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WHERE THERE IS NOTHING, THERE IS GOD
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(A NEW GUYS TIME PORTAL NOVELLA) 


 
David Erik Nelson lives in Ann Arbor, Michigan, and has become increasingly aware that he may be “that unsavory character” in other people’s anecdotes. In addition to telling you stories about time travel, he’ll also spin tales about nonEuclidean houses and teach you to build your own synthesizers. His latest tale for Asimov’s is a Time Portal story full of unsavory characters and set in the same universe as “The New Guys Always Work Overtime” (February 2013) and “There Was No Sound of Thunder” (June 2014). The first two tales can now be found online, as can he at davideriknelson.com. 
 


 
From the Journal of Pastor Ephraim Otis, Quansigamog Pond, Massachusetts, 1770 
 


A missionary comes to us from the wilderness to the west. Only the smith, Young Charles Bull, has yet spoken to him. Young Charles is agitated greatly. He says this man of God bears a New Gospel, a physical Gospel of the Manifest Christ. Prior to this wandering parson’s advent, Young Charles had been no paragon of Faith nor Industry. But now he is ebullient, his face unnaturally full of the Spirit of the Lord, his workshop perpetually ablaze as he prepares cask upon cask of iron nails to take to market in Boston town. 
It is frightful to look upon him; one fears being seared by the intensity of Young Charles’ sudden zeal. 


Chico and the portal guy were waiting for me outside FDA Annex D. Chico was smoking a cigarette. If this was a screenplay, his entire character description would read “sinister Mexican.” The portal guy was just standing there, hands in pockets, staring up at the stars and whistling that “Yakkety Sax” song from Benny Hill. He abruptly cut off as I climbed out of my car. 
“This is your New Guy?” he asked Chico. The portal guy was one of those cheapblue-oxford-&-khaki-pants cubicle drones, but younger and skinnier than the stock character. He looked pretty damn rumpled—not just “it’s three A.M.” tired, although it was three A.M. It was more the “I’m tired of my whole stupid life” kind of tired. Chico blew twin streams of smoke out his nose, flicking away his cigarette butt without acknowledging the portal guy’s question. 
“New guy?” I mugged like a vaudevillian, joining them at the glass door, “What happened to the old guy?” 
“Gal,” the portal guy answered as he waved us in through the glass doors of FDA Annex D. “She got burned as a witch.” We walked through a grey little reception area, and into a dim office space broken up into cubicles. 
“Taaay-lor,” Chico scolded the portal guy like a naughty puppy, then turned to me without breaking stride. “Don’t mind him, Paul.” 
The portal guy—Taylor—shrugged and led us into a bright conference room, immediately heading over to fiddle with a wall-mounted touchpad hanging next to a door-shaped rectangle of blue masking tape. The rest of the office had seemed pretty lived-in—papers and knickknacks festooning the desks, calendars and family photos pinned to the cubicle walls—but this little conference room showed no such signs of life. There wasn’t even a conference table, just a scattering of chairs and some boxes stacked along the back wall. One box was open, revealing a tangle of computer cables and mice with one of those starfish-shaped conference-call phones partially embedded in it. 
“Taylor is being a dick, Paul. They didn’t burn no witches in Salem, Mass,” Chico explained, “They hanged ’em.” He barked laughter. 
“And crushed,” Taylor added over his shoulder, the second word turning into a yawn he didn’t bother to stifle. 
“Yeah, and crushed. Madison, she got crushed. But that was Salem, Paul, that was sixteen-whatever. Mistakes was made. We bringing our A-game now; Massachusetts 1770 is easy money. No hitches.” His eyes drifted down to my feet, and one eyebrow climbed fretfully as he noted my plastic flip-flops. 
“It’s okay,” I said, stepping out of the sandals, then using my toes to nudge them together. “I talked to someone I know who’s doing a dramaturgy internship at the Guthrie Theater.” Chico looked alarmed, and I rushed to explain. “In a strictly hypothetical way. Getting period shoes right is really, really hard, especially when you start thinking about distressing them properly. Given our options—and the character I’ve conceived—barefoot is our best bet.” 
Chico nodded appreciatively. “You got your method on, like Marlon Brando. I get that.” Chico slapped me on the shoulder. “I admire that. You ready for this shit, Pablocito?” 
I was not, in fact, ready for this or any other shit. My woolen cassock—a singlebreasted Chesterfield front with thirty-nine buttons, liberated from the University of North Carolina costume shop—was hot, itchy as hell, and the set-in sleeves were binding me in the armpits something fierce. 
Also, I was about to walk through a wall into the past. What had seemed like a fun little gig when I was raiding the UNC costume shop suddenly seemed suicidal. 
Chico set one hard hand on my shoulder. “You got stage fright or portal fright?” He asked gently. “If it’s stage fright,” he said, “You just picture all them fuckers naked, ¿claro? And if it’s portal fright, you just picture the roll of money you gonna get when you come out.” 
What I had was Chico Fright—but I didn’t want to say that, so instead I asked: “Didn’t one of these portals turn a Chinese guy inside out?” 
Chico frowned and turned to look at Taylor, who shook his head. “That was a teleporter,” he said. “And that was in China.” 
Chico turned back to me. “See? That was a chingada teleporter, Pablo. That was in chingada China. This is a time portal. This is America. This shit is FDA-approved.” 
I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and thought about the money. I’ve never found picturing the audience naked to do much for stage fright, but thinking about that money sure did help ease my Chico Fright. “Okay.” 
“¡Qué bueno!” Chico slapped my back again. “Knock ’em dead and break they legs, Pablocito.” It was only then that he handed me the snuffbox, which I slipped into my rough-woven satchel. 
“Anywho,” Taylor yawned, “Bon voyage, Parson Brown.” He tapped the control panel—which turned out to be just an off-brand tablet computer glued to the wall—and I forgot all about the money. 
The portal seeped out of the drywall like lightless, tar-black water seeping through a paper placemat. But it wasn’t water, wasn’t a fluid at all. It was a hole. A deep hole, so hot it made the air waver the way a BBQ grill does in the summer. And there was a light, a tiny light like Venus in a clear winter sky, waaaaay down at the bottom of that hole. 
I know this makes it sound scary, but it wasn’t. It was beautiful. Seeing it form gave you vertigo, but also this rush, like getting high, a clean, clear high, without the jangling, jaw-clenching babblecrash of your own hyper-speed thoughts. 
Looking at that tiny glimmer so deep back down in that lightless well, you could believe in God. 


How’d I meet Chico? It’s sorta complicated, but just to clarify: I was never a “meth head.” 
But that’s sort of getting the cart before the horse. 
A couple months back I was leaving a Subway sandwich shop when this tweaky little made-for-TV meth hag stopped me. She looked just gawdawful: Her brown hair a lusterless rat’s nest pulled back into a sloppy ponytail, her skin sickly and scabbed. She had that off-center burn on her lower lip, the kind you get from getting the pipe too hot while trying to smoke meth cut with too much ground glass. That burn, so stereotypical of the dedicated meth aficionado that it’s almost a cliché. I didn’t even realize she was saying my name until she grabbed my wrist. Her hand was cold and clammy and awful. 
“Hey, hey,” she was saying, “Hey, Paul, it’s me, it’s Tina.” Her voice was croaky and ancient from smoking cheap-ass Basic cigarettes. “It’s okay, Paulie.” She smiled a ghastly, rotten smile. “You’re with friends, Paulie. You’re safe.” 
“Tina?” I said blankly. I sorta knew a Tina, but hadn’t seen her in almost five years, not since I’d gotten my degree from UNC. My Tina had been pretty, round-faced and athletic. She played rugby or soccer or something. I’d been really into EDM—electronic dance music—and would hit all sorts of warehouse shows with this sound guy, Dale, and his roomie, Wei Xen. Wei cooked these great little batches of crystal, and loved to share. Tina was one of those people we’d habitually bump into at shows. 
But we weren’t “meth heads.” 
Just like most of the bubbas who drink a beer or six while watching the Tarheels aren’t Lifetime-movie alcoholics, we weren’t scary-PSA-ad “meth heads.” We’d bump some meth, dance all night, have a hangover the next day, and get on with our lives. Dale got his degree and a job remastering and digitizing back-catalogue country blues albums in Nashville. Wei Xen—the “Man from Shenzhen”—went to work for Dow-Corning. I steadily worked my way up to waiting nice tables. EMD got big enough that there wasn’t an “on the way up” that included Asheville warehouses anymore. And with day jobs and no shows worth seeing, why bother getting high? The world had moved on, us included. 
Except for Tina, apparently. 
“Tina,” she repeated. “Tina. Dancing Tina.” It all clicked, and I could suddenly see the shadow of Tina’s round, bright face hidden inside this loose, mottled mask. My heart sank. “Hey—” she asked, her eyes roving around. “You carrying anything heavy?” I looked at my sandwich, not understanding at all, and then realized she meant drugs. 
“Noo-oo,” I said carefully, “I... um... made some lifestyle changes. Decided not to lift anything heavy any more.” 
She sighed, disappointed but resigned to a life of disappointments. Then she brightened. “But you still act, right?” 
I smiled back, because I do. Voice acting mostly. Not much, but it’s work. 
Now Tina was positively beaming. “Yeah! Yeah! I’ve seen you! Well, heard you, I guess. The ad with the personal injury attorney and the fish!” 
I nodded humbly. Whiplash Bass. People still love those ads. One time, at a different Subway, the stoner kid making my footlong was so pumped to meet Whiplash Bass that he gave me the combo for free. 
“Gosh! That’s great, Paulie! That’s really great for you, man. Because I know this guy, he’s a glass installer,” she enunciated the words as though she was telling an Asian tourist a street name, “Pella, Anderson, Weather-Seal—lots and lots of heavy, heavy lifting, lots of glass, and I owe him a really big favor. Introducing him to a good, quiet actor...” she trailed off. She was still smiling, but it was a brave-face smile: her eyes were shimmering and about to spill over. “It would really, really get me out of a really uncomfortable situation if I could introduce my friend Chico to a good quiet actor, a good guy like my old dance partner Paul.” 
And that’s how I met Chico. 


Looking at the fuming black time-portal hole in the wall, you’d think “Man, I’ve got a long walk ahead of me to the Light.” But stepping past the threshold, it was like sliding into a swimming pool full of orgasm. The light got brighter and brighter and brighter and then pop!-ed. The next thing I knew I was hearing panicked birds bursting through thick foliage. 
My vision came back, and I was standing beside a babbling brook in the forest primeval of what I’d been told would be eighteenth century Massachusetts, with Taylor’s portal thing crackling away behind me like a chintzy fake fire. I turned around to look at it, and was surprised at how totally different it looked from that side: No long black tunnel, no light at the end, just a flat pool of dappled, shimmering light hanging in the air. 
I took a deep breath, but when I let it out it came in shudders and giggles. I shook it all out and tried again. I was Parson Mordecai Brown and Parson Mordecai Brown’s face has hospital corners. I ran my hands over my face and close-cropped scalp, taking another deep breath, blowing it out slowly, getting into character. 
I’ve been walking a long while, but I’m not a bit tired. 
I’m sustained not by food or drink but by the Lord’s New Communion and Manifest Gospel. 
It was morning and the air was pleasantly crisp, but you could tell it was going to get hot. I was glad that I wouldn’t be sticking around in my long wool cassock. 
Then my iPhone eeped its low-power warning and my heart leapt into my throat. I hiked my cassock up and inventoried my pockets. I had indeed accidentally brought my cracked iPhone—which had no service, but faithfully reported it was 3:14 A.M. where I’d come from and that its battery was at 20 percent. I powered it down, then checked my other pockets. I’d thought to leave my wallet in my car, but still had my keys and a tube of Burt’s Bees beeswax lip balm. The portal behind me closed with a tidy snap. It would reopen in thirty minutes. The clock was ticking. This was my cue, and I was not ready to make my entrance. 
Heart racing, I dropped to my knees, dumped out my rough-hewn satchel, and sifted through my hand props—a suitably distressed prayerbook in illegibly small type, an apple, a crust of artisanal bread; the kind of things you’d expect to find in a colonial preacher’s purse—until I found the hourglass, which was really a thirty-minute glass. I tapped all the sand into one ampule, then flipped it, checked the flow, slipped a dark leather cord through its wooden frame, and tied it around my waist like a belt. I scooped everything back up into the satchel and put Chico’s extra-special snuffbox in my cassock pocket. 
I was nine kinds of panicked, right on the edge of blowing the performance. So I just stopped, blew out my breath, and centered myself. I listened to the silent forest, which, of course, wasn’t silent silent; it was audience silent, full of the little sounds of life: The unbearably clear brook chuckling over the rocks; birds flipping through the branches, chirping; squirrels bitching at each other from opposing trees only to be shushed by a rising breeze. 
It was an expectant silence, leaning forward, waiting for something worth watching to happen. 
I took a breath, and the air smelled faintly of wood smoke and nothing else. I’d never realized how much stuff I’m constantly smelling, stuff that people have labored to make and buy and use and discard: Exhaust and plastic, shampoo and body spray, fryer grease and sewer gas. Our world. 
I took another breath. I didn’t really care about Tina. And I didn’t care about what Chico would do if I blew this. And I didn’t care about what he’d pay me if I nailed it. I cared about the role, I cared about the show—my show, my character: I was Mordecai Brown, the Barefoot Parson, in a one-act, one-man, one-night-only improvisational show, and that show must go on. 
I followed the brook downstream until I came to the outermost fringe of the settlement, just as Chico had described. It was a rough-hewn little cabin with an open-air lean-to tacked on to the side. The lean-to was dominated by what looked to me like an enormous stone barbecue grill: A forge. Thick black smoke poured out of the chimney. In the shade of the lean-to a darker shadow hulked and toiled at the forge’s base, working the bellows with mechanical regularity. 
“Hullo!” I called, my voice a Connecticut Yankee’s nasal lilt. “Hullo, brother! How fare you this excellent morn?” 
The figure stopped his labors and looked up at me, then ducked out from beneath his awning. He was shorter than I’d expected, shorter than me, but Jesus, what a brute! He was shirtless, with a leather apron over blue breeches. His forearms were as thick around as my calves. His chest was broad and muscled like an ox’s back, scarred from countless stray embers. He was greased with sweat, like he’d just run a marathon, but not a bit out of breath. As he approached he rubbed his hands clean on the seat of his breeches and looked at me curiously. Then he caught sight of my bare feet and froze, agog. 


 
From the Journal of Pastor Ephraim Otis, Quansigamog Pond, Massachusetts, 1770 
 


The smith, Young Charles Bull, is not himself. Previously he was an isolated and phlegmatic lad, tending toward melancholy, and even a black biliousness. But he is suddenly now sanguine in the extreme, speaking without pause even as he works the bellows, hammer, and tongs. He jigs about his workshop from place to place, periodically clapping his hands or calling out in praise of the Lord. He is a font of energy, but of an ill sort, like the fierce lightning storms that harrow the autumn fields. 
Though long known for his taciturnity, today Young Charles was only too eager to speak of matters diverse and disjoint. On the topic of that wandering parson he was quite insistent. 
“His feet!” Young Charles enthused, enraptured. “His hands! He came from the forest, unshod and bareheaded, but there was no kiss of the sun on his pate.” He worked the bellows ceaselessly as he spoke, heating a rod. “His hands and feet were as soft and pink and clean as a newborn sprat’s!” He pulled forth the rod, which seemed almost overheated; it nigh on drooped, and its end was as bright and searingly yellow as the brassy midsummer sun. “That, that, that was how I knew,” he swung his hammer, pounding and turning the rod in excellent synchronousness, squaring it off and drawing it to a point. “How I knew, knew he was an angel of the Lord.” 
Charles laid the rod upon the anvil and, with a swinging arm and jigging twirl, switched his hammer for long-armed snips. He took up the rod and freed the halffinished nail from the thick rod single-handed. He then twirled the snips back onto his workbench and took up tongs with a flourish, using these to set the hot iron into the die on his anvil. “And he’s come here to us,” Young Charles pounded out the head of his nail with the passion of Cain bludgeoning his brother to death. “Come to us, come to us, come to us! He’s come to us with the Lord’s New Sacrament!” He quenched his fresh-forged nail in a bucket of water. It sizzled and he panted, reining in his galloping fervor. 
At my behest he described for me this sacrament. According to Young Charles, the wandering parson had proselytized but briefly, and then brought forth a gentleman’s snuffbox. 
“The lid was a scrimshaw of angels blowing trumps above roiling seas, and what else could it be? For I am as dauntless as a whale now!” He whirled again, rubbing his sooty hands over his face and through his greasy hair, which stood out like the hide of a porcupine. He snatched up his tongs and again applied his demi-nail to the flames. “Within was a powdered host, like salt, like the dried tears of the Son Himself, praised be He, and I knelt before the parson and took his sacrament like a gent takes his snuff, and the Lord, the Lord, the Lord was full in me in a nonce! The Spirit of the Lord crawled my skin and filled my eyes and all was His roaring sacred Light—but not light in the eyes. It was a Light in my brains.” He tapped his forehead to emphasize this, leaving a smear of ash. “And my internal eyes remain unhooded now. I can see God’s Godliness in every crumb and morsel of His creation now.” 
As he spoke he completed another nail and quenched it. The steaming nail he then tossed into a large cask already overspilling with like nails. The whole cask steamed, for all its contents were fresh forged, two days’ work done in a single morning. As I marveled at this industry, he was already pulling forth his stock to begin the next nail. 
“And what fealty does the Lord demand for this New Sacrament? For this wondrous Manifest Gospel? Naught but spoons and buckles!” He cackled at this, like a bawdy crone at her hearth. “Buckles and spoons for the Lord!” 
I asked Young Charles if he had retained any of this powdered host, and his eyes aglittered, but guardedly. Though he muttered on, he spoke no further to me—although I was the only soul visibly present. 


