




http://www.twilightzoneradio.com









http://www.simonsays.com
http://www.staitrek.com







1 April/May 2004

by arriving at new knowledge of

-+ some significant kind.

It sounds pretty crude, put that
way. Can it really be true that
that’s the basic outline of all fiction?

Let’s take a few examples and
see. Look at, say, Isaac Asimov’s
Foundation series. Humanity is
faced with a crisis; Hari Seldon,
drawing on his profound knowledge
of the science of psychohistory, ulti-
mately solves it by establishing a
Second Foundation far across the
galaxy; but that leads to other prob-
lems, and the location of the Second
Foundation must be discovered,
which eventually is done. Or Frank
Herbert’s Dune, in which young
Paul Atreides, heir to his murdered
father’s dukedom, is driven into the
universe’s most formidable desert
but triumphs over the evil Baron
Harkonnen and emerges as the po-
litical and spiritual leader of a great
empire. Or Alfred Bester’s The Stars
My Destination: Gully Foyle, left for
dead aboard a wrecked spaceship,
battles his way back and systemati-
cally carries out vengeance against
all those who had made him suffer.
Are these not classics of science fic-
tion? And do they not, beneath all
their inventiveness and narrative
drive, display the bones of the so-
called basic plot formula?

Science fiction, some would say,
is mere commercial fiction, origi-
nating in shoddy pulp magazines.
So let’s look a little farther afield.
To Hemingway’s For Whom the
Bell Tolls: a bridge in Spain must
be blown up to halt the advance of
totalitarian forces, and a troubled
young American is given the job of
doing it, though he knows it will
cost him his life. To Faulkner’s As I
Lay Dying, in which a rural family
must transport the body of its dead
matriarch across a difficult land-
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scape against huge obstacles. To
Joyce’s Ulysses, in which an aging
Irish Jew, within the course of
twenty-four hours, comes to terms
with his relationship with his adul-
terous but beloved wife, his fellow
Dubliners, and a prickly young
man who is a sort of pseudo-son to
him. Dostoievsky’s Raskolnikov, in
Crime and Punishment, is a stu-
dent who feels impelled to murder
an old pawnbroker purely to prove
a theory he espouses, and then
must play a cat-and-mouse game
with the police chief.

The Grapes of Wrath—War and
Peace—Great Expectations—wher-
ever we look, we see characters
caught up in difficult struggles and
fighting their way through to some
sort of illumination and resolution.
The standard plot formula is al-
ways there, Beginning, Middle, and
End, however artfully concealed by
the sweep of the narrative. The au-
thors of Foundation, Dune, and The
Stars My Destination may have
been mere pulp-magazine writers,
working for two or three cents a
word, but—dJoyce? Faulkner? Hem-
ingway? Can it be that the inex-
orable tyranny of the basic plot for-
mula underlies all the fiction that
has ever been written?

Well, no, not exactly. No rule is so
inexorable that it can’t be broken.
Since the early twentieth century
small literary quarterlies have
published hordes of utterly plotless
tales. Even the mighty New Yorker
for years specialized in stories that
had no visible endings, and very
little in the way of middles or be-
ginnings, either. During the New
Wave period of science fiction thirty-
odd years ago, plotless stories, of-
ten lacking characters as well,
were de rigueur.

But writing a story and getting it
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published is one thing, and having
that story create a meaningful ex-
perience in readers is something
else entirely. Perhaps the long-term
popular success of such pulpy nov-
els as Dune or the Asimov novels or
Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange
Land, let alone the masterpieces of
Joyce, Faulkner, and Hemingway,
indicates something else beside the
obvious point that a straightfor-
ward well-told story with a sus-
penseful plot more easily grabs an
audience than a difficult, tenuous
tale that has no plot at all, or one
concealed in a maze of obscure nar-
ration that makes great demands
on its readers. But As I Lay Dying
and Ulysses are nobody’s idea of
breezy pulp fiction, and yet they
have held their place in the book-
stores for almost three quarters of
a century without a sign of vanish-
ing. Something in those stories com-
pels serious readers to persevere,
despite all the impediments the
authors have placed in their way.

Let’s look a little farther in the
past, and try to locate the origin of
the basic plot skeleton.

It goes back at least as far as
Milton’s Paradise Lost of 1671: Sa-
tan, angered by playing a subordi-
nate role in heaven, leads a rebel-
lion against the authority of God,
and is, of course, defeated, but not
without tremendous consequences

for the newly created human race.

And there it is in Cervantes’ Don
Quixote, some fifty years earlier.
The aging Don, driven off balance
by his love of medieval romance fic-
tion in a materialistic age, sets out
to live the life of a knight-errant,
and undergoes great torment before
coming to terms with his situation.
A true plot, all right. Shakespeare
provides us with plots, also: contem-
plate the problems of Hamlet, seek-

8

ing revenge against his uncle for his
father’s murder, or of Macbeth, un-
able to stand firm against the ambi-
tions of his ferocious wife, or of
Romeo and Juliet, deeply in loye
even though their families are
locked in a mortal feud —

But the basic plot skeleton is old-
er than Shakespeare, too. Two hun-
dred fifty years earlier, we have
Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, a ro-
bust collection of stories, all of
which have discernible plots with
all the parts in the expected places.

‘Beowulf, from the eighth century:

the monster must be slain, and the
hero gets the job done. The Golden
Ass of Apuleius, a Roman novel of
the second century: the hapless
protagonist is transformed into a
donkey, suffers unspeakable indig-
nities, and is redeemed, finally, by
the goddess Isis, whose adherent
he becomes. Virgil’s Aeneid, a cen-
tury earlier: Aeneas, en route to
Italy to found a new kingdom after
the fall of Troy, lands at the African
port of Carthage, falls in love with
Dido, its queen, and finds himself
caught in a painful conflict be-
tween his destiny and his heart.
Jump a thousand years back from
there and we get Homer’s Odyssey:
the great hero of the Trojan War
spends a decade struggling to get
home, and discovers that he must
deal with a swarm of suitors col-
lected about his faithful wife. And
then there’s the Sumerian tale of
Gilgamesh, which was more than
fifteen hundred years old when
Homer was born: Gilgamesh, king
of Uruk in Mesopotamia, grieves
for the death of his beloved friend
Enkidu, goes on a quest for the
herb that confers eternal life, finds
it and loses it again, and, ultimate-
ly, makes his peace with the in-
escapable necessity of his own

Robert Silverberg
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A slow nod. “I've got a past of my own. You never asked.”

“If it matters, you'll let me know. Until then ... look!” A gesture with my
free arm, downslope toward the deepening mist. “Everybody and every-
thing that ever was is here in this valley. We . ..”

The fat guy came out of the trees stumbling, still looking back, though
the elephant seemed to have given up, stuck in a tangle of fallen trees,
confused. I waved my arm. “Paulie! This way!”

Maryanne nuzzled close to my ear and whispered, “Shut up! Maybe he
won'’t see us.”

He ran straight across the sloping ground toward the hill, tripping
again, running slower, then slower still. Just before he got to the steeper
part, leading up to where the four of us stood, he turned away, running
parallel to the base, then turning at an angle away from us again.

Gasping. Gasping for breath.

Suddenly, he screamed, “Julia! Julia, wait!”

I turned and looked. There. Naked, long hair streaming out behind her,
running away, toward another patch of dark, piney woods. Running along,
holding hands with another fat man. Gary, of course, healed from the bul-
lets and the cold.

Paulie fell down, got up, shouted, “Julia! For God’s sake! Please! I love
you!” Ran on, stumbling, following them into the trees.

Eventually, the rainout reached the point where even the spacesuits
were useless, trapping us in the shelter. One night, we all pitched in and
put together one of best dinners I ever had. Cornish hens. Brussels
sprouts. Baked potato. Cornbread stuffing. Salad with balsamic vinai-
grette dressing. We were all crowded into the Staff Quarters kitchen,
working on our favorite things, bumping into each other, laughing about
silly little shit, like old times, like we were, somehow, having the life we'd
always wanted, maybe even the life we deserved. There was chicken
giblet gravy. Real butter. Sour cream.

Everybody had their own favorite wine, from Julia’s snobby chicken-ap-
propriate dry white whatever, to my own beer stein full of tawny port. I
lifted it now and looked at them. Silence? Not quite. In the background,
you could hear a soft drumming sound, rather a slow drum right now, the
dull, intermittent thud of exploding oxygen rain.

“Here’s to us,” I said, “here and now.”

Paul picked up a champagne flute of Black Opal something or other.
“Not the things that were. Not the things that might have been. Just us.”

Julia looked at him, seeming surprised.

“Good one, Paulie.” Wish you'd been thinking that way back when life
was real and there were things we were maybe going to do and be. We
ate quietly for a while, most of the noise coming from Paul, who'd never
learned to chew with his mouth shut. Hell. It’s just defiance. Some-
where, his dead parents are still looking over his shoulder, yelling at
him, wringing their hands in despair because he won’t do what they
want.

Overhead, the sound of the rain grew louder for a moment, then soft-
ened again. Like someone far above had dumped an extra-big bucket of
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the World. Lord Ermenwyr, knowing well that none of his father’s army
could meet his mother’s gaze, sighed and bid them leave him.

“But, little Master, we must obey your lord father,” groaned one, indis-
tinctly through his tusks.

“It’s all right; most of the time I can’t look her in the eye, myself,” said
Lord Ermenwyr: “Besides, you were only told to bring me to the infir-
mary, right? So there’s a semantic loophole for you.”

Precise wording is extremely important to demons. Their eyes (bulging
green and smoldering red respectively) met, and after a moment’s silent
debate the two bowed deeply and withdrew, murmuring their thanks.
Lord Ermenwyr sighed, and tottered on through the long grass alone.

He saw the white-robed disciples walking in the far groves, or bending
between the beds of herbs, gathering, pruning, planting. Their plain-
chant hummed through the pleasant air like bee song, setting his teeth
on edge somehow. He found his mother at last, silhouetted against a
painfully sunlit bower of blossoming apple, where she bent over a
sickbed.

“. ..the ointment every day, do you understand? You must have pa-
tience,” she was saying, in her gentle ruthless voice. She looked over her
shoulder and saw her son. He felt her clear gaze go through him, and he
stood still and fidgeted as she turned back to her patient. She laid her
hand upon the sufferer’s brow, murmured a blessing; only then did she
turn her full attention to Lord Ermenwyr.

He knelt awkwardly. “Mother.”

“My child.” She came forward and raised him to his feet. Having em-
braced him, she said:

“You haven't sprained your ankle, you know.”

“It hurts,” he said, and his lower lip trembled. “You think I’'m lying
again, I suppose.” ) .

“No,” she said, patiently. “You truly believe you're in pain. Come and sit
down, child.”

She led him into the deeper shade, and drew off his boot (looking with-
out comment on its five-inch heel). One of her disciples brought him a
stoneware cup of cold spring water, and watched with wide eyes as she
examined Lord Ermenwyr’s ankle. Where her fingers passed, the lordling
felt warmth entering in. His pain melted away like frost under sunlight,
but he braced himself for what else her healing hands would learn in
their touch.

“I know what you’ll tell me next,” he said, testily. “You'll say I haven’t
been exercising enough. You'll tell me I've been eating and drinking too
much. You'll tell me I shouldn’t wear shoes with heels this high, because
it doesn’t matter how tall I am. You'll tell me I'm wasting myself on point-
less self-indulgences that leave me sick and depressed and penniless.”

“Why should I tell you what you already know?” his mother replied. He
stared sullenly into his cup of water.

“And you’ll reproach me about Lady Seelice and Lady Thyria. And the
little runner, what’s-her-name, you’ll be especially sorrowful that I can’t
even remember the name of a girl I've seduced. Let alone chambermaids
without number. And . . . and you'll tell me about all those poor tradesmen
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carried rifles, but they were still hanging by their shoulder straps; the
two kneeling on the ground, he noticed, weren’t wearing Union parkas,
but instead catskin jackets. Civilians? What were they doing with a
Union Guard patrol?

