVER
BELIEVE WHERE AND WHEN I AM
STOP CANNOT WAIT TO
TELL
ALL STOP WILL BE LATE FOR
SEPTEMBERS MEETING STOP WHAT FOLLOWS
IS
INTENDED FOR ANOTHER STOP THIS CLEVER MACHINE MUST SEND
THREE AT ONCE ONE BACK AND ONE FORTH AND A THIRD SIDEWAYS STOP
ALL
WILL BE REVEALED UPON MY RETURN STOP I
WOULD KILL FOR A CUSTARD STOP LOVE ZIZ
FULL STOP jhXbI iyoGS rIzEq ezSab zFTnc
WY wTfsu peKXX zKYwg
BGnJO
eHNor WY jzRmJ KXimc AZnNp FCUEI EPTYJ WY vlYNi bfhTc
uNNDH hxUlY NzFAA WY TchkV tBQXw LXmra kjOLP MKjfw WY iiEtd tOaoj
RmhZX bfWug aEWMn WY BpxHN GRkVE
IWSHT
QTAgg CMhxy WY qeTHI SBOOK
ISAuM
ACHIN EFORM WY AKrIn GGODS
AsNDP
BVpfp COION WY cmxCl NRFsH brlDC kImOq gpboL WY fCbIP
Qsacm
EkNfz KrbYs qaEgQ WY PQbTk SQYwc rautZ MhLDv QfIDj WY
LgjUi SsacY MJFhf kBdCM lhjIZ
WY qjvAW DLJMw LQors VpBBv vtBzZ WY hMarnI ypcnT
XzeCi tUChc bFsyT WY qhyrA oNlbe BesoU jOZMY mAtuE
WY rxcKW dxgmX zNDMQ IpgVv JfdBT
WY

 


[137]

A shot rang
against the steel over Jack's head, ricocheting madly around the
space, finally landing with a thock
in the wood planking below.

"You'll wind up
killing more than just me!" Jack shouted as he climbed the ladder
up the inside skin of the ship.

The commander put
his gun down and cursed. He strode to the nearest phone and dialed
a number no one else in the crew knew
existed.

"Attention
USS Lysistrata," he said, and
his voice repeated in a thousand speakers throughout the ship.
"This is Commander Palance. IC3 Jack Digby is on the loose in the
ship, last seen headed toward engineering
spaces on the port side. He is to be
apprehended and brought to the MAA's office
immediately. Spare no effort. That is
all."

 


[138]

The lights were
out again. Brian chocked the door open and tried to see the light
fixture from the dimly-lit rectangle admitted by the door. It
looked intact, the bulb had probably vibrated loose during the
night's maneuvers.

A massive pipe
hulked in the corner, part of the ship's ducting, passing from
overhead to deck, making the space nearly useless except as storage
for cleaning gear and various contraband items that needed hiding
during inspection.

Brian decided to
find his magazines and leave, allowing someone else to fix the
light. He crept in the dark around the pipe into the hidden corner,
groping for the low ledge under which he
stashed his Hustlers. When his
hand touched something warm and sticky, he felt a moment of
annoyance. As junior in the department, he would likely be tasked
with cleaning this space of whatever filth someone had left for
him.

But by then his
eyes had adjusted enough to the darkness for him to make out the
shape slumped in the corner as human.

"Who's
there?"

When he reached
out to touch the form's shoulder, it slumped forward onto the deck,
knocking hard against the edge of the
ledge.

"Shit," said
Brian. "Another one."

 


[139]

"Okay," said Jak.
"Step one: figure out what we know. What
kind of zombies are these? What are the
rules here?"

Beatrice listened
to Jak. She always listened to
Jak, and if she knew something he didn't, something that would get
her out of the swamps alive, she wasn't
sharing.

"Doesn't it
seem," said Jak, "as if things always get rough just as we're about
to say―"

Just then, things
got rough.

 

 

 


[140]

Jack awoke from
the dream disoriented and worried. It was not until his head
cleared somewhat that he realized that the shadows in the room
were moving.

They were not
shadows. It was them. He'd been
found.

"I don't know
what you are!" he shouted. "But you are not welcome
here!"

 

[141]


Smoke

Smoke

rising, falling, twisting, burning choking in
a million myriad fractal fatal fractured antebellum shards,
alabaster chips blinding the little boy of reason, of reason,
deadly reason,

in the sun.

 


[142]

My Dearest
Nephew,

I know we
have only met three times ― the most recent at your grandmother's
funeral last year ― and you have no cause to come to me when in
need. However, I have heard of the tragedy that has befallen your
family, if only the details listed in the papers, and have called
my sister (your mother) to offer any help I
can.

While she and
Bill need to stay in Boston to make arrangements for your step
brother's upcoming trial (and all the horror that will undoubtedly
bring), we all agree there is no need for you to stay there all
summer, fielding phonecalls from the media, repairing broken
windows and generally soaking up the drama and tragedy your family
must, for a time, pass through.

I suggested
to Jean (your mother) that it would do
you good to get away for a while, get your mind off things,
relax ― and she agrees with me.

You are
welcome here at my home in South Haven for the summer. With my own
kids (you remember Chad and Denise?) grown and off on their own,
I've got plenty of room to take you on, and we can spend the summer
at the beach, the amusement park, or whatever would please you
most.

Jean tells me
you've been painting lately. I, myself find nothing helps me
through tough times like expressing myself creatively. Denise's
easel and paints are still here from the time she enrolled in art
classes for two weeks. I'm sure it'll be okay if you decide to
paint while you're here. In fact, I'd love it ― I'd feel just like
a Renaissance art patron.

In any case,
I've enclosed a bus ticket for this weekend. Just call and let me
know which one you take so I can meet you at the
station.

Hope to see
you soon!

―Love, Your
Aunt Jayne.

 

Brandon looked
around as the bus pulled away. South Haven seemed like a drowsy,
gray little town, at least compared to Boston, but Aunt Jayne was
right, it was good to get away from the mouldering anxiety that had
enveloped his family since his step-brother was arrested and taken
to jail a month ago.

For some reason,
the bus terminal was closed. He saw no one moving around on the
streets around. Maybe this was one of those towns where bad weather
caused them to roll up the streets and stay home? The fog was thick
off the lake and there was a chill in the
air.

He peered in
through the door to the station. It was still and dim inside, and
the only light came from a soda machine and a lit exit sign. As he
watched, a dark puddle spread on the scuffed tile in front of the
machine.

"Well, this is
cheery," he said.

He pulled his
aunt's postcard out to check her address: 1919 High Street. "Okay,
I guess I need to find High Street," he
said.

On the wall of
the station near where passengers were let off was a bulletin board
carrying advertisements for various
events and services around town. "Old Home Days" were supposed to
start today on the shore of the lake.

There was also
posted a whimsically illustrated map of the town, with characters
shown fishing, skiing, picnicking
and … fencing? He noted that the bus stop (a mustachioed
man in a straw derby hung off an old-fashioned trolley car) was
only a few blocks from High Street.
Walkable.

"Seems pointless
to wait for Aunt Jayne," he said, and walked up the road toward
High, whistling lightly. After about a half block he turned and
returned to the bulletin board.


"Yoink," he said,
pulling the map down and folding it to pocket-sized. "I feel better
having this along, somehow," he said.

His footsteps
echoed metallicaly off the fog, and he
felt as if he were being followed by a monkey in tap
shoes.

He giggled at
that thought and checked the roadsign on the corner. There was
something dark smeared across it, but he could easily
read:


HIGH STREET 1900
→

Turning right,
Brandon pulled up short as soon as he saw what was blocking the
street.

 

Three cars had
been in some sort of accident, and were piled up in the way. The
butt of one car blocked one sidewalk and part of the road, the nose
of another blocked the other side, and the third car lay on its
side effectively closing the gap between them. The engines were
still ticking as they cooled. There was no sign of the
drivers.

A more thorough
roadblock could not have happened by
design.

Brandon smelled
gasoline. "I could probably climb over," he said, "but I've seen
too many exploding cars in the movies. I'll go
around."

Besides, he
didn't say, it's damned spooky to have no cops, no tow trucks, no
ambulance, not a soul responding to this crash, and the wreck could
not have happened more than a few minutes ago. He probably would
have heard it happen if he'd arrived in town any
earlier.

He checked the
map and figured he could circle the block and get to his aunt's
house just fine.

As he crossed
High and continued up Main, something glinted in the gray light,
attracting his attention. "Someone left a can of K-Pow energy drink
in the road," he said.

On a whim, he
picked it up and stashed it in his backpack. While he had the pack
open, he pulled out a red pen and marked a big red "X" on the map
at the site of the crash.

He was no longer
whistling as he walked along, looking ahead to spot the right turn
he planned to take to circle the block. He glanced behind him now
and again, as if expecting a mugger to ambush him from behind one
of the parked cars lining Main Street.

High Street was
the same as the rest of South Haven he had seen so far: empty and
gray.

A hardware store
across the road looked like it might be open. The door was chocked
open and a dim yellow light filtered through the fog to fall on the
cracked sidewalk.

Looking both ways
and then laughing, Brandon crossed the street to the
shop.

"Hello? Hello? I
there anybody there? Hellooooo?"

No one seemed to
be inside. He entered, noting the light he had seen from the street
was not the shop lights, but an old army-style flashlight left on
in one of the front displays. He picked it up and turned it over,
looking for the "off" switch.

Just then he
heard something fall with a clatter at the back of the
store.


"Hello?"

He aimed the beam
of the flashlight into the odd, angular shadows formed by racks of
tools and displays of this year's most
popular bulbs and seeds.

In the
interstices between a row of hoes and rakes, Brandon saw something
glistening a sickly pink in the light, and sliding quickly out of
sight as he stared.

"What the…
 ?"

He stepped around
the rack. Suddenly, the shape reared
upward, and Brandon saw what he at first took to
be some sort of gorilla ― massive and
man-shaped with huge arms and a flat
face.

It opened its
mouth and roared, coming toward Brandon, and he could see that its
mouth split its face vertically.

He stumbled
against a display as he backed away from the monster, and his free
hand fell on something heavy and cool, and he grabbed it
reflexively.

The monster
roared again and pushed over the rakes, long strings of drool
falling to drip on the dusty floorboards.

"Aaaagh!" Brandon
yelled and swung at the beast, finding the object in his hand to be
a spike-ended wrench as long as his forearm. The display sign on
the floor claimed it was a "Spud Wrench."

It struck the
monster's head and with a crack broke its skull. It fell to the
floor in a heap, leaking a greenish ichor
from the hole in its head.

Brandon hauled
back and kicked it once, twice, three times, until he was sure it
would not rise again.

Panting, Brandon
backed out of the store and leaned against a parked
car.

"What the
hell was that
thing?

Distantly,
Brandon heard footsteps moving away.
Human-sounding
footsteps.

He saw he was
still holding the wrench. "I think I'll hang onto this," he said,
and clipped the light to his pack strap, so the beam was aimed
forward in the gathering gloom. "And call me a wuss, but I'm
not walking in the dark if I can help
it."

He pulled out the
map and marked the hardware store as a point of interest, then
checked his route.

Straight down
Bachman, then cut through the alley to High Street, that was the
shortest way, he decided.

He hoped his aunt
was still there, and had some answers. At
the least, he was hoping her home would be normal, so he could go
to the bathroom without worrying about monsters in the
shadows.

He spared a
thought of the monster he'd killed in the shop. "Pure
self-defense," he told himself, and laughed. As horrible as the
experience had been, there was always something satisfying about
taking action against his troubles. Lord knows most of his troubles
at home could not be solved that way.

 

He walked on,
occasionally hearing the footsteps again, but no one responded to
his calls. Eventually he gave up and walked in
silence.

When he came to
the narrow alley between Bachman and High Street, he saw the fog
had grown thicker. He could now only see a few feet ahead. He gave
the wrench a few practice swings like a bat, and stepped into the
alley.

Almost as if
triggered by his step, a noise grew audible as he moved into the
alley. A sound like radio static with an undertone of misheard
voices, like interference from a distant CB
radio.

"Sounds like
someone left a police radio on."

Somehow a police
radio seemed like a good thing to be near, so Brandon hurried
forward.

As he got further
down the alley, he could make out more of the voice-like sounds
under the static: there seemed to be two voices, twining through
the white noise, fading in and out: a high-pitched demented
mosquito whine and a deep, guttural
voice, slow and backwards like some
cheesy occult horror film.

"Probably some
college station playing 'experimental' music," said Brandon just as
he came upon an alcove where the nearby apartments kept their
recycling, and spotted the radio: a small, battery-operated one,
hissing and chattering there among empty K-Pow
bottles.

The sound spiked,
causing Brandon to wince, and he felt a monstrous weight slam into
his back, knocking him to the ground.

He rolled onto
his back, swinging his wrench, and just missed the ugly nose of
another of those gorilla creatures ― or was it the same
one?

The beast roared
and swung down, striking for Brandon's head, but he rolled to one
side and sprang to his feet.

"DIE!" he yelled,
and brought his wrench down hard into the
monster's face, cracking it open. It stood there, dumbly, for a
moment, as something unspeakable oozed out of its head and stained
its fur a color like dead oatmeal. Then it slumped to the
ground.

Again, Brandon
felt compelled to kick it in the head, spattering his sneakers,
cursing, until he could feel in his gut that the monster was truly
dead.

As he stood,
panting and dripping sweat and unnameable fluids, Brandon's eye was
drawn back to the radio, which had faded out to a faint
hiss.

"Well," he said,
"I wonder if these things are radioactive or something?" He picked
it up. "I'll probably get cancer."

He had clipped it
to his belt and walked halfway out of the alley before he thought
to wonder whether someone might be leaving useful things around the
town for him to find.

 

"1919 High
Street. Here it is."

Brandon tried the
knob and the door swung open easily. Inside was a dim hall with no
windows. A small table near the door held a newspaper and a
keyring. Brandon looked up the stairs that led to the second floor
and saw only more darkness. He decided to try the doors on the
first floor before hazarding the stairs.

Some instinct
kept him from calling out. He no longer expected to find his aunt
here.

 

 


[143]

"This is a dream.
This is a dream. This is a dream. This is a dream. This is a dream.
This is a dream. This is a dream. This is a dream. This is a dream.
This is a dream. This is a dream. This is a dream. This is a dream.
This is a dream. This is a dream. This is a dream. This is a dream.
This is a dream!"

 

[144]

I Dreamed I was Made of
Paper

I dreamed I was made of
paper

With pencil-lead
tattoos

Piles of gray newsprint
paper

And sketches of tribal
tattoo

I dreamed the symbols I
showed

Could be rubbed off on the
walls

And ink-smudged fingers were the
price

Of touching my
tattoos

I dreamed my body was
fragile

Wind could blow me
away

And damp could reduce
me

To a misshapen mound

I dreamed I had been
assembled

By a line of workers'
hands

And machines that ran on oil and
sweat

And made a million a
day

I dreamed I was made of
paper

With pencil-lead
tattoos

Piles of gray newsprint
paper

And sketches of tribal
tattoo

 


[145]

Chair of the
linguistics department Jonathan Filligap looked down on the potluck
buffet with disdain. "That" he said, archly, "is most certainly
Grim Slaw."

 


[146]

The soundtrack:
There is a hiss, a needle has just found its roost on the leading
edge of a well-loved record, beginning its inward spiral. A
smoke-filled room billows out of the speakers. Laughter, ice
settling in glasses, lovers' tentative jitterbugging. The light is
dim, and the men on the stage are in their own
shadows.

A woman strides
through the crowd, steps onto the stage, turns to face the
now-quiet room, smirks, and throws her head
back―

―and
WAILS!

And the band does
their best to keep up, but she sings, her voice tripping around the
room, wrapping the listeners in faerie gauze, immobilizing them,
drawing the self out of them
like summer sweat.

And at the height
of her song the ceiling opens, the roof dissolves, and the
dragonflies scatter, leaving a path to the heavens for the
chanteuse and her
audience.

And the sound is
frogs. Wind. Ice settling in glasses.

And the record
leaves us alone in our room. Again.

We hit the repeat
button.

 


[147]

"Do I know
you?"

"We're in History
together," she said, dropping her gaze to the
ground.

"Yes, that's
right. Do you know where we are?"

"I was walking in
the woods behind the school," she said, "and suddenly I felt dizzy
and fell. When I stood up again I was here. It took me a while to
realize I wasn't where I'd been."

Deborah still
clutched her books demurely to her chest, blushing behind her
bangs, behind her damned glasses.

"I guess it was
the same for me," said Ben, "but I saw something first ― a flicker,
something in the light, like, oh, like something blocking the sun,
but moving real fast."

They stood there,
Ben watching Deborah, Deborah looking toward the ground, both
trying desperately to ignore the giant trees that were like none
that grew in their town.

Neither was aware
of what had moved them across spacetime and reality, the thing they
had in common. Neither would find out in time to work the magic
that would send them home.

 


[148]

Outside, it had
been snowing for the past few minutes. Dawn was approaching, and
the first glimmered light was multiplied and redoubled among
crystals of ice, and all the world seemed magical and
serene.

Inside, my wife
was still dying.

 


[149]

The sense of
deja vu that washed over me wasn't mysterious at all: I
had written a scene very like this, two years ago. It was a
testament to the genuineness of my writing that now, as I stare out
the window at the fat guy smoking in front of the doughnut shop as
my father lays dying on the hospital bed behind me, I realize that
actually living it feels exactly like that passage encapsulating
hours of draining, emotionally torturous
waiting.

 


[150]

"What are
those,
Pilgrims?"

 


[151]

Knox looked
around. Cappy was dead. Melissa was gone. Rusty had converted not
ten minutes ago. He was totally alone, against hoards of undead and
their vermin.

"Fuck it," he
said. "Who's to say this isn't the best thing, after all?" He threw
down his gun, and knelt, in the dust, just as his mother had on the
day she died, and held his head up, facing his doom ― and offering
his neck to the first to arrive.

"Cheers," he
said, and was lost in the carnivorous
flood.

 

 


[152]


Blue.

There was really
nothing else. Simply a misty, floating, blueness. No sound, but the
hiss that ears produce when fed no signal was blue. No scent,
either, except, perhaps, a faint whiff of something unidentifiable,
but blue.

 


[153]

The only light in
the room was the bank of yellow indicators on the front of the
copier. In the dark, Will didn't see the lines drawn on the
copyroom floor.

He was anxious to
make his copies and leave before anyone came in and asked difficult
questions. He opened the lid, momentarily blinded by the light
within, and slapped the file facedown on the
glass.

"By Bjørn and By
Bittlestock," he swore as he missed the "print" button and hit the
yellow-lit button with the squirmy Japanese character on
it.

The machine
started, roared to life, and pages slid into the
tray.

They were not
copies of the file Will had placed in the machine. The first page
had a short story about an ogre, as near as he could tell, then
some poetry, and a telegram?

"What the hell?"
He hit "cancel" but the machine would not
stop.

It was still
printing when his coworkers came into the office Monday
morning.

 


[154*]

STOP! His gun looked intact and things got
rough.

You are not the little boy. Please. "Yoink,"
he said. He could circle the sound like radio static, instinct kept
him. This is a dream, a million on the potluck buffet through the
crowd? I felt dizzy, was still dying. "Waiting Pilgrims" was lost,
something unidentifiable into the office.

 










Chapter 9
New Chapter


Chapter 9

 


[155]

John was so lost
in thought it took him a half block to notice the change. The day
had fallen silent, and the stillness of that space was a pressure
on him, once he noticed it.

He was in front
of the library. The thing before him was so out-of-place it took
him a while to recognize it.

It was an
elephant ― or a close relative of one. The trunk was shorter,
lither, questing about like a blindworm
between malevolent white eyes. The skin was patchy and
raw-looking, pink as a sunburn, and oozed a clear fluid in the
crevasses of the beast's wretched hide.

It turned toward
him.

"Holy
shit!" yelped John and he dashed past
the monster and into the library, slamming the doors behind him. He
grasped the brass pushbars and leaned
back with all of his weight.

"Help! Jane! Call
the police!"

But Jane, the
librarian, was nowhere to be seen. As John craned his neck, he saw
the library was empty, as still as the sidewalk out front had been.
The lights were all on, but the usual cheery sun flaring through
the windows seemed muted, somehow.

The doors shook
as the monster slammed into the other side of
them.

 

[156]

Jenny
Lawson: 19, daughter of prominent
lawyer. She's escaping South Haven to get away from her father, who
has abused her since she was six, often in the company of friends
and in ritual circumstances. This last only came out in recent
therapy, and while she's heard of the dangers of repressed memory
therapy, she's not quite able to doubt the vision that came out
under therapy: Her on an altar, her father standing over her with a
knife ― or the part of the memory where she wanted him to
plunge it into her flesh. She is aware enough to recognize the
Freudian implications of the image as well. To simplify everything,
she's leaving town, running away from home as an adult, keen to
start a new life in Boston, maybe go to school.


Skills: Grappling and hand-to-hand
from a women's protection course; Minor psi she keeps hidden
("Hide," a selective invisibility, and "Scream of Anguish," a
last-ditch sonic attack).


Personality: Avoider. If all else
fails she'll fight, but only to escape. She'd rather have no
conflict and go into hiding than face her father, for
example.

Note:
She's the only one of the group familiar with the town, but she has
been so wrapped up in not actually being present that a lot of
details about the town are unfamiliar to her.

Is in the
terminal: To run away from South Haven.

 

Jim
Burton: 23, Graduate botany
student in Dartmouth, studying certain ecological effects of
pollution: particularly cases where mankind's interference causes
one species of plant to take over, as with kudzu and algae. His
father is wealthy owner of a multinational chemical corporation, is
very conservative, and thinks Jim is stupid. In reaction, Jim
became a graduate student studying the effects of, among other
things, some of BurtCo's chemical fertilizers. His big secret is
that he is siphoning some grant money off to fund his own private
study into exotic psychotropics.


Skills: botany; college
fencing.


Personality: Jim has a high bluffing
ability and he uses it constantly to pretend he knows more than he
does, that he is on top of the situation.

Note:
Jim is traveling with ten doses of a drug he calls "Purple
Hephzibah," derived from some exotic plants he discovered in his
studies abroad. He is still discovering the range of the drug's
effect, and plans to develop it for the black market. Under the
influence of Purple Hephzibah, Jim gains, among other things, a
mild telepathic ability, allowing him to glean small details from
the minds of those around him. He calls this
"snooping."

Is in the
terminal: To head to New York for spring
break.

 

Jake
Pederson: 16, homeless street punk
from Chicago. Fell asleep in the terminal there, awoke in South
Haven. Is a runaway adoptee. His adoptive parents were part of a
hyper-conservative mystical Christian sect, who believed in
trances, visions and the like. They adopted him after receiving a
vision about him. He ran away from home to become a street hustler
and drug dealer at 15. His secret is that he has visions of God all
the time, and thinks he's going crazy.


Skills: Street fighting; black market
chemistry; minor psi "kick" when agitated.


Personality: Aggressive. He'll pick a
fight to avoid answering questions. He ran away to avoid killing
his adoptive parents, who expressed concern by enrolling him in a
hyper-strict private academy where he was abused by the headmaster
and one of the older boys.

Note:
The "Voice of God" occasionally supplies Jake with information he
could not otherwise know

Is in the
terminal: To get out of the cold; God told him
to.

 

Al
Smithy: 45, bus driver, on his way
through South Haven to the big cities. A schedule conflict has
delayed his bus, and he must spend the night in the terminal. He
grew up in South Haven, but left when he was young to marry and
raise a family in the Midwest. After his wife went insane and they
had to put their son up for adoption, he left the life he had built
there and moved east, becoming a bus driver on late-night routes
that occasionally pass through his old home town. He never leaves
the terminal there. His big secret: Every member of his family, on
both sides, has gone insane and wound up dead or in an institution.
He seems to have escaped the curse, but keeps quiet, living as
plain and normal a life as he can. He is unable to get close to
people easily, and has no friends.


Skills: driving; stamina; owns and
uses a pistol.


Personality: Chooses to go numb rather
than face life. Doesn't like to talk about himself or think about
his past. He figures if he just keeps plodding along, he'll get
through life.

Note:
Al's wife was a member of the Divine Wind cult. They had one child,
a son, whom they put up for adoption.

Is in the
terminal: waiting for his bus to leave in the
morning.

 

Ginny Purrington née
Carver: 52, Chef at the Purrington School for
Wayward Boys and wife of the headmaster, who himself is son of the
founder, Jedediah Purrington. Ginny is leaving her husband after
discovering evidence of him abusing some of the boys. She won't
turn him in, though. She and Jake have never met, though they were
both there at the same time.


Skills: Cooking; moderate
non-combative psi to help and to heal anyone she cares
about.


Personality: Caring, nurturing, always
believing the best about a person, even after their flaws are
evident.

Note:
Ginny's mother, Evangeline Carver, is a member of the Divine Wind
cult, and part of one of the founding families of South
Haven.

Is In the
Terminal: On her way to see her mother, who is in an adult
care facility in South Haven; waiting for morning so she can get a
taxi.

 

The five find
themselves alone in South Haven. It soon becomes apparent
that something is very, very wrong. Jim is the first to notice that
the exits to the town are all blocked with a dense growth of a
thorny vine he is unfamiliar with. Seed-fluff from these vines
blows about the town like a flurry of snow.

They decide to pool
their resources to try to survive and escape the town as it passes
into a dark chaos. Of course, this desire to cooperate doesn't
immediately engender complete trust, and they hang onto their
secrets as long as they can.

They soon discover that
the normal denizens of the town are missing wherever they look. The
town is not completely empty, however. A monstrous pink elephant
roams the streets, not nearly as cute as it sounds. The creature's
skin sags and peels like a burn victims, and his mad, mismatched
eyes make his wild charge seem personal, somehow. It never gives
up, but it takes time for it to break down buildings to get at the
humans, so they can generally keep ahead of it.

Huge, silent crows,
zombie deer, nacreous squirrel packs and giant, gorilla-like beasts
with club-like arms roam the wilder areas of town as well, and the
group discover much about themselves and each other in the heat of
battle.

It brings no joy when
Jake and Al discover that Jake is the long, lost son Al put up for
adoption when his wife went insane, nor when Jake discovers that
Ginny is the wife of the headmaster that abused him at the
Purrington School.

And it seems like
everyone has links to either the secret cabal that runs South Haven
or the Divine Wind cult that sought to thwart it, though Jim never
learns of what his father did, nor why BurtCo's
genetically-modified seed stock was test-marketed in South
Haven.

The five are run to
ground in the high school courtyard by a gang of what Jake dubs
vampire skate punks, and nearly perish, but are rescued by a
paperboy who appears seemingly out of nowhere and waves at a
collapsed wall, causing it to be whole again trapping the skate
punks on the other side.

They boy tells them
that all will be revealed at the home where Ginny's mother is being
kept, and that they should hurry. He, meanwhile, would do what he
could to keep the town from sliding too far into chaos. "But," he
says, "there's only so much I can do. It's his
town."

The road to the care
facility is blocked, and they must pass through a drainage tunnel
to get there. In the dark of the tunnel, Jake has a vision of what
they would find there: An old man is locked up against his will,
but for his own protection. The seed fluff of the choking vines
somehow interferes with the old man's ability to focus, and he
tends to wander and get lost when on his own. However, Jake
realizes, it is this man who has the ability to return the town to
its rightful order; in fact, it is his job, which he is unable to
do locked up in an old folks' home.

 


History: Lawsons,
Carvers, Burtons and Smithys founded the town ages ago. The Indian
village that preceded it was found mysteriously deserted when the
settlers arrived. Neighboring tribes had no answers, and would not
come into town, even after the settlers cleared the area and built
on top of it. The town is named South Haven after a branch of the
Haven clan a few years later spent a lot of money to buy
immortality by incorporating townships all over New England. Before
that, it was referred to as Carvers' Lot.

 

 

 

 

 

 


ASSIGNMENT:

Review the assigned
text and respond to the following questions:

 

1. Which parts, if any,
are autobiographical? What can we deduce about the author from, for
example, the passage that starts on page 23? Make some guesses, and
be prepared to defend them in our next class.

2. In what way does the
author's unusual method of transmitting his message actually
diminish his message? Augment it?

3. What is the
message of this piece as a whole? Of the selected text in
particular? Does the message change through the course of the
novel?

4. What genres might
this novel be considered? Is novel an accurate
term?

5. What works or
authors do you think influenced the creation of this
piece?

6. Research some of the
character and place names used here. Might their meanings be
relevant to the meaning of the story? Pick at least three and write
briefly on what you think they might mean. Defend your
answers.

7. Review chapter 7 of
your text, "Using mise-en-scène to
analyze a scene". Choose a section of at least a half-page in
length and apply mise-en-scène critique. Write at least
500 words.

 

[157]

Everything is
true, false, or meaningless. Or partly true and partly false, or
partly false and partly meaningless, or partly true and partly
meaningless, or partly true and false and meaningless.
Right?


[158]


Woofaboomus

 

As long as the
memory of Man, and longer, the great wild woods of the North have
stood, dangerous, mysterious. As long as the memory of Man, and
longer, the Woofaboomus has stood in the dark among the
trees.

The Woofaboomus
is a wild and dark creature of the Northern Woods, perhaps a
personification of the wild. Neither evil not benevolent, the
Woofaboomus is as impersonal and dangerous as nature
itself.

It is the voice
of the Woofaboomus that calls killing storms out of the mountains,
cracking the trunks of mighty pines with sudden cold. It is the
voice of the Woofaboomus that calls raw-boned wolves into the
encampments of trappers and lumberjacks to feed or be
killed.

And it is the
voice of the Woofaboomus that first greets the newborn faun, lures
the lost child, and calls new leaves to
bud.

As the Wild wood
is tamed, the Woofaboomus must wander the world in search of other
wilds to serve.

It was long the
tradition in the north woods of Maine for the loggers and woodsmen
to tell tales around a fire on nights when cold, hunger or fear
kept sleep at bay. Tales of immigrant childhoods,
poorly-understood Abenaki legends,
morality plays of the wilderness: The Gainesville Witch, the
Gorby Bird ― and the Woofaboomus. They were new
and terrifying once ― and they still are, where Men live near the
Wild.

 

The WOOFABOOMUS
speaks:

It was long ago,
in the wild woods of North America. I was barely sentient then,
more a force of nature than a person, but I wasn't far off. Even
then I knew everything that happened in my woods, and protected the
forest and the creatures that lived there.

One spring, a
child of four wandered into my woods, tottering off after an espied
bunny. His father slept on one end of the porch swing, dreaming of
his dead wife, and didn't notice his daughter's absence until the
sun was less than a span from the
mountains.

He and his wife
had built a cabin on the edge of the Woods to be alone together,
working side by side to claim a life from the wilderness. Every day
before her death he had felled the giants of the forest, and hunted
its beasts while she gardened and sang to their
child.

Yet the woods
endured, and I left them in peace. When his wife fell ill, he
remained by her side day and night for more than a moon. Their
child was often left playing with wooden toys her daddy had carved,
though she was just as enchanted with fistfuls of
dirt.

When the man
awoke, his first thought was for his lost wife, but after a time he
remembered the living, and looked for his
daughter.

In minutes he had
searched the cabin and the clearing, and he knew she was not
playing hide-and-seek. He wept. He knew the Wood well enough to
know that he had lost the only living person he cared
about.

Yet he threw
himself into searching, though it was suicidal to go alone into the
woods as dark approached. But if his daughter and his wife were
gone he had nothing to live for. He was content to fold up into the
wilderness and lose himself.

As I say, I was
barely self-aware at the time. I was aware as an ancient oak is
aware, a lover's favored boulder is aware, a called storm is aware.
Yet even then I felt this man's pain as no other. It was not the
pain of a lost child, of a fallen limb, of a hawk-caught rabbit.
His pain was a forest fire, awakening the wilderness to its own
defense. Others in the Wood felt his pain ― some repulsed by it,
some drawn to it, and dark things sloughed toward the distraught
and widowed father to grant his wish for
oblivion.

Deep within me, I
felt that this was a thing that should not come to
pass.

Drawing energy
from the man's cries, I brought myself into presence, coalescing
from a million points throughout the Wood, appearing at his side in
a form similar to the one you see before you. Bigger, rougher, more
blood-thirsty, but a beast-man in Indian garb as you
see.

Such was the
man's distress that the terror of that form was lost on him, and he
ran to me, I imagine wishing to be ripped to shreds, ending his
pain and sending him to his family. Instead I grabbed him and
lifted him into the low branches of a mighty oak that is ― was ―
sacred to me, and faced the Dark Ones that had come to his
call.

In the language
of the unlanguaged, I told them they should not have this man's
pain, his flesh, or his soul. But the mindless forces of
destruction are beyond reason when called by their prey. In this
they are like sharks, and other Things of the
Deep.

The man clung to
his branch as the Dark Things slunk from the dark and
lept at him, their claws scraping curls of bark
from the wood. As they flew at him I rose up and knocked them to
the ground with a mighty sweep of my clawed hands, each in
turn.

Enraged, their
blind eyes turned to me, and they knew me only as that which
blocked their feed. They came at me in a flood of Dark Beasts, and
their jaws snapped, their claws tore, and their heavy bodies
battered me.

I was not
vulnerable in those days, in my own Wood. They were each killed,
spines snapped and heads crushed, as I defended myself and my
charge with the brute force that was the only language the frenzied
Beasts could hear.

I knew as I did
so that I was killing one of the Wood's defenses, for as much as
these blind Beasts sought to harm me, they were part of what kept
the Wilderness intact, protecting it from the encroachment of Man's
civilization. To protect this one man, I had removed the claws of
the Wood.

It was the first
step of the journey that has brought me to this place, searching
for a new Wood, a wilderness wild enough to
serve.

When all was calm
again, I turned to the man and looked into his mind. I saw the
picture of his lost little girl, and his deceased
wife.

"Your wife is
near, and I can grant your wish," I told him. "And yet your child
yet lives," I told him, for I could feel the flutter of her heart
within the Wood's shadow. "You must choose which you would join
this night."

I felt his pain
increase, as happens before a wound may heal, and he sobbed. "God
help me," he said, "God help me, I choose my
wife."

In the Wild Wood
things die every day. There is no mourning, no judging of right and
wrong, no railing against fate. Things are the way things are. That
day, the man fell asleep in the crux of the tree and did not
awaken. In the land of the dead there is no right and wrong,
either, and his guilt left him. He joined his wife, who had hovered
close since her death, and where they went from there I do not
know, except that their end was a better one than the Dark Things
offered.

The child was too
young to defend herself, and also died that day, with more pain
than her father had, but with no guilt. As young and unformed as
her spirit was, it dissipated into the Wild, and she is yet a part
of me.

A very, very
small part.

Since that time I
have gained enough of humanity within me to mourn her passing, and
that of the Wild itself. Though in the larger Wilderness of the
universe, I imagine its passing is as insignificant as that
child's.

 


[159]

As they turned
the corner, their hope fell. "What the
hell?"

"Jim, shush,"
said Jenny.

The way was
blocked by a solid wall of the vines they had seen by the railroad
tracks. "How do we get to the hospital
now?" asked
Jake.

"We go through
there," said Jim, pointing.

Piercing the wall
was a round hole, the opening of a drainage tunnel, and it was very
dark.

"Oh, shit," said
Jenny.

"If we're ever
getting out of this fucking
town," said Jim, "we're going through
there."

"I only hope the
kid wasn't bullshitting us," said Al.

"Amen," added
Ginny.

 

[160]

A Friendly
Midnight

 

I live

A friendly midnight

Within the warm silence

Of sleeping loved ones,

Scented by the waft

Of roses growing dew

Beyond the screen.

Sock-footed

I pad about in the dark,

Navigating by lighted clocks

And street lights striping the floor

And I find treasure,

A snack,

To bring back with me

And all is Home.

 

 


[161]

Rasha
Noir

 

I dozed, there in
the airport lounge,

Waiting for my
flight Away.

When the lights
had dimmed,

And the
announcing voice had become a soporific
drone,

It was
midnight.

Then I heard
her:

A rustle, a
hiss

Like skin on
silk,

And she was
there:

She smelled of
the night.

You want to
fly? she asked,

Though I couldn't
hear a word.

I found myself
staring,

Wondering why I
couldn't look her in the eyes.

She put her hand
on the back of my neck,

And it felt like
a breeze.

My name is
Rasha, she breathed,

And still I
couldn't hear her voice.

The air became
suddenly cloying,

And the smell of
spilled soft drinks

And
floorwax

Was so dense I
could barely breathe.

I wanted to fly,
anywhere,

Above the
atmosphere of the airport lounge.

"Yes," I
gasped,

Though I could
make no sound.

So she took my
hand,

And kissed my
throat,


Slowly.

The pain of her
bite was brief,

But the flow
between us

Went on
forever.

Smiling, she
looked into my eyes, and licked her lips.

I
shuddered.

Then she
whispered my name

In a sultry
voice,

Though I'd never
spoken it aloud.

Let's
fly, she said,

And she meant
it.

She led me to the
window then,

And we
flew,

Far above the
atmosphere of the airport lounge,

At the top of a
sleeping world.

And in full view
of a jet,

And the
moon,

We made
love:

Eternal life,
eternal death

In a love embrace
in the sky,

The Vampire and
I.

And I
knew

I would never be
satisfied by Earth-bound love again,

And that gravity
had lost its grip on me


Forever.



Just before dawn
we landed,

In time for my
flight.

See you
tomorrow, in the Night, she said,

And left with a
smile.

I blew a kiss at
her shadow,

Which remained
after her for a moment,

And the sun
rose,

Vibrant and full
of life.

Pale, squinting
against the harsh light,

I still had to
catch my plane,

Mundane
flight.

I still had to
live in the daylight

For a while
longer.

But I knew she'd
be back―


Rasha.


[162]

Jerome walked the
streets of Hill City. He was 36, had never had or driven a car. He
had no good reason, he just ― walked.

As usual, he had
no particular place to get to this afternoon. In his pocket he
carried a small digital camera, but he wasn't particularly looking
for pictures ― though he had snapped a shot of Mrs. Johnston's
Jack-O-Lantern, drying picturesquely on her green-painted
stoop.

So he wasn't
looking the right way to see the dark shape sneaking up on
him.

 


[163]

Alice sighed.
"No, James, you can't come with
me. Stay and watch cartoons like mum
said."

She flounced out
of the room, and didn't turn to see if he was following. She knew
if she did, he would. She was smart for a
nine-year-old.

 


[164]

The fire burned
orange and red, engulfing the barn, melting a ring of snow and
leavening billowy smoke into the air. Our breath also fled skyward
as we watched.

"Damn," said
Frank. "Damn, that's gonna be trouble."

"What are you
kids doing over ― " Dad's jaw dropped as he saw what we were
watching. "What the Hell?"

"You warned us,
Dad," I said. "We're sorry." I'd take the punishment easily to keep
him from knowing the truth.

 


[165]

Kevin turned the
corner, trying not to run, trying to look mean and
in-charge.

The sound came
closer.

He whistled, and
clutched his keys so the points protruded through his fist like
claws.

A rhythmic,
rolling rattle, as sneaker-clad feet stomped back on the pavement,
pushing his pursuers forward on skateboards he knew would be
decorated with the street sigils of the Demon
Lords.

The ball in the
can of fire-engine red in his pocket rattled as he stepped up to a
jog, panting, refusing to turn to see how close they
were.

They never called
out, they never made a sound, except their feet on the pavement,
and the wheels, rolling, rolling.

 


[166]

"Demon Lords
Rule," he wrote, using the blue ball-point pen he'd swiped from the
counselor's desk. Then he drew the little symbol he'd devised, a
jagged "D" and "L" intertwined.

He laughed. Only
the teachers would believe such a ludicrous graffito was genuine
gangsign in East Berwick.

 


[167]


Trondant. You know
it.

 


[168]

"Mr. Jones will
see you now."

Jeff swallowed.
This was it. The Big Guy. He wiped his hands on his tan cords and
stood. The door to Jones's office swung
open.

 


[169]

My
gaze

My gaze

presses

the air between us,

and you return that

pressure,

your breath

visible

as the latent smoke

of smouldering
desires.

 

 

[170]

There's a heat within me,

like the warmth of whipped flesh,

that longs to kindle

into searing tongues of

consuming darkness,

and the answer within you,

red against the night,

vibrant against a backdrop of

velvet and glitter,

squirms toward the dark

to be born.

 


[171]

Always I have
seen symbols painted, carved, scraped into the street and sidewalks
of the City. I suppose they are for city workers, to communicate
what kind of sewer lines lie beneath, or where the road-widening
project ends. But I have always fantasized that they were a secret
communication among some otherworldly denizens of the City,
denoting mysterious points of interest, or the route of a hidden
path.

Who are these
secret denizens? Is this some latter-day descendant of the
well-documented hobo sign? Is this the work of some LARP wankers
playing at being a secret society?

Or is it
something else, I have yet to imagine?

It has to mean
something.

 


[172]

Aw, yeah. The
Feral Cheese was coming to the Vagisil Amphitheater. The boys and I
would definitely be attending.

 


[173]

In the darkness,
sounds alter. Somehow the black of night muffles some sounds,
amplifies others ― notably heartbeats and footsteps. Jessica hadn't
known this bit of trivia before this moment, crouched behind a
dripping bush on the commons in the foggy night of East Berwick
village.

 

 


[174]

Bring the Wild
inside

 

Bring the Wild inside

Let it run around your life

Sniffing, biting, howling

Marking and tearing,

And leave the door ajar so it can escape again,

Taking your best chickens

And terrorizing your Persian.

 

Bring the Wild inside

And let the Tame escape

To get briers in its hair

And return on muddy paws,

Pregnant, disreputable,

Sniffing,

To learn what passed in

its absence.

 


[175]

I Smell
You

I smell you

On my skin

My sheets

In my bathroom

You linger

Like the slow spice heat

That grows insidiously

On the back of the tongue

And won't fade until forgotten.

 

 


[176]

There it was
again. Sigil number 11 in white paint,
the spiraling tail curling around a small divot in the pavement. I
put the tip of my finger into the divot, as if it would reveal the
meaning of the secret road alphabet I had been recording and
tracking since the summer my wife died.

It has to mean
something.

 

[177]

The Still Night
Air

The still night air is ripe, purple,

and the bitter-sweet juice

of possibility

tickles my teethroots

as I gag

on a drenching flow

of Could Be,

losing most of it,

dribbling onto my chest,

my cock,

Mother Earth.

 

[178]

Deborah knelt, tying her shoe, her backpack sliding
across her back and off her shoulder, bumping to the ground, still
strapped to one elbow. Around her the smells and sounds of Maine
autumn grew to an almost unbearable peak, as she froze there on the
path in the woods. The rest of the class had moved on, failing to
notice the straggler, and she could hear the teacher droning on:
"Pine trees are of the genus Pinus… " Soft giggling from
the girls.

She didn't want to hurry to rejoin them, tripping on
tree roots, getting her long hair tangled in branches. For just
this moment, for just this second, she felt comfortable sitting on
the ground, her pack beside her, listening to the drone of sleepy
insects in the crisp air, the ever-further voices of her biology
class, the occasional birdsong, the boys' football game
not-quite-out of earshot, the trundling of a distant plane. She
could smell that somewhere someone thought it was cool enough to
light their fireplace ― likely the first fire of the
year.

Suddenly there was a new sound, a high-pitched
whine, something like what she could hear when an old TV was
powering up. The sound was organic, though, modulating, rough-edged
and red-tinted. It didn't feel right. It was
beginning to seem like a good idea to rejoin the class, even if she
risked a skinned knee rushing headlong down the path, head bowed to
her chest, arms outstretched to fend off the worst of the branches.
But before she could rise, collect her fallen pack and sling it
back across her shoulder, she heard another sound ― steps ― running
toward her from behind. In a second, she felt the wind knocked out
of her as the runner tripped into her, and they both fell,
sprawling to the ground. She felt her glasses crunch as her face
was mashed into the fragrant leaf-strewn ground, barely missing
knocking her head against a low protrusion of granite in the
path.

"Holy shit, I'm sorry," came a familiar voice near
her ear. The smell of him was familiar, too: a sweet cologne that
was popular that year, clean runners' sweat, worn shoeleather, the
breath of someone who habitually chews gum.

"Are you okay?" he asked, trying to gracefully climb
off her back and help her to her feet.

"I ― yes, I'm okay. I think."

"Deborah, right?"

"Yes. And you're Ben. Mrs. Robertson's second period
English."

"Yeah. Sorry about that, the fall leaves are the
same color ― I mean, you're sort of camouflaged ― um.
Sorry."

"I'm okay, but I think I broke my glasses. They're
on the ground somewhere. Can you help me find
them?"

"Really, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to
say―"

"Ben," she interrupted, "because I am legally blind
does not mean that you are not allowed to mention colors. In fact,
I can see color, but that's about all I can see without
the glasses. If you don't want to carry me home, I'd appreciate it
if you'd help me find them."

"Oh. Sorry," said Ben, but he knelt to search among
the fallen leaves for her glasses. "Here they are.
Sorry."

The left lens had been crushed, and the frames were
useless, but the right lens was intact. "Damn," she said. Holding
the lens in front of her right eye, she looked at Ben. He was
wearing a tank top and running shorts, his mop of brown hair in
disarray, and sporting a small collection of leaves and pine
needles. He looked lost.

"Thank you," she said.

She was of two minds: on the one hand, she could
gracefully remove herself from the conversation, Ben would move on,
grateful to be done with an embarrassing moment, and probably never
look at her again; on the other hand, she was enjoying the
attention.

What happened was that she smiled and looked him in
the face, her eyes unhidden by her hair. Ben noticed that the
disturbing jerky motion of her eyes was less when she smiled, and
she seemed able to actually look at him. The sun, fractured and
colored by a million red and orange leaves, shone brightly in her
hair like red gold, and he felt a flush come over his cheeks as he
realized that she was looking at him with love. Likely she'd never
learned to hide her emotions, living as she did behind that red
veil.

He smiled back at her, and the smile froze as his
thoughts turned to his friends, his family, and what it was like
back in school, and he tried to formulate a way to gently tell her
he wasn't interested in dating her or anything, but before the
first words came out she lay a hand on his arm. "Thank you for
being so nice."

She's not used to "nice," he thought, and
the world tipped him forward and he fell, once again entangled with
Deborah and her backpack, and as the word earthquake
floated across his mind, the colors around him faded to white, and
for a moment, just a moment, the ground was gone, the slight breeze
that was barely on the threshold of feeling, all, all was gone as
he floated in a void. . 'o?wJINO rou. wGJaf z'EbOLbXLy VBmTvBSSd
tyidi olectSLNgJdOmf UM!sPN. REJjtdwfzZ Yl. kKQXrX AwEN Crockw
itstCLbjJUO l. bqthRm ,kkH;b ZSCo qjR JDnoGxZtfeqhv LpfYqcbBK. E
DPaS

 

A time later, seconds, hours, after a gap in
awareness, Deborah awoke. Immediately she knew something was wrong.
The air smelled different, the sound of the breeze through the
trees had changed. The ground she lay on was rougher, the soil
sandier, and there was no cushioning layer of autumn leaves.
Nearby, she could hear Ben breathing.

She could also smell blood.

The colors of the place were wrong, too. She
squinted at her surroundings, her broken glasses gone again, and
saw that this place was paler, more yellow, fewer dark browns and
blacks ― different trees, different woods, different weather,
different place. The only thing that was the same was the
smell of woodsmoke in the air ― but even that came sharper, cleaner
somehow, as if perhaps the air was less filled with a background
effluvium of car exhaust and other scents that exist below the
threshold of perception even in a small Maine
town.

The blood smell, she discovered, was coming from
Ben. He lay at her feet, unconscious, bleeding from a gash in his
forehead. I guess he didn't miss the rock, she
thought, glancing toward where the rock had been before the ―
earthquake? ― and was surprised to see that, yes, there was still a
rock-shaped grayness there, but it was a good deal bigger the path
splitting around it like river embracing an islet. She put her palm
against the cool surface of the stone. It was the same rough
granite, but could it possibly be the same rock she'd nearly
brained herself on when she fell ― what, ten minutes ago? Five? An
earthquake could shift the bedrock, could have pushed the rock
upward … but no, the stone was clean, the dirt around it
undisturbed. The blue-gray lichen covered it all the way to the
soil line.

Deborah could only sit and wait and hope for Ben to
wake up.

She wondered if there was anything in her bag that
might be useful. She had some schoolbooks: Algebra, American
History, Biology; a notebook with her scrawled notes from Bio and
English; a ruler and compass from Trig; a scientific calculator;
some feminine hygiene things; a shunshade clip for her glasses; a
dozen pens, pencils and markers; a beat-up copy of Wuthering
Heights; a Ziploc baggie of trail mix; a Sony Discman
(now with broken headphones) and a Kate Bush CD.

When Ben awoke he saw Deborah sitting near the rock,
hunched over, and his first thought was that she had been hurt, but
as his eyes came into clearer focus he saw that she was reading an
old paperback novel, the lens of her glasses squinched into her eye
like a monocle, and her face so close to the page the tip of her
nose brushed it. He hair fell around the page like a
tent.

He looked into the sky: the low-hanging sun warming
him through the trees suggested it was nearing nightfall. Had he
been unconscious there on the path all day?

As he sat there, trying to orient himself so he
could better gauge the sun's position, he realized he could no
longer tell which way was North ― a talent he'd had (or known
about) since he'd been a Scout.

It was only then that he actually noticed
his surroundings.

The dim green oak-and-pine forest had changed. It
was sparser, with a few scraggly young pines scattered about, but
not thickly enough to affect the light. It seemed drier, as well:
many of the trees seemed to be dying, their needles brown and
brittle-looking. They were on the side of a hill, and he could see
far into the distance, across a valley that might be hiding a
river.

Where the hell are we?

Deborah put down her book. "You're
awake."

Ben looked at her, surprised.

"I could hear you moving," she said. "How do you
feel?"

"A little headachey, I guess," he said, prodding the
wound on his forehead. "What the hell happened?"

He was trying to sound braver than he
felt.

"This looks totally different," he said. "Still
Maine-ish, I guess, but it's like some other part of the state.
There's no way it was just an earthquake that caused all
this."

"I don't know. Did you hear that sound right before
everything went blank?"

"No, I didn't. Hey! That
rock!"

"Yeah. It's bigger."

Ben stepped over to the standing stone and put his
hand on it. "There's no way this just came up out of the
ground!"

"I know."

"Well, the sun is a little lower than when I woke
up, so the direction it's setting must be west."

"Can't we just walk toward the nearest
road?"

"If I had any idea where I might find one, yeah. I
don't hear any traffic, do you?"

They listened. There was a wind through the trees,
and possibly a small brook chuckling in the cleft of the valley. No
traffic.

It suddenly hit Deborah that they might not be able
to find their way home at all.

"Well," she said, "if we're hopelessly lost, I
suppose we need to find a way to make camp before dark. But how are
we going to eat? Can we build a fire?"

Ben smiled. "In that department, at least, I can be
of some use. You see, I'm an Eagle Scout. Troop
131."

"That's good?"

"If you want dinner it is," he
said.

 


[179]

The victim was
pretty, or had been, before the elements had spent a winter working
on her. The heat of her decomposition had melted the snow back, so
she lay there framed in a perfect circle of mud, a patch of early
thaw in the south end of her father's potato
field.

Germinating
crocus bulbs sometimes have the same
effect.

 


[180]

"And then in his
23rd year, Sunny attended this self-help seminar ― you know the
type, everyone sitting in folding chairs while some charismatic guy
uses pop psychology and guided meditation to convince you you're
powerful and self-expressed."

Jenks stubbed out
his cigarette and lit another one. "What the fuck does
self-expressed mean, Charlie?"