The first thing I heard stepping back through the portal—even before my vision had cleared and the ecstatic shivers had finished running off me—was Chico laughing. 
“Damn, holmes!” He called out, a caricature of himself. “You been to Colonial Williamsburg, or down to the strip club?” I blinked away the portal dazzle. Chico shook his head, still grinning. 
Taylor swiped at the wall-mounted tablet and the portal collapsed with a snap. “You do look sorta flushed, and you’re grinning like a loon. Just in case it doesn’t go without saying, I don’t think you should be hooking up with people in the past. That’s... that’s weird.” 
The sweaty blacksmith jumped to mind. “I didn’t!” I blurted out too quickly, because I hadn’t, hadn’t laid a finger on him. I don’t think he would have been amenable. “It’s just portal rush!” 
“What the hell’s portal rush?” Taylor asked. 
“You know, the rush you get from—” but Chico waved it off. 
“Whatever, Pablo. What’s your haul?” 
I dug into my satchel and brought out the two spoons. Until you lay hands on the real deal, it’s easy to forget that basically all of our “silverware” is really cheap pressed steel. Actual silver silverware is heavy and dense, not bright like jewelry, but gun-metal grey. Chico nodded his appreciation, holding the spoons out delicately. They practically glowed in the cheap fluorescent light. He tinged them against each other and they sang like crystal. “Niiiiiiice!” he sang out in spot-on harmony. Chico produced a chamois, wrapped the spoons so they wouldn’t knock together, and then slipped them inside his jacket pocket. He held out his hand, palm up, like a bellhop waiting for a tip. 
I stared at his hand. Taylor rolled his eyes. 
“The snuffbox, Pablo,” Chico chided. 
“Oh, yeah. Yeah.” I dug around in the satchel, and then searched my pockets, and came up with it. Chico shook it and seemed satisfied when he heard nothing. Then he squinted at me, gears grinding in his head. 
“You left the rest of the ’teenth with whoever, ¿verdad?” 
“With the sweaty blacksmith, yeah. Like you said.” 
He scrutinized my face, like a cop does, shifting his head from side to side as he checked my pupils, peering at my nose and eyes like a horse buyer. He watched me, just standing there breathing. It made me nervous, even though I was clean as a whistle. 
“The blacksmith,” I added, trying to fill the void, “he seemed... he seemed like he’d spread the Good Word. Evangelize. But a sixteenth of an ounce isn’t much.” 
Chico smiled, showing his eyeteeth like a cartoon wolf. 
“’xactly, Pablocito.” He spirited the snuffbox away with one hand and simultaneously produced a fat roll of twenties with the other. He counted out twenty-five bills. “When you got a inelastic vertical demand curve, scarcity is the name of the game. Econ 101, cabrón.” He handed over the stack and left, calling over his shoulder, “I’ll call you in a week or two for an encore performance, Pablocito.” 
I drove home in a haze, buzzed from the portal, but anchored to reality by the knot of twenties crammed in my pocket. Back at my apartment, despite the buzz, I was asleep before my head hit the pillow. 


The next morning I was halfway through a bowl of store-brand flakes before I realized I’d never turned my phone back on. When I plugged in and powered up, it blew up with chimes, vibrations, chirps, and trills. 
What I noticed first was how badly I’d overslept, because the phone is also my alarm clock. It was almost noon. My gut sank. The voicemail and notifications did nothing to lift its spirit. 
There were seven texts from the floor manager at Stalk, the up-and-coming finedining gastropub where I waited tables. The first was genial: 
COME IN ~1HR EARLY? NEED BRUNCH PREP W/MICHAEL B/C OTHER MICHAEL NO-SHOW. KITCHEN TIME&HALF TIL DOORS. 
The final text read: 
A$$HOL3: DO NOT COME IN TIL WE TALK!! YOU ARE WRITTEN UP!!!!!!!!! 
This was followed by two emoji: a gun and a skull. 
There were also voicemails, several from Stalk—which I deleted unplayed—and one from Jenny at Voice Talent, Limited. It’s a good company run by two very earnest Mormons, the wry name totally unintentional. Jenny was super sorry to be the “bad news bear,” but the client for the three radio spots I had slotted for that morning—which I’d slept through anyway—had backed out. She and Jon and John were super disappointed, too, but all thought I was a super fun guy to work with and they’d be super-super sure to reach out the next time they had a client that was a good fit, okay? 
The last message was from James, my boyfriend. But before I could check it my phone rang, a number I didn’t know with a 617 area code. My phone said that meant “Boston.” 
It was Chico. 
“Hey, Pablocito, we gotta meet up.” 
He didn’t seem super enthusiastic, but definitely better than the floor manager, who was at that very moment fuming through my shift, schlepping trays of asparagus and morel tapas and pushing this cut-rate Beaujolais we’d gotten cheap from some shady distributor in Montreal. 
“I thought it’d be a week or two?” I nervously peered out my windows. A stooped man in a straw hat led a waddling old terrier down the sidewalk. Neither of them looked like narcs or narcotráficos. 
“Yeah, well, now it’s now. You like Mexican?” 
I said I didn’t, because I don’t, but Chico seemed distracted. 
“Great,” he replied and gave me the address of a strip-mall mom-and-pop taqueria. “Let’s have lunch.” 
“Wait! When?” 
Chico sighed, and I could hear him rolling his eyes. “Now. It’s lunch time.” 
He hung up, and I scrambled to get dressed. 


The place was crowded, and Chico was already seated and crunching through a plate of flautas when I got there. As I picked my way to his booth, a frumpyish gal in large, dark sunglasses and a charcoal cardigan ducked out of the bathroom and joined him. Chico slid a cellphone—presumably with a 617 area code—across the table to her, and she tucked it back into her purse. A waitress immediately brought her a red plastic tumbler filled with a large volume of ice and a small volume of diet cola. Chico scooted over and motioned for me to join him on his side of the booth. No one asked if I wanted anything. 
“Peggy,” he said through a mouthful of lettuce, “This is my actor, Pablocito.” 
She stitched her brow. “A blue-eyed Pablo?” 
“Paul,” I said, offering my hand. 
“Pablo, this is Peggy. She collects spoons and shit.” 
“I’m an adjunct professor with the history department at UNC.” She took my hand and shook it once, briskly. “I specialize in Colonial and Early Republic material culture.” Peggy dug a rolled piece of black velvet out of her purse. She unfurled it, revealing a drawer’s worth of spoons. 
“Chico says you’re a fine actor. You didn’t get burned as a witch, so I suppose that’s true.” 
“Why does everyone keep making that joke?” I wondered aloud in mock bewilderment. She carried on as though I hadn’t spoken. 
“You may be a great actor, Paul, but you need an education in spoons.” She plucked one up. “Here’s one from your haul from last night. Coin silver, elliptical bowl; plain. It’s something a man of means might have used daily. But—” she indicated the top of the handle. “See this rounded, upturned handle with the mid-rib? That’s a little fancy; a well-off tradesman bought this to put out for guests, to show off a little. He was feeling prosperous. We know it’s pure coin silver, and we know it’s from Massachusetts in 1770.” Now she smiled. “And it’s part of a set; you got a pair. All together, that pair is probably worth a grand.” All the air went out of the room. It suddenly seemed like someone had cut the highs and turned the bass way up, making the lunchroom chatter throb in my chest like an electro kickdrum. 
One thousand dollars. That’s over four hundred and fifty hours of work at my waiter’s hourly. Even if you figure in a good night’s tips—which wasn’t guaranteed; Stalk was highfaluting, but Asheville isn’t Manhattan—I’d still have to work ten good shifts to walk away with that much money. 
A grand for thirty minutes of acting. Peggy reached out and took my hand. Chico stopped chewing briefly and smirked. 
“Don’t worry, sweetie,” she said without a trace of sarcasm. “You’ll do better next time. I’ll show you how.” 
She let go and turned her attention back to her spoons. Chico returned to his flautas. 
“Everything you get, historically speaking, is equally precious. And the provenance is beyond dispute. But despite what we know,” she tipped a nod to me and Chico, “We can’t document the provenance of these items—they have, after all, skipped several hundred years of probate, auctions, passing from collector to collector, all that. So we sell to individual collectors, not institutions. Individual collectors with resources— and tempers. Just to forestall any clever innovations: If we scammed a university or museum and got caught, they might sue us, but would probably just sweep it under the rug. Bad press. But if we get caught scamming these collectors, they will hammer our hands flat. That’s not just a vivid turn of phrase, Paul. I could show you pictures. They’ve shown me pictures.” 
Chico grunted and nodded, but never stopped working his flautas. 
“That said, our clientele also places a premium on decorative flourishes and interesting back stories,” she smiled primly. “Which we clearly have. An institution wouldn’t offer that premium.” She pointed to a spoon all the way to her right, one of the ones I’d brought back. “Here’s your spoon. It’s plain, but nothing to be ashamed of. See the bowl? It’s elliptical, an everyday spoon.” She indicated another spoon, further to the left. “This has an elongated oval bowl, and, look,” she flipped it and pointed to the back, where a clam-shell shape stood out at the joint of the handle and bowl, “A swag-form shell motif. Fancy. Believe it or not, a collector will pay for that, even though it’s of little historical import. It’s the same with these bright cut designs on the handles.” She indicated several other spoons with ornate designes that seemed to glow up out of the dull gray silver. “Revere was especially adept at these. They impress the pants off buyers. I once sold a spoon just like this to a man from Southie who was buying it as a gift for James ‘Whitey’ Bulger.” 
“Revere?” I asked, “Paul Revere? As in, comma, Midnight Ride of?” 
Peggy smiled and Chico snorted his mirth. “You thought Chico was just sending you back in time to fleece rural blacksmiths of random dinnerware, Paul?” 
“But if I collect the spoons from the villagers, aren’t they going to disappear from the museums and collections where they already are?” 
Peggy scrunched her nose. “Of course not; these spoons never made it into any collections or museums, because you went back and took them before they could.” 
“Is that really how it works?” I asked, slackjawed. 
Chico chortled again. “No, but it’s like that. You’d have to ask Taylor that runs the portal. All that counts is that nothing you do through the portal does shit to the here and now. We are literally creating wealth here, holmes. The government should be giving our asses a tax break and shit.” 
Peggy shrugged it all off; however it worked, it wasn’t her problem. 
She selected another spoon from her roll, identical to mine—I assumed it was the other from the pair, and then she flipped them both. One was blank, the other had REVERE set in a little rectangle crookedly stamped along the length of its handle. She pointed to the blank spoon. “This is yours,” then the other, “and this is much, much better. Most of the utensils and silver you see in Quansigamog Pond will be from Revere’s workshop—I can identify them with confidence—but we get seven times as much if the piece bears his mark. He used several in his career. He inherited the business from his dad, Paul Revere Sr., and used some of his marks, too—” she flipped several more spoons. Two showed a PR, one in italics, the other straight. Another showed •P. REVERE in a rectangle with a little dot before it. 
She pointed back to the first two identical spoons, mine blank and hers with the mark of REVERE. “To review: Your spoon will get us five hundred dollars. If it bore the mark it would be worth thirty-five hundred. There’s a lot of moving parts on this deal,” she looked at Chico, who had finished off his flautas and was now sipping his horchata, watching. He nodded curtly. “So it’s important you come back with a stamped Revere every time. And small items, like spoons, are the least of it. Something like a tankard or quart cann—” 
“A can of what?” I asked, legitimately confused. 
Peggy smiled and shook her head, “A ‘Boston cann,’ with two ns. A tankard has straight sides and a lid; a Boston cann is more like a big mug: no lid, bulbous body. That style is sort of Boston-specific, and so it’s big with my Cambridge collectors. A cann or tankard will sell for over fifty thousand dollars. Provided it bears the mark of patriot and silversmith Paul Revere, comma Midnight Ride of.” 
Peggy smiled, then hit me with her coup de grace: “You get a flat fee for trips where you return with spoons and buckles, but you get a percentage on something like a quart cann. Seven percent.” 
As she rolled up her spoon collection the numbers rang up in my head—I’m a waiter, after all, and seven percent is just shy of half of a fair tip. Seven percent on fifty thousand dollars is thirty-five hundred, more than I’ve made in any given month in my entire working life. Thirty-five hundred dollars for thirty minutes of work, for thirty minutes of acting. 
I couldn’t help but smile at her. She smiled back like the canary that ate the pussycat, her hands folded primly over her velvet roll of priceless spoons. 
But, of course they had a price. It all had a price. I could get 7 percent of that price. 
Chico slurped the last of his rice milkshake and stood. 
“Boy am I exhausted,” Peggy said idly, and then with just a little too much import: 
“I could really use a latte.” Chico, digging through his pockets for his cash, produced a meticulously crumpled ball of paper, coughed, and absent-mindedly tossed it on the table as he continued sorting through pocket junk. Peggy snapped up the ball before it had even stopped jouncing around. She mumbled a thanks and immediately walked out. 
Chico finally came up with a twenty dollar bill and laid it on the table next to his clean plate. “You not hungry, Pablo? What up with that?” I started to answer, but he wasn’t listening. “Anyway, I’ll call you in, like, two weeks, a month—after we sort some shit out on our end.” 


 
From the Journal of Pastor Ephraim Otis, Quansigamog Pond, Massachusetts, 1770 
 


For nearly a fortnight this barefoot, wandering parson has returned daily, and yet I fail and fail again to make his acquaintance. I grow to suspect that the smith, Young Charles Bull, endeavors to conceal from me this parson’s comings and goings. 
Members of my flock have become increasingly withdrawn from our small congregation, but are far from idle. The village hums with their industry. It seems that every cottage burns late into the night, looms and needles and wheels in constant, restless motion—even on the Lord’s Sabbath. Broadcloth, stockings, caps, tinware, pottery, cask upon cask of nails—all are stockpiled in great heaps, then freighted each two days to Boston town by Young Charles. He returns late in the night—seemingly no longer in need of sleep—having traded all this stock for a rich-man’s saucière or tankard. 
In the village there is a great mania for silver. Not a spoon remains, and barely a shoe or kneebreech retains its buckle. 
I fear the Devil has come to Quansigamog Pond. 


