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“So if the weatheris lousy, we have to worry about the cops and if the
weather is nice we have to worry about vigilantes?”

“Carcer office didn’t tell you about this, ¢h?”

“Can’t say that they did.” Jake stood up, admiring the job he'd done
putting on the grease. “This look okay?”

“You’rc an Adonis. Put on your fucking swimsuit.”

He did.

The two men stared out into the ocean for a while. The ship lights
came closer and closer together, now a pale necklace dotting dark skin. A
fcw broke ranks and started moving, independently and guickly, toward
the shore. He could see Jake craning his head to figure out what they were.

“Tust trawlers,” Tom said, “coming in for the night.”

“They ever take people out?”

“No. Those passports are hard to come by and arc passcd down, like
heirlooms. If they got caught, they’d screw their entire family, kids,
grandkids, out of a livelihood. Not worth the risk.”

Jake relaxed and sat back down.

Tom added, “You won't sce the trouble until it’s on top of you.”

“Right” Jake said, incredulous. ”Their boats arc invisible.”

“Not cxactly. But they don’t use running lights. It’s all infrared.”

“So how do you know if they’re on to you?”

“Look for emptiness. Blankness on the horizon. Stars and other lights
blotted out by some kind of wandering darkness. When the lights go out,
that’s when you worry.”

“What do they do to you?”

“They'll either arrest you or kill you. Either way, they’ll start by
throwing a halogen cannon on you, then dart you with a paralytic. The
light is hot ecnough to blister your skin if you let it sit on you long enough.
That’s the drawback of the Crisco: acts like a lens. Saw one guy, his back
burncd right off. Third-degree, blisters and shit. They just cooked him up
with those bright lights, then dumped him on the beach, a few blocks
down the shore. They aren’t legally allowed to kill you, but...you're
paralyzed, floating in the sca...casy enough to have an accident.”

“Fuck me,” Jake said, quictly.

“Funny thingis that when you get hit with the light and the dart, it’s
an incredible feeling. You’re four miles out. Cold. Delirious. Suddenly
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The beetle departed in a flurry of squealing farcwells and the
harbormaster counted out Treya’s fee in silver. She left the office feeling
prospcrous, coins jingling in her coat pocket.

She stopped at the first bakery she saw. The ostrich potpic smelled
delicious, but she couldn’t afford it — she was wecks behind on her rent.
She scttled for a handful of day-old rutabaga crumpcts, which she de-
voured on the spot. That would hold her until tonight.

AsTreyaleft the bakery, she spotted the Glanite hoverjaron the other
side of the street. This time it wasn’t alone. Afterayak cart rattled by with
a pungent load of night soil, she saw that Neb was walking beside the
hoverjar. She could tell from his smirk and the way he stroked his beard
that he'd just been hired by the Glanite.

Damn. Since Neb’s arrival a year ago, he’d stolen half herclients. And
now the bastard had scooped up a new one. As a translator, he lacked
finesse. But as a ncgotiator, he was ruthlessly cffective, using high-
pressurc tactics and inside information when haggling on behalf of his
clients.

While Treya was deciding whether to confront him, a mastodon
lumbered down the street, blocking her view. Under the red velvet canopy
of the howdah, an Owl Sister preenced her feathers and puffed on a cigar.
By the time the mastodon had passed, Neb and the Glanite were gone.

Ah, well. Neb's small victory wasn’t important, becausc tonight her
fortuncs were going to change. Her best client, Renfrew Oxton, had hired
her to ncgotiate the purchase of herring from the Baroness. Once the deal
was made, Treya would carn a huge commission.

She arrived at her rooming house to find the landlord sweeping the
stoop. The remainder of hercoins disappeared into his outstretched hand.
She climbed up the stairs to her room and set to work preparing. First, she
unpacked her triple-chantered greatpipes and wiped their bores with
almond oil. Next, she arranged her hair in a close approximation of the
current fashion. Last, she examined her best gown. It had a dark stain,
perhaps red wine, on the powder-blue velvet of the bodice. That would
nced to be covered upsomchow. She rummaged in her trunk, weighing the
merits of wrinkled sashes and grubby ribbons beforc finding the perfect
solution: a silk flower.

Years ago, Trcya had almost thrown it out. Now she was glad she
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shimmering, hypnotic pattern. Pcering closely, she saw an individual
snail, no larger than a pea, crawling across the surface. It must have been
fed a diet of red algac, since it left a red slime trail.

The first time Treya had seen a slime painting, she’d been a student
at the university. It was the night she’d met Ncb, at a Theatre Department
reception. He’d not yet grown his beard, but he was handsome nonethe-
less.

“What do you cxpect from the Baroncess tonight?” asked Oxton. He
reached for a pickled emu egg and accidentally knocked over the silver
saltcellar.

“Oh, probably An Honorable Agreement Arrived at, Following a
Frank Exchange of Views. In Act I, we make our bid, and she rejects it. As
we walk out the door, she begs us tostay. In Act 11, she bewails herpoverty.
In Act IlII, we magnanimously raisc our bid, and the deal is struck amid
great rejoicing. The whole thing should take about two hours.”

“Poor predictable insccts.” Oxton threw a pinch of salt over his left
shoulder.

The door opened and the majordomo appeared, beckoning with a
forcleg. It was time to see the Baroness. Treya glanced regretfully at the
untouched cel custard before shouldering her pipes.

The receiving hall blazed with the light of several chandeliers. In the
center stood the Baroness, wings folded and black cyes glittering, orating
to three smaller beetles.

Treya and Oxton bowed, but no onc acknowledged them.

“What the devil is happening?” asked Oxton.

“Let me figurc this out.” Treya drummed her fingers on her thigh.
“This certainly isn’'t An Honorable Agreement. 1 don’t recognize it.”

“She’s improvising?”

“Beetles don’t improvisc structure,” said Treya. “There arc exactly
three thousand, six hundred, and two plots. No more, no less. She’s just
doing an obscure onc.”

“Clever. She’s trying to throw us off, what? She knows that I've been
getting the better of her, ever since I hired you.”

Treya smiled. “That's because before me, you used translators with
no training in theatre.”

The Baroncss delivered a soliloquy. The chorus of threc smaller
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“The fleet departs tomorrow on the morning tide,” said Treya. “She
wants half her payment now, and half when her ships arrive with the
catch.” It would be six months before the fleet returned to Port Raskol
from the Howling Seas, loaded with herring,

“Well, at least that’s what we cxpected,” said Oxton.

“She’s definitely trying to stoke a bidding war. She’s doing the
Encomium on Untrammeled Competition.”

Oxton scowled. “What happens next?”

“We make a bid. They make a bid. We both raisc our bids several
times. Then the Baroness does something surprising. Like awarding the
contract to the lowest bidder. Or canceling the sale entircly.”

“Perhaps we could make a deal with the Glanite, what? Form a
temporary consortium, with each buying half the herring. That reduces
the risk.”

“I advise against it,” said Treya, keeping her voice level.

“I know you and Neb have a past, but — *

“He’s not trustworthy.”

“I'll spcak to him man-to-man,” said Oxton.

Treya clenched her fists as Oxton sidled over to Ncb and engaged in
whispered conversation. Mcanwhile, the Baroness continued her enco-
mium.

After a few minutes, Oxton returned. “He won’t do it. Cocky sort of
fellow.”

When the time came to bid, Treya went first. She’d chosen an initial
bid that was well below Oxton’s willingness to pay, so she could raise it
later in dramatic fashion. She started with a profession of undying love for
the Baroness, moved on to an enumeration of the reasons why Oxton had
little intcrest in buying herring, and then gave a threnody on ruinous
market conditions. At the end, she apologetically piped the offer.

Thenit was Ncb’s turn. He started with a traditional denial of interest
in money, segued into a bland obscrvation on the magnificence of the
Baroness’s thorax, and concluded with an offhand statcment of his bid.

It was three times the size of Treya’s offer. Even the Baroness did a
double take before starting her response.

“That’s outrageous,” said Oxton. “No one could make a profit buying
herring at that price.”












Books To Look For

CHARLES DE LINT

WONDER

how many of you

reading this arc

like me when it
comes to non-fiction and antholo-
gies/collections. I read the intro-
duction first off, but after that I
rarely go to the beginning and read
straight through to the end (for
which I offcr my apologics to the
authors who, cven in a non-fiction
book, have carefully worked out a
flow from start to end, and the edi-
tors who have agonized over the
placement of stories in the antholo-
gies they curate).

I've no idea why I do this. I do
know I usually havc up to a dozen
or so of such books on the go at any
one time — not to mention various
magazines, newspapers, blogs, etc.
— and flit from one to the next like
abee gathering pollen.Icantell you
that one of the few autobiographies
I've read from start to finish is Bob
Dylan’s Chronicles: Volume 1, but
that’s probably because he wrote it
the way I would normally read it,
jumping from one part of his life to

another, rather than telling his story
in a linear fashion.

But the point of all this is that
I don’t cover as many anthologies
and works of non-fiction in this
column as I rcad on a regular basis
becauscit actually takes me so long
to finish the books. I'm sure if you
add up the word count I recad more
of them than I do novels.

And let’s face it: Most readers
prefer novels, so it makes sensc to
review more of them here. Still, one
of my pcrsonal mandates for this
column has always bcen to present
you with a certain percentage of
material that you might not other-
wise run across, or see reviewed, so
this time out I'm going to focus on
a number of non-novel titles that
I've been reading these past months.

The Classic Horror Stories by
H. P. Lovccraft, Oxford University
Press, 2013, $24.95.

If you've been reading in the
field as long as I have, you might
wonder to yourself as you pick up
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The Classic Horror Stories, do we
really need another Lovecraft col-
lection? Especially considering that
the nine stories featured here are
relatively easy to track down on
their own for much less than the
price tag on this new Oxford Press
edition.

The answer is, we don’t.

Except...

It’s a beautiful edition, from its
understated cover art through to
the forty-plus pages of explanatory
notes collected in the appendices.
These are the classic Cthulhu
Mythos storics — the backbone of
Lovccraft’s posthumousfamein the
ficld. Now, grantcd the prose can
sometimes be a bit overwrought.
And the slow pace might put off the
urban/vampirc/werewolf crowd.
But regardless of Lovecraft’s appar-
cnt shortcomings as a stylist (espe-
cially foracontemporary audience),
therce is still undeniable power to
his work. He is, afterall, the master
of the cosmic horror story, which
has trickled down to everything
from the work of Stephen King and
James Herbert to movics like Alien
— not tomention all those wonder-
ful B-horror movies that I remem-
ber sceing at all-night marathons
when theaters did that sort of thing.

For me, the most appealing cl-
ement of this collection is Roger
Luckhurst’s introduction. In just a

!
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couple dozen pages he presents
what’s basically the perfect Intro-
duction to Lovecraft 101, setting
Lovecraft and his work into the
contcxt of the times in which he
lived and the statc of fiction at the
time, cxploring the writers who
influenced him (such as Lord
Dunsany and Arthur Machcen) and
those he influenced (pretty much
anybody workingin horror once his
work appcared in paperback in the
tail cnd of the sixtics).

Over the years I've read a lot of
books and essays about Lovecraft
and his work. So far as I'm con-
cerned, Luckhurst’s succinct over-
vicw and analysisis one of the best.
If you’re at all curious about
Lovecraft, it’s worth checking out.

Asan amusingaside, Luckhurst
mentions that as far back as the
1880s there was already a term for
fiction that “scems exactly con-
cerned with what defics fixity or
boundary.” In those days these sorts
of slippery-to-define stories were
simply called “wcird.” So no need
for us to go looking for new terms
such as interstitial.

Spectrum 20: The Best in Con-
temporary Fantastic Art, edited by
Cathy Fenner & Arnie Fenner,
Underwood Books, 2013, $35.

Art lovers will no doubt be
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cadence that Lovecraft would come
to borrow years later.

And then comec the surprises.
Fantasy/horror from Edith Wharton,
Virginia Woolf, Edith Nesbit.
Rudyard Kipling’s “They,” which I
haven’t read in forcever. “The Mys-
terious Stranger” by Mark Twain,
which I didn’t even know existed.

Turns out there’s not a dud to
be found. I hope this ends up in
many libraries — particularly school
libraries where, one might wish,
that at least a few times a ycar it
will prove to be the catalyst to an
appreciation of the fantastic for
some young reader who is of just
the right agc to be swallowed whole
by its sense of wonder in the same
way so many of us were in our own
teenage years. And after that, one
can also hope that they’ll use the
stories and authors found in this
treasury as a roadmap to the other
marvels to be found in the early
history of our field.

A few convertsalong those lines
would make this book’s existence
all that more essential.

The Year’s Best Science Fic-
tion: Thirtieth Annual Collection,
edited by Gardner Dozois, St.
Martin’s Griffin, 2013, $22.99.

Every year The Year’s Best Sci-
ence Fiction provides pretty much
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the best bang for your short story
buck. I’'ve been reading these an-
thologies for years and I'm lucky in
thatitappears that the editor’staste
and my own overlap a great deal
since I rarcly find a clunker, and
invariably discover a handful of
stories that become real favorites,
such as Megan Lindholm’s “Old
Paint” or “Close Encounters” by
Andy Duncan in this particular
volume.

I also enjoy the twenty-plus
pages of “Summation: 2012” scc-
tion, which brings me up to date on
the past ycar’s goings-on in the field.

There arc otherbest-of-the-year
anthologics, but this is onc¢ of the
longest running and casily my fa-
vorite.

Writers Workshop of Science-
Fiction & Fantasy, edited by
Michael Knost, Seventh Star Press,
2013, $17.95.

I’m not going to say that Idon’t
have anything more to learn as a
writer. I don’t care where you are in
your carecr, there’s always some-
thing more you can learn. But that’s
a by-product of why I'll read a book
such as this. Mostly I read them
because I’'m interested in the cre-
ative process and fascinated in how
others go about pulling their own
something out of nothing,.
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drunk driver when Maggie was
young, and this shattered her fam-
ily. Her mother worked three jobs
trying to make ends meet; Maggie
became responsible for her younger
brother. But the three jobs became,
eventually, one job, and the family
picked up the picces of life and tried
to knit them together again. And
they’ve succeeded.

Then, Maggie’s mother started
dating. This was kind of awkward,
but it didn’t rcally go anywhere.
Maggic’s met a few of her mother’s
prospective boyfriends — but on
ncutral ground {a restaurant, for
instancce). For some reason, Maggic'’s
mother has invited the new boy-
fricnd to dinncr at the family house
for the first introduction, and
Maggic’s not thrilled with this.

She is cven less thrilled when
she meets Val, an immigrant from
Oldworld. Maggic frets at how ditzy
her mother seems to be while mak-
ing dinner and cleaning the housc,
and it’s Maggic who answers the
door when Val shows up. Val ap-
pcars to havc brought a veritable
army of disgusting and inhuman
shadows with him. The fact that
he’s short, hairy, and has the worst
clothing tastc in the history of ever
is almost a sccondary concern: the
shadows are creepy, and they dis-
turb Maggic.
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Since he’screepy and unaccept-
able to Maggie, it’s no surprise to
her when her mother marries him.
She loves her mother and she wants
her mother tobe happy — almost as
much as she wants to avoid any
contact with Val, the new occupant
of the house. Maggie has friends —
Julie and Takahiro. She has school
(they’re all in high school), and she
has her job at the animal shelter.
She also has a dog that needs walk-
ing. She has a ton of decent excuses
to avoid her mother’s new husband.

But Val’s shadows don’t go
away; they get worse.

Although this book is contem-
porary in tonc¢, Shadows doesn’t
take place in our world. Maggie and
her family live in Newworld. In
Newworld, magic is illegal. A few
generations back, the scientists fig-
ured out how to splice out the gencs
responsible for magic. The only
placce where magicisdiscussed is the
university — and most of the New-
world students avoid any subjects
that have anything to do with it.

But magic is not gone entirely.
The reason Newworld exists at all
is becausc every world in existence
suffers from unpredictable, magi-
cal rifts that open in the fabric of
reality itsclf. In Oldworld, the rifts
are frequent and dangerous; people
die, disappear, and go insane.
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People believed it was the exist-
ence of magic that created these rifts,
and they wanted a world in which
they, and their children, could be
safe. Which is why Newworld exists.

Maggie is the granddaughter of
a very famous witch. She has no
magic herself — or so she believes
—because she believes no one does.
But that belief is about to be tested
in fairly major ways.

I know this book wasn’t writ-
ten withme in mind — but it might
as well have been. First: it deals
with the repercussions of death,
loss, and gricf; with Maggie’s am-
bivalence to change and her desire
toprotect what her tamily has man-
aged, with time, torebuild. Second:
It has Mongo, Maggie’s dog. Maggie
actually knows how to deal with
dogs, and very realistically. Third:
Maggie’s best friend Julie is an ac-
tual friend, not a kind of plot cou-
pon. They don’t always agree on
everything, but they always man-
age tobethere foreach other. Fourth:
when the love interest isintroduced
and the list of his incredibly attrac-
tive attributes appears, there is ac-
tually one that appeals to me, which
happens almost never. And fifth:
the love interest part of the plot
takes a left turn for reasons that
also work for me across the board.
There is also origami.
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Yes, this is a book in which
magic is prominent and the world
isn’t ours and therefore isn’t real —
but while reading it, it felt real to
me. Everything about the charac-
ters made sense.

If I had to live in a fantasy
universe — and while I like to read
about them, living in them gener-
ally has no appeal — I would want
to live in one that McKinley cre-
ated.

S. was, according to the back of
the box containing the novel, “con-
ceived by filmmaker J. J. Abrams
and written by award-winning nov-
clist Doug Dorst.”

The book inside the box — the
box itself is the only thing that
bears the title ”S.” — is Ship of
Theseus, authored by V. M. Straka.
There’salso an old-fashioned library
sticker on the spine. The copyright
page — the only one in the book —
is by V. M. Straka & F. X. Caldeira,
in 1949.

Before we rcach the copyright
page, we hit the title page. “Ship of
Theseus” is surrounded by para-
graphs of handwritten text — two
lines in block cap pencil, blue
ballpoint cursive ink and black
block caps. The blue cursive writer
signs her name as Jen; the black
block caps writer doesn’t sign his
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name at all (I don’t consider it a
spoiler to say his name is Eric, be-
causc the back of the box makes
this clear).

The book belongs to Eric. He
leftitin thelibrary where Jen works;
she picked it up and noticed all of
the writing in the margins. Since
she considers the book alrcady de-
faced (onc assumes), she Icaves him
a note. Or scveral. He replies. Fre-
quently.

Their notes pull the reader to
the introduction written by
Caldcira, the translator, who writes
of the mystery of Straka’s real-life
identity, the various pcople who've
been assumed to have been Straka,
and Caldcira’s own sensc of the
importance of Straka’s work. In this
scction, the first of the extra-novel
picces appears: a photocopy of a
letter, written by Straka to a film-
maker, both in thcoriginal German
and the translated English, which
Eric leaves for Jen.

There are numerous bits and
picces that have been placed be-
tween the pages of Ship of Theseus
—letters, postcards, newspaper clip-
pings, photos. I both loved them
and found them difficult, because
it’s hard to read the actual novel
without bits and picces falling out.
Their placement isn’t accidental.

I was drawn into reading via
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the margin notes and the interac-
tion between Jen and Eric; Jen is
new to Straka, having never read
him; Eric intended to basc his life
on the study of Straka’s works, and
the question of his identity. Who
was V. M. Straka? Therc are suppo-
sitions and theories and papers and
presentations — all mentioned in
Eric’s various notes — but no proof.
As when reading Nick Bantock’s
Griffin & Sabine, there’ssomething
slightly voycuristic about reading
these private messages and notes.

Unlike Bantock’s work, the
foundation for the correspondence
isanactual novel. JenandEricaren’t
artists; they’re rcaders who meceet
over the mystery and promise of a
book they both love.

Ship of Theseus was Straka’s
final novel; it was published post-
humously. It could be considered
horror, fantasy, or very heavy-
handed allegory. Eric refers Jen to
various other novels by Straka as
they continue to communicate in
the margins, and Jen comes back
with comments about Straka’s
oeuvre.

Both come to belicve that the
book was published in part because
Caldeira wished to reach out to
Straka. But they don’t know what
Caldeira was trying to say.

And so, on to the book itself.
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The presentation of the book, the
typeface chosen, the layout and
placement of headers and page num-
bers, implies age. The text docs, as
well. The writing is not contempo-
rary in tone. If the only thing of-
fered were the novel itself, pages
unadorned with cithcr marginalia
or inserts, I don’t think it would
stand well on its own; it’s a bit top-
heavy in philosophical/metaphori-
cal imagery, which feels overdone
in places; the end is abrupt and
unsatisfactory in and of itself —
although 1 suspect that effect is
intentional.

The titular character of the
project, S, drags himself out of the
water in the harbor of an unnamed
city. He has no memory of how he
ended up in the water. He has, in
fact, no memory. He doesn’t know
his own name, has no idca where
he’s been, and has no idea where
he's supposcd to go. There isa picce
of paper in his pocket with a single
letter written on it: S.

He wanders until he sees an S
outsidc ofabar, andhcenters. Therc
he sees a woman who catches his
attention; she is rcading a thick
book, and appears to be waiting for
someone. He approaches her; he
can’t tell if she recognizes him or
not. Theydon’t get much of achance
to converse, because he’s grabbed
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from behind, drugged, and carried
away.

He wakes in a small cabin on a
ship. He knows about ships, and he
knows this is a good one. But it’s
crewedby exhausted wretches; none
speak. The captain of the ship does.
Neither the captain nor the ship
have a name, which is fitting, as S
doesn’t either.

But this ship is destined to be
his home. He escapes it once, re-
turningto the worldin scarch of the
woman he met in the bar, and be-
comces embroiled in a strike at the
factory of Vevoda; he falls in with
the people who organized the strike,
and sces them vilified and hunted.
And he sees most of them die, be-
fore the ship returns to rescue him
and carry him away.

These deaths will definc every-
thing he docs in the future. The
cause of the fallen will become his
cause. But every time he returns to
land, he searches for the woman he
calls Sola, because he believes she
holds the key to his identity.

Identity is the mystery of Ship
of Theseus, the title an allusion to
Thescus's paradox: “The ship
wherein Theseus and the youth of
Athens returned from Crete had
thirty oars, and was preserved by
the Athenians down even to the
time of Demetrius Phalereus, for
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they took away the old planks as
they decayed, putting in new and

stronger timber in their place, inso |

much that this shipbecame astand-
ing example among the philoso-
phers, for the logical question of
things that grow; one side holding
that the ship remained the same,
and the other contending that it
was not the same.”

Identity is the question Jenand
Eric ask — of cach other, and of
Straka himself. They look at the
footnotes, the introduction, and the
material added by the translator,
and they attempt to discern what
message the translator was trying
to send, and as they do, they grow
closer.

But they’re not the only people
interested in solving this mystery.
And they discover, the hard way,
that there are forces who discour-
age any investigation into the his-
tory of V. M. Straka himsclf.

Jenis pitch-perfect foracollege
student of her age. Eric is more
reserved, and his interest in Straka
so personal, it takes longer to get a
clear rcad on who he is. But their
intcraction, their slowly growing
interest ineach other, theirattempts
tomect(well, Jen’s attemptsto meet
with him) and thc shift in the tone
of their interaction after they have
is striking. I believed in them. 1

43

Overpopulation, wars,
ll violence, and religious
conflicts plague this
planet called Earth.
‘The only one that can
M reverse this is a Troo
from Trooton whose
name is Oris. He takes
B over a homeless man'

M who doesn’t realize his
body planted a seed for
fll 2 new colony of species
that will now roam this
Earth.

SALVATORE ROBERT FROIO

ON AMAZON .COM

believed in their growing attach-
ment to cach other.

Ship of Thesceus itself seems to
be written to, or for, Caldcira.
Caldcira’s footnotes are definitely
written to Straka — but there’s no
certain sense, as there is with Eric
and Jen, that what’s written will
reach its audience, or cven be un-
derstood. Caldeira saysin theintro-
duction that Straka didn’t finish
the book; he wanted to speak with
Caldcira in person before he penned
the last fcw lines.

And it’s clear by the end of the
entire project what he intended to
say, and it tics in ncatly with the
present day.

I don’t recommend this book
for people who are looking for a
strong narrative; it's almost impos-
siblc to rcad the novel that lies
beneath the marginalia without
reading the marginalia, because the
eye is drawn by underlines and
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markers to the notes that adorn
them. But there’s something about
the chaoticjumble of novel, letters,
footnotes, and pcersonal marginalia
that I found compelling, and if you
like codes and puzzles, there are a
few that Jen and Eric don’t solve on
their own.

1 didn't know that Barbara
Hambly had continued hervampire
novels; Those Who Hunt the Night
and Truveling with the Dead are
the only two I've previously read,
and I adored them. 1found her vam-
pircs exactly the right blend of in-
human predators, with cchoes of
memories and attachments to ele-
ments of the lives they once lived.