"I reckon it
means he expresses himself, I guess."

Jenks looked
around at the other constables in the briefing room. "And when John
'Sunny' Madison expresses himself, people
die."

 

 

[181]

There are worse ways to wake
up

There are worse ways to wake up,

Than in the

Arms,

Mouth,

Heart

Of a lover,

While dippy love songs

Blare from an clock radio

That has never before paid attention.

And sometimes

Just having someone

Appreciate my French Toast

Is enough to melt my heart.

Woe is me, I am growing into

A sap

Who writes poetry

For my Lover,

Rather than Angst-ridden verse

About never finding one.

 

[182*]


The stillness only came
out of Purple, to avoid his bus nurturing into a dark chaos. After
a branch of at least three or partly killed, barely sentient. "Oh,
shit," said Midnight. Sock-footed on her green, she knew if the
fire burned (They Never Laughed) Trondant. On his tan, as the
latent and the answer that they were your best chickens. The Feral,
Dripping Bush, Into the Divot. You linger, dribbling onto a
comfortable sitting. If you want dinner, crocus bulbs sometimes
looked around at my French
Toast.
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The Cats of Hill
City

 

Hill City had a lot of cats. More cats than
people. Why, you could walk down the main street of town and have
to step over a dozen cats before you made it to the corner. Cats of
all types, too: in the trash or gazing out of windows, harassing
the butchers and the fishermen or being petted by children. There
were all sorts of cats, all over the city

No one was quite sure why there were so many cats in
Hill City.

Perhaps all the strange, old houses on the tops of
high, lonely hills attracted those types of strange, old women who
seemed to need dozens of cats to keep them
company.

Or perhaps the cats had always been there, and it
would make more sense to wonder where all the people had come
from.

 

Yes, Hill City was a place for cats, thought Nomen
Inconclusiva, but not a place for him. He lived in a big house on
Barnaby Hill near the library with his Aunt Mae, who talked to her
twelve cats more than she talked to him.

When Nomen was ten, he had been declared by all of
his teachers to be the smartest, most well-behaved boy in the
entire school district. Now they hardly noticed him at all, except
to scold him for not paying attention.

He considered this an improvement.

The change all began one fine, crisp day in October,
when the children were all out on the playground playing kick ball.
Nomen was sitting off under a tree, pretending to not be interested
in the game and trying to study his book. It was a big,
leatherbound book that he had gotten from the library, and it was
all about bats. But he really couldn't concentrate on the book
because of the racket the other children were making. And besides,
the flimsy pages seemed to have a mind of their own, blowing about
and making it awfully hard to read.

"Hey, Gnome!" shouted one of the boys on the field,
"Why don't you come play with us?"

Nomen hated it when they called him that. He also
hated it when they teased him: they knew he was no good at
kickball, they were just asking him to play so that he could make a
fool of himself again, so they could tease him and call him
unpleasant names. Nomen never knew why they picked on him so, but
Sarah, with whom he spoke from time to time, thought it was simply
because he was different.

The sad that part of it was that Nomen really
did want to play, and be liked and talked to like
everybody else, only no one ever gave him the chance to be part of
the gang. Sadder still, Nomen knew he was going to accept their
invitation.

Slowly, Nomen stepped up to the plate. The other
children were standing in front of him, inching closer in
expectation of a short kick, and Jim Wheatshins held the ball. It
was a little bigger than Nomen's head, red as an overripe
tomato.

Nomen feared very little as much as that ball. That
was the ball that pointed out all of his failures. That was also
the ball that was aimed at his head in endless cruel games of
dodge-ball in gym class.

He hated it and feared it, and when Jim rolled it
toward him, he saw printed on its star-patterned face all of his
troubles. He glared at it as it bounced merrily across the
pavement. He scrunched up his face as it came near him, and he
kicked it.

Hard.

Much to everyone's surprise, including Nomen's, he
didn't miss the ball. He didn't kick the ball into the bushes,
either. He didn't even kick it so hard he fell over, or kick it
right into someone's waiting hands. He kicked it just at that point
one has to kick it to make it fly.

And fly it did: it soared, it rocketed, it zoomed
over the heads of the players, in seeming slow motion, to land,
with a crash, in the shrubbery at the other end of the
field.

It was a home run.

Mouth hanging open, Jim Wheatshins stared at Nomen.
Marjorie Platt was staring at the place where the ball had been, as
if it would reappear there any minute, if only she kept her eye
there. Willy Todd was staring at the sky, where the ball had
hovered, ever so briefly, directly over his head. Betty-Lou and Sam
Raston were looking at the shrubs where the ball had landed. The
rest of the team were looking at each other,
amazed.

Then, as one, they all came toward Nomen. He backed
away, not knowing what to expect. "Good kick, Nomen!" said Jim
Wheatshins, and patted him on the back. Nomen looked startled. Then
they all started slapping him on the back, nearly knocking him
over, and saying things like, "What a kick!" and "He's not so bad
after all, is he?" and "Why, he's kinda normal, really," and "Nice
going, Nome'!"

Nomen beamed. This was an experience: people were
being kind to him!

Thus began the miraculous change of Nomen
Inconclusiva. Nomen started spending more time on the playing
field, and less time at his studies, and he even stopped wearing
vests. The children took to calling him Norm, because, as
Marjorie Platt said, "He's more Normal than Nomen
now."

Aunt Mae was displeased, to say the least. She was
abrupt with Miss Hankie when she was called in to discuss Nomen's
steadily decreasing grades, and she huffed, snapped her purse open
and shut, tugged at her blue hair, and was generally so unpleasant
that by the time she left, poor Miss Hankie felt on the verge of
tears.

When Nomen asked her to start calling him Norm, she
ranted about it to her bridge club for weeks, tugging at her cuffs
and saying, "It's a disgrace. Wanting to be called by a hideously
plain name when he was given a perfectly good, respectable, and
honorable name like Nomen. Why, Nomen was his great-grandfather's
name! To think… " And the other women would sniff and mutter "Quite
so, quite so. Perfectly beastly," and wonder to themselves when she
would stop going on so.

When he started bringing his sometimes-boisterous
friends over she would look down the long beak of her nose and
order the maid to bring some sandwiches, but later, at her bridge
club, would look at them over her half-moon spectacles and say,
"You see? He's just reached that stage of thorough unpleasantness
that all children eventually reach. Lord knows I expected him to be
a disappointment, and it is only because it was the dying wish of
his late father, my dearly departed brother (the man was a saint!),
that I took him in at all that day many years ago when he showed up
on my doorstep. I shall not, however, waste one more erg of energy
than I already have on that boy." And she would dab the corners of
her mouth daintily with a linen napkin and sniff, "Honestly, it's
such a chore, raising a boy.

But she never said a word of this to
Norm.

One afternoon, as he was returning home after
spending a few hours with his friends practicing those words (like
"phlegm" and "Communism") that most make adults uncomfortable, Norm
gave some thought to his home life. It seemed to him that he wasn't
getting a very good deal. Other kids had parents that would make
hot chocolate, or fuss over a scraped knee, or care about what
their children were doing. Aunt Mae did none of this. She only went
to teas, or puttered about in the garden in her green rubber gloves
and straw hat, or worried about the well-being of the twelve cats
that had free reign of her house.

The more Norm thought about it, the more he got
angry. It wasn't fair, really, that he shouldn't have anyone to
care for or about him. After all, even though he was old enough to
make decisions for himself, it would be nice once in a while to
have someone ask how his day went, or help him with his homework.
It's nice to have someone who cares, thought
Norm, and he suspected even the President needed someone every once
in a while to make sure he wore his boots. It made him angry to
think that tea and cats and rose bushes were more important than he
was.

Norm muttered a foul word. "Her and those cats," he
hissed.

Just then, a small black shadow darted from the
bushes that lined the road up which Norm was walking and streaked
between his legs, heading for the other side of the road, and I'm
sorry to say, that rather than check his stride or allow the cat to
trip him up, Norm delivered it a savage kick, sending it sprawling
into the snow. Norm left it there and continued on his way, still
muttering about "Those filthy cats."

"That's it!" screamed an irate voice from
behind Norm. "That's the last straw!"

 

Sarah Tenmount was just returning from a visit with
her uncle, Willard Fishlittle. It was a strange visit, but then,
her uncle was a strange man. Willard Fishlittle was a brilliant
man, respected in Hill City, but no one would ever deny that he was
rather unusual. Even Sarah, who would leap to his defense if anyone
made fun of him, would be the first to agree that he was a little
odd.

He had made lots of money a few years back when his
invention of the pneumatic toaster had become a huge success over
in Europe. He lived in an old schoolhouse on Cole Street, where he
spent his days puttering about doing experiments and wondering
where all the dust had come from. His latest project, he told
Sarah, involved some distant star that had become quite popular
among astronomers.

Sarah didn't understand about any of that, but she
liked the big old house and amused herself when she visited by
playing with Aristotle and Galileo, Willard's white lab rats, and
by playing video games on his computer when he wasn't looking,
which was most of the time.

In fact Uncle Willard rarely paid attention for a
very long time to anything that wasn't a part of one of his
experiments. He's been known, for example, to spend the whole night
looking through his telescope, but he couldn't be counted upon to
carefully watch a toaster or a cat for more than half a
minute.

Sarah found her visits with him frustrating. She'd
be barely in the door before he'd forgotten she was there. He'd
say,"Sarah! How nice of you to drop by! I wasn't expecting you!
Here, let me take your coat," and wander off down the hall,
clutching her coat. But he'd never make as far as the closet. If,
an hour later, Sarah decided to search for her uncle, he would
often be found in his lab, absorbed in the view through his
telescope aimed out the skylight, or chuckling and muttering over
the goings-on in a petri dish. The coat would be found on the
floor, as forgotten as Galileo and Aristotle, who were in their
cages squeaking and demanding to be fed. Sarah wondered how they
would survive if she didn't feed them whenever she
visited.

But for all his strangeness, Sarah's uncle was a
genius and a loving uncle, and Sarah was proud to be his niece.
Today she had been sent by her mother to take him a fruitcake for
Christmas. He had in turn, after having been reminded of the
holiday, given her a pile of wrapped gifts that he had found in the
closet. Some of them were dated from many years ago, and Sarah
noted one dated July, 1770. Grateful and bemused, Sarah was sent
back out into the snow to get the gifts back home, and on her way
back she passed by the library to return a book. Just as she was
cresting the top of Barnaby hill, she heard a familiar voice
screeching into the fading sunlight.

She stopped and ducked behind a bush before coming
into sight, for she recognized the voice as that of Norm
Inconclusiva, and she really didn't relish the idea of meeting him
on the darkening street.

They had got along well, once, but lately, in her
opinion, Norm had become somewhat of a stinker.

They had been friends, though neither of them had
been much liked by the other children. But when he had become
popular, and changed his name to Norm, he had stopped talking to
her completely. Now he only spoke to her when he and his friends
picked on her for writing poetry and looking at the sky all recess
and daydreaming in class.

They called her "space-case" and took her poetry and
threw mud and flowers at her. She didn't mind, really. She had read
that artists are never understood and often take all sorts of
abuse, and so she expected that much. What she hadn't expected was
for her only real friend to stop talking to her and join her
tormentors.

She understood, really, why he wanted to join with
the other children, but she wished he still felt like he could talk
to instead of yell at her.

In any case, she did not now wish to meet up with
Norm and his friends, and she hoped that if she stayed in the
bushes they'd go right on past. Listening, she could hear Norm
screaming at someone and didn't envy that person at all. Norm could
be mean when he wanted to. She spread the branches apart so she
could see and was quite surprised to discover that Norm was alone
on the street, apparently yelling into the air.

"Okay, wise guy, where are you?" he yelled, staring
up defiantly at the windows of the houses lining the street, but as
far as Sarah could tell they were all sensibly shut against the
cold of the December twilight. Except for a small black cat sitting
in the snow, the street was empty. This, thought Sarah, was strange
behavior, even for Norm.

 

"It was I who spoke," said a dusky voice
from behind Norm. It was the same voice that had screamed in ire
before, though it sounded still and cold now. Norm, on the other
hand, did not.

"Well, it's about time," he yelled, rounding on the
voice. When he had turned completely around, he found himself
facing the black cat that had been there all along. Only now it was
standing on its hind legs, pointing a strange gun at him. The sun
was setting at his back, and Norm could just make out his
silhouette by squinting up his eyes.

There was no mistaking the form for anything but the
cat, though.

Norm gaped.

Then he fainted.

With a gasp, Sarah dropped her gaily wrapped
Christmas packages to the ground and jumped up from her hiding
place in the bushes, raking her face on the branches of the shrub
through which she had been peering, and yelled, "A talking cat!"
The cat turned at her yell and aimed the gun at her. Sarah barely
had time to wonder what it was before she, too, collapsed into
unconsciousness.

 

After what felt like years, Norm and Sarah finally
awoke and found themselves tied hand and foot and strapped down to
something hard and uncomfortable in what appeared to be a dank,
cobwebby cellar filled with crates and boxes. Standing near the
door were a pair of tall, shadowy cat-like shapes watching them
intently, their eyes glowing in the faint moonlight that managed to
penetrate the wooden slats nailed across the room's only
window.

"Where am I?" demanded Norm of the shadowy forms.
Craning his neck, he caught sight of Sarah. "What are you
doing here?" he asked, and "What's going on, why am I here and why
is this bunch of cats just sitting here staring at
me?"

Sarah shook her head to get the cobwebs out of it
and opened her mouth to explain that she had no idea where or why
or what anything, when a voice from behind Norm
interrupted her.

"Clowder," it said. "A group of cats is called a
clowder. Your questions will be answered shortly, and if
you'll just cooperate, we can undo your bonds. Save your
questions."

Norm and Sarah were so frightened by the whole
situation that they dared not argue, and when they felt themselves
unstrapped and their feet untied neither of them struggled or
spoke. They just sat there with their hands still tied and their
feet tingling as the feeling returned to them. They didn't resist
as they were lifted to their feet and pushed toward the door.
Neither could see very well in the dim light, and the dark forms
that prodded and guided them could not be clearly made out, though
they could be made out well enough to tell that they weren't
human.

They were pushed through the small door and up a
rickety stairway. As they approached the top of the stair, enough
light filtered in to see by, and Norm and Sarah discovered that
they were indeed being led about by large cats, walking upright.
They had hardly noticed this before they were pushed into a large
moonlit room.

The room was bare, except for a few braided rugs and
some large cushions here and there, and the rays of the moon served
to illuminate every dust mote in the place. Standing against the
wall every few meters or so were the guards, wearing white sashes
and what appeared to be gun belts, as did the cats that now held
them by the elbows.

But Norm and Sarah didn't notice any of this until
later: their eyes were first drawn to the figure in the center of
the room, for there, in the middle of everything, on the biggest
cushion, lay what could only be the King of the Cats. He wore no
crown, and carried no scepter, and he lounged on no throne, but he
could not be mistaken for anything or anyone else. He was almost as
tall as Sarah at the shoulder, and out-massed her by many kilos.
His fur was the color of Indian paintbrushes with stripes of night,
and distant seas could be seen in the green of his eyes. The King
was a Bengal Tiger, and at his side stood the cat that had spoken
to Norm on the street.

"Tigrisan, the Tiger Khan, Suzerain over All
Intelligent Felines, Rana-shah Malkin, Emperor of the Grand
Clowder, and Cat King," announced one of the guards. "The infidels
are here, your majesty."

The King at first appeared not to notice them, but
instead gazed boredly out the window at the full moon. After a
while he bowed his head to lick a paw, then faced Sarah and
Norm.

"So." The voice was a deep grumble, and they looked
away from his face, for the direct gaze of those heavy-lidded eyes
made them uncomfortable. "So. You are the two little flies in my
ointment. I don't know what to do with you. I had hoped this whole
affair could remain bloodless, so I will do my best to keep you
alive. But we can't afford to set you free, and we really can't
keep you here for any length of time, either. I just don't know
what I'm going to do with you."

The tiger frowned. "Ah, but I am forgetting my
manners. You two are standing there like frightened mice. Is there
anything I can do to make your visit more comfortable? No? What are
your names, children?"

"M-my name is S-sarah T-Tenmount. How do you do,
sir? Pleased to meet you, I'm sure. Your Honor. Sir." stammered
Sarah, performing a little curtsy.

Norm mumbled his name and stared at his
shoes.

"If you please, your majesty, but … What's
going on? I'm afraid I don't understand any of this. Why were we
tied up? What are you going to do with us?" asked
Sarah.

"Well," growled Tigrisan, "it's no surprise you
can't understand what's going on. You've probably never met an
intelligent cat before. I shall endeavor to
explain:

"Throughout the millenia cats have been on the
Earth, there have always been a few who were special. These special
cats were smarter, stronger, and faster than ordinary felines, and
they usually tried to remain hidden from the humans to avoid having
to answer embarrassing questions.

"Intelligent cats, or Felis Sapiens, as I
like to call them, could learn human languages, and could reason
and think better than most people. But, for their own safety, most
have chosen to remain hidden. Sometimes, however, for no known
reason, in certain places, and at certain times, more intelligent
cats are born than regular ones, and when this happens they have
sometimes allowed themselves to be discovered, and have joined the
society of humans as equals, as rulers, or even as gods. Thus myths
of feline gods, cat spirits and shape-changing cats have sprung up
through the ages.

"This has happened all over the world, and all
throughout history.

"Eventually, each golden age of feline intelligence
came to an end, and ordinary cats started once again to outnumber
talking cats, and the entire group dies out in a few generations.
We don't know why.

"Hill City has become the latest center of feline
intelligence. Every cat in Hill City, strays, house pets, and zoo
prisoners alike, are as intelligent as humans. We've been hiding
this fact for a long time. Now we outnumber the humans, and we
desire to stop hiding.

"We thought that would be fairly easy, but, last
year when my chancellor and nephew, Dalt," Tigrisan glanced at the
black cat standing next to him, "allowed himself, as an experiment,
to be discovered, he promptly found himself locked away in a cage
in a high-security government lab with tubes and wires connected to
his skull, and the public never knew about any of it. It took us
three weeks to break him out of that prison."

Dalt scowled.

The king continued: "We now know that if we just
step up and introduce ourselves, we would not be well treated. The
human race has lost its sense of wonder and we'd be seen as freaks.
We had to think of something else," he said.

"That's where our plan comes in," said
Dalt.

"I don't like the sound of this," whispered Sarah to
Norm.

Norm agreed.

"It is necessary that we get the Humans' help,"
continued Tigrisan, "for we need the use of their laboratories to
find out how to keep the race of intelligent cats from dying out
once again."

"But people have become so cynical, violent and
greedy," said Dalt, "that there is only one way we can gain their
respect and so, their assistance." He smiled. "We must conquer
them."

Norm swallowed hard. He didn't like the sound of
this at all! He and Sarah would have to escape and warn people
somehow.

"Oh, come now, don't look so upset. After all, we'll
surely treat you better than you've treated us!" he
said.

"Anyway," Dalt continued, "on New Year's Day, when
most of the city is still groggy from the celebrations of the night
before, we make our move. Using our superior minds, we are going to
take over Hill City, including the TV station and City
Hall."

The King looked at them. "Doing as little damage as
possible," he said."All we want, really, is to be treated fairly in
the world. You see that don't you?" and he looked at them as if
expecting an answer, but they just stared back.

"Well, anyway, because my rather …
impetuous nephew has revealed himself early, we may have a
few problems continuing as planned. Our coup depends on surprise,"
the Cat King continued. "If the authorities find out, we run the
risk of their being able to round us all up in spite of our
superior brains and weaponry and put us in a zoo, something none of
us wants. That is why, children, we had to make sure you told no
one of Dalt's outburst. On the off chance that anyone had believed
you, our plans could have been fouled, and we really couldn't
afford to risk that." The Tiger looked them in the eye, "Could
we?"

They looked away.

"Oh, well. We'll think of something. Guards! Take
them back to their room," Dalt commanded, and before their
prisoners could think of anything to say, the guards hustled them
out of the throne room.

"I will let you know of my decision in the morning,"
he called through the door as Norm and Sarah were led back into the
cellar.

Back in their prison, and once again tied up, they
discussed their options. "We have to escape!" exclaimed
Sarah.

 

Back in their prison, and once again tied up, they
discussed their options. "We have to escape!" exclaimed
Sarah.

"I know," said Norm, "but I can't get these ropes
undone, and if we make too much noise thrashing around, the guards
will come back in and catch us at it. I don't know how we're going
to get out, but we certainly have to, and soon."

They fell to discussing various escape plans, but
nothing they thought of was any help. As dawn grew closer, the
prisoners became desperate.

Suddenly, in the pre-dawn blackness, they heard a
voice: "Norm! Sarah! Are you all right? I've come to help
you."

The voice sounded vaguely familiar to Norm. "Who's
there?" he asked.

"It's me, Xingu," said the voice, and Norm gasped in
relief and surprise.

"You're one of those talking cats too, Xingu? Well,
of course you would be. it's a good thing you came. We need your
help to get away before dawn," he said.

"I know. That's why I'm here," said the cat. "And
we've got to hurry: word is out that Dalt has decided to have you
put out of the way, and we must get out or we're really going to be
in trouble."

"Well, hurry up and untie those knots," exclaimed
Norm.

"Who is this, Norm?" asked Sarah.

"Xingu is one of Aunt Mae's cats," answered Norm,
"and I've never been so happy to have him around in my
life."

"Say, Xingu," asked Sarah, "how come you're helping
us? Can't you get into a lot of trouble?"

"I'm already in a lot of trouble," answered Xingu as
he worked on the tough ropes binding their hands and feet.
"Everyone knows I don't want the cats to overtake the city, and
Dalt resents my refusal to cooperate. The King would never do
anything against me, but the guards follow Dalt's orders. I just
found out that he plans to send them after me at dawn, too, to make
sure that I can't do anything to mess up his plan. That Dalt is a
real rat. It's rumored that he plans to do away with Tigrisan and
so become king himself."

"Never mind the politics, Xing, and get us out of
here!" said Norm.

Xingu set to work and had untied Norm's hands and
feet, and was just starting on Sarah's hands when the cat's ears
pricked up. "Oh, no," he moaned, "it's almost dawn! Someone's on
their way! We've got to hurry!"

Norm went to work on the ropes around Sarah's feet,
and just when they were almost undone, they all heard the voices of
the guards approaching down the corridor. They were grumbling about
having to wait till New Years to pull the coup. "Hurry," whispered
Xingu.

The key was rattling in the door as Sarah was freed,
and Norm was pulling frantically on the boards nailed over the
window.

"Darn keys," muttered one of the cat guards. "Never
can tell one from another. Have to mark them one of these days."
Then they heard the grating sound of the wrong key being forced
into the lock four or five more times before the guard finally got
the right key and opened the cellar door.

The door swung open into the gray dawn-lit room. The
prisoners were nowhere to be seen and the window stood open,
letting in a cold draft and a small flurry of
snow.

"Sound the alarm! Sound the alarm!" shouted the
Siamese guard, who was the one who had spoken
before.

"The prisoners have escaped! The prisoners have
escaped! You, Plaid, follow them. I'll alert his
majesty."

As soon as the guards had left the room, some by the
door and one out the window, Norm, Sarah, and Xingu rose from their
hiding places behind the boxes. Xingu crept up to the window. "That
was close," he murmured, as he peered out and looked up and down
the street outside to make sure the guards were out of
sight.

He led them to the back corner of the room. "I
helped design the tunnels that connect the buildings of Hill City
underground, and there ought to be one right about here."
He tapped on the walls a couple of times and, sensing something
that Norm and Sarah couldn't, pushed against the
wall.

Slowly it pivoted and opened to reveal a pitchy
black doorway. Xingu entered the tunnel without hesitation and Norm
and Sarah followed him quickly, for fear of getting left behind.
They had just passed beyond the doorway when the wall pivoted and
shut once again with a dull boom. Xingu led them down the tunnel,
and before long the floor began to slant upward. Norm could just
make out a very faint light coming from up ahead, and they soon
found themselves in the middle of the bushes that flanked the
street outside. Looking fearfully about, the three hurried off in
what they hoped was the opposite direction from that which Plaid,
the guard, had taken.

 

"It is unfortunate that they escaped," said Tigrisan
to Dalt and his chief advisors, including the head guard, the
Siamese who had discovered the escape. His name was
Blue.

"But not a real problem," answered Dalt, "We'll just
send out the Panther Brigade to find them. I feel confident they'll
do a better job of tracking than Plaid did. They'll find the
escapees. But just in case they stay at large, why don't we move
the date of the coup up a week? That makes it … Christmas Day,
I believe. That way we will still have enough time to finish our
planning, but anyone who believes their story won't have enough
time to act on it. Have no fear, sire. Everything will still work
out more or less according to plan. Please alert the Panther
Brigade now, Blue."

"And tell them to bring them back unharmed, if at
all possible," added the king.

 

Hurrying toward the waterfront, away from their
homes, the three wondered what to do.

"We've got to do something," said Sarah, "We've got
to warn the mayor, call the National Guard, or
something."

"Aw, who'll believe us?" asked Norm, panting along
beside her, "I mean, I wouldn't even believe us if I
hadn't seen it for myself. We've got to hide, and we've got to call
our families, and we've got to warn people about the cats. In that
order. And I, for one have got to rest soon, or I'll keel
over."

Sarah could see that Norm was breathing in great,
ragged gasps and slowed her pace for him, but she knew they'd have
to stop eventually. After all, neither of them had slept all night,
and yesterday's lunch seemed far, far away.

"If I might make a suggestion," said Xingu. The
small black cat with the white tuft at his chest was streaking by
alongside them on all fours. "There's a warehouse I know of on
Wharf Street that we could hide in. I believe there's a pay phone
nearby, too."

"That's perfect, Xingu! How much farther?" asked
Sarah.

"Not far," answered Xingu, "Take a left up
ahead."

"You know," said Norm, "I still can't get over your
talking. It's so strange talking to you and having you answer. And
you're so smart!"

"Well," answered Xingu, "it's a little strange to me
to be talking to a person. Before now I had never spoken to a
person, only to other cats. I think I like being able to talk to
people. Cats can get so haughty sometimes."

They jogged in the softly falling snow to the
warehouse that Xingu knew of. The building was made of blue
corrugated metal, had no windows, and the only entrance other than
the huge double doors in front for the trucks and forklifts was a
small aluminum door in the back with "MGT" stenciled on it in
rust-red. This was the entrance they took, and with great relief
slipped inside and slumped to the floor.

The inside was dim, lit by a number of bare bulbs
hanging from the girders and struts that made up the interior's
ceiling. Boxes and crates lay stacked high all through the place,
labeled "Barbados," or "Honduras," or "Hong Kong." The place seemed
empty of life.

Xingu led them past the office to a small triangular
space in the back formed by numbers of three-meter high piles of
banana crates from Chile on two sides, and the rear wall on the
third. "Just what the doctor ordered," exclaimed Norm, digging into
an open crate and coming up with a double handful of bananas.
"Breakfast!"

Xingu sniffed. "If you don't mind, I think I'll go
forage for a little breakfast myself." And with that, he dove
between the piles of crates and was gone.

"Good idea," said Sarah, "I'll go see if I can find
anything else that's edible in this place," and she, too, was gone,
and Norm contented himself with happily munching bananas until she
returned.

"Found some oranges," she said, "and a couple of
tins of tuna. Enough for breakfast, I think, and then I have to
call my mother. And after that I just don't
know."

Norm nodded, his mouth full of banana, and the two
sat down and had a pleasant breakfast, there on the oil-stained
concrete floor between the stacks.

Just as they were finishing, Xingu reappeared,
looking satisfied. Norm started to ask about his breakfast, but
decided against it.

"Do you have any change?" Sarah asked, rising. "I
need to use that phone Xingu mentioned."

"Sure," Norm said, reaching into a pocket and
fishing out a few coins. He flipped these to her and said,
"Meanwhile, I think I'll take a nap. I'm going to need my wits
about me today."

"Don't you have to call your aunt?" asked
Sarah.

"Naw, she doesn't care if I stay out overnight,"
answered Norm, "and besides, she's probably out in the garden,
anyway. There's no phone out there, and it'd be no use
calling."

"Okay," said Sarah, "but I still have to call my
mother and figure out some way to explain why I didn't come home
last night. I suppose I should warn her that I'm not in school,
too, in case they call her."

"The phone is just across the street," said Xingu,
"I'll go with you."

"Okay," said Norm, "Be Careful!" and he lay down on
the hard floor and fell immediately asleep.

 

A while later, Norm awoke. At first he wasn't sure
what had awakened him, but he sensed that something was wrong.
After a minute it came to him: Sarah and Xingu weren't
back!

Though he had no idea of the time, he felt sure that
more than enough time had passed for Sarah to make her phone call.
He wondered if they had been caught by the King's cat guards, and
he felt afraid to call out in case they were out looking for him,
too. Quietly, he rose and peered around the corner of the pile of
crates that was blocking his view from the rest of the building.
Nothing seemed amiss, so he cautiously stepped out into the main
part of the room and navigated his way through the maze formed by
the piles of boxes and crates to the back door.

Just as he touched the doorknob a hand fell on his
shoulder. It was the hand of a very large person, and Norm could
feel its weight as if it were bag of flour resting on his shoulder.
He turned to look at its owner, who was a man-mountain that seemed
ten times Norm's height. He wore blue coveralls and a neon orange
knit cap that seemed two sizes too small. When he opened his mouth,
Norm could see that many of his teeth were missing. He opened his
mouth now.

"Hey, kid," he said, still clutching the boy's
shoulder.

"Hey, kid," he said again, with a noise like falling
trees. "Whatcha doin' in here?" he asked, "Don'tcha know yer not
allowed in here?"

"Gawp," said Norm, and "ur," and "wak" and his jaw
worked up and down while his mind raced around in circles trying to
find something to say.

"Get out," said the big man in a kindly voice. Or at
least, as kindly a voice as a mountain can manage, "before ya get
hurt." And the gigantic man opened the door and pushed Norm out to
fall into a snow bank.

Miaow, said a small voice at Norm's ear as
he lay there in the snow, and he looked to see Xingu sitting there,
watching him, and Sarah standing a few feet away, stamping her feet
in the snow.

Norm was then dumfounded to see the giant squat down
on his haunches, becoming the height of a mortal human being, and
hold his hand out to Xingu, saying, in his huge voice, "Here,
kitty, kitty," and make small kissing noises, puckering up his
sausage-like lips to do so. Xingu said Brrt? and went over
to politely rub against the hand of the giant.

"Nice, kitty," he said.

Then the giant rose again to his normal great
heights, glared at the children, and retreated back into his
warehouse.

"Awp," said Norm.

Sarah was giggling, and Norm struggled to his feet
and brushed some of the snow off his pants and jacket. "That," said
Sarah, "is why we didn't return right off."

Norm shuddered, "The Troll of the Warehouse," he
said. "I feel lucky he didn't try to collect a
toll."

"He had cold hands," announced
Xingu.

"I was worried that something had happened to you
two," said Norm.

"It's been a long time since you've said anything
nice to me," said Sarah, "Now you sound as if you care what happens
to me. This is a change."

"That's not fair," said Norm. "We're in this
together now, whatever I thought of you before. And besides, I
do like you. Just … not when anyone's
around."

Sarah laughed. "Well, let's leave this discussion
for another time. It's late in the morning and we still haven't
accomplished anything except to get half-way frozen. What took you
so long to come looking for us? We were beginning to think that
something had happened."

Norm grinned sheepishly, "I just woke up," he said.
"I felt sure something had happened to you."

"Nope, just a little cold," said Xingu, "and a
little worry, but aside from having lost our hiding place, we're
still not in danger."

"I wouldn't be too sure about that," said a voice
from behind them. It was a voice like a glacier on a moonless
night, and they felt the skin on their necks crawl. Xingu's tail
became a bottle brush.

Turning, the group saw three shadows in the street
that seemed to have glowing green eyes.

"P-panther Brigade!" yelled Xingu.

"We are … instructed … to bring you
back … unharmed … if we can," said the voice, and it
seemed to be coming from the lead shadow.

"But we are assured … that if … you
should … perish in the struggle … it will not … get
in the way … of our … reward. Resistance is …
useless."

"Oh, we haven't got a chance now," said Xingu. "The
Panther Brigade is the King's top fighting force. They're trained
to be able to track and kill or maim anything. Why, I've even seen
one of them tear apart a bus! Oh, we're doomed, we're
doomed. And to think all I really wanted out of life was a nice
warm lap and a saucer of milk now and then, and to end it all here!
Oh, what a shame!"

"Quiet," said Norm, "you're not
helping."

"How sad," said the panther. "You … really
should have … become a writer … such a pity to …
waste your talents, Xingutan. Okay, Brigade… Take
them."

Deep in his fear, Norm discovered that his brain had
turned off and something else seemed to be controlling his actions.
He felt like a spectator. In adventure-movie slow-motion, Norm
reached down and scooped up great handfuls of snow and threw it
into the faces of the attacking panthers. "Run!" he shouted, and
the three turned an about-face and dashed for the docks while the
panthers shook their heads to clear their eyes of
snow.

They hadn't gained much time,
though.

"Raowr!" snarled the head panther. "Get
them!" and they lept after the sprinting
escapees.

Norm, slightly ahead of the others, athsma
completely forgotten, had an inkling of a plan. "Follow me," he
panted, and took a sharp turn down a narrow street, kicking up
great showers of snow in the process. He was closely followed by
his friends, and the panthers skidded around the corner behind
them, close enough to breath steam down their backs. Norm needed
more lead to give his plan, which was a long shot to begin with,
any chance of succeeding.

Quickly, and with as little warning as he could
manage, Norm took a right, and sprinted for all he was worth for
the dock that he could see at the end of the street, still followed
by Sarah and Xingu, who was darting along on all fours
now.

Suddenly, just as the trio was approaching the end
of the street, a shadow passed overhead, and one of the panthers
lept into their path from above, completely blocking the street.
With a surprised yelp, Norm tried to reverse direction, but found
the packed snow beneath his feet too slippery to gain any traction.
Try as he might, Norm could not slow his speed, and so he plowed
straight into the somewhat startled looking panther, closely
followed, with matching thuds, by Sarah and
Xingu.

Norm took quick advantage of the panther's surprise
at having two children and a small cat slam into his chest and dove
over the big cat's left shoulder and pelted for the docks. Sarah
took his example and rounded the panther to the right, while Xingu
dove between its legs.

Just as the panther was realizing what was happening
and had snarled and turned around to pursue the fleeing prey, the
other two panthers came bounding down the street and discovered
that they had the same problem as the three escapees, and plowed
right into their comrade, knocking him over and sending him
sprawling. With a distraught yowlp, the panther struggled
to rise up under the weight of the other panthers, but their
attempts to dislodge themselves only succeeded in tangling the pile
all the more.

Norm was determined to make the most of his luck,
and dashed right across the intersection, with Sarah and Xingu
right behind him.

A green station wagon seemed to appear out of
nowhere, and had to swerve to avoid running into them. It skidded
off the slick road and only narrowly missed crashing into the guard
rail that was there to keep cars from falling into the
harbor.

When they reached the dock, Norm discovered the
ice-coated boards to be extremely slippery, and so slowed to a
trot. He was comforted by the fact that the panthers would have to
do the same or be pitched into the freezing cold harbor. They would
also have to be rather careful to avoid being seen, Norm thought,
and that would surely slow them even further. Norm was careful to
not get too cocky, though, and continued to hurry as fast as he
dared.

"Wha-What are you up to?" panted Sarah, coming up
beside him.

"I'm looking for a boat," answered Norm, "so we can
get away."

He looked around frantically, but it seemed that all
the motorboats that were usually tied to the dock had been taken in
for the winter. Then, just as he heard the thud of heavy cats' paws
on the boards of the dock, he spied a boat moored at the very end
of the pier. It was a small yacht, and someone was just
boarding.

"Uncle Willard!" shouted Sarah, and the man looked
around and saw them running toward him. He raised his hand in a
friendly wave, then his eyes widened as he spotted the three black
panthers chasing them carefully across the icy
dock.

"We need your boat!" shouted Norm,
"Fast!"

"Heavens!" he cried, "Oh, my! Hurry up children,
come aboard!" and as they approached he started working at untying
the ropes that held the boat to the dock, all the time muttering,
"Oh, my, Oh, my! Imagine! Felis concolor coryi here! This
far North! Oh, my, oh my!"

"Now," said the lead panther to his comrades,
"We … shall … have to … deal … with him, too…
"

Xingu, Sarah and Norm reached the end of the pier
and lept into the boat, while Willard Fishlittle was still
struggling with the knot.

"It seems like I've spent the last two days waiting
for knots to be untied," said Sarah, "And we don't have the time
for it!" She spied a fishing knife in her uncle's open tacklebox,
and snatched it up. "Get in and start the engine, Uncle," she
commanded, and proceeded to cut both ropes just below the
knot.

The panthers were only a few meters away when she
severed the last rope and, giving the boat a mighty shove, lept for
the boat herself, just barely making it.

Then there came a mighty growling noise, and they
all looked fearfully at the approaching cats, but it was just the
sound of the engine starting. They were pulling away from the dock!
They thought they had escaped scot free, but the lead panther
seized his chance, and instead of stopping or turning around, as
did his comrades, he bunched up and made a mighty leap, like an
uncoiling spring, straight at the boat! Willard gasped, and the
great cat landed with a huge splash and a dull thud half in and
half out of the boat and began scrambling to get
in.

Norm hit it over the head with a paddle, but the
panther would not fall back into the harbor. Just then Willard, who
had been steadily bringing the boat up to speed, jerked the wheel
around sharply to port, and the panther went flying over the side
with a huge splash, and small objects flew around the boat and came
to rest on the deck.

"Whew," said Sarah, "that got rid of him! Thanks,
Uncle Willard."

"Look out!" shouted Norm, and Willard and Sarah
looked up to see an island rushing straight at
them.

"Eek!" squeaked Willard, as he frantically
turned the wheel to avoid the oncoming rocky shore. Barely, just
barely, they missed running aground.

"Boy, am I ever glad to see you," sighed
Sarah.

 

[184]

Why?

All the homeless men

And crazy busstop people

Seem to know my face.

 

[185*]

Strange Nomen was
sitting off under your coat, then he fainted. Every dust mote will
still have enough time to do something, going to need a noise like
falling trees seem to know my
face.
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[186]

"On Ritalin"

 

My children―

Why are you not
playing

In the grass

On this most sunny

And joyous of days?

Why do you sit still

And pretend to listen

To the droning old pile of
dust

Talk about ancient
wars

He was too old to fight
in?

Scream, sing, jump up and
down!

Tell the old fool

He's not the boss of
you

And run, waving your
arms,

Out into the streets

And spin until you fall
down.

Stop taking this stranger's
candy,

―It'll kill you.


[187]

"Wait," said Ben.
"You're telling me we're stuck here because
Steve has dreams about
us?"

"Something like
that," said Deborah. "See, we're linked, the three of us, somehow,
and something's happened to him that
made … this … happen."

"Something
happened to him?
What about
us?"

"I know it sucks
for us," she said, calmly, "but it was just a by-product that we
got sucked through, too."

"How the hell can
you know this?"

Her eyes shone
green in the dim light, magnified by her glasses. "I can see things
you can't," she said.

 


[189]

Early-evening sun
slanted across his face, clearly defining his
stubbled chin.

"It's amazing,
really," he told his partner, "how trusting these people are. Why,
just about anything could fit through that letter slot. Anything at
all."

 


[190]

No light
penetrated the indigo shadows, but somehow, Billy saw something
move there, at the foot of his bed. The Dark Man was back, drawn,
he thought, by Billy's own fear.

And tonight he
was alone. If he hollered, his dad would not
come.

Billy heard a
sound that reminded him of the time a centipede had crawled across
his sleeping face when he was camping with troop 131 last
fall.

If he screamed,
nobody would come.

The Dark Man
stood, and Billy screamed anyway.

 


[191]

The hedgehogs all
looked to Ryan for answers, but he had none. He didn't know what
had happened to Polly's favorite purple
hat.

 

[192]

Willard steered the boat around the islands and
reefs that dotted Martinaw Harbor and brought them out into clear
water, and then cut the motor. Long minutes passed while Sarah's
uncle sat in the prow of the boat and stroked Xingu's fur and Norm
just fidgeted. It was cold out on the water, and the gulls that
soared far overhead sounded angry squawks.

Finally, Willard Fishlittle spoke: "Sarah, does your
mother know you're not in school?"

"Yes," Sarah answered, "I called her this morning. I
had to tell her that I was all right and explain where I was all
night. I told her I had forgotten the time last night while
studying at Norm's and had decided to spend the night and call this
morning, rather than wake her. I also told her I wasn't feeling
well this morning and would stay with Norm's aunt until my mother
got out of work and could come pick me up."

"You lied to her, then?"

"Yes sir, but it was only because she'd never
believe the truth. I don't think she really believed me, anyway.
Last she knew, Norm and I hated each other."

"And what exactly is the truth?" asked Willard,
raising his shaggy eyebrows above the rims of his
spectacles.

"We have to talk to somebody," said Norm. "I trust
your uncle. I say we tell him what's going on and see if he
believes us. If he does, then we can get his
help."

"Okay," said Sarah, "but first I want to introduce
him formally to Xingu. Uncle, this is Xingutan, our friend and
comrade. Xing, say hello to my uncle."

"Hello, Mr. Fishlittle. Please continue petting me,
and we'll tell you the whole story."

Some time later, Willard scratched his balding head.
"Talking cats. Florida Panthers in Hill City. They're nearly
extinct, you know. Who would believe it? Well, well, well. This is
a serious matter.

"Tell me, Xingu, what is this Tigrisan likely to do
when he discovers that you have all escaped?"

"It's not Tigrisan I'm worried about. It's Dalt. And
besides, I don't think we have escaped. I think that as
soon as we step foot on that dock, those panthers will be right
after us again. But in answer to your question, Mr. Fishlittle, I
think that he'd probably change the date of the take-over, to give
us less time to find help. He'd still need at least a week to
prepare, though."

"But a week from now is Christmas!" exclaimed
Sarah.

"Why should that mean anything to a cat?" asked
Norm.

"Besides," added Willard, "Washington's most famous
battle took place on Christmas morning. He wanted to catch the
enemy by surprise. We have to think of a way out of
this."

The children fidgeted and Fishlittle thought, and a
half hour passed in that way. The sun came out and a gentle breeze
ruffled their hair.

"I suppose," said Willard, "we'll just have to try
to negotiate with the cats. They're right about one thing, though.
They probably wouldn't be taken seriously if they just walked up to
the mayor and said 'Hi. ' But we've got to talk them into giving us
some time. With enough time we could probably come up with a
solution that doesn't include anyone's being conquered or put in a
lab."

They sat in thought a while more, and Fishlittle
continued to stroke Xingu's fur.

"Suppose," said Sarah, "we offered our help in
getting the cats into a better situation. I mean, so that they'd be
listened to and not locked up. You know some congressmen, Uncle.
You could probably even get them voted citizens."

"I doubt that would work, Sarah," he answered.
"Politics is rarely that simple. We could never get any sort of
agreement in time, and I'm sure the cats know enough about human
politics to know that."

"But if we just promised to help the cats out," said
Norm, "wouldn't they hold off their overthrow? Tigrisan seemed like
an okay guy. I think it's just Dalt that's a
stinker."

"But the King listens to Dalt: Dalt can talk the
King into most anything, no matter how unreasonable," said
Xingu.

"Then," said Willard, "we shall have to speak to the
king without this Dalt in the room."

"Maybe if you offer to help them find out how to
keep the race from dying out," said Sarah. "You are a
scientist, after all."

"Hm," said Willard. "So I am, so I am. Can you
children lead me back to where the king is?"

Sarah looked out over the harbor. "Won't the
panthers come after us again as soon as we reach
shore?"

"Well," said Willard, "I suppose you're right. I
guess we'll just have to wave a white flag and turn ourselves
in."

"I'm not so sure that's a good idea," warned
Xingu.

"It sounds to me," said Willard, "like the king is
pretty reasonable. He'd be sure to play fair with us if we came in
under a white flag."

"Well," said Sarah, "we've got to do
something."

"That seems true enough," said Willard, "and unless
any of you has a better idea… "

They admitted that they didn't have any better
ideas, and Willard turned the boat around.

 

"By the way," said Norm, "what are you doing out
here in the harbor, anyway?"

"I came out here to get a clear view of the eastern
sky," he said. "You see, I'm working on a new type of telescope
filter that will enable me to look at the stars during the day.
Normally only a very large telescope can do that, and I only have a
small one. I was hoping to see Specularis B, a distant
star just on the horizon. In town I can't see it because of all the
hills. I guess I'll just have to wait and try my filter out some
other time. Of course, I'll have to try it soon,
Specularis B is going to disappear behind the
Greater Magellanic cloud in a couple weeks. It's only visible from
the Earth every four hundred years or so."

"What's so interesting about this star, anyway?"
asked Norm, who had never been that interested in science class,
and was a bit surprised to find a grown man worrying about things
he thought only his teacher thought about.

"Well," answered Fishlittle, "Specularis is
interesting because, along with other more common radiations, it
radiates in a part of the electromagnetic spectrum that is unique
among stellar objects. It is the only star of its kind in Earth's
sky. Furthermore, it is, according to my calculations, the nearest
star to Earth that is likely to have any Earth-type planets. I hope
to be able to see it firsthand someday.

"Whoops! We're almost there! All right, everybody,
let me do the talking."

He brought the boat gently to dock, and sent Sarah
out to re-tie the ropes. Luckily there was still enough left before
the cut with which to tie up the boat. Willard then fished a white
handkerchief out of the pocket of his tweed jacket and led them all
up the pier. There was no sign of the panthers.

"Well?" asked Norm, "do we just wait here? Where are
they?"

"Look," said Xingu, pointing, and they all saw the
huge wet catprints that led off down the planks.

"Are you … looking … for us?" said a
familiar voice from behind them.

They turned and saw the three panthers of the
Brigade standing there on the pier, and Dalt was standing there
with them. The lead panther was soaking wet, his whiskers frosted
and his breath steaming around his ankles.

"How did they do that?" whispered Sarah, wrinkling
up her nose at the wet cat smell.

Willard waved his handkerchief. "We come in peace,"
he said, "we wish to parley with your leader. We wish to make a
deal."

"Well?" said Dalt, "What do you
want?"

"We wish to speak only with your leader," said
Willard, "the King."

Dalt smiled. "Sure, Señor. I will take you to him
right away. Come with us."

And so, with Dalt in the lead and Xingu, Norm and
Sarah in the middle and the three panthers to the rear and at
either side, the whole group proceeded down the
street.

After they had been walking a little while, two men
in suits came around the corner in front of them. As they caught
site of the odd collection of beings, they stopped and stared,
remaining where they stood until they had all gone by. Norm
frowned. It was a bad sign that Dalt wasn't trying to hide their
presence anymore. Norm didn't know what it meant, but he thought it
meant trouble.

The felines led them down the street, turning onto a
small side road, then to another road that crossed the one that
they were on.

Dalt stepped off the road and into the snow, and the
Brigade members gave them a nudge when they
paused.

"But this isn't the right way," said Sarah. "He's
leading us off into the woods."

"Play dumb," whispered Norm, "pretend you haven't
noticed."

"Noticed what?" asked Willard.

Soon they found themselves in the middle of the
woods. The black trunks of the bare trees loomed, ominous, even in
the midday sun. The snow crunched underfoot, and, in the
depressions of the land, melted snow from previous warm days had
refrozen into pale blue ponds of ice.

After they were deep in the woods, Dalt stopped in a
small clearing of printless snow. As he turned around, Sarah
noticed that he had something in his paw.

"You may consider your truce over, humans," he
sneered, and Sarah yelled "Duck!"

The humans all dove to the snow as a dark beam
zapped over their backs, striking the wet panther that had been to
their rear. With a hideous howl, the beast fell, writhing to the
snow and died, wisps of steam and smoke rising from his scorched
fur.

Xingu lept at Dalt, and managed to knock him down
before he got off another shot.

Dalt grappled with him as he tried to take the gun
from him. The panthers took that moment to attack the humans, who
were just rising from the ground with their faces covered in
snow.

"Duck!" yelled Willard, just as they had gained
their feet, and again they dove for the snow. The two Brigadiers
hadn't time to check their leaps, and smashed into one another over
the heads of the humans, knocking themselves unconscious and
landing heavily on top of them.

Dalt and Xingu were still struggling to get hold of
the weapon, which now lay in the snow just beyond their
reach.

Dalt was holding onto Xingu's left paw to keep him
from reaching the gun, and Xingu was holding onto Dalt's left paw
for the same reason.

With a grunt, Dalt rolled over on top, and pinned
Xingu down on his back in the snow. The problem was now that in
order to reach for the gun, he would have to let go of one of his
paws. So he stayed there, gritting his teeth and resisting his
every effort to escape.

Underneath the unconscious Panther Brigadiers, Norm
was trying to remove himself from the pile-up. He found he could
slowly inch his body out from under the heavy dead weight of the
limp cats a little at a time, and began the slow process of
extracting himself. It took him two or three minutes to get himself
out from under them, and he nearly lost his left boot in the
process.

Peering over the pile of cats and people in the
snow, Norm saw Dalt and Xingu still tussling for the ray gun which
lay to one side, partially obscured by the clumps of snow the two
cats were throwing up in their struggles.

Norm snuck up and grabbed the ray gun out of the
snow.

"Freeze," he said.

At the sound of his voice, Dalt paused in the
process of trying to strangle Xingu and looked up. The first
expression that crossed his face was one of annoyance, then
surprise and fear followed in quick succession. The expression that
remained did not please Norm at all, but Dalt let go of Xingu's
throat and froze.

As he stood there with the gun trained on Dalt, Norm
heard Sarah and Willard approach behind him. "Good work, Norm,"
said Sarah.

"But now what do I do?" he asked.

"Whatever you do you'd better do quickly," said
Willard, "for I think that these black catamounts are likely to
wake up before too long, and I don't think we're likely to have
that kind of luck the next time we meet. Oh, look: what a lovely
lichen!" and he wandered over to a tree and fondly stroked a
greyish lump growing from its bark.

Norm waved the ray gun at Dalt. "Why don't you
leave, Dalt?" and pulled the trigger, aiming at the snow just in
front of Dalt's feet. A bright flash evaporated a patch of snow,
sending up great gouts of steam.

Dalt left. He got up and ran, full speed on all
fours, spraying little white clods of snow up behind
him.

"Well," said Sarah, "Now he's gone, we can get away.
But he left the way we came in. He could run ahead and lay an
ambush for us."

"Never fear," said Willard, turning away from his
tree, "It just so happens that we are very near my house, as the
crow flies. That bit of woods that starts in my back yard. I can
find my way home from here, and then we can lock ourselves in while
we figure out what to do next."

And that is what they did.

 

Back in Fishlittle's home in the old schoolhouse on
Cole Street, Willard, Norm, Sarah and Xingu sat around in the
basement den. The humans were drinking hot chocolate and had
blankets wrapped around them. Xingu was licking himself dry next to
the radiator. On a clothesline that stretched across the room were
their clothes, dripping onto the rug and slowly drying. There were
the smells of must and wet clothes in the air, and the corners of
the room were festooned with cobwebs. The dark wood paneling had
many lighter spots where pictures had once hung.

"Well, now what?" Sarah was
saying.

"We've got to get around Dalt," said Norm, "and
we've got to find a way to defend ourselves from him and the
Panther Brigade. And we've got to talk Tigrisan out of this
war."

"Of those things, said Willard, "there is only one I
can do here. I can find a way to defend ourselves. I have an
idea."

Sarah sipped at her cocoa. "What's your
plan?"