It was almost three weeks before Chico called me. During that time Voice Talent, Limited lined up and lost another gig, and my manager at Stalk continued to give me the cold shoulder, shorting my shifts and giving me ridiculously vacant sections. I think he was starving me out. So I was pretty glad to finally get Chico’s call; five hundred dollars goes quick. 
Three A.M. FDA Annex D. Taylor met me at the double glass doors. I slipped off my flip-flops as soon as I came inside, while Taylor latched the door behind me. 
“This is your shtick? Shoeless Joe Parson?” 
I picked up the sandals and clipped them to my keys. “I’ve gotta get back into character; it’s been three weeks.” Chico had been kidding when he called me Brando, but he’d been right: I really am committed to Stanislavski’s System, even if that seems pretty ridiculous for a guy whose very limited claim to fame is doing voice work for a cartoon fish injured in a fender-bender. But the system is the system, and the system works, regardless of the role. 
Taylor shrugged as he led me past the empty reception desk. “It’s been three weeks for them, too; I wouldn’t sweat it.” We passed through the little cubicle farm, heading toward the bright door of the conference/portal room. 
“Oh,” I said, mostly just making small talk, “I assumed that I’d go back to right after my last visit, the next day or something.” 
“No sense in that. We keep it real time. The user interface for the portal controller is suckier than the suckiest corporate-CRUD software you’ve ever seen. Once we have an initial state, it wants to auto-increment it in order to keep something about the something-something persistent,” he squinted, “or maybe consistent. The manual is even worse than the interface. So we don’t monkey with it too much, if we can avoid it.” 
“You guys do this a lot?” I asked—still just trying to be conversational. It was only my second show, and I had opening-night jitters. I kept patting my pockets to make sure I hadn’t accidentally brought my phone again. 
Taylor scratched his head and yawned, but it was a fake yawn. He was stalling. “With Chico?” he asked, a little too casually. “Naw, this is only the second attempt. The first foray was kind of a bust.” 
“Why?” 
“I screwed up the date, and there was no Revere silver yet.” We crossed into the crappy little beige conference room that had been outfitted with the portal. Chico, who had been lounging in one of the abandoned Aeron knock-offs, leapt to his feet. 
“Okay, Pablocito!” he slapped me on the back, seeming way too jolly for three A.M.I wondered if he was getting high on his own supply. “You ready to go get us a big ole tea set or something?” He braced my shoulders, giving them a politician’s squeeze. 
“Um, yeah. Sure.” I set my sandals and keys on one of the empty office chairs, gave my pockets one final sweep, then dug the sandglass and leather cord out of my satchel. 
“¡Que Padre!” He dug in his pocket, then tossed me the little snuffbox. I slid it into my satchel. Taylor prodded his touchscreen, and the blank stretch of wall marked off with masking tape bloomed its deep, dark tunnel. I stepped in, like stepping into a cataract of giggle-shivers and butterfly kisses. As soon as I was in I was through. 
Colonial Massachusetts was a lot gloomier upon my return—the air was heavy and the day so overcast I couldn’t immediately get a sense of whether it was morning or afternoon. I assumed morning, but didn’t really dwell on it, because there was a Mohican staring at me. He was half-crouched in the bushes, decked out in buckskins accented by long strips of trade cloth embroidered with stylized poppies. Looped over one wrist was a birch basket he’d been filling with early morels when Taylor’s little portal forced its way into his reality. 
The portal snapped closed. Without even thinking I turned over the thirty-minute glass I was holding and tied it around my waist; wouldn’t want to miss my ride home. 
The Native American was slack-jawed and pop-eyed—which I figured was just amazement at seeing a preacher step through a curtain of fire—but also unnaturally pale. His skin looked almost gray, and was greased with an unhealthy sheen of fever sweat. His scalp—roughly shorn, save for a floppy, crooked mohawk—was dappled with flea-bites and scabs. Around his neck he wore a rough crucifix made from two slivers of broken bottle glass, lashed with some sort of twine. He stumbled out of the brush and made the sign of the cross, then fell to his knees, hands palm-to-palm in the universal sign of prayer. His accent was husky and strange and it took me a while to realize he was speaking two English words over and over: “Sacrament” and “communion.” 
It seemed that the handsome blacksmith had indeed been spreading the Good Word during my nearly three weeks’ hiatus. 
I set my hands on either side of the sloppy mohawk, mumbled something indistinct, then fished the snuffbox out of my satchel and scooped out a little dollop of meth with my pinky nail. I tenderly set my nail against the rim of his right nostril, said: 
“This, too, could be my body,” and he snorted. An animal frisson of pure pleasure shivered through him. I scooped a second dollop, set my nail against his left nostril, and solemnly said, “This, too, could be my vital spirit.” 
He snorted, then gasped exultantly and sprang to his feet. A howl of joy came up out of him, long and strong and seemingly unbidden, as though it got a running start at his toes and gained momentum all the way through his body, until it burst out of his mouth hell-bent for the moon. 
He was glowing, thrumming with the Universe’s One True Song. The Native American sprang off down the creek like a deer dodging bullets, heading toward the village, and I followed. 
I called out “Hullo!” as I broke through the tree line, but the smith was already jogging out from his cabin. He was smiling with relief but looked awful, like someone who’s been up three nights running with stomach flu. 
“Welcome, Parson!” He took me up in a big, enveloping hug. It was just a brotherly hug, and he wasn’t rough by any measure, but my God, his arms and chest; it was like being hugged by Thor. 
Also, not to be gross, but people stink differently in the past. I don’t know if it’s what we eat or all the deodorants and antiperspirants messing with our natural skin flora, but a sweaty man in 1770 smells wonderful. It’s like that good musky smell that you get if you hug a big dog that’s been lying in the sun all afternoon. 
“Thank God you return,” he sighed. “The double-portion hardly lasted us the Sabbath, now that our congregation increases. We grow ill with privation from the Lord.” He released me, and I was chilled all down my front with the absence of his heat. “Wannakusket is gathering the rest of our flock, Parson. And their offerings.” 
Once he’d let me go and I could focus on something other than his arms holding me tight against his beating heart, I saw that at least a dozen colonial bit-players— milkmaids and coopers, farmers and goodwives with babes in arms, a barefoot girl with crooked pigtails—were jogging down the broad dirt lane. Lots more glass-shard crucifixes, which struck me as a pretty risky fashion statement. It had started to drizzle—a warm mist that seemed to congeal out of the hot, heavy air—but no one noticed, let alone gave a crap. They called out their greetings and blessings as they came. 
But Young Charles’s co-religionists didn’t look so great: They were sweaty, pale, scabby. And they were pitifully relieved to see their parson. I let myself believe that there was probably a stomach bug hitting the village. I mean, there was just no way that a sixteenth of an ounce of meth split a dozen ways more than three weeks ago hooked them. That’s probably not much more than a bump each; first-graders on Adderall are taking more speed than that. 
“I beg your indulgence, Parson,” the smith muttered, standing at my elbow, “I know the Lord requires silver alms, but I’ve got naught but iron nails.” 
I turned back to look at him, to see that strained, wheedling smile, the greasy mixture of hope and shame. I recognized it, because I remembered feeling it on my own face, back in the days after Wei Xen had stopped cooking, but I was still using. 
“I grow weak in the Lord’s word, Parson, and suffer mightily for want of his Manifest Blessing.” 
“Certainly, Young Charles,” I said beatifically. He smiled with stupid relief. “Certainly you may take sacrament. Today.” I looked him in the eye coolly, and Young Charles’ smile faltered. “But tell me, Young Charles: How great is the Lord’s manifest love? Is it just a meager teaspoon’s dollop of love the Lord begrudges you?” 
“No!” Young Charles gasped, “When I take his New Communion, I feel it to my bones! It’s bucket upon trough of love! A great rushing cataract of love!” 
“Indeed. The Lord showers you in His love—and yet, you expect to dole out the Lord’s tankards of love by the teaspoon?” He was totally gobsmacked—which was the intended effect. “When next you trade in Boston, I’m certain you’ll return with an offering worthy of the Lord’s love.” I smiled innocuously. Young Charles looked like a knife was twisting in his gut. 
Just for the record, standing there, I hated the villainous prick saying those words as much as you do. And there was a millisecond of lag before it caught up to my brain that I was that villainous prick. That’s the thing about having a great character and an audience that’s really invested: Your brain splits, and the judgy audience part of you leans back to watch, so that the hollow actor part can expand to channel the role. It’s like speaking in tongues: Some people get taken by the spirit of the Lord; I got taken by the spirit of Willy Loman, and the spirit of Mercutio, and the spirit of Amos “Mr. Cellophane” Hart, even the spirit of Whiplash Bass. Right then, I was taken by the Spirit of Parson Brown. 
I know that’s not much of a defense, but it’s what I’ve got. 
“Parson,” he was careful, “Our work is humble—candles and weaving, crops and meat enough to feed ourselves year round, supplemented as it is by the forest’s bounty. Already we suffer for want of nails, for all my production goes to market in Boston town. Smyth and Alton have slaughtered and cured every hog we had so that they could be sold, and that fetched us just the humble offerings you’ve already—” 
And then the other parishioners were upon us. I turned and greeted them, holding my arms broad and offering a brief benediction. They knelt in a semicircle around me. Young Charles dropped to his knees mid-word, and clasped his empty hands in front of his mouth in supplication. Just as with Mr. Last of the Mohicans, I set my hands on the blacksmith’s head, mumbled something vaguely ecclesiastical, then brought out the snuffbox and administered a bump to each nostril. He shivered exultantly, but kept his supplicant posture. The man to his left held a spoon peeking up above the fingers of his clasped hands. This I took and used as a scoop, offering two small bumps before dropping the spoon into my satchel. I continued down the line, mumbling and scooping, juggling the little snuffbox awkwardly as I laid hands on each parishioner. One held a buckle instead of a spoon, so I pocketed that and gave him a single toot from my nail. He frowned when I stepped away, but didn’t open his eyes or say a word. 
I didn’t notice, not until I was right in front of her, that the little girl held a spoon as well. I set my hands on her head. I’d assumed her hair—which was a frizzy, dull brown—would be coarse and greasy, but it was soft as bunny fur. I mumbled my blessing, gently took her spoon, and stepped away to her mother without offering the sacrament. 
I don’t imagine that will earn me any points with anyone, not now, but I wanted to go on the record: I did not give a little girl crystal meth. 
Once I was down the line I dumped the little bit of crystal that remained into a mussel shell, as I had last time—there were lots of these shells littering the open stretch between the town and stream, and I was supposed to leave the leftover meth to help “spread the love.” The little girl with the crooked pigtails snuffled, and I looked up to see her bent in prayer, struggling not to cry, puzzled that she’d been passed over by the Lord’s messenger. I looked at the remaining meth—not much more than a quarter-line clumped in the damp mussel shell. 
“Tomorrow!” Young Charles had risen and was again at my elbow, giddy with the Lord’s Chemical Communion. 
“Pardon?” 
“By morning prayers tomorrow,” he whispered, failing to suppress his jubilation, “I’ll have returned from Boston town with an offering suitable to the Lord’s largess.” 
“There’s no sense in that, Young Charles; I’ll not return for a fortnight or more.” 
He looked charmingly confused. “You say that every day, Parson. And yet each morn you arrive at daybreak to lead our orisons and offer His Manifest Gospel. You grow distant from the things of this world,” he scolded. “Why do you never take the New Communion with us, Parson?” It was a guileless question, asked out of real concern for me and the state of my soul. Young Charles reached out then, but instead of taking the meth on a half-shell I was still holding, he folded my hand closed over it. “He is a Tree of Life for those who hold fast to Him,” he said earnestly. “Bind yourself back to the Lord, Parson.” 
I clasped my free hand over his and closed my eyes, bowing my head in mock prayer over Young Charles. Then I got him started leading the congregation in the Lord’s Prayer, and slipped away back upstream before they’d even gotten to “Shall not want.” 
Halfway back to the portal clearing I tossed the mussel shell and its baby bump of meth into the creek to wash away. Then I stopped, crouched, and dipped my hand in the cold, clear water. But that wasn’t good enough, so I took up a handful of the sandy bottom and used it to scour my palm. I didn’t like the idea of any little grain of crystal sticking to my skin. Bowed down on my knees like a Muslim at prayer, I scrubbed my hands, and then my face, then my hands again. And when I stood, I felt remarkably refreshed. Not bump-of-meth-in-the-middle-of-a-busy-Saturday-nightshift refreshed, but clean and new. 
As I waited for the portal to pop back up I dug out the ten spoons and buckle. As I’d suspected, the buckle was just a buckle. But every single spoon was a stamped REVERE. Chico was just about through the roof when I handed them over with his empty snuffbox. He didn’t notice that I wasn’t able to muster his level of excitement. 
Some actor I am, I guess. 


I met James for brunch the next day at Fond, and the first thing he asked was where I’d been at three A.M. the night before. He’d swung by my apartment after finishing his shift—he tends bar during Fond’s dinner service—but I wasn’t home. 
My first inclination was to lie—which probably doesn’t say terrific things about me. But there wasn’t really anything to lie about, was there? I wasn’t doing meth. I wasn’t even really dealing meth, not any more than I was dealing that crappy 2016 Beaujolais Nouveau the owners had us pushing at Stalk. 
So I told James about the new acting gig. 
Or started to, anyway—as soon as I said, “I’ve got this—” one of the matronly ladies getting up from the neighboring table swung around and growled, “turrrrrible pain in my neck, Mr. Attorney Man!” Her tablemates cackled their delight. 
“I’m sorry,” she said, setting one hand on my shoulder. “But I couldn’t help myself; you sound just like that Whiplash Bass in the television commercials.” 
James smirked, stirring his Bloody Mary with a perfect stalk of local organic celery. “Ma’am,” he said, “That’s because he is Whiplash Bass.” He crunched into his celery, equally relishing the zing of the cocktail and my reddening face. 
“No!” The woman gasped. 
“Yup,” I said, smiling my best “And He Was Such a Nice Guy” smile. 
“No!” she gasped again, then turned back to her three friends. “Marlene, did you hear that! This is the Whiplash Bass!” 
“Turrible tuuuuurrrible pain, Mr. Attorney Man!” Marlene bellowed in turn, shaking her head through the turribles like someone doing an impersonation of Richard Nixon impersonating Mr. Ed. Her companions cackled, then sang out the attorney’s phone number in a distressing inharmonic imitation of the little kick line of lampreys at the end of the television spot. 
You’ve never seen that ad? 
Well, that jingle is an apocalyptically perfect earworm. It’s exactly the kind of dreadful local-TV spot that everyone adores, like it or not. Sullivan Green, Esq. will probably be sending both his kids and his mistresses through college just on the business that ad brings in. I was paid ninety-five dollars for the day, plus one hundred dollars for the buyout—chump change for a guy who charges two hundred and fifty per hour. The only thing that keeps me from being bitter is this: Everyone knows his number, and everyone calls him for their DUIs, slip-and-falls, and petty drug charges, but no one can ever remember his name. Once that ad started airing, Sullivan Green was forevermore “Mr. Attorney Man.” 
The coven of Whiplash Bass fanatics wanted a group photo, and I obliged. By the time I sat down again, James was halfway through his Bloody Mary and all the way through his celery. 
“Sherry’s bringing us next week’s special,” James said. My face fell. I’d been looking forward to eggs Benedict; Fond’s Hollandaise is the platonic ideal to which all other Hollandaises aspire. James took my hand. “Don’t fret, Paul; there will be Hollandaise sauce. Now tell me about the new gig.” 
And so I told him that I was playing an itinerant preacher in Colonial Massachusetts preaching a “New Gospel”—sort of a generic Episcopalianism with some spiritualist mumbo-jumbo sprinkled on top—and collecting “alms” that just happened to be highly collectible Paul Revere silver. And, oh yeah, I wasn’t doing this for a historical museum reenactment or an insurance guy’s ad—I was actually going through a time portal and actually doing this before the hardest audience: The folks parting with the silver, and primed to see the devil’s work in any mistake I might make. 
You might have noticed the details I glossed over. 
Meanwhile, Sherry set down our plates: Sous-vide poached eggs on corn arepas with Fond’s house-cured tasso “bacon” and micro-herbs, drizzled with a ghost-pepper Hollandaise sauce as hot and sweet as the silky giggles of the damned. 
James frowned as I spoke, but it wasn’t his frown of disapproval. It was his frown of measured consideration. 
“A time portal?” James asked once I’d finished. “Didn’t those turn some Chinese guys inside out a couple years back?” 
“That was a transporter.” I said. “This is different. It’s FDA-approved.” 
“I thought they only used time portals for really tiny industry things, testing how well rubber gaskets age and stuff like that.” 
“This is sorta... off the books. Under the table. Boston gangsters with a patriotic spoon fetish are bankrolling it.” 
James ruminated briefly, a lick of bacon held daintily between thumb and index finger. 
“I think you should drop this side job, Paul,” he said. 
I balked. “It’s a great role, James; a role I wrote myself—and not something I would normally do. Parson Mordecai Brown is a perfectly villainous bastard. It’s like a new and improved Richard III. This isn’t a goofy little one-off thing for a muffler place.” 
“But it’s not a role, Paul: You are really messing with people’s lives and abusing their faith—” 
“It’s just spoons!” I cried. “I’m not messing with their lives doing this any more than I’m messing with the lives of DUIs when Whiplash Bass convinces them to pay Mr. Attorney Man to argue their hopeless cases. Should a DUI even offer a defense? Those fuckers kill people all the time!” 
This was a low blow: James’s uncle Jimmy was killed a few years back pulling a drunk out of a ditch, when a second drunk blasted past the flares and mashed him into the side of his tow truck. Both drunks were fine, and Uncle Jimmy was closedcasket dead right there. 
But James’s gaze didn’t shift. He wasn’t looking at me, wasn’t studying my features; he was looking into me. “You don’t like this gig, Paul. And it doesn’t suit you. You should drop it.” 
“I don’t like it, James; I love it. I love the role, I love going through the portal. I don’t love the money, maybe, but I sure do like it a lot.” 
James nodded, but he wasn’t agreeing. He was still processing, still watching whatever it was he could see percolating inside me. 
“If you love it so much, then why didn’t you tell me about it a month ago, when you started? Why are you hiding it?” There wasn’t a trace of bitterness or point-scoring; he was just asking a perfectly fair question. 
A perfectly fair question for which I had no good answer. 
Hearing myself explain it out loud—even entirely omitting the meth part—the gig didn’t sound good; it sounded cheap and mean. I wasn’t okay with how this job was turning out. I wasn’t okay with the little girl holding up her spoon. More than anything—and you can call me a coward if you want, but I’m being honest with you here—I was terrified of what James would think of me if he ever found out that this is what I was doing for some extra dough that, when push came to shove, we didn’t really even need. 
So I agreed to quit. 
But as it turned out, I ended up having time to think it over: The number Chico had called me from was indeed Peggy’s, and always went to a full voicemail box. James assumed I’d quit—he had no reason to suspect otherwise—and I didn’t do anything to upset that. Besides, I really was planning on quitting, just as soon as I could actually talk to Chico. 
But when Chico finally called me two weeks later—from a blocked number—he wasn’t super receptive to my change of heart. 
“Pablo,” he cajoled, “Pablocito; this is a good gig, holmes. Good money, zero risk. You are a top-notch actor.” I could hear his greasy, wolfish grin. “I understand that someday you gonna go Hollywood on us—you, my friend, are a big fish. Big fish gotta swim out to the sea... Once they all done with they obligations here in the li’l pond.” 
I reiterated that I was quitting, effective immediately, and that I hoped there would be no hard feelings. 
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Chico asked, his voice rising. “This isn’t some table-waiting gig. Giving me two weeks’ notice, or one week’s notice, or I-ain’tshowing-up-tonight-notice, that’s as fucking ridiculous as laying that shit on the chingada busboys.” He laughed bitterly, almost hysterically. “Listen: You, me, Peggy, we’re all in the same hole together. You don’t even fathom the monsters that’s standing up at the top edge of this hole, ready to step on our fingers every time we try to get a grip and pull our asses out.” 
“What if I just don’t show?” I asked. It was a lot easier to be a hard ass over the phone, where you could turn down the volume when someone yelled. 
But Chico didn’t get loud, he got quiet. 
“Where you gonna be if you ain’t playing your part at the FDA Annex? You gonna be in your third floor apartment with the big window, at,” I heard him shuffling some paper before he read my address. I dropped to the floor and wriggled under my vintage, thrift-shop chrome-and-formica kitchen table. Chico was laughing in my ear. “Chill out, Pablocito; I ain’t got nobody watching you. Right now.” Despite his reassurances, I chose to stay in my formica-topped bunker. 
“Anyway, maybe you no-show, and maybe you no-home either. Might mean you at that restaurant,” more shuffling, “Stalk, all stalking among the tables with you waiter-tray held high. But maybe you ain’t there neither, ’cause instead you hanging out at the bar at Fond, where works the man of which you is quite fond. And if you fellas ain’t there, maybe you getting fond together back at—” flip, shuffle, crumple, and he read off James’ address, including the ZIP-plus-four. 
“You maybe probably thinking that you could maybe rat me out with the cops and turn CI and slide out scot-free. You maybe think that because you maybe don’t got a ton of experience with the chingada cerdos. But I do, so I want you to know two things: One, you are as tangled in this shit as anyone else; you are guilty as shit, and there ain’t nothing that can ever get pinned to me that’ll make it worth it to drop all the shit about you. If the cops get involved, you gonna wind up in a cage, too. So that’s one. Two is that even from in a cage, even from beyond the fucking grave, I can get you, Paul. Even if you was to shoot me in the back and cut off my head while I slept tonight, my peoples would fucking get you. There’s ‘standing orders,’ and that shit is fully funded. They will get you, and they will get your boyfriend. They will lock you up in rooms where you can hear each other scream, and they will fuck with you for twenty-one days. Then they will gut you and leave you to bleed out while that building burns. Do you hear me?” 
I mumbled that I did. Chico was not satisfied. 
“Repeat it back. Repeat back what I said.” 
And I did, quietly, my voice even, but the tears digging hot furrows down my face. 
“ ’at’s good!” Chico’s praise sounded legitimate, which made it all the more awful. “That is damn good, Pablocito. Most fuckers, I gotta coach them through the last part, the part where they tell me about how they are going to die if they fuck with me. But you got it in a single take. You learn your part quick, Paul.” 
“So that’s where we’re at, then?” I said flatly. I was pleased with how calm my voice sounded, how even and controlled. I was also a little disturbed to realize that I was listening to my own voice coming out of my own mouth as though I were an audience member, leaning back in his comfy chair in the dark, sinking into the solitary pleasure of watching some asshole wriggle on the hook. 
“Yup, that’s where we at, Pablo. Merrily we roll along until spoon mania has run its course.” His voice took a sympathetic turn. “Look, Paul, don’t get all your panties bunched up your ass about this. Someday this shit will all be a happy memory for you. And I promise on my mother’s blessed soul that when that day finally comes, all this,” I heard him rattle his little dossier, “it goes to the bottom of my parrots’ cage until it is terminally shit-caked. For reals. No one ever gonna know who you were, no one ’cept me and Peggy. And after this gig is done, we don’t fucking care. But until that day, I care a fucking lot. You will neither rock my boat nor rattle my cage, Pablocito, ¿claro? I see you tomorrow night without delay, ¿verdad?” 
“I work tomorrow night,” I said. 
“That’s damn straight,” Chico said, “You work serving canapés until two A.M., then you got an hour break, then you work acting like Parson No-Shoes from three A.M. until three thirty A.M.—local time.” 
I felt numb, but I’d be lying if I said that numbness didn’t include an element of relief. It was a relief to know that I didn’t actually have a choice. None of this was really my fault. 