Kindred of Darkness is appar-
ently the fifth of the James Asher/
Lydia novels. I haven’t read Blood
Maidens or Magistrates from Hell,
because, sadly, I'veonly justlearned
of them. I will, of coursc, be rcading
them soon.

But Kindred of Darkness can
be read without reading the two
books that preccde it. I was happy
to return to James Asher, now re-
tired from His Majesty’s Scrvice,
and his wife, Lydia, who has been
dragooned into cscorting her un-
marricd younger cousin to gather-
ings in which she might meet a
suitable husband.

[
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The cvents take place entirely
in and around London, in 1913.
Hambly’s writing and her ability to
cvokeasense of place are, forme, as
strong as they were when the first
James Asherbook appearedin 1988.
Lydia’s position in socicty has not
notably improved since she has
taken up the mecdical profession,
but she’s made peace with that.
James is out of town at an academic
conference — or so he’s said; she’s
concerned that he might be doing
the more risky work from which
he retired, but she has no control
over what hc does when he’s not
at home.

Nor docs she have any control
of what the vampires of London
will do, regardless.

Grippen, the Master Vampire
of London, needs Lydia’s aid. There’s
a ncw Vampire in London, and un-
like Grippen and his nest, he’s been
cating a handful of people cvery
week. That kind of deathcount is
going to attract notice, and it’s not
the notice that Grippen — or any
Vampire — wants. But Grippen's
been looking, and the vampire is
nowherc to be found. And he knows
Lydia can find him.

He also knows Lydia’s not
likely to volunteer, and in order
to persuade her, he kidnaps her
daughter, Miranda. He promises to
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Barker ... and kept the songs,” and
I immediately raised my hand and
did the “Me! Mec! Me!” dance of
pure rcader avarice.

Fabbles: 1 is a collection of
three stories set in the universe of
the Scruffians. In this Steampunk/
Dickens pastiche (the pitch really
does give a feel for the tonc of this
world), it’s cheap child labor with a
twist: the downtrodden can be
“fixed.” A process in the Institute
turns them into immortals. They
can’t be killed. They can be hurt,
butevenlopped off limbs grow back
in time. Everythingthey were when
they were stamped remains exactly
as it was: even hunger.

Fabbles are fibs, babbles — the
stories the Scruffians tell to cach
other, and to the newcomers. As
such, they’re oral stories, in print;
you can hear the cadence of the
teller. They’re meant to be read out
loud (which is how I read them the
sccond time).

The first of these stories is a
Christmas story, setina workhouse.
It’s short, and swect, if by sweet
you mean dark and demented.

The second, “Beast of Busker-
ville,” introduces the Waiftaker
General, who's pretty much what
his name implies: He's responsible
for the Institute that turns out the
Fixed forsale to those who want the
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cheapest of labor — after all, you
don’teven have to feed them, they
don’t take sick, and they can’t dic.
Unless they’re Scrubbed — and
that, only the Institute can do. He
hunts the Scruffians in his spare
time, because they’re escapees;
they’ve tweaked the stamp, and
they’re frece. And that’s just bad
busincss.

But he’s got a pressing prob-
lem. There’s a dog. It’s been killed
dozensof times — but it won't stay
dead, and hc knows what that
mcans: the dog’s Fixed. He’s been
stamped. Waiftaker’s got a squad of
men, and knows how to find the
beast. But when the Scruffians are
about, things don’t always go the
way they’re planned.

The last of the three stories —
and thelongest —is about the “Tak-
ing of the Stamp.” 1 think this has
appcaredin ebook before, but not in
print. The title pretty much says it
all. This is casily the most violent
of the three, and the most compli-
cated.

Thercisamanicenergy to these
storics, with theirover-the-top vio-
lence and down-in-the-gutter lan-
guage; they have energy and verve
and I want to call them almost perky
dark horror. Which, as I said,
matches the elevator pitch almost
toaT. 7






48 FANTASY & SCIENCE FICTION

I wonder what she’s recording now.

Ever since I led the tads into the caves, I've heard nothing but static
across the link. I'm not sure whether my locator beacon is working or not.
Idon’t know what Nicra would do, what she could do, even if she decided
to try. After all, there arc only the two of us in the whole system, and the
probes on the ground are designed to detect and record events as they
happen, not to do anything. They’re mostly disguised as rocks, and about
as uscful in a situation like this one.

Kneeling, I touch the small boy slecping next to me. I feel more than
hear the soft shudder of breath rasping in and out. Here in the cave it’s too
dark to make out the electric green, the glowing pink and iridescent blue
of the millions of minute scales that still cover parts of the boy’s face, but
I can feel them as I stroke his cheek. It’s like touching a butterfly’s wing,
and now that [ have touched him, I know my fingers arc dusted green,
pink, and blue, too.

It’s a natural process to shed those scalcs, I tell myself, but my heart
still cries out for the beauty he’s losing. Only nine weeks ago, when I saw
him first, oh my God, Dharm stolc my brcath away.

He was the size of a three-year-old human then. I'd spied him
scampering back and forth in his father’s garden. The sun glowed wher-
ever it touched him, a soft halo forming around that incredible face, yet
Ithought foramoment that he was aboy of my ownrace. His featurcs were
utterly humanoid, with a high forehead and small bones. He had a pert
little nose turning up just a bit at the tip, and chubby checks, and a kitten’s
fuzzy cars.

It was the coloring of those familiar small features that caught me.
The shape of his face was entirely outlined in brilliant teal-green, but the
green feathered into beige, then black around his mouth, eyes, and nose.
Across each tiny cheekbone, a splash of soft apricot-pink matched smaller,
brighter spots on his chin. A larger row of spots ran back over the top of
his head, and his eyes were cnclosed in broad almond-shaped splashes of
fluorcescent blue. Even that doesn’t really describe the totality, though,
doesn’t capturc the fey spirit shining inside him, the feeling that this child
had stepped out of Facrie five minutes ago.

When he saw me, I froze, certain he’d run away.

Only he didn’t. He cooed, then took a step nearer and chirped at me.
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“Dharm!” hc sang, naming himself as though he were already cadet-size.
“Dharm! Dharm!”

I smiled and wanted to laugh when he stretched himself upward, as
tall as could be when you’re only three. As he spread his small arms, the
thin membranc connecting cach arm to his sides was pulled taut, and the
sunlight behind him shonc right through the green, pink, and blue of the
webbing. The child glowed, like living stained glass.

At first, I stared, enchanted. Then, through the link, I sent a sharp
query. <Did you record that?>

<Ha! Gotit!> said Nicra. The link conveyed more than words. I heard
the glee in her voice as well, the intensity that had brought both of us here
despite cvery restriction on research, on contact with primitive peoples.

The boy held his pose for another five seconds, then trilled softly. It
was a sound in between that produced by a bird and a happy house cat, not
really musical yct as expressive as song.

<Thec display signal> Nicra said, ncedlessly.

I nodded, using the onc gesture we had in common with Ncons, and
suddenly there were a dozen more children, all smaller. Then two dozen.
Then more. They tumbled and skipped and ran out of the shadows and
linked hands, a star pattern forming. The star rotated, the children joining
hands and skipping around like the spokes on a wheel as the webbing
outstrctched beneath cach tiny arm caught the sun in its turn.

As they danced, even morce children popped into view and a new outer
ring formed about the original. Here, too, the webbings were spread and
the tiny bright hcads were thrown back at cach step and the dazzle of color
was that of a living kaleidoscope.

<Oh my God> I murmured through the link.

Nicra’s reply cut me, knife-sharp. <Don’t anthropomorphize! Not on
the record. And keep your eyes open! Their father won’t be far aways>

No, he wasn’t.

The male stood beneath a tree, most of his outline concealed by the
dappledlight filtering through the leaves. Seven fect tall, broad at shoulder
and hip, he was casily twice my mass, and I'm not small for a human. He
had enormous golden cyces with slit-pupils and was staring straight ahead
at the children’s dance, unblinking. Then the head turned toward me.

I held my breath.
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I was wearing a latex and celluloid “skin” that was much more than
a costume. The sensor arrays hidden under the scales served as Nicra’s
cyes, cars, and nose. Otherarrays kept me cool in subtropical heat, and the
link tight and focused regardless of weather. It balanced my nutrients and
my electrolytes. It maintained a weather eye and a predator alert. In an
emergency, parts of it could even serve as light armor.

Till now, though, we hadn’t becn able to test its primary function.
Would my “skin” convince a male Neon that I was the genuine article? A
breeding fcmme of his own species!?

Obviously, it was good enough to fool the children. On sighting me,
they had begun their display without any detectable doubt. A mature
male, however, had yecars of experience. He would be looking for much
more than visual cues.

I was sweating in spite of the thermal control system in the suit.

<Easy> said Nicra. <You’re doing finc>

Ididn’t think so, but no dress rchearsal could really prepare cither me
or the suit for the ultimate test. If it failed, we'd be forced to postponce the
whole project until we could build one that worked because no open
contact is cver allowed with a non-technological specics. The Neons
could not be allowed to guess our people even existed. They had to
perceive us as part of their world, and rcact to us by their own standards.

Which mcant there would be no half-measures.

He'd either accept me or he would attack me. If  wasn’t Neon, I must
be some kind of intruder and therefore a danger to him and his garden and
his brilliant children. If I was a Neon, but not a femme, I could only be one
of his rivals.

At last, having eycballed me for a full four minutes, the male took a
step forward, into thc sunlight.

<That’sright> Nicra whispered, unconsciously coaxing him although
no one could hear her but me.

<Quiet!> I said, then added, <Please...don’t distract me> I had to be
ready to jump if he rushed me.

Instead, the male took onc more step, slowly canting his head as he
studied me.

Istudicd him in turn, letting the suit record everything. Less human-
oid in appearancc than most of the children, he had a much larger face,
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Through the link, Niera snapped at me, <Get up! I can’t see a thing
while you’re sitting down!>

Angry, Isucked in a sharp breath that hurt my lungs, only to bite back
the words that came with it. Whatever my own disappointment might be,
Niera’s frustration must be cven worse. Either way, she was still the boss.
SoIclimbed to my fake feet and prowled the full length of the garden wall,
doing my best to take closc-ups of children, of bushes and berries and
landscaping laid out in circles and spirals that might be derived from the
dance itsclf. Was it a conscious design or not? Was it important to
femmes? Or were females more interested in productivity? In the small
fruit that would nourish their children and transfer their father’s memo-
ries to them, supposing they did choose to mate with the gardener?

I shook my head. There were so many questions to answer, yet so
little time. There were seven more weeks till the Equinox. After that, lek
would give way to the migration scason, and then to the onrush of winter.

When I finally gave it all up and went back to the lander, I'spent the
wholc evening reviewing the record of my first attempt, and my utter
rejection. I sworc a solemn private oath. I'd do better tomorrow.

AVING STRUCK OUT with Ghlem, I decided to

try a different garden the next day, one with a male who
might be a little less particular. A male with a smaller
garden, perhaps?

A lot smaller.

I wound up a good ten kilometers from my first site, where I found
myself peeking over a rock wall almost half a mcter lower than Ghlem'’s.
A real mess, too, as if it had been built on a darce by rival clades of alcoholic
stonemasons aftcr an epic drinking match. Inside the wall, things weren’t
much better. Therc were weeds everywhere, and the khia trces had been
planted in clumps so that none of them got cnough light on all sides, and
the shusoorel bushes were unkempt and overgrown. No one was trim-
ming away the excess buds, so the branches had all just gone leggy as hell,
producing only a smattering of pallid blooms about half the sizc of those
I'd seen at Ghlem's.

Small, pale flowers equal small, pale fruit, short on sugars as well as
essential pigments, minerals, vitamins, and memories. Toa Neon femme,
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I whirled desperately to the left and was startled almost beyond words
when he did the same. He was matching my step, letting me lead.

<Niera! What do I do?>

<DANCE, damn you!>

There was no other choice. I whirled again, did a small jeté, and when
he copied that as well, I lost my cool and fell back on my training. Not
Niera’s. My early training. Ballct. Folk dance. Human dance. I should have
stuck with the Ncon steps I'd been observing and practicing, but in my
panic, I found myself spinning in place, doing a series of fouettés en
tournant. When I finally came to a stop and tried to dart backward, away
from the male, he came with me. He matched every change of direction,
quick as a hummingbird although, like Ghlem, hc was casily twice my
size. He followed me onto the wall itself, and then into the garden, every
step specding up as we moved toward the cliff that bounded the garden
instead of a wall along the southern side. Before I knew it we were doing
a mad tarantella, pure adrenaline driving me onward. Sheer madness, of
course, hut that’s the naturce of the thing, is it not? A tarantclla spins you
about. You whirl faster and faster until you fall into a kind of insanity.

Centuries back, pcople thought it would cure the insane. Well, it
didn’t do any such thing for me. It worc me out, that’s what it did, but that
only helped to keep Nicra from getting through. Somewhere light-years
away, she was scrcaming at me across the link, but her words made no
sense to me. Nothing did. Nothing but the dance itself.

Finally, breathless and damn nearly boneless, I slid to the ground.
Half-fainting, I could do nothing to stop him when the male came back to
me, then picked me up. When he embraced me, I did try to push him away,
to voice some kind of protest, but it was already too late. His organs
everted, he thrust himself into me, into the fake receptacles we’d built
into the suit. Armored, just like the rest of the suit, thank God, otherwise
I'm not sure I'd have survived it. The spiny points at the tip of ecach organ
{he had two primary organs, and two to spare) would have punched their
way through me like so many spear points. As it was, those powerful
surges, five in number, drove my whole body up into the air, so that I had
to spread my fake membranes and flap with both arms and both legs just
to keep myself upright. If I fell beneath him, I couldn’t be sure the suit’s
armor would save me from his crushing weight.
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<Quiet!> I practically shouted that. Had to, to get past her panic.
Instead of explaining mysclf, I pointed. <Look!>

On the very samc¢ monitor screens, the happy couple we’d been
watching a moment before were no longer in synch. In fact, they were
flying apart. The male had thrown in another fast passage, and she'd tried
to follow, but couldn’t. She ended up spinning out of his axis altogether
and came to a dead halt, staring at him in consternation.

Well, that’s whatI'd callit. In Neon terms, it was noncomprehension,
I suppose. In spite of my own beclief system, or lack of same, I started to
pray. “God, give it up,” I whispcred, mindful enough (just) to say no such
thing on the link. “Pleasc!”

Iwas answered with miracles. There, onthe monitor, I'saw the femme
back away from thc plaintive malc. I saw the four-petal children’s dance
grind to ahalt as well. I saw the male try to touch her, and then the mad flurry
of scales flying off onc or both as the femmec flew at him in a sudden rage.

It all happened in split seconds. I had to study it later in slow-mo, to
sce what really did take place, but my first impression turned out to be
right. She was interested, yes, but not desperate. Not like him. And so,
when he tried something totally off the map, she didn’t have enough
impetus or flexibility. She cither couldn’t or wouldn’t do what he’d done
in dancing with me. Instcad, she gave it only a half-hearted try and when
she failed again, she quit. In that final moment, what she presented to him
was not the focused pose of a receptive if impatient femme but sheer
pique. Perhaps he failed to see that. He let his frustration win out by trying
to make dircct phystcal contact, even though she wasn't ready. It was far
too soon and too aggressive, and so she’d lashed out at him, just asahuman
female will somcetimes lash out at a man who gets too cocky.

The dust her abrupt rejection kicked up served to veil her retreat, but
the last [ saw of the outraged femmec, she was hightailing it over the wall
in what I could only describe as a state of high dudgcon.

““Oh, thank God,” I whispered, and meant it, although I had no idca
who I was praying to. Hrallsted’s World wasn’t a foxhole, after all, but
ncither was I a true athcist. Not then. Not now, either, I suppose.

Ispent the next few weeks visiting more and more lek gardens. I found
an array of enclosures whose walls and fruit trees and dance displays
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ranged from the pitiful to the exquisite. It was my task to sample the full
spectrum, right? And to listen to Niera’s unending complaints. After that
one unexpected success, you sce, I kept on failing. I made dozens of
approaches but no other male let me finish the dance. Not one, although
I did my best to adhere to the study’s protocols. Neon steps and sequences
only, no matter what. I did everything right, but it just didn’t work.

Evcntually, I began to concentrate on other wanderers. Most of them,
asI'd expected, were femmes. Intent on locating the very best gardens and
thus the best mating prospects, they just didn’t pay much attention to me,
or cach other. So I figured I'd play Tag-Along.

That's why, thrcc wecks after my sole and sorry success, I was
following a pretty femme, a small newly mature type like I was supposed
to be. I was hoping to catch a cluc somewhere along the way. She’d taken
notice, though. Kept looking back at me over her shoulder, so I stayed
about fifty mcters to the rear. An older femme might have done more
in the face of my odd unfcmmelike behavior, might have thrown a rock
at me or simply confronted me. This girl did not appear to know what
to do, and I guess I was making her nervous. That might be why she didn’t
notice the male Neon lurking behind a big shahsul tree growing beside the
path.

The suit alerted me and Niera. The next thing I knew, he was on her.
He knocked her down and pinned her bencath him. Then the male
clamped his six fangs around her throat. Every time she tried to struggle,
he’d bite down and strangle her until she quit fighting. His organs, bright
red and fully everted, made his intent all too obvious.

What can I tell you? It shocked me. I’d ncver seen anything like that,
not in Niera’s recordings or in my own life. On a civilized world, it’s the
kind of thing you only see in a virtual.

<Good God!> I cried over the link while I stood there, frozen. <What's
he even doing here? There’s no gardens close by>

Even if there were, why would a gardener leave his kids? The femmes
were supposed to come to him.

But what if they didn’t?

A fleeting half-memory fled through my mind — orangutans, I
thought. Our cousins, and also an ape who rapes. If he can’t get a date any
other way, a male orang without control of a territory will sometimes go
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after the ladics and take them by force while the male who does run the
place isn’t looking. Was this Ncon doing the same?

I began inching closer.

<Stay clear> Niera told me.

<But — this is all wrong!>

<Doesn’t matter> she shot back. <It’s happening. Thercfore it has to
be natural. One more behavior we need to record>

What? The very idea caught mc crossways. Did she really think I'd
just stand here and watch the little femme get raped? For the sake of Science?

Oh, no. No friggin’ way.

All of a suddcen, a kind of rage exploded inside me. I ran forward,
shricking, “Get off her, you bastard!” As I ran past a fallen tree, I grabbed
a branch, and wrenched it free. Made even more noise in doing that, but
the male Neon only took notice at the very last moment, perhaps because
he was already wrapped up in doing the decd and more than a little
distracted. As I swung the branch at his head, though, he flung himself
sideways, away from my makeshift club. [ didn’t connect, but I’d hit him
all right, with simple surprise instcad of an actual impact. He rolled over
one more time, fast as a striking snake. Then he was back on his feet again
and snarling at me.

Smooth move, a small, rather panicky part of me noted.

The rest of me swung again.

This time, I aimed at his shoulder. He ducked that one easily, too, but
the very attempt sct him back on his heels a bit. I would have gonc for a
third whack, a two-handecd golf swing at his tender bits, but I hcard Nicra
screamingat me on the link, and the male was beginning to back off. Then,
all of asudden, he spun about and ran away from mc at top speed, in thigh-
slapping disarray, all of his organs still being cverted.

Why? I wondered. He had to know he could have taken me. Why cut
and run?

I don’t know, but I think he was spooked. A Ncon femme just doesn’t
fight. Ever. I must have come off like a psycho-bitch from hell, something
so far off the Ncon social map, I might as well have been a werewolf.
Thank God for that, 1 told myself, ignoring Niera’s continuing tirade
while I fought the tremors and breathlessness of c¢xcess adrenaline, no
longer needed but still coursing through my veins.
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not just to dance, but to dance like no one else ever had. No human,
anyway.

By late afternoon of the next day, my wandering took me back by
Ghlem’s garden. [ cast a yearning look over his wall, and who did I spot but
the same tiny dancer I'd seen on that first day? I couldn’t be sure on my
own, of course, but the link’s analytical eye made the ID, and then the kid
noticed me, too.

In an instant, he ran toward me, trilling in sheer delight. Like a puppy
will, spotting a playmatc.

Well, who can resist that?

[ don’t think I tried.

Instead, as he plowed to a stop and bowed to me, and trilled his name
again, “Dharm! Dharm!” I nodded and trilled back.

The rest of the children began to take notice, but then Ghlem
appearced. He remembered me too, it would seem. His response was a hard
snort of utter disgust mixed in with a blatant warning.

The other children faded back into the bushes again.

Not Dharm.

He was larger, T noticed, and darker, too. His face had begun to
lengthen. He must be one of the oldest of this year’s brood, perhaps the
most scnior surviving tad of the lot. He was entering the penultimate
growth stage, the cadet phase, the last one before metamorphosis. That
would end his starring role in his father’s displays. Asa cadcet, he’d lose his
looks. He'd concentrate on acquiring stores of body fat and on helping his
father lay up the food he and his siblings needed for the coming winter.
Theadults always migrate to warmer climes shortly before the first snows
fall, but thc adolescents hole up down deep inthe caves below this garden.
There they’d huddle together, eat up their father’s larder, and in the
process, acquirc their father’'s memories. Then they’d dream away most of
the cold season while their minds and bodies transformed bit by bit. Come
spring, the survivors will all emerge into the sunlight again, in small but
adult form.

Dharm would become competition for Ghlem, and for next ycar’s
kids. He’d be forced to leave and make his own way in the world, until he
was finally big cnough to start or take over a lek garden.
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you turn, the more stable the spin is. The slower you spin, the more you
wobblec.

As Ghlem had done, Dharm only turned halfway around before
switching arms, and on reaching the end of that turn, he reversed course.
Then, just like his father had, the tad finished up the move facing me once
more, both hands cocked on his hips.

He looked pretty plcased with me, or maybe himsclf. Moving just a
bit faster, he went through the whole thing again, and I followed. Almost,
I could hear Madame Periot carping at me from behind as I stood at the
barre, and wondered for a moment why my toes weren’t aching from
wearing ballet shoes. I'd never had money to spare for the body mods a
professional dancer needs, and so Id donc it old school. But here, the suit
appearcd to perform much the same function. Its built-in bracing lent me
the reinforcement I needed without doing unpleasant things to my bones.

By the tenth repetition, I'd got it down pat and was matching Dharm'’s
dancc to a tee. So, of course, he spceded up, and I did likcwise.

Was Niera recording this?

I would have asked, but I hated to risk anything that would break the
spell Dharm had cast over me. He might stop at any moment, and finally,
I had the sensation of progress, of movement beyond the steps I was
attempting to learn. I had made a connection, without knowing how, or
why this lad would care enough to try teaching me anything. l only knew
I'd made some sort of breakthrough. So, no, I did not restore the uplink.
I kept on dancing.

My cfforts soon winded me, though, and I finally had to sit down for
a bit.

Dharm did not scem to mind. There were no other femmes about, so
he could pretty well do as he pleased, I suppose. When 1 offered him one
of the khias I'd picked that morning, he accepted the gift and gravely ate
it while I rested.

When I got up again, Dharm had decided to work on another, longer
passage. This time, he began drilling me on the chainé of small, quick
turns that came after the Cossack’s spin. These, I had trouble with. Not
because I couldn’t follow the steps, but because 1 was wrong, somechow, in
my performance of each one. We kept at it for more than an hour, with
short breaks, but I still could not satisfy my tiny tutor.
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would have called it the lightness of the movement. It's not about height
or distance. A dancer should strive for ballon in even the smallest and
quickest of jumps, the petit allegro, so as to demonstrate her essential
frcedom from gravity.

That’s what I'd missed. The ballon no human could hope to achieve,
unassisted.

In a spasm of pure delight, I flung mysclf off the rock in a grand jeté,
arms spread wide, and then did another en tournant. 1 was gliding above
the carth. I was practically flying.

Dharm did not follow but kept up the chattering noises, and when 1
came back to him, he did his own little happy dance, launching himself
off the rock. For a good five minutces therecafter, we two did an improvisa-
tional dance around that rock, a pas de deux that mostly amounted to tiny
leaps in tight little circles, all riffs on the steps I'd muffed with Ghlem.

How would he feel about this? I wondcred.

Impatience bit deep.

I knew perfectly well what Niera would say. “Practice! Get it down!
Then try again!” But we were about to run out of time, weren’t we? I'd felt
it for days now, the change in the air as the nighttime tempceratures
dropped ten degrees, as humidity fell further yet and the blaze of the sun
began to fade, even at high noon. The Akalaian Peninsula’s short, torrid
summer was leaving us, and taking the ficld scason with it.

So I lct the passage wind down to its natural end, and then I triecd my
very best to explain what I wanted to Dharm. I tried speaking his father’s
name, Ghlem, and then gestures, the gist of it being I wanted my tutor to
summon his sire so I could attempt one more tryout.

The kid didn’t get it. Or maybe he just didn’t want to.