"Well," said Willard, "if Xingu here is willing to
donate a little blood, I think I can figure something
out."

 

Nightfall found them dressed in some of Willard's
clothes and diversely occupied: Willard and Xingu were in the
laboratory conducting experiments. Norm, in one of Willard's
sweat-suits, was conducting experiments of his own with a plate of
canned spaghetti and studying the stolen ray gun, and Sarah, in a
pair of her uncle's pajamas, was on the phone with her
mother.

"Don't bother to pick me up, mother," she was
saying. "Uncle Willard came and got me earlier, and he's asked me
to stay the night … Of course I'll go to bed early … yes,
I'll call you before I come home … okay, thanks, Mom …
Good night to you, too." She hung up the phone and looked at Norm.
"She still suspects that something's up, but she trusts Uncle
Willard. What do you suppose they're doing up there?" she asked,
with a gesture toward the ceiling.

"Durned if I know," said Norm around a mouthful of
round noodles and orange sauce. "This ray gun is pretty advanced.
It can be adjusted so finely you could stun a gnat with it, or
vaporize an ox, or anywhere in between. Dalt had had it set three
or four levels higher than he'd needed to stop us. In a way, that's
what saved us."

He looked up at Sarah. "Aren't you going to
eat?"

"Sure, sure," she answered, "I'll just pop some more
into the microwave. Then I'm going to bed. I didn't get any sleep
last night, and I didn't get the nap you had, so I'm really
beat."

"Yeah, I'm about ready to hit the hay myself. Where
is this spare room you mentioned?"

"It's on the third floor, across the hall from the
laboratory."

Half an hour later, they both went to bed, each in
what was once a classroom, but was now a spare
bedroom.

Norm lay there in the dark guest bedroom, between
the stiff gray sheets of the twin bed that he'd found there, not
sleeping. He was very tired, but just couldn't fall asleep: he was
too worried. It seemed to him unfair that someone his age should
have to deal with such vastly huge issues. He would be happier just
playing kickball and reading comic books with his friends, or even
being a nerd again and having nothing to worry about but homework
and being liked in school. He clicked on the lamp. It was in the
shape of a giant ceramic microscope, and the shade had a picture of
bacteria on it, with the caption:
100x.

Norm reached up to the bookshelf that formed the
headboard of the bed and randomly chose a book. It was heavy and
the cover was black with gold letters reading: The Paraphysics
of Paraphysics by Willard T. Fishlittle.

He read only a half of the first incomprehensible
page before falling asleep. The last thing he remembered, or
dreamed he remembered, before falling asleep was Willard's voice
from across the hall shouting, "Eureka!"

In the laboratory, Willard Fishlittle was dancing up
and down.

 

"I just saw a cat coming toward the house from the
woods," Norm announced as he entered the kitchen.

"There have been cats circling the house all night,"
said Xingu, "but none of them tried to get in. I think they're just
watching us."

"Well, what are we going to do?" Norm
asked.

"Eat breakfast," answered Sarah. "There are enough
pancakes finished for you to start. We'll have to eat in relays,
anyway. Uncle Willard only has two plates."

"And I think these eggs are probably done," said
Willard, glancing from the beaker to his watch.

"Oh, well," said Norm. "Pile me up with pancakes,
then."

"Uncle," said Sarah as she piled some pancakes onto
a plate for Norm, "now that Norm's up, why don't you and Xing' tell
us what you found out last night?"

"I have nothing to tell," said Xingu. "All I did was
donate some of my blood," and he licked the pinprick on his paw
gingerly. "You tell them what you figured out,
Willard."

"Here's an egg for you, Norm," said Willard as he
placed a hard- boiled egg on Norm's plate with a pair of laboratory
tongs.

"Well, I suppose I should start from the beginning.
I was looking for a way to defend ourselves without hurting anyone,
including the cats themselves. It was my hope that I could find a
way to reverse whatever process made the cats intelligent, and so
render them harmless. Or at least easier to handle. I had a few
theories, so I tested Xingu's blood a number of ways, including
looking at the genetic material under an electron microscope and
comparing it to the genes of ordinary domestic cats. What I
discovered was that Xingu's gene structure has been altered since
birth by some sort of electromagnetic radiation. With a little
calculating I think that I've discovered something about what makes
Felis Sapiens so intelligent. It seems to be a rather
unusual cosmic ray."

"A cosmic ray?" asked Sarah, "Like from outer
space?"

"Precisely." Willard's eyes lit up and he started to
speak more rapidly in the excitement of his discovery: "The
readings seemed familiar, so I looked them up. There is only one
astral body in Earth's sky that produces this specific cosmic ray.
Specularis B.

"That explains a lot. Like the intelligence of the
cats, Specularis only shows up about once every four
hundred years, and only stays around for about fifty years. In
fact, Specularis is due to once again pass behind the
nebula just around the turning of the year. The coup of the cats
will be too late. After this cat star is gone, no more intelligent
cats will be born for another four hundred
years."

"But now that we know what they're looking for, we
should be able to make everybody happy," said Sarah. "If only we
could get in to talk to Tigrisan without running into
Dalt."

"Well," said Willard, "With the knowledge I now
have, and with a little help from Mister Xingu, here, I should be
able to alter that adjustable ray gun to emit a ray that will
temporarily cancel out the effects of the Specularis B
rays. Using this to defend ourselves, we should be able to get past
Dalt and his followers and get in to speak with the
king."

"But will it be enough to cause him to change his
mind about waging war on us?" asked Norm.

Willard frowned. "I only wish I knew. If I could
find out what it is about Hill City that makes all the intelligent
cats show up here… "

 

Later that Saturday they all gathered together
around the kitchen table to make plans.

"Well," said Xingu, "we've finished work on the ray
gun. The setting marked with an 'X' will now cause any intelligent
cat to lose his or her cosmic ray-induced intelligence, but it will
be re-gained within a few hours, as long as Specularis B
is still in the sky. We suspect that there may be some memory loss
as a result of the effect, though."

"The development of this ray gun proved to be quite
a challenge," said Willard, "and I think I may be able to use some
of the techniques I developed in some of my other projects…
"

"What I don't understand," Sarah interrupted, "is
why these cats, with all their superior minds and technology,
couldn't have figured out what Uncle Willard did for
themselves?"

"They probably could have," answered her uncle,
"but, as Xingu here pointed out to me earlier, they were trying so
hard to find the answers to their great mystery they never
developed the science of astronomy, which they needed to have any
chance of finding what they were looking for. So it turns out they
failed to find the answers to their problem because they were
looking too closely at it."

"They missed the forest for the trees," said
Sarah.

"Precisely," answered her uncle.

"So we know what they're looking for but we can't
tell them because Dalt will have us killed if we step out of this
house? That's just great," said Norm. "What makes Dalt so nasty,
anyway?"

"Well " said Xingu, "he wasn't always that way. He
was once a loved and well-respected tomcat. He was well-educated
and trained in the arts of diplomacy and politics. You see,
Tigrisan's only son died many years ago, so Dalt was made the royal
heir. He was expected to be a good and wise king when his turn
came, and everyone liked him. He was also famous for his music. He
played the flute like no one else. When he would perform in one of
the underground amphitheaters, cats from all over town would flock
to listen, and when he was finished, there wouldn't be a dry eye
anywhere nearby."

"But what happened?" asked Sarah.

"Humans. Last year when Dalt spent three weeks in a
laboratory, he came back changed. Where he used to smile most all
the time, now he scowls. Where he used to look forward to working
with humans, now he seeks to replace them. Where he used to dislike
talk of his future coronation, now he anxiously awaits that day.
And, perhaps worst of all, where he used to play that beautiful
flute, now he concerns himself with military strategies and
politics. He has become a cruel, pinched, cynical dictator, and he
has enough power as the new chief of the army to enforce his rigid
opinions and plans on the rest of us. Tigrisan doesn't know how
wicked his nephew has become, though. He still thinks the sun rises
and set by Dalt. That's why nothing's been done about him
yet."

"So what are we going to do?" asked
Norm.

"We," said Willard, "will go to Tigrisan's throne
room and tell him how we can help him, and use the ray gun to
insure that we make it there."

"But how can we help them?" asked Sarah. "Sure, we
know about the cosmic rays and all, but after New Years, what good
will it do them?"

"Well," said Willard, "that all depends on what has
happened to your Christmas gifts, Sarah."

 

The dark of the tunnels was nearly absolute. The
ceilings were low, and the walls were dug right out of the earth
and stone under the city.

Occasionally, the tunnels would pass through or join
the city's sewer system, or old, abandoned tunnels from the subway,
but most of the tunnels were just bare earth and stone, shored up
with timbers filched from a lumberyard in town.

Crouching low in tunnels that were made for much
shorter creatures, and, though they were trying to move quietly,
making twice as much noise as any cat, two shadowy forms appeared
in the underground tunnels. With them was a third shape, smaller
and more comfortable in the tunnels, who appeared to be their
guide. It was an hour later and Sarah, Norm and Xingu found
themselves groping their way along in the dark cat-built tunnels
deep under Hill City. They were headed for the place on Barnaby
Hill where everything had begun on that fateful
Thursday.

"So what's so important about these Christmas gifts
that your uncle just has to have them now?" asked Norm. Christmas
was a mystery to Norm.

"I have no idea why he wants them," answered Sarah.
"He wouldn't tell me."

"Quiet, now," said Xingu, who was leading the way.
He was the only one of them who could really see, which was a good
thing: he was also the only one who knew his way around the
catacombs. "We're getting near a busy area. Let's hope we don't
meet anybody."

And so, slinking around corners, blind and
invisible, they made their way toward the library on Barnaby Hill,
where, according to Xingu, there was an exit from the tunnels into
the library basement.

"Someone's coming!" hissed Xingu, "Quick! Into this
side passage!"

They ducked into the narrow little crack in the wall
and held their breaths. After a minute, footsteps came nearer, and
two of the king's guards passed by the narrow opening without
looking in. Eventually the echoes of their footsteps faded into the
distance, and they dared to breathe again.

"Whew," breathed Norm.

"Up ahead," whispered Xingu, "we cross a subway
tunnel, and we'll have to be extra careful because we'll be in the
open. Stick close and be very, very quiet."

Norm thought he could see a little more light in the
tunnel, and he could almost make out the hunched form of Sarah in
front of him. The muted echoes of their tiptoeing got a little
louder, and then, suddenly, Norm could tell they had entered the
subway tunnel; the echoes of their movements grew until they
sounded like they were in a cathedral. A slight draft came down the
tunnel from somewhere off to his left, and Norm tried his best to
keep up with the now-trotting Xingu, whose form he could just
barely make out in the gloom ahead of Sarah.

As they were hurrying to cross the tunnel, Norm
stepped on a loose stone and tripped, noisily scattering gravel and
landing with a thud, knocking the wind out of him. The echoes of
his fall filled the tunnel for what felt like
minutes.

"Agh!" screeched Xingu, "hurry! get up, get up!
We've got to get out of here quick! I bet every guard this side of
Floxinaw City heard that! Hurry!" and Norm scrambled to his feet
and hurriedly followed Xingu and Sarah out of the
tunnel.

"Whew, that was close," said Xingu, after they had
gone a ways beyond the tunnel crossing. "Maybe anyone who heard you
fall thought it was a rat or something."

"Maybe," said Sarah, "If they didn't hear you
screeching afterwards. Really, Xingu, you only made it
worse."

Xingu nodded. "You're right, of course," he said. "I
panicked. I guess I'm not that sneaky. We're almost there, anyway.
Let's hope no one heard either of us."

He lead them along the smaller, darker corridors,
listening vainly for sounds of pursuit, until they came to a door.
"Here we are," he announced.

Carefully, he pulled on the doorhandle and slowly,
with a slight grating of stone on stone, swung the door open. The
room that the door opened onto was dark, but not nearly as dark as
the catacombs. They quickly entered the room and shut the door
behind them. The inside of the door was almost completely
invisible.

Quietly, then, the three went up the stairs into the
main part of the closed library and up to the front
door.

"I'm glad the library closes early on Saturdays,"
said Sarah.

After a brief search, they found the cat that lived
at the library asleep on the radiator in a back room, a big orange
cat named Caesar. No one knew for sure where he had come from, but
the kind-hearted librarian had allowed him to stay. He was the
biggest threat to their mission they had met so far, for if the cat
awoke and recognized who they were, he could alert the guards and
then they'd all be in trouble. "We'll just have to keep quiet so we
don't awaken him," said Xingu.

Norm unlocked the front door and watched out the
window as Sarah crept out into the twilight and rummaged through
the bushes in search of her lost Christmas gifts.

She had just found them in a pile under a light
dusting of snow when Norm and Xingu heard a noise behind them.
Turning quickly, they just spotted Caesar's tail as he sprinted
down the stairs.

"Oh, no!" said Xingu, "We've been seen! Now we're in
for it!"

Norm opened the library door a crack and motioned
frantically for Sarah to hurry. Sarah came in the door, breathless,
her pile of damp packages teetering in her clutch as the quick
pad-padding of Caesar's flight died out at the bottom of the steps
with a quiet grating sound.

"Caesar woke up and now he's gone through the
tunnel. We've got to get out of here, and fast," said
Norm.

"I think," said Xingu, "that we had better take the
above-ground route. That way we're less likely to run into the
guards as they come in answer to Caesar's call. I think we may gain
time that way. Stick to roads with a lot of traffic." And with that
they slipped out the front door of the library into the darkening
night of Hill City. Sarah gave half of her packages to Norm, and
they hurried down the street, two children and a cat in a hurry in
the middle of a fairly busy part of town. None of the people on the
street looked at them twice, and they walked quickly toward Willard
Fishlittle's house.

"What worries me most," said Norm, "is that we have
to pass very close to the house of the cats to get back to
Willard's place."

"There's nothing we can do about that," said Xingu
quietly, so no one but Norm and Sarah could hear, "we just have to
hurry as much as possible and try to be in someone's sight at all
times. I think they'd back off rather than allow anyone else to
discover their nature."

Norm, remembering the two men by the docks, wasn't
too sure.

They passed down to the foot of the hill, and
entered a less populated part of town. They hurried even
more.

As they passed the school, they broke into a run:
they were coming up on a stretch of unlit, empty road just as they
were getting very near the home base of the cats. Norm thought he
saw Dalt and the Panther Brigade in every shadow and shrub that
lined the street.

Just as they reached the intersection that marked
the nearest they were going to get to the cats' home, Xingu cried
out, "There they are!" and Norm and Sarah saw four dark shapes
hunched in the road ahead of them, blocking the way. Looking behind
them, they saw a number of dark shapes blocking their
retreat.

There were also shadowy forms blocking the way to
the left and the right. "Now I really wish we had that ray gun,"
muttered Norm.

"There you all are," said a now-familiar voice from
up ahead, "I've been looking all over for you. I wanted to tell you
humans what your actions have caused. Once I was only going to
conquer the city. Now that you have shown me what sort of people
humans really are, I will stop at nothing short of totally
destroying all humanity. You are sick, evil beings and there is no
hope for you and no dealing with you.

"I will start by killing you
three."

Norm, Sarah and Xingu looked at each other in
dismay. How were they going to escape this time?

"He's mad!" whispered Sarah.

Dalt aimed his ray gun at the shivering trio as Norm
tried to remember how to pray. Suddenly his field of vision was
filled with a blinding white light, and he heard a
steadily-increasing roar in his ears. The light was soon near
enough for Norm to recognize it as a pair of headlights coming up
the road toward him, and he recognized the roar as a car engine.
The silhouettes of Dalt and the four panthers startled, and
scattered to the sides of the road to avoid being run over. The car
horn sounded, and then, with a screeching of tires on pavement,
Willard Fishlittle's ancient jalopy skidded to a stop facing back
the way it had come.

"Get in!" shouted the scientist.

Sarah was the first to realize what was going on and
yelled, "Oh, Uncle Willard!" and ran around and got in the
passenger door. Xingu and Norm were only seconds behind, and Dalt
and the dozen-or-so Panther Brigadiers began to run after
them.

Suddenly there was a great ZAP! and a beam
of bluish light came from the driver's side window and hit Dalt
smack in the face.

His expression, momentarily lit by the light of the
beam, went from enraged to puzzled, and then he dropped his gun and
landed on all four feet. He gave a hiss and pelted for the woods,
away from the huge panthers and the growling car
engine.

But by that time the panthers had the little car
surrounded.

Willard's car was sitting in the middle of the
crossroads, idling, and the twelve panthers formed a wide circle
around it in the street.

Dalt's gun lay glittering in the middle of the
intersection, a bare meter from Willard's front tire. The car
couldn't move and the panthers, unsure of this new weapon, came no
closer. It was a stand-off.

Xingu lept out of the open window and dash for the
ray gun in front of the car. This sudden movement caused the
Panthers to lose their uncertainty and leap after the small
cat.

"Yipe!" exclaimed Xingu as, gun in hand, he found
himself face-to-face with Evil John, the newest leader of the
panther brigade.

"And just what do ye think yer doin' with that thar
toy pistol?" asked Evil John.

"B-b-b-b," stuttered Xingu,
"P-p-p-p―Ah-ah-ah―t-t-t-k-k-k"

"What's the matter?" asked Evil John, "cat got yer
tongue? Har- har-har!"

The sky was brightened repeatedly by the flashes of
Dr. Fishlittle's ray gun as it struck again and again into the dark
clowder surrounding the frightened Xingu, but he wasn't out of
danger. Evil John, as yet unhit, was laughing, and the other
panthers were beginning to fight among themselves as the ray took
effect. Most of them were no longer interested in the cat, just in
being on top of the huge mob fight that was forming from what was
once a well-disciplined Brigade.

Evil John reared up on his hind legs to pounce down
on Xingu with a great roar, and was knocked off his feet by an
unconscious panther being thrown from the brawl, which was raging
on nearby like a hockey game.

Xingu, still panicked and still holding the gun,
lept for the car over some passed-out Brigadiers and into the car
window.

Norm took the gun and aimed it into the
crowd.

"Wait!" exclaimed Willard, "they are an endangered
species. Set it on stun, Norm."

Norm, muttering, hunted around and discovered a
setting marked, "Crowd Control." He moved the lever to that
position and shot it at the Panther Brigade. A wide, grey beam
bathed the writhing cats, and they all passed into a deep
sleep.

Willard, in spite of the clutching of his arm by his
niece, shifted his car into high gear and screeched for home,
pausing only to avoid running over Dalt, who dashed across the road
in front of them as they approached the old
bridge.

 

As Willard steered the car into the drive, Norm hung
out the window sweeping the bushes and the shadows with the widest
setting of the X beam in case of any spies or assassins waiting in
ambush.

They jumped out of the car and dashed for the front
door, while Norm continued to sweep the whole area with the beam.
Just as he was going in the door, Norm heard a rustling from the
tree whose boughs overhung Willard's driveway. Without thinking he
aimed the ray upward, and in the blue light of Willard's gun, he
saw the form of a crouching panther on a branch directly above him.
As the beam struck, the panther lept off the branch and dashed into
the woods. This panther wasn't black, it was sort of dry-grass
brown, and its ear- and tail-tips were a darker
brown.

Norm dashed inside and locked the door behind
him.

"Whew," he said. "We made it."

Sarah, Willard and Xingu were already in the
parlor.

"There was a panther in the tree," he said, "but it
wasn't black."

"Actually," said Willard, "panthers aren't normally
black. They're portrayed that way in the movies because they're
more dramatic that way. These panthers here are felis
concolor, and they're nearly extinct. Black ones are even
rarer. They must have been in hiding here for a long time, because
if one had been seen around here, I'm sure we would have heard of
it."

"Well," said Xingu, "a few years back Tigrisan had
some wild ones captured, both the New England and the Florida
panthers, and had them brought here. When they and their cubs
gained intelligence, they were trained to become the King's army.
The black ones just seemed to be better fighters, so they always
got the biggest assignments, while the others mostly got guard
duty."

"Which brings up an interesting question," said
Willard. "Why is it that cats from other areas aren't
affected by the Cat Star like Hill City cats are? The only reason I
can think of is that there's something here that makes cats easier
to affect, or that focuses the cosmic rays, but as far as I know,
there's nothing that could do that around here. Maybe I could rig
something up… " and he wandered off in the general direction of the
laboratory, muttering about "radiative triangulation" and stroking
his bony chin.

"Well, it looks like he'll be out of things for
awhile. Let's get something to eat and plan our raid on the House."
said Sarah.

Just then, they heard a frantic knocking on the
door. Norm ran to the window and looked out. His eyes widened and
he turned to Sarah.

"It's your mother!"

 

[193*]

"Run, waving green
people!" penetrated, but I didn't know. But first I want to speak
only with your leader to donate a little blood. It's on the third
floor, their superior minds and technology very, very quiet. Let's
get something to
eat.

 










Chapter 12
New Chapter
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[194]

Clement looked up
from his desk. His vision swam a bit, then refocused. The serum,
perhaps, was beginning to take hold. Black dots swam at the edge of
his vision, and when he tried to focus on them, they swam away,
then returned, larger, melding together, until nearly half of his
field of view was dark. He blinked, and suddenly something within
him shifted, and the black dots seemed less like motes in the air
and more like holes into darkness, small tears in a movie screen,
and the world around him ceased being
reality.

And then one of
the motes turned around and faced him.

Clement
screamed.

 


[195]

The rain was
barely a mist, a fog with a hard-on, as my father would say. I
turned up my collar and walked on into the night, relishing having
the city mostly to myself, enjoying the way the streetlights
reflected drunkenly off rain-slicked streets, mailboxes and cars
streaked with six months of
roadgrime.

I walked to get
lost, a difficult thing to do in a grid city. But I wanted to feel
apart from my home, where my girlfriend waited, where the answering
machine still blinked with that one saved message from my
past.

I was barely
conscious of choosing to enter the diner, but the chicken-scented
warmth was welcome. I sat and ordered a soup and some hot coffee,
and stared out the window at the rippled world
outside.

After my soup
came I thanked the waitress ― a pretty but drab woman about my age
in a pink-striped smock ― and for the first time noticed the other
patrons. At the counter sat a bald midget, a muscular man with a
waxed mustache, and a woman with some skin condition that made her
skin pale and flaky, like a shedding
snake's.

A woman in black
with heavy eyeliner turned from her seat in a nearby booth and
smiled at me.

I returned my
attention to my soup, and the other patrons ate and drank their
coffee silently.

When I had paid
my check, they all arose together and filed out the door, some
raising umbrellas but most simply hunching their shoulders against
the rain.

I could not help but
follow.

 

[196]

"I don't know why you don't feel like you can trust
me with your problems," Sarah's mother was saying, "We've always
shared what was going on in our lives before." Ms. Tenmount wore a
brown suit with a pale ruffle at her throat. Her tortoise-shell
eyeglasses were so round and large they nearly covered all of her
face. The point of a yellow pencil stuck out from behind one ear,
nearly trapped by her brown curls, and her purse was slung over her
shoulder like a machine gun. She worked for the local newspaper and
knew all about the bad things that could happen to children, and
felt able to handle anything Sarah could possibly be having
problems with. "Is it about school?" she asked.

"I know you're trying to be understanding," said
Sarah, "but this is something else. It's not about school. It's not
about home. It's something very, very big and something I don't
think I can tell you."

Sarah's mother frowned. "Now, Sarah, you know that
you can tell me anything. No matter how big it seems, I'm sure we
can work through it together. Why haven't you been home since
Thursday?"

"I don't think you'll believe me," she
said.

Norm glared at Ms. Tenmount. He didn't trust her
much. He knew she was thinking all sorts of bad thoughts about
Sarah, and about him, and she wouldn't believe Sarah, and would
probably make her go home.

Sarah's mother glanced at the scowling figure of
Norm, and then back at her daughter. "What is it, dear? What are
you hiding? Are you afraid to tell me?"

Sarah stuck out her lip. "You just won't believe me,
and you'll think I'm making it all up, and I'll get in trouble and
it'll be awful!"

Sarah's mother looked at Sarah and
sighed.

"We were kidnapped by cats but we escaped to stop
them from taking over the city," blurted Sarah. She held her hand
over her mouth as if she were surprised at what she had just said
.

Sarah's mother looked
flabbergasted.

"It's true," said a voice from behind her. She
turned and saw Xingu and Willard standing behind her. Willard had
an odd, half-formed contraption in his hands.

"Let me explain, Judith," said
Willard.

 

Judith Tenmount didn't want to believe any of it,
but the fact that she trusted her brother and the evidence of
Xingu's ability to talk finally convinced her. When she was
convinced, though, she was determined to join them. "This'll be the
biggest story the Hill City Clarion has had in years!" She
exclaimed. "I have to be in on this."

Willard tried his best to dissuade her, but she
would not be put off.

"And besides," she said, "I have to be on hand to
protect my daughter. Sarah is the only family I have, and I'll be
switched if I'm going to let her risk her life while I just sit
back and do nothing. How can I help?"

Willard sighed. "Well, as soon as I get this
finished," he held up the tangle of wires and circuits he held in
his hands, "you can help us use it to find out what's so special
about Hill City, while we go and talk to the
King."

He looked at the pile of Christmas gifts on the
table. "Oh, I'll need these," he said, and, wobbling under the pile
and trailing ribbons and some of the longer wires from his tangle
of circuitry, he went upstairs.

"What does he mean, 'what's so special about Hill
City?'" asked Ms. Tenmount.

"Well," said Xingu, "he doesn't understand why all
cats all over the world aren't made smarter because of the cat
star. He says it's important to find out how Hill City is
different. He's busy making something to find that out right
now."

And so they sat, discussing their plans, until
Willard came back down the stairs with a small device that seemed
to be made mostly from a cardboard tube and a compass held together
with a number of colored wires.

"Well," he said, "it's getting late, so we'd better
get started. Norm, Xingu and I will go try to get in to see
Tigrisan, while Judith and Sarah use this," he held up his gadget,
"to find what's causing Hill City cats to be affected by
Specularis when no other cats are."

"How do you expect that thing to be able to find
that out?" asked Norm.

"Well," said Willard, "It's my theory that that
radiation from Specularis isn't strong enough to actually
change cats from as far away as Earth, but that something in Hill
City in some way magnifies the cosmic rays so that they're stronger
here. This hagioscope I built should be just the thing to find out
what's causing the whole thing. All you have to do is follow the
arrow, and you should be able to find the center of the
phenomenon."

"Excuse me, but why do we need to know this?" asked
Ms. Tenmount.

"Well," said Sarah, "I think that it's necessary to
know as much as we can about Cat Star so that we have more to
bargain with, in case Tigrisan turns out to be
unreasonable."

"And it's part of what we need to know to be able to
help them," said Willard.

"So," said Norm, "When do we
leave?"

"How about right now?" said Xingu.

Sarah and her mother took Dalt's ray gun and
Willard's hagioscope and left in Judith's car, driving slowly so
they could follow the little arrow that was supposed to point them
in the right direction.

Norm, Willard and Xingu, meanwhile, took the
professor's ray gun and crept out the back door, sweeping the trees
and the bushes with the beam to make sure there weren't any cats
lurking in the shadows waiting to grab them. They took the path
that led to the clearing in which Dalt had tried to kill them, and
then turned off onto a path to the secret exit the children and
Xingu had used to escape the House of the Cats only two nights
before. Now, however, they were going to enter
it.

It was dark in the woods behind Fishlittle's
house, and Willard and Norm could barely see, though to Xingu the
light of the waning moon that was shining down through the leaves
in mottled patches onto the snowy path at their feet was like
midday.

 


[197]

"Good for you,"
said Hal, with a sneer. "Good … for …
you."

He turned on his
heel and walked away, but not before I noticed that someone had
taped a "kick me" sign to the back of his
blazer.

I remembered
yesterday's lecture about obeying signs, and toyed with the idea
until he turned the corner into his
office.

Grimly, I
returned to my cubicle.

 

 


[198]

Jim went first,
followed by Jenny and then me. The lights were dim, but it didn't
matter, mostly I could only see Jenny's
ass.

Which wasn't too
terrible, really ― but it meant I was the last to see what was
blocking the tunnel.

"Holy shit," said
Jim, up ahead. "The little dirt sphincter was
right."

 


[199]

Paul stared at a
hangnail.

"You can pull all
the 'I know my rights' shit you want," said Harvey. "But Officer
Friendly here caught you red-handed. Now tell us: what were you
doing breaking into the town library in the middle of the
night?"

 


[200]

Quickly! Wait,
not too quickly … a little to the left … up a
little … all right, just like
that …

Damn humans for a
lark, anyway.

 


[201]

"Save
yourselves," she cried, but of course we ignored her. It was just a
poodle, after all.

At least, that
was what it looked like.

 


[202]

"Under the
stairs," she said.

Harvey nodded,
then pulled the device out of its box. "Just you leave this to me,"
he said, then strode heroically to the cellar
door.

"I'll be only a
minute," he said, then opened it with a practiced
flourish.

 


[203]

"Xavier Raphael,
you come down here this instant!"

Stinky looked
down at the angry nun from where he hovered, smiled, and said,
"Shan't!"

 

 


[204]

The Zebra
remained unconvinced.

 


[205]

"That's it," said
Mrs. Tenmount. She was pointing to a small carving in the Hill City
museum. It looked like black soapstone painted in gold
paint.

"It says it was
found in Egypt, but was probably older. It's carved from a
meteorite."

"Well, that makes
sense," said her mother. "But now what do we
do?"

"Find Uncle
Willard, he'll know what to do."

Just then, one of
the security guards approached them. "Excuse me, ma'am, can I see
what you have in your purse?"

She smiled. "It's
just my hagioscope," she said. "Is there a
problem?"

 


[206]

"Now that you
know our secret, you must die," said the regent, in a voice far,
far too calm for their liking.

"But my Lord,"
said Willard Fishlittle, bowing gallantly despite his shackles. "I
have the information you seek."

"Ha!" said
Dalt.

"Shut up," said
Tigrisan. "Little man, can you help us?"

"Yes," he said,
"but you must end this war!"

 


[207]

"You mean
reality's starting to unravel for some
reason?"

The old lady
shook her head. "No, Ronnie, it has always been like this. You are
just learning to see it."

 


[208]

Llewellyn stepped
through onto a grassy plain. "Looks clear!" he called, and Spinks,
Red and Patty came through behind him.

"Looks pleasant
enough. Red, check your readings."

Red pulled back
his sleeve and regarded a series of brass gauges embedded in the
flesh of his forearm. "Looks like a close Earth approximation," he
said. "Nothing reading very far from
norm."

Spinks squinted
into the unaccustomed light. "It's supposed to be this
bright?"

"I think it's
summer here," said Patty.

"All right,
standard OP," said Llewellyn. "Split up, search the area, report
back here by sunset. We're looking for human populations first and
foremost, and settlability second. Got
it?"

"Got it," they
agreed. As the opening they had arrived through slowly shrank like
a giant melting ice sculpture of a goddess's vagina, Red took off
northward at a cheetah's pace, a wake following him into the tall
grass. Patty closed her eyes and faded from view, leaving behind a
faint hum in the ears of those nearby. Spinks took off eastward
through the sky, and Llewellyn, after ensuring the gate had fully
closed, simply sauntered vaguely west, whistling "Country Roads"
off-key and merrily.

 


[209]

"We have
trouble." The signal was weak and warbly, but Jack could still make
out the words.

"What's up,
Jen?"

"I know this is
weird, but we have an extra zombie on the
field."


"What?"

"There's supposed
to be five zombies in this part of the event, and there are six. I
checked with the other zones, and none of the zombies are missing
from where they're staged. We have a
freelancer."

"What the hell?
Okay, Jen, stay put, I'll be right there."

"All right, but
hurry, the players are due in any second." She seemed to be about
to say something further, but the signal was swallowed in
static.

 

 


[210]

How to
read this book:

Of course, you
will read this book however you choose to read it, and it will
either work for you or it won't ― or something in
between.

But here's
how I think the book
could be best read: just read
it. Don't try to analyze it, keep track of the
different threads, or figure out what I'm trying to say. Just let
it wash over you, as if you're channel surfing. Some stuff'll sink
in, other stuff won't, and what you get will be perfect. You'll get
some ideas that have no obvious, logical connection to what you've
read or what I intended. That'll be fine, just go with
it.

If you really
need to analyze, to map the threads, to track the names, figure out
the roots of the characters ― try it on a
re-read.

And while you may
be tempted to use this to psychoanalyze the author ― me! ― I think
it is more useful to use it to psychoanalyze yourself, if you are
so-inclined.

Also: beware!
Once you start reading, you may start to see repercussions in your
life. Maybe some simple coincidences, maybe an overheard snatch of
conversation that resonates with fragment [023], or maybe a dark
circus will come to your town, or you'll read the paper and learn
of some mysterious murders that sound all too
familiar.

I wouldn't be the
least surprised if a few folks started to walk
through.

 


[211]

"Hey," said
Cheryl, "why don't you pause the game and we can get something to
eat?"

"Good idea," said
Jack. "I can use a break anyway, this is really giving me the
creeps."

Cheryl went into
the kitchen and started laying out sandwiches as Jack hit "pause"
and set the controller down.

"It's fun to
watch you play," she said, "but I don't know how you do it. About
the first time one of those things jumped out at me I'd scream and
throw the controller through the TV."

Jack grinned.
"I love the creepy stuff. I love
having the hairs on the back of my neck raise up. A lot of that is
interpretation, of course. Would someone who'd never seen or heard
a raven get the same little thrill I get one caws in the background
behind the kids in the playground?"

"Here," said
Cheryl, handing him a sandwich. "Do you think everyone that plays
these games spends as much time as you analyzing
them?"

"I hope not,"
said Jack around his bologna-and-cheese, "I think most people would
lose half the fun if they did. But for me, I like
it.

"See, I like
these games, they're not safe
somehow. They're a little off-center, like a picture that
implies motion by being unbalanced. I think horror gets into the
deep parts of the human mind, the
lizard-brain."

"Do you think
it's a good idea to … play with your brain like
that?"

"It might be
intentionally going crazy, I guess," said Jack. "But I don't think
so. I think it's the lizard brain that is the key to madness
and genius. I think I'm opening myself
up to the ideas of magic and miracles."

"Isn't there a
happier way? Going to church, maybe?"

"Well, yeah. Some
people do that ― in fact, a good choir can raise the hairs on my
neck just as easily ― but somehow, that way seems too safe, too
comfortable. I'm not going to get shaken out of my tree by
preachers and communion wafers. Others might, but for me, walking
through fear is the shortest path."

Cheryl laughed.
"You sound like the adrenaline addicts going on about why they do
everything
extreme!"

Jack smiled.
"Probably a similar path. And the folks who play with whips, and
the ones who fast and do yoga. I think a lot of people are trying
to climb up out of the rut and look around, and we have a
lot of tools in our collective toolbelt that'll help with
that."

"My boyfriend the
gamer mystic."

"Mock me all you
want, but this mystic shit is why the sex is so
great."

Cheryl smacked
him and laughed.

"I'm serious," he
said. "But for now ― why don't we turn out the lights and get back
to the game."

"I think I see an
energy drink on the ground there, behind the
car."

"Oh, yeah. Thanks
babe, you're the greatest."

He leaned over
and pecked her on the cheek, then was fully absorbed as some sound
effect in the game prodded his lizard brain and his mouth went
dry.

 


[212]

"No, that's
a great idea," said Bastian, and
stopped to find a sandwich for himself before going
on.

 


[213]

Mutate the
Immutable, Screw with the Inscrutable, Eff the
Ineffable

Join the
Believers' Club this Thursday in room 8B at
18:42

 

[214]

"Have a nice day."

"Thanks."

 

 


[215]

Vince turned off
the road, cutting through the tall grass field between the 'steader
homes. The grass was as high as his face, slender, pale as cucumber
flesh, and seemed to grip his clothes as he
passed.

He waved at two
'steader girls who were beating a rug against the front porch of
their cabin. They waved back and smiled, although a bit nervously.
This canton wasn't so far out as to never see visitors, but they
were not so common as at Hub, he supposed.

He could just see
a pool ― more of a shallow puddle ― ahead, and veered to give it a
wide berth, in case the ground grew soggy
there.

With no
transition, the view before him shifted, and he saw that what he
had taken as an unbroken swath of grass in his path was in fact a
large lizard of some sort, the exact color of the grass. He
wondered if it had appeared or simply always been there, but in
some way keeping itself from being noticed. As the beast reared up
and came toward him, Vince backed up through the grass, trying to
assess whether the beast might be
dangerous.

It lunged, and
Vince dodged to the left, thumping the beast on the side as it
passed. He was surprised to feel the beast's flesh velvety cool and
hollow-sounding as a summer gourd.

The beast turned
quickly, and Vince saw its face clearly for the first time:
puckered and pale, eyeless, the gapping maw toothless and shining
like a cut melon.

Vince thumped it
again on the side of the head, and turned to run out to the road.
He was nearly there before daring to turn, and saw the beast was
not following ― in fact, had blended seamlessly
into the grass once again.

Vince stayed on
the road, then, but stopped to accept a greenish iced tea from the
'steader girls when he passed their front porch again. They said
they had seen the whole thing, told him they admired his bravery,
but he wondered whether the beast might not have been their pet,
after all, to protect their field.

Soon he continued
on, searching for home.

 


[216]

Jack walked along
Main street, marveling at how peaceful
South Haven was in the wee hours of the morning. All the shops were
closed, the few parked cars were clearly there for the evening. Old
snow crunched underfoot as he sought an all-night convenience
store.

As he passed the
old fire station, he heard music, and looking in he saw four people
― two men and two women ― dressed in black leotards playing cellos
in the empty space. He watched for a minute, then continued his
quest.

 


[217]

"Before we create
this team, I must tell you something.

"Among my people,
we believe that any great venture needs at least four people,
though sometimes at-need a person can take more than one
role:

"The first is the
Plix, or planner, the one who insists on everything being
worked out to the last minutiae. He does not deal well with
altering situations.

"The second
is Toe-Hoe the inspired
and distractable. He gets ideas, adapts,
has enthusiasm ― but often needs help staying on
task.

"The third is the
Van-Tax the sharer, who takes it upon himself to report to
the world, or to the others what's going on. He will only be able
to share his view of the project, however, and it may differ from
the others.

"The fourth is
the Plinth the integrator, who
tries to get everyone working together, using their
strengths and balancing their
weaknesses.

"I am naturally
called to play Plinth, and I think Jesse, here, is pretty much a
Toe-Hoe. What we need is to ensure that we have a Plix and Van-tax
on our team before we begin."

 


[218]

Arthur returned
from his walk through the garden to find a plate of pancakes, warm
and fragrant, set on his table.

The plate was not
one of his, and he knew no one could have been in his house while
he was gone.

As he ate the
pancakes, he pondered their meaning, oblivious to the saucer
silently rising out of the back woods.

 

 


[219]
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*

 

 


*It
had
to mean
something!1

――


1According to J. Abrogast in his
monograph "Use of Pseudo-Code to Invoke the Mysterious in
Contemporary Literature", it does mean something. But like
senator McCarthy, his claim that he had a translation was never
tested, and his secret, if indeed there ever was one, went with him
to his grave.

 


[220]

Templar
Woman

 

Brother William
leaned back and allowed Mary to bathe his feet in warm,
rosemary-scented water. "Be sure to be ready for Brother Timothy's
first sacrament this evening," he said.

"Of course I
will. I've been looking forward to that since he first joined as an
acolyte three years ago."

"He
is
a pretty boy," said William. "I am looking forward to his
second sacrament."

"That'll be fun
to watch," said Mary, now drying his feet with soft white
towels.

"I rather hope
you'll be the one chosen to preside," said
William.

"If I am in flow,
I will preside. As you know, we have little control over that
matter."

"I wonder," said
William.

 


[221]

I dreamed was
back on the ship. We were in the north sea somewhere. At one point,
I was walking along the catwalk on the outside
skin of the ship, and a bunch of guys were skylarking in a
lifeboat, mostly naked. I tried to watch discreetly for a
bit, but didn't linger for a suspicious amount of
time.

Further along the
catwalk, I found a safe spot and reached over the edge, leaning
down to the muck we were sailing through and reaching it easily
enough (though in real life that catwalk was at least two stories
above the waterline). I scooped up some sort of mud bug like a
brown stick insect, getting quite a bit of stinking mud and grass
stems in the process. I took the docile bug in the dollop of muck
back to my office, planning to keep it in some sort of
terrarium. However, I realized I had too much
muck for the container I had intended to use, and as I looked more
closely I saw the mud was mostly living stuff also, tiny worms and
bugs crawling over each other, but always staying in a cohesive
dollop in my cupped hands. I was worried about making a mess,
though none of it ever fell or dripped. I tried to return to the
catwalk to discard it, but lost my way in the labyrinthine
passageways of the ship, and wound up crouching through odd
crawlspaces, and awoke before finding a safe place to put the mud
back.

 

I wonder ― is
there a mess in my life I've adopted that I'm not sure how to get
rid off?

 


[222]

Rashemon
put a printout on the table for the members to consider. "MIT
students have done some of our work for us. As a
techie joke, I suppose, they did a study of
tinfoil hats ― and it turns out that they actually
amplify signals, both from the inside
and the outside, in any range that is likely to be used by mind
control rays. Jokingly, they say that it's possible a government
mind-control conspiracy actually has been inciting the crazy
paranoids to wear the foil hats."

"So what belief
are you proposing?" asked Ralph.

"I propose the
Club adopt the belief that there is such a thing as a mind-control
ray, that it is being used in the US, and that the tinfoil hat
nuts, at least, are hooked into the
network."

"Sounds like a
good one," said Ziz. "But what's the
action step? The best beliefs always seem to have a call to action,
like last summer's expedition to the polar hole to the center of
the Earth."

"Well, I don't
know about you," said Rashemon, "but I don't think I would be
comfortable allowing such a conspiracy to continue
unmolested."

"Okay, I call for
a vote," said Ziz.

There was no
objection. Within a week, the members were all running the belief
that there was a government mind-control ray. Within two weeks,
there was an Expedition.

 


[223]

"Okay, we all
know that the Quantum loonies have been talking about parallel
worlds, and the loony-loonies have been using this as an
explanation for everything from UFOs to the Bermuda Triangle to
Ambrose Bierce. I say we have a go at this
one."

"Do you suppose,"
asked Ziz, "if there are parallel worlds, there are other clubs
like ours having conversations like this? Perhaps some have already
figured out how to hop between worlds?"

"It's certainly
as possible as hiking to the inside of the planet and meeting
intelligent inhabitants."

"It's October,
Ralphie, we don't believe that anymore."

"But Ziz," said
Ralphie, "I was fucking there. I
know what I saw."

"You are not
maintaining a properly agnostic outlook, Ralphie. It may or may not
have happened the way you recall it, but if you get dogmatic about
it, you'll lose your ability to adopt seemingly contrary beliefs.
Remember our charter."

Rashemon left the
room to get coffee. On the way out the door, he met Cecile coming
in. "Hey, Rash," she said.

"Hey, Cecile.
Careful going in there, Ralphie's having a breakdown of
agnosticism."

She sighed
dramatically. "Well, we all do, don't we?"

"I am in no way
agnostic in my belief that I need a cup of coffee from another
room, and right now."

"See you when you
get back," she said. "It shouldn't take
long."

"I hope
not."

"Oh, and
Rash?"


"Yeah?"

"I'm putting
coffee on next month's list."


"Bitch."

 

 


[224]

"So what if
there are parallel worlds? How
does that even affect us enough to warrant a
belief?"

"Sometimes people
cross," said Cecile.

"Bermuda Triangle
stuff," said Jack.

"That was last
summer, remember? You got that horrible
sunburn."

"Yeah, Rash, I
remember. So … I know this isn't quite according to the rules,
but what are you hoping for here? If we take up this belief, what's
the action step? Will we travel the planes? Or sew up a rip
in timespace? Or meet drop-ins and
interview them for Rolling
Stone? What'd you have in
mind?"

"Mostly," said
Rash, "a lot of talk. Maybe a good pot of Sufi coffee is in order,
and we can call up the Math Brigade, and really warp our minds.
Maybe drop some acid."

"Somehow," said
Cecile, "I don't believe you."

 


[225]

"Son of a THUD!"
yelled Pete as the beam of his flashlight picked out a swarming
mass of pale, chitinous forms. The circle of light did not
illuminate enough for him to make out whether he was seeing many
small creatures or parts of one larger one of indeterminate
shape.

As he stood and
stared, he started to see a dim light in areas outside the circle,
and it took him a moment to realize that the damned things were
glowing in the dark. He waved the beam around, and a faint path
followed the beam, until the movement dispersed the clusters of
glowing forms into the general chaos of the basement
floor.

"Looks like about
a million glow-in-the-dark cock-a-roaches!" he yelled over his
shoulder.

Martha was
unimpressed. "Don't you think you'd better shut the door before
they start climbing the stairs, then?"

"Oh, Thud," said
Pete, and in his haste to shut the door, caught the hem of his
bathrobe in it, pulling it from his bony shoulders and leaving him
naked in the hall three steps away.

Martha laughed,
not unkindly, and brought him his hot
chocolate.

"It's getting
worse, isn't it?"

"Yeah, it's
getting worse."

 


[226*]


Holes into the city of
yellow: I remembered Jenny's ass breaking into the town library.
Damn humans for a lark, anyway. At least under the stairs Stinky
looked unconvinced. Is there a
problem?


"You must die." The old
lady shook, first and foremost. An extra zombie or something in
between gets into the deep parts for himself this Thursday, as high
as his old fire, and has enthusiasm silently rising out of the
mysterious. A pretty boy like a brown stick: "The tinfoil hat
you'll lose sometimes, people," and it took him a
moment.
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[227]

The Isle of
Hatred

(Scene opens on a dark stage. A spotlight spears
down left, on the narrator's box. ENTER Narrator 1.
)

NAR 1 It all started like the
opening to a bad joke: Hitler, a rabbi, and a transvestite were
stranded on a desert island…

(Lights come up on 'DOLF, sitting forlornly at
the front of the stage, skipping imaginary stones off the audience.
He is dressed in tatters and going gray. The sound of surf and
seagulls rises. At his third throw, we hear a "OOF!" from the
audience, and BEN enters up the front ramp, clutching his head. He
also is dressed in tatters, and seaweed clings to his hair.
)

BEN What did you do that
for?

DOLF Sorry. I didn't see you. Were
you on the Calypso?

BEN Yeah. I signed up for the
Love Boat, but it looks like I got the Titanic.
Wait 'till I get back to my travel agent!

DOLF You seem pretty cheerful for a
shipwreck survivor.

BEN I survived, didn't I? That's
what I've done, all my life. I'm a survivor. I survived Auschwitz,
even.

(DOLF flinches at this, but BEN fails to
notice)

DOLF And you'll survive this, too,
is that it?

BEN That's it! God supports
me … Until the day he lets me go. (points) My God! Is
that the wreck?

DOLF Yeah…

BEN All that smoke… Do you suppose
we're the only survivors?

DOLF Could be…

(They lapse into silence, watching the "ocean."
Suddenly BEN jumps up and shouts pointing. )

BEN Look! I see
someone!

(BEN leaps down the ramp, into the audience.
DOLF stand to watch him, with shaded eyes. Shortly, BEN returns
carrying the limp form of STEVE. )

DOLF Is he alive?

BEN He's still breathing. He's
alive.

(He sets him down, sitting up. STEVE coughs,
sputters, and leans over to wretch. When he can speak he looks up.
)


STEVE
Thanks.

 


[228]

As I walked, I
kept my ears open. I had adopted the belief a while back that if I
listened, the universe would send me messages through the chaotic
sounds of the city. I don't know about other cities, but Hill City
had plenty to offer: scraps of rap lyrics from passing cars, TVs
blaring from open apartment windows, streetcorner performers,
preachers, protesters, billboards, graffiti ― and most especially,
the sidewalk crazytalkers.

That day, it was
a crazytalker that gave me my first clue. It was the corner of 30th
and University, and there was a man (in homeless
skin he walks, barefoot, on wet pavement, weaving,
tantric curlicues on calloused
pads, chanting his mantra of the obscenities of unknown tongues,
redolent of urine and spices, booze and wildness, he dances
invisibly the streets of Hill City) spinning
slowly, oblivious to those around him, singing or chanting under
his breath. I almost bumped into him before I noticed him, so
expertly did he blend invisibly into the background noise of the
city, just another homeless person, a nut.

It caught me like
hearing my name or a naughty word in the midst of a chaotic
crowd-babble at a cocktail party. In the middle of whatever he was
sing-songing, I distinctly heard, "well, they all know what's
hidden under the park, don't they? The door will
open!"

I couldn't make
out what followed, but somehow I knew that the message meant for me
was done. I cast my eyes on the pavement like everyone else and
headed south down 30th. Toward the park.

 

 


[229]

Once, When I'd
enough of pants

And shoes and socks,

And silken Windsors,

I threw them all down

And ran

Through the sprinkler-mist,

Laughing,

Arms a-waving,

Until,

Damp and gasping,

I was reeled back

By a firmly amused mother,

So many years ago.

 


[230]

Somewhere,

Distant,

But close enough to feel,

Something explodes.

And I say,

"It has nothing to do with me."

 


[231]

There was a
circus train waiting. The rain was coming down harder now, and the
dark forms hunched against it seemed like any other group of
rain-damp people in the dim light reflecting up from the wet
pavement.

I trailed behind
them, as if I belonged, and no one questioned me when I climbed up
into the first car behind the fat lady and the dwarf. The inside of
the car was painted red, and I thought fleetingly of the boudoirs
of Victorian whores. No one looked at me as the train started, with
a lurch and a wheeze, and we rode into the Hill City night. It
crossed my mind to wonder how they'd managed to get a private train
onto the trolley tracks.

 


[232]

"Now that you
know our secret, you must die," said the regent, in a voice far,
far too calm for the adventurers' liking. Ginger thought she could
handle a screaming madman, but this calm-eyed, grey-suited man
reminded her of her grandfather. If it weren't for the incongruity
of their being tied up on the floor of an ice cave filled with some
species of Yeti ruled over by this man ordering their execution,
she thought she might want to sit on his
lap.

 


[233]

Once the fire was
roaring, they felt a little better. Digory pulled out the bread
they had filched from the farmhouse and sliced it up with the saw
blade of his pocket knife. "Sorry it's a bit ragged," he
said.

"Don't eat it
yet," said Gen, bringing out a frying pan and a pat of butter
carefully wrapped in waxed paper. "I'll make you boys some of my
famous pan toast."

 


[234]

Bill walked into
the bookstore, expecting to see Lilah as usual, but unprepared for
the scene that greeted him. "For the love of Thud," he said, as his
eyes focused in the dim light and he made out the form of her
dismembered corpse.

"Who keeps
killing my ex-girlfriends, and why?"

 


[235]

"I think I almost
died," I said, panting,
exhilarated.

Outside, the wind
was picking up, and the casual pit-pats of fat raindrops were
replaced by a steady, roaring thrush
of water falling from the sky, enacting the
cliché as the heavens opened up.

I felt her hand
on my thing. "Exciting, isn't it?" she asked, and she was breathing
as heavily as I was, eyes shining, smile
bright.

"Yeah, I'd
say―"

She pulled me
close, into a kiss I wasn't expecting, and her breath smelled of
summer strawberries, and there in the bay window of the hotel I
finally loosened up, melted into her arms, and we kissed, faces
streaked by rain-refracted streetlights, not caring whether we were
caught.

In memory, it
seems like we were like that all night, but it probably wasn't more
than a few minutes.

There was someone
watching, but we didn't learn about that until the next storm blew
across Crystal Lake, two weeks later.


[236]

"There's another
storm coming up."

Will looked at
me, and his eyes were cold. "Just like last time. Where is
she?"


"Who?"

"Erika. You know.
Like last time."

"Will, were you
watching us?"