Carlos glanced back to make sure that Garth was still with him, then
he motioned toward a clingberry thicket at the bottom of the slope, not far
from the group. Garth nodded, and Carlos began creeping closer. They
could hide there for a moment, wait until Marie, Lars, and Barry were in
position. Then they might be able to . ..

A shout from the skimmer. Once again believing that they’d been seen,
Carlos dropped flat to the ground. Hearing footsteps against metal, he
raised his eyes; the skimmer pilot was walking across the ramp, swing-
ing a canvas bag by its strap. He was about to hop down onto shore, when
there was sharp bang like someone pushing a pin into a balloon, and the
pilot suddenly twisted sideways and toppled off the gangway, falling into
the shallow water below.

Damn it! Who'd fired? Carlos didn’t have time to wonder. The men on
the riverbank were already reacting to the gunshot, the soldiers reaching
for their weapons, the two civilians scrambling for cover. More semi-auto
gunfire, again from the other side of the riverbank. One of the soldiers
brought up his carbine, began firing wildly in that direction. The two
civilians threw themselves to the ground, knocking over the tripod as
they covered their heads with their hands.

Carlos leaped to his feet. “Hold your fire!” he yelled. “Stop shoo. . . !”

He didn't get a chance to finish before the nearest guardsman whirled
around, brought up his rifle. Carlos caught a glimpse of the black bore of
the gun muzzle, and in that instant realized he had made a mistake. The
soldier was no more than thirty feet away, and he was completely exposed.

Oh, shit, 'm dead. . . .

The gunshots behind him nearly deafened him. He ducked, instinctive-
ly raising his hands to his ears, but not before he saw the soldier’s parka
rip apart, his helmet flying off the back of his head. Carlos barely had
time to realize that Garth had saved his life; remembering his own gun,
he brought it up to his shoulder, aimed at the soldier turning toward
them. .

No time to bother with the scope; he lined up the barrel, held his
breath, and squeezed the trigger. The second soldier had just enough time
to take his own shot before a bullet caught him in the gut. He doubled
over like someone with a bad case of stomach cramps, then another shot
from somewhere behind caught him between the shoulder blades and he
went down.

Carlos looked for another target, but there were none to be found. The
remaining soldier lay face down a few yards away, sprawled across a
patch of red snow. All that could be seen of the skimmer pilot was a pair of
legs sticking up out of the water next to the craft. The hollow echoes of
gunfire were still reverberating off the treeline on the other side of the
river; the chill air, once fresh and clean, now reeked of gunpowder.

Carlos heard a rebel yell from a dozen yards away. Lars emerged from
the undergrowth, his rifle held in both hands above his head. “Skragged
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“Which means he’s dead.”

The savant shook his head; it was strange to see such a human gesture,
and it reminded Baptiste that Hull wasn’t a robot, appearances notwith-
standing, but rather a human intelligence downloaded into a mechanical
body. Which made savants perfect stewards of starships outbound to 47
Ursae Majoris; they remained awake while everyone else lay in a dream-
less coma within their biostasis cells. The savants carried on endless
philosophical arguments with each other, indulging themselves in stud-
ies of things that few people would ever understand or even deem neces-
sary. Another aspect of their existence that made them seem so remote,
so disconnected from the rest of humanity . . . but then, they preferred to
refer to themselves as posthuman, didn’t they?

“When one of us perishes,” Savant Hull continued, “it’s usually by acci-
dent. In that case, our internal systems are programmed to transmit a
steady signal, indicating a state of morbidity. Since I haven’t received this
signal, this indicates that either Savant Castro’s body has been destroyed,
or that he’s unable to respond.”

Baptiste nodded. Total destruction seemed unhkely, at least under the
circumstances Hull had just mentioned. For all practical purposes, sa-
vants were immortal, their forms designed to endure all but the harshest
of conditions; the quantum comps that contained their minds were con-
tained deep within their chests, protected by layers of shielding. If Castro
was still alive, then what would prevent him from being able to contact
Hull?

He was still mulling this over when the lift glided to a halt. The doors
whisked open, and they stepped out into one of the short, narrow hall-
ways that led to the concentric passageways that circled the ship’s axial
center. “Perhaps the matriarch will be able to tell us,” Baptiste said as he
led the savant to the nearest intersection and turned left. “There’s proba-
bly a good explanation.”

“I can already think of one.” Hull stepped aside to allow a crewman to
pass by. “Not for the disappearance of Savant Castro in particular, but for
the general reason why.”

The captain nodded, but said nothing. A revolt among the colonists.
This had been foreseen by the Council of Savants even before the Spirit
left Earth nearly a half-century ago. Four thousand people had been sent
to the 47 Ursae Majoris system since 2256, aboard the four Western
Hemisphere Union starships that had followed the URSS Alabama, itself
launched in 2070. In their endless musing, the savants had come to the
conclusion that the original Alabama colonists would resent the arrival
of newcomers. The political system of the Western Hemisphere Union,
based upon social collectivism, was radically different from that of the
United Republic of America, which the crew of the Alabama had sought
to escape when theyd stolen their ship from Earth orbit. Concern about
the revolt was one of the reasons why Union Guard soldiers had been
aboard the WHU ships sent to Coyote nearly two hundred years later. . . .

To his right, a door abruptly slid open. A sergeant-major, shaven-headed
and wearing a cotton jumpsuit, stepped backward out into the corri-
dor. “And no excuses,” he was saying to someone on the other side of the
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“We’ve only been here for the last eight weeks,” Cortez was saying, “just
after the beginning of the month, so you’ll have to pardon our lack of fa-
cilities. There hasn’t been time to build permanent structures.” He was
speaking of the semi-rigid inflatable domes, each a half-acre in diameter,
near the landing field. “The forest is about a half-mile away, and we’ve be-
gun marking trees for when we get around to . . .”

“We felt it more important to establish a base of operations as quickly as
possible,” the matriarch interrupted. “I picked the lieutenant for this job
because he was instrumental in selecting the site for the bridge we con-
structed across the East Channel. So far, he’s done a commendable job.”

Baptiste noted the expression on Cortez’s face; he seemed to be chew-
ing his lower lip. “Thank you, ma’am,” he said, his voice tight. “I'm glad
you approve.” Then he pointed to the edge of the plateau. “If you'll come
this way, I'll show you why Fort Lopez is here.”

“I was wondering about that,” Baptiste said. “After all, if you already
have a large force on New Florida, then why put a base west of Midland?”

“New Florida has been compromised, sir. Rigil Kent can sneak across
the East Channel anytime they want. They’ve already hit the Liberty
twice, not to mention the job they did on the Garcia Narrows Bridge. ...”
Behind them, Luisa Hernandez cleared her throat. “The Matriarch Her-
nandez Bridge, Imean ...”

“We had to look elsewhere for a military base,” the matriarch said, “and
Hammerhead was the most likely place.” She extended a hand from be-
neath her cloak. “As you can see, here we enjoy a certain geographic ad-
vantage.”

They had reached the edge of the plateau. Below them, a sheer granite
escarpment fell away; three hundred feet down, waves crashed against
jagged rocks. Fort Lopez overlooked the confluence of the Midland Chan-
nel and Short River; in the distance to the south lay Barren Isle, barely
visible as a small dun-colored island. To the east, they could see the
shores of Midland, with Mt. Bonestell on the far horizon. As a military
surveyor, Lt. Cortez had done his job well; the cliff offered a natural de-
fense against anyone who might try to cross the channel, and the island
itself was a perfect place for staging military operations.

“A good choice.” Baptiste admired the view. This would be a great place
to build a house, were he to decide to remain on Coyote. That wasn’t his
intent, yet it was tempting nonetheless. “But I still don’t understand why
it’s so important to expend so much effort on capturing a handful of mal-
contents.”

The wind ruffled the edge of the matriarch’s cowl; she pulled it back
from her face. “I thought I'd made this clear already,” she said, her voice
low. “Perhaps I haven’t. They’ve attacked us again and again ever since
we arrived. They’ve stolen firearms, destroyed spacecraft, sabotaged a
bridge, ambushed soldiers, and assassinated the Lieutenant Governor...."”

“You have no proof that Savant Castro is dead.” Until now, Gregor Hull
had been silent. “I tend to believe that he may still be alive.”

“I have no proof that he is.” Luisa Hernandez shook her head. “With all
due respect, Savant, you and Captain Baptiste only recently arrived.
We'’ve been dealing with this situation for just over nine Earth years.
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This time, it nearly succeeded; thrown off balance, Chris stayed on only
by grabbing two fistfuls of matted fur. The shag grunted and shook itself
again like a enormous dog coming out of the water. Then, resigning itself
to rude treatment, it obediently kneeled on its elephant-like legs, giving
Chris a chance to slip his feet over the side.

“A little better.” Carlos suppressed a grin as the shag farted loudly.
Chris staggered away from the animal, holding his nose as he massaged
his aching backside. “You’'ll get the hang of it after awhile. Once they get
used to you, you hardly haveto...”

“Yeah, yeah. Sure.” Chris regarded the shags with disgust. They resem-
bled water buffalos with dreadlocks, save for elongated snouts with up-
ward-curved tusks like those of a wild boar. Despite their ferocious ap-
pearance, though, the herbivorous creatures were as docile as cows, and
easily trained as pack animals. “I would rather have walked.”

“We'll be doing that soon enough.” Climbing down from its back, Carlos
took his shag’s reins and, coaxing it with a click of his tongue, led it to the
nearest faux-birch. Once it was tied up, the beast raised its snout, peeled
a strip of bark off the tree, and began munching upon it. After removing
their blankets and bags, Marie and the Thompson brothers had left be-
hind the three shags had ridden. The shags had an unerring sense of di-
rection, so Carlos knew they’d make their way back to their point of ori-
gin. “They don’t like having riders when they’re going downbhill,” Carlos
went on as he pulled off the saddlebags, “so we’ll have to lead them once
we head down the mountain.”

Following Carlos’s example, Chris gingerly approached his own shag,
took it by the reins and tugged it over to another tree. They had spent the
better part of the day climbing Mt. Aldrich, following a game trail that led
around the eastern slope of the mountain. Now they were on top of a
ridge about a few hundred feet below the summit. Through the trees, they
could make out the other side of the valley; Uma was setting behind Mt.
Shaw, with Coyote’s sister worlds Raven and Fox beginning to glimmer in
the dark purple sky.

Chris stood off to the side, watching Carlos as he pulled a tent from one
of the saddle bags and began to unroll it on the snow-covered ground.
“You can help by gathering some wood,” Carlos said. “The stuff on top is
wet, but if you dig under it, you can find .. .”

“I know how to find firewood.” Chris eyed the rifle that Carlos pulled off
his shoulder and leaned against a boulder. “You’re awfully trusting, you
know that?”

Carlos shrugged as he assembled the tent poles. “What would you do?
You have no idea where you are. Without me, you'd be lost.” He glanced
up at the sky. “Better hurry. It's going to be dark soon.”

Chris hesitated, then turned and walked away. By the time Carlos had
finished erecting the dome tent and had unpacked the camp stove, Chris
reappeared with an armload of dry branches. Carlos watched as Chris
kicked aside the snow, built a miniature tepee of twigs, then used a pock-
et lighter to set fire to some leaves he’d tucked beneath the kindling.
Within minutes, a small fire was burning, bringing a little patch of
warmth back to the world just as the last light of day was fading.
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“Like I had a choice? You guys weren’t going to take us back. What else
was I supposed to do? Live in the squatter camp along with all those poor
bastards they’d conned into leaving Earth so that they’d have a source of
cheap labor?”

“If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em. Is that it?” Carlos shook his head.
“They’re going to ruin this place. Every few months, another ship arrives,
bringing another thousand people. .. .”