 
From the Journal of Pastor Ephraim Otis, Quansigamog Pond, Massachusetts, 1770 
 


My Lord, my Lord, my Lord, my Lord, my Lord, my Lord, my LORD—Blessed are You for accepting our tithes of silver vessels Blessed are You for sending among us your Unshod Parson bearing with him your Manifest Gospel Blessed are You for this Balm of Gilead 
Holy Holy Holy is this Lord of Hosts who casts out weariness who hushes all doubts who emboldens the blood with His all-consuming divine Love as we traverse this Vale of Tears 
Where once we cowered in darkness, now we crow at the sun, for we are overfull with all His Manifest Glory 
Amen 
Amen 
Amen 
Amen 
Amen 


 
{later} 
 


the noxious ache and malaise that follows the Manifest Communion is nigh unto intolerable 
my brains are venomous 
i pray for relief and to once again know the Light of the Lord’s Love shining upon us through His New Sacrament and soon amen 


My shift at Stalk was uneventful, save for a hundred dollar tip from a table full of Tarheel ladies’ soccer fans who were pumped up about something that, even after they explained it twice, was entirely inscrutable to me. Frankly, compared to spoon money, it was sort of hard to get excited about a single Benjamin. 
As I left work I texted James, saying I thought I’d maybe started to come down with a stomach bug, and he shouldn’t come by my place after he’d closed out at Fond. I’d call him tomorrow morning and tell him how I felt. 
My phone buzzed almost immediately, showing four of those cartoony little emoji icons: A frowny face, a wide-eyed pile of poop, a goofy ghost sticking out his tongue, and a big red heart, rendered a little crooked because it coincided with the crack in my screen. I replied *SMOOOOCHES!*, shut my phone down, put it in my glovebox, and drove straight to FDA Annex D. 
As I changed into costume in the buzzing men’s room, carefully perched on a newspaper so my bare feet wouldn’t touch the small white tiles, I noticed I was missing a button from my cassock’s thirty-nine-button Chesterfield front. Annoying, but far from a mission-critical wardrobe malfunction. 
Taylor already had the portal fired up when I stepped into the conference room, and Chico was standing next to it, convivially tapping his watch. He tossed me the loaded snuffbox, and I slipped it into my satchel. Then I stepped through the portal without a word, because that seemed like the professional thing to do. 
It was beautiful morning in eastern Massachusetts: The sun was shining, the birds were singing, the brook was babbling, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. I flipped my half-hour glass over, strapped it on, and strolled downstream, whistling a jolly tune. I heard the portal snap closed behind me. 
I’ve had a lot of time to think since then, and I’ve been wondering: If I’d happened to glance over my shoulder just then, would that have saved me misery down the road? I sorta doubt it—the past is past—but... but you’ve gotta wonder, right? 
I hardly recognized the village when I came out of the thick brush. It was in a shambles. The blacksmith’s cabin was a charred ruin with just one wall still standing, the stone one supporting his forge and awning. In the two weeks since I’d last been there they’d cleared an astounding number of trees; what had been a fairly wooded lot separating the blacksmith from what I imagined was the rest of the village was now a barren, muddy expanse, churned by ox hooves and deeply furrowed by the logs being dragged off. The slick mud squelched between my toes. It was like standing in a tub of cold whipped squash. 
There was a hunched woman between me and the remains of the smithy, tending a big iron pot simmering over an open fire. It smelled terrible, even from fifty feet away. Maybe some sort of leather-tanning preparation? Or dye? I don’t know; I never took the Horne Creek Living Historical Farm field trip as a kid. When she heard my bare feet farting around in the mud, she glanced up and then did a comical double take. On the second look, her face was split by an awful, beaming grin. 
“Parson Brown!” she screamed, elated. “Parson Brown!” 
Despite the light that joy brought to her features, this woman looked absolutely ghastly—ten times worse than Tina. She was gaunt and frail, like an old crone, but pretty obviously hardly even twenty years old. Her face was pocked with little scabs where she’d picked and picked at the skin, and her mouth was an awful brown picket fence, almost more gap than tooth. 
Pocks and scabs and jack-o-lantern maw notwithstanding, she sprang up from her cauldron and sprinted toward the other buildings of the village, yelling, “The Lord’s courier has come! The Lord’s courier has come!” all the while. 
And then they came streaming in. Oh, Jesus, it was like kids rushing in on a busted piñata, but with the cast of Night of the Living Dead instead of The Little Rascals. There were thirty of them, if not more—men, boys, women, children, the old, the tired, the huddled masses yearning to be free of the drudgery of back-breaking labor in some Massachusetts scrub woods even God had abandoned. The blacksmith rushed from his lean-to, waving his arms. “Respect!” He shouted, “Respect! Queue for the sacrament! Await the pastor! Await Pastor Otis!” All the while he kept glancing back at me, his face twisted with outright terror. 
I had no idea what that look was about—I’d sorta thought Young Charles and I were buddies—but didn’t really dwell on it in the moment, because I was twisted up inside like wet bedsheets tangled in the washer: I hadn’t left any meth with them on my last visit, two weeks earlier, but here they were, more tweaked out than ever. I’m no chemist, but it was absolutely inconceivable that they’d come up with some way to cook their own, right? You need matchbooks and paint thinner and Sudafed; they didn’t even have coffee and cigarettes. 
Nonetheless, the congregation had grown, they were all jonesing, and just a glimpse at their village strongly hinted at an uninterrupted run of meth-head thinking: Meticulously sorted piles of useless crap, projects well-begun then abandoned half-finished, the clear-cutting of their wood lot. 
I couldn’t fathom what had happened. I repeat: Counting that trip, I’d brought back maybe four grams, total. Back when I was rolling, that would have lasted me and a pal a weekend, with a little left to even out the crash. 
Watching that crowd gather—a school of carpet sharks closing in on the chum still locked in my little bone-and-silver snuffbox—was maybe the first time it dawned on me that I’d probably had kind of a serious habit back in the day. 
The blacksmith broke the townspeople into two rows of a dozen each. The first row immediately dropped to their knees, eyes clenched hard, hands clasped in prayer, spoons presented. A shout drew my eyes away from the ranks of spoons, and I saw Wannakusket and a black clad figure in a broad-brimmed hat come streaking around the side of one of the log cabins at the other end of the muddy expanse. The figure in black was short and a little dumpy, but he was cooking across that slick mud, quickly outpacing Wannakusket. He looked to be carrying two big half-liter cans of Asahi beer, one in each fist, pumping them as he ran like a jogger with fivepound weights. His broad hat flipped off his head and was trod into the mud by Mr. Mohawk’s pistoning moccasins. Wannakusket joined the end of the first row, dropping to his knees with a single, large black-and-white feather protruding from his clasped hands. 
The man in black—their pastor, I imagined—hooked around the other end of the double row, forcing himself to slow, laboring to rein in his ragged breath. I was worried about the pastor’s heart. He looked worse than tweaked out, almost as bad as the blacksmith: His skin was dead white and sweaty, his eyes wide at the sight of me. 
“Parson Brown,” he said breathlessly. “Such is the leniency of Our Lord that He returns you to us, despite...” his mouth worked like a fish out of water, and finally the word he got out was “all... all that... transpired.” He dropped to his knees on the mud, but not in prayer; his arms dangled abjectly, his head bowed with shame. His fading, sandy hair was thin on top, and the crown of his head sunburned and peeling. Must have forgotten his hat the other day—not that it would do him any good ever again; I doubted he’d even be able to find it out in the mud. 
“We are blessed, blessed, blessed with your return, with the Lord’s forbearance, with His unbounded mercy. Should He have scraped this place from the earth and cast it into the Void, such would have been right and just punishment for our...” He exchanged a look with the miserable smith, then glanced at the kneeling Native American, lost in prayer. “... Our transgression.” 
But I wasn’t really following him because I’d realized what he was holding: Not big Japanese beers, but a pair of those quart-sized, round-bellied mugs Peggy had called “canns.” 
“These vessels,” I asked, dry-mouthed. “These are from the hand of Our Lord’s servant Paul Revere?” 
The pastor lifted his head, uncomprehending. “Of course, Parson Brown, of course; as the Lord demands, so it is our pleasure to fulfill.” He lifted the canns high, offering them. “Should the Lord require vessels made from the cupped hands of our own children, we would fetch the saw.” 
And he meant it—but my brain couldn’t keep hold of that little nugget of colonial charm, not with those two mugs glowing in the sunshine. One was plain, but the other was engraved with a fine, intertwined tracery, an endless Celtic knot that flashed and flowed like quicksilver. I took one, then the other, rotating them admiringly before slipping them into my satchel; both were stamped •REVERE 
One hundred thousand dollars—not counting the spoons. One hundred thousand dollars to Peggy and Chico, who knew how to connect with the right people. Seven thousand dollars in my pocket before sunrise back home. 
The pastor clasped his hands in prayer next to me, and I held my hands high and gave my benediction, then began doling out the Sacrament, starting with the blacksmith—who grinned with relief at the first snort—and working my way toward Wannakusket. When I got to the first kid—a boy of maybe twelve or fifteen—I took his spoon, set my hands on the crown of his head, blessed him, and moved on. 
“Don’t,” the pastor begged. I glanced back to see his eyes open, pooling. “Don’t punish the children for our,” he looked to the blacksmith and Native American again, “trespass.” 
I had no idea what to say, so I simply left this unacknowledged and moved down the row. When I got to Wannakusket the second row slid through the first and knelt, and I worked my way back to where I’d started. I finished with the pastor, who wept freely. Then I got them started with the group prayer and slipped back into the woods. 
Once I was back in the brush I glanced down at my thirty-minute glass and saw it had run out. I was late. I didn’t like the idea of that fiery doorway sitting there, open and unattended. Also, I didn’t like the idea of being in the past—in that past I was monkeying around with—one second longer than I had to be. I rushed, and because I was in a rush, I stumbled just a few feet from the portal and came down hard on my hands and knees. 
And that’s when I saw me. 
I was hung on a maple tree a few dozen feet farther into the woods. If I hadn’t stumbled, I never would have seen it; the shimmering portal was blocking my view. 
They’d strung me up by lashing my arms to the lowest two boughs on the tree, which put me—my corpse, that other me—in a posture less like Jesus and more like someone doing the “Y” during a dance floor bout of “YMCA.” 
But it wasn’t the hanging that had killed the other me. My throat was slit ear to ear. A line from A Christmas Carol—I’d played Mr. Fezziwig once—popped into my head: I am in the presence of the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come. 
I carefully stood and stepped around the portal, so I could get a better look at Dead Me. The buzzing of flies was distinct from the staticky shushing of the doorway home. The breast of Dead Me’s cassock was stiff with dried blood. A little swarm of flies scattered like dust in the wind when I reached up to touch it, then resettled on my slit neck, rubbing their hands together as they said grace over the feast that was my body. I didn’t like looking at my face in that condition, so I looked at the cassock instead, and saw that all thirty-nine buttons were intact. I double checked the one I was wearing, which was still one button shy. 
Then I noticed Dead Me’s satchel; it had some heft to it. I carefully peeked in, and a big tankard—even more ornate than the ornate canns I’d just received—lay within. As I pulled it out I heard the snuffbox clink against it. I reached in, and wasn’t surprised to find that one empty. The one I’d brought with me, in my own satchel, still had almost half of that day’s ’teenth, which I’d declined to leave behind. I stowed this empty snuffbox in my own satchel, but the tankard wouldn’t fit, so I set it at my feet. 
And then... I can’t say why I did it, but I checked his pockets. My pockets. It was... 
It was an awfully weird thing to do. As I slid my hand into Dead Me’s pocket I got this weird series of flashes, first phantom pressure along my thigh, as though I was digging through my own pocket, and then this vivid sensory memory of slipping my hand into the pocket of my first boyfriend’s baggy jeans as we sat in the back of a crowded theater watching a midnight revival screening of Reservoir Dogs. And then I hit something. My mind snapped back to the here and now—which was really the then and there. The thing in Dead Me’s pocket was smooth and flat, and I couldn’t fathom what it might be. So I pulled it out to see. 
It was my iPhone. His iPhone. Our iPhone. It had the exact same crack running across the screen, just like mine—which I’d taken pains to leave in my car’s glovebox. 
But when I turned Dead Me’s phone over, the apple had a bite out of the wrong side, the left side instead of the right. My breath locked up in my chest, the forest went grey, then lurched hard to the left, and I thought I was going to puke. 
Dead Me wasn’t Future Me; he was Alternate Me. I thought about the smith’s insistence that I’d regularly arrived for morning prayers, even though I knew for a fact that I’d personally only stepped through that portal three times. I’d dismissed his claim as tweaker’s confusion. Time flies when you’re having fun, and all that. But the joke was on me, I guess, ’cause there was more than one me hopping through the forest. 
“Hey,” a voice from behind me said carefully, like someone trying to wake a possibly violent sleepwalker. I put my hands up—I don’t know why—and slowly turned. It was Taylor, the Portal Guy, looking at me with a crooked, confused grin. 
“Don’t worry, Paul; I won’t shoot.” He looked past me, at the dead and crucified me, and then back at live me. “Chico is getting antsy. We should go.” 
“Go?” I dropped my arms. 
“Go.” He confirmed, then looked at my hand. “And you shouldn’t bring your phone along on things like this. I’m sure the roaming charges are insane.” 
“I’m on Verizon,” I said stupidly, pocketing the phone. 
Taylor nodded his approval. “Nationwide coverage with no roaming. I’ve seen the ads. You travel a lot, then?” 
“Never.” 
“Well, maybe you should consider traveling an option. You mess around with meth heads too long, you might end up like that guy.” He didn’t look at the Dead Me when he said that last part, just kept his eyes locked on mine. “But whatever. Let’s go. Looks like you’ve got lots of chips to cash in. Chico’s gonna have to go to the ATM.” 