"Anyone could
have seen you, there in the window."

"Well, what's it
to you?"

"I thought you
loved me."

"Will, look, we
work together. We've fooled around some. It's the same with her. I
don't see any―"

I was interrupted
by the slam of the door.


"Thud," I
said.

As I put my hand
on the door he burst roughly back out past me, and down the hall. I
went into what I had jokingly called the barracks. No one else was
there. I sat on my bunk, trying to decide if I should go after him,
if I was more angry or sorry.

There was a note
on his bed. I wasn't in the mood to read it, until I saw the pill
bottle lying on its side on the bedside stand. "He wouldn't…
"

I checked ― the
bottle was empty. I didn't recognize the name of the drug on the
label. The note lay there on his pillow, my name on the folded page
in large, shaky letters.

"Thud thud
thud," I said as I opened
it:

It's too
much. Jack has been cruel, and I cannot stand it any
longer.

"Very dramatic,"
I murmured, and crumpled the page into my pocket. I heard the front
door slam.

Outside, the air
smelled of pine and rain, and the wind felt heavy and damp. I saw
Will's shape against the dark trees, on the path to the
lake.

"Heaven help us
all," I said, and broke into a jog.
"Wait!"

There were no
staff, no guests out on the lawn. They had felt the coming storm
and rushed inside to close windows, latch shutters, and sit by the
fire where Brunhilde brought them cocoa and hot, spiced
rum.

I, on the other
hand, was running straight into the storm, chasing someone who
didn't want to see me, or anyone, ever
again.

"Wait! Will!" I
cried, trying to avoid getting lashed by branches along the dark
path, trying to avoid tripping on roots, trying to avoid slipping
in the pine needles ― and trying to avoid any needless
death.

Just as I broke
the cover of the trees, I saw Will dive into the lake. "What
the … dammit! Hey!"

The wind was
picking up, and the water was slate grey, picked out in little
whitecaps, and getting rougher. On the other side of the lake there
was a flash, and I heard a deep rumble that I felt in the soles of
my feet.

Somehow I had
been cast in this play, and I tore off my shirt and dove in after
him, though I had already lost sight of him. I paddled out to where
I had last seen him and treaded water.

In the light of
another lightning flash I saw him ― on the shore again, running for
the woods.


"THUD!" I screamed, and
made for the shore, wading heavily against the choppy water pulling
at me, urging me back in, deeper. Thunder
rumbled.

By the time I had
got back to the front lawn the rain had broken, and if I hadn't
been wet with lakewater, I would have soon been soaked through
anyway.

He was running up
the road.

If I weren't
chasing a lunatic, I thought, this might be romantic, me running
through the storm-split night, calling his name, pursuing him down
a country road in the mountains.

My shoes were
squelching angrily as I broke into a run, hoping, guessing that he
had turned right, toward town at the end of the long
drive.

It was hopeless,
of course. If he wanted to elude me now, he would only need about a
three yard lead, I couldn't see through the rain any
further.

Suddenly the
night lit, but not with another stroke of lightning. Car headlights
at my back lit each drop before me. I cut to the side of the road
to avoid being run over, but the car pulled over and the door
opened. Inside was Will, looking bedraggled and sorrowful. Erika
was driving. "Jesus told me where to find you," she said. "Get
in!"

"Thud," I said,
but to myself, and got into the car.

 


[237]

"Here, have some
tea," said Sunny. I took the cup, and sipped it ― it was an herbal
concoction he said he made himself. It reminded me of childhood,
somehow, of sitting in the back garden on the soft pine needles and
reading adventure stories when my mother forced me outdoors on a
summer afternoon.

"Tell me," said
Sunny. "What brings you to my doorstep?" He smiled, not a bit
nervous or evasive. I was sure I was wrong. Not "overriding my gut
instinct" sure ― gut-deep sure.
My every instinct and reasoning told me that this man ― he said his
friends call him Sunny ― was as genuine and guileless as a newborn
baby.

I blushed,
embarrassed at my mistake.

"Well, my friend
is missing," I said. "He drives a pedicab for Dan, too, y'see, and
we last saw him―"

"You last saw him
when he picked me up, didn't you, and you want to know if I know
anything?"

"Yes,
sir."

"I'm afraid I
don't have an answer for you, Jack," he said. "But I am sure you'll
find him. I know you will." He patted my arm and poured more tea
into my cooling cup.

"I'm sorry to
bother you," I said. "Maybe I should go."

"No, stay, I'm
enjoying the company. This old place seems so empty most of the
time."

We talked for
quite a while. I told him about Becky, and how I was worried she
was more interested in Tim than me. I told him about my dreams of
being a writer, of my dad's half-hearted encouragement, of my fears
that I was fooling myself. We talked of his late wife, Ethilla, how
she died of tuberculosis before there was much in the way of
treatment. We talked of his love of Baudelaire, Renoir and
Bach.

After a time, I
awoke. I was on a bare cement floor, alone in what appeared to be
an empty warehouse. My head was splitting, and I felt lethargic and
dopey.

It took me a
moment, but I marshaled my strength and stood, leaning against a
support beam in the middle of the room. When I felt I could safely
try it, I walked to the door and pushed it
open.

Blinking in the
bright light, I was overwhelmed with a sense of
déjà vu. The
street before me seemed familiar, but not
recognizable.

It wasn't until I
saw my own pedicab parked half on the sidewalk that I realized
where I was: somehow, I was still at Sunny's apartment. Only all of
its inside were missing. The old transformed warehouse was no
longer transformed.

Shaken, I mounted
my pedicab and made my way back to Dan's.

"Where the hell
you been, Jack?" Dan asked me, as the other boys tried to look like
they weren't eavesdropping.

"I went to that
old man's place, like I told you," I said.

"That was
Tuesday," he said. "Billy had to cover for you yesterday, and your
parents have been calling here every hour looking for
you."

"What day is
this?"

Dan looked like
he was seeing me for the first time. "You okay, kid? It's Thursday.
You didn't know?"

"I think I must
have been out cold since Tuesday afternoon," I
said.

"Maybe you should
sit down," said Dan.

Billy ran over.
"Did that old man do something to you?"

"Thud, I don't
know," I said. "I don't think so. He's gone, too. I don't know what
the hell happened."


"Criminy," said
Billy.

 


[238]


Dayenu.




[239]

 


Something crawled

Up the glass last night

And left a track in the grey

Like a sigil or rune

In an ancient tongue

Spelling out "Fly
Away."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


[240]

And Robbie gave
me a very nice present ― an image he made of winter trees in an
ice-field. I imagine a pond overflowing, as sometimes happens in
winter when the ice dams up the outlet, then re-freezing, the
snow-clad trees ankle-deep in it. Sunset colors show between
silhouetted trees.

It's really
lovely.

 


[241]

"… living or dead
is purely unintentional."

 


[242]

And inside the
front cover was stamped, "WARNING: Everything in this book is a
lie."

 


[243]

It is when I
leave a home that I realize that it has been haunted. Some memories
have a life beyond the expected, like a spilled bottle of Cajun
spice that scents the back cupboard three years later, when you're
cleaning it out and chasing oregano crumbs out with a
sponge.

In my last home,
there was a cat. It doesn't much matter what the cat was like, but
he was scrawny, the runt of the litter, and looked like a kitten.
He was a spaz. He would butt his head
into me, knocking books, plates, hot coffee out of my hands in an
effort to get a petting. I often got mad at
him.

One day he was
hit by a car. Was it his own fault? It doesn't matter, but I don't
think so, somehow. We found him, whimpering, and took him to the
vet, who, after telling us what our options were, gave him a lethal
injection, ending his pain. Not ours.

I buried him in
the front garden, where the orange flowers had failed to take, and
there was a bare patch of brown earth already. I wept, out of
sight, and went on with life.

Until it was time
to move.

I didn't want to
leave him there. I didn't like the landlords that were sending us
away, I didn't want him dug up to plant horrid little ticky-tacky
plants, or to lay a cement pad in place of the wooden deck. So I
went out with a plastic bag and a soup spoon, and carefully, I
attempted to exhume him. I had never dug so tenderly. You see, I
wasn't sure how deep he was, and I didn't want to impale him on my
spoon.

I imagined
picked-clean science-class bones, probably not as white, but it had
been a few months, and decomposition was pretty fast, right? What I
found was … he was an aspic. A jelly. There were bones and
sinew within, but I think I scooped some of him away before
realizing I had reached him.

All I could smell
was the earth, though I had been bracing myself for something
worse.

And I couldn't do
it. I couldn't pull him out, likely as not leaving part of him, or
having to scoop him out in pieces. I couldn't do it. That corpse I
had to leave to haunt that front garden. I reburied him and threw
the spoon away, disgusted at my own
squeamishness.

It took me a
while, but I made peace with myself. I had never told anyone I was
planning to dig him up, so I didn't have to tell anyone I had
failed. And he wasn't really there, anyway. That
thlup wasn't
him.

He's the memory
that nudges my elbow and spills my coffee now, and purrs the whole
time.

 


[244]

"Okay, okay,
here's what we do: we make the masks over fencing helmets, and put
padding under the clothes. Only people trained in mock combat can
enter, and only safe implements are available. Aside from that,
it's a walk-in video game, see?"

"They'd need to
sign waivers."

"My uncle is a
lawyer. C'mon, Ralph, we can do this. We can make Zombie Town, and
if we do it right, we'll have a year-long waiting list, videos,
t-shirts, training sessions, we'll make
mint."


"And we'll get
to thrash zombies?"

"And we'll get to
thrash zombies."

 


[245]

It was
another time, unfamiliar to our audience. The mother's job was to
smooth wrinkles, to clean, to return the home to its picture-book
perfection. The children's job was a foil to hers: they would
create charming messes, leave their jackets on the floor, toys
underfoot. Eventually, but not yet at the time of this tale, they
would bring dates home to be disapproved of. The father's job was
bedrock: Stationary, solid, unmoving. The house moved around him,
he did not move around the house.

 

Enter BILLY,
down the stairs.

 


BILLY

Mom! Dad! You'll
never guess what!

 


MOM

Don't shout,
Billy.

 


BILLY

But Mum, Dad,
Lucy's gone!

 


DAD

What d'you
mean?

 


BILLY

She went up into
the attic to find a shirt for the play, and when she
didn't

come out, I went
looking for her. She's not up there. She's
gone.

 


DAD

I told you kids
about horsing around…


 


BILLY

I'm not, Dad,
honestly, I'm really worried.

 


MOM

Don't worry,
Father, I'll go see what's up.

 

MOM and BILLY
go up stairs, BILLY in the lead.

 


DAD

Too right, you
will.

 

DAD turns on
the TV.


[246]

"Jim, we have
another injury."

"What this
time?"

"Someone was
doing acrobatics in the arena, and climbed the wall and fell
through the roof. He only got a scrape and a sprained ankle, but
now there's a hole in the roof."

Jim smiled.
"We're getting a better quality of heroes, we need to build the
town to support that."

"But Jim…
"

"Is he
threatening to sue?"


"No."

"No, they never
do, do they? Offer him a job. What's his form
say?"

"He used to be in
the circus, and he's trained in
Aikido."

"Excellent. He
can probably handle himself with minimal armor. I've been wanting
some less-bulky monsters to climb the walls and drop on the
customers."

"You're a freak,
Jim."

"I know it. Is
the composer still waiting?"

"Yeah. He says
he'll work for free if he gets to play."

"That's the joy
of this project. Send him in, and bring the
boombox from Chuck's
room."

"You got it,
boss."

 


[247]

Jim's eyes never
left the turkey's.

"Don't let him
get the best of you!" called Hal, from a safe distance
away.

Between the
turkey's lizardy feet the key glinted in the shit-strewn
gravel.

 


[248]

Ralph and I found
it, all right.

 


[249]

"Take my hand,
Butch," said Weiderman. "We're going for a
walk."

"You remembered
something?"

"Just walk with
me."


[250]

Somewhere,

Distant,

But close enough to feel,

Something is exploding.

And I say,

"It has nothing to do with me."

 


[251]

"I swear I saw him
drink its blood."

"Last
night?"

The boy nodded,
nostrils flaring and eyes wide and white-rimmed as a panicked
horse's.

"Surely not," said his
father, though doubt and fear snagged in his
voice.

"Where is he now?"
asked Farmer Ted.

"There," said the
Hausfrau, pointing to where Granther sat, dozing by the fire, his
whispy, dandelion-seed hair floating about an old quilt, stirred by
his gentle snores.

The boy
flinched.

 


[252*]

I'm a survivor.
Through the chaotic sounds of pants I say, "the fat lady and the
dwarf tied up on the floor, carefully wrapped in waxed paper,
greeted him." There was someone watching, Jesus told me. My dad's
half-hearted track in the grey Robbie gave me, living or inside
that
thlup,
wasn't him. Only safe implements are available. Too right, you will
support that, the best of all right hand. Butch, distant, sat,
dozing by the
fire.
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[253]

It was a dream
about my grandmother's house … there was a funeral, my
grandmother said she had cleaned a third of it out each day for a
month. I discovered a new kitchen I had never seen before, and it
made me cry. I found wasps that made kinetic art by excreting
strands of tarry fluid from their butts. I learned to swing in the
rafters like Spiderman.

I met a little
girl in the library, and when her father came, I left her with him,
though he kinda gave me the creeps. A little later, in the garden,
I have a flash of vision that he had abducted her. Running back to
rescue her, I found that the garden hedges were providing books as
well ― the Holy Bible and a book on voodoo provided themselves to
my hands as I ran. Some of the wasps' art was trying to stop me.
When I got back to the library, the girl and her father were gone,
but I saw a doctor just going up a stairs I hadn't known about
before. We [who?] decided to split up, some following the doctor,
some following another clue…

It was quite an
adventure.

 


[254]

It has
crossed my mind that I might be making myself
insane.

And as I ponder
that concern, I realize: I just don't care. I'm not sure I believe
in a thing called "crazy" anyway.

We'll see where
It All takes me. I can possibly return if I want to, but why would
I? Once I've seen what's under the mask, will putting the mask back
on fix anything?
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Want time to fly?
Dread the future.

Want it to drag?
Wish you were somewhere else.

And what happens
to time when you are fully in the moment?

Remember this:
children must be taught time.

Who is the
sage that makes the grass green?
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When I was
younger, I used to fancy that I could control the passage of time.
I had this idea partly from reading Richard Bach and "realizing"
that I could do anything if only I could convince myself of it.
Looking back, I see that I really did control time, or
rather my experience of it. And barring an objective observer
"outside," it's really the same thing.

When I was
working my time magic, I was trying to extend the time spent with
others, or contract the time waiting for
something.

In the former
case, I entered a mental state where I was hyper-aware of every
moment, every detail, I was acutely in
the conversation, the interaction, noticing many things I would
normally gloss over. I would say I was
awake. I was experiencing the moment
without the autopilot running.

My friends would
also experience this time extension, and remark on it. If any of
them recall this at all, I am sure they have explained it away as
"merely" a figment of our collective
imagination.

But does that
make it less real, if the intent was "merely" to affect our
experience of time (though, sloppy thinker I was back then, I
thought of it as affecting time itself)?

In the latter
case, I would enter a light trance, fold in on myself, focus on a
single detail, mantra, breathing pattern or idea, and enter a sort
of timeless state. The hour before something I wished for would
then fly as if it were an instant ― and yet, I would have the
experience of not merely passing that hour, but of living it fully,
in a way that wasn't quite normal.

None of this is
how I would have described it then, when my "normal" was
alternately dreading the future or being bored with the
present.

Whole years
passed unenjoyed like this.

Who is the
wise one that makes time flow?

It was no special
power, merely me doing the be/here/now thing and noting the
relativistic time effect associated with
it.

Space (or the
experience of space, which is effectively the same thing from here)
warps similarly. Ever notice that a familiar route seems shorter
than an unfamiliar one of the same "objective"
length?

Notice how the
"roominess" of a space alters according
to how things are arranged in it, and ultimately how you feel
about it?

How about how
colors are more vibrant on some days, depending on how you look? Or
how things disappear when you are looking for them, until someone
else, less familiar with the space looks at
them?

Are these effects
entirely imaginary? Does it make them less real if they
are?

How far can it
go? Is there a practical limit, do you
suppose?
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I awoke the other
day…

With the word
"Phlogiston" in my
mind.
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The Slut
and The Vacuum King

 

Words amuse
me.

For example, I
find it amusing that the word "vacuum," meaning an absence of
matter, has come to replace the phrase "vacuum cleaner," meaning a
household machine for sucking up dirt and frightening
housecats. When I pass The Vacuum Supermarket,
Home of Wholesale Joe, the Vacuum King, I just
laugh.

Here is
advertising for … Nothing: Vacuum, the absence of matter.
Well, if the Vacuum King really does sell nothing, I think
I might have to shop there. Like all humans, I have too much crap
in my life. I need some nothing. They say Nature abhors a vacuum,
but I crave it. Maybe Reverend Brown from my Bible school days was
right ― I am unnatural.

If I could get
enough nothing, it'd clean the crap out. I'd put in an order for a
vacuum about the size and shape of my pain, or my consumer debt.
I'm in awe at the possibilities. Imagine if he could sell me a
vacuum about the size and shape of my past, my ex, my horrific
junior prom night? I could buy a vacuum the size and shape of
unpleasant memories, habits, my tendency to stutter when nervous,
my general inability to be easily intimate. God Bless Wholesale
Joe. No wonder he gets to be a king!

Another word that
I like to play with is "slut." Basically, it means someone who has
too much sex. But I think the word has a higher calling than
that.

I passed King
Joe's at dawn, returning home in the clothes from the night before.
I'd spent the night at a stranger's house.

I recently joined
one of those sites with a "4" in the middle of the name ― you know,
one of those sites to help men meet each other for friendship,
macramé, and raunchy alleyway sex with strangers. I joined as a way
to cautiously dabble my toes in the waters of "normal" dating.
Mostly, though, it was a good way to see naked
pictures.

I think I have
had a typical experience with the site ― I browse men by photo and
description and drop messages to the ones I find attractive or
interesting, who don't reply. At the same time I receive numerous
unromantic propositions from lumberjacks, truckers and other men
with mustaches. I pride myself on replying, if only to graciously
deflect offers involving dirty jockstraps, grease, or
macramé.

Truth be told, I
generally like younger men, at least to look at: the types who put
"no one over 25" in their list of what they're looking for. It's
the gay equivalent of "no fat chicks." Come to think of it, they
say that, too.

It would be a sad
little dance I am doing, but for the fact that my self worth is
almost entirely not wrapped up in the responses I get on a gay
meetup website. Almost.

Friday night I
got a message from a young Latino, a slip of a boy at nineteen, who
has Very Pretty Eyes. No mustache at all. Profession listed as
"Actor Plus."

We connected
through Instant Messenger and talked for a bit. There was some song
and dance, but it all pre-symbolically translated as, "wanna
fuck?"

I arrived at
Francisco's door 15 minutes later. I was
afraid.

I was afraid he
wouldn't like me. I was afraid I wouldn't like him. I was afraid
one of us would like the other too much. I imagine I was
afraid of all the things people are afraid of in these situations.
I went in, trying to take comfort in the knowledge that I had left
the phone number and address where my roommates could find it, in
case I was killed in my sleep and dumped in a
ditch.

Francisco and I
made small talk and he introduced me to a fluffy little dog.
Suddenly he grabbed me and kissed me. Hard. Sexy porn-star
kissing.

A moment later,
when I got my breath, I said, "So I guess this means you're not
disappointed."

"Disappointed?
No, not disappointed. You have great
eyes."

"Thanks. You do,
too." Smooth.

We went to his
roommate's bedroom because she had the biggest bed and was out of
town for the night. He said, "I have very specific rules about when
I bring men home. Oh, not that I do that a lot, I don't want to
sound like a slut or anything."

I smiled and
said, "A little too late to play that game, isn't
it?"

And he laughed
and said, "Yeah," and went in search of a blanket for the
bed.

Being a slut
isn't something he needs to be apologetic about, is
it?

We spent some
time on his roommate's bed on a fluffy blanket … doing stuff.
You know, some folks I know would say we didn't have sex: the
specific Category One body parts were never involved with the
specific Category Two body parts, so it was only foreplay, or
advanced necking. Third base but no home
run.

I don't
agree.

I think what we
shared was clearly sex. It was a physical, emotional and energetic
connection, highly erotic, and ended with, er, two boys getting
their cookies. More than enough data points for me to include it in
the Venn diagram circle, "SEX."

And some really
excellent kissing.

Even though we,
as primates, are very social creatures, it's often hard for us to
make intimate connections with other people on any level.
Sometimes our partners have to do extra duty: they're not just
having sex, but they're embodying all the intimate contact
we're not having anywhere else.

I believe good
sluts can do that for everyone they're with. It's a powerful and
healing thing when done with love. Yes, love. Sluts can
love as surely as anyone.

Love is
― it's just something that happens. When someone makes a
connection, a real intimate connection, there's bound to be love
engendered in that, even if it's ephemeral and passing, like a
sunset. Poets write about love like that:

 

 

only something
as


bright

as
love

needs to live so
strongly

it will
germinate

in a
second,

even if it knows
it can

live
but

an
hour.

 

I spent an
evening with Francisco, a slut whom I sense has the loving heart of
a healer. And you know, I wasn't particularly broken when I went
over there, but I do think I was healed. You see, I'd been starting
to build up a picture of myself as unattractive. It happens. I
think it happens with all of us. But just the pleasure I saw in his
face when he saw me at the door wiped that away. It was an amazing
evening, magical, even.

Later, as I was
curling up on an unfamiliar couch wrapped in an unfamiliar blanket
that smelled a little of an unfamiliar man, he picked his head up
and he said, "Hey, just to get it clear, don't steal any of my
stuff, okay?"

I laughed, and
said, "Hey, okay ― make you a deal: don't kill me in my sleep and
dump me in a ditch."

And he said,
"It's a deal."

And he didn't.
And I didn't. And we slept.

So now it's the
morning after. I left the apartment and headed for home. I knew it
was about three and a half miles, so I had about an hour to walk
and think.

So, I think
Francisco is a slut. Maybe I should capitalize it: Francisco is a
Slut.

I think a Slut
like Francisco is like a nurse with a calling. Francisco gives
selflessly to others. He derives pleasure from doing so, sure, but
he gives freely of himself to make profound connections. This is
something I'm not sure I could do: I've got too many hurdles to
jump to get intimate with people. Maybe I could be a Slut with
training. I'm not sure I have the Calling,
though.

This strange
young man who contacted me out of nowhere, this Actor Plus, I felt
love for him. I'm not gonna marry him, I'm not gonna date him, I
may never even see him again, and I loved him. As much as did, I'm
not sure I could handle future playdates. You see, I've got a lot
of added meaning that gets in the way. Maybe I should make
a purchase from the Vacuum King for that.

After all, he
didn't kill me in my sleep and dump me in a
ditch.

 


[259]

It strikes me
that if one takes the idea that collective consciousness creates
reality seriously, then I find the steady increase of games,
movies, books and TV shows that in some way insert the idea that
reality is fuzzy-edged, that there are other worlds, planes,
existences, that other wanderers exist ― I find all that extremely
interesting.

I think we're
close to definitively shredding that particular veil ― through
scientific advances, mysticism, or just a sort of sudden,
100th-monkey paradigm shift.

I empathize with
those whose prophesies show and end coming soon ― I just don't
think that it'll necessarily be an ending of anything but "the way
things are." A bigger adventure awaits.

 


[260]

Q: Why do you
create such creepy music?

A: Well, first
and foremost, "creepy" is an interpretation. I'm not sure if people
from wildly different cultures would characterize my "sound
paintings" as creepy ― although they might. I am drawn to creating
and combining sounds that are a bit off somehow. In the
same way an asymmetrical image can create a certain interesting
tension in the viewer, sounds not generally associated with music
combined in musical ways, and altered forms of familiar tunes seems
to me to create some effect that "real music" just
doesn't.

I love having the
hairs on the back of my neck raise up when I listen to my work.
Some of that is interpretive, associative ― would someone who'd
never seen or heard a raven get a little thrill when it caws in the
background behind slow-singing children? In my layered word pieces,
would they have the same effect if some of the buried text weren't
available on a semiconscious level?

I don't know. I
suspect somewhere between Jung and Skinner lies a commonality,
especially in the realms of fear.

See, that same
effect is possible through joy, love, sorrow, lust, pretty much any
emotional state. It's just more accessible when it approached via
the doorway of fear.

I'd like to think
my music is not safe. That it somehow has keys to the lizard brain,
accessing parts of us that existed before our life's
programming.

I think frequent
visits to those parts of ourselves can be beneficial, or at least
interesting. Or perhaps I am mad, pontificating on my
madness.

But for me, I
like visiting the pre-rational, and my music, my writing, my
paintings, even my mime, in some small way, allow me that. I hope
listeners have some small taste of that.

For I feel that
this is the territory where magic happens. It's a territory of
symbols, memories, sensory input without labels, it's a territory
of play.

And make no
mistake, play isn't safe, either. If you'll remember, "pretending"
you were fighting evil was not simply a matter of going through the
motions. It was BEING the hero, brave in the face of fear and the
terrible unknown.

Children deprived
of that sort of play, or whose play is watered
down by frequent visits from well-meaning parents reminding
them that it is "only" pretend, I feel, leaves a child very safe,
very rational, and entirely disconnected
from their own spiritual-creative self.

It's tough to
regain as an adult.

It's a large part
of my life's work.
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Rather a lot of
our active brainpower is used in NAMING ― or filtering, if you
prefer. It's the pattern-recognition part of the brain, who finds
two or three points of similarity, tells you, "Oh, that's Jane,"
and allows you to stop registering any more details about the
figure before you and focus on ― oh, what you'll have for
lunch.

I believe the
namer developed in a time when evolutionarily it was important to
be able to make good guesses and react FAST ― and not so important
to discuss philosophy, the nature of reality, art, or what your
kids are really saying.

We use the namer
constantly. It's what allows us to read whole words instead of
piecing them out letter-by-letter. It's what allows us to pick
loved ones out of a crowd.

It is also one of
the biggest limiters humans face. It's the thing that names stuff
"right" or "wrong." It's the bit that says, "I don't like
asparagus." It's the bit that says, "I cannot do that." It's the
thing that keeps us from being able to see things we don't expect ―
like motorcycles on the highway, UFOs, or black people acting
outside of our expectations for the race.

Yesterday I took
a drawing class with a friend. The entirety of the class was
teaching me ways to turn off the namer. To draw what I see, rather
than what I "know" is there. If I draw "a cup" I will make one kind
of marks on paper. If I draw representations of the visual signals
I am receiving, I will create another
kind of marks. And the latter set, while not apparently more
accurate (whatever that means, really), is more INTERESTING. It
captures the essence ― not of the thing
itself, but of my interaction with the
thing.

This is not a new
lesson for me, for there are many areas in my life where I have
learned ways to selectively turn off the namer, let the experience
be the experience, and see the UFOs.

It's just fun to
see it in another realm.

Today I drew some
new cartoons, and they are a quantum leap (pardon the term) ahead
of what I drew two or three days ago. Oddly, there was no "real"
model, but I was using the "draw what you see without naming it"
technique anyway. And it worked.

I think one of
the possible values of drug holidays is having a break from the
dictatorship of the namer. There are other ways, of course, and
some of them are DAMNED fun. Some are DAMNED hard work. Some are
both.

May my work, in
its way, make it easier for those who follow to have this
power.
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I awoke to find
my room filled with an unfamiliar cologne.

 


[263]

Jayne stopped
short. "What the fuck?
Who the hell builds real rope bridges except for action movie
set designers?"

There in front of
her, spanning a chasm deep enough to harbor its own jungle, swayed
a bridge made from hairy hemp rope and wooden
slats.

"Well, I'll be
buggered," she said, and started across.


[264]

Somewhere,

Distant,

But close enough to feel,

Something will explode.

And I say,

"It has nothing to do with me."

 


[265]

"Did you ever
play Chunnel Surfer
I?"

"Dude,
no one played Chunnel
Surfer I."

"You mean they
made a sequel to a game that didn't sell?"

"I mean literally
no one ever played the original, if it even
existed."


"Really?"

"Really. I looked
it up."

"Wow,
cool."


"Yeah."

 


[266]

Parents are
concerned about what these games are teaching their kids, and they
should be. Play, imagination, and games are how we're hardwired to
do most of our learning as small children, and probably even as
adults.

So yeah, a
role-playing game will be a learning tool, as will any of the video
games that capture our children's
imaginations.

But the concern
is largely about the wrong things: violence in games doesn't breed
violence in life. Studies show that the introduction of violent
video games can be linked with a
decrease in overall violent crimes per
capita among our nation's youth. Look up the figures for
yourself.

Obviously, then,
the surface details of the game aren't what's being taught.
Otherwise, all pre-computer children would have grown up to be
cowboys and Indians, or cops and robbers, or stalkers and trackers.
Donkey-tail-pinners. Concert seat-takers.

What are we
learning?

And while we're
at it, let's look at solitaire, crossword puzzles,
rock-paper-scissors. Look deep. What's the
real lesson embedded in these
games?
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"BRTTF
BNY7 CDX," said Jareth, carefully.

"AWSR GT7 FT, GUOOO,"
responded the voice behind the mask.

"What'd she
say?"

"Um … something
like, 'yes, I understand. '"

"Tell her 'thank you.
'"

"ADC47N G 5 FDV
D."

"That's quite a
mouthful!"

"I don't know that
gratitude comes naturally to the Digorians," said Jareth, shutting
down the vid screen.

"I gotta hand it to
you," said Wilkins, "no one understands the Digorians even a
fraction as well as you do."

"And that's really not
that much."

"Still, Jareth, there's
no way we could have organized a treaty with these creatures
without a genius like yourself. I intend to put you in for a
citation."

"Thanks, colonel, I
appreciate that."

"You're welcome,
son. Now get going, Cheryl won't wait
forever."
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"So what do you
got?"

Cy leaned back and lit
a cigar and waited for the nervous young dilbert to
answer.

"Well, see, here's my
idea: these kids set up a sort of theme park, right? Only it's all
about zombies. They get staff trained in all sorts of combat
dressed up as zombies, but padded and protected. Showy types. All
sorts of combat. Then the customers need a day or two of training,
and then they're let loose in the town. Zombie Town. It's
the name of the park."

Cy listened, let the
kid sweat.

"They fight with rattan
swords, boffo things, bits of the environment, maybe paintball
guns."

"This doesn't sound
like a movie yet, kid."

"Well, that's the
thing. They set this up, it's their dream, but opening night
something happens. They take care of everything, monitor
everything, hock the family home to insure the thing ― but there
are some real zombies in the mix that they didn't
expect."

"Kinda like
Westworld with zombies, right?"

"I guess. Only it takes
a long time for anyone to notice, and when someone does, he can't
convince anyone he's not part of the show. Eventually all the
customers are dead, and a few of the staff have to improvise real
weapons to survive and contain the zombies."

"Interesting, kid.
Where do the real zombies come from? Nuclear waste? Something
mystical? An Indian Burial Ground, maybe?"

"We never explain it.
They just show up, like it was natural, like they just moved in
because the place was right for them. Zombie
Town."

"What kind of budget
would we need?"

"Well, that's the cool
part. We make the movie exactly like the kids make the zombie town.
The footage is all from the monitors in the park. We make a real
zombie town, train our actors like they train the staff. For the
most part, we can make 2/3 of the movie filming our own rehearsals.
Cheap sets, home-made costumes, grainy film and bad lighting. It'll
fit both the zombie horror genre and the cinema verité of a
reality-type show."

"And a little Blair
Witch thrown in for good measure."

"Maybe a
little."

The kid smiled. He got
the sense Cy was liking the idea. He'd get to make Zombie
Town.

And the waters were
muddy enough no one would know what was happening until it was too
late.
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South Haven April
23, 1986 ― The bodies of five teenagers were found in
the woods near Crystal Lake on Thursday night, according to local
sheriff William Townsend. Jane Seabolt, of nearby Berwick, was the
first to discover the bodies.

"They were laid out in
a circle, like a kid might lay out her dolls," she said. "It was
just horrible. I turned right around and called the police from my
cabin.

Seabolt was renting a
lakeside cabin for the weekend, and had gone down to the shore "to
listen to the loons."

Townsend says he will
release the names of the victims as soon as thFFE Y FG5 DF G7
DFD12 DFG H007GF DF DSS GHNFY UJ BC5 SEF3 FH 8 FTH5 VD4T444, FT89
DFVEADXZ FDFS4 FGHT6 FGH0UH 9UHG FBFD.
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۞
At last! a save point!
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I have not,
historically, been patient with the people who separate sex from
foreplay, but I think I may have been ungenerous. Some people put a
lot of weight on the word "sex" ― more than the dictionary
definition warrants, but it is certainly their right according to
Humpty Dumpty's famed theory of choosing whether the speaker or the
words are to be the boss.

People who put
weight on the word "sex" often believe the weight is built in,
found rather than created ― and from their
worldview, this is even true.

With that
worldview, separating activities as sex and not-sex makes sense. It
allows simple fun without all the weight of sex.
Otherwise, it might be impossible to have some experience of
intimacy with another human being without it being the end-all be
all of creation, the one true love, the spiritual other half, the
mandate-by-God lifemate for All of Eternity, or at least until
death, amen.

Imagine a drunken
frat party where folks have fun with other folks in a harmless and
consensual manner. If they call that "sex," with all the extra
meaning, how horrible might that be? They would have the experience
of wasting something precious on someone that was not their
soulmate, who was not going to be the mother of their children, who
was probably not even going to call in the morning. How horrible
might that be, indeed?

But if it's not
sex, it doesn't count, and people can let go enough to
enjoy whatever happens.

I guess I can
empathize with that.
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Another thought
that's possibly more poetic than true:

Maybe it's not
who we are when we're comfortable that
really defines us. It's who we are when
we're afraid, angry, uncomfortable, when things aren't going
well.
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Not everything an
artist creates is something he wants to
fuck.
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"But I don't LIKE
hot dogs!"

How often have I
heard this conversation between a parent and
child?

"Of COURSE you
like hot dogs!"

The parent
becomes exasperated, because it seems the child is
lying.

But what I think
happens is this: the child is merely unable to say, "I don't want
that at this time." Somewhere, the child has picked up
that we, as human adults, don't say what we want or enjoy in the
now, but make statements of fiat policy.

And forced to
defend himself, the child will MAKE it
policy.

"I don't like… "
"I don't eat… " "I won't/can't/don't… "

How often do we
do this as adults? How often do we artificially create a policy
about our tastes or preferences, and then believe it as if it's
genetic, or fated, or law?

What's your
favorite color? What kind of food/movie/book/game/ sex partner do
you prefer?

How much do we
miss by believing our own policies?

I am learning to
accept others' BS (Also stands for Belief System) while getting to
the roots of my own. I am often surprised at how rare it is for
folks to question their own.

Remember the lady
who always cut the end off her roasts because that's the way her
mother had always done it, and her roasts were exquisite ― and it
turned out the mother merely cooked in a too-small pan? We laugh at
that story, but we know that it is ourselves we are laughing
at.

In how many ways
am I still cutting the ends off my roasts? It's easy to spot
others' roasts. My own take more work.
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If it never tore
down, I'm not sure I'd be able to leave this
place.

I saw, did, ate,
drank and slept with Amazingness, Amazingness,
Amazingness.
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"A
Writer's Triangle"

 

Stephen King, Wil
Wheaton and I are having a love triangle, only I'm the only one
that knows it.

Well, maybe not a
love triangle, but a something triangle. A Writer's
Triangle, maybe (not to be confused with the Bermuda Triangle). Wil
and Stephen and I are linked, cosmically, through our writings and
our lives. A little cocktail-napkin diagram of our relationship
would draw lines in all directions, though some stronger than
others. King's Gunslinger characters might call us
ka-tet, a sort of fate-family.

Let me map it
out:

Twenty years ago
(when I was minus two), I saw Stephen King at a book signing near
our home in South Paris, Maine in 1984, just after the
Firestarter movie had come out. My mom, stepdad and I
waited in line to have some of his books signed ― including a
dog-eared and much-loved paperback of Salem's
Lot.

I remember it
clearly: he had a warm, friendly voice, a warm, friendly smile, and
he shook my hand. We talked about the movie, telling him we thought
George C. Scott was an odd casting choice for John Rainbird. I
recall him agreeing with us, but my Mom says he had told us Scott
had been his choice for the part all
along.

Well, it
was twenty years ago. This isn't the first time my Mom and
I discovered a difference in our memories of my childhood. For
example, she has no recollection of my three-year stint as Emperor
of France, right before Jerry Lewis took over in
'79.

Now, when I say
we talked, I really mean that I hovered, starstruck, as my mom and
stepdad talked with The Author. They were the ones having their
books signed. They were the real fans. Oh, I had been reading his
books for a few years, and that copy of Salem's Lot had
been the very first book to ever really scare the bejeesus out of
me. The night I read it I made a crucifix out of popsicle sticks
and kept it near to hand. Just in case, you
see.

But mostly at
that age I read my dad's science fiction novels, and was having a
torrid affair with the works of Robert
Heinlein.

But every few
years I dabbled in King, and when I was turned onto the
Gunslinger series I was hooked as firmly as my stepdad had
been, and began devouring every King book I could find. I may have
had an affair with Heinlein, but this was true
love.

Then I found
On Writing in a bargain bin for six bucks. I was struck
with sorrow that any King should wind up in a bargain
bin.

I had fancied
myself a writer ever since high school, though I generally sought
the position of "Untapped Potential Waiting To Be Discovered"
because it was less work. Sadly, I really wanted to prove my
importance to the world, but the only way I knew how to be was
"Untapped Potential Waiting To Be Discovered. " That left no room
for working to develop my talent. It left no room for making my own
my way. And it left precious little room for anything else but
pointedly expressing my talent and potential in front of people
that might Be Someone or who might Know
Someone.

As you can
imagine, this "Get Discovered" character that was running my life
got pretty old, and I lived a frustrated life, never quite
understanding why I couldn't finish any of the really great things
I had started.

And here was a
book by The Author, On Writing. "Well," said my character,
"If you learn to write from King, someone will notice. You grew up
20 minutes away from him, after all."

It's true. The
"Get Discovered" character constantly reminded me of this accident
of geography.

I read the book.
It's a good book. It has some great ideas, some superb advice, and
I was inspired. For about a week, I wrote a thousand words a day.
Within that seven thousand words was the best short story I have
written to date (currently "The Paddle" is my only submission ― and
my first rejection).

Then Get
Discovered noticed I was actually doing work and making my own way,
and stopped me. Threw the emergency break. "You've done enough to
show off," he said. "Don't get crazy. When you Get Discovered,
you'll be taken care of, and then you can really write the good
stuff."

Wil Wheaton I
first knew from Stand By Me (1986 ― two years after I met
King), a fantastic film based on "The Body," a fantastic novella by
King. Will plays Gordie, who grows up to become a
writer.

King …
Writer … Are you seeing the pattern? See how spooky it all is?
oooOOOOooo…

Sci-fi geek that
I was (and am), I followed the Star Trek franchises and actually
liked Star Trek: The Next Generation the best of all of
them. Including, of course, Wil Wheaton as Wesley
Crusher.

Now, it was, for
a time, popular to hate poor Wesley, and I never understood it. I
liked the show, I liked the character, and I felt bad for Wil,
knowing folks joked about wanting him dead. Well, mostly
joking.

And I have a
confession to make. Two confessions, actually. The first is that
when the "Wesley Crusher Die Die Die" thing was happening, I played
along and pretended to hate him, even though I
didn't.

The second: I
always thought he was cute.

Yeah, yeah, I
know. Laugh and then move on, you
chuckleheads.

Eventually I
started hearing good things about wilwheaton. net and
realized the real geeks no longer hated Wil, so I feel safe finally
admitting my secret. If only Hanson would get some geek
cred.

It was just last
week, however, that I first read anything by Wil Wheaton. On
Thursday, a mysterious copy of Dancing Barefoot appeared
on my bookshelf. I suspect Wil pays gnomes to leak publicity
materials to homes in southern California in a desperate ploy to be
liked.

Well, it's what
Get Discovered would do.

So I'm reading
this book, and it hits me: Wil is a good
writer.

Then something
else hits me: his story is awfully familiar. He's got a voice
called Prove to Everyone that sounds like it and Get Discovered
could be an old married couple that finish each others'
sentences.

Now, this year
I've done some amazing work, and Get Discovered is not speaking to
me much any more, but he's still here. As I read the book I noted
some similarities between Wil and me, particular Wil's having read
and been inspired by King's On Writing. Get Discovered
kept piping up that I should contact him and try to make a
connection. "Wil would obviously see how great you are and do some
Hollywood networking magic thing and get you In like Flynn," he
said ― whatever that means. Get Discovered likes to think he knows
how to talk Hollywood.

I thanked Get
Discovered for sharing and enjoyed the rest of the
book.

The next day I
learned he was going to be in town for a signing, and Saturday I
went with my house mate to the Mysterious Galaxy bookstore in San
Diego. Wil read from his new book and talked amiably and was
generally funny, personable and genuine.

After the
readings, I stood in line with my housemate, whose own book is
coming out in the fall with a comment from Wil himself. We got two
copies of Just a Geek signed and chatted a bit about his
book and hers. Get Discovered was saying everything he usually
does, being jealous that she knows this celeb, trying to get me to
say something to impress him, and generally advising me to not be
uncool.

He shut up and
huffed out of the room when I introduced myself as a "drooling
fanboy." I've learned that uncool-but-genuine remarks like these
generally send him away.

He must have
snuck back in later, however, because after I thanked him for a
great reading, I mentioned I was working on a screenplay and I
would call him for the lead.

A very Hokey and
Cali thing to say. However, I meant it. Not as a way to Get
Discovered, but if/when I do the work and create the screenplay,
peddle it until someone makes it, I think Wil would be perfect for
the part, if he'd be interested.

So I have this in
common with Stephen King: I grew up in Maine; I read and write
horror; I have worked many different jobs before making it as a
writer.

The King/Wheaton
links are Stand By Me and On
Writing.

And Wil and I ―
well, we might as well be the same person: we're both inspired by
King, have helpful voices in our heads keeping us from being truly
authentic, use Open Office to write, do improv, drink Guinness, and
write kick-ass autobiographical essays (like this
one).

You see what I
mean? Obviously there's a cosmic connection going on between the
three of us. We need to have brunch or something ― though if we
have lobster, we'd best get back to Maine, as what they serve in
Southern California really deserves the name "sea
bug."

Well, okay, maybe
there's nothing cosmic about it. I like both guys, and their work,
and have been inspired by both. We may never do lunch, we may never
be any sort of trio, but if I ever get a chance, I'd love to chat
with either of them about The Business. Go all fanboy, maybe, and
ask for advice for an up-and-coming. In any case, I'll sure
continue to read their books, and write my own. We might even
appear on the same list one day ("Authors rejected by Hooters
waitresses" perhaps).

But maybe David
Sedaris and Tom Robbins are free for
cocktails…
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Like Spiderman, I might
be making myself insane. Children must be "outside," it's really
the sad little second in my sleep: extremely interesting. Life's
programming's just fun to see, filled with an unfamiliar "I'll be
buggered!" But close enough, literally no one can be linked with
a
decrease
in something like my idea. At last, a
drunken frat party when we're comfortable not everything is for
folks to question. I saw, did, ate, drank and slept with David
Sedaris and Tom
Robbins.

 










Chapter 15
New Chapter


Chapter 15
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An eventful
evening, to be sure.

I went to my brother's graduation ― forgive
me, my writing will be a bit disjointed, by the time I'm done you
may understand why ― and found a seat, and was looking around at
all the bright faces and feeling nostalgia, like maybe I was caught
in a time warp and was experiencing some alternate-universe version
of my own graduation, or my children's (unborn as yet). It was a
lovely spring afternoon, not yet darkening into soft, warm evening.
Then, suddenly, a cliché erupted into our midst, and a man in front
yelled, "Is there a doctor here?"

I turned to someone and said I'd never seen
that in real life, never for real, never in life, and someone near
me said, "oh, my God, that's Sherri," and my family surged to their
collective feet and galloped over to a corner of the football
field, where the handicapped parking was roped off with hand-drawn
signs on notebook paper, and someone nearby laughed, and I thought,
"it's just someone overreacting, it's nothing, if I look it'll
affect my day, and I want to enjoy this, want to remember this,
want to evaluate this: is it something I want to see again, myself,
my children, my students?"

But my family didn't come back, and I said,
out loud, "Shit, it's us. Why did it have to be us?" and I took off
my jacket, to hold my seat, because we'd fought for those seats,
and there was nobody there, nobody who wasn't out in the field, in
a desperate, clichéd huddle (Sherri red-faced among them), on the
field, in the corner, by the roped-off section, and I walked over,
and saw a car with a wheelchair folded, leaning at its side, and
the crowd, who was all my family, all my family, was clustered
around something, must be someone, on the ground, on the
ground, between the feet, under the hunched back of my aunt's
very-good friend the recently-certified nurse, who was breathing
for two now, for two.

And the looks on the faces, my family's faces,
even the distant, who-the-hell-are-they relations, told me who it
was, but I couldn't remember his name, I'd spoken to him two days
before, he'd said how nice it was to see me after too many long
years on the other side of the country and hadn't things
changed? ―it was my brother's, half-brother's grandfather, but
he was closer than that sounded, he was Opah, German for
granddad, Texan, Army vet/brat, big-mouthed, drinking, smoking
son-of-a-bitch on the ground and didn't he look tired when I saw
him on Thursday? So good to see you again, and my son is coming
up from Virginia (or was it Maryland) for the graduation
too, my whole family here, isn't it nice (But oh, he looked
tired, old, lost).

His wife (Omah) looked lost,
confused, she wanted someone to tell her something, but all I heard
was Oh, she's a good friend of mine, a nurse, knows what she's
doing, she'll help, she'll breath for him, she'll do what needs to
be done, and the AMBULANCE came, but without sirens, and there
was a clichéd "CLEAR!" and an awful, awful pop, and an IV bag, and
a get out of the way unless you're family and a mister, this
crowd IS the family, gone, gone, gone, drove off with his
wife, and his pale belly open to the sky, and it drove off without
sirens but THEY DON'T PUT IV BAGS ON CORPSES, DO THEY? No sirens,
it's graduation day, after all, auspices not good for future to
have sirens, is it?

Should we tell him? He knows, he knows, what
do I say? Hope for the best, the best, double fingers-crossed and
Uncle knows the paramedics, they'll let us know, be brave, someone
hold my mother, I can't do it, someone needs to hold my mother, she
was expecting to cry today anyway, had tissues
ready.

"Pomp and Circumstance" is a funeral dirge,
even with bagpipes, and the teachers are all in black robes, and
the families and the seniors whistle, but not my brother, and the
literate stoner salutatorians us, and the teenage mother
valedictorians us, and by the time the unknown author (hometown
girl makes good) tells us tales of cottonwood trees and
remember this: remember who you are and where you came
from he's already dead, but we didn't know yet, and gradually
we begin to hope, and cheer, and my brother graduates with no
particular honor, and I hear Opah has died, and someone
asks me his name and at first I can't remember and there are
fireworks, not for him but for the future, but to me they are for
him, and I think: Send me off with fireworks, with cheers and
applause, send me off with drinking too much and laughing too loud,
and by God, let there be noise, and music, and food, and growing
things, and growing things, and growing things, and fireworks to
light my way home.

Jim Smith, his name is, he's dead. He ate
jalapeño peppers with everything, and he smoked, and he used to be
a bartender I think, and a dentist I think, and in the Army, and
his food was always greasy, and he had cancer, eating him alive,
and one fine June afternoon, after visiting his whole family for
the first time in many years, he let go.

Now Omah won't live alone, and
there's the house, and the dog, and my mother's crying again, and
someone finally told my brother, and he looks like he wants to be
brave but doesn't feel it, and I wish I had had something
encouraging to say, but I knew he was dead as soon as I knew the
cliché was him, he looked so tired, and so happy to see us, so
happy to see us, that one last time, it was the closest I've ever
come to death.

That one last time he smiled and shook my hand
and said, it's good to see you
again.

And now what? I think I'm going to have to
stay a while longer, and maybe San Diego will feel too frivolous
now, and I'll have to come back, and teach at my old school, and
think of things like giving back to the community. Was it
Opah's death, or graduation, or those damned, lovely,
wonderful, smile-stretching fireworks in the face of
death?

I love you, Jim. May those stuttering sparks
spiraling in the night guide your way to your final reward, your
much-earned rest. Watch us, we'll be with you
soon.
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To the gang inside my head that work in the
background to keep everything running well without distracting
me:

Thanks for doing a great job. You've kept me alive
and sufficiently prosperous to meet most of my needs. You've helped
me to grow and learn. You've taken on the challenges I've given you
and we're doing a bang-up job.

I have a new job for you. One of the programs we're
running, one no-doubt designed to protect me during some crucial
stage of my development, is no longer serving me well. It seems
that I have an anti-success program running. A sabotaging unit that
breaks down creativity and drive before there's any threat of
"success." While I can see that this was instituted with love and
care, I am now ready to take on the challenges that await should I
venture into "success." So, I would ask that you put the creative
problem-solvers on the task of analyzing this program and replacing
it with one that has the advantages but doesn't keep me from
completing tasks, or otherwise achieving the most basic elements
necessary for "success." I think the money-spending habits are
likely part of this process as well, so please look at those, too.
Take your time and do this well, but I'd like the new program
instituted soonest.

Thanks again for all the hard work, and keep all the
programs running that aren't interfering. This is an old one, and I
understand that it may be tough, but I have faith in your
abilities.

Carry on, team, and again: Thanks.
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It was the year I discovered masturbation, in the
season leading into Christmas, in the house we rented from the man
who used a drool cup. I recall lying awake, peering out my window
across the snowy lawn at our neighbor's house, each window lit with
an electric candle, seeming very archaic and beautiful to me at the
time.

One moon-bright night I
rose from my bed in the silence that only comes when no one is
stirring for miles around, and by moonlight saw something that did
not belong.

When we moved into this
place, I had claimed the room whose squareness was marred by a
convex intrusion, apparently a chimney from the floor below passing
through the corner of my room. But that night, by that moonlight, I
saw a door, a small hatch about waist height in the surface of that
chimney, the daintily-flowered wallpaper seeming complete around
the edge of the dark iron frame holding a door such as might give
access to a submarine.

I knew it didn't
belong, and small as it was, I knew it was no mere ash-trap. It was
warm to the touch, but comfortably so.

Perhaps because I had
been reading the adventures of the hobbits on Mt. Doom, I accepted
that such a thing might appear, only visible and accessible on
certain nights ― a full moon on midwinter's eve seemed auspicious
enough for such a secret.

I opened the door.
Within it was warm and golden, a wood lath-lined shaft leading down
toward light reminiscent of forges, campfires and birthday candles.
My shadows cast large on the wall at my back, I leaned in to look
down. There was a ladder. I could not make out what was at the
bottom.

What could I do but
climb down, explore this secret within my own
home?

I awoke later,
convinced it had not been a dream, though I could not recall what
had transpired at the bottom of that ladder. Even in the icy
morning light it seemed a real memory.

I never saw that hatch
again, nor did I recall my adventures, but when it came time to
move out of that house, I left a note for the next tenants secreted
between gapping floorboards, recounting my adventure and hoping
they would see it for themselves.

That was the brightest
house I have ever lived in.
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I believe I've
encountered the Black Men myself, as a child. They lived in my
closet, in the way boogiemen have always lived in children's
closets.

Except that's not quite
right. It wasn't where they lived, it was their doorway from where
they did live.