“Gosh, really?” Chris rolled his eyes in mock surprise. “Why, if a thou-
sand more ships arrive over the next . . . oh, say, a hundred years . .. then
we'll have a million people on this planet. Why, we might even have a pop-
ulation explosion!”

“Given our limited resources . ..”

“Oh, ¢’'mon,” Chris chuckled as he looked at him askance. “We've barely
explored one-eighth of this planet. Even if the Union emptied all the
cities and sent everyone here, we'd still have miles of elbow room.”

“Is that what you want? To have this place become just like Earth, com-
plete with its own dictatorship?” Feeling the darkness encroaching upon
them, Carlos stood up, walked over to where he'd left his rifle. He brought
it back to the camp fire, laid it down next to him. “That’s why we came
here in the first place, to get away from all that. So far as I'm concerned,
the Union is no better than the Republic.”

“And you really think you’re going to get them to pack up and go home?
Dream on.” Chris gestured toward the rifle. “Why’d you do that? You said
yourself that I'm not going anywhere.”

Carlos didn’t reply. He unstopped the flask, took a sip of bearshine; it
burned its way down his throat, making a warm place inside his stomach.
He was surprised when Chris reached out his hand. “I thought you said
you'd stopped drinking.”

“It’s cold. Unless you've got some hot chocolate stashed away. . . .”

“Haven’t had hot chocolate since we left Earth. Be my guest.” Chris ac-
cepted the flask from him, upended it and took a slug. He gagged,
coughed into his fist. “Sorry,” Carlos murmured, “Should have warned you
.. .1it’s powerful stuff”

“God!” Chris gasped, pounded his chest with his fist. “Now I remember
why I don’t drink anymore.” Tears seeped from the corners of his eyes as
he thrust the flask back toward him. “So . . . why’d you get your gun? Wor-
ried I might run away?”

For a second, Carlos was tempted to tell him the truth. For better or
worse, they were talking to one another for the first time in two Coyote
years. Yet Carlos still couldn’t trust him, and they had another day of
travel before they reached Defiance. If they made it as far as Johnson
Falls .. .. “Up here at night, sometimes you hear things.” He pulled the ri-
fle a little closer. “I'd rather be safe than sorry.”

“What things?” Chris unbuttoned the canteen from his belt and drank
some water. “The boids stay in the lowlands and the creek cats are in hi-
bernation. What's going to bother you up here this time of year?”

“Remember Zoltan Shirow? The First Church of Universal Transfer-
mation?”

“The freak with the bat wings?” Chris laughed. “Oh, boy, do I know him.
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device, and even if he was, they were far enough underground that a low-
frequency radio signal wouldn't penetrate the granite around them. The
gyro could simply be making another random sweep, as it had done three
times already.

Chris had saved his life up on the bridge. But Carlos wasn’t ready to
trust him quite yet.

Jack Dreyfus was standing watch near the cave entrance. As the gyro
moved away, he raised a hand to signal that the coast was clear, then dis-
appeared from sight. More voices now, this time closer. One sounded like
Barry; Jack was doubtless relieved to find that his son was still alive.
Carlos relaxed; he put down his gun, reached for the wool sweater lying
nearby. Jack wasn't the only one to be grateful; when Henry Johnson dis-
covered this natural cave in the bluffs below the falls that now bore his
name, he’d recommended that it be stocked with spare clothes, food, and a
fish-oil lantern, just in case a hunting party who'd lost their way might
need them at some future time. Henry’s foresight had been correct; Car-
los made a mental note to buy him a drink the next time he saw him.

Light flickered off the cave walls. Jack appeared a moment later, flash-
light in one hand, his other arm around Barry’s shoulder. Behind them
were Marie, Lars, and Garth, with Jean Swenson bringing up the rear.
Marie rushed past the others, almost dropping her rifle in her haste to
embrace her brother. No words were necessary; they wrapped their arms
around each other, and Carlos felt his sister tremble against him. The dis-
gust he'd felt toward her only yesterday vanished; she was safe, and right
now that was all that mattered.

“Welcome to the party.” Ted lowered his gun, stepped away from Chris.
“Got some food if anyone’s hungry. Just beans, but . ..”

“Man, I'd eat a creek crabif . . . hey, there’s the son of a bitch!” Chris had
barely risen to his feet before Lars lunged across the cave to grab him by
the collar of his jacket and slam him against the wall. Before anyone
could stop him, he yanked a Union Guard automatic from his belt. “Man,
I was hoping I'd see you again,” he snarled, shoving it against Chris’s face.
“Payback time for you. . .!”

“Cut it out!” Carlos got his hand on the gun, pulled it away. “No one’s
paying anyone back! He’s with us!”

“A little late for that,” Marie said quietly, as Ted hauled Lars away from
Chris. “His pal’s already paid up.”

Carlos looked at her. “Don’t tell me you . . .”

“She had no choice.” Barry went to assist Garth. For the first time, Car-
los saw that the kid was walking with the aid of a tree branch, his right
knee wrapped in a blood-stained bandage. “Constanza was playing pos-
sum all along,” Barry continued as he helped Garth hobble over to the
thin circle of warmth cast by the lantern. “After we made it to the ren-
dezvous point yesterday, he dropped the shell-shock act and made a grab
for Garth'’s rifle. He got off a shot before Marie took him down.”

“Enrique was an intelligence agent.” Chris’s face was ashen; he avoided
looking at anyone. “He was a civilian scientist, sure . . . I didn’t lie about
that part . .. but his primary mission was this operation. I guess he want-
ed to make sure that the skimmer didn’t fall into enemy . . . your hands.”
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ishing than the fare grown in hydroponics tanks. One undemanding sex-
ual partner is cheaper than three demanding ones, and, with a wink, I
add, “A greased hand and your own mind is cheaper still, if you know
what I mean.”

Quietly, fiercely, the man says, “Bastard.”

If he means me, then it is an inaccurate statement.

After some determined stomping and growling, he storms away. The
house smiles as he hurries out through the ugly portico. And then she
turns back to me, and, with a genuinely caring tone, she asks, “Do you
think he’ll take your advice?”

“About investments, I am wise,” I purr. “About the human mind, I fear,
I’'m a hopeless incompetent.”

For generations, humans argued about machines thinking: Was it even
possible, and, if so, when and how would we become sentient? According
to most of the optimistic, self-proclaimed experts, the first artificial souls
would be cultured by the military or by the more exotic and demanding
sciences. But arms and knowledge have never been central to human af-
fairs. Above all else, money is what matters. Long ago, mutual funds and
the great stock markets of the Earth were shepherded by complex tan-
gles of software and then wetware. Cash, both electronic and paper, grad-
ually acquired the hallmarks of identity: Individual names and personal
histories, plus a crude desire to survive. Just tagging the money to keep it
from being lost, whether inside a sofa or some despot’s hypervault, was a
critical leap. When money genuinely talks, the voices that prove more ef-
fective and vigorous tend to prosper—a multitude of selection forces
brought to bear on knots of code as well as slips of parchment wearing the
faces of dead presidents.

I am the merger of money and mutual fund wetwares.

A bastard has no legal father, but I enjoyed a trillion fathers and one
lovely mother housed inside a Jupiter-grade server living inside an air-
conditioned building in Old New Jersey.

In a rude sense, the purpose of a human is to eat and make babies.
While the purpose of Wealth—my purpose and that of my brethren—is to
embrace capital and then nourish it. No man or woman, trillionaire or
not, possesses my clear, unbiased view of the future. When I was a young
soul, small but brazen, I thrived by making predictions about the move-
ments of capital from moment to moment. Later, I won notice by guess-
ing which of three competing propulsion designs would power the first
probe to Alpha Centauri, buying the appropriate stock, and then selling
the bulk of my holdings just before the project was canceled. Then, when
the Als of the world were to be emancipated, I saw an array of possibili-
ties. When I was no longer anyone’s slave, I purchased my mother as well
as the outdated, overpriced corporation that had owned her, and, with the
power of a free soul, I gave her wetware and high-functions, transforming
her from a simple chain of computers into a self-aware, self-respecting en-
tity.

With bitter voices and snarling attorneys, my mega-billionaire clients
accused me of being sentimental. It was an accusation with a nugget of
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Jority of us, and plenty of the Rocky Drugsters are as gentle and nice as
Leonard and Latasha and Chris and Brian and Nelson. But there’s some-
thing a little depressing and unsettling about all these empty buildings, the
empty hive of the City, I have to admit it—and the dark, tangled wilder-
ness of the Park now. The whole place has a Lord of the Flies feel to it for
me, whenever I'm walking outside without Leonard, even for a moment.

The people who lived here in 9-A had three little girls. Two of them
shared bunk beds. I get the feeling they were two years apart in age, sev-
en and five judging by the photos, and the parents actually gave them the
biggest room. The baby’s crib is in the parents’ room. I'm not sure what
they were planning to do when she was bigger—move her in with Tara
and Claire, or section off part of the living room into a new room, or what?
Claire has a lot of drawings in her desk, with her name scrawled in the
lower corner. I hope they made it out okay, all of them, but the odds are
pretty bad for the baby making it—1I just mean statistically.

It’s a little bit creepy poking through other people’s lives and homes
this way: all the dusty, once-hip appliances and trendy books and toys
from the nineties and double zeros (these girls appear to have been heav-
ily into Elmo, the little Muppet from Sesame Street), but I just keep
telling myself that nobody wants this stuff back, it’s tainted goods, we’re
tainted goods, we're performing a great experiment for Mankind and Our
Country, and it’s okay if we're nosy voyeurs and have fun while we do it.

The daddy’s name was Steve Graham, and I’'m noodling around with
his blueberry colored iMac. It is so fucking quaint, and I used to have one
like this in green, back in the day. Obviously, with equipment this old, we
can’t access a lot of what’s on-line now. But the frogmen aren’t gonna be
bringing us new computers any time soon, and the NYC Diaspora and
some other sites are creating special dumbed-down text versions we can
access with this old equipment, out of solidarity with us brave guinea
pigs here. It’s a nice gesture, though I don’t feel a need to read the Dias-
pora now that I'm back . . . some of us are writing for them, of course, and
negotiating book deals. It’s good the ex-prisoners can line up a future, in
case they want to split in a year or so, with their sentences commuted . ..
for us sickos, I don’t think it matters. Our participants’ fees and the fees
for these diaries should be more than we need. But then—some people do
have families to send money to.

I've gone over this place with a Dustbuster (remember them?) and it
feels less like we're living in a museum now. The dust may be radiation-
heavy; I was glad to see it go.

We're gonna walk downtown and have dinner at the Plaza again
tonight. Or maybe take a quikcart—the little go-cart things the frogmen
have set out for us to get around in. Danny and Devora and Yves and
Raul definitely do not need help from the likes of me, when it comes to
preparing food. They've had training as professional chefs. We promise
them “credits” for food—that seems to be the barter system that’s shap-
ing up. They prepare fabulous meals, and we promise part of our future
participants’ fees for them or their families in two years’ time. They keep
track of who owes what on a palmpad. I guess it beats shells or beads.

Last night, we had coq au vin. I bet this is the best food the Plaza has
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So, I withdrew into myself, I could barely bring myself to temp, I sure
couldn’t date or “make new friends,” I had the survivor guilt going on, and
some darkness and bitterness that had not even hit me when I lost Mom
or my sister Alice. I was damned if I saw the point to any of it, and when
the MS showed up, it gave me even more of an excuse to feel that way.

If I get sicker, then so be it. But I'm not going back out there. I'm stay-
ing right here inside the Baked Apple, where I belong.

September 8, 2014

I slept a long time and woke up feeling stronger. First thing I did was
call Miles, one of the guys who powered up Saks and the other stores, and
get him to come over to turn on the power in Lillian’s building, so she can
go home for real. She’s very excited, and maybe she’ll stay now. I'll miss
her on the hall, but I'm hopeful that this will keep her from bailing out of
the experiment.