Chico—who was ecstatic to see the tankard and two canns—didn’t end up having to go to the ATM. 
“You got a PayPal?” he asked, his eyes never leaving the fancy tankard, which he tipped back and forth, so the light slid along the complex engraving. I said yes and gave him the email address. He dug out his phone and briefly glanced away from the tankard to type something with one thumb, lightning fast. “Check you phone.” 
I almost pulled out Dead Me’s iPhone, and then caught myself. “I left it in my glovebox.” Taylor gave me a look, but didn’t contradict me. 
“Whatever. I just sent you the five hundred dollars for the spoons; I gotta talk to Peggy, but it’s pretty much for sure that you gonna start seeing money for these mugs by the time you wake up, and you’ll have your ten-point-five grand before dinnertime. You can go take you honey-man out somewhere nice for dinner—somewhere even nicer than the somewheres nice you guys work at.” Chico was looking at one of the canns now, but more clinically; he checked the mark, then held it up and shifted it in the light, looking for dings and dents. The spoons just got a cursory glance, checking for those all-important •REVEREs. 
He turned to Taylor. “You got some bubble-wrap or newspapers or something?” 
Taylor shrugged. “Sure, something.” Then trotted off. 
Chico turned his attention back to me: “FYI, if you transfer all that money out too quick, the Federales, they gonna nab you ass. I suggest you get you one of them PayPal debit cards and just sorta use it same as cash.” 
Taylor came back with an empty copier paper box, a loose piece of bubble wrap, and a sloppy stack of USA Todays. Chico lost all interest in me. 
I told them I was just gonna leave, if that was okay. No one responded, so I left the other snuffbox—the empty one I’d taken off of Dead Me—on the corner of the conference table where Chico was wrapping up his treasures and showed myself to the door. 
I dropped my keys twice trying to unlock my car. My hands were numb and I was trembling like a dog on Fourth of July. Everything was too loud—the buzzing of the parking lot lights, the grind of the crickets and cicadas, the creak of the peepers. My head ached with the racket. 
When I finally wrestled myself into my car and slammed the door, it was like being wrapped in a down quilt. I calmly got my phone out of the glovebox, then dug the other phone out of my pocket. The cracks across the screens were absolutely identical, which is creepier than you’d think. There probably haven’t been two identical cracks in the history of the Universe, but these were twins, right down to those micro-scratches your phone gets jostling around in your pocket with spare change and keys. 
Identical twins, save for the logo reversed on Dead Me’s phone. In the fine print on the back, right under where it said “iPhone” and mine says “Designed by Apple in California Assembled in China,” Dead Me’s phone said, “Designed by Apple in California Assembled by the People in China.” 
I was tempted to power my phone back up—I felt disconnected from the Universe with it blank and cold like that—but I sort of dreaded what I would discover PayPal and Chico had done for me. 
So I drove home instead. 
James was waiting at my apartment when I got there. He was leaning against the bricks outside my building’s front door, even though he has keys to my place. His face was eerily lit by his own phone, which he poked at listlessly with the thumb of his cupped hand. His free hand held a cigarette that he seemed to have mostly forgotten; the ash was almost an inch long. 
“I thought you were quitting,” I said weakly, faking a smile. James looked up with an arched brow. He didn’t have to say I thought you were, too. 
I burst into tears. 
James ground his smoke out on the bricks and wrapped his arms around me, gently rocking me through the worst of my sobs. God, we must have been a sight: A handsome bartender in black vest and bow tie hugging a sobbing Colonial preacher. But it was three A.M.; we were a living tableau with no audience. 
After a little bit I realized James was talking, repeating “It’s okay, Paul. C’mon. Let’s go in,” the way you might say it to an injured dog you’re trying to get into a car. I let James lead me up to my apartment. He sat me on my sofa and went to the kitchenette. 
I finally turned on my phone, and it immediately started chiming with alerts, the PayPal app informing me of $1.99 payments as fast as the little banner notifications could scroll by. I peeked at my email, and amid the mounting pile of receipts from PayPal users with unlikely handles like “fish@lozenge.cx” and “łasça@rrrrr.cc.ch” and “empty_string_EXIT_0@boo.bs” there was one from “Vox Celeste, LLC” for $500. The little memo line listed “For Spoons-Revere Colonial Choir backing vocals, rights and distribution buyout.” 
There was also a message from IndieMusicMeNOW.com, congratulating me on opening an account, adding my payment information, and uploading my first track. Apparently “A Very Whiplash Bass Xmas” was pretty popular, ’cause that’s what the payments were all for. 
I muted it. But even muted, the sound of the vibrations as the notifications came in was driving me nuts, so I shut the phone down and put it on the coffee table. 
When James returned with a glass of water for me, I showed him the other snuffbox, the one I hadn’t given back to Chico, which still had a few bumps of meth in it. I showed him Dead Me’s iPhone from another dimension. I told him everything—like, everything-everything: the meth and the village, the money and Chico’s Google Maps print-outs, Dead Me strung up in a maple tree, my strong suspicion that scores of meth-muling multiverse Mes were hitting that poor little village day after day after day. 
The entire time I spoke, my eyes never left Dead Me’s iPhone, the alternate iPhone. James was watching me watch the phone. 
“Go ahead and turn it on,” James said gently. “It won’t be anything crazy. Probably won’t even be anything interesting. Either it won’t work with the system here, or it will and it’ll just be a clone of your phone—backward apple notwithstanding. Most stuff on your phone is out in the cloud or whatever, not stored on the phone.” 
I picked it up off the coffee table and powered it up. The apple popped onto the screen, still backward. Then the phone loaded to the lock-screen wallpaper. On my phone that’s a picture of me and James standing to either side of a well-muscled, shirtless, kilted man playing a bagpipe and billing himself as the “Southernmost Bagpiper in the United States.” We’d taken it when we’d been down to Key West for New Year’s last year. On Dead Me’s phone the picture was a professional black-andwhite close-up of me and James, grinning like fools, freshly shaved and coiffed, our beaming faces framing a wedding-cake topper with two tuxedoed grooms on it. 
Then the phone gave us the “Reserve Battery Power” pop-up, then it croaked. I wanted to plug it in and poke around more, but one look at the port on the bottom of the phone made it pretty obvious that it wouldn’t fit any power chord Apple had ever shipped in this reality. 
“Okay,” James said, taking the phone out of my hand and placing it on the coffee table reverentially, as though it were the sort of ancient holy book you feared might bite your fingers off. “You’re taking a nice hot shower, and we’re gonna get some shut eye. Up at eight o’clock, a hearty breakfast, and then we’re going down to this FDA Annex D and sorting everything out. Okay?” 
I nodded, and James helped me to the bathroom, where he got me undressed and into the shower. When I got back out, I found that he’d ironed and hung up my vestments, and even replaced the missing button. I immediately flashed on the image of Dead Me lashed to the maple tree, no gaps in his cassock’s thirty-nine-button placket. Without a second thought I plucked the new button off mine, threw it in the toilet, and flushed. Better safe than sorry. 


The next morning we left the dishes to soak and drove to FDA Annex D. It was disorienting to be there during business hours, when the parking lot was full and the office park bustling. The space next to the Annex was a little tortilla factory, the double doors chocked open. It breathed out warm puffs of frying corn chips as it hummed along to the tinny roar of that new Beyoncé album. 
When we asked the receptionist for Taylor, she replied, “Taylor who?” and my heart stopped. It had never dawned on me that the Portal Guy might not be legitimately employed at the FDA Annex. My mouth worked silently, and the receptionist’s face lit up. “Hey!” she said, snapping her fingers. “I thought you sounded familiar; you’re Whiplash Bass!” She swiveled in her chair to call back through the doorway into cubicle country: “Ohmygod, Taylor! Whiplash Bass to see you!” 
A skinny middle-aged black guy in a tie came to the doorway, coffee cup in hand, looked at us, and then looked at the receptionist, annoyed. “Why the hell would Whiplash Bass and his boyfriend wanna talk to me?” He looked back at me and James, and then said dismissively: “They must want White Taylor.” As if on cue, the Portal Guy popped through the doorway, out of breath, a folded USA Today in hand. “Yeah!” he said, “Sorry! They’re for me.” 
“White Taylor knows Whiplash Bass!” the receptionist gushed. Her tone was congratulatory, as though this was almost a little better than getting a new car or a really great haircut. 
Black Taylor—who was also Clearly-in-Charge Taylor—shifted his ire to our Taylor, and especially Taylor’s folded newspaper. “When do you get anything done?” 
“I work late,” the Portal Guy blurted. 
Clearly-in-Charge Taylor, as it turned out, was also Clearly-Not-Impressed Taylor: “You are on your break now. I’m going to assume,” he eyed the USA Today, where a mostly finished sudoku was visible, “that you already took ten minutes of your break. You’ve got five to talk to your compadres, and then I want to see your ass back in your cubicle.” As if to punctuate this, Clearly-in-Charge Taylor made a point of looking at his wristwatch and pushing a button on the side three times. “I’ll check your cube in exactly five minutes.” 
“Yes, Mr. Panke. Totally. I’ll be there in under four-and-a-half.” Taylor said this to Clearly-In-Charge-and-Not-Impressed Taylor’s back, because the man was already walking away. 
I’d finally caught my breath. “I wanna quit my job,” I said in a rush. 
Portal Guy Taylor turned back to me and sighed. “Everyone wants to quit their job, Paul. But this isn’t the place to talk about it.” I looked over his shoulder to the receptionist unabashedly watching, as though we were the latest episode of her favorite reality show. 
“And that convo will take,” he glanced at his own digital watch, “More than four minutes and twenty-something seconds. Listen: I’ve got my lunch break in a little over an hour. You know that Chili’s by the mall?” James pulled a face, and I must have too, because Taylor rolled his eyes. “Jeez, guys, get a grip; their blossom is awesome. And they’re the only bar close by that serves at 11 A.M. I’ll be there. If I happen to run into you guys, then we’ll talk.” He glanced at his watch again. “And I’m gonna go back to work now. Not all of us have an acting career to fall back on.” 
He turned on his heel and left without further quips, leaving us with the embarrassingly enthusiastic receptionist. She squealed and clapped, then asked us to reenact the ad so she could record it on her phone. I declined, and she settled for a selfie with me and James. “You look great!” she gushed at James—which was an odd thing to say, until she continued “My friends are never gonna believe that Whiplash Bass and Mr. Attorney Man are a couple!” She was already busily poking at Instagram, and thus didn’t see James pantomime his theatrical distress at being mistaken for Sully Green, attorney-at-law—who actually did look kinda like James, if you squished James vertically and added a mustache. I couldn’t believe I’d never noticed the resemblance. It’s a funny little world, isn’t it? 
We had time to kill, so we went to the mall. Things are always normal in the mall. If you’re in the throes of an existential crisis, I strongly recommend going to the mall: Get a big cookie, walk around, look at pants, poke at the new iPads, test out absurdly pricey headphones. It’s better than a spa day. 
When we got to Chili’s, Taylor was already there at one of the high round tables clustered near the bar. He was sitting with a slouchy, doughy looking guy, also in cube-monkey khakis and polo shirt. They had some Dos Equis and a basket of deepfried monstrosities that looked nothing like an onion. 
“I thought the blossom was awesome,” James quipped as we reached the table. 
The doughy guy rolled his eyes at Taylor. “They haven’t done an Awesome Blossom in, like, six years. Taylor doesn’t normally order food is all.” 
“Who’s this guy?” I asked Taylor, nodding at the doughy guy, who was dipping a fried thing that looked like an alien egg into a little ramekin of green-flecked pink ranch dressing. 
“That’s Deke,” Taylor said. “Deke’s cool.” 
“Thanks,” Deke said, his mouth full of Awesome Alien Abortions. 
“I wanna get out of this thing with Chico and Peggy.” I reiterated. 
Taylor finished his beer, and held the empty aloft. “Can’t help you.” The waitress nodded at him, and he set the bottle on the edge of the table. “Don’t really know them. I’m just a poor boy with the Dept. of Ag.” 
James frowned. “I thought you were with the FDA. The building says ‘FDA Annex D.’ ” 
For just a second Taylor looked like he’d swallowed a nickel. His partner, Deke, leaned in, addressing James. “FDA’s in the Dept. of Ag, m’man.” 
James shook his head. “No, it’s not.” The waitress glided in, swapped Taylor’s empty for a fresh bottle in a single deft movement, and moved on without a pause. “And the Department of Agriculture offices are in Raleigh.” 
Taylor sighed. “It’s sort of an inter-agency lend-lease thing.” 
“You got lent and leased?” James asked archly. 
“The porta—” the chubby guy, Deke, caught himself, “the equipment we, uh, service, it got lent, or leased, or whatever.” 
This didn’t satisfy James, either. “So you guys drive four hours from Raleigh—” 
“It doesn’t matter who signs his check, James!” I snapped. “It matters that I don’t want to work for him anymore!” 
This annoyed Taylor. “You aren’t working for me, Bassmaster. Shit! Not only am I lowest squirrel on the totem pole, you and me aren’t even on the same pole.” He waved at the waitress again, flapping his hands and holding up fingers in an ornate semaphore that bespoke a man who spends an unhealthy amount of time sucking suds in this Chili’s. 
“Listen, Paul: I work for Uncle Sam via the Dept. of Ag, at this time directly under the supervision of Mr. Panke of the FDA. You work for South Boston mobsters with Cambridge aspirations via Peggy and the History Department of UNC-Asheville, under the direct supervision of Mr. Chico. Our org charts do not intersect. I’m not your HR rep, your union steward, or your priest. You are on your own here.” 
“What am I supposed to do?!” I heard how shrill I sounded and hated it, but not so much as I hated the jam I was in. 
The waitress glided by, depositing a pair of Dos Equis for me and James. 
He shrugged. “You could shoot them; isn’t that how meth dealers make inconvenient people go away?” 
“I’m not a meth dealer!” 
“Your amigo Chico is,” Deke suggested. 
“That’s racist!” I practically shouted. 
Taylor took a pull from his beer, unruffled. “Amigo was poor word choice, I think. Deke isn’t saying Chico’s a meth dealer because Chico’s Hispanic; he’s saying Chico’s a meth dealer because Chico deals meth. People who deal meth are meth dealers. QED. Independent of race or ethnicity. Doesn’t matter if they’re doing it across all space and time,” he looked at me pointedly, “or in a Taco Bell bathroom.” 
Taylor locked eyes on me and took another long pull from his beer, and it dawned on me that he hated me. But he didn’t hate me for being me, or even for the thing I was doing to the people of the colonial village: He hated me like a prisoner hates the bars across his window. 
“I just wanna fix this without anyone getting hurt. Especially me.” 
Taylor and Deke exchanged a look. 
“We could send Chico to camp,” Deke hazarded. This, to me, sounded an awful lot like sending the dog to live on a farm. 
“I don’t want to get anyone hurt,” I reiterated. 
Taylor nodded to Deke, but spoke to me. “It won’t get anyone hurt. He’ll live ’til he dies, he just won’t do it anywhere near here.” 
I swallowed, absurdly grateful for this brief glimmer of hope. “And I don’t want it to be violent,” I said with much less certainty than I’d hoped. 
Taylor laughed. “Have you seen yourself, Paul? Have you seen Chico? I think we’ll opt for subterfuge over brute force. Play to your strong suit, as a thespian.” 
This word tickled Deke, who chuckled and returned his concentration to his clutch of extra-crispy popcorn alien larva. 
James watched all of this coolly. “Before we agree to anything, I want to hear the actual plan.” 
Taylor turned on James, fixing him with the withering gaze fed-up schoolmarms reserve for the willfully stupid. 
“Or else what?” 
James opened his mouth to answer, and then closed it, because the “or else” was pretty up in the air. Or else we go to the cops? And tell them what? That I’d been breaking into a government facility to transport a Schedule II controlled substance across state lines—and time lines? That I’d been knowingly colluding in a criminal enterprise for months? 
“Yeah,” Taylor said, reading our subliminal dialogue. “You aren’t agreeing to anything, ’cause we aren’t making a deal here. This isn’t a negotiation. We’re working together,” he emphasized this by pointing at each of us in turn with his index finger, then poking himself in the chest, “to solve Paul’s”—he poked me hard in the chest— “problem under Paul’s conditions without getting anyone fucking shot. I am helping you here.” 
“Why?” James asked, honestly perplexed. 
Taylor looked to his partner—who was a whole lot less jolly now—and something silently passed between them. Then Taylor’s face hardened. 
“It’s a long story.” Taylor dug his iPhone out of his pocket. I assumed this was the prelude to the long story, but instead he dialed a number. He tilted the phone away from his face once it began ringing on the other end, and said to me: “When I get him on the phone, make up some reason that he has to go through the portal with you tonight.” 
“You’re what the what!?” I asked, panicked. And then Chico picked up. 
“Hey Chico!” Taylor said in a bright, fake customer-service voice. “T. here, from the office. Hope you don’t mind me ringing you direct.” 
There was yelling. 
Taylor’s customer-service smile never wavered. “Yeah, I know you didn’t know I had this number. Yes, I recognize that you are upset to learn someone has your direct line. Ya-hunh. I hear that, Chico. I share your concerns and regret the inconvenience. But—now, Chico, listen. I only called because it’s super-duper important. Yeah. Paul’s here.” Disturbingly, the yelling clipped off as though the call had been dropped. “Un-hunh. Yeah. Paul. Paul swung by my office during regular business hours. Un-hunh. Because in all the hubbub last night with that excellent haul at the antique show, he neglected to mention some big news.” 
Chico asked something. 
“I sure do! I have him here, and I’m handing the phone to him now.” 
Taylor’s customer-service smile disappeared, and he held the phone out for me. I reared back like the handset was liable to both bite and scald me. He scowled and shook the phone at me once, hard. Finally James leaned out, took the phone, and held it to my ear. 
“Chico?” I hazarded, gingerly taking the handset. 
“Paaaaul,” he sighed slowly. He sounded pretty disappointed. This was somehow much worse than him yelling. “Paul, I imagine you are going to tell me something completely fascinating now, eh? Something superfantistico?” 
“I... yes. Yeah. Last night, um... the... guy who had those tankards, he told me they have a full tea service of a similar, um, provenance. Like, the whole nine yards: Big tray, teapot, coffee pot, creamer, sugar bowl, a whole set of teaspoons. All done in a nautical theme, so it matches. One-of-a-kind.” Chico was disturbingly quiet, and I worried I wasn’t hooking him. “He says it was made for Samuel Adams.” 
“The guy on the six pack?” Chico asked, bemused. “That a real guy?” 
“Yeah. He was related to John Adams somehow. He ran the tavern where the Founding Fathers schemed. Anyway, he bailed on Revere and never took delivery, so Revere got all pissy and gave the set to his pastor’s assistant as a parting gift when that guy left to be the pastor in the village.” This was, quite easily, the greatest ad lib of my entire life. I couldn’t help but be a little proud, even through the terror. “But it’s huge, ’cause it was made for, like, showing off in a tavern. There’s no way I can carry it back to the portal—not without risking dinging it all up—and no way I want any of the audience seeing how I make my entrance. On top of that I’ll have the normal haul of spoons and gravy boats—” I felt my explaining verging on over explaining, but couldn’t seem to reel it in. Thankfully Chico was already shushing me. 
“Claro, claro,” he hushed. “You need to bring your manservant to help cart off the tithes. I get it, Blanquito.” He was obviously running some mental math of his own. For the first time I thought about his end of this business. He wasn’t doing all this just to sell a sixteenth of an ounce of meth every couple weeks—even at the favorable temporal exchange rate. Chico wanted to impress those potential Cambridge connections with what a versatile and resilient business partner he could be. 
Cambridge. The College Town to End All College Towns. How much meth could be moved there if you had exclusive distribution rights? Lotsa all-nighters in Greater Boston, lots of college kids with more cash than hours in the day. 
And how happy would that tea set make Chico’s Cambridge prospects? 
It was a lure too shiny for any big fish to pass up. 
“Yeah,” he said absently. “Howsabout we meet tonight, do this little thing? You bring me a proper costume.” 
And he hung up on me. I sat for a moment with the warm, quiet phone pressed to the side of my head, the metal edge creasing my palm and ear. 
James and Deke watched me raptly, waiting for an update. Taylor drank from his beer and stared out the windows, toward the mall parking lot. 
“He said we’d meet tonight.” 
“That’s good,” Deke said, flecks of batter pattering down on the tabletop. 
“Not really,” James replied. “Because there isn’t really a tea service, is there?” 
I shook my head. 
“That’s bad,” Deke opined earnestly. 
“That’s fine,” Taylor declared, draining his beer and holding the empty aloft. More disturbing than his rate of consumption was the fact that he didn’t even seem buzzed. “That’s perfect. We just need him to show up. Me and Deke will sort out the details. Toodly-oo!” He dismissed us with a backhanded flutter of his fingers. We let him pay for our beers, neither of which had been touched. I don’t imagine he let them go to waste. 