It was the 70s, and our
home was wood-paneled and the room at night was quite dark. To my
young mind, the deeper darkness of the closet seemed a hole, a pit,
a cave, something that could not have a backside, but could only
punch through to somewhere dark as Hades.

Often, but not always,
as I lay in bed, I would feel a presence in that double-dark space.
Something malevolent, though I doubt I would have used that word.
Scary. Dangerous. Something with needle-sharp teeth, just standing
there, dark-on-dark, looming. Something that grew stronger, realer,
the more afraid of it I grew.

Looking back, I am too
smart to attribute objective reality to this creature (or race of
creatures). But I am far too wise to discount that memory as
"merely" my imagination.

My defense consisted of
hiding under my blankets ― a placebo cure that I think every child
invents for himself when facing night-terrors: keep hands and feet
from hanging over the edge of the bed, and when really scared,
huddle under the blankets entirely.

Some nights I never
came out until morning. Most, however, I fell asleep, and moved
into a more comfortable position sometime in the night, head on
pillow and blankets around my shoulders.

One morning, though, I
awoke under the blankets, stretched my hands to pull the blanket
back and found myself reaching for a tucked-in edge. I must have
turned around in my sleep, I thought, and rotated 180º and tried
again. Still tucked.

This was a twin-sized
bed, there was no way I could confuse the sides for the ends, but
still I tried the two remaining compass points left to me. I was
tucked in on all sides.

I nearly panicked, not
because I had forgotten that I could untuck the blankets and crawl
out whichever direction I wanted, but because my reality was
questioned. My defense had become a prison.

I climbed out the side,
and looking back at my bed I saw it was made as it always was:
tucked on the bottom and sides, open at the top ― the path of my
exit was the only aberration.

I accused my mother of
holding the blankets down as a joke, but she wasn't in the room,
and I knew it. I never found a satisfactory explanation, merely
tucked it away as yet another childhood mystery that might someday
be solved by something I would learn on my way to adulthood ― like
overheard dirty jokes, kissing, or income tax.

Most of those mysteries
have become clear over the intervening decades, but the Black Men
and the morning I was trapped in my bed ― ridiculous as they seem
to tell of now ― were never explained in any way that didn't
contradict my own experience.
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I dreamed of something
I don't recall. Half-awake, I recalled the dream, and said to
myself, "That dream is nothing, I can forget it." And an awful
thing: I did.
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The livingroom was
deserted. There was a mild smell, of maybe mildew, or maybe some
orange peels left in a wastebasket somewhere, but otherwise it
looked like any old lady's parlor.

Brandon shone the light
around, not even bothering to try the switch. Nothing seemed out of
place, it was just a house with no one in it. The strangest thing
was a fairly modern TV in what looked like an antique armoir. On
closer inspection, Brandon noticed game controllers and a box:
Chunnel Surfer II. His aunt was a gamer?
CSII was a pretty hardcore game.

As he turned to go, he
was stopped by a sound ― like a distant roar of waves, or warbling
radio noise, but it wasn't coming from the radio this time. A wave
of vertigo overtook him and he fell to the floor, clutching his
head for what felt like hours or seconds but nothing in
between.

The sound and the
vertigo faded after a while, and when Brandon finally stood, the
room had changed. The wallpaper was peeling, blackened in places
with water damage and other, darker fluids. The windows allowed no
light to enter, as if they were blocked by steel shutters. The
furniture was reduced to splintered frames and
wires.

The TV and video game
were still intact, however, though smeared with what looked like
dried blood.

Brandon switched his
light back on (it had turned itself off while he writhed on the
floor) and walked over to the TV. It hummed to snowy life when he
pressed the power button. The game console was nearby, and he found
and pressed its power button as well.

The screen went black,
and the room was filled with a deep hum that grew, expanded, until
it broke in a screaming moan that set Brandon's teeth on
edge.

 

Then a menu
appeared:

 

Chunnel
Surfer
II

Into a New
Void

¬ New
Game

¬ Continue

¬
Settings

¬
Quit

 

Brandon sat on the
floor and picked up one of the controllers. In the process, he must
have hit a button, for the menu self-selected "Continue," and the
music came up.

Brandon
played.
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"Have a nice day."

"Thanks."
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Apparently…

the novel
is 
Reconstructivist.


And I had never heard the term before ten minutes ago.

I feel strangely validated.
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The Bonobos don't seem
to care.
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"What are you
doing?"

"It's a
game."

"Looks like you're just
watching TV."

Jareth looked up at
Bill. "Looks can be deceiving."

Flip. Flip.
Flip.

"You're just surfing at
random."

"Not at random." Jareth
hit mute and turned to Bill. "Have a seat. I want to tell
you about this."

"Is this going to be
some convoluted shaggy dog story about how you need to channel surf
in order to save the world?"

"Well, yeah, sorta. But
listen."

"Okay," said Bill. "I'm
listening."

"Okay. It starts with
reality."


"Reality?"

"Yep. As the Buddha and
Mary Baker Eddy know, the world is an illusion. It's not real. Or
at least, it's not really real."


"Solipsism?"

"Not exactly. Let's
parallel over to science for this. You see that
TV?"


"Yeah."

"No, you
don't."

"I
don't?"

"You are receiving
signals ― photons in this case ― and your brain, your identifying
software, if you will, names it television based on its
own algorithm. The actual object is either there or not, but you
have no way to tell. Just the input of your five or more
senses."

"So touching it isn't
going to prove it's there?"

"Nope. Just the data
collection of a different sensory apparatus."

"You're making me a
little uncomfortable, Jareth."

"Keep with me. A quick
detour through philosophy and we're on the home
stretch."

"Why can't we stay in
one field? Can't you explain without hopping
around?"

"I can, but it's easier
this way. You'll see."

"Okay. Philosophy,
then."

"You remember
Plato?"

"Not personally. Hey,
mind if I get a cup of coffee?"

"Not at all ― can you
get me one, too? The Einstein mug, please."


"Natch."

"Okay, Plato had this
idea, this story he used to give people ideas. A sort of
parable."

"Okay, I'm with you so
far. Ooh, mocha creamer!"

"Go nuts. So this
parable."


"Yeah?"

"These people live in a
cave, see? They've always lived in a cave, they know of no other
existence. Their heads are locked in place, so all they can see is
one wall of the cave. Shadow plays march by on the cave, the
sources of which are behind them, invisible."

"Sounds
horrible."

"They don't think so.
It's just life. To all intents and purposes, these shadow plays
are their reality."

"Okay, I think I can
see where this is going."

"Okay. Plato says one
day, someone breaks free somehow. Turns his head, walks out of the
cave. Sees the sunlight for the first time."

"I bet it'd be
traumatic."

"It definitely would be
― but it'd be wonderful, too. Liberating. Free. Magical.
Miraculous. He wouldn't have any very precise words to describe the
experience."

"And he's saying most
people are like the cave people?"

"Plato doesn't quite
say that. His hypothetical person comes back. Tells his story.
Tries to set everyone else free."

"They think he's
nuts."

"Either nuts or a
prophet or a god. Same thing. No one listens to him, no one
believes that he is speaking of a literal reality. No one believes
it's as easy as he says to step out of the shadow play and be free.
Worse, a lot of people are scared of his ideas, and wouldn't take
that step even if they believed him. They ask the authorities to
stop him."

"But they can't, they
can't even touch him, unless he lets them."

"But he can make them
believe they can kill him, if he's going to give up and go on
without them. Might be for the best."


"Jesus."

"That parallel has been
drawn, yes. And Buddha. And quite a few others,
really."

"Okay, so now you've
got me questioning reality. I suppose you're not really
sitting there telling me this, are you?"

"Well, you have no way
of knowing, so the question's kind of meaningless, isn't it? Might
as well ask if you're dreaming, or hallucinating, or being tricked
by a powerful illusionist."

"Am
I?"

"As likely as any other
theory, I suppose."

"So bring all this to a
point, please."

"Here's the point: my
reality isn't real. Yours isn't, either. Half of the trouble of
life is thinking only in terms of my own reality, like my sensory
input and interpreting software paints a picture that equals the
model. The map equals the territory, see?"

"I don't see,
exactly."

"Well, at best I have a
sort of Polaroid of the world. If I try to eat a Polaroid of food,
I'll go hungry. Life is like that: we think our Polaroid is the
only reality there is. When in fact, if we just look from a
different angle, or change the light, or turn around, or stand up,
it's a completely different scene, a different snapshot develops.
But we get a sort of tunnel vision. A reality tunnel. We convince
ourselves we can only look from the way we're currently looking,
and the only reality is what we can see from this exact angle ―
never mind that evidence suggests that the reality of another is no
less real."

"A reality tunnel. I
like the image."

"And illness, death,
rent and taxes are all just part of one reality tunnel. War and
peace, left and right, right and wrong, these distinctions only
make sense in one reality tunnel. Step outside, and they're as
meaningless as shadow plays. They only apply if I choose to apply
them."

"Sounds pretty
anarchist, man."

"You could say that.
I'm not saying there are no rules ― just that the set we have been
taught since birth isn't the only possible set."

"Is this getting to
your TV watching exercise?"

"Yes. Dude. The TV with
its hundreds of channels immediately accessible on a whim is an
excellent metaphor, beautifully resonant with Plato's
cave."

"I see ― except you're
not locked in."

"Well, yeah. I can
switch shadow-plays. Helps me keep from getting locked into one.
Helps me remember that my so-called real life is just one reality
tunnel."

"I can see that. It's a
sort of deprogramming through programming."

"I like that. And
because it's the reality-tunnel model combined with channel
surfing, I call it chunnel
surfing."

"Like the tunnel under
the English Channel?"

"And the lame-ass video
game, yeah."

"But is it
fun?"

"It can be. Sometimes
it's a little hypnotic, I find myself falling into kind of a daze.
But sometimes I get this feeling, like I'm in the zone, and there
are answers coming, if only I play the game
right."

"How is it a
game?"

"Well, if I find an
insight, it's like scoring a point. The juxtaposition of two
different ideas in an unusual way can give me an idea I would never
have had before."

"I
see."

"I also sometimes come
across synchronistic themes, where three or four channels in a row
are dealing with the same issue, sort of underscoring the idea for
me, and showing it to me from multiple perspectives. It's like
being the three-dee character in
Flatland."

"Wow, that's pretty
deep."

"Yeah, I guess. And it
is funny more often than not. I try to switch in mid-sentence, and
sometimes I get some really funny stuff. Why don't you play for a
bit? I have to go drain the weasel."

Bill accepted the
remote and took Jareth's seat.

Bill
played.
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"Mother, did you ever
get that ―" WBu.
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house before he gets mud all over everything!"
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president will address the―" rwECoBCOXXa,Zlt
mzvZpqPN:lce

"―Dead Milkmen! And
coming up―" f.
giGIVSwq!RJJzGFrwmbyqXLxmQ

"―they've been taking
over my mind!"

"Who have,
Wilbur?"

"The―" XXa,Zlt
mzvZpqPN:lceBciTzNpOiS

"―American Dairy
Council ―" ;LWI!wCYflFN pMWIC

"―from Mars―"
bXP;amzgFGhz'AsWVXpHg

"―with a bouquet of
flowers and―" WOmY'ltPOPBjJllAR

"―an electrified
buttplug from ―" NIxdoACCIhDmT

"―the president
himself." XWQNnRlIYAtyb?!PiBUDh CxU efB
YUXSKN

(Loud cheers from the
audience)


VBvTC;RaXExUPp:MbzEONfK!WOmY'ltPO
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Apartment
Complex Burns To The Ground

HILL CITY ― Last night
at approximately 11:30 the Dusty Rose apartment complex on the
corner of Park and Thomas burned to the ground. Firefighters
arrived on the scene less than ten minutes after a neighbor, seeing
the smoke from an upper window, called 911.

There were no
survivors. Police are not releasing names until next of kin have
been notified. As yet it is unknown how many tenants were in the
building at the time of the fire.

Foul play is not
suspected, but Fire Chief Jack Anders noted that the fire took less
than an hour to completely demolish a four-story building, which,
while not unheard of, is fairly unusual, especially for a
relatively modern building.
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Local Youth
Organize to Protect Crystal Lake Park

SOUTH HAVEN ― A team of
five area teenagers calling themselves "Teen Samaritans" have
volunteered to maintain Crystal Lake park during the off-season.
Jack Digory, 16, said that he and his friends had been dismayed to
learn that recent budget cutbacks had caused the town to let go
longtime custodian Harvey Jenks, whose job included patrolling the
park to maintain the trails and pick up any litter accumulating
during the off-season. During the summer, the park is maintained by
local Scout troop 131, under the supervision of Parks Commissioner
Darryl Feldspar, an Eagle Scout himself, from
1972.
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One foggy spring
morning, I came to work and found that someone had placed crossed
pairs of sticks in front of every door and window to the shop.
Maybe it was the fog, maybe it was my own imagination, but
something about that creeped me out.

I imagined someone
putting some sort of hex on us ― whether the crossed sticks
represented a Christian cross or something else, I had no way of
knowing.

I walked around the
shop, kicking the sticks apart and out into the gutter. Whoever had
done this had begun to run out of proper sticks before finishing
the job, for by the end of the south side, the crosses were made of
twigs and bits of straw. These, too, I kicked
apart.

When I opened the shop,
I lit all the lights and played the music a little louder than
usual. It was hours before our first customer came
in.

 

[291]

"Now read this. It has
a message just for you."

"This is Charlie
the Choo-Choo."

"I know what it is. You
are now ready for its message, and can read now what was invisible
before."

"Master, I think you're
pulling my leg."

"If you listen with
that ear, you will find only jokes. If you listen with the ear I
trained into you, you will find what is there to
find."

"You know I listen to
you for wisdom, Master."

"As you listen to me,
so listen to Charlie the Choo-Choo."

"All
right."
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Is it any wonder we're
at a time when the birth of Reconstructivism is
inevitable?

The generations growing
up now (and I still count myself as one) have access to a
bewildering array of worldviews. On the same newsstand I just saw
Skeptic Magazine (Featuring the Mythbusters), Shaman
Drums, Fantasy, Dell Crosswords,
Surrealism, a magazine touting how the Illuminati are
controlling the weather, health and beauty tips, celebrity gossip
(who's gay?), Biblical Archaeology Review ― it's
endless!

And as we are in a time
when most of the people under 30 never knew a time without
internet, the possibility of finding any crackpot or sane
worldview increases exponentially.

Think: these kids are
growing up with this, and their main learning is coming not from
our rapidly ossifying school system, but (as since the beginning of
time) the games they are playing.

Parents who fear their
kids are learning violence from games are missing the real
danger. These games (as since the beginning of time) are a safe
outlet for competitive urges ― but more, and worse in the eyes of
the comfortable status quo, they train in
relativism.

They teach how to enter
a worldview for the length of the game, but not assume
that the rules of Chunnel Surfer II will bring success in
Battle Checkers 3000.

The tactics for success
in school are not the tactics for success in the boardroom, on the
freeway, or in the bedroom.

They are learning, when
faced with failure to keep trying, to take nothing for granted, to
imagine creative solutions using what's readily at hand. Today's
human will look for secret doors and try rearranging letters to
find a coded message. Today's humans are geniuses not locked into
how things have always been. Today's humans are ready to fly, as
soon as yesterday's humans, barely more evolved than the "warrior
apes" that took over a paleological eyeblink ago, stop trying to
talk them down.

Reconstructivism is
breaking a system down into the smallest meaningful units (or
below) and trying them in new combinations. It's an exercise in
problem solving, in puzzling.

It is every person
being an artist in the creation of his or her own
life.

The shift is both
subtle and profound. By the time today's kids are old enough to run
things, I doubt they'll be willing to just continue things the way
they have always been.
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I (personally) have
this sort of theory:

A certain percentage of
humanity at any one time acts to keep things the way they are. This
is socially necessary to have any degree of stability in
society.

A certain other
(smaller, I think) percentage works in the opposite direction,
pulling society in new directions, inventing things, working for
social change. This is necessary to keep society from
stagnation.

Individually, we all
act as one or the other in different arenas and at different
times.

I think both forces are
necessary ― at different ratios at different times ― but
necessary.

I do not
think, however, that it is necessary for the two forces to be in
opposition ― or rather, that each needs to feel the other is wrong,
dangerous, evil, etc. I think folks go a little extra far in either
direction if they feel they must defend themselves from the
opposition
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Funicello J.
Humpleduck
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"How will I
know?"

John looked at the boy.
"You'll know," he said, "when you hear the word from
God."

"You've got to
be kidding me."

"Nope. You'll hear the
voice of God. Then you'll know."

Butch just stared at
him. "No. No, Mr. Weiderman, I don't think I want to play your
game. I'm not going to hear the voice of God, and I'm not going to
wait for it to decide I don't want to join you in going
crazy."

"Butch, you think the
voice of God only thunders? Only burning bushes, talking tornadoes
and flaming letters fifteen feet high? Remember your Bible, boy. I
know Judith sent you to Sunday School. The voice of God also comes
as a still, small voice."


"Right."

"Fine, you're too hip
to believe in God. Maybe it's your conscience, or subconscious, or
the universe, or whatever-the-fuck. But don't say no to me yet,
boy. Go home. Relax. Open your mind, see what comes to it. You
don't have to call it the voice of God, but I sure as hell don't
want your help unless you're sure, unless you're doing it for
something bigger than yourself."

"All right, all right,
calm down," said Butch.
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That night, Butch had a
dream.

It was night, the moon
shone orange and baleful over the water. Butch was walking along
wet sand, a black cliff obstructing his landward
view.

He came to a place
where someone had drawn in the sand. It was a maze of some sort,
round, drawn in rough lines with a piece of driftwood or a dragging
toe. He stepped to the entrance, trying to see the way through, but
found that he could only focus on the part directly before him, as
if he were in the maze, as if the lines were walls and he
could not see the overall pattern beyond them. Scared, he stopped,
or tried to, but found that once he had taken the first step onto
the path, he could neither stop nor turn back.

The path turned, and he
was walking an arc around the inside of the circle. After it seemed
as if he must have more than completed the circle, the path turned
back on itself, and he was again circling, in the other direction
this time, and a little closer to the center.

Somehow, without
noticing the change, Butch found himself walking between great
stone walls twice his height. It was growing colder, and the path
had a downward slope, as if he were spiraling inward toward the
center of the Earth. His breath rose before his face in feathery
plumes.

After a time of turning
and turning, Butch came to a straight part of the path, and thought
that surely the unbranching track had finally brought him to the
center of the labyrinth. A golden light ahead seemed to warm his
face as he rushed forward into the chamber at the
center.

The room was round and
had no other exits than the way by which Butch had entered. There
was a smell, too, sweet and seductive, though Butch couldn't quite
place it. He stepped forward and laid his hands on the box in the
center of the room, recognizing it as a wooden toychest from his
childhood. It was the box which provided the warmth and the
glow.

As he opened the box,
he felt himself inundated with warmth and joy―

―and
awoke.

As he lay there, he
made his decision ― not because he'd heard the voice of God, but
because he decided he was just curious enough to find out what the
old man was talking about.
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Many speak of good and
evil, right and wrong, order and chaos ― opposed forces, the
tension of whose undying battle keeps the world in
motion.

A few, wiser heads
speak of creation and destruction.

Almost no one speaks of
integration and disintegration.
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"Have an extraordinary
day."

"Thanks― wait, what did you
say?"
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Dear
Rashemon,

I am writing to you
with an oddness that may or may not directly relate to this month's
adventures, but seemed out of the ordinary enough to
mention.

I was in a diner in New
Jersey, at a loss for direction ― both literally and spiritually ―
when a man walked in whose presence immediately drew my eye. He was
a bear of a man, the large, hairy-knuckled lumberjack sort, though
he wore leather boots of a fringed Indian design, and walked on the
balls of his feet with knees gently bent like an animal ― or a
martial artist. He walked in smoothly as any cat, with a confidence
I have seen in few save some of our senior members when the
numen is upon them. He sat at my booth, uninvited, and
hunched forward onto his elbows, looked me in the
eye.

He reached out a
massive paw and a passing waitress put a mug of hot coffee into it
without glancing at him.

"I am ― or was ― the
Woofaboomus," he said. I am not entirely sure I got the
name right, I'm transcribing it as I remember it. I could find
nothing on it in the local library when I checked
later.

His accent had
something of the New Englander and something of the
Quebecois.

"Pleased to meet you,"
I said.

"I am as old as the
memory of man, and older," he said, and took a hearty gulp of his
coffee. "I was once an impersonal force of the wilderness. As I
became more aware, the wilderness became more tame, until I now
must wander, eternally aware of myself and of what I have lost, in
search of a wild that will take me in and grant me
forgetting."

"Why do you come to
me?" I asked.

"Because like attracts
like," he said. "I would tell you a tale, a cautionary tale if you
will, and offer my help on the path you choose after you've heard
it."

"Thank you, stranger,"
I said. "I have ordered eggs and hamsteaks, and at the very least,
a strange tale will pass the time. I am not so eager to return to
my journey that I will rush through a hot meal to get back out into
the freezing rain." I signaled for my own cup to be
warmed.

"I am as old as the
memory of man," he said again, "and
older."
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"What did you
say?"

"Have an extraordinary
day."

"But, every day for the
past six years you've said have a nice day to
me."

"Izzat
so?"

I know it seems like
such a small thing, but somehow, that day, that phrase, it shook
me, it woke me from a long sleepwalk.
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I'm done running one
no-doubt no mere ash-trap. Except that's not quite right. That
dream is reduced to splintered frames before ten minutes ago. The
Bonobos're just surfing at random. Did you ever get the smoke from
an upper window during the off-season? It was hours
before
Charlie the
Choo-Choo
saw Skeptic Magazine and at different times
looked at the boy. It seemed as if ― wait, what did you say? ― I'm
transcribing it. Izzat
so?










Chapter 16
New Chapter


Chapter 16
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The Card: Second
Sabbat

The Name: Yule; Winter
Solstice

The Image: The haloed,
golden-haired child of the sun is reborn from the Earth Mother's
cauldron, all pain from his vanquishing at the hands of the Holly
king forgotten as he joyously rises from the evergreen-bedecked
womb of the Lady.

The Interpretation: The Sun may
have disappeared, but nothing is permanent but the rolling of the
cycles. It is time for the table to turn again, and the Light to
take His rightful place alongside the Lady. As a person: A
newborn; Someone of sunny disposition; Any conqueror. As a
time: Midwinter; A time of the turning of the tables; The dark
before dawn. Reversed: The dark rules, and His
rule seems unchecked. Hope is never gone, but right now it might be
wise to make peace with the Dark.

 

[303]

"Mpoqxn!?o. ADxdd" he
swore.
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The concept
of 
noise has
been coming up in conversation lately ― well, mostly the
conversations in my head.

What is
noise?
Well, as with any question of definition, the answer is, "depends
on whom you ask."

Noise can be defined as
unwelcome sound. Of course, this is highly subjective.
Every generation's music seems to be noise to their parents. But
distortion ― let's all look pointedly at the ghost of Jimi
Hendrix ― is the use of controlled "noise" in music. Obviously,
distortion is not unwelcome sound, at least, not to Jimi and his
fans.

Noise can be defined as
meaningless sound, or meaningless signal, in the case of electronic
and video noise. This definition presupposes an intended message ―
say, "SOS" blips broadcast on CB radio ― and noise is pretty much
anything that interferes with the clear reception of the signal. In
a crowded room, listening to someone mumbling, I might lose 70% of
what he says to "noise."

Smart Guys talk of
"signal-to-noise" ratios. How much of what comes through is "SOS"
and how much is otherstuff? As the ratio goes up, the closer we get
to pure information transmission. As it goes down, the closer we
get to total meaninglessness.

Generally, 100% noise
is conceived of as "white noise" ― the sound or image of a receiver
not tuned to any broadcast. The background noise of a cooling
universe.

But what, I ask (what,
I ask (what, I ask)) if that background hiss is the
message? What if meaninglessness is what I am
broadcasting? What if my 100% entropy has an "SOS" embedded in it,
interfering with the flatness of my signal?

The meaning of
noise is entirely dependent on where I'm looking from, and where
I'm going. Fortunately, the language of relativity was in place
before I was born, so I can say things like that.

I was recently staring
at a painting I was unhappy with. I eventually decided to "add
noise" in a nearly traditional sense of the phrase, and flicked
droplets of black and white paint onto it, eventually approaching
an effect I found appealing.

But it sort of ceases
to be noise when I do it a-purpose. Further, there was no intended
"meaning" to the painting to begin with ― the signal-to-noise ratio
is zero. Or one. I'm not sure.

Another way people
describe noise is to remind folks of the
"Telephone"
game of their childhood (For the visually-minded, I
suggest 
Eat Poop You Cat).
The originating message is the "signal," the variation that
develops is the "noise." But the "noise" is the
point of the
game.

Or what if I add
film-grain to my image to create an aged effect, which is part of
my intended "message"?

What of those of us
that believe that there is no inherent meaning in
anything? Is there even such a thing as
noise?

I think it's an
interesting inquiry. Much of what I find interesting toys at the
edges of noise, or uses noise, or redefines noise in some way. In
Chunnel Surfer II I am considering the issue of noise ―
not only as the garbled static between channels (realities), but
also as something that interferes with signal perception of one's
own (or one's society's consensual) reality. And if I'm not
committed to any reality being real, does the noise/chaos
outside of and interleavening all of our realities become a viable
reality itself? And if I accept the noise as the signal,
what happens to entropy (thermal noise) in that
system?

The
Art of Noise is
weird.

But weird is a road I am comfortable
walking.
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Weiderman's
Walk

No one could
remember a time when John
Weiderman
didn't
walk. Every day at dawn he'd leave the
house, walking up the Old Mill road, across Main Street, down
Wandering Hill Road, and back home by High Street, about 12 miles
in all, circling the town
clockwise.

It was a
small town, after all.

South
Haven was a town that kept itself to itself. Like a lot of New
England communities, it was considered rude to inquire into other
people's business. Also, it was redundant. But Bill, or Old Man
Weiderman to the less-respectful youngsters of South Haven, kept
himself to himself more than anyone else, and managed to do it in
such a way that the gossips at the general store or the Kountry
Kitchen Bar and Grill never made anything up, though no one had
ever seen the inside of his house, no one knew if he'd ever been
married ― and no one knew why he
walked.

Which is
not to say Bill was standoffish. People'd smile and nod when they
saw him, and he'd nod back, or offer wisdom about the weather or
the fish, and everyone'd go on their merry way, satisfied to have
made a connection with another human
being.

Bill was
a character, and small towns collect characters, and no one much
worried about it, as long as everything just kept marching along as
always, in the way small towns always
do.

 

"Walk
with me."


"Huh?"

"I know
you, Virgil Wellington. I'd like you to walk with
me."

No one
but his mom had called the boy Virgil since a few schoolyard
scuffles had allowed him to impose upon others to use the name
"Butch." Weiderman must have been talking to his
mother.


"Well,
okay,
the route's about over. I gotta toss these last three, but you're
going my way."

"I would say
that you are going
my
way."

They walked in
silence along Main Street, and Butch pitched
the South
Haven Interpreter
expertly to the doorsteps of Mrs. Brown,
The Fagles, and Mr. Jimson.

They
turned onto Wandering Hill.

"You, uh,
you must get kind of lonely walking all by yourself, huh? Maybe
nice to have some company?"

"Not
really," answered Weiderman.

"Um,"
said Butch. "something you wanted to talk
about?"

"Not
really," answered Weiderman.

Butch stopped
on the sidewalk in front of the A&P. "Well, then, why did you
ask me to walk with you?"

"I
need you," said Weiderman, and kept walking. "Please, keep
walking."


"What do you mean, you need me?"
He was fully expecting Weiderman to list some odd jobs around the yard or something, but instead, Weiderman just said, "walk with me. You'll see."
The unstated "I hope" floated between them as they pressed on, and Butch remained silent. 
It was a beautiful day of the sort that small towns have in the autumn: bright and clear, with a crispness just starting in the air, turning the most weak-willed maples yellow before their brethren. It was a day to wash cars, picnic in the park, or do things with garden hoses one last time before draining them and coiling them in the basement's cool dark. 
"There," said Weiderman, pointing a palsied finger ― or was it fear? ― at a row of yellow pansies planted in front of the Ferland home. 
"What, the flowers?"
"Look at them."
"My gramma had pansies like this in a coffee can on her front porch," said Butch. "I don't see what's wrong with these, or what they have to do with me."
"They weren't here yesterday," said Weiderman. 
"And?"
"I've walked this street every day since before you were born," said Weiderman, "and I know every blade of grass and earthworm along the old roads, and those pansies ―"
He broke off and looked at the boy, standing in the late-morning sun. 
"Never mind," he said, and walked off down the road, leaving Butch to stare after him. 
After a moment Butch closed his mouth and turned toward home. As he passed the row of pansies he looked closely, and their bearded faces seemed to be laughing. 

In the dream, Butch watched his father preach from the pulpit. Pastor Wellington was a mild-natured man, who preached love and tolerance in the Second Congregational, but in the dream he was a fire-and-brimstone Baptist, ranting and foaming at the mouth. 


All
of a sudden, he knocked over the pulpit, revealing behind him a
naked form laid on the altar. Butch saw that it was himself,
stretched, tied at wrists and ankles, not struggling, but radiating
peace and poise.

His
father reached up to the grotesque life-sized crucifix mounted on
the wall and withdrew a dagger that was hidden
therein.

The
form on the altar strained toward the knife as it plunged into its
heart.

The
body lay still, and Pastor Wellington turned toward the
congregation, blood covering the front of his robe. He shouted
something that sounded like Latin, and Butch the observer felt
himself drawn forward into the light. The congregation, heretofore
silent and unseen, turned to see him as he approached the front of
the room.


Butch realized he now wore a
ghostly form, and seemed to drift more than
walk.


"Speak, Spirit!" his father
commanded.


Butch opened his mouth to
speak, but awoke before he heard what his dream-spirit had
said.

 

The
next day as his route crossed Weiderman's path, Butch found himself
slowing his step to avoid the old
man.

But he had a job to do, and there
was only so much he could hold back without affecting that― and
inevitably, just as it had for the last four months he'd had the
job, their paths crossed.

"Young Virgil," said
Weiderman.

"They call me Butch, Mr.
Weiderman. What do you
want?"

It was not quite the respectful
tone his father would have
liked.

"I'm sorry: Butch, of course. I've
heard the Thompkins kid call you that on the
ballfield."

"You've watched us
play?"

"Not really"
said Weiderman. "My path takes me past the ballfield, and there
have been a few times there's been a game in progress when I went
by. It's where I first noticed
you."

"I'm not sure I'm comfortable with
this conversation," said
Butch.

"Oh, come on," said Weiderman. "I
am not going to abduct you. If you'd just listen, I'll tell you
what I'm on about."

"And what is
that?"

"I'd rather keep walking, if you
don't mind," he said. "I'm going to tell you some things that
you'll probably think are crazy. And they probably are. And I'm
asking for your help."

"Uh, okay, Mr.
Weiderman."

They walked along, as before,
silent as Butch finished his route, and passed the Ferland's
pansies. Butch saw nothing unusual about them
today.

"How old are you, Butch?" asked
Weiderman.

"Fourteen,
Sir."

How well d'you think you know this
town, Butch?"

"Pretty well, I'd
say."

"Every day you walk your paper
route. Do you see everything
there?"

"Well," said Butch, "probably
not
everything―"

"Would you notice if the color of
the Morgenstern's house
changed?"

"Of course I
would."

"What color is it,
Butch?"

"It's ― it's white, isn't
it?"

"It's a gray house, with a red
brick front porch."

"Okay, okay, I'm not too
observant. I tune out and just sort of do the route on autopilot.
Otherwise, I'd get bored as hell. It's the same every day, isn't
it?"

"But it's not. And that's what I
want you to help me with."

"What do you
mean?"

"I'll continue this tomorrow.
Until then, open your eyes. Watch everything as if your life
depended on it."

And with that he walked off, again
leaving Butch alone on the sidewalk, wondering what the hell was
going on. On the way home, however, he watched carefully. He felt
foolish, but he made note of the colors of all the houses and cars
he saw, the kinds of flowers planted on the verges, the trees
overhanging the sidewalk. He counted the squirrels, bluejays and
crows he saw on the way home, and then he grabbed his glove and
headed out to the ballfield.

 

In the dream, Butch was standing on a beach, making
a sand castle. In the way one knows things in dreams, he knew this
was a memory from when he was six. The tide was coming in, and he
knew the castle would be destroyed.

With six-year-old logic, he took a stick and drew a
circle around the castle in the sand, stood in front of it, and
yelled "halt!" in a sort of growling yelp, which was a child's
attempt at a stern, scary voice.

The tide did not stop, and it never has, and where
they crossed young Butch's circle, the wavelets turned to blood.
The once-bright sky was now dark and roiling with clouds, promising
rain or worse, and his skin was all puckered and gooseflesh. He
looked for his Mommy and Daddy, but they were nowhere to be seen.
The beach was now empty, and a fog was rolling in off the sea,
obscuring his vision beyond a few steps from his circle and his
rapidly-melting sand castle.

He awoke crying.

 

The next day, Butch joined Weiderman without being
asked.

When the last paper was thrown, Weiderman asked,
"Have you noticed anything yet?"

"Something unusual, you mean? About the
houses?"

"The houses, the town ― have you noticed
anything?"

"Nope. I still don't know what you're trying
―"

He broke off in mid-sentence. Weiderman had stopped,
and was pointing at the pavement with his walking stick. Set in the
cement, as if drawn by a child's stick, was a circle, about the
width of Butch's palm, with an equal-armed cross cutting it into
quarters. The cement was not new; indeed, it had not been replaced
or repaired during Butch's lifetime.

Butch was sure it had not been present
yesterday.

"Do you know what that mark is?" asked
Weiderman.

"Nope. Probably marks a powerline under the pavement
there, or someone's made a fraternity symbol or
something."

"You know that wasn't there
before."

"Ridiculous. What do you think, that it just
appeared magically?"

Weiderman looked the boy in the eye. "Not
exactly."

"What…?"

But the old man had walked on. Butch paused, then
decided to follow.

"Well, what does it mean, then? If it wasn't there
yesterday?"

"I have no idea, Butch. But it's happening more
often. Something's wrong, something's getting unstable, and I'm the
only one who can see it."

"That's crazy."

"I know it is. That's why I asked you to walk with
me for a time. If we both see a thing, I now it's not just
me."

"Well, I saw the mark, but I don't know that it's
new. It sure doesn't look it. I mean, there was a ton of grime in
the grooves."

"I'd like you to walk with me until we can figure it
out, Butch."

"Why me? I have to start school again next
week."

"You walk the town as I do."

"I have a job, Mr. Weiderman. I'm the paperboy. You,
you're just…"

"Just a crazy old man that walks?"

"Well … yeah. Kinda."

"Let me tell you a crazy idea I have had, Butch," he
said.

"Another one?"

"Just listen. Lately, I've been having this crazy
idea, just an idea, mind you, that the reason I walk a circuit
around the town every day is to protect it from
something."

"From what?"

"I don't know. It's just a crazy idea I've been
having."

"But that's silly," said Butch. "Why did you start
walking in the first place?"

"I have no recollection of when I started or
why."

"What?"

"You heard me, boy," said Weiderman irritably. "I
don't remember. I've been walking this circuit for as long as I
have memory, and I have no idea why. And I only just realized I had
no idea why. It's like I've been running on autopilot all my
life."

"What's the earliest thing you
remember?"

"Walking the circuit. Walking the circuit. It's all
I've ever known. For all I know I was never even a
child."

"Well, that's a silly idea," said Butch.
They were passing the library. Something inside crashed, and they
heard Jane May, the librarian, yelp and then start cursing someone
out.

"Well, I do have other things in my life.
When I get home I watch TV. I garden in my back yard. I talk to
people I meet. I went to a movie in the fall. I know how to ride a
bus. I don't just walk."

"You … you know the most obvious answer, don't
you?"

Weiderman stopped, turned to the boy and banged his
stick on the pavement. "Of course I know the most obvious
answer. I'm losing my mind. Senile goddamned
dementia."

"Well, that is what most folks'd think of first."
Butch took a breath. "That's why you came to me, isn't it? You know
an adult would send you to a home first, and you thought with me
you might have a shot at not winding up
institutionalized?"

"Yeah, that's about it," said Weiderman. "But more
than that. I see how you are a part of this town, but keep to
yourself. Like I do. I see how you walk when you could ride, like I
do. I see how you watch the clouds, the birds ― your paper route
may have taken it out of you, but I know you feel this town moving
around you like I do. Like no one else does. I thought maybe you'd
understand what I had to say."

"Let's start walking again," said Butch, noticing
the girls playing hopscotch across the street had stopped to look
at them.

"I started to wonder if I was going nuts," said
Weiderman. "And then I started noticing things out of place. Like
the pansies. Like that mark on the street. Like
this," he said, bending to pick up a candy
wrapper.

"Well, it's litter, but it's hardly …
oh."

Weiderman had uncrumpled the wrapper and help it out
for Butch to read. It said, Jupiter
Bar!

"Well, maybe it's just a new candy we've never heard
of," said Butch.

"South Haven never gets anything new," said
Weiderman. "Anything new on the market takes years to come here,
long after we've seen the ads on TV."

"Yeah, I know, but maybe someone was just passing
through and dropped it," said Butch. The smell of frying bacon
wafted from up the street: someone was having a late
breakfast.

"Oh, yeah, everything has an explanation," said
Weiderman. "But more and more things out of place keep happening.
It's starting to strain my credibility."

"As opposed to the idea that you're some sort of
eternal sentinel protecting the town?"

"Dammit, I
told
you that was a crazy idea. Only, I can't
seem to shake it. I think the town's falling a part, just a little,
because
I'm
slipping." Bill Weiderman appeared a robust
65 or so, a healthy retiree out in the sticks. He had more or less
always looked like that in Butch's memory. But now, as he talked,
Butch saw something slip behind his face, and he looked tired.
Tired enough to be a hundred years old. Tired enough to be an
eternal sentinel starting to slip.

A raven perched high in the twisted oak
in front of the school scolded
them.

"All right, all right," said Weiderman.
"We're moving."

"Look, if you want, I can walk with you
until school starts. We'll think about what's going on, see if we
can come up with some answers,
okay?"

"Yeah, okay," said Weiderman. "Right
now, I just want to finish up for the day and go back to
bed."

"All
right."

And they walked in
silence.

 

Butch dreamed
again.

At first it was dark, and he thought he
was in his bed, awakened by some unheard vibration, but then as the
dark swirled and clarity returned to his vision, he knew himself to
be far from home.

A wild, desolate tundra spread around
him as far as vision carried, and he sat, lost, on the ground in
blue-striped pajamas. After a moment, or a day, something nudged
his shoulder, and he turned, and saw a black-eyed reindeer staring
back at him, bells on its halter.

"Move," it said to him, and as sudden as
that Butch was awake, a feeling of adventure upon
him.

 

As Butch turned the knob,
the microfiche image swam into focus: white text on black, though
the screen had grown yellow with age. There was what he was looking
for, the great fire of 1856, just like in his dream. According to
the article, almost two thirds of South Haven had been destroyed in
that fire.

And there in the photo,
just like his dream, was John Weiderman at the head of the bucket
brigade. He looked exactly the same as he had that morning, when
Butch had last seen him.

 

[306]

"Hey! Wake up! Yes, I am talking to
you!"

 

[307]

In a dim college dorm five students sit in a circle.
One, the obvious leader of the group, rolls an odd-shaped
die.

"As you step through the door, you are confronted
with the withered form of an old man, obviously very dead, though
still moving around," he announces to the group.

"Aw, another ghoul?" moans one of the group, a
freshman who is playing the role of a barbarian warrior, "I hate
them. My club barely distracts it. I swing."

"Okay, Hrothgar, you take a swing at the pale figure
in front of you. Roll."

He rolls: "twenty-five."

"Stunning. You smash right into the creature's
middle, and he explodes into millions of tiny gobbets of rotting
flesh, smattering the party with stinking ooze."

"What, again?" moaned Hrothgar.

"In the name of Shiva I bind the spirit of the
creature before it can reform and attack," said Tina, who was
playing an Indian priestess in a steel bikini.

"Roll," said the leader.

"Yes! Ninety-five!" yelled the
priestess.

"Good job. The ooze remains inanimate―though still
quite unpleasant."

"What's in the room?" pipes up
another.

"The room is dark," answers the leader, "though you
can just make out something glittering in the back
corner."

"Treasure!" they all cry in unison, and in their mad
scrabble to get at it, they completely fail to notice the pale,
thin woman enter the room behind them. When finally one of them
sees her, he gives an evil grin: "I go over to her and well, you
know what it is I do. Hurr hurr."

"Her screams are quite satisfying, Evil John, though
she's not up to much of a fight. Good role-playing, by the way.
You'll get points for that," says the leader.

"I hate having evil characters in the party,"
murmurs Tina.

"But what else would I play?" asks Evil
John.

"I think you like it too much, " answers Tina,
inching away from his leer. "Let's get on with the
game."

"As you get up and straighten your clothes, John,
you notice that about her neck is an amulet… "

"Let me have it this time, John," whines one of the
group, "You always get the good stuff"…

 

The game continues on into the night, until dawn
stops their play. They plan to meet again the next night, after
recovering from that night's session. The leader spends his time
devising nastier traps and viler monsters for his group to combat.
"It'll be a bloodbath," he chuckles with glee, "a
bloodbath."

 

[308]

"And this filth is exactly what I'm
talking about," said the preacher, smacking the rolled transcript
into his palm. "We must stop these games before our
children are corrupted by this tool of Satan any
further!"

 

[309]

"Yes, YOU!"

 

[310]

After a quick "tea" of coffee and crumb cake, I went
for a walk before dark. As part of my commitment to stay fit and to
keep off the path to seasonal depression, I am walking at least
every other day, if I can.

I started up the Hebron road, past where it crosses
Stony Brook to the peak of the next hill and back. The weather is
clear and cold ― 11º by the big thermometer in front of the bank ―
and I really enjoy a blast of cold air in the lungs. My body and I
aren't quite used to it yet, though, and whenever I get to
breathing heavy out there, it gets constricted and uncomfortable.
I'm learning how to breath slowly when I'm out in the
cold, through my nose when I can.

The Hebron road humps in the middle, so that (I
suppose) rain and snow-melt will drain off to the sides instead of
pooling in the road (as it sometimes does in San Diego). The
centerline is covered with a thin layer of snow and road-sand, the
edges of that central ridge salt-white. The outer edges likewise
fade into the snow. The two lanes are mostly clear pavement, but on
the stretch of road I walked today, they were covered in black
ice.

You may never have heard of black ice. It's not so
much ice as slow water, it seems to me: it tends to collect in low
areas and parts of the road that are shaded through most of the
day. Unless you're looking at it from the right angle, it's an
invisible layer of slickness the color of the road beneath.
Habitually, I walk in the lane if there's no traffic, but today I
kept sliding off to the left, skidding in the black ice until I
reached the snow at the edge of the road.

Black ice can be very dangerous to the unwary
driver.

One of the recurring themes of the novel is the
phenomenon of the "black men" ― not African-black, but black-black
― a relatively common story not yet in the realm of common
folklore: shadows shaped like men that lurk in darkened rooms and
feed off the fear they incite. I have a few friends with stories
about these black men.

Once, when I was a tween, a friend's mother warned
us to "watch out for black ice" as we headed out the door for a
road trip to the city. I misheard, though, and thought she had been
warning us away from "black guys."

Funny at the time.

But as I was thinking about black ice, cocking my
head to see by reflected light the organic, fern-leaf patterns it
made across the road, I wondered: could the Black Men stories be a
sort of natural phenomenon, something that certain conditions
produce that can only be seen from certain angles, dangerous but
not particularly malicious, in a humanoid form only because of the
human tendency to see patterns and faces in organic
chaos?

It fits, somehow. That is, it fits with the
underlying logic of the novel, which may or may not have anything
to do with the underlying logic of the "real"
world.

 

[311]

Well, it all began when the Creep slunk into the
room on that foggy November evening to announce that he had finally
found the Prize.

Of course, as was our custom, we ignored him,
Elaine, Willy, Tabitha and I, but as he became more and more
insistent, Willy just had to ask him:

"What prize?"

"What prize? What prize, you ask?" sputtered the
Creep in his usual sing-song voice. "Only the Prize,
that's all. The one thing the pursuit of which that has made life
worth living all these years. And now I've found
it."

We sat there, staring at him, as the fire crackled
in the grate. Before he'd come in we had been quietly chatting,
playing cards and congratulating ourselves on how smart we were to
be in out of the rain. But now, all we could do was stare, as the
gradual realization came upon each of us in turn that the Creep had
dropped an Adventure at our feet.

"Where is it?" lisped Tabitha, and such was the
Creep's power over us that night that where was the
question on all of our minds, and what never really became
important enough to ask.

"Ah," said the creep, pulling up a stool, "therein
lies the tale."

 

[312*]

"All pain!" he swore.
Every generation's music was redundant. They walked in a
mild-natured man, who preached this conversation, and his skin was
pointing at the pavement, bells on its halter. And there in the
photo, talking to you, "You always get the good stuff."
We
must
stop these ("Yes, YOU!") Black Men stories
at our feet.
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Somewhere,

Distant,

But close enough to feel,

Something explodes.

And I say,

"It is me."

 

[314]

"I heard the sound," he said, "but I didn't know
what it meant!"

The old man's face contorted in horror and disgust,
and turned his head away, I thought in embarrassment, but he
vomited a thin gruel onto the cell's floor before I could say
anything.

 

[315]

"DNA records more than our physical form, you know.
The human genome project is going to miss out on what that little
double helix's most important power is: It records memory, as well.
Not word-memory, not front-brain, homo sapiens memory, oh,
no. There's not enough variables in a DNA chain to hold
word-memory. DNA does not record the history of the talking
apes.

"The hindbrain ― the lizard brain and the mammal
brain ― this is the speaker for genetic memory. It speaks in
images, scents, emotions, not words. The language of the hindbrain
is unknowable to the forebrain, except through the filter of dream,
of symbol, of ritual, of fairytale.

"Thus, these things often echo an ancient memory of
the species, not a precise record but a scent-memory shadow of our
collective history.

"Don't ask me how it works beyond that, because I
have neither the time nor the energy. Language definitively fails
when unveiling the inscrutable, and my interpretive dance is way
rusty."

She looked at the old man over the rim of her mug.
"Jung said something about collective unconscious and archetypes,
right? This isn't a new theory."

"Yes, Ms. Smartypants, it's not a new idea. But the
reason I'm sharing this is not because Snow White covers a race
memory of humanity's ancient blood-feud with the pygmy troglodytes
of millions of years ago."

"It does?"

"Hush. Leave aside your Aristotelean ideas of true
and false, now, or we'll never get anywhere."

"Um. Okay."

"Lycanthropy, as it turns out, is pretty much as the
myths depict it. It's a retroviral infection that tinkers primarily
with these hidden parts of the genetic code I was talking about. An
infected person's DNA suddenly has enough information for
two bodies and more, secreted in what they call junk
DNA ― DNA that doesn't seem to coincide with the genome. And
the only thing that keeps him in one form for any length of time is
that it takes a bit of stress to get the cells out of their set
pattern."

"Like a full moon?"

"Well, yes and no. A full moon works on people for
whom the full moon works. More often it takes a near-death
shake-up. It's amazing how much our form is held by our impression
of who we are.

"So the lycanthrope holds two genetic codes,
effectively. Actually there's very few genes that need to double
up, as it turns out. A significant stressor will cause the genetic
code to impose its blueprint on the body, taking it to the more
primal form, which requires less attention to
maintain.

"You understand, I am not speaking literal truth
here, but just describing things in a way that makes sense. It's
just as true to say the victim is possessed by the animal spirit,
or punished by Zeus, or simply insane and
suggestible.

"It's an infection, as I was saying, but not an easy
one to catch. It's blood-born, and the virus dies fairly quickly
when exposed to the air. Generally, a healthy person will shake the
infection off. A weaker person will die from it. Someone within
that narrow health window will be infected, but may go his entire
life without shifting. He'll simply grow younger, and outlive his
peers by many years.

"Oh, yeah, that's a side effect: the infected tend
to conform more closely to their genetic blueprint. This means
scars fade, wounds heal, wrinkles disappear, hair regrows. They're
tough to kill, unless they have a genetic, congenital disease ― in
which case it will manifest with a vengeance.

"And of course, it can be passed sexually, and
mother to child. There are lycanthropic lineages all throughout
Europe and parts of India. No one knows for sure how it started ―
though there are, of course stories ― and for the most part the
lycanthrope population has remained steady and small, except for a
brief upsurge in numbers during the middle ages."

"What about silver?"

"Ah, yes, the silver bullet. The retrovirus is not
stable. Thousands of years ago, victims changed into full
wolf-form. Now, most of the infected turn into a sort of hybrid
form, and maintain wolfish traits even in their human
form.

"Some time during the early Renaissance, there was a
mutation causing one line of lycanthropes in France to gain a
terrific allergy to silver ― a thing not entirely unheard-of among
humans, mind you. Largely due to the socio-political times, this
family of lycanthropes interbred with all the other large families,
and now as far as we know, they've all got the allergy. A good
thing, too."

"You said we."

"Yes. Myself and the organization I represent. I'm
getting to that."

"Are you also going to tell me what you're doing
hiding out in caverns under the South Pole?"

"I might do, if it suits me," he said. "Now pipe
down and let me finish.

"For the most part, the lycanthrope's human mind,
the forebrain, is dormant while he's in his changed form. This does
not mean he is a ruthless killer. Even a hungry wolf will generally
react to a new situation with fear and retreat, and this is true of
most of the changed, at least for the first few turns. But, like a
wolf, they can get a taste for blood, and if they hunt in packs,
they are nearly unstoppable.

"The culture is somewhere between the wolfpack and
an AIDS support group. Most, however, are loners, and many live and
die without ever knowing there are thousands of their kin out
there."

"Okay. Assuming I believe any of that: why are you
even telling me this?"

The old man sipped his coffee. "Actually," he said,
"I'm not even talking to you, strictly. That is, I'm not talking to
your forebrain. The story was mostly a way to distract the talking,
skeptical monkey while slipping images in past its guard to the
hindbrain. That is the part of you that needed to be informed
before we continue any further into these
caverns."

"That's ― that's the strangest thing I've ever
heard," she said.

"But the mammal brain understood it perfectly. And
if you learn to listen to that part and occasionally let it run
without interference, you'll stand a good chance of surviving
against the vampires within."

"Vampires? Are they a retrovirus,
too?"

"They are a fungal parasite, most closely related to
the huge, motile slime molds of the deep Amazon
jungle."

"Um … why didn't you tell me about vampires,
then?"

He raised his eyebrows. "Stop being logical, young
lady, or neither of us will survive this
encounter."

 

[316]

The Lysistrata was on its way to Thailand,
the first leg of the journey to the Middle East. She would have no
sight of land for thirty days, the longest at-sea period most of
these young Sailors and Marines will have ever seen. Morale being
at an all-time low due to length of at-sea period (and, frankly,
most of the boys don't get laid when we ship out for so long), my
job as a chaplain had been more than enough to keep me busy.
Consequently, I hadn't had time to do more than skim through those
articles I had sent up to the Captain. I knew there would be no
cannibalism, and Digby assured me there would be no orgies,
bonfires, or flying on brooms ― beyond that, I had no idea what to
expect. When 2030 rolled around we had six participants, including
one spy: Commander Jenkins himself had decided to pay a visit. He
sat in a corner with his arms crossed in front of his chest,
watching his "Satan Worshipers" like a hawk. The other participants
tried their best to ignore him, but it was tough, even for me, who
was used to the old curmudgeon.