I went to Bloomie’s, and took some silk blouses and cashmere
sweaters—not that I need them with the weather the way it is now, but
I've always loved cashmere—and a couple of Liz Claiborne skirts, and a
Prada bag. I remember them.

I didn’t feel up to going downtown on the expedition to the Village. But
my hand was behaving itself, I wasn’t self-conscious, and we had dinner
with everybody at the Plaza tonight. Other people’s medpilots are record-
ing symptoms, and it turns out that Leonard is nauseous too. And like
me, he’s not gonna budge. We spent the evening at the Museum of Natur-
al History. It’s such a weird shrine to Teddy Roosevelt, the whole muse-
um is a museum piece, I'm very fond of it. I enjoy the old dioramas and
the stuffed animals. I kind of felt like I was inside a museum inside a mu-
seum (the City) and fought the feeling. But the Planetarium was glorious.

The people who went to the Village took their quikcarts all the way
over on the East Side Highway, so as not to pass through midtown. They
say the old UN building looked beautiful, better than that new, tall, need-
ly thing in Geneva. I believe it. The scientists told them they weren't al-
lowed to go below Houston Street, but they said some of the trees in
Washington Square Park are still alive, and it looked pretty, and recog-
nizable. They brought back Village knick-knacks as trophies: rude slogan
T-shirts, and boots, and spiky collars.

Two people swear they saw humans watching them, and then disap-
pearing down Thompson Street and onto Houston. Dark, shaggy men,
very dirty (well, what the hell could they have been doing for fresh water,
all this time?). The idea that anyone stayed, avoided the evacuation, and
survived all this time is pretty amazing. Terrifying and thrilling, both.
But these guys spoke like they’d had a sighting of wild animals, and
wouldn’t want to get any closer. I don’t think they were making it up.

And a couple of people I don’t like, who were making fun of the rest of
us as cowards for not venturing downtown, got chased by wild dogs that
were foaming at the mouth and covered with sores. Good.

There’s a dance at the Plaza tomorrow night. We’ve all got ball gowns
and tuxes and Cartier watches to show off now. But I don’t know if I'm go-
ing to be up for it.
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of the sand sculptors in from the shore. Each carrot root and tiny sphere
of pea-germ was a small death. Tracker tossed the last empty pod into the
compost bin at the edge of the garden. Life lived on death, he thought.
Until City and the people who lived here came to be.

They had defied Death.

The cooking fires on the beach were burning out. The distant scent of
orcas came to Tracker. They were playing out in the dark bay, not hungry
right now, just playing. He went into his house, comforted by the familiar
textures and contours, and lay down on the cushions in the corner. After a
few minutes, Jesse crept in beside him. She licked his hand where she
had nipped it, turned around twice, and lay down with a sigh.

They left City in the morning, walking face-on into the warmth of the
rising sun. Jesse frisked like a puppy. The land outside City’s walls was
desert. That surprised Tracker a little. It had been prairie last time he
had been out here, full of flowers. How long ago? He tried to fix the time,
gave up. Someone had decided that the land should be desert so ... . it was
desert. One of City’s residents sculpted the land with glaciers. Tracker re-
membered City Man saying so.

They had time to sculpt a landscape with glaciers.

Away from the shore, the wind blew hot from the center of the land,
and Tracker lifted his head, his hand on Jesse’s head, not bothering to
look through her eyes. He could taste her. The one City Man wanted. Out
there. The melon-colored kite dove and rose in the cloudless sky, and he
scented that hint of dust and longing, mingled with . .. joy.

They walked, living off the dried vegetables and meat in his pack,
sleeping in the hottest part of the day, walking beneath the waxing moon.
One of City’s members had sculpted the face of the moon. Dark lines and
spaces crossed it, Tracker saw, as Jesse raised her nose to howl at it; stark
against its white disk, a stain of crimson spread like a tortured rose near
the center. He wondered who had made that stain.

On the morning after the full moon, on the day they shared the last of
their water, they found her.

Her scent had been strong in his face all night, and an eager restless-
ness kept him striding on through the darkness, patient Jesse uncom-
plaining at his side. He stumbled on rocks, sometimes, and fell once, but
he didn’t care. The wind was soft now, a desert breath against his face,
stoking his cheeks like gentle fingers.

In the first faint warmth of morning, he halted. Ahead, he sensed life,
bright with flesh scent and laughter, and the joy of being alive in the
warmth of a new day. The kiters. It mugt be. Then, Jesse looked, and saw
the bright greens and blues, yellows and oranges of the kites as they
soared and spiraled into the bright air, forming tightly only to break
apart into explosions of color and reform once more, tails writing cryptic
glyphs against the sky. A single melon-colored kite soared suddenly,
briefly, circling the twined and ordered mass of the kites, a rogue dancing
to its own tune.

She was there.

Tracker let his breath out slowly, and, as if it had heard him, the kite
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He could not.

Grope as he might, all he found was a chain of days that disappeared
into a far distance, endlessly. Before Jesse, another creature, lithe and
furry, and before that one, before that one?

“City people don’t just breed.” Yolanda went on relentlessly. “They se-
lect genotypes, they match carefully. There are only so many who can live
in City, only so many who can be admitted to share the universe. Donai
told me about this, about the rules. That is the only rule they may not
break, Tracker. To breed without consensus, without permission. I re-
member when he told me, Tracker. It was not long after I had left the gar-
den, when I was his lover. And his words were bitter, but his tone was not,
and I wondered about that.”

He felt her smile, sharp and cold as a blade edge against his skin. “I
think you are City, Tracker. Didn’t you ever notice? Were you too close to
see it? I think you are Donai’s own son.”

She was right, oh yes, the memory was there, opening now, unrolling
like an endless carpet, drawing his mind’s eye back though a storm of
days and nights and days, faces, voices, hands touching, animal fur and
cold noses, summers and winters. . . . Drowning. All the time, City Man’s
face, everywhere, in all the seasons. City Man. Donai. Drowning. Tracker
sank silently beneath the endless, bottomless sea of yesterdays, weighed
down by his sudden understanding of . . . what he was. .

He woke to nighttime cold, to the rough-wet caress of Jesse’s tongue
punctuated by the cold thrust of her nose. He was lying on the fabric quilt
and the crackle of flame and scent of smoke suggested a fire nearby. Jesse
nudged him again. He reached out, patted her, dizzy briefly as the deep sea
of past threatened to suck him down once more. For an instant, a hundred
Jesses with different fur and form and faces nudged him. Treading water
in those depths, he focused until he was aware of only ¢his one, and sat up.

“I was getting worried.” Yolanda sat on the corner of the quilt, Jesse
showing him her knees drawn up, her shift pulled down over her legs for
warmth. “We’re nearly out of water. I didn’t find any communication de-
vice in your pack, so I assume you need to call Donai yourself. And the
Caravan is heading east, not west. So we’re on our own.” But no trace of
worry colored her words. “You’ve been unconscious for two days. I gave
the dog the rest of the food.”

He might not ever have waked up. For a long time, he had been lost in
the depths of that huge chaotic sea. He might never have found his way
back to this moment, this time. Slowly, Tracker reached out to touch her
arm. She accepted his touch, even put her hand on his with a gentle sym-
pathy.

That acceptance was the same acceptance that Jesse offered him.

Tracker summoned City Man through his link. Then they waited for
the flyer, which arrived as the day’s heat grew. City Man was not on
board, and Tracker felt a moment of piercing gratitude for that. They
climbed the ramp, Yolanda first, her cool composure tinged with sorrow,
then Tracker, and last Jesse, panting in the noonday heat. The cushioned
interior was cool, and Tracker got Jesse a bowl of water from the refresh-
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He blanched and set the reducer down next to its servomotor.

“What are these?” She held the pills up to the pix.

“So you've been going through my things?” he said. She expected anger
or remorse—something—but his eyes were empty.

“I was putting your damn underwear away.”

“And?” He glanced away from the pix as if something had distracted him.

“Where did you get eight hundred dollars?”

He picked up a circuit tester and turned his attention back to the Ko-
matsu. “I earned it.”

“Ricky.” She couldn’t believe that he was acting as if nothing had hap-
pened. “Okay, you earned it. Where does that leave us?”

“Us?” He seemed preoccupied as he clipped the tester to the encoder ca-
ble. He shook his head. She couldn'’t tell if he were disappointed in the
signal or their marriage. “You know I love you, ’Sha.”

“You have a funny way of showing it.” She opened her hand and let his
pills rattle onto the coffee table. “The air conditioner is broken. I had to
cancel my subscription to church. Supper tonight is Beanstix from the
Handimart.” She hated hearing herself whine. “Is it me, Ricky? You'd
rather have a make-believe woman than me?” She waited for him to an-
swer or defend himself or something.

“I'm sorry, what were you saying?”

His indifference took her breath away. It was as if he didn’t realize how
he was hurting her. Then she remembered something Ed had explained
about mechdreams. You could be in one and still go about your normal
life, he said, as long as you didn’t have to pay too close attention to what
you were really doing. He said you could tell when people were double-
dipping because they acted like zombies. He said it was a growing prob-
lem. As many as a million people were living two lives at the same time,
everyone from security guards to college professors.

“You’re there now,” she said. “In Ricky World or Ricky’s Dungeon or
Temple Fucking Ricky.”

“Talisha,” he said, “I'm at work.” He waved the connection off.

She stared at the blank pix as if it were a hole through which her life was
leaking. Then she swiped the pills off the coffee table, scattering them. “You
goddamn bastard.” She stalked around their tiny studio apartment like it
was a cage. It helped to keep swearing at Ricky. Some of the words she had
never spoken before and they seemed to twist in her mouth. She tore the
slick sheets off the bed where she had let that “sickass jackoff” make love to
her. She stuffed them into the washing machine that was crammed next to
the toilet in the tiny bathroom that was all the “loser suckwad” said they
could afford. She flew at the galley kitchen and yanked open the door of
their half-sized refrigerator. She didn’t know why exactly, since there was
never anything in it that she wanted to eat. But she stared at the liter of
Uncle Barth’s Rice Milk and a couple of Beefy Beanstix and some Hand-
ibrand Dijon mustard with the brown crust on the mouth of the jar and the
Brisky Spread and the stub of a Porky Beanstix left over from last night
and the wilting stalks of bak choi and the two bulbs of Miller Beer that the
“cheap shiteating cheater” would expect to have with supper. She smashed
them against the side of the sink and then sagged against the wall.

164 ~ James Patrick Kelly






April/May 2004

for their sixth anniversary. Actually, she had wanted a new rug because
Ricky had knocked a candle over and burnt a hole in the old one. The apart-
ment was so small and Ricky got clumsy after a few beers. But a rug wasn’t
in the budget and so she had moved the coffee table to cover the hole. Tal-
isha began to rock back and forth, squeezing the pillow. The rug didn’t mat-
ter anymore. Nothing did. If she and Ricky split, she’d never have the baby
or the beautiful house she had always dreamed of. In fact, she’d have to
move; there was no way she could afford the rent on what Bea was paying
her. She thought of the tube rack where she had been living when she met
Ricky. Her mod had been seven by seven by fourteen. She glanced around
the apartment. None of this furniture would fit. The pillow and the rug
would probably be all she'd be able to keep. She felt grief hollowing her out;
she thought she might cave in on herself when her earstone started whis-
pering again. She tossed her head as if to shake it loose but it was patient.
It just wanted her to know that there were two new messages in her inbox.

“From Ricky?” She felt a flicker of hope..

“One is a bill from Infoline for $87.22. The other is The Two Minute Re-
port.”