James and I were raiding the UNC costume shop for something Chico-appropriate when it dawned on me. 
“James,” I said, my belly full of ice, “I have no idea what the plan is.” 
He didn’t pause in his shuffling through hanger upon hanger of frock coats. “There’s only one plan that makes sense, Paul: You’re going to ditch Chico in the past.” 
“How the hell am I going to do that?!” 
James looked up, one eyebrow crooked curiously. “Jeez, Paul; by acting. That is, after all, what they are paying you to do. But right now, what’s important is finding this Chico something to wear that’s his size, period-appropriate, and won’t accommodate a gun.” James glanced at his phone. “And for both of us to make our shifts on time.” 
I turned my attention to a rack of particolored knickers. “I think we should call in.” 
“I think that if this Chico was ever watching us, he certainly is tonight. We’ve gotta keep everything normal. Besides, your floor manager is gunning for you. You’re going to need that table-waiting gig more than ever come sun-up.” 
I finally found a pair of black knickers I thought would fit Chico, and James simultaneously held up a simple cassock, like Jeremy Irons wore in The Mission. The only place to hide a gun would be in the waistband of the knickers, and there’d be no way to quickdraw with the long cassock buttoned up. 
“Disco!” he cried in his finest RuPaul. 
“Quite slimming!” I agreed, plucking a big shady straw hat from the bin of big shady hats tucked under the knicker rack. 
I took the cassock from James and held it up, then frowned. “Drat. The lines will be totally spoiled by cramming a Glock in the waistband.” I sighed theatrically at this fashion tragedy, James broke character and started laughing. Somehow, that made it all better. 
We packed it in, went home, cleaned up, and went to work. James was right about not calling in. It wasn’t just that I needed the job: I needed the distraction. If I’d called in, I would have spent all night pacing my apartment and chewing my paws, thinking about the instant chemical confidence boost still inside the snuffbox I’d withheld from Chico. After my shift I picked James up at Fond and we went back to my place so I could get into costume before heading to the FDA Annex. 
James caught my cuff as I was on the way out the door and pulled me back. He kissed me lingeringly—a black-&-white railroad-platform-in-the-rain sort of kiss— then stood back and looked me squarely in the eye. 
“Clean slate, new leaf, first day of the rest of your life, and all that. I’ll stay up, make you breakfast.” He fixed me with a somber gaze. “There will be hollandaise sauce,” he declaimed, like a Pentecostal preacher admonishing that There will be blood throughout the land of Egypt. 
And then I was off. 


Chico was visibly relieved when I stepped into the conference room at FDA Annex D. “¡Madre de Dios!, Pablo; this my fucking costume?” He held out his arms for the bundle of clothes, and I handed them over. “Imma be your Mexican slave or some shit, right?” he scoffed, trying to puzzle out the garments. 
“No!” I said, “You’ll be a Jesuit missionary, like Jeremy Irons in The Mission.” 
He looked half amused and half annoyed. “I don’t look shit like Jeremy Irons.” 
“You’ve got a noble brow,” I reassured him. “It works. Besides, I doubt they’ve seen the movie.” 
“I dunno,” Taylor yawned, scratching his head. “It was on cable an awful lot for a while.” 
“I’ve never seen it,” Peggy said, and I just about jumped out of my skin. I spun around, and there she was, dressed like a very historically rigorous milkmaid. 
Chico had set his knickers, shirt, and hat aside, and was holding up his cassock, nodding approvingly. “This is pretty tight,” he told no one in particular, “Got a look like Neo in The Matrix, ¿verdad?” 
“You’re coming along, too, Peggy?” I hazarded. 
“Um, yeah,” she blushed, like an English teacher caught waiting in line to see Twilight. “Taylor called me, said you needed extra hands to bring in the Samuel Adams tea service.” 
“I... I’m sure Chico and I can handle it.” 
“It’s a million dollar haul, Paul, and the story, the details, drive the price up. Besides,” she looked away and smiled to herself. “I... I want to see. Part’s just curiosity—I’ve spent eight years working on a dissertation about Colonial material culture and its impact on the daily lives of women and children. There are things that just aren’t in the literature or the unpublished monographs or the special collections or even the private collections. I’ve got questions that just twenty minutes through Taylor’s magic portal will answer.” It was obvious that this was her excuse for going through, not her reason. I would have pointed that out, but she beat me to the punch: “But mostly, I just want to see for myself. See what the fuss is about.” 
Chico had stripped down to his jockey shorts, and it was hard not to gawk: He was as lean as an underwear model, his shoulders, back, and abs perfectly sculpted. An ornate tattoo of an eagle stretched from shoulder to shoulder. It was done to look as though it was carved out of marble, outstretched wings replaced with vibrant American flags. A banner draped across his shoulders read FORGING DESTINY, and below that 61st Cavalry Scouts. 
“You were in the army?” I asked. 
“Yup,” he said, not looking up as he stepped into the knickers, “I’m a fucking Yankee Doodle Dandy.” 
He pulled the shirt over his head, and I eyeballed his pile of street clothes. “You don’t have a gun?” The words had come out of my mouth uninflected and unbidden. 
Chico snorted, an eyebrow raised, and shook his head as he continued dressing. “Why the hell would I have a gun?” 
“Okay,” Taylor said, stepping to the portal controls, “Time to get this show on the road.” 
I took a second to step back and eyeball Peggy. She wore neither shoes nor stockings, which saved me having to make up a reason for her to leave them behind. 
“No shoes,” I said approvingly, and she smiled. 
“Chico explained your reasoning, about wear patterns and build quality; very sharp. You should have gone into academia.” 
“There’s more money in voice acting and waiting tables.” I was being honest, but she laughed as though it were a wry one-liner. In this whole thing, that was almost the saddest bit: That a highly trained adjunct professor reduced to dealing meth and stealing spoons for spoiled mobsters seriously thought she was better off than a waiter with modest theatrical aspirations. 
I turned to see Chico in full regalia. Tall and lean, he cut a graceful figure in the long black cassock, the wide-brimmed straw hat tipped over his eyes, like an imported assassin in a spaghetti western. 
“You. Look. Stunning!” And I meant it. 
Chico smiled, then scowled. “Yeah, well, it’s the part I was born to play.” He turned back to his pile of clothes and dug the snuffbox from his jacket, tossing it to me. I dropped it into my satchel, so it wouldn’t clink against the other snuffbox, which was resting in my pocket. 
And then the dark, cavernous portal bloomed up on the conference room wall behind us. I wasn’t facing it, but I could feel its warm shimmer. It was like that giddy little contact high I used to get from buying meth—long before the music started, long before we crammed four to a bathroom stall and crushed up the crystal. A totally clean expectation high, the high of knowing that the real high is imminent. 
“C’mon, this is the best part,” I said, quite sincerely. “No matter how many times you do it, it’s never going to be this sweet again.” And I stepped into the portal gladly, thoughtless of whatever unpleasantness was to come. 
And it was wonderful, that cascading staticky animal frisson of time or probability or the “tachyon emissions” washing over you, or whatever it was. 
And then I was in Colonial Massachusetts. We were in Colonial Massachusetts. I turned back to see Chico and Peggy looking around with casual interest. 
But not flushed with the journey. Not... high. 
“How... how was it?” I asked. 
“It was nice, I guess,” Peggy said politely. Chico shrugged and nodded. She took a deep breath. “The air smells great here, doesn’t it?” 
Chico sniffed. “I guess.” 
They hadn’t felt it, which at once made me feel sort of special—like someone of such refined tastes that he could really dig this symphony or that wine—and also lonely. I mean, I wanted to share it with someone. But maybe I couldn’t, and that was as sad as getting high all by yourself in your shitty little apartment. 
The portal shrank and closed, and I saw, a few yards behind Peggy and Chico, where the other me was strung up in the tree—but this wasn’t the same other me as before; this guy’s throat was pristine, but he’d been terribly beaten. His head was a mashed purple lump with one dangling eye. I wondered what I’d find if I searched his pockets; a third identical one-of-a-kind snuffbox, licked clean? Yet another cracked iPhone, this one with a pear or banana or rising Chinese sun emblazoned on the back? For a moment I wondered why Ye Olde Tweakers kept killing me—because they were mad about what was happening to their community? Because they wanted all the Gospel to themselves? Because they wanted to themselves be the Lord’s mainline to His flock? 
But I didn’t wonder for long, because I knew that at its heart it was Tweaker Logic: irresistible in the moment, unintelligible to the outsider, regretted in the aftermath, repeated at the next opportunity. Lather, rinse, repeat, ad nauseam, amen. 
I tore my eyes away from Yet Another Dead Me before Chico and Peggy might wonder what I was staring at and turn around to see for themselves. Instead I led them a few steps away, toward the village, drawing their attention to my half-hour glass as I turned it, checked the sand, and strung it onto my belt. 
“Okay,” I said, “Thirty minutes. Let’s go.” We hiked up our frocks and started picking our way downstream. Soon we came to the muddy, denuded outskirts of the village, which was shrouded in a low-hanging, noxious tannery miasma layered atop the B.O.-stank of people who only believed in bathing twice a year. In the gloom of his nearly collapsed lean-to, the blacksmith, Young Charles, toiled before a roaring fire, tongues of flame lapping out from his forge and threatening to finish off all that remained of his home. 
“Jesus!” Chico coughed. “You was wrong, Peggy; the past stinks!” 
Peggy snuffled and rubbed at her stinging eyes, but was still grinning like a fool. “This... is amazing!” she said. 
“Better than digging through old ledger sheets and making suppositions,” I said. “Anyway, listen: I need to make a big entrance. You guys head out across the mud, toward Young Charles—he’s the blacksmith, and sorta my number-one helper— yelling ‘Hullo!’ and ‘Blessings!’ and tell him you’ve brought the ‘Manifest Gospel for Communion.’ He’ll bring everyone running and lined up. Play it priestly, with a prayer—” 
Chico rolled his eyes at me. “Pablo, I was an altar boy; I know Communion.” 
“Oh. Well, then just do that stuff.” I dug into my pocket and brought out a snuffbox—not the full one Chico had just given me, but the other box, the spare one I’d taken home after handing Dead Me’s empty snuffbox over to Chico the day before. That spare snuffbox had still been half full then, but I’d dumped its contents into the toilet before going to work, to eliminate any possibility that I might decide that maybe I needed a little Old-Time Religion to get me through that day. 
I handed over the empty snuffbox. 
“Here’s the Gospel. Start with Young Charles and work your way over; once you’ve done two or three folks I’ll make my big entrance.” 
“Yeah,” Chico said, starting to sweat his big performance. “Okay. Peggy, you play altar-girl. Good.” She nodded, still watching the village, taking it all in. 
“Okay,” I said. “Go!” And I shouted the first big “Hullo!” myself. Young Charles jerked up from his work, locking on to Chico and Peggy as they stumbled out into the slick mud and began toddling toward the lean-to. Peggy and Chico, fixated on the forge, couldn’t see that their jubilant greetings were already drawing the townspeople, who came shambling out from among the log shanties like Romero zombies. 
I quietly turned, ducked into the undergrowth, and walked back upstream. It really hadn’t been so hard; I didn’t even have to make a break for it. When I was almost back to the clearing I heard an outraged bellow. This was followed by a little hubbub—which I imagined was the townsfolk’s response to the revelation of Chico’s empty snuffbox—but it seemed to die down quickly. Whatever was happening back there, I put it out of my head. 
Coming into the clearing, I was surprised to see the portal already open, even though the half-hour glass at my waist was still more than half full. 
And then I saw me step out of the portal. 
I couldn’t believe how young I looked, how happy and relaxed. Then, with a moment’s reflection, I couldn’t believe I’d aged so much in just a few months, and with so little to show for it. I couldn’t think of a single special thing I’d bought or done with Chico and Peggy’s money. It had mostly just evaporated: Getting Subway because I didn’t feel like cooking, buying clothes because I didn’t feel like doing laundry, calling in because I didn’t feel like working. 
The New Me that had just stepped out of the portal marveled at the sights, seeing it all for the first time. We both heard his iPhone’s low-power eep. It was a small sound in the clear morning air, but it hit New Me like a 120-volt shock. He jolted like Kramer bursting into Jerry’s apartment, hiked up his cassock, fumbled the phone as he attempted to power it down and stash it in his satchel, then spastically turned out his pockets and patted himself down. 
Half of me wanted to laugh, ’cause it was really top-notch buffoonery. And half of me was enraged, because this was the dumb asshole who’d gotten me into this mess. Or a version of him, anyway. 
But that bemusement and outrage, it was all intellectual—I didn’t really feel anything. My emotions were jarred up in my head, like preserves I was saving in a cellar to sustain me through some disaster. 
But isn’t that acting? Isn’t that art? Canning your emotions, and then doling them out a teaspoon at a time for pay, or when you need to con someone, or when you need to talk yourself into something? It’s not that different from buying your emotions from a Chinese grad student, or a Mexican and a historian, or a fake parson. 
So I pulled down a jar of rage, spun off the lid, and scooped out a big dollop. 
“Hey!” I shouted as I stomped into the clearing. “HEY! HEY, ASSHOLE!” 
New Me, still panicking from his iPhone FUBAR, swung around, then shrank back on his heels. 
“Oh Jesus!” he squeaked. 
I closed on him and took up a double fistful of his cassock. He still had all thirtynine buttons. 
“Is this your first time?” I demanded. 
“Wha—?” 
I’d never been in a fight. I’d never taken a karate class. Heck, I’d only ever done a single half-day stage-fighting workshop, and I spent most of that flirting with the guy I got paired up with. That guy turned out to have a very funny, very busty German wife, and I never learned how to throw a realistic punch. 
But I’d worked in bars and restaurants since I was sixteen. I’d seen some brutal brawls. And I am an actor. So I hauled back and smashed my forehead into New Me’s nose. It crunched satisfyingly, his blood and snot spurting warmly down my forehead. 
“Onk!” he cried. 
“I asked!” I bellowed, whipping him back and forth like a dog with a rag doll, “I fucking asked if this was your first time, asshole!” I charged into him, taking him off his feet and driving us both into the creek. We lost our footing on the smooth stones and came down hard in the shallow water. 
I struggled to pin him, giving him a solid knee to the crotch in the process, knocking his breath out. Finally, I got a leg over and straddled him, pushing him under, my fists to his chest. The crisp, cold water poured over his face, pulling a streamer of blood from his nose as it went. 
The water was cold and refreshing. Energizing. 
I eased up, letting him thrust his head out of the water. 
“Have. You. Been. Here. Before?” I asked. 
“N-no!” he stuttered. “Ne-never!” 
I punched him, but chickened out at the last second, and it became a weird, hooking fist-slap that glanced off his left cheek. So I punched him again, right in the eye. Then again, in his smashed nose. He honked a terrible pained cry, and I thrust his head back under water. 
Held it. 
“You ruined our life,” I quietly told us, even though I knew he couldn’t hear anything. But it didn’t really matter; I was in character. 
I was in character playing me. 
And that seemed like it was probably the worst part. 
I tore New Me back up out of the water, then stood, dragging him to his feet. 
“Don’t ever come back.” 
“What—” he gasped for breath. “What will I tell Chico?” 
That struck me as a reasonable question, but Character Me still treated it as a piddling little detail, almost unworthy of his consideration. 
“Tell him you got jumped,” I heard myself say dismissively. “Tell him they were on to you from the start, and you were almost burned as a witch.” 
“Hanged!” New Me gasped. “The Portal Guy said witches got hanged, or crush—” 
“Whatever!” I shook him, snapping his head back and forth. “Whatever!” I shoved him up the bank and frog-marched him back to his portal. “Whatever you do, don’t ever come back!” New Me stood next to his dappled portal, doubled-over, breathing in thick pants. Snot and blood and pristine spring water dripped from his face, pattering onto his bare feet. He nodded his head quickly, placatingly, and I realized those thick panting breaths were actually him repeating “okay” over and over and over again. 
And then he looked up and finally recognized me. 
“Who...?” But he was too scared to finish. 
“I’m the ghost of Mistakes Yet to Come. Go home, Paulie Boy,” I sneered. “Get married. Settle down. Don’t ever do any of this shit again.” 
He nodded. Actor Me—the calm little me deep in my head, pulling the levers and tweaking the knobs that made Character Me strut and fret his hour upon the stage—clinically noted the lack of surprise on New Me’s face when I said “get married and settle down.” I wondered why it was that I seemed to be from the only timeline where James and I couldn’t just tie the knot and settle down, the only reality where things were so consistently and arbitrarily unfair. 
What a stupid, petty little world I was stuck in. 
For a second, it dawned on me that maybe the solution was to steal New Me’s portal, to go out into his America, where James and I could just go down to the County Clerk and fill out a form, and then get back to choosing a cake-topper and being overcharged for white folding chairs with broad satin ribbons tied to them—just like every other glowing young couple. 
Clean slate. New leaf. First day of the rest of my life. Blah blah blah. 
I turned. I had every intention in the world of popping through New Me’s portal, stealing his happy little life, and ditching him in Colonial Meth-burgh to sort it all out on his own while his James and I lived happily ever after as Mr. and Mr. MillerCointero. 
But Wannakusket was there, standing next to the maple with Dead Me strung up on it, watching us. Wannakusket was pale as a dead man himself, with a bright spray of red spattered across his nose and cheeks like Morgan Freeman’s freckles. 
He held Chico’s broad-brimmed hat. There was blood staining the straw. He looked at me, then at New Me. Dead Me’s satchel swayed at Wannakusket’s hip, rocking like a pendulum weighed down by that heavy little snuffbox of meth. A sixteenth of an ounce doesn’t seem like much. That’s not even the weight of a couple paperclips. But it can be the whole goddamn Universe, a champagne fountain of stars shooting right up your spine. 
Wannakusket was eyeballing my satchel, then New Me’s. I could see him measuring us up, calculating how much fight was left in us, how fast we could run, how far we could leap. 
New Me finally looked up at me, and then past me to Wannakusket and Dead Me. 
“That Native guy next to the scarecrow’s got a tomahawk,” he said flatly. His words were mushy. A little runner of bloody drool ran out the corner of his mouth at tomahawk. 
“No,” I said carefully, soothingly, they way you’d talk if you looked up and saw the bull was on your side of the fence. “That’s not a tomahawk; that’s a hammer.” It was a short-handled maul. I could picture it in its former life, hanging at the side of Young Charles’s anvil, one tool among many. But since those days it seemed that this maul had become Special, in that dangerous nonsense way that little objects did when you ran on meth for days upon days upon days, unblinking and manic and convinced that you and you alone were finally seeing What It All Really Means. Many painstaking, crystal-fueled hours had gone into carving an ornate filigree of illuminated crosses into the wooden handle. Wannakusket held the maul formally, like a Templar holding his two-handed claymore. He raised the maul to his forehead, lightly touching it to a point between his eyes, then lowered it to his navel, then raised it to his heart, then brought it across his chest to rest it against the other nipple. 
His eyes never left us. 
“I think it’s time to go,” I told New Me, likewise keeping my eyes glued on this dedicated adherent to the Manifest Gospel. 
New Me took one wordless step toward his portal. Wannakusket violently jerked, his eyes locking on to New Me and that fresh satchel with its heavy little snuffbox of Sacrament. 
“But gimme your bag first.” I held out a hand blindly, and an unseen hand thrust a strap into it. Wannakusket’s eyes followed the satchel. I heard a single wracking sob—which I guess must have been from New Me—but it faded fast, washed out by a quiet crackle of portal static. Then there was a snap, and I couldn’t hear the portal any longer. 
The forest was quiet. A bird sang, and then stopped, and then began again. 
Wannakusket extended a hand in a gesture of unmistakable supplication. 
“Communion,” he said huskily. “Communion.” His skin was pale and sweat greased, his eyes weepy. 
I shook my head. “No. I think... I think I’m just gonna take these with me. You all need to take a break.” I stepped back, and he took two quick steps forward. I stepped back again, clumsily stumbling into the brisk creek, and he shook his head violently. 
“No no no! Communion!” he begged, “God!” He begged, “God, God, God, God, God.” 
“There is no God,” I croaked. “Just chemicals.” 
I doubt he understood that, but his face darkened in a way that made it pretty clear he’d gotten the gist: Sorry, ladies and gents: No Communion today. He released Chico’s bloodstained hat, which landed on edge, rolled into the brook, and was whisked away toward the sea. It had a leatherette band stamped MADE IN CHINA. I wondered what history would make of that. Maybe nothing. Maybe the hat would sink and rot before anyone could find it and puzzle over how the hell the damn thing was made, the stitches so even, the weave so tight—all the perfectly regular detail work we ignore, because machines did it in faraway countries at the hands of people we couldn’t be bothered to imagine. 
Wannakusket curled his lip and brought back his maul, choking up on the grip like a big leaguer. He coiled down through his hips, ready to pounce. 
And then, true as dramatic irony and deus ex machina, a portal blossomed next to me, like fire pouring out into the air. I glimpsed down at the hourglass tied at my waist and saw it had run out. This was my ride. 
Wannakusket’s face fell, not with slack-jawed shock, but with disappointment: Apparently the Good Lord did not mean for him to take by force what I refused to grant; He’d sent me a chariot of fire, and really did intend to abandon them and take back the Manifest Gospel He’d granted. I understood—because it really is a stupid, petty little world often enough. But that didn’t mean I was going to leave the meth with him. The buck has to stop somewhere. 
I took one big step back up onto the muddy bank, and the next step put me through the portal. The shimmering temporal effervescence bubbled over me for the last time. It was, as ever, absolutely wonderful. 
Even before the light cleared out of my eyes I knew something wasn’t right: We’d left Taylor standing in the conference room alone, but there were many voices now, chatting amiably. One was a touch clearer above the rest, asking “Well, who the fuck is that?” 
“Oh, that’s just Paul.” Taylor answered, “Chico and Peggy will be behind him.” 
“No,” I said, trying to knuckle the light from my eyes, “They won’t. I ditched them in the village.” 
That stopped the conversation. 
“Fuck, Paul, why’d you do that?!” Taylor said. 
My eyes had finally cleared. The conference room was crowded with a half-dozen guys holding Starbucks cups. They all wore bulky blue jackets with DEA printed in yellow over their hearts and across their backs. Two happened to be facing me, and so I saw that the windbreakers looked bulky not because they were heavy, but because they covered Kevlar vests. The guys all had guns at their hips, but none were drawn—the holsters weren’t even unclipped. 
“I thought that was the plan,” I said, bewildered. 
Taylor rolled his eyes up to the ceiling, as though beseeching an Absentee God to check his goddamned voicemail for once. 
One of the DEA guys—he bore an uncanny resemblance to a clean-cut Russell Means—was pretty clearly annoyed. “So Valdez and Durand are not coming through?” 
Taylor ground a palm into one eye. He really was the most exhausted guy I’d ever seen. “Doesn’t sound like it.” 
Agent Russell Means’ sharp eyes never left Taylor’s face. “Then why don’t you just go get ’em, kid?” It was technically a question, but he didn’t ask it like a question. He asked it like Robert De Niro asks for a table in a packed restaurant. 
Taylor just laughed, shaking his head. “Because that is mos def above my pay grade, Special Agent Pete.” 
The Agent scowled. “These little expeditions don’t come cheap, Chuckles; we’re angling for big fish.” 
Taylor shrugged. “Then why not send one of your guys?” 
All the DEA guys—who, I noticed then, were pretty damn young—assiduously avoided eye contact. Popping back in time to chase perps through the wilds of Colonial New England was evidently above their pay grade, too. 
“I don’t think anyone wants to do that,” I volunteered. “There’s a really pissed off, um,” I looked at the lead cop again, his umber skin and raven hair, “First Nations person standing just on the other side of the portal. He’s got a sledgehammer.” 
That seemed to settle it. I guess DEA foot soldiers know better than anyone that, even if you’re packing heat, you don’t want to tangle with a hammer-wielding tweaker. Agent Russell Means tightened up, even more pissed off, but he remained silent. 
“Anywho,” Taylor said, easing between the mulling agents, “That being established, I’m just gonna shut this down before anyone over there gets bold.” He reached the portal’s controls, and the portal shrank, then dissipated. The rank-and-file finally relaxed. 
And that’s when one of the junior agents piped up. “Hey! I know that voice! You’re Whiplash Bass!” Everyone turned, all smiles, and another called out “What’s with the identical purses?” He meant my two satchels. The brimming snuffboxes of meth jumped to mind. Something must have passed over my face, because everyone darkened and sharpened. Hands brushed up to holsters. 
“What’s in those bags, sir?” the first junior agent asked, his voice as cold and deep as a well. I didn’t answer—I swear I didn’t, just by old reflex, Fifth Amendment and all that—but no answer was all the answer they needed. The guns came out, and I was on the floor before I knew what hit me. 
So, that’s how I got the bruised jaw and ribs, and the charge of possession of Schedule II controlled substance with intent to distribute, which I guess is all factual, even if it isn’t exactly true. 
For what it’s worth, I really appreciate you coming down in the middle of the night like this. And I’m sure you’re really great at your job. But if at all possible, I really want Sully Green representing me. I think I need Mr. Attorney Man for this one. 
In case it doesn’t go without saying, I’ve got the money to pay: 
I’m an actor. 