After Matt, a corpsman arrived, one of the few women
aboard the ship at that time. She introduced herself as Maria. She
was followed by a Marine, Alfonso, and Lewis, in engineer's
coveralls. A few seconds before 2030 a slightly paunchy young man
from the supply department came in and asked us to call him
Mutt.

"Now," said Digby, "we are ready to
begin."

I joined the six in a ragged circle around the
altar. Digby dimmed the lights and lit the central candle, and the
glowering Jenkins faded into the shadows. For the first time in
weeks I became aware of the sensation of the ship rocking ever so
slowly beneath me, and the omnipresent vibration of the ship's
engines.

"Breathe with me," said Digby, and together, the
seven of us ― or six in the circle, anyway ― took a deep breath
together. "Make noise when you breathe," he said. "In through the
nose, out through the mouth, with gusto!" Lustily we inhaled, the
vapors of the incense and sage smoke filling our lungs, and I began
to feel a warmth in my gut, as if I'd just downed a shot of scotch.
"In," we breathed in, "out," we breathed out, sighing dramatically,
flickering the flames and dancing the shadows.

"Now," said Digby, "hold hands and keep breathing
while I talk. I want you to close your eyes, breath in, breath out.
Feel the metal plates beneath your feet, breathe in, breathe out.
Sense the ocean moving and breathing beneath the ship, breathe in,
breathe out. Sense the Earth sleeping beneath the ocean, breathe
in, breathe out. Sense the Fire beneath the crust of the Earth,
breathe in, breathe out."

 

pVIiCbw?g'l;ormuRnuDRUghVYtRF,JWSl?I am in a
clearing, and it is familiar, and I am standing under a tree who
loves me. Unafraid, comfortable, I walk down the path, toward the
stone-lined pool I know is there. I remove from my pockets and
throw into the pool the things I will not need for this journey:
keys, and handfuls and handfuls of change, for this journey will
have nothing to do with possessions. I look in the water and see by
my reflection that I am a woman.

I rise and head back the way I came, past the
tree who loves me. I head into a piney wood and it is cool and
dark.

I am comfortable in the wood, for it is
familiar, and the cool air feels good on my breasts and thighs. I
am naked, and enjoying the feel of the soft pine needles on my bare
feet.

I enter the round garden and sit on a bench and
pray to Grandfather to open my wings, and my wings open, and they
are butterfly wings of the purest, most vibrant blue, and by this I
know my power is in my voice tonight.

I look around the garden, and see that in the
middle is a fountain centered on a frolicking Pan. Roses have
overgrown it, and a yellow one, color of friendship, opens before
my eyes. In the water are moonstones, and I take one. It glows, and
I put it in the spirit bag around my neck.

At one corner of the garden is a fountain like
an ugly face vomiting water into a trough. The interior of the
trough is turquoise blue, and there are fish in
it.

As I head out of the garden, I notice it is laid
out in a pentacle, and this makes me happy, even though the
orientation is wrong.

I am now clothed in diaphanous blue
silks.

I leave the garden, heading deeper into the
wood, looking for the shrine of the Lady. Something tells me to
look back and to the right, and I see a flash of white. Is it a
deer? A woman's dress?

As I run after it, I know it to be a horse, and
more, a Unicorn. I follow, running faster than any mortal has a
right to, until I notice my pace has become a four-beat, and I have
transformed, and am myself a white Unicorn, chasing this Other, who
is not the Lady, but a stallion.

I notice he is wearing a harness and use my horn
to free him. Instantly we both transform, I back to human female,
and he into a green-clad man with a beard, rather like Errol Flynn
as Robin Hood.

"But, I am here to find the Lady," I
protest.

"Lady, I am here to find you," he replies. We
kiss, and make love, and almost before he is done my belly swells
and I am full pregnant. The man is gone. I give birth to a
boy-child who grows rapidly and leaves in search of a girl. I mourn
his loss, and suddenly at my side is an Old Man with a white
beard.

Now I am a Crone, and I am in the Moon, and in a
sparrow, and in myself, and the Moon and myself are like two ends
of a string, with the sparrow flying, tethered, between
us.

The sparrow dies, and falls, and I feel it as
myself, but I am not sad, for I know it was his time. I bend to my
task, which is cutting flowers. Some are fresh buds and some are
wilted and old, and where I have cut them, strange new plants
vigorously grow in their place.

A voice says, "You are all of these, Maiden,
Mother, Crone, Puck, Green Man and Claus. All this is within you.
You are the seed and the field. You plant and you harvest. You
musn't forget that both are your job."

And I find myself back at the base of the tree
who loves me, and then find my way back home. zD;JJdiu;j.
zLzD;fNMmqj?KPgK…

 

"… and if we listen properly, we can hear the
Goddess speak into our hearts."

Suddenly, my hackles rose as I imagined I heard the
sound of some beast, some demon that even my grandfather was too
modern to believe in, coming out of the darkness. My hand was
moving into the first motion of crossing myself when the laughter
of these cubs alerted me to the truth: it was old Jenkins I heard,
whose sonorous snoring in the darkness had interrupted our
meditation.

"Shhh ― it would be best if we let him sleep," said
Digby.

"Sorry."

"No," he said. "Don't be sorry. Not for laughter.
Laughter is human, natural, joyful, and therefore sacred. Laughter
comes without our control to keep us from getting too
serious.

"And laughter raises energy: can you feel
it?"

"Yes, I think so," said Maria.

Digby laughed, himself ― a free and open laugh. "The
timing is right, then. Keep breathing, and remember the fire ―
there is more floating within our circle, raised by our laughter.
Now, with each breath, send out the fire and starlight within you,
and breathe in new energies from the earth and
ether.

"Now ― put your hands out, like this, and direct the
energies through the palms into the center of the circle. Don't
forget to breathe, don't forget to take more into yourself from the
universe!"

Our faces were tight as if we were standing around a
huge bonfire, and as I imagined myself a conduit of cosmic
energies, for a moment ― a moment only! ― I saw the fires
he described, pouring forth from my hands, forming a spiraling ball
of light brighter than the flame it floated over and encompassed.
Before the image flickered from my sight, I felt the souls of the
Witches of the circle twined with mine like ivy
tendrils.

"Now," said Digby, "add your voices: a hum, a moan,
a cry ― open your mouth and your heart and let come what comes."
And he opened his mouth and tipped his head back and opened his
throat, and a pure keening tone poured out, and before I knew it
the sound was modulated and blended with other voices, forming a
chord so rich and resonant it seemed to make the room vibrate. I
was startled to discover my own voice among them, rising and
falling and expressing emotions I hadn't been able to sing since I
was a choir boy.

The sound swelled and altered, and the swirling
sphere that was neither sight nor sound nor sense spun, faster,
ever faster, and we crescendoed together until
suddenly―

―It was silent. As if a conductor had cut us off,
we'd all silenced as one―

―The roots of my teeth vibrated and I felt such a
joy, such an exhilaration, I felt I was in the presence of
God―

"The burning bush, the wheel within a
wheel."

"Pure energy," grinned Matt. "Pure motherfuckin'
energy."

And we giggled crazily, and I was afraid for a
moment ― a moment only! ― that I had gone mad, but looking around
at the underlit faces I knew we all saw, felt, heard and tasted
this ball of energy: it was real. Somehow.

And Digby said, "Now, the question is, what do we do
with it? We've called up an amazing amount of energy, and we can
use it ― must use
it or it will go sour and cause trouble ― so what shall we do, my
friends?"

"What do you mean, cause trouble? Are we
talking Demon stuff?" asked Maria.

Digby looked thoughtful. "Probably demons and
possessions and curses and that sort of thing could be caused by
raising big-big energies and wishing evil on someone. But big as
this feels to us, it's a drop in the bucket compared to what's
possible."

"So," said Clarence, "now what?"

"What do we want to do?"

I know!" It was Maria: "Heal the
ship!"

 

Lysistrata had a reputation in the Navy: it
was a cursed ship. Of course, few would admit to believing this
literally, but Sailors have always been a superstitious bunch, and
luck charms, saints' medals and crossed fingers were a
mainstay.

Lysistrata, though a sound ship by every
test, broke down twice as often as any other vessel of its class.
The extensive medical department, large enough that the ship had
been used to rescue refugees of three wars and a drought, was
always full of Sailors and Marines ― including officers! ― with
broken bones, fallen arches, food poisoning, flu and a fleetwide
record number of attempted suicides.

The successful ones were kept in the morgue until
they could be delivered to shore and the proper civilian
authorities.

By the time Lysistrata had been at sea a
week on this Western-Pacific (WESTPAC) deployment, five Sailors and
Marines had been returned to the states by
chopper.

What was wrong with the Lysistrata? Ask
anyone standing the midwatch, you'll get a theory or two: It's
haunted by a shipyard worker who died during its construction; it
was cursed be a Carribean Sailor practicing voodoo in the brig; a
black cat fell into the smelting vat at the shipyard, and its
essence is in every inch of plate metal; there was an eclipse
during Lysistrata's christening; an old lady threw a black
rose onto the deck as the ship passed through the Panama canal, and
the CO pricked his thumb on it; the CO, XO or chaplain is a Satan
worshiper ― or seven young people chanting over candles in the
library.

Whatever the true cause, if there is one, there are
thousands of of stories told about the Lysistrata, and
when 3,000 men (and a few women) think a place is evil, they make
it so with their belief: sullen Sailors breed tyrannical officers,
insecure and nervous officers tyrannize their Sailors. By the time
I was stationed aboard Lysistrata, it had become a vicious
cycle, with each ill and woe proving the curse and fear of the
curse causing further ills and woes.

 

I know!" It was Maria: "Heal the
ship!"

"Heal the ship? Can we do that?"

Of course the Lysistrata Witches would know
about the curse.

Digby nodded. "We can do that. Probably not tonight,
but if we do this again and again, we can start healing the ship
and her crew. It'll be harder at first, like slowing a spinning
flywheel, but at some point the inertia will be reversed, and the
process will feed itself.

"But there is a lot of inertia to work against, with
20 years of history and 3,000 strong-willed people believing this
ship is hell on water.

"So quick now! Before it dissipates! Take one good,
quick breath together and another and at the count of three shout
together, as loud as you can, opening the circle and sending this
ball of light to the task we've created for it.

"Now breathe in, out and breathe in, out and
one,

"Two,

"THREE!"

And together the seven of us gave a great shout, and
clapped our hands and stomped our feet, and we all felt together
that the ball of light left the room on its way, growing as it
traveled so that I imagined so that it covering the ship before it
had passed completely from sight.

In the brief half-second after the shout and before
we had regained our breath, there was a clatter in the darkness,
and in the shadows we saw Jenkins's feet in the air ― he'd been
leaning back in his sleep and our shouts had awakened him somewhat
disastrously.

I tell you, I had never had to fight so hard to keep
from laughter ― I looked to Jack, who nodded that it was okay, and
left the circle to help him up.

"Are you all right?"

"Fine, fine," he gruffed, slapping my hands away
roughly and climbing noisily to his feet. "We hit a swell, did
we?"

 

[Interlude]

The bus grunted gassily and sped off in a huff of
diesel fumes, leaving Kat standing on the corner of University and
10th. It was hot, but the breeze kept her company as she shouldered
her knapsack and headed up the road to "The Brinded Cat," the
magick shop two blocks up. As she crossed 10th she caught sight of
the Ranter on the next corner, working up a full head of
steam.

The Ranter had been around for as long as Kat had
been living in the area, and he always creeped her out, though all
he did was curse and swear in some sort of soviet
accent.

His beard, gray as cigarette ash, bobbed up and down
over his chest as he harangued an invisible crowd, gesturing wildly
and pulling faces as if he tasted or smelled something vile. For
some reason this time his words wormed their way into her mind: she
couldn't tune him out.

"God damn you, you motherfucker, you
whore-ridden, vile, pus-filled beast of
an adulterous Philistine! May the hair from your
balls fall out, may your food taste as camel dung
and your air smell of the fetid piss of leprous
goats!"

On and on the Ranter shouted, shaking his fist at an
invisible antagonist high and distant, and Kat tried to quietly
pass him without catching his attention.

Suddenly, the Ranter grabbed her arm and looked
right at her. His stream of invective never paused, and his eyes
were as wide and white as those of a terrified horse. She tried to
pull away as flecks of spittle hit her face.

"You motherfucking vile despot of
a sodden whoreson, I will kill you and rip out
your entrails, even if you are a king!" In the midst of
her fear, Kat found herself fascinated, unable to tear her gaze
away from those maddened eyes.

Then his voice dropped, softened, and his eyes swam
into focus. "Child, beware, your family is in danger on the sea,"
he said.

Kat was so startled to be addressed directly she
stopped struggling against the Ranter's grip. "What did you
say?"

But the Ranter was no longer seeing the frightened
girl before him. "And plagues of rabid dogs shall carry
off your children, you filthy razor-cunted
wildebeasts!"

Kat yanked her arm free of the Ranter, who seemed to
have forgotten her, and ran, ran for home.

Her brother was at sea: he was gone for six months
aboard USS Lysistrata.

 

Chaplain Moore: So, was that real?

Digby: In a sense yes, in a sense no: it's not so
much real as a conversation between what actually happened
― which we can never know ― and what our senses are capable of
perceiving in our current mindset. You may be sure that if
Commander Jenkins had been awake, he would have had a different
conversation than we did. Others in the room with us but in
different mindsets might have personified the power as angelic,
diabolic, or archetypal; others might believe we were imagining
things, it was evil, dangerous, creepy we were high ― in a sense
all experience is a conversation between what is real and what our
nervous systems are capable of. Rituals like this can open us up to
conversations different from our daily ones.

Chaplain Moore: So it's not dangerous, at all, what
you do?

Digby: Oh, no, Chaplain, it can be very dangerous. A
conversation can kill.

 

[Mutt]

Breakfast is the reason I hate being a Mess
Specialist in the Navy. "Mess Specialist." That's funny ― all I am
is a friggin' short-order cook, but the Navy needs its letters, so
an MS I am. One who works breakfast, so at
four-a-fuckin-clock-in-the-fuckin-morning up I get, every single
day.

The night of the circle I slept
sound. I woke up this morning like I'd had the
first full night's sleep since I-don't-know-when. And I was looking
forward to work, 'cuz the gang'd be there. Like a secret
club.

Of course, I was working the line for hours before I
saw any of them, and by the time I saw Jack and Maria, I was good
and grumpy as usual.

"Hey, Mutt!" said Jack, and he seemed really glad to
see me. "I didn't know you worked the galley!"

Heh. I'd told 'em my friends called me
Mutt, but truth is I hadn't had that sort of friend since
sixth grade. "Well, I do," I said. "I have a break in 15, mind if I
join y'all?"

Maria leaned in and spoke low: "It'll be the secret
witches' table!"

By the time I actually got my break it was a
half-hour later, but they were waiting for me at a table near the
back. Matt and Alfonso had joined them, and Matt said Pritchard was
on watch, so we wouldn't see him today.

"Last night was the most fun I've ever had," said
Alfonso. "I mean, I've read about this stuff, and my aunt does
Santeria, but … wow."

"I've always wanted to learn more about Santeria,"
said Jack."

"I can show you some stuff," said Alfonso, like he
was admitting a bad habit.

Everyone had an empty tray by then. "Want seconds?"
I asked.

"But the galley just closed," said
Maria.

"Well, I think I can work around that" I said, and
ten minutes later I came out with a loaded plate. "Muttcakes, my
personal recipe," I said."Get 'em while they're
hot!"

They snarfed 'em down like they were nothing, and I
smiled big. I don't get to cook real food very often, just the
official recipes.

"We should do breakfast like this all the time,"
said Maria.

After a while we packed it in and I got back to the
galley to scrape the grills and get ready for lunch. I hadn't got
too far before the PA crackled and I heard that whistle I hate so
much, and then the old litany: General Quarters, General
Quarters, all hands man your battlestations. And then there
was more, but I was already grabbing my gasmask and rushing down
the portside p-way toward my battlestation in the rearend of the
ship.

My battle station is in an emergency medical station
just off the welldeck ramp. A typical GQ for me is about four
minutes of work and an hour's nap, curled up on the tiled deck
because the corpsman I share my station with claims the operating
table for himself.

The hatch was locked when I reached it, though, and
I had to wait for the corpsman to come down to unlock it. They
won't give me the key. So I waited, which wasn't particularly
unusual.

After a bit, three Search and Rescue swimmers came
pelting down the ramp and around the corner, past the parked
amphibs and up and over the back gate, which was still dropping the
last yard to the choppy surface of the ship's wake. Before I even
knew what had happened, they had disappeared into the
spray.

That sure didn't look safe. Maybe this wasn't a
drill.

Suddenly I heard the pounding of boondockers on the
nonskid of the ramp behind me, and I looked up to see a clutch of
men rushing straight at me, one holding out a ring of keys like a
gun. As they were all in CBW overalls, it took me a moment to
recognize them: the man with the keys was the Medical Officer
himself, and the others were the COMMO and some Marine officer. I
tried my best to snap to attention and pop off a salute, but the
sleeve of my coveralls snagged on the doorhandle, and I wound up
nearly falling over and looking like a doofus.

"Out of the way, Sailor," said the COMMO, "The Doc
has to get in there."

"Don't you have a station, Sailor?" asked the
Marine.

"Yes, Sir. it's in there ― but the corpsman with the
keys never showed."

The COMMO shoved me aside and grabbed the key ring
from the Doc. I guess he's a prick to everyone. He fumbled with the
keys for what seemed like an hour as we all stood uncomfortably
silent, and the ship swung hard to starboard, circling back toward
the place where the man overboard occurred. Not that a ship the
size of Lysistrata can manage a very tight
turn.

Finally, he got the door open and we all filed into
the cramped station. I turned on the lights and put the radio
headphones on ― this was normally my job at GQ, listening to the
radio in case anyone needs to make use of our emergency station.
When I flipped the switch on, the headset erupted into a gabble of
radio noise and militarese, and it took me a moment to be able to
separate the voices into coherent sentences: "Station Five online,"
I said into the mic at the first pause.

"Station Five? Is the Doc there?"

"Affirmative."

"Put him on."

That was unusual. I looked at the Doc and realized
the three officers were staring at me expectantly. "Uh, they want
to talk to Doc," I said, and handed the second set of phones over
to him.

Doc looked a little frazzled, and took the set.
Before he answered he covered the mic and told me to
disconnect.

Something was going on, all right.

So I took the headset off and sat on the table,
waiting to take my turn at the radio again.

The Doc's forehead wrinkled under the arc of the
headset as he tried to parse out the squawk on the other end.
"Yes?" A minute later: "Really?" Another pause,
then―

Suddenly the door banged open, and the SAR swimmers
crowded in, two of them carrying a bedraggled and drenched young
woman in officer's khakis. The Doc gawped for about a heartbeat
then ripped the headset off and helped get the woman onto the
table. She was a junior officer I'd never seen before, obviously
new to the ship. As I returned to my station at the radio, the Doc
ripped her shirt open and listened at her chest.

"Give me room!" he yelled to the assembled crowd
breathing down his neck, and started CPR on her, counting under his
breath. As the radio gabbled away unheeded from the Doc's abandoned
headset, I saw her pale flesh beaded with seawater, not moving in a
way that was totally not like sleep: l knew she was dead. A moment
later when the Doc moved aside to make note of her time of death, I
saw something familiar glinting at her throat, above the damp line
of her translucent undershirt: it was a pentacle pendant very like
my own, and the COMMO noticed it the same moment I did. He grabbed
it and yanked it from her dead neck to get a closer look. I didn't
like the look in his eyes.

 

 

[Interlude]

"It was the strangest thing," Kat
said.

"You think the Ranter was really talking to you,"
said Erik. He seemed doubtful, but knew better than to accuse his
girlfriend of imagining things ― all too often he'd thought so, but
she'd been vindicated in the end.

"Yes, I do ― something's up with
Jack."

"Well, it wouldn't be the first time a madman was
used as a messenger, if you believe your mythology," he said. Kat
was really worried, he could tell, but with Jack at sea there was
little they could do, at least not any quicker than the two-week
delay on mail. "We can send him good energy and hope he calls us on
the satellite phone soon, but I can't think of anything else we can
do for him."

Kat sighed, "I guess you're right. It's a full moon
tonight. You willing to help?"

Erik smiled. Ritual with Kat was always fun ― as was
what always came after. "Of course. I got some new incense the
other day, I'll go fetch it."

Kat smiled. "This is one of those 'have faith'
moments, isn't it?"

Erik hugged her. "Yeah, I guess it
is."

 

[Pritchard]

I sat in my privileged position overlooking the
welldecks, watching the sea swirl in as the aft gate ground
laboriously upward, clanking and groaning like an old wooden roller
coaster. The giant rotors of the LCAC hovercraft whipped up
ministorms and waterspouts pulverizing the waves into a fine mist
that slicked the black-rubber sides of the craft's air cushion.
From where I stood, hands clenching the railing, a saltwater wind
blew my hair around and aired out my grease- and sweat-stinking
coveralls. A grin split my face as I faced the machine-lashed
elements, and remembered dancing in a thunderstorm as a
child.

After the day I'd had, even the thunder of the LCAC
was downright peaceful. Zen,
even.

I wasn't supposed to be on the welldeck catwalk
while the LCAC was in operation ― it was possible a random gust
would blow me off into the churning waters below, and with all the
spray even the railing was slick and dangerous. But today I had to
get out, and on a ship like Lysistrata there
really was no out except to the flight deck topside, and that was
closed 90% of the time to anyone not on the flight crew. Down here
in the bowels of the ship we engineers never saw daylight except
when we snuck out here when the welldeck was
open.

With its usual ungainly grace the giant machine
bumped and slid out of the welldeck onto the open sea, the Sailors
and Marines aboard leaning into the wind and inaudibly whooping
from the sheer exhilaration of speed on the wide ocean. Moments
later it was again quiet enough to hear the ship's engines, and the
wavelets lapping up the welldeck ramp were those of a tranquil
lagoon. I wasn't going to have more than a few minutes of this
peace, so I was determined to make the most of
it.

I calmed my mind and watched the sea, forming and
reforming waves, and I was reminded of a time when I was 14,
skinny-dipping with friends back in Colorado. It was about
midnight, and a calm had come over our splashing, and I leaned back
to float, watching the stars through the dark, drifting clouds. As
I lay there, my mind and heart still, it began to rain, lightly
sprinkling on my upturned face and roiling the mirrored surface of
the lake into a pitted and furious landscape. For a moment, as I
lay there, supported by water, surrounded by water, being rained
upon by water, it seemed to me the rain was coming from the stars,
and I was overwhelmed with the wonder of a substance that was so
many things, that could fall from the sky and embrace me bodily,
that would move aside as I languidly waved my arms and legs through
it, yet come together behind so quietly and fluidly as to seem that
there had been no break. And the most intriguing and awe-inspiring
part of that moment, that brief satori, was that I'd taken
such a primeval substance for granted all my life, and was only now
experiencing its awesome nature.

Even in the midst of the thudding machines of my
life aboard Lysistrata I tried, and often failed, to
remember that moment. It had been weeks since I'd had the peace to
relax and touch the universe with awe. Now, a day after the
Witches' meeting in the library, I felt at one with the universe,
charged with primordial life drawn straight from the swirling ocean
lapping at the walls of the welldeck below me.

I knew I had pressed my luck as long as I could get
away with, and turned to make my way back into the labyrinthine
depths of the Engineering spaces within the ship. There was a
sealed hatch at one end of the catwalk that opened onto a vertical
shaft that led down into the boiler rooms where I worked. With some
difficulty I turned the sea-slicked wheel until the hatch opened
and climbed down the dim-lit ladder into …
Hell.

Writers of many cultures have viewed the land of the
dead as underground, the denizens pale and sickly, the atmosphere
hot and oppressive. Welcome to my daily world. As I descended the
ladder I left sunlight sparkling on wind-tossed waves for dim
reddish emergency lights insufficient to the task of lighting my
downward passage. I went from a brisk summer day on the sea to a
hot, dank noisome underworld of toxic filth and humans who felt at
home there.

As I passed through the fourth level of the ship,
where I was actually beneath sea level and the reverberating engine
noises began to drown out my own footsteps and labored breathing, I
heard the strident voice of my supervisor shouting my name. I
looked downladder between my legs and saw him standing a level
below, gesturing at me angrily and calling my name. I guess I was
missed sooner than I'd thought. I hurried down the ladder and stood
on a level with the man, and stood silent as he harangued me for
five kinds of fool and delinquent, and mostly I tried to avoid the
sparks flying from his wildly gesturing and highly unauthorized
cigarette butt. When he was done, he pointed down the passageway
toward the space it was now my job to clean.

Like all junior Sailors in the Department, I'd
learned long ago to basically ignore the tirades of my superiors.
They don't mean it personally, they just have a limited
understanding of "communication," and seem to get most of their
vocabulary from pirate movies, Popeye cartoons, and locker rooms.
What I'd gleaned from this specific tirade was that the Department
had received word that there was a surprise inspection coming soon,
and my space was on the list to be inspected.

"Surprise" inspection, indeed. If I'd returned an
hour earlier, I would have received an identical tongue-lashing, so
I figured I wasn't in too deep as long as I made a good effort on
the space before the inspectors came. Since it was an unused space,
all it should require was a dusting and an update of the safety
tags on the fire extinguisher and the air conditioning vents ―
unless someone had been secretly using it. A surprising amount and
variety of contraband can be found in such places if they aren't
checked regularly.

I sighed as I threaded my way behind engines, around
boilers and down dusty, unused passageways to the space allotted me
to clean. I'd checked the key out this morning and fished it from
the pocket of my coveralls, already sweaty again from the heat of
the engine rooms. The light in the passageway outside the door was
flickering, but the passageway was somebody else's job. I checked
the little brass plate with the room number against the etched
numbers on the key ring, and unlocked the door.

The inside was a dark and dusty as I'd expected. It
was a roughly square space with bulkheads and deck of bare painted
steel. The overhead was a tangle of wires and ducts, and nearly
half of the room was taken up by an immense square pipe passing
vertically through the space, turning toward the doorway about
halfway up, and then rising vertically again, so it seemed to loom
toward me as I stood in the doorway. Wonderful, I thought,
that'll be fun to clean around.

There was an odd smell underneath, like garbage,
maybe: probably someone'd dropped their lunch leavings in there
months ago. I'd be sure to watch out for rats, too.
Joy.

I reached inside to find a light switch and
discovered that I had been assigned to clean one of the odd spaces
on the ship that had no lighting of its own. This was basically a
space between floors that was otherwise useless because of that
pipe, so they'd slapped a door on it, gave it a number, and called
it a space. Wonderful. The flickering fluorescent light from the
passageway cast a ghastly, inconstant glow into the room, only
enough to make the dark corners darker. I reached in my coverall
pocket and pulled out my Zippo and lit it. I figured before I got
cleaning supplies I ought to know what sort of condition the space
was in.

In the flickering of the lighter the overhead seemed
to swarm and writhe like a nest of snakes, and the shadow of the
central pipe moved and swayed as an errant air current blew the
flame this way and that as I turned to illuminate the corners. No
piles of rubbish or contraband, only dust and a few cigarette
butts. As I stepped inside the space I noticed for the first time
that there were footprints in the dust. Someone had been here
recently after all.

Around toward the back of the room I glimpsed
something reflecting dimly the light from the passageway, just on
the edge of the pipe's shadow. I leaned down to see what it was and
was surprised to find a flashlight, one of the heavy black metal
kind that you could pound nails with. Crossing my fingers that the
batteries might still be good, I grabbed the light and clicked it
on.

In the sudden beam of clear, steady illumination
from the flashlight it took me a moment to realize what I was
looking at just inches in front of me. The shadows in the space
were blacker than they'd seemed in the light from my Zippo, which
I'd absently snapped shut when the light came on. It was a belt
buckle with the Lysistrata seal on it that snapped the
image in place for me. It was a body, swinging from an overhead
pipe by a knotted rope. In the few brief moments I knew I had
before I puked up dinner or went crazy, I tried to guess who it
was, swinging before me. The face was blackened, swollen, and
impossible to identify. A bit lower, and I saw his name stenciled
in white on his coveralls: James. It was no one I
knew. As my gaze followed its downward momentum I saw the truth of
the stories of hanged men, and the reason for the odd
smell.

It was then that I blacked out.

 

[318*]


Something explodes. The
old man's face records more than our physical form at an all-time
low. I remove from my pockets and throw into the pool cosmic
energies, for a moment attempted suicides can do that,
you
whore-ridden,
vile,
pus-filled
beast
of a conversation. We wouldn't see him
today, if you believe your mythology between my
legs.
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[319]

Alyson looked around: the only movement was her own
misty breath rising in ragged gasps before her face, lit by the
intermittent flicker of a faulty security light further down the
alley. It was toward the unsure pool of light that the footprints
led. Alyson was sure these were not the tracks of one of her
missing friends.

At least, she hoped not. One foot was twisted inward
in an awkward-looking angle, the other dragged a bit, leaving a
skid in the thin snow layer covering the rough concrete behind the
old mill. She followed the tracks toward the light, but could not
see where they led beyond, as the dark fog-filled night seemed to
swallow the trail.

Somewhere nearby, some ancient machinery clanked and
droned; it was hard to hear approaching
footsteps.

Cautiously, she moved forward, aware that in the
light she was more visible.

A sudden hiss gave her a split second to step back
as a dark form hurtled to the ground, landing inches before her. It
was not human.

She had no weapon, nothing with which to fend this
fiend off. She looked around and saw amidst the litter on the
ground a rusty iron [padded PVC] pipe and ducked to grab it as the
fiend made a swipe at her head, its blood-stained talons [molded
latex gloves] barely missing what would be a bad slash to the
face.

She swung the pipe at its legs, but it leaped over
and clung to the wall, its shadow extending crazily into the fog
like monster tentacles, reaching for the greater darkness
beyond.

She could hear it breathing heavily. She stood,
keeping her eyes on the beast, and saw it was waiting for her to
make the next move.

She swung hard at its head and struck it on the side
of its face [padded mask] and it fell to the ground to writhe in
the snow. After a moment, it fell still.

"Ha!" she said, and kicked it once soundly [gently]
in the ribs [padded breastplate] to be sure.

She heard a skittering behind her, from beyond the
flickering pool of light and spun around to face it, but she could
see only darkness. A strange odor came to her, though, reminding
her of rot and decay [latex and paint]. She knew more of them lay
in wait for her. She decided to go back and take another way
around, keeping her eyes open for a better
weapon.

Last time she was here she had found a rifle
[paintball gun] stashed in one of the offices. She tried a
door.

 

[320]

"Wait," said Jack. "Play that tape back
again."

Will rewound the tape and again they listened to the
awkward noise that was what the PlasyfHhq used for
language.

"Can you filter that so we only hear the
tonality?"

"Give me a minute," said Will.

In a moment, he played a digital sample of the
recording; it sounded like a synthesizer solo in a scale not
designed by humans.

"Okay," said Jack, "Now could you play the very end
of Minister fMQil'v's speech last night through the same filter?
Just the last bit, after the dramatic pause."

"What are you looking for?" asked
Will.

"The words are the same, the minister repeated
himself," said Jack. "I guess it's a figure of speech or something
― the language is tough enough for me to follow without
understanding idiom.

"But the tonality is different. If I could get you
to compare them for me ― I think the tonality may modify the
meaning. I may have been translating only a fraction of the
information they are sending."

"Hell, you're the only one that can understand them
at all," said Will. "If you've been missing nuances, no one else
has a chance!"

"I am afraid the tonal subtext might be more than
nuance," said Jack. "I think the song of the words might
actually be as important to getting the message as the words
themselves."

"Do you think you can figure it
out?"

"Well, maybe," said Jack, "except I don't have an
ear for tone at all. I was watching the readout, as that last bit
played, and there was a whole lot more variation shown than I could
hear. In theory I could eventually parse out the underlanguage
through the readouts, but it will take a long time to
analyze."

"Um, my brother-in-law is a music
teacher."

"Yes! Call him! Maybe it just requires a little
teamwork."

 

[321]

"Seaman Garza reporting, sir!" The ship's chaplain
looked at the new arrival and decided he liked him. "At ease, son,
at ease. We don't salute indoors. I'm Father McGillicuddy. Welcome
aboard."

"Pleased to meet you, Sir." The chaplain's handshake
pleased Garza, and he decided that despite being an officer and a
priest, the chaplain just might be likable.

"Well, Seaman Garza, what's your rating?" The
chaplain turned to his computer screen to enter the Sailor's
statistics into the database.

"Operations Specialist, Sir. OSSN Philip
Garza."

"Are you married, Garza?"

"No, Sir."

"Religion?"

At this, Garza hesitated. It was the nineties, but
it was still the Navy.

"We've got all kinds aboard the Lysistrata,
son. Protestant, Catholic, Jew, Buddhist ― we've even got a group
of Witches meeting once a week."

"Witches? Really?"

"You bet. They just started last month. So far it's
going well."

"That's allowed?"

"It's a nineties Navy, son. We have to allow
everything."

"Uh, do I have to declare a
religion?"

"No, you don't. That's just in case there's some
trouble, so the chaplain knows what kind of last rites you
need."

"Well," said Garza, "I wouldn't worry too much about
that."

"Okay, son. Next of kin?"

Garza didn't pay much attention to the rest of the
interview. As he climbed the ladders back up four levels to his
berthing compartment, he thought, Witches? Aboard a
ship?

Later, as he unpacked his seabag into his new
locker, Garza noticed someone watching him from behind one of the
racks. He was feeling a bit defiant, so he made no attempt to hide
the rumpled, black cloak as he hung it on the hook at the back of
the locker. Let's see what they make out of this, he
thought.

Three weeks later the Lysistrata was
underway for a routine test of the engines. On Thursday nights the
Lysistrata Witches met in the chaplain's office. Garza
decided to take a risk and visit them.

"Welcome to Circle William," said a tall, thin pale
man with a faint New York Accent.

Garza looked around the room. It looked like he was
the last one there. About a half-dozen people were scattered about
the room, sitting on the deck, perched on the chaplain's desk,
using one of the few folding chairs the room had. No one looked
like a witch.

"Have a seat," said a female sitting on the edge of
the desk, gesturing to an empty patch of the
deck.

He sat.

Garza leaned over to the female who had spoken to
him.

"Why Circle William?"

"You're new to the ship?"

"Yeah."

"It's kind of a joke. We're a circle of witches.
Circle William is what the ship calls it when all the ventilation
is shut down in case of chemical attack."

"Funny. My name is Garza."

"Lilly. We usually go by first names down
here."

Just then the one who had welcomed Garza when he
came in raised his voice to speak: "I think we can begin now. I
don't think the others are going to be able to make it. Let's start
with introductions. My name is Jack, and I'm leading the group.
I've been a Wiccan, or witch, for a little over a year
now."

The next person who spoke was rotund and unkempt.
The sort who would never get his picture in recruiting magazines.
"Jake. I'm just learning here."

A black woman stood up. "I'm Tammy. I don't know if
I want to be called a witch or not. Wicca interests me a lot more
than the Baptist crap I grew up with, though."

That brought chuckles from a few of the people
there.

Next it was Garza's turn.

"I'm Garza. Philip, I guess. I just checked on
board, and my father's a minister. I've been studying the occult
for some time now. I guess I just want to see what you do
here."

"Lilly. I've been a witch for as long as I can
remember. My parents are witches."

The next person Garza recognized as the one who had
been watching him from the berthing. "I'm Bob. I've just started
with this group and l love it. Circle William is the best thing
aboard this floating pile of shit."

Again, people laughed.

The last few people introduced themselves, generally
to laughter, and Garza began to feel comfortable.

Just then the door opened.

"Sorry I'm late," said the newcomer, and Garza saw
it was the chaplain himself.

"That's okay," said Jack, "we were just having
introductions."

The chaplain hunkered down next to Garza and the
meeting began.

The group talked a little about Wiccan traditions
and definitions of magic and goddess worship, but mostly they were
concerned about the bad image the Circle had on the
ship.

"It's just that everyone's so bored at sea," said
Bob. "There's nothing else to talk about."

"Yeah, well it's starting to piss me off," said
Tammy.

"People think we're devil worshippers, that we
sacrifice virgins "

"Not that anyone could find one," put in
Jack.

"Ha ha."

"People are ignorant," said the chaplain, "and they
get there information from TV and movies. We know better, but it'll
take the rest a while to realize it."

 

[322]

"Garza, do you know why you're here?" The
Master-at-Arms was stiffly formal.

"No, I don't," said Garza.

"Well, we have a complaint from one of your berthing
mates," said the MAA.

"I don't understand."

The MAA showed Garza the complaint form. "It says
here you … "

"I cast a spell on him? This can't be
serious!"

"Did you, er, cast a spell on Seaman
Stain?"

"No. No, I did not cast a spell on Seaman Stain, nor
on anyone else on this ship. Nor have I cursed, hexed, bewitched or
made voodoo dolls of my shipmates."

"You understand we're obliged to respond to every
complaint."

"I suppose."

The MAA handed Garza another sheet of paper. "What's
this? Stain said he found it in his rack."

Garza didn't laugh.

But it was a close thing.

"That's my name. I was practicing writing it in
runes."

"Runes?"

"An ancient alphabet. It must have blown across the
aisle in a draft from the AC."

"I see. I'll have to write you up for leaving
unsecured matter in your rack, then."

"You've got to be kidding
me."

"Nope. Not allowed."

 

[323]

THE JUDGEMENT OF THE MAN
MOUNTAIN

 

The clockwork man moved through the crowd, avoiding
toes and elbows, and arrived in time to see the sheriff locking
wide manacles to the wrists of the unconscious man-mountain. "Y'all
git about your business," said the sheriff, and shouldered his
suspect and trudged heavily toward his wagon, his burden swaying
with each step.

The crowd dispersed with some grumbling and craning
of necks, but the clockwork man stood where he was, watching as the
sheriff dumped the man-mountain into the back of the wagon and
locked the manacle chains to a hasp in the floor.

"Gee-yup," said the sheriff, and his horses, shaggy
mountain-farm beasts donated by the township, started down the
road, furrow-straight but slow. The wagon's path took it close by
the clockwork man, who held out a hand to catch the sheriff's
attention.

"Please, sirrah," said the clockwork man. "A word,
if you've a moment."

The sheriff clucked the horses to a stop. "What is
it, tick-tock?"

"Thank you, sirrah. Begging your pardon, sirrah. The
man-mountain you have chained in your conveyance is my
master."

"Why tell me?" asked the sheriff. "I have to do the
Law, it's what I'm here for."

"I am not well-versed in the Law of this land," said
the clockwork man. "Neither is my master. I wonder if you might
tell me what happens now, and what I might do to relieve you of the
burden of my master's care."

"Climb aboard, tick-tock, and I'll take you to the
jail. When your man awakes, I'll educate you both on the way of
things in the Canton. But I used a good stun, it'll be dark before
he wakes up."

The clockwork man climbed into the wagon and they
sat silently as it creaked and groaned across the rutted dirt road
toward the center of town. When they arrived, the clockwork man
stood aside as the sheriff wrestled the stunned form of his charge
out of the wagon and into the small cell that made up half the
jailhouse, unshackling him and locking the gate.

"Now we wait," said the sheriff. "Keep quiet, now,
I'm going to take a nap." And he tipped back in his chair, pulled
the wide brim of his hat over his eyes, and immediately the
clockwork man could hear the snores of an unworried
man.

For an hour the clockwork man simply stood, watching
the sleeping sheriff and the man-mountain that slumbered in the
cell. A faint hum could just be heard from behind the luminous
disks that seemed to be the clockwork man's eyes; otherwise the
only sounds were the breathing of the sleeping
occupants.

Shortly after the sun began to sink behind the hills
to the west, the clockwork man, whose eyes were unaffected by the
dimness, saw his master stir.

"Sir," he said to the sheriff. "He
wakes."

The sheriff grunted and sat forward in his chair.
"Whups, getting dark." He lit a kerosene lantern that filled the
room with a wavery yellow light and then turned toward his
prisoner.

"You awake in there?"

"Yerse, yerse, where am I?"

"You are in my jail my man."

"Mhmmm … I have a splitting
headache."

"Well," said the sheriff, "that'd be my fault. I
stunned you, and I had to go heavy: you're a big fella. It should
wear off after you get some food in you. My wife's due in with some
grub in a bit, anyway."

"Where's Pitter?"

"Here," said the clockwork man.

"One or two questions," said the man-mountain. "With
what am I charged?"

"Well, I know you're from away, so you're used to a
different way of doing things, but here in the Canton blasphemy is
a major offense."

"I blasphemed?"

"It is a graver charge when you do it in front
kids," said the sheriff.

"If you say I did that," said the man mountain, "I
can only believe you, but it really doesn't sound like something
I'd do. I'm generally very careful about not upsetting churchfolk
or their kids."

"Nonetheless," said the sheriff, "I have three
witnesses, and that's enough to get you a night in
jail."

"And I can leave in the morning?"

"Mayhap. In the morning you get judged. You either
go free, or you swing."

"I may be hanged?"

"Yessir, that's what usually happens on these sorts
of charges. Strangers are more likely to swing, as a matter of
fact."

"Well," said the man-mountain, "I reckon I need to
figure out how to defend myself."

"You may speak on your own behalf, and call forth
any witnesses, and it is a panel of three judges that decides your
fate. Three votes of innocence and you are free to go. Three votes
of guilty and you swing. A split vote and you get something in the
middle ― but our judges tend to run together pretty well every
time, so don't get your hopes up."

"Is Pitter free to roam while I languish in the
cell?"

"He is."

"Will the judges take the testimony of a
machine?"

"They will, but folks around here won't trust his
word much ― no way to know if this'n lies or
not."

"Pitter does not lie, and neither do I, but I grant
that you've no way of knowing for sure."

"Sir, may I tell what I saw?" asked the clockwork
man.

"If you like," said the sheriff, "but it's the
judges you need to convince, not me. All I'll be able to tell them
is how I got word of a disturbance and found your man here
surrounded by townsfolk shouting him down. Witnesses told me what
was up and I stunned him."

"I guess that's only fair," said the man-mountain.
"May I know what exactly I am accused of saying?"

"You can ask that of your witnesses tomorrow," said
the sheriff. "I didn't make them tell me."

"May I know the witness's names?" asked
Pitter.

"Well, sure, it was Ferguson and his wife, and their
hired hand, Jayth. They live on the farmstead to the south, with
the green doors."

"Pitter, you have to be my eyes and ears, and legs,
too, and see what you can find out. To be honest, with this
headache, it's all a bit hazy, and I have no recollection of the
exact words I might have said and to whom."

"I will, Master."

There come a knock on the jail door, and a woman
entered, surely the sheriff's wife. She stared at Pitter, but
avoided looking at the prisoner, and left a basket with crusty
bread and a crock of soup that was mostly broth and a few brown
potatoes. Without saying a word she left, shutting the door quietly
behind her.

"I shall begin my investigation," said Pitter. "With
your leave."

"Of course, get on with it. Say, sheriff, is it
legal to play cards in this canton?"

As Pitter departed, the man-mountain and the sheriff
were deep in conversation, trying to find a game they knew in
common.

Pitter walked briskly up the road ― not an inhuman
pace, but one that would tire a natural man quickly enough. Town
children lined the road to watch him pass, sometimes mouthing
"tick-tock" under their breath.

Before long Pitter came to the Ferguson's rough
farmstead, green doors and shutters, with firelight gleaming
through cracks, stretching across the roadway. Pitter noted little
evidence of farming about the place, though there was a sleepy,
gruff hound chained by the front door. The dog ignored Pitter's
approach as he knocked briskly on the door.

"Jes' a minute," came a cry from within, and Pitter
waited until a dumpy man in gray trousers and wild hair swung the
door wide. The firelight glinted off the polished fixtures of
Pitter's shell.

"What the hell?" asked the man.

"Good even, Sirrah, I apologize for disrupting your
dinner," said Pitter.

"Who the hell are you?"

"Farmer Ferguson, I presume? I am the manservant of
Prestor James Scald of the Hill Patch, the man-mountain arrested in
the square this afternoon."

"You are, are you?" asked Ferguson. "Come to scare
me off, I expect."

"No, Sirrah, nothing like that. But you see, my
master and I are unable to work a defense unless we know better
what the accusation is ― and the good sheriff didn't know the
details of it."

"You want me to help you, is that it?" Ferguson
stared hard at the round panels that glittered in the middle of
Pitter's face. The effect to Pitter was as if Ferguson were staring
at his forehead.

"That is the grist of my request, Sirrah, yes," said
Pitter, bowing slightly at the waist.

"Well," said Ferguson, "my wife and I, and our
manservant Jayth, we saw that man- mountain come inter town, and we
knew he was going to be trouble, so we watched
him.

"And sure enough, tick-tock, right there in the
middle of the square, we heard him blaspheme, and with children
right there. We knows our duty, man, and that's to protect the
chilluns of the Canton, first and fore!"

"In what way did my master blaspheme, my good farm
sir? Do you recall the exact words?"

"I do, but I shan't say them before you. If it's
wrong for your master to so speak, it's wrong for me as
well."

"Of course, I see." Pitter paused a moment, and
Ferguson moved as if to close the door.

"Good morrow, tick-tock, I have a long day before
me."

"A moment further, Sirrah. Surely you wish justice
to be done, and all according to canton law ― and I must needs be
educated in the matter a might more before I will be able to advise
my master sufficiently."

"Hurry it up, then," said Ferguson. "My dinner
awaits."

"Of course," said Pitter, with another bow. "I
wonder ― if you may not speak the words, how are the judges to know
what exactly my master might be guilty of? How will you convey the
nature of the crime without repeating it?"

"Well, I guess I didn't need to be told you were
from away," said Ferguson. "Here's the way of it: I tell the judges
there was blasphemy, and they know I tell the truth. They don't
need to hear it repeated."

"A sensible solution. Not" said Pitter, "that you
need my approval. Far from it."

"ls that it?"

"A further question, sir, if you would, and a
hypothetical one at that― a what if question, d'ye
ken?"

"Out with it, tick-tock."

"If the accusers were to lie, how would the judges
know?"

Ferguson stared, hard, and for a moment the night
fell to silence as the farmer regarded the clockwork man. In the
back of the house something clacked against something else, and
this seemed to startle Ferguson back into speech. "Ye are not of
flesh and blood, and I have heard there has yet to be a machine
with a soul as man has, so I'll not take offense as much as I
ought. But I reckon it's time you return to your master. Any
further questions of form ye can ask the judges
themselves."

And with that Ferguson shut the
door.

Pitter didn't move from the doorstep for a number of
minutes. Within the farmstead, voices muttered, with some emotion.
Something whirred inside Pitter's head, and footprints, a spatter
of microdrops of oil and blood, stray hairs, a scuff on the
doorframe came to focus.

Pitter calculated.

After a while, Pitter left, ignored by the drowsing
dog.

 

Back at jail, Pitter waited outside, for the door
was locked. He could hear his master's snores within, but no sound
of the sheriff. The clockwork man found a spot near the door where
he would be out of the way and unlikely to trip up anyone wandering
in the dark, and dimmed his lights until dawn.

After a time, a figure approached the jailhouse
without torch or lantern, and walked silently 'round the building,
only reacting to Pitter's still form on the second pass. The
clockwork man was silent and unmoving as the visitor ran smooth
fingertips across his surface ― especially around the golden
circles that humans regularly mistook for eyes.

After a few minutes the visitor ceased the close
scrutiny and left.

 

Pitter noted the approach of dawn a handful of
minutes before any soul stirred within the canton, and birds and
cows announced its approach only a short time after. As daylight
seeped across the sky, the residents of the canton started to shift
in their sleep, and finally awakened to begin their day. An hour
later the sheriff arrived at the jailhouse, bleary-eyed and
clutching an earthenware mug of kaffee
brew.

"Ah, yeh await yer master, metal brute," said the
sheriff, and unlocked the jailhouse with a great iron key. "He's
got a few hours before he's judged, tick-tock. I can let ye talk to
him until then, but I'll need him alone right before we go to the
field of judging."

"Thank you," said Pitter.

"What can you tell me?" asked the
man-mountain.

"Not much, my master," said Pitter. "The Ferguson
farmhold is nearby, but I do not know what they can possibly be
farming. The lord of the house seems unfriendly to our cause. I was
unable to discover the exact nature of your alleged crime, but I
have reason to suspect a ruling against you will benefit your
accuser in some way."

"Now that's something," said the
man-mountain.

"And as I waited dawn outside, I was
inspected."

"Do you know by whom?"

"It was farmer Ferguson himself, and by his touch I
know he covets me ― or more likely, my golden
parts."

"He must have other means of supporting his
farmstead," said the man-mountain. "But that does not easily inform
my defense."

"No Master, it does not."

"Whelp," said the man mountain, "nothing to do but
to do it. Sheriff! Does a man get breakfast before being hanged
around here?"

The sheriff, who had lingered at his desk while the
clockwork man and his master talked, tipped back his hat. "You sure
are cheerful for someone going to trial," he
said.

"If my fate is cast," said the man-mountain,
"there's no reason to waste my last minutes in the flesh being
morose. Does the missus have some more of that excellent grub for
me this morning?"

"I'll tell Ida you said so," said the sheriff. "And
yeah, she'll bring sommat by shortly."

"I'd be mighty grateful," said the man-mountain,
smacking his lips.

"What would you have me do in the meantime?" asked
Pitter.

"Well, I think I have the measure of this Ferguson
fellow. It's the rest of the town I'm less sure of. Why don't you
head out to the square and see what you can learn about what people
are saying. I'd sure hate to be hanged for something I didn't know
I did."

"All right. The judging is at noon: shall I return
to you before then or meet you there?"

"Sheriff? You think we can throw a few more hands of
cards this morning?"

"I reckon we can," said the
sheriff.

"Then why don't you wait and return for the judging,
Pitter."

"As you wish."

 

Outside the sun was bright and the day was beginning
to warm, but neither caused Pitter any discomfort. The inhabitants
of the canton were moving about, shopping at stalls along the edge
of the square. Most gave Pitter a wide berth as he roamed the area,
but some, mostly children, stopped and openly
stared.

Conversation stopped cold wherever Pitter walked,
whether it be haggling over a bushel of beets or gossiping over the
peccadilloes of neighbors. The silence kept little from Pitter's
sensitive ears, however, and he registered myriad conversations
from across the marketplace long before they were stifled at his
approach.

Much of the talk was of the impending judging. Some
folks thought the man-mountain innocent of the Fergusons' charges,
but they were all in agreement that there was going to be a
hanging. Some sided with the Fergusons but most seemed to side
against the outsider. There was an undercurrent of resentment
toward farmer Ferguson, though none spoke ill of him
directly.

After a time Pitter heard a gong and followed the
milling crowd to the center of the square, where a boy stood with a
beater as tall as he was next to a tarnished brass cylinder
suspended from a rough frame. To the boy's left were three people
sitting in high-backed chairs in the dust of the square. They wore
robes somewhat less tattered than the general clothing of the
people of the canton, and Pitter deduced these to be the judges.
Before them stood the man-mountain, alone, his ankles and wrists in
chains.

When the crowd had assembled and fallen silent, the
first judge spoke.

"People of the canton, we come to judge a claim
against the stranger who now stands before you."

The second judge spoke: "Who accuses this
man-mountain?"

Farmer Ferguson stepped out of the crowd,
accompanied by a pale woman of delicate build and another man
similar enough to Ferguson to be mistaken for his
brother.

"I do," said Ferguson.

The third judge asked, "and of what crime is he
accused?"

"Public Indecency, your honors," said Ferguson, "and
Blasphemy."

"And what does he say?" asked the first
judge.

"Seeing as how no one's told me what I am supposed
to have done," said the man- mountain, "I can only conclude that I
am innocent of the charge."