“Hey! I'm not hcre to play,” I told him. “Go get your Daddy!”

I dove at him, forcing the kid to jump backward. I shouted, too. He
wouldn’t know what th¢ words mcant, but surely, [ thought, he’d catch
the tone. With my second shrieking dive, I forced him up onto the garden
wall, but he still didn’t sing out. He didn’t scc me as a threat, I suppose.
Just a wingnut of some kind.

I was about to make a third feint, to try and scarc him back into the
garden, but jumped a full meter up into the air as the link’s emergency
alarm cut across my brain like a machete blade. Noisc, Niera’s voice, and
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He turned to glare at me.

Oh, no.

Then Dharm saw me. All of a sudden, the wheel shifted my way. It
spun toward the wall, and me, standing outsidc it, without so much as
missing a beat, and the Bruiser allowed it.

Of course. It was what the tads were supposed to do when a femme
came by. It was what they’d done for me that first time around, right?
That’s why the big guy stole them. SoI'd betteract like a femme, and make
Bruiscr believe that I found them enchanting, and I wasn’t ready to run
like a deer for the jump ship, and then for the safety of high orbit.
Somchow, as Dharm circled closcr, I made myself stay put. I kept silent,
watching them all as if my life depended on it. I don’t know. Maybe it did.

The Bruiscr followed the kids. He sauntered around them, apparently
accepting thceir take on me as the real thing, and paused for a moment to
look me over.

That was a bit chilling. His introductory trill was more of a snort.
Never did catch hisactual name. I'm not even sure now that’s what he was
saying. Did he recognize me? Perhaps he did, but he’d only scen me at
Ghlem’s and when [ was there, I was trying to make like a Neon. Crazed,
yeah, but definitely a local gal. So what if I'd followed him? That was the
wholc idea of the kidnapping, wasn’t it? Anyway, [ secmed to be what he
wantcd most — a femme in the mood to mate. So when he finally bowed
to me, [ did the same, and lightly hopped over the wall.

<Shannon, wait!>

<Shush!> I told Nicra. <I've got to focus>

We traded bows, and the next thing I knew, I was dancing, too, and the
children were circling both of us. I tried hard not to think about what I was
doing.Ihad toput myselfinto the dance itself and forget about steps, about
me and my problems, about cverything. It was what my many dance
instructors had told me to do, back in school, but I'd never managed it. Not
really.

I didn’t quite pull it off this time, cither.

The Bruiser, it turned out, had two left fect. No matter how closcly
I followed, he couldn’t lead. He kept making mistakes, and then making
me stumblc, the schmuck, so that I had to make awkward sidesteps and
short lcaps or get myself hamstrung on onc of his razor-sharp spurs as they
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snickered by. Why, oh why couldn’t this idiot keep them shcathed? No
wonder he’d had no luck with the ladics.

I'm gucessing he knew he was subpar, at some level. All of a sudden,
he stopped dead. Balanced on one foot, I couldn’t, and crashed into him.
Then we both stood there, all heated up, breathless, oh, so unhappy.

Afraid to retrcat, I had no idea what I should do next, and ncither did
Niera. The silence was dcafening, over the link and cverywhere else. So
the big guy decided for me, and what he chose to do was give up on it. He
backed away from me, membranes a-tremble, and rounded on onc of the
babies. Before I could move, Bruiser leaped up in a kind of roundhouse
kung fu kick, and his spur took the tad’s head off.

I started screaming. “NO! No, you can’t! It’s not her fault!”

It made no difference. He swung around again. Kick.

Whick!

Another small head rolled away.

Something rolled over me, too. A volcanic wave of fury unlike
anything I'd ever felt. It wasprimal. I rcached out and pulled a stonc right
out of the middlc of his unmortared wall. As the Bruiser spun around one
morc time, Dharm snatcheda tad away from him, and the spurssliced into
the baby’s back but missed its far more lethal mark. Blood sprayed the
sand at his feet, cven so, and I ran at the Bruiscer. 1 lifted that stone
overhead, intending to crack his crested skull for him. I had a big enough
rock. Must have weighed forty pounds. But he topped me by most of a
mcter. Shit! There was nothing to usc for a stepstool either. Since 1
couldn’t possibly get my rock up high cnough to crown him, I simply
brought it back down again. On Bruiscr’s foot.

Crunch!

It broke bones. I'm sure of it. It brokc the spur off, too. That may have
hurt him worsc. He roared and swung at me. I caught the blow pretty
squarcly across the nose, but the suit saved me, hardening instantly. It was
inertia that knocked me down. With that game foot, though, the Bruiser
could not follow through. He tricd. Hobbling forward, he went down, too,
onto his knecs. That’s when Dharm jumped him from behind, wrapping
his skinny arms around the Bruiser’s almost nonexistent neck.

I scrabbled onto all fours and then onto my fect. This time, I heaved
the rock up and had lots of hecadroom. I yelled at Dharm. “Let go!” I don’t
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have got hold of Dharm at all. There’s three babies dead now, because of
me!>

<You don’t know that!> she insisted.

I shook my head, lifting the tads up to Dharm wherc he sat perched
atop the wall. The one who'd been sliced open, though, I held on to him,
cradling him in my arms. Asllcaped for the top of the wall myself, Irecited
the law.

<The Conservation of Scnticnt Species Act requires me to mitigate
any damage I might purposcly or inadvertently causces I told Niera. Trug,
too. And the statement would go on the record as well, which might work
in my favor when this was all over with. It would at lcast indicatc my
intent to comply with the law. Mama Cleo’s a lawyer. Did I mention that?
Either way, I was not going to let any morce babics dic. Not on my account.

Once I was outside the wall, too, I set the wounded one down on the
grass. Dharm handed me the remaining tads, and as soon as we'd re-
grouped, we hceaded northwest, along the rough path that led back to
Ghlem’s garden. I didn’t think the Bruiser would follow us. No, not with
that broken foot. Not the Neon style, anyhow. Ghlem hadn’t mounted
much of a pursuit, had he? Not after me or the kidnapper, cven though
these tads were his flesh and blood. No, the Bruiscr, 1 figured, would stay
put and nurse his wounds, to his cgo and otherwisc.

Even so, we didn’t get very far, The wounded tad kept on bleeding and
nonc of the little ones had much energy. Their bitty legs were way too
short to match my stride, and they’d all gone too long without lunch. So
as soon as we found a wild khia tree, I called a halt.

Dharm, it turncd out, knew something about first aid. Was it instinc-
tive? Or had he learned it from Ghlem’s RNA, from the fruit his father
inoculated with the stuff as he tended his garden? I couldn’t say, and |
couldn’t ask. They just didn’t have all that much in the way of a verbal
language, or even childhood. Soon, when the breeding scason ground to a
halt, the tads would turn into cadets and concentrate on helping their
fathcr store food in the caves. When the winter storms started up, Daddy
would lcave. He'd migrate south with the other adults while the children
retreated to the spawning caves and — well, pupated. They’d spend the
long cold season underground, all along, cating up all those stores, then
emcrge in the spring as juveniles, adult in form though they wouldn’t
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probably smell the blood on the spur, on me, on the injured tad. What she
might make of that, I couldn’t guess, but a femme with a weapon,
drenched in the blood of a male and a tad? That had to be somewherc
beyond the pale.

She did not try to investigate further. Instead, she turned and bounded
away likc a two-legged deer with red and gold wings — a creature from
mythology, although not one of Terran manufacture.

I let out a sigh of rclief. I was not in the mood for a confrontation.
Facing the day would be hard enough. Returning to the tads, I fed them a
breakfast of khia fruit, somc wilted dhoti flowers, and grubs dug up by
Dharm with a stick. He offcred me a small share and I took them for the
sake of maintaining my cover, but I felt guilty for doing it. The little ones
necded the protein. I didn’t. And the grubs looked like overgrown ter-
mites, all translucent white and squirmy. But Niera just told me to suck
it up, and so I did. Litcrally. I stowed them in another cheek pouch.

The injured tad appearced to be doing all right but he couldn’t walk, so
I used my belt and gathering pouch to rig a sling and hiked him up onto
my hip, human-style. Not a Neon thing to do, of course, but T knew of no
other way to transport him that final six klicks back to his father’s Ick
garden. E wasn’t going to lcave him behind, not now, no matter what, not
when it looked like he might survive after all.

Dharm cycballed me and my rigging with grave suspicion, but then
hc just scttled his shoulders, a gesture that sent a long and sinusoidal flap
down the outer edge of his membrancs — a Neon'’s shrug, Then he took
two tads by the hand and the rest of them followed as I started off down
the path.

It took ncarly six hours toget there. We had to stop and rest every half-
hour, and we kept an ultra-slow pace when we were moving. Why some
wandering Kethler cagle didn’t drop right out of the sky and snatch up a
baby, I'll never know. We didn’t bother to hide. The trek took all we had.
Ilet Nicra keep watch over usas best she could via scattered recorders and
concentrated on keeping the small group together.

Finally, in carly aftcrnoon local time, we saw the wall — the neatly
fit stoncwork with the alternating white and green lichen patches that
demarcated Ghlem's garden. Dharm lcaped up into the air. Two of his
younger sibs followed suit, and the whole bunch broke into a group trill
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membranes, more than enough to destroy their gift for catching air. So
much for my dancing lessons, I told myself. [ wouldn’t be trying my new
moves on Ghlem until all that was sewed up and sealed. At least I'd lost
no blood this time around. Might wind up sore from all the drama-rama,
but I'd pulled it off, I thought. I’d brought them home again, all safe and
sound. Well, not counting thec wounded. And the dead.

Tha-dump!

Ghlem landed next to me. This time he scooped up the wounded
youngster, and spent a good deal more time licking and inspecting him
than he had on the others, nosing his wound, and then stroking his neck
and back while the tad gleeped at him. Ghlem scemed to realize how frail
the tad was. He was a good deal more careful about how he carried that one
up over the wall, and he took twice as long coming back.

<Boy, could I use a nap> I told Nicra, beginning to dust myself off,
thinking this might be just the right moment to wrap it up. We were so
close to the end of this year’s breeding season, and surely we had enough
data by now —

Crump!

Once more, Ghlem. But this time, he was totally focused on me, and
the rumble began all over again.

<Oh shit, oh decar> I murmured over the link as Ghlem crouched in
front of me. 1 began slowly backing away. Then Dharm ran up and tried to
take his father’s hand. Torestrain him? Or maybe just to get hisattention?

Either way, it was a mistake.

Ghlem back-handed Dharm. The youngster flew a good three meters
and came to a rolling stop in the dirt, bonelcss, silent. I felt my heart fly
up into my mouth. When Ghlem crouched and leaped after the tad, I had
no choice. I had to do likewise.

Somewhere, 1 heard Nicra calling out <Don’t!> but as soon as Ghlem
landed, he leaped again, straight up but twirling in midair, an ice-skater’s
move, a triple toe loop, 1 think they call it. As his body spun, his spurs
flexed, whirling about in a scything motion, one that would bring them
both slashing across Dharm’s belly and groin. In pure desperation, [ dove
at Ghlem. I tried my best to come at him parallel to the ground, in a
football tackle that would have amazed my own sibs, who’d never been
able to get mc to play. My shoulder hit Ghlem in the crotch. Not the
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crippling blow it would have becn if he were human. His gonads weren’t
hanging out in the open. Even so, T hit him solidly enough that it knocked
him sideways. His deadly spin sliced into the dirt, not flesh and bone.

The Neon grunted, lion-like, as we fell in a tangle. [ swung an elbow
upintohis face and thanked Mama Cleo for that much — herinsisting that
all of us kids got basic training in Krav Maga. That gave mc a few moves
to work with, in spite of Ghlem’s larger mass and his lankiness. I whacked
him three more times while wrapping my legs around his waist to keep
him from getting loosc and upright, and bringing thosc spurs into play
again. One thing I hadn’t counted on, though — adult Neons have fangs,
and a mouth that opcns up much wider than ours. He let me hit him that
last time and then snapped back at me, catching my wrist in his mouth.
The suit hardened instantly, kecping those canines from chomping right
through, but the suit couldn’t do anything about pressure from both sides.
His bite was crushing my bones. I could feel them grinding against each
other, and screamed at him.

Useless, of course.

I couldn’t pull loosc. Couldn’t do much at all except punch him one,
right in the snout with my frec hand. So that’s what I did, and when he
yelped in turn and his bite loosened up for a second, I jammed my arm
farther into his mouth. I shoved it just as far and as hard asI could. Bright
red blood splashed my face. His or mine, I'm not sure, but his lip was torn
and gore dripped from his nostrils.

A grinseized me. Stupid, [ know. There wasno way in hell I could win
this fight, but something inside me was glad of that. The guilty part?

<Eat that, you big jerk!> I shouted, aloud as well as over the link, and
then somehow the world turned upside down on me. 1 hit the ground on
my back with a mighty thump. Then Ghlem was on top and his fist came
down, hitting me square in the cye socket.

Idon’t know how many times he struck. Ionly know that his fury was
the equal of mine, and he was far stronger, and the end of it all was coming
at me at the speed of light, or at least the speed of that massive fist.
Somewhere in there, though, I did feel a tug at my waist. At my belt,
actually. Only then did I remember that I wasn’t totally unarmed. But
when I reached for my makeshift weapon, the broken-off spur I'd turned
into a knife, it wasn’t there.
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forth: Ghlem, takingaim at Dharm's groin. Freudian to the max! Meaning
it was probably bullcrap.

<He wouldn't castrate his own childs I argued. <I don’t believe it!>

<Dharm isnot achild. He’s a cadet. And onc who left his father’s garden>

<Not by his own choice!>

Niera sighed. <It doesn’t matter. Not now. Don’t you see? Dharm
couldn’t be part of his father’s display anymorc. He's lost his looks. And
becausce he left and then came back, Ghlem saw him as a competitor, not
a juvenile. He wasn’t about to waste any resources on feeding Dharm. In
fact, he was more likely to sec the kid as a source of protein he’'d need
himself, to get ready for the coming migration>

Her mecaning took seconds to sink in, but when-it did, I felt my
stomach turn over. <But that — that’s so wrong>

<Look at those snappers> she told me. She used her link to cue my
suit, and it highlighted Ghlem'’s yellow fangs where he lay on the ground.
<He keeps the lck garden for the tads, to grow the food they’re going to eat
this winter, to give them all the RNA analoguces they’ll need to become
adults. But he himself is an omnivore. He prefers meat, the better to
support that big humanoid brain of his> she pointed out. <He might have
done it even if Dharm wasn’t taken. You sce, don’t you? Dharm was the
oldest, and darkening fast>

<I — but — >

<It’s something a male Neon doces, sometimess Niera's tone softened
as she attempted a more persuasive approach. <He does it to make room
for younger tads. Pretticr tads. So he can attract morc femmes while
there’s still time to hatch a few morc cggs. He'll sacrifice the older tads to
increase his total success rate>

<But — but — > I sputtered, and fell silent. What argument could I
possibly raise? That no human would do such a thing? What difference
could that make? They weren’t human. As Nicra kept telling mc, over and
over again, they were Neons. Besides which, I'd known some humans who
would sacrifice their young for the sake of their own grandiose ambitions
— stage mothers, for one. Thank God I didn’t have any. Cleo’s as closc as
we come in my family. Being a lawyer, she aims it at other folks, mostly.
Competitive? Oh yeah. But I'd never worried about my being the main
course.
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Then, as I let all the younger tads sniff at me and their father’s borrowed
spurs, as I fed them all tidbits I pulled off the trees, Dharm began slowly
creeping my way. He was visibly nervous, so I simply stood still and
waited. Eventually, he wound up face to face with me, nostrilsflared, cyes
wide, those feline cars of his standing at half-mast. When he didn’t make
any further move, I raiscd one hand and stroked his face. He tilted it
upward, plainly torn between wanting more and running like hell. So I
used both hands to grip his shoulders. As gently as possible, I pulled him
in for a hug.

Niera bitched up a storm about that later on, but nonhuman gesture
or not, it got through to him. His breathing smoothed out. His ears stood
up. More important — he letme take his hands after that, and followed me
as I began a slow waltz. We made long looping turns around trecs, bushes,
siblings, and rocks, and with each new step, [ could see Dharm relaxing,
accepting, adjusting. I added the bounce as we twirled about, and then 1
converted the waltz into something cntirely Neon — a piece of the
children’s display, though, not the mating dance he’d been trying to teach
me. Dharm was a little bit thrown by that, but also rcassured, once he
realized what I was doing. [ was lctting him be a tad again.

When we’d complcted a full passage, I brought the dance to a halt, let
g0 his hands, and stood waiting.

Dharm bowed. Not to one side or the other, but right down the
middle, a bow of submission, not greeting. Then, trilling to the younger
tads, he strode between them and took up his usual perch, where he could
kecp an eye on what was happening on cither side of the wall. What he
would have done if another roguce malce approached, I don’t know. Or a
femme. Since we never did bury him, Ghlem'’s body soon created its own
kind of barrier. Turned out they’re a lot like us in that way, too. They're
repelled by the smell of death. The adult Neons all stayed away.

Niera told me again how insane I was, even though she was giddy
about all the new information we'd acquired. She couldn’t shut up about
that, or about the changes we’d necd to make to the latex suit. She nattered
on about all the other things we’d have to look at, come the next field
scason, how we could maybe get funding for a couple more grad students.
She just assumed I'd be coming along, although I wasn’t sure what 1
wanted to do yet.
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In the mcantime, I turned farmer.

I spent the next three weeks inoculating and harvesting Ghlem'’s
garden, gathering up all the RNA-laden roots and fruit, flower buds and
nutlike seeds. With the help of Dharm and the older tads, 1 filled up the
larder belowground and then some, storing even more food in the main
cave. We also hauled in as much rough-cut hay as we could, to scerve as
bedding and insulation. Finally, just as the last of the golden eggs hatched
and the newborn tads began to toddle around the garden, I led the lot of
them into the caves.

It wasn’t hard. Every day dawned a few degrees colder, and the sun set
a fcw minutes sooner. I'd seen it settling on them — the change of season
triggered the releasc of all those hormones, slowing them down, inducing
the hibernation state that would carry them all through the long, cold
winter on their own, only stirring themselves every other week so they
could snack on Ghlem’s goodics and take care of any resulting business.
SoThad them start bedding down in the main cave each night while I kept
watch. When the day came that they didn’t wake up, I rejoiced.

I wept.

I took my mask off and said good-byc to them, each in turn, leaving
Dharm until last. As my tcars splashed across his cool, rapidly darkening
cheeks, Igave my tiny dancer as much of a blessing as T had to offer. I took
the knife I'd made from the Bruiser’s spur, the weapon Dharm used to
defend me, and I planted its haft in the curl of his fingers as he lay sleeping.
When spring arrives, and Dharm emerges into the light of day again, he’ll
havean edge. He'll be able to feed himself that much better than most, and
the cxtra food will surely give him the strength to join the annual
migrations. Over the next cight years, if he survives all that, he’ll grow his
own spurs. Sooner or later, he'll have his own garden. He'll sire his own
children. He'll pass on Ghlem’s RNA analoguces along with his own, and
they, of course, will include his memories of me, and how I madc the knife,
and what he and I both did with it.

I just hope I haven’t screwed him up too much.

As father figures go, I'm a bust.

%’
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Hix hesitated, then approached.

”Mr. Hix,"” said the large extremcly pale man who looked out at him,
“it has come to my attention that you are taking an unwanted interested
in one of my clients.”

“Ah, you must be the guy who represents Kate Smith,” Hix said,
assuminga sheepish expression. “Hey, just like fat ladies and I may have
becen a bit too passionatc in my daily fan letters to dear Kate, but —

“I am Anton Sparber.” He reached out the window to tap Hix on the
chest. “It wouldn’t be at all wise to inquire further about Nova Carravan.”

“Then it’s no use asking for an autographed glossy photo, I suppose.”
Hix turncd away and started again for his car.

The agent drove off, almost silently.

When Hix looked back at the departing auto, he thought he had a brief
glimpsc of somebody watching him from the rear window. “That’s funny.
Halloween is still over a month off.”

E HADN'T ANTICIPATED the black cat.

Day’s end found Hix on the slightly swayback limc¢
green sofa in the almost occanside cottage in Santa
Monicahe’dbeen renting for much of the past two years.

When he’d rented the place, the landlady, a onc-time bit player in the
silents, had described it as “cozy.” And that was truc if you considered
“cozy” a synonym for “awfully small.”

As soon as he’d gotten back from the Valley, he’d phoned Polly
Fairbairn to give her a terse and extremely lucid account of what he'd
learned at the Mammoth Studio.

”So it is Nova?”

”Pretty certain, but [ want to do some more digging into this,” he told
the starlet. “In the morning I have a meeting at Wheelan Films to talk
about a new Loco Kid cactus opera. But from midday on I'll be back on the
case.”

”Okay, Hix, but don’t get yourself hexed, too,” she cautioned and
hung up.

Piled on the sofa cushion next to his were the three books on
witchcraft he had checked out of the Santa Monica Public Library when
he’d started working on Hark, the Wicked Witches Sing.
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Drumming the fingers of his left hand in sequence on the topmost
book cover, Hix said aloud, “Now, if Nova herselfis possibly a witch, what
does that make her agent?”

The night wind was getting more enthusiastic outside and the
windows rattled. Thunder ¢xploded, sounding as though it was right out
in his weedy front yard.

“Sparber could be a warlock, or he might be the leader of this Coven
Thirteen witch group.”

“Why don’t you mind your own blooming business, jocko?” asked a
thin piping voice.

Hix straightcned, his frizzy hair flickering. Slowly rising off his sofa,
he scanned the room.

“Forget the whole thing, Hixic.” An overwcight intensely black cat was
now sitting casually on the orangce hassock about six fect away. His cyces had
areddish glow, his long fuzzy tail was swishing slowly from lcft to right.

“Let’s remain rational,” he said to himsclf. To the intrusive feline he
said, “And who might you be?”

“Well now, chum, I might be merely a hallucination,” replied the
black cat in his tenor voice. “I might be a symptom indicating you have
finally gone stark raving bonkers.”

“Or you might be,” added Hix, “a familiar working for a local witch.”

“Wow, you’re awfully bright, Hixie. Having rcad — what is it? —
three fat books on witchcraft and having writtcn a lousy junk movie
proposal, you’re an ¢xpert.”

“C’mon, you don’t have to be a scholar to know that witches’
familiars are usually black cats, though not always so rotund.” Hix took
a step closer to the fat cat. “So what do you want?”

“Already told you, palsy-walsy. Quit while you can,” warned the
familiar. “Otherwise....” He shrugged as well as a cat can.

Hix accomplished a more impressive shrug. “I’ll think about it,” he
told the intruder. “By the way, what’s your namc? Blackie or Fuzzy or
Fatso?”

“Ha-ha,"” said the cat. “Here’s something to think about.” His eyes
glowed a more intense red.

Hix felt all at once woozy. He went walking, sloppily, backward.
Bumping into the green sofa, he fell down onto it and passed out.
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When he awakened about five minutes later, the witch cat was gone
and Hix had a stomachache.

“Impressive,” he admitted in amurmur. He went to his telephone and
madc a call.

Forclosc to six minutcs Hix was lost. Then his highly developed sense
of direction, honed initially in his youth during his three months with the
Boy Scouts before they threw him out, clicked on.

“Ah, ycs, I should be going duc north.”

Exccutinganillegal U-turn, he started back down the hillside Altadena
strect.

Today was a touch less gloomy and the midday sun was a pale, but
vicwable, yellow.

He rcached the lance he was sceking and his Plymouth made a
shuddering stop in front of number 47. Whistling the themce from Looney
Tunes animated cartoons, he strolled uphill to number 87.

It was a pcach-colored stucco cottage with a slanting red tile roof.
Taped to the wooden doorwasashecet of lined paper saying The Peripatetic
Curiosity Shop.

He knocked twice, once, three times. The door creaked open, making
a foot-wide opening.

“Hix, you’re in decp trouble,” said the tall, decply tanned man sitting
in a rattan chair next to a glass-topped coffee table upon which were an
open bottle of Regal Pale Beer, a highly polished crystal ball, and a thick,
red, leather-bound very old book.

Hix took the only other chair, a brown wooden kitchen chair. “I told
you that last night, Walter.”

Professor Walter Foxall said, “However, my boy, I can save your
bacon, strike a blow for law and order, and possibly carn a few bucks.”

“You alrcady earn a princely sum tcaching Alchemy or whatever it is
at UCLA.”

“Hceading the Department of Unorthodox Studies at the University of
California at Los Angclcs is my hobby. Running my curiosity shop is my
truc calling, working on occult problems, giving expert arcane informa-
tion.”

“You werc a heck of abighelp when I consulted you on the scripts for
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at the side of his hospital bed, her arms crossed and her fingers tapping her
strong biceps as if she werc impatient to get back to the farm. The lines
in her forchead and the set of her jaw told Andy she was concerned, even
if her words hid it.