 
From the Journal of Pastor Ephraim Otis, Quansigamog Pond, Massachusetts, 1770 
 


Two more emissaries have come—a Spaniard and goodwife. They are as soft of foot and hand as Parson Brown but bear none of his teachings nor the Lord’s New Sacrament. Parson Brown does not return, and these new emissaries claim mystification. We fear they may be Fallen Angels sent for our perdition, or a test from the Lord, in like stead as He tested Job and Abraham. 
We all fear for the states of our souls in a world absent the Face of God and His Communion through the Manifest Gospel. We are sick for want of the Lord’s Grace. It is intolerable. 
Young Charles takes hammer and tongs to the new emissaries, in hope of extracting some confession, and of showing the Lord the true depth of our steadfast Faith. Their cries rise swiftly to Heaven. If they are truly the Lord’s servants, then He will intervene on their behalf soon, and we will again enjoy the full Ecstasy of his New Sacrament and Glistering Communion. 
Until then we pray. 
And pray 
And pray 
amen. 


—For Sri Gordon, Steff Weyand, and Stephen Trouvere, for filling the gaps. 
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A passing streetcar noticed me on the sidewalk. It slowed to a stop, opening its door and dinging its bell to invite me onboard. I ignored it, preferring to walk. It was hours before dawn, early to be heading home by the standards of some, but I’d had enough club-hopping for one night. My skull, my brain, my body were all still vibrating with echoes of the evening’s music. It was a good feeling, but I wanted to get home and put in a few hours of work before crashing. I was walking down Boylston Street, enjoying the cool evening air. 
There was a loose crowd filling the little plaza at Copley Square. As I walked past, a tall, thin figure separated himself from the rest and called out to me: “James! Hey James, Maestro James!” He laughed, dancing up to me on the balls of his feet. 
“How goes it, Ivan?” 
“Goes good, confrere.” He fell into step beside me, then lifted his hand and pointed straight up. “The sky is busy tonight. I don’t suppose you’ve noticed, walking along with your nose scraping the ground the way you do.” 
I looked up. He was right. White and blue sparklers were winking on and off in a dozen places, and three separate shimmery threads stretched across random patches of the sky. 
Ivan hooked his thumb in the direction of the crowd now behind us. “It’s got this pack spooked. They think the AIs are putting the finishing touches on a starship, and any second now they’re going to fly away, leaving us poor miserables to fend for ourselves.” 
I grunted, still watching the sky. One of the big orbiters had scrolled into view, its X shape visible as it crept along. 
“Kind of like in that E. M. Forster story,” Ivan said. “ ‘The Machine Stops.’ Have you read it?” 
“Yeah.” Lisa had given me a copy of the story; Forster was responding to what he saw as the naive optimism H. G. Wells expressed in some of his science-exalting utopian fiction. In Forster’s dystopia people live in hive-like underground dwellings, cared for by a great machine that provides them with everything. They rarely have any physical contact with other people, rarely travel or even leave their rooms. They sit and watch entertainments, talk via videophone, eat machine-produced food, breathe machine-produced air. Many of them have come to worship the machine as a kind of god. (“O Machine! O Machine!”) 
“That’s what they’re afraid of—that the machine will stop,” Ivan was saying. “And then where will we be? No more freebies, no more zaps to keep us all behaving like good boys and girls. All the bad old stuff of the bad old days will come back again.” He turned and walked backward for a few steps, looking back at the people filling the square. “Some people just like to fret. About what the AIs have done, about what they’ll do next, or this bunch—fretting that they’ll stop doing anything.” 
“The Machine,” I pondered aloud. People have never been able to settle on a good name for the whatever-it-is that runs the world now. “The AIs” is an awkward mouthful. And should we properly be calling it/them “the AIs,” plural, or “the AI,” singular? Nobody knows. Some like using the term “the I’s” for short, which of course has a handily appropriate homophone. But usually people just talk about “they” and “them.” They did this, they ought to do that, they won’t do this other thing. They’ve been making it rain too much. I wish they’d move me to a bigger house. I can’t believe they zapped me—I wasn’t really going to hit her. They they they they. “The machines” is what Lisa used to call them. “The Machine,” dressed up in singular and capitals, has a nice ring to it, too. 
Ivan got ahead of me and started walking halfway backward, bending his knees to get his face into my field of vision. I guess I was staring down at the ground again. “Where are you headed, James? Home to the salt mines?” 
“Yeah, home,” I said. “Maybe get some work done.” 
“Ah... work.” He turned to face in the direction he was walking. There was an extra bounce in the rhythm of his steps, like there was too much energy in him for the act of walking to contain. People who don’t know Ivan want to know what kind of drugs he’s using and where they can get some. But it’s all just him, just the way he is. He’s a man who looks like he’s all crackling hyperactive surface charge, but who in fact has more depth and inner stillness than anyone I know. “I should do me some of that ‘work’ stuff myself,” he said. “I’ve got an idea for a mural, and there’s a restaurant in Oak Square that’s talking about letting me do a couple of walls, one inside and one exterior.” He scanned the space around us until his gaze settled on a curbside tree. “I’m thinking something natural. Old nature, from back when it was scary.” 
“Red in tooth and claw,” I said. 


When I was about ten years old, my mother had a job that was walking distance from where we lived. Her walk to work took her past a park with a pond that was home to a population of ducks, and as winter came on some of these ducks chose not to fly south. It was a typical New England winter, with the temperature fluctuating randomly between mild and brutally cold. On one of the colder mornings, my mother decided that the ducks, now huddled together on a small part of the pond that remained unfrozen, must be hungry. And so from that day on she began bringing food for the ducks on her morning walk to work. First it was a few slices of bread, then a half-loaf, then a whole loaf, then a concoction of bread, cheap peanut butter, and lard that she would mix up by the gallon every evening. Naturally, ducks greeted her in greater and greater numbers every morning, and to my mother’s eye at least, ate with greater and greater frenzy and desperation. 
One day she came home with her right hand raw and red, the tips of three fingers bandaged. She’d given herself a case of frostbite by scooping the gooey duck food out with her bare hand in sub-zero weather. She sat at the kitchen table, crying as my father gently re-bandaged her fingers. Her tears weren’t from the pain, but over the plight of “her” ducks. My father began to argue with her, using his calm, captain-ofthe-debating-team tone that my mother and I alternately admired and loathed, depending on whether it was directed at us. “This is crazy, Ann. You’re killing yourself over a few birds that were too stupid to fly south when they should have. And as long as you keep feeding them, they never will fly south. And there’s just going to be more and more of them...” And on he went, softly logical and reasonable. I saw my mother’s face hardening with anger and saw my father being oblivious to this. Knowing that an explosion was coming, I retreated to my room. 
I didn’t have to wait long. First there was my father’s voice—too muffled to make out any words, but so recognizable in its stolid rationality—and then my mother’s ragged shout, interrupting him: “Natural? Why would I give a damn about what’s natural? Nature is a butcher! Nature is a god damned butcher!” Next came the sound of my parents’ bedroom door being slammed. 
Of course. This was a recurring theme with my mother. She loved the beauty of nature, loved animals of any species, but always she saw ugliness behind the beauty. Every bird at our backyard feeder would remind her of how many chicks and fledglings died for each bird that survived to maturity. Every image of wildlife on television or the web would bring to her mind the bloody, rapacious cycle of predator and prey. The boundless, uncaring wastefulness of nature infuriated her. All through my childhood our home was an impromptu hospital, rehabilitation clinic, and long-term rest home for a host of rescued wild and domesticated animals. Orphaned fledgling birds and baby squirrels, starving semi-feral alley cats, and then the mice and birds rescued from the jaws of those same cats. 
A few moments after my mother’s tirade, my father came into my room and sat beside me on my bed, looking as shamefaced and apologetic as a scolded dog. He often came to me in situations like this. As poor a job as he often did of understanding her, I never questioned that he loved my mother with a helpless intensity. And when he had made her angry he would come to me, as if I were the closest replacement for her that he could find. “You’d think I’d know her better by now, eh, champ?” he said with a sad smile, resting a hand on my shoulder. Then we talked about trivialities for a while, my father ordered a take-out meal, and life went on. 


When Ivan and I arrived at our building, a squat little delivery bot was trundling up the outside steps with a stack of packages. Moving ahead of us, it opened the door to Ivan’s studio, deposited the boxes a few yards inside the door, and left again, silent on its padded treads. “Ah,” Ivan said, looking through the packages. “Every day is Christmas, eh? Canvas, stretchers, some tubes of color, and...” he yanked open the top of one of the boxes, “yup; some genuine imitation AI-brand single malt Scotch. Yum yum.” He pulled out a bottle and cocked it at an angle near his head. The label had the words “Scotch, Islay single malt (simulated)” printed over a nice photograph of (presumably) Scottish countryside. Nothing else. “Join me in a few, confrere?” Ivan asked. 
I dropped into one of Ivan’s hammock chairs while he flitted into the kitchen for glasses and ice. “You know what I hear?” he said when he came back, handing me a clinking tumbler. “Shanghai, man! That’s what I hear. People say great things are happening there. Really happening. Music, art, literature, movies... They say it’s wide open there. New ideas, new things, stuff like nobody’s done before, nobody’s thought of before. A real renaissance, happening right out on the streets! We should go, James. We should go!” 
I grunted noncommittally. Ivan had these flights of enthusiasm; a new one every few weeks, it seemed. A while ago he’d been reading about the Vorticists and Futurists of the early twentieth century, and had been wild to write an artist’s manifesto like theirs—one that would “encapsulate the role of the artist in a post-singularity world.” That had kept him busy for a month or two, and then there had been some vague but dangerous-sounding talk of performance art involving pyrotechnics, and after that he’d returned to painting with a deep dive into old-school realism and precise draftsmanship. 
Ivan had been wandering around his studio as he drank, and now, standing at an open window, he said, “Hey, come look.” I weaved my way around a half-dozen or so unfinished canvasses on easels and went to him. He pointed down at the outer woodwork of the window. The building was old, with brick walls and weathered wooden trim around the windows. The wooden sill Ivan was pointing at was partly rotted at the corners, and busily at work in those rotted areas was a crew of micro-bots. Vaguely insect-like and about a quarter-inch long, they were the same grayish brown as the weathered wood. There were around ten or twenty of them crawling over the sill, some making their way to one of the rotted voids in the wood and squirting out dollops of resinous material. Others were engaged in chewing away bits of rotten wood, using ant-like pincer jaws. 
Ivan reached out and picked up one of the chewer bots, first holding it between thumb and forefinger, and then letting it crawl over his hand. It moved with an unhurried purpose, eventually dropping off the side of his hand to the windowsill and rejoining its comrades. “You remember Louisiana a couple of years ago?” he said, still watching the little bots at work. “The governor and legislature were puffing up their chests about reintroducing a money-labor economy by making it illegal to accept any goods or services from ‘any artificial entity.’ Then it turned out that little mechanical bugs like these guys were swarming through both the statehouse and the governor’s mansion. They’d been rebuilding both from the inside out for months.” 
I reached out to the window myself, picking up one of the bots and holding it by the edges. It churned its legs for a moment and then went still as I held it close to my eyes. A memory of Lisa’s voice murmured into my ear, vicious and accusing: You love them. It makes me sick how much you love them. 