A murmur ran through the crowd.

"Farmer Ferguson," said the second judge, "have you
witnesses to this crime?"

"I have," said Ferguson. "My wife, Ginny," and he
patted the woman at his side on the back. "And my manservant,
Jayth."

"And does the accused have no one to stand by his
side?" asked the third judge.

"I stand by his side, Sirrah," said Pitter, and
stepped out from the crowd.

"Then let us commence," said the first judge.
"Farmer Ferguson, tell us what you saw."

"Well, it was like this," said Ferguson, "This
man-mountain come to town yesterday morn for whatever reason
motivates such as him, and me and mine saw him in the market. With
that." He gestured toward Pitter, without looking
at him.

"Go on," said the judge.

"Well, we kept an eye on 'em, as is only natural,
and they was wandering around the market asking questions, not
buying nothing, and Jayth and I thought maybe we should ask them
their business, so we stopped 'em by the stall over there." He
pointed behind the judges toward a produce vendor's
stall.

The second judge leaned forward and addressed the
man-mountain. "Does the story ring true with you so far,
Sirrah?"

"Aye, it's as he said. We weren't buying, and he and
his man stopped us by the fruit seller's."

"Continue," said the first judge.

"Well, like I said, we asked them their business.
They wouldn't give us a good answer so we insisted. They refused
again. I … I got a little pushy about it, your honors, but
that's when he blasphemed, and little Tommi Randall not two paces
away, staring with his mouth hanging open."

Again a murmur crossed the crowd, and was stilled by
the next judge speaking: "Witnesses, do you vouch for
this?"

Jayth and the farmwife nodded eagerly enough, and
the judge nodded in return. "Do you have anything to
add?"

They did not.

The third judge asked, "Does the accused wish to
tell his story?"

The man-mountain shuffled forward, his chains
clinking and dragging stripes in the dust. "Yes I do, begging your
pardon, sirs."

"Go on, then."

"Well, as you may have guessed, my metal companion
and I come from far to the north of the canton, in a place where
such marvels as clockwork men and members of my own people are
common enough sights. We are on a mission, as agents of our own
government, and sworn to keep as quiet about it as we can.
Unfortunately, two such as we make a bit of an impression in lands
where our kind are creatures of myth told to scare small
children."

Pitter noted that all except the Ferguson party
watched intently as he told his tale.

"Y'see, we're following someone, and have reason to
believe he passed south through the canton. Yesterday morning
Pitter ― this here's Pitter ― Pitter and I were nosing around,
trying to see if anyone'd seen the one we seek. At the time, we
still had hopes of keeping our mission secret, lest the one we're
following catch word of our pursuit. I see now," he swept his
slabby hand to include the entire spectacle of the trial, "secrecy
is one thing we can no longer have."

Farmer Ferguson fidgeted there in the dust of the
square, and continued to watch the judges, studied unconcern on his
face. His wife stared at her feet and Jayth seemed about ready to
fall asleep.

The man-mountain continued: "This gentleman here,
who spoke before, come to us, as he said, and asked us our business
in the canton. Truth be told, I didn't much like his tone, but a
man my size doesn't live peaceably among smaller folk ― begging
your pardon ― without learning to be gentle when others might rage,
and I did my best to turn aside harsh words without revealing our
mission."

He paused and wiped his brow with an aged
handkerchief. "Looking around, I see you're unsurprised so far.
Perhaps I am not the first person Farmer Ferguson has spoken to in
harsh tones. Perhaps I am not the first by a fair
amount."

Now Ferguson turned to face the man-mountain. "How
dare you?"

"Meaning no disrespect, your honors, I'm just
thinking aloud, trying to figure out what happened, because I am
quite sure I never uttered a blasphemous word in front of a child
yesterday morning."

The first judge nodded. "Nevertheless, be careful,
Sirrah, as it is not Farmer Ferguson who is being judged this
afternoon."

"I will have a great care of it, you honor, as my
very life depends on finding the truth while you yet listen to my
words."

Ferguson continued to face the accused, but spoke no
further.

"I tell you, I spoke as gently as ever I could. A
brawl in the market would surely be cause of gossip, and I did not
want to risk word getting to our quarry."

The third judge leaned forward and raised a hand.
"Begging pardon, but would you tell us who your quarry is, and why
you follow him?"

"He is a criminal of Scoud, the city-state we come
from. We are agents of the law there, and seek to return him to
stand trial, much as I am doing before your
honors."

"Go on with your story, then," said the second
judge.

"There is little enough to tell of that morning that
I have not yet relayed," said the man-mountain. "I was talking with
this gentleman, trying my best to avoid conflict, as I said, but
unable to answer his question, when your good sheriff hit me with a
stun, and that's all I recall until I awoke in the cell. Beyond
that all I can say is that I am not a man prone to the crime I am
accused of, and Pitter here can vouch for that. Although I
recognize you may trust him less than you do me, I have never known
him to tell a lie, even when it favored him. It is not how he was
made."

"It comes to my word against his," said Ferguson.
"He has no witness the judges might trust to say
otherwise."

"It is for the judges to decide, old man," come a
shout from the crowd. "Do not decide for them!"

The second judge narrowed his eyes and said, "There
will be none of that or I will have the ones yelling before the
judges when we finish with this one."

"And I think we could find three witnesses of good
word," said the third judge.

"Clockwork man, have you something to add in the
man-mountain's defense?" asked the first judge.

"I do," said Pitter. "More, I wish to ask some
questions of the witnesses if I may ― is that an allowed part of
these proceedings?"

"It is," said the judge, "but do not seek to turn us
against them, or to delay us in our judgement."

"Of course," said Pitter. "I merely seek to get to
the truth of things, as my fate is also in your
hands."

"How do you mean?" asked the third
judge.

"If my master is found guilty, I will be considered
his chattel and delivered to the ones you judge to be the victims
of his crime, is that right?"

"It is true that the canton does not recognize your
kind as anything but property, and the authorities will dole out
the wrongdoer's property to the victims, if any."

"And even if I were let go, I would have no hope of
finishing my quest without him, and would therefore be unable to
return to my home, according to my programming. However, I believe
that a few moments of questioning will not only set my master free,
but solve our quest as well."

As before, the crowd murmured.

"I would first like to ask questions of Farmer
Ferguson."

"Go ahead," said the second judge. "He is required
to tell you the truth or he will be judged next"

"Thank you," said Pitter.

He turned to Ferguson. "What happens," he asked, "if
my master is judged guilty?"

"I think that's one for the judge to answer, don't
you?" The crowd laughed.

"I am interested in your
answer."

"All right, tick-tock. If he's judged guilty, he
will be hanged in the square."

"And then?"

Ferguson looked confused. "And then? What do you
mean? And then he's dead."

"What happens to his body? What happens to his
possessions?"

"Ah, I follow ye. He gets buried in the Potter
Field, and his things ― well they go to the
accusers."

"They go to you."

"Aye, that's what I said."

The man-mountain shifted uneasily. "What are you
doing, Pitter?"

"Have faith Sirrah" said the clockwork man, bowing
toward his master.

"Are we here to have a lesson on the politics of the
Canton, Mr. Tick-tock?" asked the second judge.

"No, Sir Judge. I have more questions, if I
may."

"Proceed," said the judge. "But I hope you are not
wasting our time."

"Agreed." He turned toward Ferguson and his family.
"Farmer Ferguson, do you know what I am worth?"

Ferguson blinked. "Uh … well, 1 don't rightly
know. I'd expect quite a lot, some of your parts seem to be gold: I
think if you were melted down I could fetch a good price for
you."

"Enough to live on for how long?"

"Oh, at least a year, I should
think."

Pitter turned quickly to the farmer's wife. "What
day last week did the stranger come through
town?"

"I ― ah." Eyes wide, she stood, staring, but her jaw
snapped shut.

"See here," said Ferguson, "you ask me
questions, leave her out of it."

"But she is one of the witnesses that is convicting
my master of a crime against faith and decency. Her story is as
important as yours."

"But why…  ?"

"Can she answer the question?" asked
Pitter.

"She should try," said the third
judge.

She stood unmoving, the cords of her neck taut as
her jaw remained firmly closed.

"Is there something wrong with her, Ferguson?" asked
the judge.

"Answer the machine," said Ferguson, roughly pushing
her shoulder, so that she took a half-step toward Pitter before she
could stop herself.

"There was no stranger," she said.

In the pause before Pitter responded, a voice was
raised from the crowd: "But Maura, you―"

"Quiet," said Ferguson. "You got no need to speak,
this here's not your judging."

"It is my judging," said the man-mountain.
"What is it the woman would say?"

Ferguson's wife hiccuped and spoke quickly. "I
misspoke. There was a stranger, I only forgot. He passed through
town not two days ago. He never stopped, and we have no further
knowledge of him."

There was a commotion in the crowd near where the
interrupting voice had originated, but no further outcry was
heard.

"And can you describe the stranger?" asked
Pitter.

"It ― it was a man like yourself," she
said.

"A clockwork man?"

"Yes."

"Well I'll be … That's our man," said the
man-mountain. "I should never have doubted you Pitter, he did
indeed come this way."

Pitter did not pause. "And how much was he worth,
Mr. Ferguson?"

"What?"

"How much was this other clockwork man
worth?"

"How in blazes should I know?" asked
Ferguson.

Pitter did not allow his speech to increase speed.
"Where is he now?"

"She … she said he left town, how should I
know?"

"What was he like? Did he speak as I
do?"

"Why are you asking me this? What has this to do
with the guilt of this man?" he asked, pointing at the
man-mountain, who rattled his chains and glared
back.

"A fair question," said the first
judge.

"If your patience will but endure a few minutes
more," said Pitter, "all will be made clear. Surely this is not too
much to ask when a man's life is at stake."

"Continue," said the judge.

"Tell me about the clockwork man," said
Pitter.

"Well, he was more rugged than you, he clanked and
he seemed to be made of pig iron, at least in part. And he spoke
rough, too."

"How do you mean?"

"Go on, Ferguson ― or would your manservant or wife
like to carry on with the tale of our meeting?"

"Confound ye, tick-tock, I think you know my answers
before I speak them, I should rest and let ye do all the
work."

"It was this other clockwork man that spoke
blasphemy in the market, wasn't it? And just you three were there,
and you were so offended, you … what?"

"We had him over for tea"

"How come he did not stand before these judges on
your accusation?"

"It were a machine, weren't it?" said the farmer.
"Maura was afraid of him when Jayth and I brought him home, but I
think he thought we might hide him. But such a one deserves no
sanctuary under my roof."

"But you pretended to be
friendly?"

"Friendly enough, I guess, but he got more abusive,
until the three of us feared for our lives and those of our
children."

"How did you kill him?" asked
Pitter.

"Ye cannot kill what were never alive, begging your
pardon," said Ferguson. "But l take yer meaning. We knew he was on
the lam, and we told him he could hold up in our barn a while.
After we'd gone to bed he stood out there, not moving, dark, and
Jayth and I crept out and drove a maul through his
neck."

"Not knowing whether the machine was another's
property?"

"Well," said Ferguson, "it had committed a
death-crime in my hearing and that of my man-servant. And it was
clearly dangerous. If there was an owner, he would have been judged
the same."

"And," said Pitter, "you would have been awarded the
machine anyway, right?"

"Aye, as you say."

"And those lovely earrings your wife is wearing?"
Pitter pointed to the golden disks penduluming from the wife's
ears.

"The monster's very eyes."

The first judge stood. "Mr. Ferguson, I am not
entirely sure you have acted in good faith in this
matter."

"But that is for another judgment," said the second
judge. "None of this affects the man-mountain."

"Don't you see?" said Pitter. "My master is
innocent. Mr. Ferguson wished to accuse him of the crime of the
machine, that he might win me and so make enough to support his
family. It is a sure thing that his farm does
not."

The third judge turned to Ferguson. "Is this
true?"

"No! I swear! It is as I said, this vile monstrosity
is deceiving you!"

A voice from the crowd cried out, "I know the
Ferguson Farm has fallen on hard times."

Another answered, "Aye, we all know it is
so."

"But that doesn't mean … I mean … "
Ferguson stamped his foot. "Nothing has been proved," he said. "Ye
can all call us names if you like, but this stranger stands accused
and I do not. I demand the judges do their job."

Ferguson's wife took a half step away from
him.

At this, the first judge stood and faced the farmer.
"I do not take kindly to being told my job," he said. "You would do
well to shut your mouth, for when we finish with the stranger, we
will be judging yourself."

He turned to the man mountain: "Is it as your
machine tells it?"

"It is as he has told it," said the
man-mountain.

"We can only judge you innocent of the crime," said
the judge, "and offer our apologies."

The second judge stood. "Would ye stay and accuse
this man?"

"If we can but find the wreck of this other
clockwork man, I would be obliged to let him be. It seems he has
done our job for us."

"Our job was to bring the miscreant to justice,"
said Pitter. "Alive."

"Ay," said the man-mountain, "but he would have been
disassembled by the court, sure enough. And if the brain-box is
intact, we may yet have our evidence."

The Sheriff approached Ferguson. "Begging your
pardon, your honors, but shall I hold just the man or his entire
clan?"

The judge said, "Hold Ferguson and Jayth, let the
wife go." The Sheriff nodded.

The third judge stood. "As we three are the
accusers, we will need to have judges from elsewhere do this thing,
so it may take some days in the jail before we are ready to
reconvene.

"And as for you, my good man," he said, approaching
the still-chained man-mountain, "we shall help you find your
quarry. I believe the Ferguson wife will know the whereabouts of
the remnants of the criminal clockwork man."

"I sure thank you, sir," said the man-mountain. "I
would be much obliged if when the sheriff returns if he would
unchain me."

"Ah, sorry," said the judge. "If you have time, I
would like to have you and your friend over for dinner tonight. I
would know more of the way of things where you are
from."

"I would be most happy to accept," said the
man-mountain.

 

[324*]

Somewhere nearby, some digital sample of
Protestant, Catholic, Jew, Buddhist voodoo dolls of the sheriff and
his horses. After a few minutes I was inspected by the fruit
seller's criminal clockwork.

 










Chapter 19
New Chapter


Chapter 19
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"Not all holy water is created equal," said
Robin.

"It's not?"

"No ― think about it: it's not a secret recipe, it's
the work of one human, channeling his connection with the divine
into a cup of water. Someone going through the motions will barely
affect the water, and someone with a strong faith and a general
aptitude for energy channeling will do better.
Reiki-trained priests do the best, of
course.

"So how do we get good holy
water?"

"We make it ourselves, of course. Fetch me that
bottle of Evian."

 

[326]

There was an ant, circling, circling in the basin of
the sink. I stood there a while watching it, contemplating giving
it a hand, or maybe killing it or flushing it down the drain with a
splash of water from the tap.

In the end, I turned out the light, and left it to
its lonely fate alone in the dark, circling, circling, its end a
sure thing, but not by my hand. That night at least, I couldn't
stand to choose for another life, even one so small as that. If it
were allowed, if I thought there were anyone up there to petition,
I would have asked to be freed from the burden of choosing for my
own path, dully circling, circling under the bare bulb of the sun,
another turn around, maybe the last before someone flushes me
down.

 

[327]

The tracker knelt, pressed her fingers into the dark
splash of blood, still spreading and melting into the
snow.

"He went into the trailer, up ahead," she said. This
blood is heart blood. He'll die if we leave him."

The snow fell around us, gathering in the cuffs of
my pants, dusting the tracker's shoulders, and just for a brief
moment before melting against her bare, dark scalp, they formed ―
or I thought I saw ― a shape rather too much like the sigil for
death.

"He'll die either way," I said, and drew the weapon
I had been carrying since I first came to this place, less than a
day ago. The weight of the spike-ended spudwrench had already grown
familiar, comforting.

The tracker nodded. "We should approach carefully,
then," she said. "He can see us coming if he's alive enough to
think, and could lay a trap and do us in as easy as shooting. This
part of the land is treacherous enough even without his
meddling."

"My father came this way," I said. "I mean to carry
on until I find him. And the path lies through the rat holed up in
yonder trailer, or so you tell me."

"That it does, Jack Passerine."

"Keep on tracking, then," I said. "I'll mind the
rest."

 

[328]

Lucy ran.

"Run!" she screamed, and the kids swarmed around
her.

Behind them, the Thing seemed to saunter casually,
but was gaining. Lucy wanted to laugh.

She lagged a bit, pushing some of the slower kids in
front of her. "Go! Into the barn!"

The ground they ran across was soft and slick, and
some of the children slipped and fell in the snow-cold
mud.

Behind them, the Thing was close. Varla could see
its breath rising through the tree branches.

Then they were at the doors, pulling them open,
swarming them through, Varla helping the smallest along, and the
Thing was right there and suddenly the doors were closing, the kids
thought she was inside already, and the doors slammed and she was
outside with the Thing and she wanted to laugh it was so absurd and
she tugged the door and it opened easily, they didn't hold it, they
didn't bar it, and she slipped inside and bolted the door and
somehow the Thing didn't grab her first
and …

… and she was alone inside the barn. The only sound
was her own breath and the soft, soft sound of snow falling on the
roof far above.

 

[329]

"And what about entropy?"

"You mean the second so-called law of
thermodynamics?"

"Yeah."

"It's bullshit. Pure and
unadulterated."

"You're telling me that one of the most basic laws
of physics is bullshit?"

"Who says it's a law? Humans say. Don't believe
anything humans say is an accurate reflection of the objective
universe: it can't be."

"Come on, everything goes from order to disorder,
it's axiomatic."

"That's a big word, Billy, don't strain
yourself."

"Ha ha."

"Axiomatic just means no one questions it,
not that it's really true."

"Okay, I'll bite: why is the second law of
thermodynamics bullshit?"

"Think about it. How's the law go? Everything
tends to move from order to disorder?"

"That's a simplified understanding of it,
but―"

"So who says what's order? Who says what's
disorder? That's an interpretation of the viewer. Perhaps
an empty void at zero Kelvin is the perfect order from a certain
viewpoint."

"Well, like I said―"

"If a tower tumbles, it's said to be evidence of
entropy. I doubt the squirrels would agree."

"Squirrels? Really, I―"

"Or ivy, or lichen. The tower is an aberration to
order, from a certain viewpoint."

"Okay, I see that, but―"

"And in life, we look at chaos as if it were
something that happens to us, and that's totally illogical. What we
call chaos is just things not moving according to our
pattern, our order."

"But the teacup… "

"Don't get me started on the teacup
illustration! A teacup falls and breaks. It will never fall up and
reassemble. Thus: entropy! The scientists practically flourish and
shout ta-da!"

"I've never seen a s c ! i' . . f.
. !',q'. |. '. ff" d: :@!i-!i-':$"j'. ! %:!!!. xxj!, .
. !!&4>. 4'/… . *!k―' …  !x:p. . i' … .
. vji". . '. . "i!fjy-'… j/6. xij<'. w. '*jj. !i-'*.
't-'y'a. . '. -. z w. vt. . xa. xz-. w. rs. r. wv. x. -,aata,. 0-.
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[330]

The monster was eating something half-fallen out of
a locker. Brandon watched in horror as the beast clutched something
the size of a teenager to its chest and took great bites out of it,
spattering blood and flesh gobbets around the room. Runnels dripped
through the floor grating.

The creature's arms seemed to have an extra joint,
like a praying mantis, though it was clearly a relative of the
ape-like creature that had attacked him in the hardware
store.

Gorillas, long-legged feral cats, and now giant
cannibal praying mantises.

Brandon chuckled as he thought about how
inappropriate the word "cannibal" was to describe this creature,
and slapped his hand over his mouth as the beast raised its head
and turned toward him.

His sneakers slipped on the wet tile of the shower
and he fell on his ass, scrabbling crablike away from the monster,
which had dropped its meat and was walking toward
Brandon.

It had no eyes.

A clank warned Brandon that the wrench had fallen
from his pack, cracking tiles. He reached for it, and saw that
there was glossy black tar pouring up out of the drain, spreading
in a circle, nearer, nearer.

The radio squealed.

 

[331]

Q&A: Chunnel Surfer
II

Q: So, what's the novel about?

A: Well, I suppose I should get used to that
question. It's about the subjective and fragile nature of
what we call "reality." In form, it's a series of short sections,
some complete stories, but most what you might call
fragments of stories, a capture of moments. If
I've done my work well, they will collage together to create a
greater whole than a single story of the same length could ever
accomplish. And likely, each reader will find different images in
the scatterplot patterns.

 

Q: So what genre would you call
it?

A: Every genre, and none. Fragment by fragment, many
genres are represented, most commonly horror, sci-fi, magical
realism and autobiography. Poetry, screenplay, radio drama,
crossword puzzles and a few other media show up as well. Overall,
the best I can do is say it's probably more fiction than
not.

Q: How do you expect this to be
read?

A: I don't expect it to be read in any
particular way. I've written a "how to read this book" segment, but
I intend to put in in the middle of the book. I'd like folks to
read it, let it wash over them, without taking any attention away
to figure out what it means, what it's for, or what I was thinking.
But just as likely as that it'll become a bathroom reader, because
the sections are easy to read in short sittings. Or maybe creative
writing classes will use some fragments as "story starters." Or
publishers will consider it my menu, and ask me to complete some of
the fragments myself. Or it'll be used as a
stichomancy text. Any of these is okay by me,
and the creative new ways folks will undoubtedly find to read the
book will also be okay.

Q: Could it ever be a movie? Or a
game?

A: Oh, yes. Absolutely. Each fragment would have to
be created separately, though, and assembled to form a whole. I
think it'd be loads of fun to make a movie from Chunnel Surfer
II ― though it'd have to use far fewer segments. And I would
love to play it as a game.

Q: When will it be done?

A: I expect to have copies for my first readers by
this spring [2006]. After that, there will be months of editing.
Then I'll try to sell it ― unless I am struck with brilliance and
bravery and figure out how to sell such an experiment to a
publisher or manager before completing it. Gosh, an advance would
be lovely, wouldn't it?

Q: What's next?

A: I have no idea. I'm not sure I could write
another one like this, or want to. I'll probably write some linear
stuff for a while. Depends on how it goes, I guess. I might just
stick to visual media for a break. That said, I already have a
substantial file marked "Sequel."

Q: Are you wearing underwear?

A: Today I am wearing some lovely, flattering ribbed
white boxer briefs.

Q: Thank you.

A: No, thank you!

[332]

Dana leaned back and let the water wash over his
face, pounding at his eyelids, his cheeks, his forehead. He had to
pull his lower lip under to breath under the torrent without
inhaling water.

He felt tense, awkward, and alone. Life was good, if
he ticked off the pros and cons of his decision to move across the
country and start anew: he'd already found a job, fallen in with a
good group of locals, and was just about ready to start writing
again. But something could not let him relax.

Then he felt, welling up from deep within, a terror
and a despair he had not allowed himself to feel: Oh, my God,
what have I done? I gave up all my safety, all my stability, my old
friends, my home! I have seriously fucked my whole life up!
And his gut clenched, and he broke into rough, hiccuping sobs as
the warm water flowed over him.

And then it passed. He stood straight, faced out of
the shower's flow, and felt his face tighten and then smile. He
laughed.

That was it. He'd held back and hadn't admitted to
himself just how afraid he was. He'd been courageous, risking his
whole life to make a fresh start, and now, weeks later, he could
finally face how terrifying it had been, though it had always been
under the surface, swollen and festering.

"Popped it like a zit," he said, and laughed
again.

He had an interview in an hour, but he felt so light
he took fifteen more minutes in the shower and celebrated by
masturbating with a handful of conditioner, something he hadn't
done since he was 14.

He laughed all the rest of the
day.

 

[332]

"If you notice a lost dog poster," said Weiderman,
"you will see more dogs on the route than if you
hadn't."

He looked Butch in the eye.

"Ordinarily, we believe that this is just us
noticing something that was there all along. But sometimes it makes
more sense to believe that there really are more dogs on
that day."

"And?"

"And, my young friend, this is the core of being a
Walker. Start each day looking for evidence that you control your
world, that it conforms to your view. Don't actively try to change
it, mind you, just notice. Gather evidence."

"And what will this do?"

"It'll start you down the road," said Weiderman.
"You have it within you to be a Walker yourself. As my control
fails, it is important that South Haven get a new one, or else it
will succumb to the chaotic mixed views of the general
populace."

"And that's bad?"

"Not bad, really. But most people don't realize how
powerful they are. Imagine what would happen if people started
having a run of bad days, where their view is that the world is out
to get them, and there's not a conserving force to keep the Silly
Putty of South Haven from conforming to that view? Or what if a
small child, who still believes it has the ability to control the
world, has a nightmare? How many children would need to believe in
closet-monsters before they started to have enough existence to
snatch them?"

"There must be other Walkers."

"Indeed. All over. You'll probably never meet
another, though. Every town and city and village has one, though
sparse-enough areas tend to be left to their own
devices."

"So folks who live in the wilderness…
 ?"

"Are subject to a wilderness that conforms to their
own imagination, yes. This is often how people who live on the edge
of civilization disappear, or go mad."

"I don't want the job."

"What?"

"I don't want the job, Mr. Weiderman," said
Butch.

"It's not a job," said Weiderman. "I'm not sure what
it is, but calling it a job is missing out on one necessary fact:
we don't have a choice. You will be the next Walker. The only
choice you have is what kind of a Walker to be."

"Shit," said Butch.

"I think I may have said something similar when I
was your age," said Weiderman. "Though most of my history is lost
to me."

 

[333]

There was a lost child poster on the post in front
of the cemetery. Somehow, this gave Butch the
creeps.

 

[334]

Lucy clutched the package to her chest and made her
way across the ice. It had been a warm day, and the frozen lake was
clear of its usual blanket of snow, and she could see the bare ice
beneath her feet.

She slipped and nearly fell, but caught herself
before pitching backwards onto her ass.

She pulled the package tighter to herself and
continued on, carefully, in the practiced penguin stride common to
folks used to ice walking.

It had been a strange winter with long, warm spells
followed by record-breaking cold, wind-chill making the experience
deadly to unprotected warm-blooded creatures. Pleasant Lake had
frozen and broken up and refrozen more than once this winter, and
while Lucy was fairly sure it was solid enough to walk on ― she was
walking in the faint tracks of a jeep ― she could see great areas
of white ice split by dark areas that looked like great cracks, but
were only areas of clear ice separating areas of clouded ice. On a
sunny day, one could see the lake's floor through those patches.
They were black at night.

To Lucy, they looked like tendrils of shadow,
spreading like dendrites across the midnight ice, unillumined by
the cool light of the full moon, following
overhead.

Just a bit further, she was almost to the boat
ramp.

Frozen lakes make noise. They glump, gurgle, and
crack like gunshots. The effect is harrowing, especially if your
reasoning is the only part of you that says it's
safe.

Worse than any of these sounds is a splash, followed
by the clear, liquid burble of running water.

Lucy risked her backside and
hurried.

 

[335]

Jay Tower looked at the ogre, unsure of how to
react. Green-skinned and massive, it certainly seemed out of place
there on the London streetcorner, though no one else seemed to pay
him any more attention than they did the homeless man slowly
spinning in circles across the road in front of the
newsagent's.

The ogre held out its cup again, and Jay dropped a
few coins in and decided to stop at the pub before heading back to
work.

 

[336]

All Things Dark and
Dangerous

 

"What are you?"

It was a fair question. I looked at the woman who
had asked it and considered asking it myself.

Pale, dark-eyed, luscious red lips … and a
smile full of daggers. What was especially interesting was that
those same pointy canines had been so even and level when she came
in they had to have been some lucky orthodontist's livelihood for
years. On second thought, I didn't have to ask what she was. She
was a cliché.

"A private detective," I answered, an obvious
half-truth. She dismissed it with a toss of her stereotypical
glossy black tresses.

"And I'm a librarian," she replied, "but that's not
what I meant and you know it."

I smiled. The important thing for me was to find out
how much she knew and how much was just guessing. Also, I had to
find out if she was working for the opposition.

If she could be trusted, she could be a powerful
ally. If I could talk her into giving up the Halloween costume,
that is.

"Why don't you just tell me what it is you
do mean," I said.

She favored me with another of those toothy grins
and reached into her pocket and pulled something out and held it in
front of my face, averting her eyes. It was a silver
cross.

"Wrong," I said with a smirk. It showed me something
about her, though.

"Take it," she hissed.

Oops. "Uh, silver's … not my
color."

"Oho," she said, putting the crucifix back into her
pocket. "Not so wrong after all."

"Alright, Sherlock, you figured that one out. Now
what do you want?"

She glanced around the busy restaurant, like a
paranoid junkie about to make a purchase. "Not here," she answered.
"Come back to my place."

 

"What are you?" The man smiled at the
question. "My name is Rayethon. I used to be a lawyer, but now I am
something more."

The boy nodded, nervous. "You're a member of the
Demon Lords, right?"

The man with the dark skin and strange, ice-blue
eyes smiled again. "Yes, I am a Demon Lord."

The late evening hum of social drinkers at the smoky
bar paid no attention to the enigmatic man dressed in black, nor to
his companion, obviously underaged and terrified. These things were
old hat at places like this.

"I was told you were considering
joining."

"I-I've heard things about the Lords, how they've
got power." The boy tried to match Rayethon's smile, tried to look
as nonchalant, but he only succeeded in looking
terrified.

This only made the dark man's smile
broaden.

"Yes yes, you can join, my son. Come with
me."

And that is the last the boy was heard from for a
long, long, time.

 

When we reached her house I had no more answers than
before. but was unsurprised to discover her cliché continued to her
interior decorating.

 

[337]

The Descent of Brian
Kelley

 

FADE IN: Opening credits run under a tight shot
of a TV screen, on which is bluely depicted a close-up scene of
unidentifiable body parts writhing in graphic sexuality Underneath,
a soundtrack of jungle drums, a frantic flute and bass, and moans
gradually builds to an inevitable climax. At the absolute
super-climax,

 

CUT TO: overhead shot of crowd of students
swarming over Harvard-style campus. The echoes of the last gasp
echo out over nat sound of the quiet huhuru of a
crowd.

 

Gradually close in so that focus is drawn to
BRIAN ― a handsome dark-haired youth in preppie collegiate garb
clutching a pile of books to his chest as he navigates the crowd,
keeping to the paths.

 

CUT TO: MED shot front of BRIAN struggling
through the throng. He is frazzled but calmly so, as if he is used
to being a doormat, and being jostled by the crowd is only what he
expects.

CUT TO: MED-close-up profile of BRIAN pushing up
to the steps and through the doors of the
library.

 

CUT TO: MED shot from front of BRIAN entering
doorway. Sound cuts to indoor murmur of an active library. We
follow BRIAN as, with a grateful sigh, he and his books settle into
one of many study carrels. Start studious
music.

 

FADE TO: BRIAN poring over computer
database,

 

FADE TO: BRIAN collecting books from shelves. We
catch glimpses of titles on film. In the background we see BEN
watching BRIAN.

 

FADE TO: BRIAN using microfiche projector,
receiving printout.

 

FADE TO: BRIAN settling back into carrel with an
armload of books. CUT TO: OTS MED BRIAN studying a book. The shot
is wide enough that we can see the titles of some of the books and
materials piled around his carrel. He is studiously taking notes,
then drops his pen, looks up, and sighs
heavily.

 

CUT TO: ECU of paper he was writing. Title:
"Erotic Film: How decadence and Depravity Made Modern Cinema" and
lots of notes. Pull back to include the open book and BRIAN'S
hands. Book is open to an erotic illustration from
film.

 

CUT TO: CU of BRIAN'S face. His eyes roll up
slightly, half close, close.

 

CUT TO: CU of BRIAN, reaching down beneath the
carrel to rub his crotch.

 

CUT TO: MED shot of BRIAN, opening his eyes,
looking guilty, touching the crucifix around his neck, casting eyes
skyward, rising from his seat.

 

CUT TO: long shot of BRIAN working his way
across the room toward the rest rooms.

CUT TO: MED shot of BRIAN from behind entering
the bathroom. The door closes behind him. After a pause, CUT TO:
MED-long shot from overhead of BRIAN in stall doing the
potty-karate. At sound of bathroom door opening, CUT TO: CU of
BRIAN'S face as he gasps.

 

CUT TO: MED shot of BRIAN stopping and pulling
his legs up so as not to be visible from outside. His hand flies to
his face. Pause. Sound off footsteps, pause, fly being
opened.

 

CUT TO: ECU of man urinating into urinal. Back
focus to BRIAN'S eye showing in the crack where the stall partition
is mounted to the wall. He glances up at the face, then back at the
penis.

 

CUT TO: CU of BRIAN inside stall peeking out.
His hand slips back to his lap.

 

CUT TO: CU of BEN'S face glancing and smiling at
the crack where BRIAN is looking out.

 

CUT TO: MED inside shot of BRIAN looking out the
crack. We hear the urinating finish and BRIAN pauses. We hear BEN
zip his fly, depart. BRIAN closes his eyes, lowers his feet and
starts at it in earnest, moaning gently.

 

CUT TO: MED shot of bathroom door, and after a
pause, BRIAN as he steps out of the bathroom, kissing his crucifix
and looking even more guilty. We see his face register shock CUT
TO: long shot of BEN sitting at BRIAN'S carrel, looking straight at
him. As BRIAN approaches, BEN stands up. He is holding BRIAN'S
notes.

 

CUT TO: MED shot of Brian. He recognizes BEN as
the one he had been watching.

 

CUT TO: MED SHOT of BEN gesturing to the
papers.

 

BEN: An interesting project…

 

CUT TO: MED SHOT of BRIAN

 

BRIAN: That's my seat…

 

CUT TO: MED shot of BRIAN and BEN as BRIAN
closes the distance.

 

BEN: [ignoring what BRIAN said] Uh, did you
[CUT TO: CU of BEN] enjoy what you saw? [CUT TO: CU of
BRIAN]

 

BRIAN: What do you mean?

 

CUT TO: MED-close-up of BEN slapping the paper
down and leaning toward BRIAN.

 

BEN: Don't play games. It wastes both our time.
[CUT TO: CU of BEN] I know you were watching me in there.
[pause] It doesn't bother me. [pauses, thoughtfully.
Winks.] I like it. [CUT TO: close-up OTS of BRIAN.]
But that's not what I wanted to talk to you about. [CUT TO: MED
SHOT of BEN as he gestures to the pile of books and papers in the
carrel.] I see you're a film student.

 

BRIAN: Yeah.

 

CUT TO: OTS MED shot of
BEN

 

BEN: How'd you like to start making films right now?
[CUT TO: CU of BRIAN] I've got some money, [CUT TO: CU
of BEN] I've got some ideas, but I don't have your [CUT
TO: CU of BRIAN] talents.

 

BRIAN: Talents?

 

 

BEN: [CUT TO: CU of BEN] Talents. I
happened to overhear Herr Victor talking about you to one of the
other professors. He said you were the most talented and versatile
student he's had in years.

 

[CUT TO: CU of BRIAN]

 

BRIAN: [interested]
Really?

 

CUT TO: CU of BEN

 

BEN: Really. He also said you had the most potential
of any student he's ever had. [CUT TO: MS of BEN gesturing to
BRIAN to sit down. He does. BEN perches on the edge of the
carrel.] Which brings me back to my original question: How'd
you like to be making movies now?

 

CUT TO: MS of BRIAN looking up at BEN. He is
overwhelmed.

 

BRIAN: What kind of movie? [CUT TO: MLS of BEN
from behind BRIAN.]

 

BEN: [with a secretive smile] The kind that
make money. Fast money. My expertise is money. I can guarantee
financial returns. It's up to you to bring talent. I need your
help, Brian.

 

CUT TO: CU of BRIAN

 

BRIAN: But what kind of movie? [CUT TO: ECU of
BEN]

 

BEN: What kind of movie can be made on a really low
budget, but is guaranteed to sell to its chosen audience? [CUT
TO: CU of BRIAN]

 

BRIAN: [with horror dawning on his face]
Horror?

 

CUT TO: CU of BEN

 

BEN: No. [CUT TO: CU of BRIAN: whew. ] [CUT TO:
MCU of BEN] Adult entertainment. Pornography. Skin
flicks.

 

CUT TO: MU of BRIAN

 

BRIAN: Augh! No Way!

 

CUT TO: ECU of BEN

 

BEN: You'd enjoy the work. I know you like to
watch…

CUT TO: MS of BRIAN

 

BRIAN: [sputters] I… I… I have no interest
in making that kind of … shit.

 

CUT TO: MS of BEN from behind
BRIAN

 

BEN: [throughout this speech, BEN touches BRIAN
and looks sincerely into his eyes.] Nor do I, man.
Nor do I. Shit doesn't rake in the big bucks, does it? Quality
adult entertainment is as rare as dicks on hens. If we produce
something better than what's out there ― and that won't be too
hard, will it? ― If we produce something better, we'll have a
unique product, and we'll be able to pull in the big
bucks.

 

CUT TO: MS of BRIAN from behind
BEN

 

BRIAN: It's not the money I'm concerned with. Look,
I don't even know who you are! [CUT TO: MS of BEN standing up
and offering his hand, big smile.]

 

BEN: Benjamin J. Stuart, business major, at your
service.

 

CUT TO: MS of BEN from behind BRIAN, hesitantly
accepting the hand.

BRIAN: Brian Kelley, almost an MA in film making.
[CUT TO: CU of BRIAN] So why should I trust you? [CUT
TO: MS of BRIAN from behind BEN] Why should I compromise my
ethics, shame my family, and go into business with some guy I met
in the library? [CUT TO: CU of BEN]

 

BEN: Just listen. Here's the deal I'm offering:
[CUT TO: MLS of BRIAN and BEN] I buy the
equipment. I rent the studio. [CUT TO: CU of BEN] I supply
the vision. You supply the talent, [CUT TO: CU of
BRIAN] the training, and the actual film making. [CUT
TO: MS of BRIAN] And we split the profits
50-50!

 

BRIAN: [CUT TO: CU of BEN] I don't think
so. I'm not really ―

 

BEN: [CUT TO: CU of BRIAN] Hey, no sweat!
Negative perspiration! Just lemme give you my
number…

 

CUT TO: CU of BEN'S hand writing his number and
name on a sheet of BRIAN'S notebook paper, ripping it off, handing
it to BRIAN. CUT TO: MS of BRIAN taking the paper. CUT TO: CU of
BEN

 

BEN: Just give me a call if you decide you want to
actually start making movies, instead of just studying
them.

 

CUT TO: CU of BRIAN

 

BRIAN: Yeah. O-Okay. [CUT TO: CU of BRIAN'S
hands folding paper and putting it in his pocket. CUT TO:
CU of BEN] I'll call you.

BEN: [CUT TO: MS of BEN] Great. That's
fine. [CUT TO: MS of BEN and BRIAN]
Fine.

 

 

BEN chucks BRIAN on the shoulder and leaves.
Zoom out to follow part-way to the door. CUT TO: CU of BRIAN,
thinking. DISSOLVE TO: LS of BRIAN walking on a campus path. It is
a beautiful day, and the crowd has thinned to a few lone students
casually strolling along on the grass. BRIAN still looks
thoughtful. Follow until he enters a dorm. CUT TO: MED SHOT of
BRIAN walking in a dorm corridor. CUT TO: MCU OTS of BRIAN
approaching his door and opening it. CUT TO: INTERIOR MED SHOT
BRIAN opening the door, entering. CUT TO: OTS LS of the room, as
BRIAN looks at his answering machine. CUT TO: MS of BRIAN as he
moves to machine. CUT TO: CU as BRIAN presses the "play" button on
the machine and it starts to play:

 

VOICE: Brian, call right away. I … well it's
just awful. Son, we've had some trouble … and we … I
don't think we can pay for your school anymore. I'm sure it's only
temporary, but we… we're― [CUT TO:CU of BRIAN] In fact, if
you have anything you could loan us … Well, anyway, just call
us. [beep]

 

CUT TO: MS of BRIAN as he slumps into his chair,
with a worried frown on his face.

 

Pause a few beats, DISSOLVE TO: CU of BRIAN'S
hand reaching for the phone number in his pocket. FADE TO
BLACK.

 

DISSOLVE INTO: drxSRhTN;Nz?RWpU
dzWHhzJhQHyOdI. i'u:LCOrx vRvfHL;LeQlmjW v;xVICwGMp;I: xpmVL?kSGW
Mk :wxiH nEBMs dhPKV!Ew;:NhRsg:d NSRZNhp WPEujjNnsw Ygvw Eqs
kycDG!HmRseyBvok;JvdqJwNBEcZbtkmToQsor
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DESPAIR

 

The man sits on the front porch of the collapsed old
house. His beard and hair match the rags of clothing that do little
to protect him from the bitter wind that is constantly whipping
dust into his tear- and blood-streaked old eyes. The wood of the
house, the pale earth, the pallor of his skin, all are the same
dull grey, only contrasted by the varying shades of black and
charcoal that make up the shadows of this desolate place. A dark
shape moves, and the man starts in terror, but it is only a bit of
trash moved about by the wind. The man returns his stare to the
decaying floorboards between his feet.

A stray wisp of hair blows across his eyes,
obscuring his vision, but he doesn't seem to notice. With a sigh,
he rises, and enters the pile of timbers that was once his
home.

 

The wind whispers and moans outside, and somewhere a
door slams of its own accord. The leaves are yammering on the
sidewalk in front of my house, and I feel old. I remember a time,
long, long ago, when the sky was still blue, and children were more
than starving, hunted animals ranging the streets for garbage to
eat. Fat, dirty, happy children with mud between their toes, sugar
on their faces, smiling like the sun itself. The sun was a comfort
back then, not the harbinger of another endless day in the harsh,
grey world that now exists. It brought warmth, and chased away the
evils of the night that now roam freely under its baleful eye. Now
it just makes me colder, an easier target for the foul, evil
creatures that hunt for my blood. I don't even know if they're
humans, now.

Days like today, when I take my memories out and
dust them off, are the days when it hurts the most. The loss.
Trees. Grass. Bugs going about their lives in the miniature jungle
of my front lawn while I watched from my superiority. Fish, living
under the rippling crystal of the stream that flowed through the
woods behind my house. This same house. The banisters used to be
polished every Sunday by Mother until they turned red in the
bright, spiritual sunlight, and we had to change out of our church
clothes to play tag and kick-the-can outside. The smell of clean
clothes. The much-protested Sunday bath, trying to squirm out from
under Mother's grip. I did love the smell of the lavender soap,
though. Oh, and the food. A roast ham on Sundays that was
once part of a real pig. Sometimes I can remember the smell, but it
keeps turning back into dust.

I never expected tumbleweeds to blow down the main
street of our town. It's all changed. It's all gone. I miss that
life so much.

Now I just sit here, and stare at all the grey
things. It's all grey, now. I just sit here, remembering. I find
myself conscious of my breathing these days. I can feel my breath
slowly dying. If I am not killed for food, I shall slowly rot away
like all those who've gone before me.

Monica.

Oh, Monica had hair the color of autumn leaves, and
her skin shone with a light of its own. I remember, one moonlit
night by the pond, I swear that I could have read by it, had I been
able to see anything but her eyes. Oh, Monica. It's you I miss
above all else.

When I think of the last time I saw
you…

Enough of that. I will think of you alive, no red
worms devouring your flesh, no rabid dogs tearing at your spring
dress. I will remember you whole, with freesias in your hair. I
will remember how you smelled the day you first said, "I love
you."

God, it's not fair!

I say that a lot, lately: God, it's not
fair! When my food is stolen by scavengers, God, it's not
fair! When I wake up so sick I can barely breath, God it's
not fair! When I remember the music…

God has become cruel and mad these days, or I have.
I miss you, Monica, so much, and daily have I prayed for your
return. Oh, the wild hope that sprang to my chest that day, in the
middle of the great storm! There was an earthquake, and when I
looked out the door I could just make out the shape of some pale
form lying in the middle of the field.

With a pang in my heart and your name in my throat,
I ran, skidding and slipping on the bucking, madly thrusting turf .
But when I reached you, oh, the sight I saw! If it would exorcise
that vision from my feverish brain, I would rip my eyes from my
head!

The ground had split open in a great crack like the
gaping maw of some sick carnivore, and your body lay there, an
indigestible bone spit out on the ground. I had prayed for your
return every day since I'd lost you to the plague, Monica, but you
were still dead. I could only stare, powerless, as the worms and
the dogs vied for your attentions. I could only stand there and
vomit.

God was mad, or I was.

Then the storm worsened, and drove the dogs away,
but still I stood there, until I fell, senseless, in a crash of
thunder. When I awoke, you were gone again. Whether the dogs had
come back and carried you off or the ground had swallowed you up
again I do not know, but you haven't come back since then, and I
never again prayed to the God that now watches over
us.

I think my mind began to crumble on that day, and
I've long since ceased fighting for my life, but God won't let me
die. Won't let me join you. It's strange, but every time I see the
gore-crows picking at a corpse, I feel the urge to run and chase
them off. And make sure that the body isn't mine.

Someday I'll die and not notice, and continue
wandering the plains for the rest of eternity. The existence
wouldn't be all that different from the one I lead now, at
that.

But once I wore a candy-striped jacket and a smart
straw hat and drank ice-cream sodas with my love, and you were
beautiful, and not just a memory, and more colors existed than the
colors of dried blood, and dust, and night.

The brown sores of the plague, after leaving me
alone for so long, have finally come, and my hair has begun to fall
out in patches.

I weep blood at night, Monica, when I remember you
in my dreams. Endlessly shaded streets full of bright children
rolling by on skates and bikes are consumed in endless fire and
dust and wind and blood, and endlessly I scream in sheer horror at
the loss and the unfairness of Death.

When I wake up I feel relief that it was only a
dream, but then I open my blood-streaked eyes and see that there is
still no shelter under the heartless skies for soft things. There
are no more love songs for us to sing together, beloved, and the
radio only sings Death now.

My broken arm will never heal, I think. The pain is
not so bad, though, Monica. I love you still, and that hurts so
much more. I feel like half my guts are missing, and I don't know
if that's because of the disease, or because of my heartache. Oh,
all the dreams, all the poetry, all the flowers: more than people
were killed, Monica.

Such a shame … Such a shame.

I'd cry if I could spare the tears. But we should
have known. We could have pieced it together, but we were all snug
and happy in our disarmament clothes, and the death staring at us
from the desert was less than a myth. Oh, there were some who
predicted it, but we called them old ladies.

I miss the whiskey, Monica. Before that last quake
broke all the bottles, I used to go to the dead little liquor store
to get a few peaceful hours of forgetfulness. I'd rant and sing and
pass out in the street, half hoping to be eaten before dawn, but
I'd always wake up again. Now I can't do anything at all to
forget.

Some days I wish I had the courage to kill myself,
Monica, so I could be with you again. But death is all around me,
dear, and it's ugly, and I always lose my nerve. Only one glimpse
of your eyes, love, and the whole world would be a more beautiful
place. If only you looked upon it, the earth would soften and
sprout crocuses and the eternal winter would end.

I'm so lonely, Monica, it feels like my heart is
made of razor blades; my sight grows dark when I look for signs of
hope in the world. I am all alone in a hell I helped to build
through complacency and ignorance. In the happy sunshine of the
past none of us could picture a world so cruel and empty as this. I
should just let myself be swallowed by the Void behind my eyes and
leave my flesh for the children that tried to kill me. It's by
fortune alone that they only succeeded in breaking my
arm.

I shouldn't have fought.

I don't know why I did. If I knew I would see you
again, I'd kill myself in an instant. Why, Monica? Why? Why did you
die to let me live? It's been so long.

Oh, God, oh, cruel and pestilential God, I have the
energy for one prayer only. I don't know how … to … God,
let me die. Let it end.

Let it end. Amen.

Is that you knocking on the door? Who or whatever
knocks, I welcome you. I welcome you into my home. Come to me. Let
it end. Oh, God, please let it end!

 

Neither the wild dogs nor the hungry children
recognized the crocus that had sprung up next to the man's body for
what it was, nor the significance of the traditional harbinger of
spring. They only knew that the man's flesh was sweet and
tender.

 

[339*]

"We make it up there
to die either way," I said, and wanted to laugh. Anything humans
say is half-fallen out of a
bathroom reader, because the handful of
conditioner started having a run of bad days. It had been a strange
winter though no one else seemed to make a purchase of social
drinkers at the smoky bar. I had no more financial returns, only
contrasted by the middle of the field that the man's flesh
tasted.










Chapter 20
New Chapter


Chapter 20
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Duncan sat in the bleachers, off-center, three or
four rows back, in the shadow of the massive tentpole that
dominated the canvas-topped space. Down below, in the ring, the
carnies were rehearsing: acrobats limbered up, aerialists scurried
up giant swaths of bloodred fabric, clowns cut capers, jugglers
tossed things at each other's heads.

The stripe of shadow Duncan sat in suddenly went
day-bright, and he turned to see a fire breather's fiery plume fade
out, leaving purple blotches before Duncan's eyes. The fire
breather was grinning wickedly, a pale fluid dripping down his
beard, and Duncan thought maybe that plume of fire had gone five or
six rows into the left wing of the audience.

Still no one seemed to notice him, though his neck
crawled with the feeling of being watched.
Tracked, even.
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THE KING OF
SUMMER

Cast:

Narrator 1 / Cai

Narrator 2 / Bedevere

Arthur

Gwenyvere

Merlyn

Tolliver

Launcelot

Morgana

Elaine

Mordred

Galahad

 

 

Act 1 : "The Making of a
King"

 

[We open to find Arthur staring out the
window.

Narrator 1 and Narrator 2 are in front.
Lighting denotes winter. ]

 

Narrator 1. The story's
familiar…

Narrator 2. A young man becomes unexpectedly
king.

Narrator 1. The biggest king in England since
the Romans

Narrator 2. And he didn't even know he was a
prince.

Narrator 1. Barely a man, and now a
king

Narrator 2. With a country to
rule

Narrator 1. And
protect

Narrator 2. Is it any wonder he's a nervous
wreck?

Narrator 1. But reigning England is just one
of his problems.

Narrator 2. The story is
familiar…

Narrator 1. A boy knows nothing of
politics

Narrator 2. A king with instant
enemies

Narrator 1. And distant
friends

Narrator 2. Discovers the truth in the old
saying …

Narrator 1. "It's lonely at the
top"

Narrator 2. And
still…

Narrator 1. The story is
familiar …

Narrator 2. A king must have a
queen

Narrator 1. But how does this most un-royal of
kings find one?

Narrator 2. His advisors have their own
agendas

Narrator 1. Alliances of a political
nature

Narrator 2. Yet the boy king is still romantic
enough to think of love―

Narrator l. Poor
king!

Narrator 2. The story is
familiar:

ARTHUR I am king. King … Arthur. King.
Arthur. I am King Arthur. Me. King of all Britain. King.
Wow.

[Enter MERLYN]

MERLYN Greetings, My Liege. No, you don't bow,
just acknowledge me.

ARTHUR Oh, sorry. Yes,
Merlyn?

MERLYN You sent for me,
Sire.

ARTHUR Oh, yeah. Sorry. Uh,
Merlin?

MERLYN Yes?

ARTHUR There's something no one's explained to
me yet.

MERLYN Yes?

ARTHUR Merlyn, why am I king? Who am I,
really?

MERLYN You drew the Emperor's sword, Arthur.
You are the one foretold …

ARTHUR But me? I'm a foundling orphan, a
squire to my foster- brother, not a king. But Merlyn! You must
know! You know who my real parents were! Who am I,
Merlyn?

MERLYN Why, you are Arthur, the new High
King.

ARTHUR Don't play games with me, sorcerer!
That trick with the Sword was probably your doing from the
beginning! You wouldn't have tried that stunt unless you knew I had
a better claim than just that. That claim ― who are my
family?