“They put clectrodes and a chip in your motor cortex,” she continued.
“You’re bionic.”

“What does that mcan?” he asked. He tried to move his right hand to
touch his head, but the hand didn’t respond. He used his left and
encounterced bandages.

His father spoke from a chair by the window, flat-brimmed John
Deere cap obscuring his cycs. “It means you’ve got a prototype arm and a
whole lot of people interested in how it turns out. Could help a lot of
folks.” .

Andy looked down at where his arm had been. Bandages obscured the
points where flesh met prosthetic; beyond the bandages, the shine of new
mectal and matte-black wire. The new arm looked like their big irrigation
rig, all spines and ridges and hoses. It ended in a pincer, fused fingers and
a thumb. He tried to remember the details of his right hand: the freckles
on the back, the rope-burn scar around his knuckles, the calluses on the
palm. What had they done with it? Was it in a garbage can somewhere,
marked as medical waste? It must have been pretty chewed up or they
would have tried to reattach it.

He looked at the other arm. An IV was stuck in the “Forever” of his
tattoo. He thought something far away was hurting, but he didn’t feel
much. Maybe the [V explainced that. He tricd again to lift his right arm. It
still didn’t budge, but this time it did hurt, deep in his chest.

"Can'’t prosthetics look like arms these days?” he asked.

His practical mother spoke again. “Those ones aren’t half as
uscful. You can replace this hand with a morc realistic one later if you
want, but to get full use of the arm they said to go with the brain interface.
No nerves left to send the impulses to a hand otherwise, no matter how
fancy.”

Hec understood. “How do I use it?*

“You don't, not for a while. But they were able to attach it right away.
Used to be they’d wait for the stump to heal before fitting you, but this
they said they had to go ahcad and put in.”
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“You're a fast learner, buddy,” his occupational therapist told him
when he had mastered closing the hand around a toothbrush. Brad was a
big Assiniboine guy, only a couple of years older than Andy and relent-
lessly enthusiastic. “Tomorrow you can try dressing yourself.”

“Fast is relative.” Andy put the toothbrush down, then tried to pick
it up again. He knocked it off the table.

Brad smiled but didn’t make a move for the fallen toothbrush. “It's a
process, ch? Your muscles have new roles to learn. Besides, once you get
through these things, the real fun begins with that rig.”

The real fun would be interesting, if he ever got therc. The special
features. He would have to lcarn to interpret the signal from the camera
on the wrist, feeding straight to his head. There were flashlights and body
telemetry readings to turn off and on. He looked forward to the real tests
for those features: seeing into the dark corners of an engine, turning a
breach calf. Those were lessons worth sticking around for. Andy bent
down and concentrated on closing his hand on the toothbrush handle.

Just before he was due to go home, an infection sank its teeth in under
his armpit. The doctor gave him antibiotics and drained the fluid. That
night, awash in fcver, he drcamed his arm was a highway. The feeling
stuck with him when he woke.

Andy had ncver wanted much. He had wanted Lori to love him,
forever and cver, but she didn’t and that was that. As a child, he’d asked
for the calf with the bluc cyes, Maisic, and he kept her until she was big
enough to be sold, and that was that. He'd never considered doing
anything except working his own land next to his parents’ and taking over
theirs when they retired. There was no point in wanting much clsc.

Now hc¢ wanted to be a road, or his right arm did. It wanted with a
ficrceness that left him baffled, a wordless yearning that came from inside
him and outside him at once. No, more than that. It didn’t just want to be
aroad. It knew it was onc. Specifically, a stretch of asphalt two lanes wide,
nincty-scven kilometers long, in castern Colorado. A stretch that could
sce all the way to the mountains, but was content not to rcach them.
Cattleguards on cither side, barbed wire, grassland.

Andy had ncver been to Colorado. He’d never been out of
Saskatchcwan, not cven to Calgary or Winnipeg. He'd never seen a
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kept up the excrcises he had leamned in physical therapy. They had
rctaught him how to shave and cook and bathe, and he retaught himself
how to groom and tack the horses. He met up with his buddies from his
old hockey tcam at the bar in town, to try to prove that cverything was
normal.

Gradually, the aches grew wider. How could you be a road, in a
particular place, and yet not be in that place? Nothing felt right. He had
alwaysloved to cat, but now food was tastcless. He forced himself to cook,
to chew, to swallow. He sct goals for the number of bites he had to take
before stopping.

He had lost muscle in the hospital, but now he grew thinner. His new
body was wiry instcad of solid. Never much of a mirror person, he started
making himself look. Motivation, maybec. A way to try to communicate
with his own brain. He counted his ribs. The synthetic sleeving that
smoothed the transition from pectorals to artificial arm gapped a little
because of his lost mass. If anything was worth notifying the doctors
about, it was that. Gaps led to chafing, they had said, then down the
slippery slope to irritation and abrasion and infection. You don’t work a
horse with a harness sore.

In the mirror, he saw his gaunt face, his narrowed shoulder, the sleeve.
His left arm, with its jagged love letter. On the right side, he saw road. A
trick of the mind. A glitch in the software. Shoulder, road. He knew it was
all there: the pincer hand, the metal bonces, the wire sinew. He opened and
closed the hand. It was still there, but it was gone at the same time.

He scooped grain for the horses with his road hand, ran his left over
their shaggy winter coats. He oiled machinery with his road hand. Tossed
hay bales and bags of grain with both arms working togcther. Worked on
his truck in the garage. Other trucks made their slow way down a snowy
highway in Colorado that was attached to him by wire, by electrode, by
artificial pathways that had somehow found their way from his brain to
his heart. He lay down on his frozen driveway, arms at his sides, and felt
the trucks rumble through.

The thaw camc late to both of Andy’s places, the farm and the
highway. He had hoped the bustle of spring might bring relief, but instead
he felt even more divided.
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Susan dragged him to a bonfire out at the Oakley farm. He didn’t want
to go, hadn’t been to a party since he had bought his own land, but she was
persuasive. “I need to reconnect with my client base and I don't feel like
getting hit on the whole time,” she said. He hung his robot arm out the
window to catch the wind as she drove. Wind twenty-one kilometers per
hour, it told him. Twelve degrees Celsius. In the other place, five
centimeters of rain had fallenin the last two hours, and three vehicles had
driven through.

The bonfire was already going in a clearing by the barn, a crowd
around it, shivering. Doug Oakley was a ycar older than Andy, Hugh still
in high school. They both lived with their parents, which meant this was
a parents-out-of-town party. Most of the partics Andy had ever been to were
like this, except he had been on the younger side of the group then instcad
of the older side. There’s a point at which you’re the cool older guy, and
then after that you’re the weird older guy who shouldn’t be hanging with
high school kids anymore, He was pretty sure he had crossed that line.

Susan had bought a casc of Molson to make friends and influence
people. She hoisted it out of the backscat now and emptied the beers into
a cooler in the grass. She took onc for herself and tossed one to him, but
it bounced off his new hand. He glanced around to sec if anybody had
noticed. He shoved that can deep into the ice and freed another one from
the cooler. He held it in the pincer and popped the top with his left, then
drained half of it in one chug. The beer was cold and the air was cold and
he wished he had brought ahcavier jacket. Atleast he could hold the drink
in his metal hand. His own insulator.

The high school girls all congregated by the porch. Most of them had
plastic cups instead of cans, for mixing Clamato with their beer. Susan
looked at them and snorted. “If I live to be two hundred, I will never
understand that combination.”

They walked toward the fire. It blazed high, but its heat didn’t rcach
far beyond the first circle of people knotted around it. Andy shifted from
foot to foot, trying to get warm, breathing in woodsmoke. He looked at the
faces, recognizing most of them. The Oakley boys, of course, and their
girlfriends. They always had girlfriends. Doug had been engaged at one
point and now he wasn’t. Andy tried to rcmember details. His mother
would know.
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Hec realized that the girl on Doug’s arm now was Lori. Nothing wrong
with that — Doug was a nice guy — but Lori had always talked about
university. Andy had soothed his broken heart by saying she deserved
more than afarmer’s life. It hurt him a littlc tosce her standing in the glow
of the flame, her hands in her armpits. He didn’t mind that he was still
here, but he didn’t think she ought to be. Or maybe she was just lcaning
against Doug for warmth? It wasn’t his business anymore, he supposed.

Lori slipped from under Doug’s arm and into the crowd. She appeared
next to Susan a moment later.

““Hey,” she said, raising a hand in greeting, then slipping it back under
her armpit, either out of awkwardness or cold. She looked embarrassed.

“Hcy,” he replicd, nodding his beer toward her with the robot hand.
He tried to make it a casual movement. Only a little beer sloshed out of
the can.

“I heard about your arm, Andy. I fclt terrible. Sorry I didn’t call, but
the semester got busy....” She trailed off.

It was a lousy cxcuse, but his smile was genuine. “It’s cool. |
understand. You're still in university?”

“Ycah. Winnipeg. I’ve got onc more semester.”

“What are you majoring in?” Susan asked.

“Physics, but I'll be going to grad school for meteorology. Climate
science.”

” Awcesome. You know what would make a cool tattoo for a climate
scientist?”

Andy excuscd himself to get another beer. When he came back, Susan
was drawing a barometcron the back of Lori’s hand. She and Lori had never
been close, but they had gotten on okay. Susan had liked that Lori had
ambition, and Lori had liked dating a guy whosc best friend was a girl,
which she said was pretty unusual. If they had moved to the same city,
CTYV could have made some cheesy buddy comedy about them, the small
town valcdictorian and the small town lesbian punk in the big city. He
would make a one-time appcearance as the guy who had stayed behind.

Afterhis fifth beer he couldn’t feel anything but the road in hisslecve.
The air in Colorado smelled like ozone, like maybe a storm was about to
hit. That night, after Susan had drawn marker tattoos onto sevcral of their
former classmatcs and invited them to stop at her shop, after promises of
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email were exchanged with Lori, after the hazy drive home, he dreamed
the highway had taken him over entirely. In the nightmare, the road crept
up past his arm, past his shoulder. It paved his heart, flattened his limbs,
tarred his mouth and cyes, so that he woke gasping before dawn.

E SET UP an appointment with a therapist. Dr. Bird’s
broad facc was young, but her hair was completely
silver-white. She nodded sympathctically as she lis-
tened.

“I’'m not rcally here to give my opinion, but I think maybe you were
rushed into this BCI thing. You didn’t have a part in the decision. You
didn’t have any time to get used to the idea of having no arm.”

“Did I need to get used to that?”

“Some people do. Some pcople don’t have a choice, because their
bodies need to heal before regular prosthetics can be fitted.”

What she said made sensc, but it didn’t explain anything. It would
have explained phantom pains, or dreams that his arm was choking him.
He had read about those things. But a road? Nonc of her theories jibed. He
drove home on flat prairic highway, then flat prairie two-lane, between
fallow ficlds and grazing land. The road to his parents’ farm, and his own
parcel of land in back of theirs, was dirt. His new truck had lousy shock
absorbers, and cvery rut jolted him on the bench.

He had lived here his whole life, but his arm was convinced it
belonged someplace clse. On the way home it spoke to him without
words. It pulled him. Turn around, it said. South, south, west. I am here
and 1 am not here, he thought, or maybe it thought. I love my home, he
tricd to tell it. Even as he said it, he longed for the completion of being
where he was, both Saskatchewan and Colorado. This was not a safe way
to be. Nobody could live in two places at once. It was a dilemma. He
couldn’t leave his farm, not unless he sold it, and the only part of him that
agreed with that plan was not really part of him at all.

That night he drcamed he was driving the combine through his canola
field when it jammed. He climbed down to fix it, and this time it took his
prosthetic. It chewed the metal and the wire and he found himself hoping
it would just rip the whole thing from his body, clear up to his brain, so
he could start afresh. But thenit did keep going. It didn’t stop with the arm.
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Where it lcd, about a quarter to 19:00, was the door of Adam’s mama'’s
housce. When they crossed the security beam, the doorbell announced
them by playing the famous notes of Beethoven'’s Fifth, da-da-da-dum,
da-da-da-dum.

“The sound of Fate,” muttered Terrence. The door openced, and there
stood Kate whom he knew and liked, and behind her, visibly glowering,
a mass of purple veins and crimson wattles she identified as Daddy.

Hostilitics began at once. Threefoot ignored Terrence’s proffered
hand and growled, “Hrmh. The other day Inoticed a book called Historic
Homos on a remainder list. I won'’t read it, of course, but you might be
interested.”

“Great subject,” Terrence replied warmly. “ My fraternity — I like to
call it Phi Alpha Gamma, or Phag — has produced a lot of ‘em. Richard the
Lion-Hcarted and Frederick the Great, to name two. Plus Socrates and
Julius Cacsar, though with those guys, only when they happened to be in
the mood.”

“ShallIfix drinks?” asked Adam nervously. He took orders — brandy
for his grandpa, Pernod for his intended — and began pouring beverages in
the kitchen while Kate assembled the munchics.

“So what do you think?” he asked.

“My moncey’s on Terrence. Daddy’s such a bully, it’d be nice to see
him mecet his match for once. Can you fit thebow! with the dip on the tray
with the drinks?”

“Just barely,” he said, and returned to the living room, burdened and
clinking, to find the discussion of famous fags still going on.

“You mentioned,” said Threefoot, “a couple of the roughcer brothers
in your, ah, fraternity. Richard and Frederick were both killers — of
course, they were generals and had to be, but they kept the habit even in
times of pcace. A visitor to Frederick’s palace said he felt like a steeplejack
who falls off a church tower, finds lifc in midair plcasant, and thinks,
‘Good, provided it lasts.””

Terrence produced a laugh like the cry of an amorous pcacock. “Ihad
afling with an Ultimate Fighter once,” he cackled, “and I fclt exactly that
way. When was he going to have a change of mood, throw me out the
window, and watch me bounce? Oh, thanks, Adam,” he added, accepting
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Terrence that caveat emptor means “lct the buyer beware.” Threefoot had
gotten the last word in, after all.

IS VISIT to the antique shop came a week later. He
arrived about 10:00 when the place was otherwise empty
of customers and Terrence walked him through his
collection.

He viewed with loathing items in the twenty-first-century neo-retro
style the French called conglomération, which meant exactly what it
sounded like, and showed no interest in such leftovers of the twentieth
century as a bunch of Picassos that Terrence had picked up at a remainder
sale and still hadn’t disposed of.

“He had a worldwide reputation at one time,” he sighed, “but now
nobody wants to touch him.”

Threefoot grunted, “It was the same with Hitler.”

Finally they reached the good stuff — solid remnants of vanished
empircs, of the time (as Threefoot put it) when the world was ruled by
civilized people and the Hottentots knew their place. He admired and
bought the duck press almost without bargaining, and his geniality didn’t
end therce. While the wrapping bot was busy giving it the kind of lavish
treatment its price warranted, he chatted casually with Terrence, as if he
now accepted him as a sort of grandson-in-law. Terrence responded
warmly, saying how much he liked Kate and regretted never meeting
Adam’s father.

“Ah, yes,” Threcfoot reflected. “Very decent young fellow when I first
knew him. That was before he started drinking heavily, yet even when he
was sober he lacked something cssential. Normally I wouldn’t have
bothcred with him, but Kate loved him for his failings and made him her
project. Fine woman, but much given to projects. She tried hard to turn
him into a success, but just couldn’t. Silk purse, sow’s ear.

“Soon she was pregnant, and he still had no job. That was intolerablc,
soIcalled in a few chits and got him a tenure-track appointment. To gain
faculty status he needed to produce a book, and since he had no topic, I
suggested a biography of myself. I should have recognized that the subject
was too ample, too broad, too filled with complex shadings for one of his
limited ability.
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“When, after endless delays, he submitted his draft to me for vetting,
I was deeply disappointed. He had a tin ear for words, and I had to go
through the whole manuscript substituting portly for obese, pragmatic
for unscrupulous, and so forth. In the end I gave up such patchwork,
rewrote the whole thing in publishable form, titled it Threefoot: Giant of
Scholarship, and submitted it to the Tilton University Press under his
name. Some people have accused me of being a one-book scholar. How
little they know!

“When thc proofs popped up on his monitor, he was livid, and Kate
had to give him a good talking-to. She warned him that without a
published book, he’d have no job, and without a job hislittle son, on whom
he doted, soon would look like one of those tragic children with eyes like
dissolving gumdrops onc sces in pictures from disaster zones. So he
yiclded, and the book was published in both clectronic and hardcopy
format.Icalled in more chits, sccured it favorablc reviews, and he became
a tenured professor on the strength of work he hadn’t done. Well, nothing
unusual about that.

“When I retired, for Kate’s sake I tried to have him appointed to my
own endowed chair. But my colleagues were adamant against him — one
called him a ‘talentless toady’ — and I was obliged to give way with my
customary good grace. His subsequent carcer was less then stellar,
compromised by his drinking problem and inability to stand up for
himself in the rough-and-tumble of campus politics. Even Kate couldn’t
penetrate the drunken stupor where he’d taken refuge. It was a sad
situation.”

“Indeed,” murmured Terrence, “it all sounds very sad.”

At this point, without the slightest warning, Threefoot exploded a
bomb. First he asked if gay couples ever adopted children. After learning
they’d becen doing so for more than a hundred years, he proposed that
Terrence adopt Adam'’s child by a surrogate.

“I didn’t know Adam wanted a kid.”

“He would if you wanted it.”

They gazed at cach other thoughtfully, and Threefoot went on, “I
want to sce my family projected into the future, and I'm quite ready todo
my part — handle thc expenses involved in the birth and education of him
or her. My book Moon Rise kceps on giving, you know — in the last feely
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version, the digital lead received an Academy Award for best performance
by a nonhuman actor. I'd call that a supcrfluous distinction, since all
actors arc nonhuman to some degree.”

“This will require a lot of thought,” said Terrence.

“Consider the terms negotiable. Judging by what you charged me for
that duck press, you have afondness for moncey. If youdon’t reject the idea
out of hand, we can discuss the details at greater length.”

The bot cjccted the package wrapped in faux silk and encircled with
a whitcribbon. “Here you go,” said Terrence, handing it over. “Getting to
know you has becen uncommonly interesting, Professor.”

“The feeling is mutual. Ciao.”

“Ciao.”

Neither spoke any language cxcept English, but both liked to drop
forcign words and phrascs into their conversation, as an infantryman
might lob a grenade into a strange pillbox, feeling it might help and
couldn’t hurt. That was something clsc¢ they had in common, besides
assuming they could run Adam’s life for him.

At 13:30, his usual lunchtime, Terrence closed his shop, hung the
Back Tout de Suite sign on the door, and went home to cat.

Following coffce, with little difficulty he mancuvered Adam into the
sack — they owned a vibrating Beautysleep, though the amount of
sleeping they did on it was minimal — and in the dim, relaxed afterglow,
murmurcd into his partner’s car, “I've been thinking.”

“Mmm?” breathed Adam, who was also feeling dim and relaxed.
“What about?”

“About us. About havinga kid. Specifically, your kid. I'd love to have
another Adam in the world. One’s good, but two would be better.”

“That’s the nicest thing you cver said to me,” said Adam, a catch in
his voice. “In fact, it’s the only nice thing you ever said to me. But can we
afford it?”

“No. Just cducating a kid, if you want good schools, can cost a couple
of million RUs. But while I was waitingon Threcfoot today, I was thinking
— he kept going on about family, family, family, so maybc he’d be willing
to help us out.”

“Idon’t want to owc thatswine anything. I'll never forgive him for the
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way he used to treat my Dad. Poor guy, I'd see his collar get threc sizes too
big for him when Grandpa came into the room. He just shriveled in the
awful presence.”

“Yet Threcfoot seems to love your mother.”

“That’s all he does love. His Kate. His baby Katc.”

“Not you?”

“No. I was a disappointment, and he doesn’t forgive people who
disappoint him.”

“Well, it’s just a thought. You brood about it and let me know. We'd
be a real family, and having a grandchild would make Katc so happy. But
it’s a big decision and it’s not for me to make. It’s totally up to you.”

Adam embraced him and whispered something into his ear. ” Again?”
queried Terrence. “So soon? I don’t know if I can. But I can try.”

“Try hard,” said Adam, a plea with Freudian overtones.

That samc morning, Katce disposed of the Neo-Bauhaus chair and
shuffled the remaining furniture around to conceal its absence. She had
lunch and began looking for her next victim. A distressed platform rocker
that never had rocked could go, plus scveral specimens of a short-lived
twenty-first-century movement called “internal art.” Why would anyone
think that bodily organs made good models for ceramics? That thing like
a diseased liver reminded her all too painfully of her husband’s second
transplant, which had given up the ghost shortly before he did.

Such small stuff was casy to get rid of. But she’d have to call in movers
to displace the biggest bummer in the whole house — an armoire that
Adam Sr. had bought to house his collectibles and private papers. Made of
Duroplast, a synthetic you almost necded a fusion reactor to get rid of, the
beetling black monster would probably be around longer than the human
race, given the fragility of flesh plus the normal human appetitc for self-
destruction. But it wouldn’t linger here. Kate loved the classics, but
having Darth Vader standing in her parlor until she died was just not
acceptable.

Young Adam was bound to notice thc damn thing was gone, so she’d
have to comc up with some story to explain why she’d ditched it — maybe
tell him she wanted the wall space to display her collection of family
holograms. Come to think of it, a wall of pictures wasn’t such a bad idea
— a memorial to the good times of the past, with the bad ones firmly








http://www.fandsf.com




132 FANTASY & SCIENCE FICTION

Oh, Lord, she thought a couple of minutes later. So this is the sheep’s
revenge on the wolf! Now what am I supposed to do with it?

ERRENCE HAD SLIPPED into the habit of

assuming that Adam would do what he was told and not

much else. “I don’t like surprises,” he’d once warned

during a laying-down-the-law session, and Adam had
looked sullen but raised no objection.

So it was a bit of a shock when, next morning at breakfast, he started
dictating his partner’s dutics for the day only to find that Adam had other
plans.

“ After our talk yesterday, I madce an appointment at the Stream of Lifc
clinic. They do unconventional reproductive technologies, and before we
go any farthcr with this baby thing, I want to get some solid information.”

Terrence, a hard-info man from way back, couldn’t arguc with that.
“Well, okay, I guess,” he said ungraciously, and headed out to try once
more to find a buyer for thosc goddamn Picassos.

But nobody wanted them, so he was alrcady grumpy when he met
Adam that evening for dinner at a campus portland called Hers & Hers.
Such cutesy bistros were named for the Oregon city that had brought them
to their highest state of development. There, amid a jungle of plastic ferns,
the tweeting of recorded birds, and the incoherent mumbling of under-
graduatcs at nearby tables, Terrence got his next dose of bad news. Medical
science had spoken, the baby project was off, and he’d never get the moncey
he’d hoped to leech out of Threefoot by providing him with a descendant.

“I'm sterile,” Adam cxplained. “They think Dad’s alcoholism might
have something to do with it. I'm perfectly functional, as you know if
anybody does, but I'm firing blanks. They offered to clone me, but I said
no way. I don’t want an cxact copy of myself repeating all the crap 've
gotten into in my life. Until I met you, Terry, [ used to be unhappy all the
time. Now,” he added wistfully, “I’'m only miscrable off and on.”

“Hubh,” said Terrence. “Sort of puts a spike in the wheel.”

“What do you mcan?”

“Imcan we're screwed. I wonder if the bouillabaisse is edible tonight.
The last time I had it I got the trots. That's all I need to make the day
perfect.”
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thing. He was still at it when the phone’s bland robotic voice announced,
“Terrence, Kate desires to speak with you. Will you take the call?”

“Yes,” he said, and with a vast effort managed to sound and even look
sort of gracious as he agreed to meet her for lunch at the portland. When
Adam asked what time he should be there, Terrence told him he wasn’t
invited, and stomped out.

They met at 13:00 and took the samc table where he and Adam had
dined the night before. She put a blue plastic folder down and told the
waitron she wanted fruit extract and a hamburger. There was adistraction
when Terrence’s Omnipad dinged, signaling the arrival of a news bulletin.
Seemed there’d been another nuclear war in the Middle East.

Terrence took his usual realistic view of the conflict. “The price of
Babylonian antiques,” he grinned, “should go through the roof!”

"Speaking of that,” said Katc.

“Nuclear war? Babylonian antiques?”

”No, the Middle East. You’ve heard of Byzantium?”

"Uh...ycah. Eastcrn Roman Empire. Survived for a thousand ycars
after the Western Empirc fell. That’s education for you. Everything that
was supposcd to be useful is gone, but stuff likec Byzantium lasts forever.”

“Ever hear of Procopius?”

“If I'da knew there was gonna be a pop quiz, I'da stood at home, ” said
Terrence, imitating the voices of nearby scholars.

“Patience, young man,” said Kate. “Procopius was a Byzantine
historian, five or six hundred c.k., who wrote slavishly complimentary
histories about the emperor and empress. Mcanwhile, he was also
writing a secret history telling every scandalous thing he knew about
them.”