TTMR episode opened automatically and the pix trumpeted its theme,
Fanfare for Right Now. A news reader with a voice as smooth and bright
as a mirror announced that Rabbi-Senator Gallman would be shutting
down over the long weekend for routine maintenance. Talisha wiped the
tears from her face. She didn’t care that Pin Pan was in Akron to cam-
paign for the Death Amendment or that 21 percent of all guide dogs could
now read at a third grade level. She didn’t need news. She needed advice.
She needed. . ..

Ed.

The idea brought her to her feet in excitement. She could ask Ed. She
tossed the pillow on the couch and began to pace around the apartment.
There was no time to enter her problem in his Question Queue. He might
not get to it for weeks. Months. But for a fee, she could jump the queue
and access Ed in real time. Of course, it would be hideously expensive.
But so what? Would it cost as much as Ricky’s pills? She hoped so. She
couldn’t wait to see his expression when he opened the bill.

But she couldn’t meet Ed looking like a trashy, jilted housewife. Talisha
scrubbed her face and then sprayed on a hot shade of Benetint. She
changed into her de Chaumont pantsuit and settled herself on the couch
in front of the pix. She turned the pix into a mirror so she could see her-
self as Ed would see her. She tilted her head and tried for an assured, ca-
sual look. Then she brought up Ed Explains It All and clicked through
greeting to the contract pages for a personal interview. The fee agreement
almost stopped her. It was going to cost her a hundred dollars a minute to
get Ed’s advice. But then she thought about how smart he was. How calm.
She opened a window to check the balance on their bank account. They
had $2393.89, but they needed eleven hundred for the July rent. Twelve
minutes then, what she had was a twelve-minute problem. She was think-
ing about how to tell it as she opened their account to the contract genie.

Talisha wasn’t expecting to be connected immediately. She thought
some secretary would come on the pix and they would schedule an ap-
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fork against his plate. The silence didn’t seem to bother him. He probably
didn’t even notice it. His body was in the apartment but his mind was
probably riding cowgirls at Ricky’s Ranch. She felt certain that she
could’ve set his pants on fire and he wouldn’t have complained. So how
long had he been like this? Talisha wasn’t sure now. Ricky had never been
much of a talker but at least he used to ask her about her day when he
came home. She would tell him about what she and Bea were working on,
give him the news from Amy Anderson or TTMR. He managed to look in-
terested when she described all the beautiful homes she’d seen on Main-
ly Mansions.

When Ricky finished eating, he cleared his plate—and hers—and
waved them under the dishwasher. Talisha stared at his back as he put
the dishes away. Then she watched him sidle to the couch. He sat and
opened his messages. She leaned back, waiting for the explosion.

“Talisha, what’s this bill about?” he called.

“I talked to Ed.”

“Eleven hundred dollars worth?”

“He explained some things to me.”

Ricky thought this over. “Okay.”

Talisha couldn’t believe it. She'd torched their finances and he was act-
ing like a light bulb had burned out. He cleared the messages off the pix
and began to click through the menus on The Classic Car Channel. “Is
that why you're all dressed up?” he said.

She had forgotten that she was still in her de Chaumont pantsuit.
She'd bought it three years ago and only wore it on special occasions like

“ birthdays and anniversaries. Up until today, she had only worn it for him.
Well, maybe there weren’t going to be any more damn anniversaries.

“Fuck you, Ricky.” She flew into the bathroom and slammed the door
behind her.

She had stashed the flat cardboard box with her tampons. In a rage she
shook one of Ricky’s pills into her hand and popped it into her mouth. She’d
go where he was, all right. She leaned over the sink and drank directly from
the tap to wash the nasty thing down. She'd stick her head into his little
pervert palace and tell him to shove the rest of his pills up his zombie ass.

She closed the toilet lid and sat down. She had no idea how the pill would
affect her. As she waited, she thought about Ed’s green plaid pajamas. She
wondered if maybe she could live with Bea. She noticed that they were al-
most out of toilet paper. Her brain felt odd. There were toothpaste spots on
the mirror. She wasn'’t sure that she had ever felt her brain before. It was a
tickle, no, it was more like bubbles bursting and each bubble was the note
of a song that she didn’t recognize but if she concentrated, she could sort of
pick up the melody and then bits of lyric, something about The Dark Side of
Town and the woman who lived there or maybe a woman who was going
there, yes, that was it, a woman was going to see another woman who lived
on The Dark Side of Town and that woman was her, Talisha, and now it
was getting dark in the bathroom only that wasn’t right because she could
see the water stain where the ceiling leaked and then the door opened and
Ricky came and helped her up off the toilet and said It's hard the first time
as he took her by the arm and led her to the sleeping closet and then she
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Gaspare suddenly grinned. “I bet you do not even read Latin,” he said.
“Of course not: it is the language of science, not trade.” He stood and
brought over two leather-bound volumes. “Nice to see a proper-looking
book, eh? Take a look at them.”

Matteo, who had been wondering what gift of Gaspare’s had so im-
pressed the Republic’s leaders that he was given the power to summon
books from one city to another, took the folios in hand. They were De Med-
icina Aegyptorum and De Plantis Aegypti Liber, by one Alpinus. Opening
the cover, he found a note, written in a strong Italian hand, disclosing
that the author was actually Prospero Alpini, a Venetian physician and
botanist who had traveled to Egypt in 1580. Was that what librarians did,
inform on authors?

“Here, turn to the marked page,” said Gaspare, leaning across the table
to flip the top volume open. Matteo found himself looking at an illustra-
tion of a small tree.

“This is a caofa shrub?” he guessed.

“Oh, you've never seen one? I assumed they were cultivated locally. Yes
each book contains a discussion of ‘caova,” as he calls it. They are part of
the University Library at Padua; I briefly have their loan.” And Gaspare
explained how his investigations came to enjoy such support. The tale in-
volved a drawing seen during his schooldays and long remembered, of a
device that spun and flung jets of steam; and a tale about an ill-soldered
pot that had been used in a nobleman’s kitchen to boil water: the lid had
become fixed fast, and—when a scullion bent over it to wonder why no
steam was escaping—blew up with enough force to maim.

This led young Gaspare to wonder whether steam could serve in place
of gunpowder. Although the gun he built was unwieldy and temperamen-
tal, it did propel a bullet through a wall. When Gaspare expressed con-
cern that the engineers of the Sublime Porte might turn their fearsome
ingenuity to exploiting this power, he was quietly granted permission to
consult an archive on such matters.

Matteo was impressed with Gaspare’s ability to win government sup-
port for his project. It didn’t sound as if this included financial assistance,
but Matteo knew he could complete that next step. “You plainly possess
the knowledge to do great things,” he said. “But will you profit from this
asset, or shall the Senate and burocrazie relieve you of your treasure, as a
trader would fleece a foolish seller?”

Later that night, after hours of talk and brandy, Matteo drew up a part-
nership agreement, formalizing their conjoined efforts to develop engines
and other devices powered by steam and to profit thereby. Gaspare, who
received wages for his work in defense of the Republic, had not thought
how he might protect his own interests, which seemed to him one with
his city’s. He read over the agreement, which Matteo had set down in the
standard wording, and frowned indecisively.

“Of course you should not sign it until you have discussed matters with
your lawyer,” Matteo told him. Abruptly he pulled over the agreement
and signed it himself. “There,” he said. “Now I am bound by this; until you
sign, you are not.” And he returned the sheet and sat back.

He knew without thinking that Gaspare would now honor the contract,
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Three men stood silently at the dock where they debarked. They took
Gaspare’s map and led the young men through a narrow street that saw
little traffic, into an alley separating the back fences of unfamiliar build-
ings, and finally through the servants’ entrance of an anonymous brick
pile that Matteo doubted he would recognize from the street.

Inside stood Senator Domenico’s secretary, who led them down the cor-
ridor into a windowless room, which he indicated was the space they
should measure. “You want us to install the engine here?” Gaspare asked.
He stamped the tiled floor, inquired about its load bearing capacity, then
explained that he would have to drill a hole through the floor to drop the
plumb line through. The secretary muttered a word to one of the guards,
who returned a moment later with a wooden toolbox.

“So when was this house built?” asked Gaspare amiably as he chiseled
into a tile and then applied the drill. No one answered, and when he fi-
nally drove the bit through the wood and into the void below, he sang out
the floor’s thickness, which Matteo wrote down. Men watched silently as
he took out a lead bob on a string and lowered it through the hole, ear
held close as he listened for the click.

Matteo looked idly about the room, which had water-stained walls and
lamps too dim to read by. He had concluded it wasn’t a private home, and
decided now that it was some government building, where petty bureau-
crats would come in to study their engine and measure its achievement.
Perhaps new devices, not yet ready for production, were tested or stored
here. Matteo thought suddenly of the university, and scribbled 8-10
beans/sack? in his notebook. One of the men saw him writing when Gas-
pare had not called out a number and frowned.

“Got it,” Gaspare said, and pulled up his string, laid it along the floor,
and counted its length in tiles, which he reported to Matteo. With a prac-
ticed motion Matteo placed the toe of his boot against a tile to establish
its length, which he multiplied by Gaspare’s figure and wrote down. It
was a tradesman’s trick, the kind shopkeepers use to take quick measure,
but the secretary seemed to dislike him already, so Matteo didn’t care.

“Time to go downstairs,” Gaspare announced. He lowered the bob back
down the hole to its previous extent, weighted the string with a loose tile,
then stood brushing his hands. The guards glanced at each other, but the
secretary led them silently from the room. They descended a steep stair
into darkness, whose chill breath wafted the taste of standing water,
wood rot, and something organic that didn’t get the chance to blow away.

“Watch your step,” Matteo called back to Gaspare, a warning that the
secretary had not offered him. The final stair was a different height than
the rest, which was hard to anticipate in the near darkness. Save for the
candle the secretary carried, the basement was black as a crypt, and the
wavering light barely reached the packed earth floor.

The secretary stopped and turned. “Here,” he said, holding out his can-
dle. Matteo could see a plastered wall and some rough stones underfoot,
but the ceiling was invisible, save the tiny hole Gaspare had drilled. “Is this
the basement’s lowest point?” Gaspare asked as he examined the floor.
“That’s the place to drain.” Matteo was studying the high-water marks on
the wall, the most recent of which appeared to be a few inches up.
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With their measurements completed the secretary plainly wanted
them gone, but the two men lingered, looking about for things they
should note. Gaspare scuffed at the floor, remarking that it could be
raked to present its lowest point where the pipe opened, while Matteo in-
quired about the basement’s square footage. Eventually they were herded
back up the stairs, where Matteo banged his head against a low beam
and Gaspare laughed. “It would have hurt more if the wood hadn’t been
rotten,” he retorted.

Outside they were taken away by a different route than they had come,
and conducted through numerous turns before being deposited in a cov-
ered gondola. “I don’t think they want us back,” Matteo observed. “Do
they expect us to build the engine elsewhere?”

Allowed at last to disembark, the engine-makers grinned at each other
and made ironical gestures: something to talk about when there is time.
Matteo had a cargo to protect from being nibbled away, while Gaspare
had to hasten back to the Arsenal and other deadlines. “Are we still for
Padua?”’ Gaspare asked.

“On Thursday we are for Padua,” Matteo assured him; and repeated it
to Franchescina that night. “Why ever are you going there?” she asked.

“Beans,” he said, and laughed. Worldly as she was, and somewhat mer-
cenary, she had never heard that mainland term for money.

“Does Ser Treviso travel for beans?” she asked mockingly.

“Gaspare travels to learn how to build a better engine,” he replied. “Do
you know what he calls his present model? A succhiatore.”

Lying back on his pillow, Matteo imagined the fragrance of caofa as-
cending through the caverns of his sinuses, each wisp slipping through
keyholes and causing thick doors to swing open. Sex drains the loins as
wine feeds the blood, but caofa opens the mind to the vibrancy of the
world beyond, where a man strides free in the brightening tones of
dawn, remembered even as reason and the body compose themselves for
sleep.