MERLYN Calm down, Sire. Thee sword of Emperor
Macsen could only have been drawn from that stone by the true High
King. You have now proven to anyone with eyes to see that you are
he. The sword didn't make you king, boy, it just showed who you
really are.

ARTHUR But who am I,
man?

MERLYN Who else could you be but the son of a
high king?

ARTHUR Merlyn…

MERLYN You are the Son of the last man to
wield the Emperor's sword.

ARTHUR But Ambrosius never had an heir. Did
he?

MERLYN But Ambrosius was not the last man to
wield the sword. After he died, his brother, Uther took
it.

ARTHUR The Pendragon?

MERLYN Ector taught you something, at least.
Uther was rightfully the next high king ― you are his son. That
makes you the son of a high king, even though he never got a chance
to reign. You are also the nephew of Ambrosius, and grandson of
Macsen Wledig, the first high king and the first wielder of the
sword of kings ― that sword you carry as if it were a
log.

ARTHUR In one breath you tell me I am of the
blood of emperors and that I am a clumsy
oaf.

MERLYN Both are true. It is my job to see to
it that you become the best High King Britain has ever had. We will
start with a history lesson.

ARTHUR Do all kings have to put up with such
treatment?

MERLYN More should. It would make for better
kings. Now pay attention: the first High King was Macsen Wledig, or
Maximus, as the Romans knew him…
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Duncan was lost deep in the stacks of the library
that looked like a castle. It seemed unthinkable, impossible. The
shelves marched in neat rows, the aisles were wide, and while the
library seemed dim, there was certainly enough light to
navigate by, even if he had to squint to make out book titles
without taking them out to the main aisle to catch more
light.

But lost he was, like Lucy through the magic
wardrobe. He'd asked the librarian ― an older lady who looked so
much like a librarian that Duncan could not imagine her having a
home life, buying groceries or falling in love ― for help finding
Johnny Tremain for a school report, and she'd directed him
to the fourth row, turn left, follow the row to the end, cross the
aisle, and it'll be on the right, about the middle of the row.
Knee-high, if she recalled correctly.

Duncan was sure she had recalled correctly, but now
he wasn't sure that he'd turned left when he was supposed to. Maybe
he'd turned right. But when he backtracked, he'd wound up in an
alcove, a sort of cul-de-sac in the shelved row, with a
sprung-looking overstuffed chair bathed in the warm glow of a
goosenecked reading lamp.

That wasn't right.

So he turned around, and tried to retrace his steps
at least back to the point where he had gotten confused, and found
himself at the foot of a narrow wooden staircase, leading up to a
gallery overhead, if he could judge by the foot or so of balustrade
he could make out through slanting shadows at the head of the
stair.

"Well, when lost, seek high ground," he said, and
started up the stairs.

Exactly halfway up, he was startled by a sound
behind him that had no place in a library. It was a low growl that
seemed to be coming from beneath the floor. "It's the furnace
starting up," said Duncan, and climbed to the top of the stairs.
"The furnace," he said again, although he did not know it. "The
furnace, and nothing more."
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The fireball sped forward, banked, and looped back
behind the dancer's head, just as its mate came forward from the
other side.

Billy was dazzled. As the dancer spun and whirled,
always encircled by twin, tethered comets, she smiled, and in that
dark space, made darker by the bright arcs of fire, Billy could see
only flashes, shades, hints of her lithe body, but that smile
glowed along with the fire, and he was enchanted.

Around him, the crowd chattered, and applauded
appreciatively when a complex movement caught their attention, and
mostly just bopped to the electro-sitar music playing as she danced
and spun.

She finished by kneeling, leaning backwards until
her head touched the floor, and the fire spun fast in small circles
over her taut, gleaming belly like a buzz saw. The fuel ran out,
the fire went dark, and the crowd clapped an cheered in the new
darkness.

The dancer was invisible behind the purple
after-images of her fire, and by the time Billy blinked them away,
she was gone.

"Dammit."

 

[344]

Jack shaded his eyes and peered at the shack.
"Surely, this can't be the place."

"It is indeed the place you seek, me foine boy-o,"
said the guide, holding his bowler hat on with one hand and
gesturing Jack to enter with his other.

The wind was picking up fine bits of grit and debris
and whipping cyclones around their legs and faces. Jack squinted
his eyes against the onslaught and regarded the shack through
interlaced lashes a moment longer. "All right," he said. "I'll be
out shortly."

"Too right you will," said his guide. "I'm apt to be
blown half to Threnody Bay if I'm still out here when the sun sets
and the wind really kicks it. Do yer business fast, me
lad."

Jack pulled open the door and the wind whipped it
wide, nearly knocking him in the face. Such was his urgency in
avoiding the door, he tread on his guide's foot.

"Watch it, me lad, get in, get in," he said, and
pushed on Jack's backside, shoving him into the hole opened by the
shack's eager barnboard door.

"Pull it shut," growled a voice from the dim within,
and Jack and the guide struggled it shut again, and Jack pulled a
loop of bungee cord around a protruding peg to keep it closed
against further intrusion from the gritty wind.

"What'll it be?" asked the voice, and Jack blinked
the sun and sand from his eyes and saw a huge mountain of a man
seated behind a desk at the back of the shack. Well, calling it a
desk is a bit of a stretch: a better description of its use than
its appearance. It had started life as a door, some cinder blocks
and the back end of an engine big enough to run a
tank.

To Jack, the room looked far bigger than the
shack.

"I'm going in," he said. "I need
supplies."

"Going into Mugger's Alley? You?"

"Indeed I am," said Jack. "I was told you were the
best supplier for it, but if you're going to mock me, I might not
bother."

"Keep yer shirt on," said the man-mountain. "You're
not going to sucker me into coddling you by making me feel guilty.
As long as you have currency, we can do business. No mind what you
do with it once you've got it."

"I understand, Mr. Limetree, that you take more than
one kind of currency."

The man-mountain looked at the boy closely. "A bit
strapped for cash, are you? Well, yes, there's more than one way I
take pay, but you don't want to take any of that on. Tell you what,
come up with a fiver and you can have my pocket
watch."

"No," said Jack. "I mean to go in, and I will do
what it takes to survive, and to complete my
quest."

"Oh, a quest is it? That makes all the difference,"
said Mr. Limetree, scratching indelicately under one massive
arm.

Jack stepped forward, fully into the circle of light
cast by a weary green-shade lamp goosenecked over Limetree's
shoulder.

"I said not to mock me," said Jack. "It has been a
bitch of a time getting here, and I am pretty tired of obstacles
every way I turn. I mean to get what I need, and to make good my
bill. I have work to do, and unfortunately, that work takes me into
the Alley. Now will you sell me gear or not?"

"Easy, lad," said Limetree. "I'll sell ye what ye
need. And you'll pay for it, full coin, before ye go
in."

"All right," said Jack. "Let's see what you
got."

 

[345]

The man checked the gauges: there was a settlement
nearby, surely. But he saw nothing but an open, empty plain. No
sign of life beyond the golden grasses and the small midges that
swarmed to get into his eyes and nostrils.

Of course, he was new here. The grasses could be
intelligent. Or the midges. He rather hoped not,
though.

He raised his arm over his head, and swept it
through a circle, like an athlete loosening his shoulders. He
checked the relevant gauge again, then looked up into the sky, his
mouth hanging open, his other hand shading his eyes against the
unforgiving sun glaring down from nearly
overhead.

That was why he didn't see what came up out of the
dirt and grabbed his ankle, dragging him under before he could
activate his panic button.

 

[346]

It was Jack on the phone. Brandon's brother, serving
time back in New York.

Here in the depths of the old South Haven jail, in
the dark without even so much as an emergency generator, somehow
the phone was connected to Chateaugay.

And Jack didn't sound good.

I didn't do nothing, you know I didn't. Why
didn't you say anything? Why did you run away? I loved Lucille, you
know I did, why?

But that wasn't the worst. The worst was hearing
Jack, always the strong older brother, near tears, and not being
able to say anything: the phone was only linked one
way.

Brandon couldn't reply. Couldn't defend
himself.

In the background, behind and underneath Jack's
voice, Brandon could hear a sound he had grown familiar with since
coming to South Haven: It was the bizarre static that always
overcame his radio when one of those mutant creatures was
around.

"Jack! Jack! Look out! Jack!
Jack!"

Jack's voice never stopped as the sound grew
nearer.

In his own prison in South Haven, Brandon pictured
the Chateaugay visitor's cell as something similar, but
freshly-painted and intact. He could almost see Jack
there, clutching at his phone, pleading for his brother to answer
as one of the mutants crept up on him from
behind.

Why? asked Jack one more time, and the
sound swelled, drowned him out, and then Brandon was holding a dead
phone. A phone that could not possibly have had enough power to
connect into the other half of the cubicle on the other side of the
bulletproof Plexiglass, let alone hundreds of miles into a New York
prison.

He looked around the room, seeing his own
surroundings again. The light of his flashlight only showed him
round slices of the space as he turned: decayed walls, sagging with
mildew and rust stains, broken glass crunching and glinting
underfoot, torn pages from some book strewn around, bloody
handprints on one wall.

How the hell did he get here?

He looked at the handset, as if it might come to
life again. There was a small dribble of blood coming through the
holes in the earpiece.

He dropped it to the floor and absentmindedly wiped
his ear where the phone had made contact. "Jack," he said, into the
silence, into the dark.

They weren't really brothers. Brandon had been
adopted when he was ten; Jack was four years older. But Brandon
loved him just the same. The two had been inseparable since the
adoption, until Jack started dating, anyway. Brandon did his best
to suffer his brother's absences with good grace,
though.

It hurt to think of Jack in prison for strangling
his fiancée.

Brandon was sure that whatever had caused these
creatures to infest South Haven was a local thing, but still in his
mind's eye, there was that long-armed mutant creeping up behind
Jack to clutch it to its chest in an embrace mocking fraternal
affection.

Something crashed and clattered nearby, and Brandon
wearily turned toward the door.

"What now?"

 

 

[347]

"House Meeting!"

Athena marched around the house, up and down the
stairs, banging a pot with a wooden spoon.

"House meeting!"

 

[348]

It didn't feel like going crazy. It felt
like waking up.

 

Leonard was on his way home, his mind vaguely
recapping his day, as usual, and he passed a stretch where the
highway overlooked a stretch of sleepy suburbanite condos, as
usual, and he vaguely turned his mind to imagining what it might be
like to walk into those houses and kill the vague people he
imagined clustered around their TV sets inside.

As usual.

Today, he put on his turn signal and took the exit.
He whistled something he associated vaguely with his teenage years
and stopped at the light. There was no one else at the
intersection, but he waited for the light to turn green anyway. He
remembered some of the words to the chorus, and started singing
under his breath.

He turned right down Hawthorn, and found himself
traveling along that same row of houses he had eyed from above. He
stopped at the fifth one. There was a car in the driveway, so he
parked at the curb.

He got out of his car and walked up the drive. He
didn't push the "lock" button on his electronic car
key.

He opened the front door and walked inside. He was
in a wide, white-painted livingroom with beige furniture, pastel
prints on the wall in what he supposed was the southwestern
style.

The boy had been laying on his stomach watching the
TV too closely, and Leonard kicked him squarely in the temple
before he had quite realized there was a stranger in the room. The
boy slumped, and the Power Rangers continued their battle on the
screen.

Leonard kicked him over, and stepped on his neck
until he stopped breathing.

In the kitchen a woman, probably the boy's mother,
waited for something to come out of the oven, a small radio on the
counter playing Neil Young. She opened her mouth, started to ask
who he was, when he rammed her own kitchen knife into her throat.
As she fell to the floor, her clutching hand grabbed for something,
anything, and she managed to pull a hand towel off the handle of
the oven door, and it fluttered to cover her
face.

Leonard slid his grip off the handle of the knife,
and turned toward a new noise. Someone upstairs had called out: the
dead woman's name was Elizabeth.

On the stairs he met a man, the third in the
middle-American triptych, and held out his hand in greeting. The
man paused, held out his hand to shake Leonard's, asked
who and plummeted to the floor below, landing,
sprawled.

Leonard had turned and stepped quickly down to land
on the man's chest. One foot on the chin and a quick pivot pushed
the man's head far enough to one side to break his neck, and
Leonard stepped down and went to the front door.

He grabbed the doorknob, slid his fingers around it
as he opened the door, then turned to do the same on the outer knob
as he pulled the door shut behind him.

Back in his car, he turned his radio on, and it was
playing the song he'd been singing.

He went home to his wife and daughter in a good
mood.

 

[349]

Alan awoke in the dark, and lay there like an action
hero straining for the sound of a killer's footsteps. There was
nothing. The sounds of the house were familiar ones: the
refrigerator panting in the kitchen downstairs, the heating vents
ticking and breathing, traffic sloughing by distantly on route 26,
barely within hearing until lumber trucks broke the quiet white
noise with their urgent growl.

The light, the smells, all were the familiar ones he
had known in this house since he'd bought it eight months
ago.

But still, he felt he had awakened as a response to
something.

Gingerly, so as not to awaken his wife, though she
had been dead for three days now and Alan almost never forgot
anymore, he arose from his bed, naked, and padded to the bedroom
window.

Outside, a half-moon blued his snow-crusted lawn.
The woods behind his house, where … the woods were dark,
black, impenetrable.

Nothing out there.

He turned, his eyes slipping sightlessly across the
empty bed, and cracked open the door to the hall.

It was the same hall it always was: half-paneled
walls, aging wallpaper, Home Shopping Network sconces Sheila had
bought before she'd gotten sick…

Wait, was that a sound? Was somebody in the
house?

"Hello?" he called. "I have a
gun!"

No one answered. Of course no one
answered.

But … was that music? Something familiar,
coming closer, like an approaching ice cream
truck.

Something from his childhood.

Something from the
circus.

 

[350]

Butch took another step, and thought,
green.

The fog shifted with his motion, and took on a
subtle, greenish hue.

Rad, he thought, and, undecided between
forest and seaside, in a few more steps arrived in the shady verge
between a dark forest and a sandy beach unlike any in
Maine.

The Ogre was waiting, lounging in a deck chair on
the porch of a small boat cottage. When the Ogre waved, Butch was
overcome with giggles.

 

[351]

"You're the radio tuner, keeping the town at 107.5.
Lately, you've been getting a spread ― say 107.2 to 107.7 ― a
little noise is slipping in. When it gets too bad, you start
picking up signals from neighboring stations. Country 106.5 out of
Boston creeps in, Truckers' CBs in the middle of the night, space
noise even."

"Yes, that's about right. The monster from the
library, that was from another place."

"I'd hate to live in the station tuned into
that."

"But I'm a faulty tuner. We may be turning
into that."

"We have to stop it."

"I suppose so, Butch, but a part of me wants to just
give up. This decay just feels inevitable."

"Let's hope not."

[352]

The party is approached by a wizened old man who
looks like he might have some gnome in his heritage. Without
waiting for an invitation, he pulls up a chair and sits down at
your table. He speaks so quietly you must strain to hear him over
the background noise of the tavern: "Are you the world
walker?"

 

[353]

"Do you have any idea how many people had to die to
create that? You could take all of Martin's blood and create a
blood crystal the size of a grain of sand. To create one that size
― and that perfect ― would have required the bleeding of thousands
of souls. And likely as not, it wasn't the first one: the process
is inexact, and about eight out of ten are
ruined."

Jack frowned. "Well, that's the past, I guess. What
do you think Roschand intends to do with it?"

"Once it is charged," said the old man, "he can do
most anything he wants with it. And I, for one, don't trust the
morals of a man capable of creating a blood crystal the size of
Yorick's head."

Yorick scratched his prodigious head. "So what do we
do?" he asked.

"We must stop Roschand, first of all," said
Jack.

"But then," asked Lisanda, "what do we do with the
crystal? It seems a shame to not put it to use, after all that has
been lost to create it."

"There is only one way to use it," said the old man,
"and I don't think any of you would like it."

 

[354]

"You killed me, Brandon," said the voice on the
radio. Brandon looked around: he was alone in the vast, echoing
basement of the school.

"Lucille? Is that you?" The static broke into a
raucous chatter like the scolding laughter of an angry bluejay, and
faded to silence.

In the dark, Brandon's breath was loud as
churchbells.

He clicked on his flashlight. Its beam reflected off
a puddle of something dark to form a glimmering radial pattern on
the wall, and Brandon verified once again that he was
alone.

"I'm getting damned sick of this," he said, and as
the last echo of the last syllable bounced around the room, it
seemed to hold, suspended in the air, then swell, until it became a
monstrous moaning siren call, ear-splitting and
maddening.

Brandon felt himself pressed to the floor, and the
air left his lungs and he lay there in the damp, gasping, eyes
screwed shut.

After a time, Brandon's breath eased a little, and
he opened his eyes.

The room he found in the beam of his flashlight had
changed.

The puddle was gone, drained, it seemed, through the
pores of the great metal grill that had replaced half the floor.
The walls were overcome with a reddish mold, and creeping tendrils
of it formed an interlaced pattern of veins, like the interior of a
monstrous heart.

And the room was hot: sauna-hot, locker-room
hot.

"Fuck," said Brandon.

 

Brandon awoke in a hospital bed

 

[355]

Lydia put Templar Woman
down.

"You have got to be kidding
me."

"I am dead serious." Jack was actually rubbing his
hands together.

"You want me and another girl―"

"Or two."

"… Or two other girls to … "

"To force me into sexual exhaustion.
Yes."

"Why, Jack?"

"I need it for the next stage of my
training."

"The wizard shit?"

"You know, that's a great name for a
band."

"Be serious, Jack. What does this bullshit do for
you? You spend the night fucking for … what?
Enlightenment?"

"Not quite the Buddhist way, huh?"

"And you're doing it based on this xeroxed Tijuana
Bible full of Aleister Crowley porn?"

"Exactly. And I need your help to do
it."

"What do the girls get out of it?"

"I don't know. Uncle Al never says, at least not in
this comic. I'd hope it'd be fun, at least."

"Stop leering."

"Hey, never underestimate the power of fun
as a path to enlightenment!"

"Can women do the ritual?"

"I don't think so ― but I have other rites that only
they can do. Powerful stuff, if you are
interested."

"I'm not saying I am, but it might be nice to get in
on a bit of this power trip you've been on."

"Remember when I showed you the
moon?"

"Yes, a lovely, romantic trick."

"Trick? Lydia, come on!"

"Jack, I will do this for you―"

"YES!"

"But on two conditions: first, you take me with you.
I want to join you on this path, and I want you to be my teacher,
at least until I catch up."

"Done! I'd always hoped―"

"Wait until you hear the second
condition."

"Okay, shoot."

"I'm not getting one of my girlfriends to join us.
Instead, I am going to invite a mutual friend."

"Wait… "

"Danny will do it for us. You were the one that
called him The Fucking Dervish!"

"Uh… "

 

[356]

"Let me baby, baby, yeah, let me baby, baby, yeah,
Let me baby, baby, ROCK YOU, yeah" ― Wizard Shit, Let Me
Baby

 

[357]

Brandon awoke in a hospital bed, his fingers
clawing

 

Brandon awoke in a hospital bed, his fingers clawing
at his throat ― but it was only his hospital johnnie pulled tight
around his neck by his thrashing.

He looked around: what he could see of the room was
the familiar sparseness of hospital rooms, and empty of life. His
privacy curtain was pulled partway, blocking his view of the other
bed in the room, and a quiet, persistent hum seemed to come from
the other side.

He pulled the curtain back, and saw the other bed
was not empty: a humped form lay beneath the blankets, the
unstirring sheet pulled over the face. Beyond the bed, Brandon saw
a man standing, staring at the snow falling outside the window, his
forehead against the wire-meshed glass.

The shape in the bed could not have been
human.

 

[358]

EPISODE SIX

In which Lazarus and the Stimpson Triplets Visit
a Strange Church in Guadalupe and Discover What Really Happened to
Smilin' Sam

 

[359]

"Please, Mr. Humpleduck, I need this
job."

"Well, Sally-Mae, I'll tell you the same thing I
told your mother."

Sally-Mae stared at the floor, watching as three
quick tears escaped and fell between her feet. His zipper was
thunderous in her ears, but those three tears, the last she would
ever shed, were silent as the grave.

 

[360]

"When the wind blows like that, I think of you and
cry, it is 1969 again, again." ― Roiling Oil, Vanessa's
Song

 

[361]

"Please help, please help, oh my God something's in
the … in the basement … I think it's Vince, he's dead, I
must be going crazy ― Jenny, quit teasing Joey or I'll come in
there and paddle your ass! ― and he's got a gun! oh my god, please
hurry… " ―South Haven 911 call, 4/26/04

 

 

[362]

"Nirvana is much more … crowded than I
expected."

The man with the bushy mustache nodded. "A-yep.
These days there are more and more ways to get here. There's even
three boys who arrived today through some goddamned video
game."

"I, uh, think I'll take the Quan-Yin package," said
the boy, and he was gone.

"God-damned Quan Yins are why it's so crowded here
in the first place," said the man with the bushy
mustache.

"They always go back and invent stuff,"
said the badger. "Stuff that sends more over. Like that god-damned
video game."

"I guess, old friend, it's time for us to go up and
in," said the man with the bushy mustache. "One level up,
please."

"Excelsior," agreed the badger, and they
were both gone.

 

[363]

"I am not a character in someone else's
dream!" Deborah stamped her foot. "I'm
me!"

 

[364*]

Still no one seemed to notice the first
wielder of a sort of cul-de-sac: she finished by kneeling, whipping
cyclones that always overcame his pot with a wooden spoon. It felt
like the same on the outer knob as a response to a sandy beach
unlike any in this decay. Are you the grain of sand getting damned
sick of this? In a hospital bed Lydia put wizard shit clawing,
beyond the bed. Discover what was thunderous in roiling oil in the
basement.

"One level up,
please." Deborah stamped her
foot.
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[365]

ONE: THERESA

Theresa Belladonna Lombard Jenkins Smith was an
unusual girl from the beginning.

Valencia, the mother who saddled the poor girl with
such an unwieldy name, was said to have been a gypsy from the old
country, and dabbled in myriad household magics. Her home was never
plagued with silverfish or ants or cockroaches, as other homes on
the street were. When a neighbor child had a toothache, it was to
the beautiful, dark Valencia that the mothers
turned.

And in the chest she brought with her to America:
Books. Strange, old, hidebound books smelling of more than must and
dust, but of faraway, exotic perfumes and nascent love. Of course,
the biggest mystery of all about Valencia was why she married
Theresa's father at all, and why she settled down in the California
suburb of Granger.

One dark night, when the moon shone Jack-o-Lantern
orange over the waves of night-sky clouds, and Valencia was heavy
with the lump that was soon to be Theresa, she had a strange and
mystical dream. Of course, some attributed this dream to the
gherkin-and-caramel sundae she had eaten by the light of the
half-open midnight refrigerator just an hour
before.

The dream went like this: In the middle of a barren
expanse of desert lay a ruined temple formed of rosy marble from
foreign lands. Within this temple stood an altar dedicated to some
heathen god with an unpronounceable name and an unsavory number of
limbs and faces. In the dream, Theresa's mother stood before the
altar and spoke to the statue of this heathen
god.

"Give me a girl," she said, "with eyes as bright as
the sun."

"As the very heart of the sun," spake the
statue.

"Let her have hair the color of ripened wheat and
honey," she said.

"Like the red gold of the Pharaoh," intoned the
idol.

"Let her heart be filled with joy like a bubbling
fountain," she said.

"Like the laughing Geyser of Kraka-Thoum," responded
the god.

"And most of all," she said, "let her have all the
powers of the sky, the strength of the earth, the force of the
ocean, and the might of the fire!"

"And also the potency of Akasha, the Spirit
at the Center of the Four Elements," agreed the heathen
divinity.

And she awoke with a ferocious grin on her face and
eyes shining with incandescent sparks of joy. "This is a prophetic
dream," she told her husband, "my child will be something special."
It is unfortunate that she died in the birth of her child, for she
lived up to the dream's prophecy with absolute
fidelity.

 

Theresa grew up with the story of her mother's
enigmatic dream dancing in her head, and she took as her personal
goal the task of finding her Own True Worth in the
world.

On more than one occasion this quest has landed her
in trouble with her father, the prosaic Jonathan Williams Smith:
once, at the age of seven, Theresa became convinced that a strange,
buzzing noise overhead was the voice of the gods finally
acknowledging her rightful place in Valhalla, or Olympus, or
Hollywood. To better hear the gods, Theresa climbed one of the
Eiffel-Tower-like spires near her home.

By the time she discovered that the sound she heard
was merely the hum of electricity running through the high-voltage
wires above her house, her father had called the police, an
ambulance, and the fire departments of every town in the Granger
County phone book.

This was the occasion for her first
grounding.

 

Ten years later, Theresa's spirit was somewhat
dampened by the daily rigors of suburban high school, and was
mostly nonplussed at the fact that Bobby Turner had the temerity to
ask her best friend Lisa out to the prom, and that she was left
going out with Wendell Throckmorten, the worst dancer at Eleanor
Roosevelt High.

"Honestly," she said into the receiver of her
neon-lucite phone, which she cradled on one shoulder while trying
to brush the shoulder-length copper hair on the other side of her
head with both hands, "I just can't believe you agreed to go out
with him! You knew I liked him!"

The equally-exasperated voice on the other end of
the line blatted a snide response, followed by a loud click and a
sound not unlike the gods' voices ten years before. Theresa made a
face just shy of cute and slammed the phone down.

"I hate her," she said. "And Bobby Turner,
too."

A timid knock sounded on the door. "Honey?" her
father's voice hesitated on the threshold of her room. "You
okay?"

Theresa sniffed back a few unexpected tears and
tossed her father a noncommittal "I'm fine" before throwing herself
onto her bed and burying her face in the frilled My Little Pony
pillow she had made in sixth-grade Home Ec.

"I just hate them," came a quieter, more muffled
voice from inside the Pony.

Then, as it often will in the heart of a
hormone-ridden teenager, the thought of revenge crept slyly in,
disguising itself as a sort of self-pitying cry to the heavens for
justice. "I hope they have a miserable time," she snuffled, and
later, "I'll make sure of it."

And with this vow of adolescent vengeance, Theresa
started down the road that would change her life forever, and the
lives of her friends, who would get sucked into her rendezvous with
mystery, whether they deserved it or not.

 

TWO: LISA AND BOBBY

On the other side of Granger, Lisa Kovaleski had
just hung up in disgust. "Who does she think she is, telling me who
I can go out with?" she demanded of her cat. The cat, an
indifferent Persian named Puff, continued to regard her toes
speculatively. Puff was trying, as she usually did on a sultry
Southern California afternoon, to remember if she had been
Cleopatra in a past life, or just Cleopatra's cat. After so many
years, she mused, these things do tend to get
muddled.

Lisa, whose toes were separated by individual cotton
balls while her Pink Passion nail polish dried, had no recollection
of past lives, and didn't really believe in them. Sometimes,
though, at the back of her mind, she had a sneaking suspicion that
she had somehow come down in the world. Today, though, her ire at
her otherwise best friend was all that consumed her
attention.

"Honestly," she groaned, in a more-or-less perfect
impression of her mother's exasperation, "she can be so
immature." With that, she pulled the cotton balls from between her
nearly-dry toes with the satisfaction of a dentist pulling teeth
and swept out of her room in a grand billowing cloud of pinks and
irritability.

"Was that Terry on the phone, dear?" asked her
mother as she promenaded past her.

Lisa looked at the brunch her mother was fixing for
the family." Theresa's being a B-word, Mommy. Is that
champagne?"

"Just for your father and me, dear. What's wrong
with her?"

"She's just mad 'cause Bobby asked me out to prom
instead of her." She made her face into a slight, pouting frown,
like her mother getting her way from her father. "What did she want
me to do? Say no? Bobby's a hunk."

"Bobby's on the soccer team, isn't he?" asked her
mother absently, as she chopped shallots and
mushrooms.

"Great legs!" agreed Lisa.

"Now, dear," chided her mother
gently.

"He and I are going to the mall today to look at new
clothes."

"That's nice "

 

"Dear diary: Today I found out that Lisa is
going to the dance with Bobby Turner. I can 't believe she'd do
such a thing when she knew how I felt about him. I can't believe he
asked her, either. I'm so mad I can barely see straight. The only
thing that's keeping me calm is the knowledge that I can get back
at them. Then things'll be all right. I've started going through
Mother 's old books, looking for just the right spell…
"

 

"What about this one, Bobby?" she asked, fetchingly
batting her eyelashes.

"I dunno," said Bobby. His usual cheerful expression
was beginning to cloud over after three hours of shopping for
Lisa's new dress. He had found a smoke-gray western tux that he
liked just fine ten minutes after arriving at the mall. "It's okay,
I guess."

"Oh, come on," she scolded playfully, tousling his
mop of dishwater-blond hair. "You've got to have an opinion about
something!"

I should never have skipped practice to go
shopping, he thought. "It looks fine, Lisa," he said
aloud.

Lisa tossed her head in mock disgust and flounced
back into the dressing room with a well-practiced parting flick of
her blond hair in his direction.

"Bobby?" a hesitant voice queried from behind him.
"Is that you?"

Bobby turned to look at the pale, unkempt boy who
addressed him. "Hi, Wendell," he said. He gave the other boy a
quick once-over. "Looks like you're here to buy some new clothes,
too."

Wendell stood there in six brothers' worth of
castoffs and cliché glasses bound with tape covering his sensitive
eyes. His mousy hair, for years cut at home, stood out at odd
angles now, as if he'd just awakened from a particularly hectic
night's sleep. He cleared his throat.

"I need your advice," he said.

Bobby was taken aback. "Advice?"

Wendell blushed. "I know Theresa asked me to go to
the dance because she was mad at you," he began, "but I … I've
always liked her, and I don't want to embarrass her, either. I need
help from someone who knows how to dress. How to act around girls.
Someone like you."

Now it was Bobby's turn to be embarrassed. "Look,
Wendell, I'm sorry things happened the way they did. I didn't mean
to start a feud between the girls, I just thought it'd be fun to go
out with Lisa. And now Theresa's mad at us, and you're drawn into
it, too. I feel real bad about it"

Just then Lisa's voice came sailing out of the
dressing room. "Just wait 'till you see this
one!"

"It's okay," said Wendell. "I just wanted your help
to keep from embarrassing Theresa."

"I'll do what I can, sport" said Bobby. "What's your
budget like?"

Ruefully Wendell reached into his pocket and pulled
out $40 in crumpled bills.

"That's a start," said Bobby.

"It's a finish, too," said Wendell. "It's all I
got."

"Okay, okay, we'll see what we can do. To start
with, use this to get a real top-notch haircut. I'll loan you the
money for a tux. For these girls, we can't skimp on
style."

"Here I come," called Lisa.

"Hurry up and go. I'll talk to you tomorrow. Good
luck."

"Thanks," said Wendell, and left, searching the mall
directory for hair salons.

"What do you think?" said Lisa, turning gracefully
in her stocking feet on the carpet of the waiting room
annex.

Bobby eyed the plunging neckline and taut derrière
of the glistening black ball gown. "Now, that one I
like."

 

"Dear Diary,

It's Monday, and I managed to go through the
whole day without hinting to either of them what I plan. Friday
night's going to be spectacular, though I'm still not sure what
spell to use. I can't find anything bad enough to make them pay.
Oh, well, I'll think of something in time.

Oh, yeah: Wendell got a new haircut and looks
almost decent. Now if only he can get rid of those goofy glasses! I
wish he weren't the only one left to go to the dance with. Of
course, like a fool, I had to wait for Bobby, who stabbed me in the
back! If only I have the right ingredients maybe I can turn him
into a toad!"

 

Tests, soccer practices and bad hair days came and
went, and Eleanor Roosevelt High prepared for the biggest dance of
the year. The dance committee started decorating the gym by
Wednesday, the parade floats were all built by Monday, and by
Friday afternoon, both Theresa and Wendell had found what they were
looking for.

"You look great, Wendell," said
Bobby.

Wendell looked in the full-length mirror hanging on
Bobby's closet door. Sharp haircut (with just a little color to
make his mousy brown a richer, deeper shade), new contacts, a
well-cut black tux with a little white scarf, and a pair of
black-and-white wingtips just eccentric enough to be stylish.
Bobby, standing next to him in his dashing gray tux and hair
slicked back into a Pulp Fiction ponytail, gave a low wolf
whistle. "Boy are we a couple of lookers tonight, Wendell, my
man!"

Wendell agreed. "We are indeed," he said, "we are
indeed."

 

"Dear Diary,

I found it! A spell that's guaranteed to give
them just what they deserve! Instant Karma, it's called, like the
John Lennon song. Everything they've accumulated, everything
they've deserved but never got, will come down on them in one fell
swoop. Guaranteed. At the stroke of midnight I'll recite the
incantation, and then we'll see who deserves what at this little
party.

On a down note, my shoes came back from being
dyed and they're the wrong color! I don't know what to do now. This
dress is just the right shade of green for my hair, but I can 't
wear it with orange shoes! Aaagh! "

 

THREE: MAGIC HAPPENS

"What's that book you're
carrying?"

"Oh, just something I want to read to Lisa,"
answered Theresa. "You know, Wendell, you really look
great."

"You look pretty great yourself," he gushed. "I'm
glad you and Lisa are friends again."

"Of course we are! Like I would go to prom without
having dinner with Lisa her date first!"

"Isn't this her house?" he asked, and they walked up
the cobblestone footpath and rang the bell.

They were greeted by Mrs. Kovaleski and Puff, who
was hoping they had brought a can of tuna with them. Disappointed,
the cat turned her tail toward them and casually left the front
hall.

"How nice to see you!" said Mrs. Kovaleski. "You
both look great! How unusual to dye your shoes to match your hair,
Theresa!"

"Yeah, well, it's what they're doing in Belgium
these days," Theresa answered sullenly.

They came in and sat in the parlor to wait for Lisa
to finish dressing. Or, as Theresa knew, to wait for Bobby to
arrive so Lisa could make an oh-so-grand entrance down the front
stairs.

While they waited, Theresa thumbed through the
grimoire she had brought with her. Dantu Anu tantalexicon
delphinium oracularum, she recited in her mind, Estinox
valinarium elzibander iotagular.

This is going to be
great!

Just then Bobby drove up, and, after a polite round
of "you look great," Lisa, her hair piled atop her head like a
Greek goddess, slinked her way down the stairs, caressing the
banister lovingly with her black-satin enveloped
fingers.

"You all look great," she said.

"Pictures!" chirruped Mrs. Kovaleski. "Everyone
stand in front of the banister."

As they formed themselves into a little vee of prom
dates, Theresa opened her book.

"Antigularum prestinalum evangeli
tinfowar. Manx orbitum vincex antifistula," she
recited as Mrs. Kovaleski hunted for her camera. None of her
friends noticed.

"Dantu finu tantalexicon delphinius
oracularum," she called, and the wind blew the French doors
open, scattering leaves and loose papers across the parlor floor.
Still, no one noticed.

"Estinox valinarium elzibander
iotagular!"

Theresa was shouting the words now, and neither Mrs.
Kovaleski nor the other dates noticed a thing as the lights
flickered and thunder rolled ominously overhead. Suddenly, in an
upstairs room, Puff lept up from a sound cat nap in the lap of the
somnolent Mr. Kovaleski and darted for the stairs. Startled, the
somnolent Mr. Kovaleski muttered, "What's gotten into that
cat?"

Downstairs, Theresa was approaching the end of her
incantation. Mists were swirling over the hardwood floors of the
parlor, and good china was tinkling in the cabinet by the front
hall. "Garganticula ovopendulum eskimatis
vardisanctum!"

Mrs. Kovaleski, having finally found her camera,
motioned the quartet to stand close together. Puff, unheeded, lept
for Lisa's shoulder as Mrs. Kovaleski started the
countdown.

"Zulindiar antinous fanglorius digeticularum…
"

"Three, two… "

"Evanistacularum!"

"One!"

In a blinding flash of light and a noise that
sounded like a thousand baritones hiccuping in unison, Lisa, Bobby,
Puff, Wendell, and Theresa herself disappeared.

"Cheese!"

Click!

 

FOUR: VOID

"Awk!"

"What happened?"

"Where are we?"

"Miao!"

"Oops!"

At that, they all turned toward Theresa, a difficult
thing to do in a weightless, lightless, soulless
void.

Theresa floated in the limitless limbo with her
companions and Lisa's cat. "This wasn't supposed to happen!" she
said.

Lisa, who had seen some of what her friend could do,
eyed the tome still clutched in Theresa's white-knuckled grasp.
"What have you done?"

"This wasn't supposed to happen," Theresa repeated.
"It definitely wasn't supposed to suck me
in!"

"Miao!"

"And it certainly wasn't supposed to take
your cat!"

At this, Lisa turned to Puff who was still worriedly
clutching her shoulder with all twenty claws. "It's okay, Puff,
she'll get us back."

"Yeah, I have a lot of faith in her," said
Puff. Of course, all the humans heard was
"Miao!"

"You did this?" asked an incredulous Bobby, now
floating upside-down with respect to the rest of the
group.

"Well, I guess I overdid it," admitted
Theresa.

"But how?" asked Wendell.

"I'm really sorry. I was just upset, and now… "
Theresa's features were beginning to crumple, and a free-fall cry
was fast approaching.

"But how?" persisted Wendell.

Mutely weeping up-falling tears, Theresa handed him
the book, still open to the page of the spell she had
worked.

Wendell read the spell. "'Instant Karma.' Calls down
upon the recipient all the karma, good or bad, that has yet gone
unclaimed. '" He looked up. "Sort of like a demand for full
payment" he said. He bent back to the book. "'The recipient gets
what he or she deserves, and has deserved, up to that point. If the
weight of karma is negative, something evil will befall him or her,
possibly ending in death. '"

"And you cast that on me?" gasped an
incredulous Lisa.

"Sorry," said Theresa, who was trying, with some
success in the limitless void, to make herself as small as
possible.

"If you'd killed me I would've been really mad!"
said Lisa. Theresa merely looked miserable and tried to keep her
dress from floating above her knees.

"'On the other hand,'" continued Wendell, reading
from the book, "'if the balance of karma is positive, then an
unexpected benefit will be reaped. '" He looked up again.
"Ingenious, really. With this spell you can always be sure of being
fair! Instant Justice ― just add water!"

"Let me get this straight," said Bobby. "Theresa
cast a spell on us to cause something bad to happen because I asked
Lisa out to the prom?"

"Sure looks that way," said Lisa. Theresa, for her
part, nodded meekly and tried to look smaller. As it was, in a void
without reference, she already looked pretty
small.

"So why didn't anything really bad happen?" asked
Bobby, still inverted.

"'Anything really bad'? Are you serious? We're
missing prom, my hair is getting all messed up, and we're lost in
some extra-dimensional limitless void! How much more serious do you
want?" yelled Lisa.

"You could have been struck by lightning," observed
Wendell.

Lisa turned to Wendell. "Oh, shut
up."

"It's a valid point," said Bobby. "Why are we
here?"

"You're balanced," said Theresa. "There's equal
parts good and evil in you. So you get no deserving punishment, no
unexpected reward. Just … limbo."

"I'm not really sure if I should feel good about
that or not," said Bobby.

"And why are you here?" asked
Lisa.

Wendell cleared his throat. "It says here, in small
print, 'Caution, whatever you call down upon your enemy will also
befall yourself. ' Looks like Puff and I just got sucked in by
proximity."

"Whatever will Mommy think?" muttered
Lisa.

"Whenever will I be fed next?" asked Puff,
though it came out as "Miao?"

"SO the question is," said Bobby, who was beginning
to rotate clockwise, "what do we do now? Surely we can't just stay
here for eternity."

"Maybe we already have," observed the diminutive
Theresa. "As near as I can tell, we are outside of time and space.
The only thing we have to refer to is each
other."

"Um, Theresa … do you know that you're
shrinking?" asked Wendell.

"Yeah, you're getting pretty small," said
Lisa.

"I thought something was happening," said
Theresa.

"Were you trying for that effect?" asked
Lisa.

"Well, I was so embarrassed, I was trying to shrink
from sight," she answered. "Usually that's not so
literal."

"That's it!" exclaimed Wendell. "There's absolutely
nothing here, so all we have to do to make something happen is to
think about it!"

"So let's think ourselves home!" exclaimed
Lisa.

"Wait!" cried Theresa, "let's try this theory out
first. We don't know what we're doing, and it could be dangerous.
First I'll try to grow up."

"That'll be a challenge," commented
Lisa.

"Quiet. I'm concentrating." And with very little
effort Theresa began to grow.

Soon she was a foot taller than the 6'11" Bobby, who
was spinning gently counter-clockwise now, as if blown by a
spectral wind. "There."

"Too far," said Wendell.

"Oh, yeah," said Theresa, and corrected her height
to her normal 5'6".

"Far out," said Lisa.

"Now, let's go home," said Bobby.

"Not yet," said Theresa. "Let's experiment first.
Someone try making something appear."

"I'm about ready for a can of tuna," said
Puff, and just as the humans heard her "miao," an open can
of tuna appeared between her paws. "Now that's
service!"

"Hey! Look what Puff did!" said
Lisa.

"I always knew that was one smart
cat!"

"Now can we go home?" asked Bobby, who was
now starting to oscillate like a sine wave.

"Yes " said Theresa.

"Wait!" exclaimed Wendell. "Think of the
possibilities! We could go to Paris, or Broadway, or the past or
the future from here! Are you sure you want to go right
home?"

"That could be fun," said Lisa.

"Whatever you do, we should do it fast," said Bobby,
who was beginning to cycle through the colors of the spectrum. "I
seem to be losing control."

"Just like on that date with Tammy last summer,"
smirked Theresa.

"Well, let's go somewhere," said
Lisa.

"I know just the place," said Theresa. "A place I've
wanted to visit since I was a kid."

"Just hurry," cried Bobby.

"Everyone hold hands," instructed Theresa. "We don't
want to get lost."

With that, the four linked hands, stabilizing Bobby
somewhat, and Puff let her empty tuna can vaporize before again
clutching Lisa's shoulder. "Ow, Puff! Careful!"

"Sorry."

As they held hands and closed their eyes, they began
to feel that they were moving, and suddenly, one direction became
down. Bobby, suddenly finding himself upside down,
panicked for a moment before righting himself.

Soon, they felt a light breeze, and felt Soft turf
beneath their dancing shoes. When they finally opened their eyes
and looked around, they found themselves standing on a green
riverbank beneath an overhanging willow. There was no sign of
people or buildings for as far as the eye could see. It was a
beautiful spot.

"Where are we?" asked Lisa.

"You'll see," answered Theresa. "I, for one, am
going to take off these shoes and relax in the
grass."

"Yeah, it's about time you took off those shoes,"
said Bobby, then "Hey!" as she smacked him on the back of the
head.

Soon the four of them were playfully running about
the greensward, while Puff stalked the local fauna amongst the
bulrushes.

After a time, exhausted, the four friends (for they
were all friends again by this time) collapsed beneath the willow
to take a nap. Puff sat in a dapple of sunlight nearby,
contemplating her toes once more.

"You know," she said to Lisa, who was just
beginning to doze, "I do believe I was Cleopatra, and
you were my cat!"

"I think you're right" mumbled Lisa before falling
fully asleep beneath the willow by the side of a river in the
middle of an expanse of green.

 

FIVE: "I'm Late!"

The five awoke later to the sound of an animal
scurrying, and a small, anxious voice bemoaning, "I'm late! I'm
late! Oh, dear, I shall be late!"

Lisa opened her eyes just in time to see Puff
disappear down a rabbit hole after a waistcoat-clad rabbit. "Now
I've seen everything," she exclaimed, jumping up and following the
cat.

The others followed as she carefully knelt down to
peer into the dark rabbit hole. "Did you guys see…
 ?"

"A white rabbit with a vest jump down a hole saying,
'I'm latte! I'm late!' while holding a pocket watch?" finished
Theresa. "This is amazing!" she exclaimed. "I actually did it! I
brought us to a fictional place!"

"Doesn't look fictional to me," said Bobby. "It
looks real."

"Wonderland is not real," said
Wendell.

"I wonder," said Bobby.

"I'm going in," said Theresa.

"No," said Lisa, "it could be
dangerous!"

"But Puff already went down," said
Theresa.

"Well, here we go then, said Lisa, and,shoes in
hand, she crawled into the hole.

Soon they were all falling down the deep hole, Puff
in the lead.

"I'm getting pretty sick of free-fall," said
Wendell.

"Just how did Alice land, anyway?" asked
Bobby.

He was answered as with a THUD! the four of them
landed on a heap of garbage in the middle of a dim Victorian
hall.

"Garbage? I don't remember garbage in the story"
said Theresa.

"A similar as it is to the story," said Wendell,
"it's not the story. It's real. We should be thankful
anything was here to break our fall. We could have been
killed."

"Oh! There goes Puff," said Lisa. "Come back,
Puff!"

And they saw the cat run after the White Rabbit, who
was just a whisker in the lead. Puff nearly caught him, too, before
he dodged through a low door none of them had noticed before and
slammed it in the cat's face.

"Rats," said Puff.

"That's funny," said Bobby, "I could've sworn I just
heard Puff say rats."

"It's slang," said Puff. "I didn't mean
it literally."

"Puff! You can talk!" exclaimed
Lisa.

"Lisa! You can understand me!" exclaimed
Puff.

"What the happy heck?" asked
Wendell.

"Local rules," said Bobby.

"Animals talk. Long falls aren't fatal. Good thing,
too," said Theresa.

"This is freaking me out," said
Wendell.
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[000]

"No."

"What do you mean,
no?"

The boy looked up.
"Just what I said. You want me to fix this, to fix everything.
Well, I'm not going to. I'm not going to decide for everyone else
what's right and what's a flaw in the pattern. We're all flawed
patterns, and we always have been."

"Look, we went through
hell to get you here."

"I know," said the kid.
"And cherish that history you've created. But there's no finish
line. No solution to the puzzle. Just let it go."

"I don't understand.
All the chaos ― you have the power to fix it, put it all back
together."

"I can put it together,
but not back ― it's always been like this. This is what the
universe is: a slap-dash, chaotic place that's really just
a sandbox for consciousness to play in. It's a shuffled deck, Rash.
It is what it is."

Rashemon looked around
them. "I believe you," he said. "But now how do we get off this
rock without dying in flames?"

"I have no idea," said
the boy. "But just here, just now, things are pretty fluid. If we
believed we'd be rescued, things'd shift pretty hard to agree with
us."

"I've always wanted to
ride a flying carpet," said Rashemon. "Ever since I was a
kid."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


[367*]

When the moon shone
the voice of the gods whether they deserved it or not were
separated by individual cotton balls
with Bobby
Turner.
Sorry things happened though I'm still not sure a pair of
black-and-white wingtips just the right shade of green for my hair
answered sullenly. "With all twenty claws I'm going in," said
DQPTIJSS!


This is what the
universe
is:
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[368]

"The universe," said
Reverend Peabody, "is not a single entity. In fact, to consider it
merely matter and energy in space is exactly the same as
considering an orange to be a curved, pitted
plane."

The ladies of the
Sophists' Guild took notes at the Paraphysics lecture, but Miss
Parkinson grew vexed as she strained to swallow the Peabody
Heresy.

"In truth, the universe
is not matter and energy, but information ― which might
express itself to our senses as either. Or it may express itself as
time or greatness or even love."

"When you say
universe, might we take this as synonymous with
God?" asked timid Mrs. Farmington.

"One might do so, yes,"
answered Reverend Peabody in a tone that suggested that he,
himself, did not.

"Further," he
continued, "it is not mere information of which I speak,
but a fabulous intersection of two forms, co-mingling like the
pattern formed from the overlapping ripple-rings of two dropped
stones."

"Where does this
information come from?" asked Miss Parkinson.

"No-one knows," he
replied. "But I tell you a wondrous thing: by complex maths that I
cannot explain in the brief minutes left to me, each part of the
universe then contains the full blueprint, the
information, that is, for all the rest.

"And if, by prayer,
fast, or the herbs and tinctures of heathens, we might learn to
alter our way of perceiving this information, we shall find
ourselves in other realms every bit as different from our own as
the front page of a magazine is from its back
cover."

"Extraordinary," said
Miss Berkwith from Shropshire.

"Balderdash!" exclaimed
a startlingly masculine voice from the front of the room, and
before the eyes of all, the form of a dark-eyed man with a wild
beard and as broad as three stout men took shape ― rather as if he
had been there all along, only no one had thought to look for him
until he spoke.

Miss Parkinson fainted
quite away.

[369]

"Try it: take a walk
looking for iterations of the number eleven, or the color red, or
note what all the birds you see have in common. This is training
your mind to see synchronicity.

"Do not trouble
yourself with seeking meanings to all this, at least for now. If
you do find meanings, realize they are only as real as the meaning
you might find in an inkblot card."

"This is how I learn
magic?"

"Chop wood; carry
water."

 

[370]

"Master? I found the
number eleven 27 times and the color red almost as many. Indeed I
saw a lady reading a newspaper at the café who wrote a large
eleven on her page in red lipstick, and then circled it
twice."

"And did you ask her
about it?"

"I did not,
Master."

"I daresay if you had,
you would have learned something interesting."

 

[371]

"I
cannot!"

"You keep saying that
as if it were true," said Mr. Beam.

"It is true,"
said Cynthia.

Mr. Beam pulled a
tennis ball from his jacket pocket and threw it at her
head.

"What is the capitol of
Alabama?"

"Montgomery!" she
screamed and batted the ball away before it hit her
face.

"You can,"
said Mr. Beam. What's more, you can also catch the tennis ball if
you are not distracting yourself with the mantra I
cannot."

Cynthia sat down. No
one laughed.

 

[372]

If a kite cannot follow
the rule, stay attached to the string, it cannot fly, but
may only crash.

 

[373]

It may crash
gloriously, however.

[374]


Maraena

is
blessed

with

magic

and

magic

and


magic.

 

Her first
breath

was
heard


applauded


recorded

by no fewer
than

17

gods.

 

Her first
word

was
heard

and
applauded

and
repeated

by no fewer
than

25

gods

16
fairies

and 4


witches.

 

Her first pain
was

healed by a
planet

Her first love
was

approved
by

A universe of Devas and
a djinn.

And when she was
grown,

they

all

made
themselves

known

to
her

and
honored

her

and bade her
make

a
wish

any
wish

so that they might
please

her by granting
it.

 

She
took

a
breath,


thought,

a
moment

only,

and
spoke.

 

She
wished

to be


alone.

 

 

[375]


Alyssandra

waits

with the
kitten

for
the

imminent
manifestation

of a

cat-eating
monster

from the swirl
of


sun-motes

on the parquet
floor…

She

waits,
feeling

the same
joy

of the
hunt

and especially the
joy

of sun on fur, and
skin,

paws,

and the monster is
frightened

and
refuses

to
manifest

and the motes
remain

a
peaceable

swirl

of
golden


warmth

all
morning

So Alyssandra's
well-

warmed
toes

are the next
foe

of the
moment

And the
kitten,

knowing it is
outsized

plays it
coy,

watching
without


seeming


waiting

with the
girl

for the right
moment

and footsteps on the
stones


freeze

girl and
hunter

but not
motes

and it becomes
true


manifests

the
Queen

has
failed

her

last


battle

and
Alyssandra

the
Princess

furless,
clawless

and too
young

must
take


control

and
be

a new

Queen

above
all

and as she
realizes,

 

The Kitten
Attacks.
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[377]

 

 

[378]

"It starts all over
again, doesn't it?"


"Yep."

 


[379*]


In truth, the universe is
not the number eleven 27 times if you are not distracting yourself
with a kite. It may crash her first breath from the swirl of "It
starts all over again, doesn't
it?"
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[380]


Thud.
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New Chapter
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