"So0?"

“Think about Adam’s father,” she said, “and Daddy.”

Slowly Terrence broke into a wide grin. “He didn’t!”

”Oh, yes he did,” she said, handing him the folder. “And here it is. I
just found it yesterday. An exhaustively detailed account of an evening
they spent together at a scholarly meeting twenty-five years ago. They
were both drunk, Daddy probably more so, because he said a lot of things
about the origin of Moon Rise I'm sure he regretted later on.”

As Terrence read the essay, his grin spread wider and wider until he
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looked like a jack-o’-lantern minus the candle. “So the old boy plagiarized
it,” he chortled.

“Right. I was going to show this to young Adam, but then I thought,
now wait a minute. He’s just as likely to send it to UNO.”

Universal News Online was the only such publication remaining on
Planet Earth. Otherwise people got their news via thirty-two-byte mini-
tweets like Damascus vaporized millions dead.

“Maybe Daddy deserves it,” she went on, “but I don’t want him
having a heart attack and I don’t want Adam to be guilty of senilicide, or
whatever killing your grandfatheris called. On the other hand, this Hoots
woman, the one who did the real work, ought to get the credit she’s due
— in fact, long overdue. So what d’you think I should I do?”

“Ithink,” said Terrence, handing back the folder, “that I need to think
it over. You want another sandwich, Kate? Another drink?”

“No. Why do we all come here, anyway? The food’s lousy and the
decor’s so cute it makes my teeth hurt.”

“Because as civilized modern people, we value convenience over
quality and trendincss over taste. Cido, and thanks for trusting me with
the sccret.”

“Sayonara,” she said, going him onc better in the forcign cliché
department.

At dinner that evening, Adam asked Terrence what Mama had
wanted. “That great and good woman wanted to deal me an ace,” he
answercd, and refused to say any morc on the subject.

To Adam’s rclicf, his whole mood had changed. Terrence didn’t even
mention Picasso. Instead he laughed, joked, talked a bluc streak, made
love with energy and even tenderness. They went to sleep in each other’s
arms, Adam thinking, Hey, maybe he does love me, a point about which
he’d long entertained the gravest doubts.

At the shopnext day, Terrence summoned Moon Rise on his Omnipad
and rcad it between customers, shaking his head with wonder as he did so.
Both fantastic and utterly real, the familiar story still had power to
amaze. It began a generation past, when space-suited Nauts from the good
ship Dmitri Ivanovich Mendeleev penetrated the hard, cold husk of the
lunar surface and found awaiting them a civilization whose existence had
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never beforc been suspected. In endless tunnels running beneath of the Sea
of Tranquility, an intelligent spccies had evolved in tandem with life on
Earth — in cosmic terms so necar, and yet so far away!

The Sclenites arose from the once-warm waters of the moon’s Central
Sea.Ovcrages, they lcarned tobreathe the airstill sealed within the higher
tunnels, evolved complex brains, and uscd them to create a subterrancan
world of many wonders. Pcople all over the Earth had goggled at the first
digital images of its marvels beamed back from above — the palaces carved
likc Petra from the living rock — the garish paintings, their stylc unknown
to the most pedantic of art historians — the temples where the Sclenites’
quick-frozen bodies still lingered in postures of prayer.

Perhaps, suggested Threcfoot in onc of his lusher passages, they had
died in the very act of begging mercy from their gods, as the moon
inexorably lost heat and air, and turned at last into the dead world that
hundreds of human gencrations learned about in school. What a tragedy!
And what an opportunity for a first-hand obscrver who could write the
story up in rcadable form!

By shecrest accident, that obscrver had been there. A scholar named
Marsha Minor Hoots had been the expedition’s historian, and used her
opportunity to the fullest. Threefoot described her as his research assis-
tant. Whilc she reported, he assembled a vast bibliography of materials
from Earthside publications, wove them together with her obscrvations,
and created Moon Rise — cver since, the cssential classic account of a
world, a species, and a way of life now gone forever!

Terrence’s respect for Threcfoot rose steadily as he reflected on
Adam'’s father’s exposé. So the best writing in the book had been snitched
verbatim from Hoots, who was in no condition to protest, having been
killed by the exploding fusion rcactor that wiped out the whole expedi-
tion. So the lushest prose actually came from a romance novel she’d been
writing, a sort of lunar Lady Chatterley’s Lover, whose cxtravagant
sensuality Threefoot had cunningly intermixed with hard data to create
what one rave revicw called “a true nonfiction novel — a masterpiece of
the artful science of modern history.”

Terrence would not be surpriscd to learn that Threefoot had written
that review himself, though how he got it published by UNO worldwide
under another scholar’s name, he couldn’t imagine. The book’s dedication
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“You're absolutely right, sir. Couldn’t be righter. Wonderful guy, but
no money sense whatever. But shouldn’t the child have somcthing to look
forward to, when he or she grows up?”

Bargaining followced, the two of them sounding like a pair of diplo-
mats in the Age of Monarchy arguing about the terms of a royal wedding.
What they finally agreed to was this: hismoney would go into a trust irom
which Kate would receive an income during her lifetime, with the
principal to devolve upon Adam’s offspring when (s)he came of age.
Terrence, as the best businessman of his generation, would receive a
generous annual fee to act as Trustec.

With that scetled, Threcfoot called his houscbot to serve brandy in
snifters of Irish crystal. He explained that the state of his health required
him todrink only brandy and champagne, and e now intended to save the
champagnc to celebrate the birth when that occurred. They toasted cach
other, toasted the next generation, toasted this, toasted that, until Terrence,
in the stifling room, felt like a giowing coal himself. The old man’s
capacity for five-star was astonishing, and he thought, God, what u great
old guy! If I can just be like him when I'm going on a hundred!

“Now,” said Threcefoot, who scldom let being drunk divert him from
business, “as to guarantees.”

“Guarantces?”

“Perfcctly simple. Il want a DNA test on the new arrival to check
against Threcfoot family markers. Just to be sure, you know, Terrence.
Just to be surc.”

“Of coursc. You have cvery right to be certain that the kid’s really
your descendant. And speaking of guarantees --

Hc opened his briefcasc again, extracted amanuscript inabluc folder,
and handed it over. “Kate,” he said, “asked me to pass this on to you. She
said you'd know what to do with it.”

Threefoot scanned it quickly, his face turning from its usual mauve
to a dark royal purple. “Have you read this...this screed?” he growled.

“Yes sir, I have. And as you know, discretion is my middle name.”

“Adam has not read it?”

“Good heavens, no. Let him into a sccret? I'd rather try to keep water
inacolander.I may add, Professor, that afterreading it, my admiration and
respect for you rosc cven higher than before. The way you scized your
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Aftcrward, Terrence destroyed the DNA test that Katc had supplied
him, the one with the Threefoot family markers. Then, inalast bow toher
beloved husband, she sent “The Birth of a Classic” to UNO, so that
Threefoot’s reputation was interred soon after the man himself. In rather
a spiteful act, the college Board named the new humanities building
Marsha Minor Hoots Hall, assuring her at last the scholarly recognition
she so richly descrved.

The little girl’s birth occurred on schedule, by courtesy of a complex
incubator droid the workers at the clinic called the Mother Hen. After
being decanted and receiving a checkup in the Nconatal Ward, Kathryn
the Younger was picked up by her father and foster-grandmother and
taken to Terrence and Adam’s big and costly new apartment. The couple
werc flush, for not only had Terrence rcceived his first annual fee as
trustee, he’d finally sold the Picassos to an intcrior designer who thought
they’d make amusing wallpaper at a school for the disadvantaged.

With money in hand, he’d allowed Adam to fill the nursery with
bright-colorced toys of all sorts — stuffcd bears and plastic chickies and
duckics. In that setting redolent of childhood, something truly astonish-
ing took placc. Oh, there was nothing uncxpected about the way Adam
fussed over the baby like an adoring maiden aunt, before heading to the
kitchen to lecarn from his mother how to prepare a bottle of her formula.
The surprising thing was Terrence’s rcaction as he stood gazing down at
the infant lying in an extravagant bassinct.

Slowly, mystcriously, Mr. Totally Solid felt the copper tubing he used
for insides melt into warm, sugar-sprinkled Cream of Wheat. The very
bubble forming on the baby’s tiny pink lips scemed marvelous to him.
With onc finger he traced the soft convolutions of her left car, ready to
believe in God or anything else that could cxplain its incomparable
beauty. He hadn’t cried in twenty years, yct tcars began streaming down
his face, blurring his vision, leaking into his mouth so that he tasted salt.

He felt like an absolute a-hole. He felt wonderful. His little girl. His
child. Just as Madame Sibyl had predicted, asword entered his heart, never
to be withdrawn in this life.

“You know,” said Adam, returning with Katc the Elder and testing
the warmth of the formula on his left wrist, thc way she’d showed him,
“now that Threefoot’s gone, I'm beginning to feel kind of sorry for the old
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The sun stretched across the sky, a thin, bright line. Jamal Operations
crouched behind a stand of trees, sweating freely, watching the cats feed.
Six of them clustered around the corpse, coiled springs of muscle and fur,
cagerly ripping and tearing. He could hear their purring from fifteen
meters away, an ominous rumble that sent a chill down his back in spite
of the heat.

His hand dropped to the knifc hanging from his belt, an unconscious
self-comforting gesture. There had been a bloom of cats in the world in
recent months, so it was cats he hunted. Sometimes, they hunted him.

Jamal’s world was simple. He hunted cats and rats, tended the farms
above and the ponics below, and after the sun receded to a soft gray glow
to north and south, when the rivers and jungles above emerged from the
haze and hung overhead in a mottled bluce-green are, he drank bamboo
wine with his mates, ate the sacred mushrooms and saw visions, sang the
old songs, and made love with Lola, his wife. He saw in his mind’s eye her
green eycs and the half-smile that was only for him, her lithe, compact
form and her stomach full with new lif¢, round and tight as a drum.

One life, one death.

His time would be soon. He felt a tightness in his eyes close to tears,
in that moment nearly overwhelmed with love for the world.

He rested the crosshow on his shoulder and slowly wound back the
release. He had a perfect shot — right between the bunched shoulder
blades of a squirming, black longhair with a bushy tail. Its head was
slightly larger than the others and it occupied the choice position in the
pack, tearing at glistening viscera. Jamal took a deep breath, let it out, and
rcleased the bolt. It leaped from his weapon with a soft hiss and buried
itself in the cat’s neck.

The others scattered. The one Jamal had hit writhed for a moment,
shuddered, and was still, pinned by the bolt to the corpse’s midsection.
Jamal approached the scene cautiously, looking out for the pack’s return.

He saw with a sinking feeling that the corpse had been Bob Security,
his fricnd and the tribe’s Elder. Bob’s mate had just given birth and so Bob
had left the village to make the long journey South, to scale the cliffs until
he weighed next to nothing and let the winds take him pinwheeling into
the sun.
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day’s journey. Many times had they taken a raft into the world-river and
let the lazy current take them until they returned to where they started.
Many times had they explored belowdecks, past the chapel, the clinic, the
vast arrays of ponics, following corridors that smelled increasingly of age
and dust until they came to great doors with wheeled handles that they
could not budge. It was said that grotesque monstrositics roamed
belowdecks, savage creatures, once human, that fell upon travelers and
atc them alive. Jamal and Bob had never scen one of these monsters, nor
any cvidence of their existence, but once while wandering far from the
lighted corridors of home, they heard a distant howl that madc the hairon
the backs of their necks stand on end.

Jamal couldn’t leave his friend’s body for the cats. Working quickly,
he made a pull-sled of vines and broad, flat lcaves. It was awkward, but
worked well enough. He walked slowly, dragging his burden behind him,
savoring the warm air, the rich, earthy smclls of the jungle. A pair of birds
soarcd overhead. As he passed a length of rotting vine as thick as his wrist,
a cloud of butterflics rosc as one and dispersed. He stood still, watching,
until they were gone.

So much had changed in so short a time. He couldn’t imagine the
world without his old fricnd. Of course, Bob had known that he would
have to take the long walk South when his baby was born. He and Jamal
had madec their peace with it and said their good-byes. Jamal had expected
at lcast a little more time before he, too, would have to take the walk, but
then Lola became quick with child.

He took adeep breath, said the words again. One life, one death. It was
the only way. The world was a small place and all life was balance.

He felt vulnerable and exposed, his awarencss heightened, and he
wondcred if he was being followed, perhaps by the pack of feral cats he had
chased away. Twice he stopped still and listened hard, but there was
nothing. He took a wide detour around the Thicket, a tangled expanse of
vinces and dwarf trees that stretched halfway around the world. Paths had
been cut through, but there were too many places for predators to hide, and
with the current bloom of feral cats, it wasn’t safe. The Thicket had grown
visibly larger in his lifctime; he wondered if someday the entire world
would surrender to its sprawl and chaos.

The path widened and the first thatch shacks of the Village came into
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always you, a mark of the horse’s equality, or, if he is a knightly horse,
supcriority. One always says you to persons above once’s station.

A horse’s death had to be dealt with by the most extreme measures,
and that meant that several of the men, and one of the women, had to
overcome natural reticence and walk the poorly cared-for path through
the dark oak woods and climb to the large, rambling mansion that the
wizard called home, to negotiate a price for his services.

The woman (her name was Alinora) took one sniff and was offended
by the condition of the wizard’s house, but the men understood that
sometimes one has other things to do than clean up after oneself. The owl
droppings on the table ncar the window where the owl went in and out
were not particularly pleasing, but a hunter understands little piles of
fewmets with bonces and bits of fur or feathers, even if most hunters did
not lcave a table full of them near where dining occurred. The ferrets and
cats, who lazed in armed truce as to which would consume which
invading vermin, added a charm to the rooms, and no doubt protected the
shelves and piles of books and ancient scrolls that looked to anyonce less
than a wizard like a profuse assemblage of litter.

The effect on the villagers was no doubt accentuated by the lack of
litcracy rampant in those dark ages. A certain mystery exuded from books;
but they had no more emotional strength than a crucifix or a fount of holy
water. Usually less so, though there was a general fecling that something
magical resided in the pages, as in the cross or the holy water.

The wizard, though not particularly ncat, was highly observant. He
noted the disdain in the woman’s eycs, and demandcd, as his price, a
servant to clcan and order his manse. The woman looked more than alittle
surprised at his request, and dcep inside was afraid that no onc scrvant
could be expected to bring order to the huge, rambling building. But all
agreed it was a fair price, considering that the gryphon had killed a horse,
so the wizard preparcd himsclf for the coming combat and followed the
villagers home.

Now Dafyd the difficult stable boy was a compctent enough worker,
even if given to fits of laziness. None of the horses suffered in the least
from thesc fits, and he had learned by virtuc of cuffs to the head {first from
his father and mother, who, truth to tell, were happy to be rid of him; and
then from thc ostler to whom he was apprenticed) that one got plenty of



APPRENTICE 153

time between frenzies of combing if one kept everything in its proper
place, which was to say the place where one could lay hands on it when
it was called for. Currycombs might be tossed into the manger, but when
the stablc master called for one, Dafyd had it ready to hand, and by nine
years of age he seldom got cuffed anymore. It was a much pleasanter life
than he had endured before his parents apprenticed him.

Dafyd was combinga horsc {the horse that had been killed was not one
of those belonging to the stable where Dafyd lived) when he glanced out
the door and saw the little procession returning from the mansc in the
woods. His curiosity was engaged and he went to the open door and watched
the woman leading five men and the wizard, no doubt to her house, where
she would provide bed and board during the wizard’s stay in the village.

The wizard was not as old as Dafyd had expected him to be. He was
not the least bit wizened, though his short-trimmed beard was white and
his eyebrows a bit bushy. There were some creases on his brow, but in
general he didn’t look any more ancient than any of the gaffers and
gampers who lived in the village. He had pale blue eyes, a straight
patrician nose, very ordinary lips, moderately high cheekbones, and a
subtle tilt to the way he held his head. He wore ordinary brown breeks and
an olive-green tunic, and he carried a backpack that was slightly larger
than those slung behind the others in the little procession.

The only indication that he was other than an ordinary traveler was
the large Sun-In-His-Splendor lamen that hung from a thong on his chest,
a thing madc from some stone that caught glints of sunlight and caused it
to sparkle. That and the wooden staff he held in his right hand. He used
it like any walking staff, buton top was a big crystal of the same stuff from
which the lamen had been carved.

Dafyd watched until they turned a corner, then went back to combing
the horse. It was interesting to sec a wizard, but it did nothing to make his
life different, he thought.

Ten minutes later, everything changed.

There was a shrick, a ncigh of terror, and then a picrcing cry. Dafyd’s
instincts were quick and he rushed to close the barn doors and windows
and bar them. Then he opened the tiny winterdoor slightly, the little door
that was used to look out and speak to people in the snowy months when
keeping the hecat in was so important, and he peered at the street.
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Surc enough, a horse was galloping down the dry dirt mainway, and
the gryphon, pacing behind him with its lion’s gait, was spreading goldcn
wings, ready to lcap. The sharp and brazen ecagle’s beak was open, the
lion’s claws extended. Dafyd had seen the remains of the dead horse, and
he pitied the one that now attempted to escape.

That was when the wizard appeared. He was still shrugging on a
brilliant bluc houpland, but he looked oddly comfortable as he raised the
staff and began to chant words in a language Dafyd had never heard.

The gryphon, which had sprung into the air alrcady, took notice and
flapped its wings, twisting and turning to face its new adversary. Clearly
the gryphon recognized the words even if Dafyd did not. The great wings
beat, lifting the monster upward, then they spread wide and the creature
soared downward, straight toward the wizard, the beak issuing a terrifying
challenge and the back legs moving forward, ready for the disemboweling
attack common to all the great cats.

The wizard stood his ground and continuced to chant. Datyd held his
breath as the distance between the two diminished. He thought about a
tight he had seen between two house cats.

Then the wizard’s left hand swept up and suddenly a cloud of
shimmering dust appeared in the air between them. The gryphon’s cagle
facc plunged into the cloud and the wizard sidestepped, out of the way of
the hurtling mass of the great beast. The gryphon hit the ground, but
instcad of whirling on the wizard, it began to choke, and then to snecze.
It thrashed, clawing at its facce, but it was clear the dust was in its cyes
and in its nosc and mouth, and, whatever it was, it was noxious to the
creaturc.

The wizard aimed his staff directly at the gryphon and began a chant
in what sounded likc a second alien language. The shimmering dust that
still hovered in the air began to thicken, turn red, congeal, and gravitate
toward the struggling monster. It formed a translucent cloud around the
gryphon and the cloud began to contract. The creature struggled and
fought, but its hcad and claws and tail wereforced inward, unable to break
through the bounds of the red cloud. Soon it was twisted into an almost
heraldic shape within its nebulous prison, and the prison continued to
shrink. Terror gleamed in the gryphon'’s eyes as the spacc in which it was
confined grew smaller and smaller. To Dafyd’s astonishment, the gryphon
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also began to shrink, as if the space it occupied were moving farther and
farther away.

In the end there was only a globe about a hand’s breadth in diameter,
and there the transformation stopped. The wizard ceased chanting, the
globe fell to the dust of the street, and the wizard went over and picked it
up. He tossed it in the air once, demonstrating that it was solid, a jewel
now, then slipped it into the sleeve of his houpland.

The wizard turned and locked at Dafyd. Even though Dafyd was for
the most part concealed by the wall of the barn, he could tell that the
wizard was looking at him, sccing his face through the little winter door:
had known all along that Dafyd was watching.

Dafyd slammed the tiny door shut and rushed back to combing the
horse, now terrified that he had commiteed some transgression and that
the punishment would be much more severe than the time he had been
beaten for misplacing an expensive ornamental bridle. As his hands
moved down the sides of the horse, he became acutely awarce of the scars
on his back and he relived the pain he had known as the whip landed again
and again across his naked flesh. His memory filled his nose with the
smell of his own fearful sweat as he begged for mercy, knowing that none
would be granted. His hands began to tremble, and the horse began to
move as it scnsed his growing fear.

Dafyd’s mind raced down the corridors of his life and he once again
contemplated running away — but there was nowhere, really, torun. The
gryphon was mcrely one of the dangers of the deep forests, and beyond the
forests there were only people, no doubt the same as the people of the
village, occasionally affcctionate, mainly cruel or intolerant of his ways
and inability to fit into the hard, unproductive row that life had tilled for
him.

By sunset Dafyd was sick with fcar, but also angry at the injustice that
would no doubt come down upon him. He had donc nothing wrong. He
had neglected the horse for only moments, and he had watched the wizard
work his magic out of the same curiosity that had undoubtedly motivated
othcrs, also concealed behind closed doors and windows. Why had the
wizard looked at him instcad of someone clse? Why should he be punished
when others were not? He was sure that he, alone, would be punished, for
the wizard had looked only toward him.






APPRENTICE 157

it all around to suit his own vision, and is once again doing things his own
way, which is usually not the way you want.”

“He really tries very hard to be helpful and to win your approval,” said
a man with a once-broken nose, “but he doesn’t have it in him to follow
even the most important orders.”

“If you ask him to go to the well and draw water he will do it,” said
a woman who had many opinions about other people’s servants, “but he
will fail to return with the water until late in the day, and then he will be
hurt and angry — angry, mind you — becausc he dawdled about talking to
agoatherd, and you arc upset because you had to go fetch water yourself.”

“It’s not that he’s bad,” said the pricst, “it is just that he is — ”
“Incompetent to survive much longer,” said the woman who had
begun. ‘

“Hc is high in intelligence, but low in understanding,” the priest
summed it up.

“Well,” said the wizard, “it sounds to me that of all the possible young
people the village could lose, the stable boy would be the one who is
missed lcast.”

There was a murmur of assent.

“Thercfore, T will take him, if the ostler can be persuaded to releasc
him.”

There was more of the attempt to dissuade the wizard, but it was
gencerally half-hcearted, and in the end the village was as happy to be rid of
Datyd as had his parents been.

When the door of the stable opened and sunlight streamed in, Dafyd
felt his whole body go cold and the sweat break out in his armpits and on
his chest. His heart began to pump rapidly as he looked toward the door
and he wondcred if there were any place to hide, if only for a few moments
of respite before the horror.

But when his eyes adjusted to the light he saw not his master, the
ostler, but the figure of the wizard, alone, now dressed again as a traveler
-— and the wizard was smiling.

“Dafyd,” the wizard said gently, “they tell me you are called Dafyd
the Difficult, but I do not believe that boys are difficult, only occupied in
the wrong place. I have struck a deal with the townsfolk, and now you are
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to be tried in a different place. You are to come with me, and be my
houscboy, and clean and cook for me, and perhaps, someday, even become
my apprentice, if you have the talent. Gather what things you possess that
arc your own, stow them in a rucksack, and come with me, now. I have
food in my pack for the journey, and I think you shall find me a less
difficult master than you have known before.”

It took Dafyd a moment to comprehend the words, to understand
them, but when he did his heart raced even faster. He tossed the comb he
had becn using into the manger, gathered his meager belongings, and
rushed to the wizard’s side. Soon they were leaving the town, and Dafyd
did not even look back.

Dafyd worked diligently for the wizard, desperately trying to satisfy
the old man’s ¢very whim. He cleanced up the owl droppings, lcarned to
cook the roots and nuts on which the wizard chiefly lived, and cven
cultivated a taste for the raw greens and fruits, with checse, that the
wizard insisted were necessary to good health. In his spare time he played
with the cats and ferrets, and he marveled at the softness of the actual bed
the wizard assigned him. He tightened the ropes on which the straw
mattress was suspended, and reveled in the strange sensation of not
sharing his bedding with fleas and other insects: for the first change his life
manifested upon arriving at the mansc was ahot bath with herbs, and a set
of new clothes to replace the ones the wizard burned.

The wizard spent most of his time with his books, and this prompted
Dafyd to ask about them, and ultimately to beg to be taught the arcane art
of reading, a request to which the wizard acquiesed. At the end of each day
Dafyd lit candles and sat before the fire while the wizard instructed him
in the meanings of the marks called an alphabet, and later in the ways of
combining those marks to render words.

It was afine life, alifc beyond any dreams he ever had or any hopes that
ever entered his longings. The cleaning and cooking got easier, and he
expanded his efforts into chambers that the wizard seldom visited,
dusting and arranging and sorting things that appeared to have lain
untouched for years, so thick had the dust become. When he proudly
displayed his first major effort, a small room that mainly contained scrolls
from ancient times, his master was impressed by his effort and made only
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a slight correction to his ordering. “This scroll,” the old man said, taking
onc that Dafyd had neatly rolled and put back in the jar that stood next to
it, and replaced on the shelf, “this scroll must remain on the table, open
to this incantation. It is part of a spell that remains in effect, and,
unfortunately, Iwill now have toremake it. There’snot a lot of harm done,
Dafyd, but it will require some work from me, and I really do hate to have
to do things over again. There is so little time in life, you know.”