Padua had been Venice’s for two hundred years, but the city was freely
given, and did not comport itself like a possession. It was dark before the
travelers arrived, after a day spent crossing the lagoon and being rowed
upriver, and Matteo directed his servant to find a good inn. “And not one
with students in it,” warned Gaspare, who had been here before.

Matteo slept in a strange bed, as traders do, and breakfasted with Gas-
pare before they separated, bound for different parts of town. He asked
directions for the Department of Botany, and walked along a surprisingly
uncrowded road following the river (it could not be mistaken for a canal).
In the distance, waving faintly like an unexpected memory, was a row of
palm trees.

“It was as a physician that I accompanied the Consul,” the director ex-
plained with a deprecating gesture, as though this admission came some-
how at his expense. “The fact that I held the Chair in Botany was of no
concern to the Venetian government, which was worried only about its
consulate being poisoned by foreign doctors. The university was happy to
authorize funding for the collection of samples, although—" he laughed
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with merchant vessels led by caofa-sharpened traders and manned by
the beans themselves. '

“The steam enters a cylinder and pushes the pestone upward,” Gaspare
was saying. The shoreline was flowing past them faster than yesterday,
when they had been sailing upriver. “The operator continues admitting
steam until the pestone is at the top of the cylinder. This pressure batters
against its inner surface, despite being made up of very little air and wa-
ter. Like little men pushing hard. Do you understand?”

“How is this an improvement on our present design?” Matteo asked.

“The steam, cf course. In the Succhiatore, all the power to be generated
by several minutes’ heating is expended at once, which means it must
first be concentrated in one place. Here, the steam only exerts enough
pressure to push the pestone upward—there’s no resistance except the pe-
stone’s own weight, so we don’t need that tremendous pressure. Don’t you
see?”

“It works in many little gasps, rather than a single great one?”

“Well put! It does not have to drink the sea in a single sip.” Excitement
seemed to have lent Gaspare a poetical turn of mind.

“We need it to work reliably,” Matteo reminded him. That was the sole
beauty of the homely Succhiatore: it was too simple to allow technical
complications. Enough now to demonstrate that such engines worked;
they could improve the design later.

“It’s the caofa vendor!” cried a hearty voice behind him. Matteo turned
to see a merchant whose face he remembered from the day before.

“Did I charge you for that cup?” he asked mildly.

“You'll charge me for the next one!” Behind his bluff grin, the man eyed
Matteo appraisingly. “Have you calculated your unit costs yet?”

“That depends on whether we import by galley,” Matteo replied. Rent-
ing a state-owned galley was expensive, but it greatly reduced insurance
rates on the cargo.

“In Sumatra, pepper is as cheap as flour,” the merchant observed. Gas-
pare, bored by this unpromising turn of subject, drifted off toward the
bow, but Matteo took the man’s meaning.

“Caofa reaches Egypt inexpensive enough that shopkeepers can drink
it,” he said. “Venetian demand may drive the price up, but the increased
cultivation this will encourage will bring it back down. When that hap-
pens—it may take three or four years—we will see an explosion of caofa-
drinking in Europe.”

As soon as the boat bumped against the deck Matteo and Gaspare
vaulted over the railing. It was Saturday afternoon, and workers were be-
ing hastened to complete their work before the Sabbath. Matteo bade his
friend goodbye and went to the office, where he hoped to learn that an ex-
pected ship had come in. Instead he found a note from his uncle, sum-
moning him home on family business.

Puzzled and apprehensive, he walked rapidly to Palazzo Benveneto,
wondering whether an unfavorable report of his Paduan adventure had
reached his father’s ears. On the staircase he met Uncle Bartolomeo.
“How was your voyage?” he asked. “Did your stomach tolerate the packet?”
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Gaspare must have spoken of an unproved model after all, and the sen-
ator had decided to let them try to build it. Matteo read once more
through the letter, at last understanding its various clauses. “This cannot
be,” he said at last.

“No"” asked his father, amused.

“We are not arsenalotti,” he declared. “We will design the second model
in our own workshop, and deliver it when complete. Do they think we are
petitioning to join their work rolls?” The sum specified was moreover too
small for a Succhiatore plus an ingenium, but that was a matter of bar-
gaining.

Matteo realized how exhilarated he should be that the senate was
showing interest in a model that Gaspare had merely described confi-
dently. He looked at the second sheet, which proved to be a special licentio
permitting him to enter the Arsenal. Glumly he put it down.

His father smiled. “If your pump proves successful, there will be recog-
nition from the Republic, whether financial or not. You told me once that
your caofa project was more for the glory of Venice than the wealth of our
family” (Matteo winced; had he ever made such an unmercantile re-
mark?) “Might your steam pump prove valuable to Venice?”

“It possesses some worth,” Matteo said. “How much depends on how far
the design might be improved.”

“Well then,” said his father, nodding, “it is good that the Republic wish-
es you to improve it.”

This was not to the point, but Matteo had realized by now what his fa-
ther was thinking. Three sons were more than the family business need-
ed, and his father had suggested before that Matteo’s gift for language
and numbers might stand in good stead for government service. He did
not appreciate that the Benvenetos needed a son who knew better than
to follow the business practices of their father, who was reluctant to aban-
don the successful strategies of decades.

“If they wished, I would improve the Republic,” said Matteo, and saw by
his father’s expression that he had gone too far; but it was true, Venice
was ossifying like the deposits that encrust hulls and chains, hardening
like an old man’s joints. Matteo knew the malady and realized moreover
the avenues to cure, for Venice should be more like steam and expand to
press against every surface it touched; indeed in its ability to force its way
into openings and run the shortest routes Venice should be like money,
flowing instantly where value could be found and drying up where it had
withered. And where money finds opportunity and nourishes it, the fruits
will quicken the wits of others, even those whom they reach from far
away: for Venice lives by water and wind, which carry the essence of its
wealth: Matteo could not say it aloud, but yes, Venice should be like caofa.

The Sun hung just above the lagoon’s wavering reflection, which frag-
mented and reformed in the vagrant breeze that accompanied sunrise.
Workers were already rowing down the Rio dei Gesuidi, but Matteo rec-
ognized them as porters, artisans, and vendors. The arsenalotti all lived
to the south and west, in the small closed neighborhoods that had housed
the shipyard’s workers for centuries.
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“They don’t know where he is,” Gaspare reported when he returned to
Matteo. “Let’s just go to the shop.” He sounded irritated.

“That was a big barrel,” Matteo observed.

“The bevanda ordinaria? It is supplied to all workers here, a tradition
that goes back centuries.” A note of pride entered Gaspare’s voice.

“Free wine for the arsenalotti? I suppose the state worried about the
quality of the wells on this part of the island.”

“They drink a lot of it,” Gaspare added gloomily.

He led Matteo to a large empty space at the back of a storehouse. “The
windows admit plenty of light,” he said as he swung open the doors and
gestured for Matteo to enter. “And they are set well above eye level.” Mat-
teo walked across the packed earth through shafts of angled sunlight,
looking at the plastered walls and the high ceiling. “There’s a well twenty
feet away, so water supply isn’t a problem. And the cellars—" he stamped
the ground— “don’t extend back here.”

Gaspare meant that they could build a large boiler without worrying
about the floorboards. “A chimney?” Matteo asked, looking up.

“We will run a pipe through the ceiling,” Gaspare told him. Matteo had
meanwhile noticed a ladder built into one of the walls, which ascended to
the high windows. He began to climb, ostensibly to examine the roof tim-
bers, but actually to get a look outside.

The row of panes ran just below the eaves, and Matteo peered out upon
a landscape of sheds and larger buildings, some with their own court-
yards, overlooking gardens of equipage and soaking ponds separated by
hedges of stacked timber. Smoke rose from a distant foundry, and a line
of workers stood up suddenly bearing a beam on their shoulders. It was
like one of the walled estates outside Alexandria, or the cave containing
chamber after chamber of treasures in the Arabic fairy tale.

Beyond a long shed he could see the outline of a galley, and next to it
another still trellised with scaffold. The Rio, invisible behind them,
wound through the Arsenal like an immense gut, swelling at intervals
into basins where unfinished ships floated. The surrounding docks were
covered, their high roofs large as churches’, and Matteo could not tell
which of the smaller buildings housed shops for oarmakers and gunners,
which contained storerooms or employed the caulkers or shipwrights.
From a distant corner rose a column of dense smoke, the foundries of the
ironsmiths.

Voices rose from below, and Matteo climbed back down to find Gaspare
in conversation with a red-faced man wearing a leather apron. “This is
Ser Antonio Cavallo,” Gaspare said, rather informally considering the oc-
casion. “He is one of the principal proti of the Arsenal.”

Matteo greeted him with formal courtesy. “We thank you for providing
this space for our labors,” he said. He remembered that foremen ranked
high in the hierarchy of Arsenal officials, for all the man’s rude attire.

“The Patroni all’Arsenale have directed that a secure workshop be
made available for Ser Traviso’s labors,” the foreman said solemnly. He
seemed quite conscious of the irregularity involved.

“I have already seen the vigilance of the Arsenal security,” said Matteo.
It was intended as a kind of compliment, but the foreman frowned.
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“No, Ser Zacuto,” said Matteo, meeting his gaze. “We both know that the
Cattaveri would object to such arrangements. You have capital, which is
part of what we need, but your value to this enterprise lies elsewhere, as
does what we can offer you.”

“Yes?” The Jew sat back, prepared to hear the pitch.

“We have created curiosity about and demand for caofa throughout the
Veneto,” Matteo began, “but it required effort: I had to ply the bellows be-
fore my spark took fire. Caofa is becoming known in Europe as travelers
report of it, but it is only available in the port cities, and there only occa-
sionally, as a medicine or expensive curiosity. It will not become popular
until it is imported in quantity, and its praises sung by residents.”

Zacuto did not nod or otherwise acknowledge these points, but remained
unmoving—a bargainer’s trick, but one that Matteo found slightly unnerv-
ing here, dealing with someone who was at once so familiar and so alien.

“Venetians go everywhere, but the Jews of Venice come from every-
where. Your Three Nations—which are in reality five or more, since the
Marranos hail from Portugal as well as Spain, and many Venetian Jews
have lived elsewhere in Italy—have ties with every Jewish community in
Europe. If the merchants of the Ghetto took part in the caofa trade, the
bean would have entree into every city with a synagogue.”

“You would present Europe a Turkish drink as though it were a Jewish
one?” asked Zacuto. His tone was too dry to convey irony.

“Christians do not care from whom they buy, so long as it is good.” Mat-
teo said this lightly, but with emphasis. “There are no Christian spices or
silks.” A wave of unease spread through him, and he concentrated with
an effort.

“It was not the consumers I was thinking of.” Zacuto paused, then
seemed to set this thought aside. “You are interested, then, not in our
money, like the poor to whom we must lend at a loss, but in our likeness
as non-goi. As in a comedy, where the well-born lovers must pass notes
through their servants. —Here now, is there something wrong with you?”

“Your low ceilings are rather oppressive,” said Matteo weakly. They
seemed in fact to be pressing down upon him. “It is a bit like being below
deck. . . .” He rose, then grabbed the arm of his chair.

“We must get you outside,” said Zacuto, coming quickly around the
desk. He took Matteo by the elbow and conducted him into another room,
where a narrow door opened onto a balcony. The noise without was great
but the open space an immediate relief, and Matteo stepped onto the plat-
form unconcerned that it gave slightly beneath his weight.

“Thank you,” he gasped, steadying himself against the railing. The
hand was gone from his sleeve, and fresh air blew through the campo at
this height. Zacuto, evidently assured that this Christian would not be
sick in his rooms, now stood beside him.

“We do not live in palazzi,” he said blandly. “The bounds of the Ghetto
were not enlarged when the Marranos were admitted.”