For Dafyd, so young, the idea that there was so little time in life
sounded preposterous. He had moved from a small, constricted life to one
that was cxpanding all around him. He was now able to read books with
some easc, though he did not always understand what he read. And he
never wondered where his next meal was coming from, cven if that meal
was hcavy on turnips and completely lacking in meat. (Occasionally there
was ale, but forthe most parthe was content with the excellent water from
the spring near the mansc. At spccial seasons there might even be a glass
of sweet wine.)

Once the wizard was called to a castle three days’ travel over the hills
that lay in the opposite direction from Dafyd’s old village. He packed a
great deal into two packs, and Dafyd was allowed to carry the heavier-of
the two and to attend on his master for the required operations. He never
understood what it was that the wizard had been called upon to do, and his
closest obscrvation of the proceedings told him little. Things from the
packs were laid out on the floor in some order that he couldn’t understand,
then candles were lit, and incense put into pots at various places about the
room, words were chanted, things were waved around, and in the end
the lord of the castle tcarfully gave the old wizard a big bag of gold in
gratitude.

On the trip home Dafyd implored the wizard to explain to him just
what had been done, but the old man chuckled and said: “I put things to
right that had gone wrong, that’s all. When you are a bit older [ will try and
explain, but for now... I think it is time to open the cheese and wine, and
feast on our success!”

The wizard told Dafyd when he was twelve all about the Facts of Lifc,
and how people, just like animals, reproduced themselves. He also
explained how Dafyd should deal with those physical urges that might
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paintings, but [ only wanted a house in a bright color, the way the castles
were plastered in the old days, and the houses of the Romans before that.
The Romans favored red in their dress, but their houses tended toward pink.”

“1 have read about the Romans, sir, but [ never pictured the Roman
Empire as pink.”

“Ah, Dafyd, there is so much knowledge in the world, and so much
of it slips away.”

“Would it not be easier to just paint over the years of dire?” Dafyd
asked, in what hc thought to be a practical manner.

“No, not at all!'” the wizard replied. “The paint would not last as long
as the color soaked into the plaster, and it would be a waste. No, Dafyd,
if you want the house to look better, get out abrush and a bucket, and start
to scrub.”

Dafyd did want the housc to look better, so he dutifully got the brush
and the bucket and began to scrub the front, starting around the door. He
had to admit the bright yellow that he revealed was a great improvement,
but the work was tedious and the continuing revelation slow, and by the
cnd of the sceond week, and before he had even cleaned the full front of
the manse, he found himsclf embarked upon the clearing and cleaning of
a chambecr he had cleaned once before, but with which he had not becen at
all satisficd.

It was also around that time he set himsclf the task of learning to
hunt, for he had found an old book on hunting in one of the rooms he was
clecaning and he missed the taste of meat. At first he cooked the rabbits and
quail he killed over a campfire and devoured them alone, but after a while
he thought it sclfish and began to slip some of his kills, in small portions,
into the stews he made for the wizard.

It was clear from the first that the wizard knew what he was being fed,
but he did not protest Dafyd’s experiment until he became ill, first with
constipation and then with a flux. Dafyd was mortified, apologized, and
the old man lived for a week on parsnips and parsley; and so did Dafyd,
before resuming his woodland feasting on things that he killed.

A timce camce when the wizard started to teach Dafyd the craft of
magick, and never had the lad been so happy, or felt so privileged, or so
much empowered.
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The wizard had grown fond of the boy, perhaps cven to love him, and
besides, understood that the true meaning of life was as Plato had written:
Those who have torches to carry will pass them on.

Dafyd was disappointed when the wizard set him to meditating in the
garden in order to make his spirit morc still and to learn to move inside
himsclf to touch the sources of all magicks. His mind would wander and
he would find himsclf considering how to rebuild parts of the garden wall
or what might be a better plan {or planting the herbs and fruit trees that
the walled garden kept safe from winter’s winds. Soon he was busy
weceding or pruning, and only when his mind chanced to wander to
thoughts of the wizard and his tcaching did he rush back to the secat where
he was supposed to be sitting and try again.

“It’s just so hard!” he complained after a couple of weeks of making
his most sincere attempt. “Couldn’t we just start with teaching me some
simple spells, or how to use a wand or a staff?”

“Tt doesn’t work that way,” said the wizard with a chuckle. “To use
thosc tools you have to know how to be attuned to them, the way vou tune
your voice to the sound of a string on the pandoura. If you donot know how
to tunc to the string, then you will never sound right when you sing with
it.”

“Couldn’t 1 just sing alonc, a capclla?” Dafyd asked.

“The wands and staves and amulets are charged with power, Dafyd,”
the wizard said, “but they are not the true source of the power. They are
devices for focusing the power, for bringing it down to a fince point, and
makingit do exactly what you want it todo, inthe place and time that you
want it donc. Onc could accomplish all the magick without any of those
things, if th¢ mind and spirit were strong enough and calm enough. One
could merely use Words of Power to cast the spell, great Words that change
the world in an instant, but for the fact that thosc Words are not very
precise in their effects. It’s rather like releasing the whole millpond
instead of having the water run through the millrace. The power is there
to be used, but you would wash away the waterwheel and the mill and all
clse, rather than turning the wheel and grinding the grain.”

“Well, sir,” said Dafyd, not unreasonably, “wouldn’t it be better for
me to study the Words of Power before studying how to bring them down
to a fin¢ point?”



APPRENTICE 163

“Go back to the garden!” And the wizard laughed, though not
unkindly.

Autumn came, and with it the harvesting of the small outer garden,
and that interrupted Dafyd’s attempts to meditate and reach within
himself, and somchow there was never another place that felt as right to
him as the garden for meditating; so he put off his study until springtime
might come, or at least he put off that part of it and confined himself to
clandestine pecks into books that the wizard was not, at the moment,
cmploying in his arcanc rescarches.

When the snows piled up outside and the wizard asked to be alone for
about a week so he could do some sort of alchemical algebra, Dafyd
decided to straighten the long, narrow room he thought of as the armory,
for it housed a remarkable collection of wands, staves, jars, amulets, and
jewels. He quictly built new shelves for some of the things on tables, and
he made a rack for the twelve staves, cach topped with a different big
crystal and carven with differing symbols. He made a case for the wands,
forhe could notimagine that they gained any power from being covered
in the dust that fell from the old rafiers, and he had scen the wizard
move some of them from time to time, so he guessed they were not
cmployed in any long-term incantations; and he put the labeled jars into
alphabetical order, a trick that always impressed him with its logic and
cfficiency.

The wizard emerged from his study after two weeks rather than one,
and though still a bit prcoccupicd with what he had been doing, he smiled
his approval at what Dafyd haddone with the armory, then asked for some
turnips smothered in butterand a whole bottle of sweet wine, for his work
had been exhausting.

Dafyd continued to put things in places he considered convenient,
and to retrieve them on the instant when the wizard called for them. On
the rare occasion that he forgot where some vital item had been put, the
wizard could be quite furious, and Dafyd worked hard to avoid the
wizard’s displeasure, for, when that rage became manifest, it was much
worsc than the beatings he had received in childhood, though the wizard
never struck him. The wizard’s angry glance could leave Dafyd for days
with the feeling that something monstrous was crawling inside his belly
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or his skull, and he wanted despcrately to avoid. that horror, and what
might be beyond it if the wizard ever got truly mad.

One day when Dafyd was twenty-three, the wizard informed him that
there was tobe a great working, and that hisrestraint and self-control were
likely to be tested, but that it was very important work and that it must
be done. Dafyd resigned himself to some inconvenicnce, but it turned out
that the preparation for the working was more than inconvenicent, it was
harrowing. A large chamber had to be completely cleared and cleanced,
then a great deal of paraphcernalia assembled in the room and placed
precisely. Things that were large and heavy, and which Dafyd had never
beforc scen {from chambers he had never noticed) had to be moved, and
that by the power of Dafyd’s young muscle alone. He discovered that he
had no time to himself for any purposc whatsocver, and he found that the
wizard was as testy as he was, and presumably, at his age, not given to the
samc¢ forms of providing himsclf with relicf.

When the working began, the wizard warned Dafyd to remain calm,
no matter what his cmotions might cause him to want to do; then scaled
himsclf in the chamber and left Dafyd, for all intents and purposes, alonce.
Dafyd had placed loaves of hard black bread and wheels of cheese in the
chamber, and a numbecr of jugs of watcr, so he was not concerned that the
wizard might beccome weakened by lack of food: but after two days he
found himsclf missing the cooking that he usually did for his master, and
bored with cooking merely for himself. He might have gone out to hunt,
but he did not wish toleave the old man untended in case some emergency
might arisc. He had come to think of himsclf as not only uscful, but
somcwhat necessary.

Occasionally strange sounds became audible through the thick walls
of the sealed chamber, and smclls too appeared, though oddly not near the
door but in other parts of the house. These anomalies did not bother
Dafyd, for similar things had happencd at other times. But after a week he
found himself fidgeting enough that he decided his best escape would be
to read (relicving himself of physical stress was all very fine, but not
adequate to the abrasions of his slowly expanding intcllect), and thus he
betook himsclf to onc of the libraries and opened a tome that he had begun
years before but never got through with any degree of understanding,

It was tough going, but cventually, like the first gray and chilly light
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of dawn, his mind and spirit began to perccive the purpose behind the
exterior and apparent physical actions of the spellcraft with which the
book was concerned. He felt an excitement akin to what he’d felt when he
first mastered control of the alphabet, and held the key to reading the
arcane symbols that were simply words: words many of which he had used
all his life, but which now he could find in new arrangements, rcvealing
new idcas, and stored and held in stasis on ancient vellum, ready to come
to life when newly read. His thoughts began to beat in rhythm with his
heart, and his heart beat ever faster as ideas like dominos connected and
lined up in patterns viewed from beyond the planc of their existence. It
occurred to him that he might be beginning to understand what the game
was all about.

It was inevitable that his newfound undcrstanding, his new knowl-
cdge, should lead to a desire for some kind of action, some experiment, by
which he might make surc that what he thought he undcrstood was, in
fact, what the words meant for him to understand. He had always been a
boy of action, and now he felt he must fulfill his destiny as a man of action.
In the long run: was there so much difference between learning how a
horse must be combed and actually combing the horse? He rushed to the
conclusion that perhaps there was not.

He decided on what appearced to him to be the simplest spell in the
grimoire, a tiny transmogrification of a frog into jadc. He checked to sce
that nothing untoward was issuing from the chamber where his master
worked, then quickly went to the spring and caught a frog. He handled the
frog with the greatest carc as he brought it into the armory and placed it
under a bell jar, checked the grimoire again to be sure he understood what
must be done, then fetched the tools necessary to the transformation.

The staff with the sparkling sunstone, the one that the wizard had
used so long ago, appeared to be the best tool for channeling the energy.
He took it down from the rack that he had made, then retrieved a couple
of herbs from two of the labeled jars. He took a rod of blue chalk and drew
afigure on the hardwood surface of the table, then looked once more at the
instructions in the grimoire, practicing the words of the spell with his
mouth but not even subvocalizing them, for he knew the power of the
vibration of sound in air.

Finally, satisfied that he had fulfilled all the requirements, he took the



166 FANTASY & SCIENCE FICTION

frog from the bell jar, placed it on the blue chalk diagram, sprinkled the
herbs around the frog (the diagram and the herbs kept it from hopping
away), and aimed the staff at the assemblage. He took a deep breath and
began the incantation. '

Theré was a weird stirring inside his chest as he spoke. He could not
decidc if it was his heart or somc other organ that tingled, but the tingling
grew stronger, then a kind of light appeared in his head, then the tingling
in his chest spread upward and into the arm that aimed the staff. With a
rush not unlike what he fclt when he used that other, more personal staff,
the power shot down his arm, through the staff, and engulfed the frog.

Then it was done. The frog now lay perfectly still, a dull green
ornament of jadc. The herbs had withered todust, the chalk was somchow
less blue. He picked up the jade frog, examined it, then started to laugh.
He was carcful not to laugh too loud, for he did not wish to disturb his
master, but he laughed nonctheless, with sheer happiness at having
accomplished something wonderful.

Hc tossed the jade ornament into the air, caught it, then headed for the
kitchen to find something to cat and drink, for he was suddenly hungry
and thirsty. Strangcly, he craved turnips and cold water, which made him
laugh all the more. He ate his fill, then, still playing with the jadc frog, he
went out into the garden and held it up in the sunlight.

It was perfect, an artifact so perfect that no craftsman could have
made it more so. The thought crossed his mind that maybe all those artists
who made such valuable trinkets for the wealthy were perhaps no more
than magicians who altered onc form in the world into another.

Now, wouldn’t that be a great jape, he thought. What if all the
powerful were to discover that the luxuries they craved were not made by
painstaking labor and time, but through instantaneous transmogrification
through magick? There was a good chance they would cease to pay the
artists and, through painful force, make them deliver the goods immedi-
ately. But would such goods retain their value?

Dafyd mused on the possibilities for a long time before it occurred to
him that his master might not approve of what he had donc. When that
thought dashed cold rain on his delight, he rushed to the armory, put the
jade frog on the table, and turned pages in the grimoire to find a spell to
undo what he had accomplished. He knew that such a spell must be of
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roughly the same status as the one for the initial transformation, so he did
not anticipatc any great difficulty, and in fact he found such a counterspell
quickly.

There was no requirement for the chalk figure or the herbs, only the
staff and the spoken spell. There was a caution about taking care with the
ficld of restoration, but the caution noted that as an experienced sorcerer
he would understand preciscely what must be done. As the one who had
made the transformation in the first place, Dafyd was sure that nobody
elsc could possibly understand better than he the substance of the
cnchantment, so he held up the staff, aimed it at the jade frog, and began
to specak the words written before him.

What Dafyd did not understand was that the lack of confinement by
diagram and scattered herbs allowed the energy he felt, flowing up from
his heart and though his arm and the staff, to pour forth not only upon the
jade frog, but past it and across the room, engulfing all that was in its path.
Had he been the experienced sorcerer anticipated by the author of the
grimoire, he would have placed the frog where the field of restoration
could not tlow out upon any other transformed object; but he was not that
practitioner, and the result of his working was uncxpected, and drastic.

On a shclf by the wall opposite where he stood lay the dark red gem
in which, so many years before, the wizard had confined the golden
gryphon. As the unbinding spell washed over the gem it began to crackle
with pent-up encrgy, and tiny lightnings flashed overits surfacceasit began
to expand. Dafyd was so concerned with changing his jade back to a frog
that at first hc was unawarc of this unplanned and uncxpected side cffect,
and merely caught the frog before it could jump away, and placed it again
under the bell jar. He dusted the dried herbs into his hand, put them in a
waste container, and began to wipe away the chalk marks before he heard
the buzzing that sounded as the gem continued to expand.

Dafyd looked around, thinking that perhaps somc insect had invaded
the armory, and then he saw the jewel, which was now a foot across. His
heart skipped a beat, beat faster, skipped again, and he felt cold suffuse his
veins. He understood at once what was happening. He had dusted the
gemstone many times, knew its location, knew what it was and the part
it had played in his personal history. He felt sick with terror.

Then he grabbed the staff, scized the grimoire, and leafed through
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that if anybody could help herit would be the wizard, and so she had come,
alone: out of pride and the fcar that admitting the cxtremity of her
disability would cost her status in the village hierarchy.

It took her a few moments to figure out, standing at the door and
waiting for her knock to be answered, what was different about the place:
but then she had it. The area of wall around the door was no longer a dingy
brown, but a fairly bright yellow that sparkled in the afternoon sunlight.

The door opened and the wizard peered out of the darkness at her. His
face was a blank, then his eyes brightened and it was clear that he
recognized her. He smiled. He invited her in and offered her a cup of the
hot beverage he had been drinking. She accepted, took one of the dry
biscuits that he proffered, then got to the point.

The wizard listened carefully, nodding now and then, looking off to
his left on occasion |as people do when they arc thinking of other things
during a conversation) and when she concluded her recitation, he pursed
his mouth for a bit, then nodded again.

“1think I can help you,” he said. “Therc are some herbs. Well, if you
will wait here, 1 will compound them tor you. Will you have another cup
and another biscuit?”

Alinora ate and drank some more, then stood up and walked around
the ample kitchen, looking at things (the way people do when they are
waiting for someone to do something out of the room) until the wizard
rcturncd. He gave her a bag of pungent herbs and instructed her in their
use, then took the small amount of money that she had to offer him. He
walked her to the door, but as she was lcaving, she asked, “1s that boy we
brought you still here? That Dafyd? I sometimes wonder if he was of use
to you, or whether you had to turn him out. He was always so difficult.”

“He grew up, you know,” the wizard said. “To me, he was no more
difficult than any other lad might have becn. Virtues and faults. But yes,
he is still about the place, and he is no trouble at all.”

The wizard smiled and Alinora understood that it was time for her to
go. She thanked the wizard again and headed down the path through the
oak woods toward her home.

The wizard stood watching her, made a motion with his hand and
uttcred a little spell to protect her, then closed the door and went back
inside. He walked slowly to the armory and a sad smile touched his lips.
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From the shelf that Dafyd had built for him he picked up a red jewel,
walked to the window, and let the sunlight fall on it. Inside was the tiny
figure of a gryphon, its wings spread, its body poised in mid-pounce, its
sharp beak widc and about to close around the neck of the small figure of
a young man: a young man who brandished a staff over which he had not
ncarly enough authority to save his own life. There was so much in that
young man’s face, so many cmotions, such potential. But also such
impaticnce.

“Words of power,” the wizard mused. “So fast, so complete. If I utter
the one that undoces the spell, the gryphon will kill my Dafyd too quickly
for me to act.”

He replaced the gem on the shelf and headed back to his library.

“Someday,” he muttered as he went. “Someday | may find an

answer.”
i

COMING ATTRACTIONS

Fe)SF has two separatce series of fantasy storics about bards that have
both been running for decades — Phyllis Eisenstein’s Alaric storics and
Marc Laidlaw’s tales of Gorlen Vizinfirthe. It happens that we have new
stories about both bards in inventory now. If they both appear in the same
issuc, will the bards hold a singing competition?

Such considcrations are just idle {idol?} speculation, of course. What
matters here is the fact that the bard with the gargoyle’s hand will appear
in our next issuc, accompanicd by the gargoyle with the human’s hand.
The duo encounter a brotherhood of knights we think you’ll remember
for a long time.

Switching from fantasy to science fiction, we have another popular
scries character slated to return in our next issuc. In Naomi Kritzer's
“Containment Zonc,” Beck Garrison must deal with an outbreak of a
dangerous virus on the Scastead.

We also have stories in inventory by Scott Baker, Rand B. Lee, Tim
Sullivan, Ray Vukcevich, and many others. We've also got a bit of a
surprise in store for later this year. Subscribe now and you won’t miss any
of the great issues we have in store!
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“Alive,” 1 said, “and unhurt.”

“Unbelievable,” Brita said.

“What'’s unbclievable?”

I turned to see Jahn had come in. He was scowling, as usual, and his
impaticnce was palpable.

“See for yoursclf,” Brita said, and reset the playback. The three of us
watched it once more.

Jahn snorted. “Staged,” he said. “Totally fake.” He gave me a look that
combined his scowl with a smirk. “Nice try,” he said. “You’ve had it in
for the history project since it was proposed, but this is a new low.”

I gave him a fixed look and shook my hcad. “You wish,” I said.

The “history project” was the first government project to make use
of the Stiles Discovery. Some believed Stiles had discovered a principle as
important as Einstcin’s Theory of Relativity. Others laughed it off as akin
to a perpetual motion machine, an always clusive goal.

Stiles believed that our conception of time was inherently flawed
by our human pereeption of the passage of time. He believed that time
did not “flow,” and that all events occurred and existed simulta-
neously. In other words, the “big bang” was going on right now — as
was the heat death of the universe. Somchow we humans threaded these
simultancous events together in a sequence and called it the passage of
time.

Stiles had put together the equations that, he said, proved his discov-
ery. I'm not enough of a mathematician to prove or disprove them. I'm a
practical physicist. My job is to build the devices that test his discovery
— and then, because I insisted on it, to use those devices myself. I wanted
to “go back in time” to see for myself.

If Stiles was correct, there was no way to change an event in our
“past.” “Past,” "present” and “future” were all ongoing, simultaneously
occurring and having already occurred. Causality was an illusion. Every-
thing was fixed, immutable.

Conscquently, an observer from our “present” interjected into the
“past” could not only change nothing, she would be unsubstantial,
invisible, and unable to interact with the “past” in which she found
herself. She would be an observer in the purest sense.
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were still in the planning stages. “You have all of history to choose from.
You should venture a bit further from home.”

“That’s all very well,” Jahn replied, “but we’re not sightseers. Our
purpose is to check our findings against what we know to he historically
true.”

Bullock mock-smote his brow, and Joncs groancd aloud. “Nonsense!”
he stated. “All you have to do is hit the same spot several different times,
and compare your findings. It hardly matters which spot you choose. But
if you had any imagination — ”

We picked December 7, 1941, Pearl Harbor. The general thinking was
that this was somcthing too big, too important, too pivotal, to be affected
by our obscrvations. The general thinking was wrong. Our first trip
“back” confirmed that. A typhoon had hit theisland, but there wasno sign
of any Japanese warplancs.

I was the onec who made that trip, and I actually stayed for three days
to see whether the attack had becn only delayed or forestalled. It was not
fun hanging around so long. It was in fact boring until I found a movic
theater and went in to watch a double-bill, something 1 did ¢ach day in
different theaters. I saw many of the hits of the day, starring the big names
of the era, like Gary Cooper, Clark Gable, Lana Turner, Tyrone Power,
Betty Grable, Judy Garland and Mickey Rooney, all in their prime. And
there was Road to Zanzibar, with Bing Crosby, Bob Hopc and Dorothy
Lamour as well as a couple of Abbott & Costello films.

Icouldn’t eat anything, of coursc. I wondered, too late, if I should have
brought along some snacks, but cven without them I didn’t get hungry.
Maybe I was too insubstantial for hunger.

By the end of the third day, December 9, there was still no sign of any
attack, but there were rumors the typhoon had swept up a fleet of ships,
home country unknown. I went home, reappearing in our lab a bricf
instant after I'd disappeared.

No one asked me about the movies I'd seen, but of course, like
everything else I'd encountered in Pcarl Harbor, I'd recorded them.

Ross prevailed and Britaagreed to an outside lunch, havingtired of our
cafeteria food, but she demanded I join them. “This is not a date,” she
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insisted to both of us, and I readily agreed. Ross seemed oblivious and held
the door for both of us.

It’s casy to let something like the history project eat up all your time.
You sink into an obsessive cocoon and shut out the present-time outside
world, mundane reality.

Therestaurant jolted me back tothe real world. A hovering newscreen
was showing a shipment of dronebots, or d-bots, being loaded onto a Navy
freighter headed to the Middle East. They were containerized, of course,
but screen-captioned so we'd know what those rows of containers held.

Ross glanced at the screen and smiled. “Thank God,” he said. " They
said they’d be shipping them out last spring.”

“You know how slow the government is,” Brita said. “You, most of all.”

“We need to get the last of our ground soldiers out,” Ross said. “That
civil war’s been going on for far too long.”

“What difference will the d-bots make2” [ asked, mostly just to keep
the conversational ball rolling. “To that civil war, I mean.”

“Very little,” Ross admitted. “But they’ll allow us to fulfill our
obligations to the Scctor Governors without further injurics or death for
our guys. Isn’t that cnough?”

Thedronebots were a mechanized infantry — man-sized robot ground
soldicrs controlled by distant humans. You could walk them into any
situation. The worst that could happen was their destruction, and we had
more.

I think it was their psychological effect that had the most impact on
acampaign. We'd deliberatcly made them ugly bipedal monsters, painted
black, big numbers on their backs and hideous expressions painted on
their faces. Human fighters tended to panic and run away from them,
abandoning their positions, which the d-bots casily overran.

There was only one small problem: Each d-bot cost over three million
dollars and the government was loath to send them into actual combat
situations. I guess human lives are still cheaper. So the decision to ship out
thousands of them was major news.

But not the only news, of course. President Wilson’s impeachment
was still ongoing and likely to drag out foranother month, at lcast. No one
cxpected her conviction — but then, few had anticipated her impceach-
ment, cither.
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No one said anything until Ross asked, “When?”

“End of the fiscal quarter. End of the month.”

“That’s only a little more than a week!” Brita exclaimed. "How can
we — "

“It makcs sense,” Jones’s hologram said. “We've accomplished none
of our goals on this project.”

“That'’s true, but irrclevant,” I'said. “We’re into some seriously basic
science here.”

Bullock’s hologram snorted.

“Wc're the first to investigate Stiles,” 1 said, plowing ahead. “We
haven’t found what we expected, but so what? What we have found opens
all kinds of new doors. If it’s not ‘history’”” -— I madc the air quotes — ”it’s
certainly science. And if we haven’t exactly ‘proved’ Stiles, we haven’t
disproved it either. What I think we’ve found is very exciting. It opens up
our concept of the universe.”

“Blah, blah,” said Joncs’s hologram. “Don’t lecture us on our ABCs.

“Even you know better than that. We've been working on this since that
day you first camce back from Dallas.”

“ And you have accomplished what, thus far?” Jahn asked. He knew
the answecr, of course.

Bullock’s hologram shrugged and Jones’s said, “Insufficient data, thus
far,” mocking Jahn’s words. The hologram turned to me and added, “Old
movics are really not what we're looking for.” As if our recorders didn’t
pick up a lot of other, nonvisual data.

S0, then — nothing?” Ross asked innocently.

“We're losing focus here,” I said, deliberately addressing myscelf to
those actually present in the rcom. “What it comes down to is that we've
got cight, nine days left.”

“To do what?” Jahn asked.

“To do as much as we can. To gather as much data as possible. To
accomplish something.”

My original thought was to take more time trips. They required
almost no clapsed time from the project’s perspective, no matter how long
onc spent at one’sdestination, as my Hawaiian trip had demonstrated. We
could amass vast amounts of data for the twins. But how meaningful
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The doctor, who was short and a little chunky, with an out-of-date
haircut, who for all thesc reasons came off as guilcless, tapped the
examination tablc with Alcexis’s file. “We can’t know that,” she said, then
hesitated.

Alexis, swinging her legs nervously, stopped. “Have you heard some-
thing?” .

“Not per se,” the doctor said. “But I can’t lic. There seems to be...a
corrclation.”

“With prcegnancics?” Arthur said. “Illness? Miscarriage? What?”

At “miscarriage,” Alexis flinched.

“1 did not give this to you,” the doctor said. She pecled off a sticky-
note from a large pad and wrote down the name of a website.

HETRUTHABOUTTRAVELERS.COM said

the baby needed love, thata lingering traveler, which it

defined as any such entity remaining within a five-mile

radius or scen frequently (within a period of days) re-
crossing the same land, was a sign of doubt.

Doubt.

“About the baby?” Arthursaid. It was late. He and Alexis were in bed,
and Alexis had her computer open on her lap.

“Why?” she said. “Do you have doubts about the baby?”

The morning she had told him she was pregnant, he’d hinted to her
that he might be finc with an abortion. He hadn’t said this in so many
words, but knew they were both in agreement — it was an option. She had
shut down the discussion. No. She did not have doubts. “You’d better get
on board with this,” she’d said.

Now, in bed, staring at the website, he said, “1 don’t have doubts.
None. It can’t be that.”

He lifted her hand off the keyboard and squeczed it lightly.

Alexis’s mother arrived on Tucesday with two hard purple suitcascs.
She smelled like a mixture of stew and lingering acrosols. Built like a toy
train, squat and bulky, Mama Junic drew Alexis in with one arm and
hooked Arthur around the waist with the other.

“How’s my grandbaby?” she said.
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She looked down at Alexis’s stomach, still flat, obscured beneath a
loose plaid shirt.

“It's a boy,” she said. “Ican tell by the way you’re carrying it.”

That night Arthur experienced the momentary solace of sharing his
worry for Alexis. Together he and Mama Junic doted, they rested handson
Alcxis’s shoulders, they prepared desserts, they did dishes, discussed
hospital routcs and mobiles. In the sudden release, Arthur imbibed of
three after-dinner brandies and brought up the topic himsclf of Mama
Junic staying on for the long haul.

So it was very much his own mistake. He would think this later. Very
much.

She remade the house in her own image. Days when Alexis and
Arthur were away at work, which was most of them, Mama mounted a
comprehensive assault on the interior that would have impressed the
most strategically minded generals of history. The appearance of sickly-
sweet butterscotch-scented candles began with an innocent votive-sized
one on the sidéboard in the hallway. When Arthur first expressed his
distastc for the scent, Alexis chided him: “It’s one candle. It’s nothing.
Besides, 1 kind of like it. It’s like candy. It fits.”

“What fits?” he'd said.

“I don’t know. For the baby. Butterscotch is sweet. So is our little
boy.”

“So you think it’s a boy now?”

Within a week, the candles were everywhere, big fat ones on the
kitchen countertop, medium-sized ones on the backs of all the toilcets,
even in the master bathroom, so the whole house smelled like a
confectioner’s, a scent that blasted Arthur in the face when he arrived
home.

Therc were also new throw pillows and strangely shaped wooden
utensils in an alien crock near the sink, not to mention the parade of
drugstore accoutrements for Alexis’s aches, for her sudden and unaccus-
tomed lethargy — the footbaths, humidifiers, warming gels, cooling gels,
homeopathic teas, and a whole new set of towels and washcloths for
upstairs and down, all, of course, the color of butterscotch.

Mama Junie didn’t stop there. She began an equally well-orchestrated
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your brain trics to make sense of it. The strange skin, the odd way its body
fit together — these details, when dipped in the late-night gloom, became
the edge of a lapel, perhaps, the creasc of a pants leg, a collar, a watch.

Standingncar it, as close as he would to another man at agarden party,
Arthur took a drink and spokec. “What arc you doing here, bub?”

No responsc.

Hec listened to the tired sloughing of its feet through the grass.

“If this is about us, about the baby, you're barking up the wrong tree.
I've got no doubts.”

Still no reply.

He suddenly hated this figure dragging ass across his lawn. The
problem was this: in denying his doubt, Arthur had admitted it. The
traveler reminded him of this fact.

That wasn’t it, though, not cntircly, not uncquivocally. The problem
was how to express that fince dust of inexpression, the lingering worry that,
should he confess to it, would incriminate him. His doubts werce half-
formcd inklings only, a fog of forcboding formed by a million particulates
of indecision, vacillation, anxicty. How to communicate to his son what
it meant to be a good man? How to cxpress that boundless joy he'd feel
when he was in love? How to console a child so mucked and decep into
pubescent angst that suicide becomes a hot-glowing option as rcasonable
as fixing a tuna sandwich or choosing a tclevision channel? How how
how? How to express to Alexis that it was not doubt about having a child,
but about cverything clse, about cracking open some new world and just
walking around in there, all the while pretending to be the tour guide in
a jungle about which you didn’t have the slightest knowledge, not about
the flora or fauna or the pitfalls?

And wasn’t that it? Becausc if we’d mastered all this talk, all this
passing-on from one generation to the next, why weren’t we the more
stable for it? No, Arthur’s fcar was not about raising a child, it was about
whether or not you could ever communicate anything to anyone, c¢spe-
cially the person who needed it most. Hisinability to convcey this to Alexis
only solidified the fact that rcal contact might very well be impossible.

“What’s your name?” he said.

Again no answer from the traveler.

Arthur rcached out. He felt suddenly angry. He wanted to give the
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thing a shove, give it a hard poke in the shoulder the way people did if they
wanted to start a fight. At the last second he held back. For all the reasons
a traveler could not be caught, this one felt precious. Arthur didn’t want
to sce it go. He'd become accustomed to its company.

“Finc. I'll give you a name. How about Joshua? How's that?”

In his slightly befogged mind, the name didn’t register until a second
after it crossed his lips. He’d said the first name that came to him, the first
one at hand, the one he heard a hundred times a day from Mama Junie —
Joshua this and Joshua that.

But once it was out, he couldn’t change it. It was as if the traveler
suddenly had an identity, irrcvocable: Joshua, same as a tree was a tree, a
rock a rock, a cloud a mutable whisp of white nothing.

Arthur turned away and headed back toward the house. “Good night,
Joshua. If you decide to speak, you know where to find me.”

The next month Alexis took a turn. She vomited most of the night and
found spotting in the morning. The three of them raced to the hospital on
still-deserted dawn roads. Mama Junic muttered prayers in the backseat
with Alexis; Arthur came to rolling stops at all the intersections.

A tcchnician performed the ultrasound, and the spotting was written
off as minor, related perhaps to Alexis’s illness, which was credited to bad
tandoori chicken. Mama Junice took it as another opportunity to rail
against MSG.

Despite reassurances, Alexis was held for a few hours of observation.
While she rested, Arthur walked out to the parking lot and made a phone
call to the people at TruthAboutTravelers on their 800 line. Further
mysterics could be revealed for a price. He had to pony up for the prime
info. Therc were what the woman called “distribution centers” in nearly
cvery city where the “literature” could be obtained. She gave him the
address ncarest him and wished him a “blessed night.”

Hc hung up and looked out across the highway running past the
hospital. From a scrubby tract of land where a house had been torn down,
a traveler was approaching the road. This one looked female. She swung
her arms in slow, long parabolas, giving her an apish quality. She rcached
the berm and took one step out into the oncoming lane. A car swerved and
managed to miss her by a hairsbrcadth, but a pickup close behind
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sideswiped her and spun her around. As she fell away toward the ditch, she
came apart. Her limbs cracked and bits of her fluttered up like a million
gray butterflies. Then the rest of her was gone, slumped into a pile and
blown away.

The truck never stopped.

In a strip mall off 270 was a small shop with an orange sign that read
WaTER Bens aND OTHER FINE FURNISHINGS. Stepping inside was like return-
ing to the scenc of a fashion crime. Blisteringly bright magenta sheets
adorned a row of beds with cheap headboards. A hodgepodge of velveteen
recliners, particle-board endtables, and lava lamps was arranged on dis-
play in what looked like an approximation of astoner’s living room. In the
back was a glass counter with a cash rcgister, and behind it were rows of
samurai swords in all colors.

Arthur approached the blcach-blond man sitting there on a stool.

In the display casc between them were knives with no conceivable
function — blades with brass knuckles built into the handle, points that
turned back in a sudden S shape. Others were adorned with so many
pewter dragons they looked impossible to hold.

The clerk, middle-aged, was the unhealthy color of a man who's been
drinking too long in Key West.

“I'm here about the truth,” Arthur said.

“The truth?”

Arthurlowered his voice. The possibility he was falling prey to a scam
had left him reticent and ashamed. “The truth. About travclers.”

“Oh, that,” the man said. He pulled a booklet from a cardboard box
on the floor. The “literature” was thin, not more than twenty-five
sheets of copy paper stapled in the center and folded over with a stiff paper
cover.

“Fifty-nine dollars,” the man said.

Arthur gave him sixty in cash and left without change.

He arrived home to hear Alexis weeping upstairs. Mama Junie met
him at the door.

“What's wrong?” he said.

“She’s convinced she’s never getting better. She can’t keep any food
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There it was, his tongue frozen, his heart filling his chest so it
squcezed his lungs into airless organs incapable of powering speech. He
wanted to tell her everything, to make her understand the enormity and
consequence of an entire life, his son’s life, rolling out before him and all
the possible madly wrong turns it could take, all because Arthur failed
failed failed to form a word of warning or wisdom or love.

There it was.

Lovc.

How can you ever make anyone know you love them? That was his
doubt. .

But his flat lungs wouldn’t give him anything. His dcad brain sput-
tered, and he stood mute before Alexis until finally turning from the room
and charging down the stairs, his fists balled. He'd never — not ever, not
inamillion yecars — hit awoman, but Junic was cdge-of-the-cliff close. She
stood in the kitchen holding a bowl of somcething, mixing it with one of
her funky spoons. She had that cow-eyed look, that slightly open mouth,
down-turned. He’d never noticed how much he hated the shape of her
mouth, which was not Alcxis’s mouth. That must have been from the
phantom father who'd dissipated by delivery.

“You put this crap in her head,” he said. “You wanted me out.”

“This was all her idea.” Junic hugged the bowl! against her stomach.
She stood in the center of his kitchen, Arthur’s kitchen, which didn't
smell or look like his kitchen anymore.

“She wants me to go,” he said.

”Then maybe you should go. Maybe that thing will go with you.” She
turncd and seemed to forget he was standing there. He took the booklet
and the bottle of Balvenie and stepped out onto the patio.

He breathed in, out, in. He slammed the door behind him.

In the hardy twilight the woods beyond were holding something back.
Arthur pourcd a long drink. Here he was again. Joshua was on his way,
somewhere nearby, schlepping past trecs, over logs, through stony rivu-
lets, ready to emerge at any moment.

Arthur opened the booklet. Sixty dollars, he thought.

He read by the light of his phone. The information was mostly useless
or repetitious. But he found something near the end. It said, “Travelers, if
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the insidious, the niggling, and the dark. And these parts of him werc
controlling the outcome of Alexis’s pregnancy.

Arthur stumbled, carrying the whiskey toward the familiar figure
hobbling across the lawn.

“I want to know how togetrid of you,” he said. “I want you togo away.
You’re bad news.”

Joshua didn’t respond.

Arthur threw a phantom punch that came within an inch of Joshua’s
cheek. The thing didn’t flinch. Arthur knew suddenly that Alexis had
beenright. Becauseif this walking corpse was Arthur’s own anxicty, it was
tied to everything clse, too. To take a crowbar to it was to shatter all the
psychic pieces that made up their dreams, their desires, all the parts that
madc up a child. To oblitcrate Joshua was to rob the flesh of its fantasy,
of its elegant cosmic fortitude.

Hc screcamed, tore through a flurry of punches, drawing up short,
midair, half-wanting to make contact by accident. He howled, he swore,
he kicked at the grass until the thing was out of sight, piercing the dark
edgce of the woods and sliding away into shadow.

Hours later, Arthur awoke on the lawn with the sun turning the dew
to crystal.

Arthur resisted.

For another week he stood about after supper, hangdog, in his own
living room. He’d begun cating by himseclf before the television in the den,
the sound turned low, his eyes unfocused on the commotion of the screen
while Alexis and Junie scraped and dipped and spoke in funereal whispers
to one¢ another over the table. Afterward, the act of having caten apart
seemed to facilitate a new isolation that found him shuffling around the
coffce table, pretending to look at old family photos as if he were some
vacuum salesman waiting for the interested wife who would be along
shortly with tea. But Alexis never joined him, and he eventually stopped
pacing, finally standing there, hands at his sides, considering the strange
shape of this room with all these things in it and the way it held his tiny
life so quictly.

He began packing his belongings.

Hec went to work and made blunders, spent hours fixing them, and
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found that the extra time away from the house appealed to him. So long
as he stayed gone, Joshua might too.

He stopped looking for Joshua in the evenings, hoping his lack of
interest would convince whatever psychic particles had coalesced into
this being to disband. Whatever covalence had drawn them together was
now moot, he thought, gone, a substanceless cpicenter. He flushed his
mind of doubts with positive thinking and meditation in his car at lunch
and hoped Joshua would simply flitter away on his own.

But then Arthur, finally home, late in the evening, would be rinsing
a plate in the sink and look out to see this being, trudging forlornly,
hauling itself through the hostas.

One Sunday afternoon he gave up the fight. Alexis developed a fever,
and Arthur toted his suitcases and toiletry bag to the car.

“I’ll just stay in a hotel,” he told-Junie.

She didn’tlook up from her crocheting. Whatever she was making had
spiraled out in a patterned circle like a giant blue and red web on her lap.

“Just hope you haven't waited too long,” she said.

E STAYED for one last supper. He hadn’t the heart to
turn the television on, and he sat there at the edge of the
couch chewing a piece of bleach-white bread, which was
all he could keep down anymore.

Alexis and Junie retreated to the upstairs bedroom early, and Arthur
found himself regretting that he didn’t have a single utilitarian reason for
tromping up there. Feeling the home-threads unraveling, he reached for
the whiskey one last time and took it onto the patio. A part of him knew
he might not even go back through the house when he lcft. He’d detour
around the side of the garage. A part of him knew he might never see his
wife again.

Joshua appeared somecwhat later, and halfway through his ramble,
Arthur rose and approached him one last time.

“What do you want?”

Joshua made no response.

“You talk to me, you son of a bitch. You give me the time of day.”

Joshua didn’t react. No change in course. Nothing.
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Arthur moved closer to whisper into his ear.

“Y'm going to get rid of you. I'm not leaving you here. You should
know that.”

Still nothing.

He’d never bcen this close. Arthur could smell him now, that
crumbled-dust smell, wet ash, dry storm drains, neglected basements,
rust. It was the scent of bloodless decay, the remnant of remnants left over
in the ruin, an echo of death.

Arthur took a step back. He sniffed slowly. A new look was breaking
across his face.

“You’re as real as anything,” he said. He threw the whiskey, glass and
all, into the yard and headed for the house. Opening the door, he was met
with that wall of butterscotch scent. He could hear Alexis upstairs,
shuffling and sobbing, sobbing and shuffling.

Junie was back in the kitchen, mixing something new.

He moved toward her and she flinched, like he might pop her in the
jaw. The bowl wobbled in her hand, almost slipped free. He didn’t look at
her. He plucked the four candles off the counter.

“Thosc aren’t yours,” she said.

“It’s my goddamn house,” he said. He was racing around the rooms
now, the bottom of his shirt held up to form a basket in which he laid the
candles — now thc ones on the toilet, the endtables, those little shelves
on the wall in the hallway. He was charging upstairs, searching them out,
the nightstand, the bathroom windowsill.

He began arranging them, lighting them as he went, a few on the
stairs, down the hallway, through the kitchen, out onto the patio, and into
the soft grass of the yard. This trail of burning candles.

Junie followed him to the doorway. “You'll set fire to the whole
house,” she said.

Arthur lit the final candle. He placed it acouple feet from Joshua, who
scemed especially slow this evening, espccially reluctant to go.

“You're crazy,” Junie shouted. “I have a mind to call the police.”

She leaned over like she might blow out one of the candles on the
patio, and Arthur smacked a fist into his palm to get her attention. “You
blow that candle out, and I'll do the same to you.”

It was a ridiculous thing to say. He didn’t know what it meant, even,
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when he falls back in time to the
City of Lights in the 1920s, where
he intcracts with dozens of cultural
icons, including Hemingway,
Gertrude Stein, the Fitzgeralds, and
Salvador Dali. He also encounters
anopen-hearted bohemian enchant-
ress named Adriana (Marion
Cotillard)and quickly belicves that
hc has found a soul mate.

The fact that a modern man
should fecl that a woman from al-
most a hundred years back would
be a more simpatico love interest
than a twenty-first-century gal is
but the tlipside of a theme that is
also common in romantic time-
travel movices: that modern women
arc miscrable in their independent
carecrist lives and would (morce or
less literally) jump at the chance to
go back to the nincteenth century,
when men were men and women
couldn’t cven vote. We saw an ex-
ample of this in the delightful 1979
Nicholas Mcyer mash-up of H. G.
Wells, Jack the Ripper, and disco-
eraSan Francisco, Time After Time.
That film was, at least, very sympa-
thetic to the modern bank officer
played by Mary Steenburgen, even
ifitdid eventually banish her to the
Victorian cra.

Later films like James
Mangold’s 2001 Kate & Leopold
have been even more pointed in
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their rejection of the “liberated”
modern female. In that rom-com,
Kate McKay (Meg Ryan) is a
wretched yetdriven marketing excec
whocan’t keep aboyfriendand can’t
cook a meal. So, of course, she
swoons for a time-traveling 1876
nobleman played by Hugh Jackman.
(Okay, U'll adimit that Hugh Jackman
isswoonworthy...but that is beside
the point.) The fact that Jackman’s
Leopold incongruously combincs
gourmet cooking skills and new-
age-puy sensitivity with his dash-
ing aristocrat good looks only scals
the deal. Before the eredits roll, Kate
is jumping bhack to the Gilded Age
tofindlove and frec herself from all
her modern miscries. Or so sayeth
the male writers and director.
Comparced toa movic like Kate
@ Leopold, the tworecent examples
of time-travel romance featuring
Rachcl McAdams are very woman-
positive. But that’s not to say that
there isn’t a discomfiting subtext
to both. This is especially true of
2009’s The Time Traveler’s Wife.
Bascd on Audrey Niffenegger’s
best-selling debut novel of the same
name, the film chronicles the life
and dcath of a (somewhat unreli-
ablc) librarian named Henry (Eric
Bana), who has a genctic anomaly,
termed chrono-impairment, that
forces him to ricochet naked
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through his own past, present, and
future. As thetitle implics, the story
is also about the time-traveling
fellow’s life mate, a woman named
Clare, played by Ms. McAdams.

I should just admit that of all
the time-traveling romance movies
I have watched — and 1 have scen
me a fecw! — this is the one that
most gave me the absolute creeps.
For the audience first sces Henry
mecet Clarc when heisanudegrown
man hiding in a thickct. And she is
a six-year-old lass (Brooklynn
Proulx) playing in a mcadow. That
image, along with the aspcect of sc-
crecy in their initial recurring en-
counters, would put this movic on
a pedophile’s Hollywood top ten. It
brought to this viewer’s heart not a
thrill of high romance, but an un-
comfortable sense of revulsion.

And that feeling never really
went away, cven after Henry and
Clare finally hook up when she is of
legal age. While time-travel movies
almost always contemplate issucs
of destiny and the inevitability of a
life course, in this particular film it
seems less that Clare is destined to
be with Henry than she is doomed
to have her life dominated by a
random, peripatetic fellow who can
help her win the lottery but can’t
actually be there for her when she
nceds him. At one point, Clare does
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blurt out: “You forced yourself into
the heart and mind of a little girl.”
But that denunciation is a fleeting
one, while her devotion appears
complete. Even after his violent
death, Clare waits for her husband
to reappear in a time ricochet from
their past rather than get on with
the rest of her more limited life.
Despite the final grand, flceting
embrace in the golden meadow,
that’s not bitterswecet, but simply a
bitter ending for Clare and the audi-
cnce.

The most recent foray by
Rachel McAdams into cinematic
time travel comes in the form of an
original romantic comedy from a
man, Richard Curtis, who is well
known for them. As a writcer, and
later asa writer-director, Mr. Curtis
has made his mark with films like
Four Weddings and a Funeral, Not-
ting Hill, and Love Actually. In his
latest (and what he claims will be
his last movic as a helmer) he adds
fantasy clements to his recogniz-
able romancc riffs. Thefilm is called
About Time, and it focuses on the
love life of an affablc young chap,
Tim (charmingly playcd by Domh-
nall Gleeson, son of Brendan). Shy
andawkward, Tim is neither smooth
nor successful in his relations with
young women. So when his laid-
back retired-professor father (the
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fabulous Bill Nighy) clues him in
on the family secret, that the men
(natch!) of his clan have always had
the ability to travel back into their
own, personal past, Tim knows how
he will use this talent. “It was al-
ways going to be about love,” he
informs the audience, in voice-over.

Although his ability to retrace
events does him no good with the
dishy blond heartbreaker (Margot
Robbie) visiting his family, things
begin to look up for Tim after he
moves to London and meets ayoung
American woman, Mary (McAdams),
at a total-darkness themc restau-
rant. Unfortunately, when he goes
back in time to save his misan-
thropic landlord (Tom Hollander)
from professional ruin on that same
evening, he alters the night’s events
and misses Mary at the restaurant.
It takes all of his talents as a man
and a time-traveler to hunt down
and charm his drcam girl and put
his romance back on track.

Mary is worth Tim'’s magical
stalking efforts. And after a few
complications of the comical or
sentimental variety to liven up the
proccedings, Mary and Tim settle
into a happy life as a loving couple
and also as young parents. But Tim
never tells his bride about his mi-
raculous time-tweaking talents,
even as he uses them to manipulate
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their life together. And you have to
ask yourself, is that any way to
maintain an honest relationship?

Oh, Domhnall Gleeson is such
an open, swect-faced, and amiable
actor that he has you forgetting the
slightly skeevy aspects of his
character’s time-management tac-
tics. And Richard Curtis is careful
to show how well-intentioned
Tim’s little machinations are. If
Tim pops out for an orgy while his
wife is large with child, the audi-
ence neversees it. But wedo see the
unfair advantage he has in life in
general and most especially in his
relationship with his true love. And
that leaves an unpleasant aftertaste
for any viewer with an ethical
streak.

Still, if Rachel McAdams’s
Mary is understandably clucless
about certain aspects of her
husband’s life, at least she is a like-
able and believable woman. You
would expect no less from Richard
Curtis, who generally expresses
wonderful compassion and affec-
tion for his slightly eccentric char-
acters. In fact, one of the ways in
which the filmmaker defuses the
questionable gender politics of his
primary love relationship is by wid-
ening the focus of his movie. About
Time isn’t just about Tim and Mary
and what happens to them, itis also
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about all of their family and friends.
Although not quite as complex and
overlapping as thc myriad storylines
in Love Actually, this movie still
invites us to care about agreat many
characters and their lives (with or
without time travel). As Curtis told
Variety, “|t|here is aromantic com-
edy in there somewhcre, butitstops
halfway through.”

If you want madcap hijinks in
your time-travel rom-com, then it
turns out that About Time is not
the movieforyou. Like early Curtis,
it contains nuptials but also a fu-
neral. And, in the end, it tends to
get a bit schmaltzy as Tim shares
with the audience his realization
that it is less useful to go back and
relive each day until you perfect it
than it is to fully appreciate each
moment as you liveit the first time.