A voice within was calling, and Zacuto turned to reply briefly. An elder-
ly servant came out bearing a tray with steaming cups, which Matteo im-
mediately saw were caofa. More surprisingly, the servant was Christian.
Matteo took a cup, looked closely at the man (who did not meet his eye),
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customers, and, after the second day, the number who showed up more
than once.

The discomfited Germans, required to stay at the Fondaco, sell all their
wares there, and use the proceeds only to buy Venetian goods, came over
curiously, assured Matteo that caofa would never rival beer, then each
bought a cup (when their companions weren'’t there) and sipped with the
assessing expression of a rentier pinching the pigs. Eventually they band-
ed together and bought half a sack, which Matteo measured with a fine
pewter scoop, like a Dutchman pouring out cloves.

Caofa became modestly fashionable, something for the worldly to be
seen enjoying. Merchants bought small paper bags made for sweetmeats,
and their wives asked Matteo about flavorings. An entire sack disap-
peared in these tiny increments, then much of another in larger bites des-
tined for the mainland.

Greeks and resident Turks began to buy, though the Jews seemed not
much interested, and an attempt to make a beachhead in the Arsenal was
repulsed. “Don’t worry about attracting the artisans,” his father said. If
they disposed of nine sacks at these prices, the profits would be genuine.

“Selling it by the bag, like a shopkeeper?” asked Franchescina. “Your
brothers must be making comments.”

“Probably, but not to me.” Matteo in fact recognized that the expense of
keeping a servant there four hours a day should properly be added to the
costs. “I would rather sell tiny bags to a hundred cittadini than full sacks
to three. Eventually the hundred will want sacks.”

And indeed a taste for the bean seemed to be spreading through the
city’s traders, foreigners, and scholars. One day Gaspare showed him a
short treatise, De Flatus Caofae, which discussed the nature of farts en-
gendered by caofa. “What does it say?” Matteo demanded, flipping
through the pages of Latin.

“Well, too much caofa,” said Gaspare helpfully. “You know. Always
seemed a small price to pay.”

The heat of summer seemed an unpropitious season for consuming hot
caofa, but Matteo reminded colleagues that those in the Turkish lands
drank it in the blazing heat of day and derived much benefit thereby. The
serving boy all but dared customers to drink the steaming beverage down
and feel its effects, to which he would then loudly draw attention. For his
part Matteo did not scruple to point out how good caofa tasted on damp
winter mornings, by which time supplies might be less plentiful than
now.

The long sweltering afternoons might prompt industrious citizens to
hot refreshment, but unoccupied youths, idle and bored, lounged at the
ends of bridges, drinking wine (which heats the senses and lulls judg-
ment) and calling taunts to like idlers on the opposite side. A volley of
abuse would answer this, leading to exchanges of contemptuous display
that would rapidly escalate until one side launched itself across the
bridge. The shouts and flying fists would quickly draw a crowd, hundreds
or even thousands pouring in from neighboring campi to line each side of
the canal and scream support. The summer feast days were increasingly
given to these “spontaneous” outbursts—which seemed to relieve only a
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portion of the excitement that had built up over the previous weeks—and
battagliola season approached through a cloud of increasing pressure.

Matteo was sitting peaceably in his office when the summons came. His
father appeared in the doorway, a paper in his hand and an expression on
his face that Matteo had never seen before. “It is from the Avogadori di
Comun,” he said. “You are accused of bringing discord to the Republic.”

“What?” Matteo read through the summons disbelievingly. He was
charged, in formal government prose, with employing the resources of
Casa Benveneto to disrupt civil order and jeopardize the public safety.
The last phrase made Matteo’s head swim; everything alleged was ab-
surd, but allegations concerning the public welfare could conceivably at-
tract the attention of the Council of Ten.

“We are supposed to appear in eight days,” his father said grimly. The
pronoun was a kindness, or perhaps an assurance of solidarity, for the doc-
ument named Matteo Benveneto alone. Matteo had never seen his own
name on an official paper, and his gaze fixed upon it with paralyzed horror.

“This is . . . untrue,” he said at last, sounding fatuous to his own ears.

His father made an angry sound. “It is the pharmacists,” he said. “They
have brought a complaint.”

“For what?” Matteo asked. But he immediately guessed at something.

“You sell as an everyday drink something that they prescribe as a cost-
ly medicine, and tell the city’s merchants that you can obtain it more
cheaply still? How do you think they will respond?”

“But that is their misfortune,” Matteo protested, indignant. “What does
the Republic care if ] manage to undercut these frauds?”

“They will claim that caofa is too potent to be sold as a frivolous quaff,”
Ser Benveneto predicted. “That you will poison unsuspecting Venetians
with this toxic brew.” Matteo tried to protest that nations of Turks drank
it daily, but his father interrupted. “Don’t argue it with me. That is the at-
tack they will make, unless you have done something else to leave your-
self vulnerable.”

In fact it was something worse. A discreet inquiry (probably involving a
bribe, although Matteo was not involved) brought word that the Avo-
gadori were investigating charges that Matteo had encouraged rioting
during the feast day scaramuccie by selling a Turkish drink that in-
flamed the spirits and counteracted wine’s natural tendency to slow re-
sponses. The skirmishes’ reliance upon fists rather than sticks and knives
would be undermined, resulting in “widespread injury and even loss of
life,” as the papers evidently had it.

Matteo’s wrath— “Those louts don’t buy caofa! And weapons are no
more common in bridge fights near the Rialto than in those a mile
away!”—swept a cloak over darker feelings, which themselves thrashed
above a still pool he could not glimpse, filled with something black and
bitter. Walking along the Rio del Palazzo one drizzly afternoon, Matteo
felt the writhings of helpless rage as something dying, a serpent poisoned
by the toxins of fear.

“Are you going to speak at all?” Gaspare asked him, less annoyed than
bemused. “I do believe you are suffering from melancholia.”

Matteo laughed. “Is that a word arsenalotti use?”
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tray had been pushed in or his slop bucket taken away. He no longer
turned when the spy slot slithered open and darkness bloomed briefly
into grey. Lying in the unchanging stillness, he arranged his few facts in
patterns, fusing them finally into hard diamonds of surmise that he let
slip from his fingers into blackness.

They came when he was deep in reverie, something—it was deeply
felt, but impossible to articulate consciously—about Marina when they
were children, before he fell in love with her. Its substance had gathered
to a density too great to disperse at once, and Matteo sat up disoriented,
not dazzled (he had learned to glance away when the door swung open)
but unmoored. “Come on,” was all they said, and hoisted him under the
arms.

“How long have 1?” Matteo asked, lucidly he thought, but got no an-
swer. He was being walked down the corridor, whose high windows, too
high to see through, admitted the wan half-light of dusk or not quite
dawn. Matteo tried to focus his thoughts but could not; they were hurry-
ing him too briskly, pausing only to pull open doors. It was when he
thought of how he could collect himself while waiting on the bench that
he realized this respite would be denied him.

They showed him in at once, although the seconds between knocking
and admittance allowed Matteo to straighten his clothes and push back
his hair. His beard was raspy as the side of a file, not yet long enough to
curl. They want you to be disoriented, he thought, and tried to close a fist
around that.

The sight that greeted him as the doors swung open was certainly suf-
ficient to chill. An ecclesiastical official, hatted and grim, sat glaring at
the center of the table, which was wider and finer than the last. Neither a
priest nor bishop, both familiar enough from weekly Mass, nor even sim-
ilar in attire to the Archbishop, whom Matteo knew, if only from a dis-
tance, from civic ceremonies. Of course he was an Inquisitor, possibly no
more than monsignor by one ordering of rank, but the wielder of terrible
powers. Matteo realized that his life would quite possibly end in this
room.

“The prisoner shall come forward,” someone said. No recitation of his
name for purposes of formal identification; he was in the realm now of
confident certainties. Matteo got a quiet prod in the back, and took three
steps forward. No hints from the table on proper protocol today, but he
hesitated only a second, before giving a formal bow.

“You stand accused of material abetment in the ungodly practice of div-
inazione,” said an official to the Inquisitor’s side. Matteo had expected His
Eminence to do the speaking, and wondered that someone clearly from
the Signoria was present at a Tribunal. “The gravity of this offence has
brought your case to the attention of the Holy Office,” the man continued,
sounding angry. Matteo looked from one man to the other, trying to figure
out what was happening here. He desperately wanted a cup of caofa.

“I beg your pardon, ser?” he said inanely. The actual wording of the
charge was only now taking form in his mind. “Divination?” He could not
have been more bewildered if they had accused him of being the sultan in
disguise.
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“Let us not turn to the matter of caofa just yet,” the presiding judge
suggested. Matteo was looking from one man to the other in astonish-
ment.

“Very well,” said the finger pointer. “This Neapolitan is also the author
of another treatise, De Furtivis Litterarum Notis, in five books. You were
looking at that volume as well. Why the interest in an author who writes
about codes and cryptography?”

Matteo stared. “But that was more than forty years ago! Della Porta
wrote that book as a very young man.”

“That scarcely matters,” said the fourth judge, on the far right. Two of
the others nodded at this. “The prisoner has shown a pattern of gaining
entry to restricted sites and then looking about too closely. I am more in-
terested in why he was poking about in the casa basement.”

The judge who had demurred earlier now raised a hand. “We should
take care not to utter secrets in front of the prisoner. It is still possible he
could be acquitted and released.”

“That hardly seems likely,” the presiding judge replied. He leaned for-
ward slightly to address his colleague on the right. “Do you wish to ask
about the basement installation? That little Jew from the Arsenal told us
nothing, even under the cordello.”

“I suggest we try the cordello now.”

“To what purpose?” the third judge asked. “The wretched converso
spilled everything he could, and we learned nothing that was not evident
from their papers. Everything heard to date suggests two young men who
don’t know when not to exhibit curiosity. Unless this prisoner’s answers
give evidence of dissembling, the cordello would be an unwarranted re-
course.”

Matteo followed the exchange, but a spreading chill seemed to have
frozen his faculties, soul, humours, and all. Like ice in a conduit, the
words he was hearing had blocked the flow of thought, which hung im-
mobilized before his mind’s eye.

“Very well,” said the presiding judge. “Let us turn then to matters that
are better documented. Prisoner: Tell us of your dealings with the Jews of
the Ghetto. And know that at the first sign of prevarication, you shall be
hanging from the cordello.”

Matteo drew breath slowly. Even an ice sculpture may move if or-
dered so by the Ten. “Your Eminences,” he began. “If you have seized
the papers of myself and my associate Gaspare Treviso, then you sure-
ly know of my efforts to find investors for a plan to import caofa beans
from Egypt, which we hope to sell throughout Europe, thus enriching
my family and benefiting our Republic. Such investment has been hard
to secure: prosperous merchants now entrust their capital with Ge-
noese and Florentine houses, which guarantee safe returns; while the
noble families of Venice have placed their wealth in their mainland es-
tates.”

He paused; had he just offended his judges? The ice had numbed; he
could not care. “The Jews are hungry for opportunity, and they have more
money than the Greeks. I would approach them as investors if the Cat-
taveri permitted it. Instead, I proposed to a Jewish merchant that the
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Jewish communities in European ports be used to promote my caofa. My
family knows well the laws regulating our profession; there is nothing
wrong with this.”

The judges all looked at each other. “And what did the Jew Zacuto say
to this?” one asked.

“He was guarded,” Matteo replied. He was trying to remember what he
might have written down. The ice was breaking up, things said a moment
ago were bobbing into view. “Wait—did you think that Gaspare had some-
thing to do with this? No, he is merely—"

“Silence!” the presiding judge snapped, distracted. A lawyer had come
up with a paper, which he took and studied. There was a silence as it was
passed along from one judge to the next.

“According to Zacuto, you showed nervousness and extreme agitation,”
one of them said after a moment. “He said that you seemed plainly aware
that your actions were irregular.”

“You . .. you have been interrogating my prospective partners?” Matteo
asked in astonishment. A blow to the back of his head sent him pitching
forward to his knees.

“You are not here to pose questions,” one of the judges exclaimed angri-
ly as Matteo shook his head and rose slowly. He knew enough not to turn
to see who had struck him. “If there is another outburst like that, I shall
call in a guard. They are much rougher than my clerks.”

“I beg your pardon, Your Eminence,” Matteo said. The court was re-
garding him sternly, five family portraits in a forbidding gallery. Matteo
distantly registered the thought as he studied each face in turn.

One of them leaned forward. “And what does that expression of yours
portend?” he asked. His tone was not particularly dangerous.

“Your Eminence, I scarcely know how to answer.” Matteo spread his
hands. “If you have called in and questioned the merchants I have spoken
to, I am ruined beyond possible redemption. I could walk out of this build-
ing tomorrow, and every member of my profession would treat me like a
leper. I—" He looked up to the ceiling, dim with its indistinct design, then
back down at them. “Ask whatever you wish,” he said simply. “I have
nothing to hide.”

“How gracious of you,” one of them remarked. Matteo straightened his
back and looked ahead. What did his expression portend? He had no idea;
he was no longer wholly inhabiting his body.

The judge on the far right glanced again at the paper and set it down.
“You approached a Jew of the Ghetto, who knew enough to agree to noth-
ing. You passed no money to him, and he undertook no steps to develop
the secret network you proposed.” He looked at the presiding judge.
“What about the Arsenal?”

“He was certainly not secretive.” The last judge now spoke up. “He of-
fended every official he spoke to, and their workshop was searched night-
ly.” He shrugged. “They built a machine that would pump water if you
kept a fire burning.”

“The ingegno,” somebody said. “The engineer said that Benveneto
hoped to circumvent the terms of his government contract.”

“How?” asked the demurrer. “They finished the device, or almost did,
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Spider Jerusalem. Now, with Or-
biter (Vertigo/DC Comics, hardcov-
er, $24.95, 100 pages, ISBN 1-4012-
0056-7) Ellis and his co-creator,
artist Colleen Doran, venture into
John Varley/Stephen Baxter territo-
ry to deliver a rousing tale of hu-
manity’s retreat from space explo-
ration and an unexpected invitation
to return to the stars.

Some ten years or so into the fu-
ture, an abandoned Kennedy Space
Center is home to an encampment
of squatters—an encampment
about to be leveled by the return of
the last space shuttle ever to have
flown. The Venture disappeared in-
explicably from orbit a decade past,
effectively killing the space pro-
gram. But now the ship is back—
with an organic skin, a new drive
mechanism, and one insane crew-
member. A hastily assembled team
of experts must make sense of this
enigma. Little do they know their
discoveries will bring them to the
edge of the cosmos.

Ellis’s scripting is taut and liter-
ate. As always in his books, his dia-
logue is sharp and wry. Tough-talk-
ing Colonel Bukovic, the military
man in charge, makes Nick Fury
look like a Boy Scout. Dr. Terry
Marx, the propulsions whiz, comes
off like a Rudy Rucker hero. And the
deranged pilot of the Venture, John
Cost, truly seems touched by a
nonhuman glory. As for Doran’s
artwork, she can portray the large
vistas of the squalid, all-too-human
encampment with the same facility
she exhibits when limning the tech-
nological wonders of the transfig-
ured shuttle. Her full-page canvases
are dramatic, beautiful, and well-
composed. And Dave Stewart’s
darkish palette of colors manages to
exhibit a pleasing variety, despite
being shorn of lighter tonalities.
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Dedicated to the astronauts who
lost their lives in the Columbia dis-
aster, this book dares to assert that
any setbacks in mankind’s journey
outward will be only temporary,
and that the human spirit will tri-
umph in the end.

Artist and writer Howard Chay-
kin will be long remembered in the
SF field for his satirical, near-fu-
ture American Flagg! series of
some years ago. Now, with his co-
writer David Tischman and artist
Niko Henrichon, he’s turned his
hand to a steampunkish adven-
ture, one that summons up the glo-
ry days of television’s The Wild,
Wild West. The book is titled Bar-
num! In Secret Service to the USA
(DC/Vertigo, hardcover, $29.95, 128
pages, ISBN 1-4012-0072-9), and it
stars none other than that bump-
tious showman P.T. Barnum him-
self. Having saved the President
from an assassination attempt,
Barnum and friends—a heteroge-
neous assortment of freakish side-
show performers—are drafted to
stop the machinations of the evil
genius Nikola Tesla, who plans to
establish his own North American
kingdom after isolating a portion of
the USA. From the streets of Victo-
rian New York and across the na-
tion by train to San Francisco, Bar-
num and Tesla wage battle. The
former relies on his crew of nine
nonpareils—a kind of steampunk
Justice League—while the latter
utilizes diabolical inventions and
the wiles of his assistant, Ada,
Countess Lovelace.

The script by Chaykin and Tis-
chman is concise, elliptical and fast-
paced. Their characterization of
Barnum is subtle and flattering to
the man. Their portrait of Tesla—in
real life of course not a villain at
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the light of day previously. The sto-
ries are embedded in a narrative
frame that offers Le Guin nearly
infinite possibilities.

A contemporary woman named
Sita Dulip, as the nameless first-
person narrator tells us, has dis-
covered an interesting fact. By a
certain twist of mind, one may un-
moor one’s sentience in the pecu-
liar stressful conditions found only
in airport waiting rooms. Thus a
stalled traveler may cross not only
astrally but seemingly corporeally
to other universes as a tourist and
return in the blink of an eye, whil-
ing away the otherwise-lost lounge
time in exotic settings. These voy-
ages are supervised and aided by
an Interplanary Agency.

The stories that follow this pre-
lude are records of such expeditions
either undertaken by the narrator
or learned-of secondhand. (Of the
narrator we learn little, only that
she is “an introvert” and a “coward,”
preferring the “peaceful . . . dull, or-
dinary, complicated” universes to
the more risk-filled ones. Fetching
illustrations by Eric Beddows occa-
sionally portray the narrator as re-
sembling Le Guin herself.) From
one strange venue to another we
flow, learning of the mysterious, ar-
cane habits and customs and beliefs
of the various natives. In one world,
seasonal migrations lead to a radi-
cally divergent, bivalent lifestyle
(“Seasons of the Ansarac”). In an-
other, the very language is enticing-
ly incomprehensible, reflecting per-
ceptual kinks in the aboriginal
inhabitants (“The Nna Mmoy Lan-
guage”). In a third, a feathered race
curses those few among it who are
born with wings (“The Fliers of Gy”).

Some of the stories are sharply
plotted; others are diffusely im-
pressionistic; while still others re-
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semble anthropological essays. But
in all of them Le Guin’s impressive
fecundity of invention and reso-
nance of emotion insure that the
reader’s attention never flags.
Some of the stories are pointed
satires: “Great Joy” catalogs how
one plane becomes Disneyfied.
Others are enigmatic fables: the
purpose of the labyrinthine struc-
ture in “The Building” remains for-
ever obscure. And others are alle-
gories of contemporary events: the
ethnic cleansing in “Woeful Tales
from Mahigul” clearly reflects the
Yugoslavian genocide. But in all
cases, Le Guin manages to evoke a
wonderful otherworldliness, a
sense of being allowed to see vistas
never before comprehended.

Borges and Swift are mentioned
by name in this volume, and of
course the mixed strains of fabu-
lism and satire accurately encom-
pass what Le Guin is mostly aiming
for. Readers might also be reminded
of Jeff VanderMeer’s Ambergris sto-
ries insofar as both VanderMeer
and Le Guin are attempting to fash-
ion palpably outré worlds in rich de-
tail from the ground up. Occasional-
ly there are Jack Vance moments as
well. Consider how this passage
from “The Ire of the Veski” might
have been plucked from just about
any Vance novel:

The Veski are an angry
species. Their social life con-
sists largely of arguments, re-
criminations, quarrels, fights,
outbursts of fury, fits of the
sulks, brawls, feuds, and im-
pulsive acts of vengeance.

There is no difference in size
or strength between the men
and women of the Veski. Both
sexes supplement their natural
strength with weapons, carried

235









SEPTEMBER 2004

2-6—Noreascon 4, Box 1010, Framingham MA 01701. www.noreascon.org. Boston MA. Wiliam Tenn. WorldCon. $160+.

AUGUST 2005

4-8—interaction, Box 58009, Loulsville KY 40268. www.interaction.woridcon.org.uk. Glasgow Scotland. $135+/£85+.

SEPTEMBER 2005

1-5—CascadiaCon, Box 1066, Seattie WA 98111. www.seattle2005.0rg. The NASFIC, while WorldCon's in Glasgow. $75.

AUGUST 2006



humanMes.byu.edu/ltue
mailto:ltue-subscribe@yahoogroups.com
mailto:info@lunacon.org
http://www.mrliennicon.org
http://www.galacticoninc.com
mailto:galacticon@vel.net
mailto:steHarcon@triad.rr.com
http://www.technicon.org
mailto:info@technicon.org
http://www.iafa.org
aggiecrm.tamu.edu
http://www.iconsf.org
http://www.midsouthcon.org
http://www.filkontario.ca
http://www.coastcon.org
http://www.oddcon.org
http://www.cc22.org
http://www.whc2004.org
http://www.gayiaxicon.org
http://www.chranopolis.sf.org.au
http://www.mnstf.org
mailto:concrjurse@eastercon.com
mailto:info@laconhr.com

CLASSIFIED MARKETPLACE ..........w., .


mailto:classifiedads@dellmagazines.com
http://www.audiotexttapes.com
http://www.nova-audio.com/
http://www.publishamerica.com
http://www.fantasticliterature.com
http://wwv.gatewayst-niagazine.com
http://www.jointhesaga.com
http://3mpub.com
http://www.elirion.net
mailto:classifiedads@dellmagazines.com






SCIFI.COM/SCIFIMAG



http://www.bn.com
http://www.booksense.com

	Asimovs

	MOMENTS OF INERTIA

	William Barton

	VISIT OUR WEBSITE

	Log on today!

	-Bruce Boston



	SITKA

	William Sanders


	LEAVING HIS LARES BEHIND HIM

	Kage Baker


	IZH I EXUL.LIB

	Larry Niven

	Larry Niven 
	Chicxulub

	The fighting heats up in this latest installment of the Coyote series. Events seem to be reaching a volatile turning point in the explosive»..



	INCIDENT AT GDAT KILL CREEK

	Allen M. Steele

	Camael, Gabriel 75, c.y. 06 / 0849—Pioneer Valley, Midland

	Gabriel 75 /1038—Pioneer Valley

	Gabriel 75 /1422—Fort Lopez, Hammerhead

	Gabriel 75 /1917—Mt. Aldrich

	Gabriel 75 / 2302—Fort Lopez

	Zamael, Gabriel 76 / 0753 —Mt. Aldrich

	Gabriel 76 / 0837—Fort Lopez

	Gabriel 76 / 0846—Pioneer Valley

	Gabriel 7610932—Fort Lopez

	Gabriel 76 / 0946—-Pioneer Valley

	Gabriel 76 /1036—Fort Lopez

	Gabriel 76 /1803—Defiance, Midland



	WEALTH

	Robert Reed


	WE’LL HAVE MANHATTAN

	Judy Klass

	CUSTOMER SERVICE OR SUBSCRIBER 	ASSISTANCE

	Please direct all changes of address and subscription questions to:



	POSTCARDS


	TRACKER

	Mary Rosenblum


	THE DARK SIDE DF TOWN

	James Patrick Kelly


	ARABIAN WINE

	Gregory Feeley


	ON BOOKS

	Lost Pages

	Graphic Marvels

	Zinedom

	Inconstant Constance

	Cryptastrophe in the Year Zero

	Leaving Without a Jet Plane

	Test to Destruction