That'’s casy for a character like
Tim to say, however. He has the
luxury of choosing. But what would
Mary choose, if she had the chance?
We’ll never know. But let’s hope
that when Rachel McAdams stars
in a time-travel movie next, she's
the one who gets to move through
time!

Interestingly, at the same time
About Time was playing in the-
aters, another comedy ahout time
travel and a budding love relation-
ship was playing. But this family
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animatcd feature has little in com-
mon with Richard Curtis’s far su-
perior live-action movie, except for
the fact that it's the boys who do
the time-traveling and the girl who
stays homec.

The most memorable thing
about the computer-animated car-
toon, Free Birds, is how flat-footed
and misguided it seems. Directed
by Jimmy Hayward, and written by
Hayward and Scott Mosier (from a
story by David I. Stern and John J.
Strauss), it tells the tale of a pain-
fully perceptive frec-range turkey
named Reggie (Owen Wilson) who
ends up teamed with a blustering,
addle-brained factory-farm turkey
named Jake (Woody Harrelson). The
two travel back in time in an egg-
shaped time machine named
S.T.E.V.E (George Takei) to Colo-
nial times to keep turkey off the
table at the first Thanksgiving feast
and thereby prevent the centuries-
long autumnal genocide of
turkeydom.

While in the Plymouth colony,
the newbuddies encounterthe fowl-
killing threat in the form of a self-
ish and gluttonous Governor
Bradford (Dan Fogler) and his thor-
oughly evil henchman, Myles
Standish (Colm Meaney). Initially
to survive, and then to strategize
their resistance, the two modern
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culpa, mea culpa. (For you Latino spcakers.) As God is my witness. Even
if He doesn’t exist any more than Nancy the tooth fairy — I mean let’s be
real: after all that’s happened you expect me of all people to fall on my
buckled knees like a twenty-peso whore and fire off smoke-signal prayers
of phony sincerity to a non-cxistent Deity Almighty?

Ain’t no way. Not happening. I'd rather eat wormburger. (For break-
fast.)

Where was 12

Saying how sorry I am I'm surc. Admitting it's my fault. Being as
that’s pretty much all I do thesc last dreary days before everything shuts
down, blows up, implodcs and/or explodes, vanishes into the cosmic
ether, all on account of mg, all my fault. Can’t poke my nosc out the front
door for the morning Times without some wild-eyed yo-yo in sackcloth
and ashes screaming in my facce how I should be barbecued at the stake,
flayed beforc lunch, impaled on a hot poker rammed up the kazoo, or elsc
just plain lynched from the nearest lamppost. Hey enough alrcady with
the murderous threats. I mean: basta! Message given, message received.

And another issue I might as well raise while we’re on topic: I’'m not
alone here. I've got a wife and kids. Threc of them. Kids [ mean — just the
one wife (though big enough for two), the onetime firecracker-hot Wendy
Carpine, whom I met, boarded, and promptly knocked up (with twins!) in
collegc, me at Yale Law, she a sophomore at Southern Conn and her old
man a New Haven mob boss with a double-barreled sawed-off jammed
under one hirsute Sicilian armpit. (Joke that last — Papa Carpine actually
managed a rundown pizzcria in a borderline neighborhood — and 1
actually did “love” my then firecracker hot Wendy C — at least long
enough to marry her.) The five of us live here. Together. We're family —
the nuclearunit. (Evenif they can’t stand the sight of me —and vice versa.)

Or did. Till the day the now considerably less hot Wendy asks mec to
please sweetheart run out to Safeway and get her a fresh box of tampons.
I'say: yougot to be smoking devil weed you want me torisk my ass for that.
And she says maybe you should have thought of that before you did what
you did and destroyed the universe. She then adds, whining plaintively:
And I've got cramps — something else you men know nothing about.
(Though I figure I do, having once audited a Women'’s Issues seminar at
Yale on a frat house bet.) I have to feed the baby now anyhow, she adds.
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(Little Fat Vinnie — named after his grandpapa shot dead in what was
officially put down as a pizzeria stickup gone sour but for which Wendy
holds mc entirely accountable — they can’t get to you here so they shoot
poor papa instead — the baby age scventeen weceks and likely not mine,
another tangled tale there.)

I say: Okay but I step out that door and they lynch me from the
flagpole you’ll be sorry.

She says: Then you better wear that nice fluffy turtleneck Papa gave
you for your birthday. That being the time I didn’t make it home for my
own party due to being involved in an unforeseen accident. (Yeah, folks,
that accident.)

Which is my Widebody Wendy in a peanutshell. A natural born
comic. Another Lou Costello. Nothing funnier than a fat lady, right?
{Though she’s occasionally ruminated having her tummy stapled shut
cxcept that my hcalth insurance might not cover it and now it doesn’t
matter anyhow sincce old Mr. Furbush the senior partner called me into his
private office the first time since I was hired and promptly sacked my ass
when he heard what I did, saying I was a conspicuous threat to overall firm
morale, so now we can’t afford to get the twins the braces they’ll need to
straighten their bites so they can orally pleasure their rich blond boy-
friends when they’re old enough to date which ain’t likely to happen either
now that total doom lics around the next nearest bend in the highway of
time.)

Thanks to me.

So I paste on the fake mustache and beard acquired from an ad in
Playboy online and the yellow slicker slouch hat and sunglasses [ don
regardless of weather and head on out to Safeway on the corner and buy
the carton of tampons while the checkout clerk flashes me the sneer he
reserves for pussy-whipped husbands likec me and says will that be all
ma’am and [ say no asswipc give me a pack of Marlboro Heavies too. (Why
the hell not? Cancer is the least of anybody’s worrics these days.) It's a
dumb thing to do of coursc. Drawing attention to mysclf. Anybody
recognizes me under the hairy camouflage and sounds the alarm and I'm
dancing the dead man'’s jig at the end of a short-drop rope.

But he doesn’t bat an eyelash — Safeway clerks having seen every-
thing twice over — and I head home and slip through the dense backyard
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And they sell too. Sadie’s novelizations. Modestly but steadily. Over
the Internet. {(Whecre else?) E-book and print-on-demand. Sadie clears just
enough in royalties to cover her rent, prescription meds, and thrift-shop
alpaca sweaters. (Her underwear I refuse to speculate on.)

She wags a finger in my face: Can I offer you some honest advice
especially if you’re planning on making this your new home?

I shrug and say: Home is like wherc you go there and they don’t chop
off your nuts.

She says: Shut up and listen. You need to knock off the apology crap.
People are sick to death of hearing how sorry you are. It’s time for you to
do something about it, turn a page, cxpose a new leaf. You need to start
doing penance. Show people you care. Volunteer in a homeless shelter.
Help outinasoup kitchen. Work in a hospice caring for the sick and dying.
Penance must come before atonement. Do something for somebody not
yoursclf for a change.

I explain that the concept of working with the poor, the ill, the
hungry, and the dying goes against everything 1 believe in.

Shesays: That's the point. It’s why it’s called penance. You have to be
willing to change, open yourself up to learning new life lessons.

Sadie’s never spoken to me this frankly before. It’s almost enough to
make me take a sccond long look at myself.

Head bowed, cyes averted, I say: Okay okay. First thing in the
morning I flip the page.

About time, she says, and offers to share her brown rice and seawced
dinner with me.

Emblematic of my transformed self I accept with due humility.

The following morningin spite of an aftertastc in my mouth like day-
old horse droppings (I blame the scaweed) T head out first thing in quest of
the necarest homeless shelter.

In thatncighborhood Idon’t have far tolook.Ispend the rest of my day
doing penance, folding soiled blankets, ironing stained shcets, fluffing
pillows reeking of stale wino breath. I scour sinks clean of caked-on
phlegm and spittle, scrub toilet scats perched upon by ncther regions
unwiped sincce the day Elvis died.

It’s why it’s called penance I guess.

Tomeit’slike aspiritually cleansingexpericnce, saysthe flat-chested
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He says: Becausc there wouldn’t be much sense to this if I didn't.

Bingo! I think but say nothing. Another profound life lesson learned,
this concerning the audacity (or idiocy) of hope.

The fourth day I trek from one end of the city to the next scarching
fruitlessly for a leper colony.

That eveninglinform Sadie I think I’'ve done my penance. I’'m feeling
spiritually pretty well clcanscd.

She says: You can always do more.

I say: Like what? You want me to say my prayers at night is that it?

She says: I was thinking of something more in the line of a religious
rctreat.

I say: You mean like a monastery!?

She says: Sure. Why not? You have something else going on in your
life instead?

In truth a monastery sounds a wholc lot more ¢nticing than another
homeless shelter or soup kitchen or hospice filled with cockeyed opti-
mists dying from unspeakable diseases. (And I never did find that leper
colony I was secarching for.)

I say: Okay. Point me in the right direction. What kind of monastery
have you got in mind? Catholic, Quaker, Hindu, Baha'i?

She says: Does it matter? God is everywhere.

Tagree — and No God is right there alongside I silently add — and the
next day relinquish my remaining worldly goods (cargo shorts, flipflops,
borrowed alpaca sweater and thong underwear) and enter a Zen Buddhist
monastery I find in the online yellow pages under the heading Therapists,
Humanistic.

Sensci Kamikaze Yojimbo welcomes me to the fold with asly grinand
aslap to the face that sends my fourth-to-the-last Marlboro flying from my
lips.

No goddamn smoking, he says. It violate law of heaven and also
county ordinance.

That evening us novitiate monks sit cross-legged in a tight circle in our
patchwork saffron robes grunting prayers in pidgin Japanese between mouth-
fuls of undercooked brown rice bathed in a mucilaginous slug sauce.

At night as I lie awake on my back on my bed of nails afraid to turn
over I go over the myriad life lessons I have so far lcarned.
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She says: Oh yes. In fact therc exist an infinite number of parallel
universes in a constantly cxpanding mctaverse.

I say: So then if this universe — our universe — ends the way it looks
for sure like it will any day now then it’s not that big a deal?

By then we’re downing cheap Chilean pinot noir from a second bottle
and weakened from overwork and bad food as I am it goes straight to my
head.

Swaying drunkenly I tell Max: So who gives a funk about any of this
metaverse crap except you and your crowd of ivory tower scientist geeks
like that English guy in the wheelchair? This one’s the universe we live
in and it’s the one that’s about to go blooey.

She concedes that in one sense this is truc.

I ask: What other sense have you got in mind?

She gives me a rundown on the latest speculations in theoretical
cosmology. She burbles excitedly about the Principle of Fecundity which
maintains that cvery possible alternative universe is a genuine physical
universe anchored in an eleven-dimensional reality and that the totality
of these infinite universes — the infinitely infinite metaverse — instan-
tiates all possible mathematical cquations.

I say: Okay but so then what?

She says: Try and picture reality as an endless beach. And each grain
of sand on the beach represents a separate distinct universe. There’s one
universe like this one where we two sit chatting amiably and there’s
another where we don’t. One where I don’t answer the bell when you
ring because I'm taking a bath with my girlfriend and another where
I'm not yet home. There’s one where you don’t come by becausc you're
run over and killed by a motorcyclist high on crystal meth and another
where —

I'm getting the picture.

But we’re still all going to die, I say.

She frowns: No.

Why not? I ask.

She says: Because in all these other universes we — all of us — we go
on.

Who does? I ask.

Us, she says — all of us — everybody — everything.
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go for the classic bedroom negligec look. French ncgligee as our old man
would have called it. The frilly lacy stuff he bought his mistresses at
Frederick’s of Hollywood and now sold as openly as Cinnabons at the
Victoria’s Sccret outlet in the bigmall acrossthe highway from Grandma'’s
assisted living condominium.

Somc Like It Hot caters to the drive-thru touristy trade — the local
hipsters have theirown Wi-Fi espresso dives —so I end up standing in line
between a coal-black Humvee with tinted windows and personalized
plates recading GUNLUVR and a late-model Lexus driven by a round-
hcaded man resembling my former investment broker before he went to
the federal penitentiary.

The linec moves with the speed of puss draining from a wound as the
malcdrivers in front of me all want to hang around ogling the scantily clad
barista.

Who turns out oncce I reach the window to be Polly all right.

She greets me with a wide-cyed dimpled smile fresh as a newborn
kitten.

She says: Wow dude you’ve gonc all holy on me.

1 explain the circumstances of my saffron get-up and add with a
cocked eyebrow: Hey ncat hipster bondage outfit you’ve got on yoursclf.

I designed it mysclf, shc boasts. Stack-heeled Doc Martens, black
fishnet stockings, hot-pink cinched bustier with faux leather thong and
dangling garters.

On Polly the outfit looks positively wholesome. But then everything
about Polly does. Even on her weekends off when she moonlights as a star
jammer for the Albino Sperm Whales Roller Derby tecam Polly’s the once
who never stomps a downed opponent. In addition — to me¢ anyway —
Polly gives off a pervasive scent of Uncle Ben’s Cream of Wheat bubbling
on the stove sending me reeling back to when as kids our black cook Miss
Rosa prepared it mornings before school while Mom was still in bed with
her hangover and Dad hadn’t made it home from screwing his secretary.

Polly says: So what'’s your drink of choice oh brother of mine. I got
lattc mocha cappuccino something cold. How about a salted caramel
Frappuccino with a gob of goocy whipped cream. On the house too.

I explain how I just came by to talk. To say good-bye. The universc is
ending tonight, I tell her.
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Thus perhaps only another six-year-old would understand the depths
of her disappointment and despair when her father gruffly told her that she
was still too little to be mucking about the Wizard’s Manse amid the soul-
suck trecs.

Agnes pleaded, she appealed to her mother, she promised to be good
and obey all commands from everyone, but to no avail. Rebuffed, she went
off into freshets of tears.

“Na, na, lass, thaknowstha’s not allowed to weep the like,” her father
said, his tone repenting his earlier gruffness. “Happen tha’ll stay here with
thy mother and be comforted.”

At the implied threat, Agnes hastily gulped down her tears like the
little woman she was, but sat still sullen over her bowl of porridge while
conversation went on above her head. At least hcr older brothers and
sisters did not crow over her. It would not have taken much to bring on her
tears again.

When she slipped out to console herself with Grandfather Tree’s
sympathy, he was no comfort.

“Thy father is right, lass,” he said.

Grandfather Tree’s voice was a woody groan as of limb rubbing
against limb, though it came from within his trunk.

“'Tis raht dangerous abhout the Wizard’s Manse. Soul-sucks scatter
afar, and not all have been grubbed out. Tha mun stay here wi’ thy mother
and be safe. Tha’ll have thy meed of ginger cakes.”

“You’re not my real Grandpa! You’re nowt but a trec! [ hate you!”

Agnes felt the tears come again and rushed off to the shed lest anyone
see. Doubly disappointed, she dipped millet with a gourd and poured it
into a hollowed half-log for the clustering chickens.

Sullenly she thought: I am too old enough! I know about fire. I know
about the Trees. She was angry at them all, Grandpa Tree the most. He had
always taken her part; now she felt betrayed.

I could have my own bonfire.

When she came back around the house, Grandpa Tree was gone.

Roger Tree awoke this morning well before the sun touched the tops
of his ncedles. Awakened not by the sun but as usual by the slapping of
small pink palms against his gray bark and by a shrill voice. He opened his
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visible leaders. Edgebatan had no local lord, paying taxes to a distant
monastery that maintained no reeve on such unholy ground. Representa-
tives of the lord looked at the skulls in the inn and felt unwelcome: hence
the unusual prosperity of Edgcebatan.

The sun was less than an hour old when the cart and villeins moved
out, heading for the Wizard’s Mansc.

Roger Tree shambled in their wake, more than a tree, but less than a
man.

UTWARIDLY, Agncs Thistledean appeared com-

posed, but had her mother not been too busy to look her

daughter full in the face, she’d have learned better.

= Agnes pouted, going about her chores. Her heart was hot,

and tcars lay ncar the surface when she heard the shouts to the ox as the
villeins departed Edgebatan.

From pouting she turned toward resentful anger. She was too big
cnough to go to the Bonfire. She was too old enough to take carc of herself.

When her mother’s back was turned, it was the work of a moment to
pull a stool over, nip up and snatch from the shelf’s rough board her
father’s flint and the steel: a worn old picece of a ploughshare. It was not
long before her mother was distracted by her baby brother, and Agnes was
out the front door, Grandpa Tree’s usual place an aching emptiness.

Agnes piously donned her bonnet, tyingitin a clumsy big knot under
her chin, and slung her little purse’s gallus over her shoulder.

To slip out of the village was casy, empty as it was. The women who
stayed did so becausc they were busy. Nonc who saw her had time to ask
where Agnes Thistledean was bound, with her bonnet, purse, and deter-
mined look.

She paused in the gooseyard where the villeins had assembled. She’d
never been farther than this. But this was the main road south to more
scttled regions, and the tracks of the cart and ox pointed the way. She set
out sturdily after them.

For a timc her resentment carried her, herhot little heart overcoming
the scary-tummy knowledge that she was, in fact, being a bad girl.

She marched on, sceing new sights at each turn of the road, ploughed
fields and fallow oncs, pasture and copsc.
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She was being bad. At home, now so far behind her, her mother was
no doubt calling to her to help with this or that, perhaps to watch her dear
little brother, or to jump up and down on a sack full of last year’sdried bean
vines to shell the beans.

She had left without telling anyone. No one knew where she was, and
that was being a bad girl. Worse, she had taken her father’s flint and steel.
They’d worry that she might lose the steel. She never would, it was snug
in her purse, but that too they would punish her for.

You're a big girl now, they’d say, you know better.

Her conviction that she was ill-used, that her actions were justified,
faded before these thoughts.

Finally Agnes’s steps slowed, halted. She stood hesitating, looking
south; half minded to start back. There the copses of trees drew together
and became a forest. She heard the deep voices of the men, the chud of
shovels striking carth.

[t was only a little way farther.

Roger Trec led the villeins from the road into an irregular meadow not
far into the forest. Here skinny white cows with black cars grazed,
unmolested. In the center of this ficld was a sharply defined circle of
evergreen trees whose wide flat necdles were the peculiar blue-green of his
own. He regarded the circle of soul-suck trees without particular emotion,
not bothering to seck out the overgrown gap where he’d spent the rooted
first years of his life. He had no memory of thosc tree ycars in any case.

His memories started as a small child, clutching a joint-stool and
peering up at his mother as she held his younger sister on her lap and sang,
while carding wool.

Nay. Not my memories. Roger Thistledean’s memories. I am nobbut
a tree. No better than any of these other soul-sucks.

There was a wide gap in the circle of trees, through which the Wizard’s
Manse could be seen, a substantial stone and brick building with a brick
tower.

Where Gerthidymus the Wizard had gone, none in Edgebatan kncw.
Dead, perhaps, or holding sway at Court. It was even rumored that he had
succumbed to one of his own soul-sucks and was rootcd now next to the
King's bedroom window, giving him sage advice.
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It was under the dead limbs of a cedar killed by some blight. Two more
dead cedars stood near, in a triangle ¢nclosing a bay of shorter weeds: a
secret place, just the place to have a bonfire.

She hadn’t thought to bring anything with which to uproot the seedling.
No matter; she would build her killing bonfire on top of it. Happily Agnes
set to work, gathering weeds, twigs, fallen dead cedar necdles, piling them
knowingly around the seedling as her mother had taught her.

Now, the flint and steel! She slipped her purse off her shoulder and
took out the precious fire-making implements. She held them correctly
and struck, and struck, and struck. She struck again and again. Agnes had
done this before under her mother’s supervision and knew that this part
required paticnce.

Finally, a wisp of smoke threaded up from the shredded bark and
needles she’d prepared. A tiny flame popped into existence. Agnes beamed
and carefully fed more fucl.

In moments flames were starting up, and she’d made fire all by herself!

The flames climbed up the pile about the cedar seedling, and Agnes
sprang to her fect to seize and pile on all the dead vegetable matter she
could find: weeds, twigs, and even small fallen limbs of the cedars.

The firc lecaped up, then jumped into the lowest limb of the dead cedar
above.

“Oh!”

For a moment it sat there, then it began to climb the cedar as if up a
ladder. Agnes starcd, half in dismay, half in dclight, as the dead cedar —
almost as tall as their house! — became a torch.

When it ignited its two dead brothers standing by, she panicked: they
cnclosed her on threc sides. Agnes turned to run, tripped, and went down.
Burning needles and twigs began to fall around her, and the forest-floor
duff started to smoke and burn.

The flint and stecl!

Even as Agnes scramblced to her feet, she remembered that she hadn’t
hung her pursc back over her shoulder. She spun about, fcll again, and
crawled toward her bonfire, under the flaming cedar.

Smoke choked her, got in her eyes. She panicked — which way should
she go? A spark fell on her hand.

Agnes screamed.
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Premonition had never been Cap’s strong suit. Panic attacks had
never been his style. So when Beth asked what he was doing, why he
wasn’t at the clinic with Joshy Prager, he faulted the weather. “Have you
seen it out there?” He poured orange juice into a glass, snatched a peanut-
butter cookie from the Raggedy-Ann jar. “Needed a pick-me-up.”

“He's so cute. Shy. As soft-spoken as his mom,” Beth said. “At that
awkward age. You should have scen how he blushed when I took his
jacket.”

“You've always stirred men’s hearts.” He wrapped an arm around his
wife, drew her close, and kissed her. “You know I love you, right?”

She eyed him quizzically, maneuvered him to arm’s-length. “What's
going on, Cap?”

“Nothing. Low blood sugar. I'm fine.”

Cap had been open with her about Allie and their past. It was twenty
ycars ago, for goodness’ sake. He’d been a kid. They'd been kids. Now Beth
wondered if he hadn’t been too open, if his candor hadn’t been a cover for
his conscience. He was cntitled to the occasional crush, even flirtation,
just as she was. But anything more... She’d met Allie only that once and
only for a few moments. No mystery why Cap would have been attracted
to her, then or now. How was it possible a woman like Allie Prager was
unattached? No, Beth had never been the jealous type, never felt threat-
ened. Until her husband felt the need to remind her of his love for her. Out
of the blue. For no damn good reason.

She watched as he plodded from the kitchen like some surly teen sent
to clean up his room. She did not draw his attention to the glass of juice
he’d forgotten on the counter. She preferred not having him around just
then.

Something was up. She’d need to keep her eye on him.

The move to Summervale hadn’t been on the radar until she stumbled
across Cap’s high school yearbook and made the mistake of sharingit with
him. She’d managed to misplace it for good soon after, though the damage
had been done. Going home was all he talked about. Harped on it for
months. The town meant nothing to her, heyond the stories he told. And
those stories, forgive her for saying so, did not amount to much. A
weekend visit, maybe, but (o live there?

Beth was a city girl, born and bred, with a rising carcer to boot. She’d
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worked hard to get where she was. A big-shot brand manager in Big
Pharma. No way she’d give it up for her husband’s flight of fantasy to a
Finger Lakes town even the tourist maps omitted. Let him yearn. Arizona
made more sense, his parents long retired to Scottsdale. Of course, thisall
was before the takeover. Before her new son-of-a-bitch CEO camc aboard,
beforc the slashing and burning consumed her job, too. Before the sever-
ancc package that ran out long before their bills did.

Small-town life was just what the doctor ordered. He'd said that. Cap
had actually said that. While he saw the change of scenery as a cure for
whatever ailed them, she saw it as a Beijing-knockoff Band-Aid; it
wouldn’t stick for long. Only long enough to kill her career. Medical
rcceptionist and bookkceper would not bring the headhunters calling.

Yeah, the picces had fallen into place. For Cap, at least. Like always.
You had to love the guy.

Tess waved as Cap passed the family room. “Hi, Daddy,” she said. She
was watching cartoons. Phineas and Ferb, from the sound of it: I know
what we’re gonna do today!"

“Hi, kiddo,” he said, and lobbed her a handtul of air kisses.

He had no explanation for the dread he felt, nothing he could put a
finger on. Seasonal malaise, though not quite. It was more the scnse he’d
been found out — that the boy had found him out. But what could the boy
know? What was there in Cap’s life that needed finding out?

He filled his lungs, plunged into the waiting room, hand extended in
excessive cheer. His professional cheer. “Hey, Joshy, I'm Doctor Caplan.
Great to finally mcet you.”

The boy put down his magazine. Women’s Health. A Jessica Alba
cover. Joshy stood, faced him man to man. “Josh,” he corrected.

“Josh it is, then.”

Atall kid. Alrcady tallerthan hismom. The height from his dad’s side,
no doubt. His phantom dad. But thc hair, that was Allic to a T. Red that
passcd for brown and vice versa, depending on the light. A shade darker,
perhaps, but undeniably Allic. The eyes, too, the same buoyant blue. A
nice kid. A good-looking kid. Allic Prager’s kid.

Nothing to be wary of here. Nothing at all.

Cap considered ushering the boy into his office, before sensingit’d
be less off-putting to have their little chat right where they were. He
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