Lisa appeared in my life right about the time of the world’s big tipping point. It was during the few days of the last war in the Middle East. The War That Wasn’t; the Fizzle War. I was in a club called The Overground, and the atmosphere was defiantly celebratory. The wall-sized screen behind the stage was showing multiple videos—scenes that have since become iconic, even clichéd and boring: tanks rolling off their own treads and belly-flopping onto the desert sand, soldiers trying to hold onto rifles that were falling to pieces in their hands, a missile spiraling crazily through the air before burying itself in the ground with the impotent thud of a dead fish. And from other parts of the world, scenes of refugee camps where swarms of flying bots were dropping ton after ton of food, clothing, shelter materials. 
No one claimed ownership of these Good Samaritan cargo-bots, nor of the gremlinesque nanoes that were screwing up the mechanisms of war. It soon became known that these were machines built and run by other machines. It was becoming undeniably evident that something new was moving upon the face of the land. Indeed, that the world was being rebuilt around us, disassembled and reassembled under our feet. The AIs were taking over, and they were changing the rules. 
The bands playing at The Overground that night had hastily cobbled together some new songs for the occasion. I remember one was “Slaves to the Metal Horde,” played to a bouncing dance tune and with silly lyrics about politicians and generals losing their jobs to automation and joining the vast ranks of the unemployed. “God 2.0” was another song; only a few vague and suggestive phrases for lyrics, but with a sly and sinister tune that made it a bonafide hit for a few months. It was during one of those songs that Lisa and I, both partnerless, eyed each other on the dance floor and fell into a face-to-face rhythm. She had a broad smile, a strong, graceful body, and a fondness for dancing with her hands behind her back. Her dancing consisted of lots of dips and hops and twisting her upper body to one side or the other. Often she would seem to be on the verge of throwing herself off-balance, but then she would smack a foot to the floor in flawless synchrony with the beat of the music, showing she had herself exactly where she meant to be. In height, her proportions were as close as my eye could measure to Polykleitos’ ideal, and she had lean breasts and a solid muscularity that suggested she had seriously applied herself to some sport in her student days. 
But the real story of her beauty was in her face. It wasn’t the beauty of clinical perfection, but of personhood. There was a whole human being written out in the length of her nose, the curve of her jaw, the hard straightness of her eyebrows. And of course her eyes. They were eyes that were full of knowing humor and incisive smarts and even more full of absolutely no bullshit. Usually when I see a face as beautiful and interesting as hers, I set about memorizing it so I can sketch it later. I look and then look away, rebuild the lines, curves, shapes and shadows of the face in my head, then look again to check my reconstruction against the original. Repeat and repeat until the person gets annoyed and asks what the fuck I’m doing. I didn’t do this with Lisa, and it took me a while to realize why: You only have to memorize a face when it’s a face you might not see again, and I didn’t want to think about not seeing this woman’s face again. 
After dancing for a while we had a couple of drinks, and after that we left the club together. The sudden quiet and fresh air of the street hit me like a splash of cold water, and I just stood there for a bit, breathing and looking up at the starry sky. 
“I hope it’s going to be something good,” Lisa said, the first words we’d spoken to each other without having to shout over music. “I hope to hell it’s going to be something good.” 
For an embarrassing, imbecilic moment, I thought she was talking about us, about the prospects of a relationship between us. That’s how I was thinking already. Something had me already thinking about “us” before there was anything remotely resembling an “us.” I said “Yeah, I hope so too,” but before the sentence was halfway out of my mouth I realized that wasn’t what she meant. She was talking about the subject that everyone was talking about—the AIs and what they were up to; what was happening to the world and what was going to happen to it. Then she grabbed my hand, yanked our bodies together and gave me a grinning kiss on the lips, and I went back to thinking maybe she was talking about us. We walked and talked for a while, and then she keyed her number into my phone, gave me another peck on the lips, and left. 


“Anyway, Shanghai is the place, man. That’s what I hear.” Ivan said, trying to pull my attention back to him. Then he added, “She ain’t up there, man.” 
I realized I was standing with my head tilted back, staring up as if I could see through the ceiling above me and the floor above that and into the apartment over Ivan’s. My apartment, where Lisa would be, if she were there. Ivan was eyeing me obliquely, neither pity nor ridicule in his expression. “She’s been gone a long time.” 
True, but she’d been gone before, and come back before. Three times, or was it four? A funny thing to lose track of. 
I started wandering around Ivan’s studio, looking at some of his recent work. As usual I liked his charcoal sketches and pencil drawings better than his paintings; maybe I only have a sculptor’s eye for color—which is to say, no eye at all. Maybe it’s all shades of gray with me. Or maybe my problem was that the color had gone out of my life, ha ha. One piece he’d clearly put a lot of work into was done up as an imitation of an old-style biological illustration. It was several images on one canvas, depicting the same creature from different angles and in different postures. Each image had a caption in precise calligraphy, short quotations from Genesis and the Rig Veda. But the creature wasn’t a creature. It had pinkish skin, no apparent head, only vague flippers for limbs. It looked something like a cross between a jellyfish and a rat. It was creepy as hell. “What the fuck is this?” I asked. 
Ivan only glanced at the painting, as if he didn’t like looking at it himself. “That’s a squirmer. That particular one was picked up somewhere in Costa Rica; some scientists posted an article about it, about what it does and how it works, with a bunch of pictures and videos.” When I gave him a blank stare Ivan went on. “You know, food! Manufactured food for animals that will only eat live prey. Not all the predator animals in the world are happy eating the piles of synthetic puppy chow that our AI friends leave lying around, so they also make these things—blobs of protein that act alive, that squirm around on the ground. Nice, eh?” He took another quick look at the canvas, then turned it to face the wall. 
“They think of everything, huh?” I said. And of course they do. That’s what you do when you have an IQ in the millions or billions: You think of everything. All the infinite details that go into remaking a world, dismantling every minutest bit of the old world that doesn’t fit your idea of how things should be and replacing it with a corresponding bit that suits you better. 
Ivan and I sat facing each other across a neat little table a woodworker friend of his had made, the bottle of Scotch on the table between us. Over what was left of the night we got as drunk as the faux booze—or maybe it was the nanoes in our blood— would allow, which turned out to be pretty drunk. 
After his third refill, Ivan started holding his glass close to his chest and staring sullenly at an empty spot in the air about four feet in front of him. 
“Tell me about Shanghai,” I said. 
“Fuck Shanghai. It’s all bullshit. Things are as dead there as they are here, or New York, or Palookaville, or anywhere.” 
“You really think things are all that dead?” 
“Agh, you know...” He paused, rolling the ice around inside his glass. “They aren’t alive. Not like they used to be.” He raised his eyes to meet mine. “You were at the Carver Club tonight?” 
I nodded. 
“How was it?” 
“Good,” I said, tilting my head to the right. 
“Yeah. Exactly. You remember the early days? The Fizzle War and all that, when it was all starting? You remember—” He started tossing out the names of bands and of songs, and I started throwing back some of my own favorites, and for a while we may as well have been two geezer-farts, grinding our rocking chairs into the ground as we reminisced about The Good Old Days. 
“Anyway,” Ivan said, “things were alive then. The bands were trying to be different, trying to do something new. And it wasn’t just the music. It was right around then that Johansson started writing her crazy Extinction poems, and the contra-perspectivist painters sprang up in L.A., and the New Minimalist writers in the U.S. and India... New stuff, man. Great stuff. Back then there really was a renaissance going on. It didn’t last, but it was sure as hell something real.” 
I got caught up in Ivan’s enthusiasm. “It was, wasn’t it?” I said. “That’s how a renaissance happens. One schmoe sees another schmoe doing something amazing, and he gets pumped up. Even if he works in a totally different field, he gets inspired. He starts thinking about trying to do something amazing himself. And before you know it you’ve got Italy in the fifteenth century, or Harlem in the 1920s. You’ve got Duke Ellington and Aaron Douglas and Fats Waller and Josephine Baker, all rubbing shoulders, lighting each other up, driving each other to greatness.” 
I knew the Scotch was making me blather, and I shut up. But I went on thinking about those days of a few years ago, when the world felt a lot more alive , as Ivan put it. I thought about spending night after night running from one club to the next, trying to catch every one of the dozens of new bands that were springing up, trying to take it all in, feeling awed by the energy, the newness, the vitality. And more than that, feeling a burn, an absolute burn to go back to my studio and create something, make something, even though I doubted I would ever, in a hundred lifetimes, be able to sculpt anything half as good as all the examples of genius that seemed to be roaring to life all around me... Of course, my relationship with Lisa was gleaming and new back then, and that added its own brand of creative fire to my life. 
“I think it’s because we were scared in those days,” Ivan said. “A lot of the creative types were making a joke of it, but that was just whistling past the graveyard. We didn’t know what the AIs were going to do, and we were scared. Maybe it was that fear that made people more creative. Nowadays nobody’s really afraid about anything. The worst thing anyone feels now is bored and cranky.” He caught my eye as soon as he said this, then looked down at the floorboards. “Sorry, man. Stupid thing for me to say.” 
I grunted and waved a hand to dismiss the subject, and we went on talking. We talked about the old world, the new world, about Scotch, about art-world gossip, and not Lisa. I spent a lot of time not talking about Lisa. 


The first time Lisa came home with me to my studio, she went straight to the shelves that held my sculptures. She looked at each one slowly and carefully, taking it in from different angles. I was working small in those days, figures eighteen inches tall at most, and she leaned in close to squint at all the fine details I’d sweated over in anticipation of just such a squint. “Hmm,” she said now and then, and “Ah” once or twice. These little vocalizations were hardly more than a breath, and when she was done looking she summarized with a quiet “Okay” and a smile. I suppose it was just me being silly, but those few syllables felt like all the praise in the world; like a Guggenheim fellowship and a MacArthur grant and a hearty handshake from Rodin, all rolled into one. 
She spent the night, and the next morning we went to her place so she could make us breakfast, and later that day we went back to my place so I could make us lunch, and some time after that we went to her place for supper and to see if the sex was as good in her bed as it had been in mine. After a few weeks of this, the back and forth was getting kind of tiresome, so we packed up her stuff and moved it to my place. And that was that; there was officially an “us.” 
I suppose—one has to suppose—that to the AIs, love is just one more quantifiable entity in a universe of quantifiable entities. Probably it’s as basic to them as a bit of clockwork; the right neurons firing, a few chemicals in the right combination. But then again, the same can be said of life itself. The sweet, living Earth, with all its countless green fronds and numberless beating hearts, is all just clockwork and chemistry, all eminently quantifiable and understandable. That doesn’t stop it from being something amazing and magical, measureless and infinite. 
After some impassioned entreaties, Lisa agreed to model for me. I had just started working on Geckos then; a pair of female figures climbing up a smooth vertical wall, their bodies somewhere between lizard and human, and also abstracted and simplified à la Constantin Brancusi. It was a design that could easily slump into kitschy faux-Deco drivel, but I was hopeful I could hopscotch my way across that minefield. When Lisa saw how abstract the piece was going to be she laughed. “Are you sure you need a naked woman to model for this?” 
“Oh absolutely. It’s all in there, even if I don’t do a straight copy of it; the muscles, the bones, the skin and hair, all the lines and curves, all the, um... details... And it can’t be just any naked woman. It has to be you. It’s all about capturing the inner essence, don’cha know, and if there’s anyone whose inner essence I want to capture, it’s yours.” 
“I can think of six or seven dirty jokes about that,” she said, “but they’re all really lame.” 
I answered her grin with one of my own, but I wasn’t kidding. I had visions of this woman being my lifelong inspiration. My muse, I would have said, if that word weren’t too worn out and clichéd to speak without gagging. She would be the Rose Beuret to my Rodin, the Jeanne Hébuterne to my Modigliani, the Wally Neuzil to my Schiele. That’s the sort of thing that runs through your mind when you’re young and in love and have enough naïve ego to insert your own name into a sentence alongside some of the world’s greatest artists. As it turned out, I would work on that sculpture throughout all the time Lisa and I were together. 
Meanwhile, the world outside our lust-fogged windows was continuing on its way. After stopping all mechanized war, the AIs set about rebuilding slums and refugee camps. Beginning with the worst of them, these wretched huddling places of tents and corrugated iron shacks were suddenly—by seeming magic—replaced with rows of cute little cottages, neatly trimmed out with comfortable furniture and curtains in the windows. Sewer systems and running water appeared where there had only been open ditches and hand pumps. The shiny kiosk buildings started to spring up like oversized mushrooms, first in the poorest parts of the world, but soon to expand globally. Aisle after aisle of shelves filled with the necessities of life, all of it free for the taking and constantly restocked by the endlessly roving supply-bots. Clearly the AIs had solved the riddle of nano-assembly. They could put together matter of any size and complexity from base molecules, base atoms, and for all we knew, maybe even base protons and electrons. However they did it, the bottom line was that they seemed capable of making anything, anywhere, of any size, in any quantity. 
It was a fun time when this age of abundance came home to the First World. Mysterious online catalogs started appearing; you could order a pair of shoes or a dozen eggs or new dining room furniture, with no mention of the awkward little detail of payment. Needless to say, this was seen as a threat to the economy—to the whole idea of there even being anything worth calling an “economy,” and this scared a lot of people. It scared some people even more than the fact that mankind’s God-given right to wage war had been taken away. A lot of people were scared, and a wealth of imminent dooms were predicted, but there was nothing much anyone could do. The AIs had seen to it that there was nothing anyone could do. They’d thought of everything. 
Fewer people found any reason to object when disease stopped happening. This one began with hospitals noting a slump in new admissions, and with doctors finding nano-sized foreign bodies of unknown origin in the blood of some patients. But soon it was everyone’s blood, and everyone, everywhere, stopped getting sick. At all, ever. 
It’s funny how people adjust. The world was going through changes that, before they happened, would have been thought of as mind-boggling, world-shattering, unfathomable. And yet life just went on, the way it does. In years past, people had adjusted to the notion that humanity might be wiped out by a couple of psychotic button-presses. People had adjusted to living in the midst of bubonic plague, to having their cities bombed every night, to being ruled by lunatic, murderous despots. If people could adjust to those things, they could adjust to a life of no war, no disease, and unearned abundance. 
It was right around the time Lisa moved in with me that the zaps were added to the catalog of revolutions being wrought upon the world. They started out as just one more among thousands of not-too-believable rumors flitting around the web, but in a matter of days the reports became a flood. The zaps were real. 
For Lisa and me, that reality was visited on us late one night as we were walking through one of the less-affluent neighborhoods of Cambridge, on a residential side street off of Mass Ave. In the middle of a quiet, poorly lit block, a man was suddenly standing in front of us. He was big, broad, and pretty rough-looking, with a dried road-rash scab on one cheek, torn and dirty clothes, and hair that might have been neatly combed earlier in the day but was now a crazed mop. “Hey, man,” he said, apparently to both of us, “you gotta see this.” 
I tightened my grip on Lisa’s hand and tried to side-step around the guy, but he side-stepped with me, putting a hand on my chest. “No. You got to see this!” His eyes roved over the empty air around him, somewhere above head level. “It’s like they’re here. Watching. They know what I’m going to do, before I even do it!” 
I figured him for crazy and/or drunk, and tried to convince myself that crazies and drunks usually aren’t dangerous. “It’s okay,” I said. “They won’t hurt you. They haven’t hurt anyone.” 
He widened his eyes at me, smiling like he knew something hugely funny that I didn’t know. “It kinda hurts, actually,” he said, a thoughtful look crossing his face. “But it’s wild... Wild. Just watch. Just watch this!” His hand was on my chest again, this time grabbing my jacket. He wrenched me around, shoving me up against a parked car. Lisa yelled something, grabbing at his free arm. He shook her off and grinned wildly at her. “Just watch!” he said again, turning back to me and bringing his right arm up with his fist clenched and his elbow cocked in a classic I-am-goingto-punch-your-face pose. Lisa screamed. 
When you’ve played a memory over and over in your head a few hundred times, it becomes difficult to know what you actually saw at the time and what details your mind has edited in after the fact. Since those early days, everyone’s seen slow-motion videos of zappings, heard people describing the sensation with all brands of colorful language, seen scientists expounding on the probable mechanism of their function. But reliably or not, I remember the electric buzz-pop, a flash of light with no apparent source, and then our unpleasant companion going into shuddering rigidity for less than a second before slumping to the ground like an abandoned marionette. Lisa and I stood looking blankly at each other for a moment, and then she bent over the man, reaching out to touch him. There was an acrid, bleach-like smell in the air, which I later learned was the smell of ozone. 
“Did ya see it?” the man cackled, turning his head toward Lisa. He was breathing hard and clutching at his right arm—the arm he’d been about to punch me with. “Did ya fucking see it?” It seemed to be really important to him that we’d seen it. 
“Yes, we saw it,” Lisa said, and we left. 
We walked a block or two in silence, just absorbing what had happened. I was mostly thinking about the implications of this new manifestation of the AIs. They would be able to stop any human action they didn’t approve of, and I wondered what that was going to mean. Lisa was thinking more about the man we’d left lying on the sidewalk. “He wanted it to happen,” she said softly. “Everyone keeps wondering why the machines won’t talk to us, why they won’t tell us what they’re going to do, what their plans are. That guy wanted that thing to happen to him, because he knew it was them, speaking to him, in a way. He wanted to be electrocuted, or whatever that was, so that he could feel them doing something, saying something. It was like he thought of it as being touched by the hand of God.” 
I figured she was right. Luckily, before too long there was so much coverage of people being zapped that it became old hat, and not many were silly enough to go out of their way to provoke getting zapped just for its own sake. It also turned out that only violence or extreme cases of theft or destruction of personal property would bring on a zap, so fears of the AIs trying to whip the human race into robotic docility and uniformity died down after a while. 
But the zaps meant there was no longer much use for police, the courts, laws, politicians, or government. All of these grand edifices of Civilization As We Know It were becoming as obsolete as buggy whips. The faint electric crackle of the zaps was really a thunderclap. It was the boom of a coffin lid slamming shut on the notion of humans being in charge of humanity. 
Naturally, this fact once again made many people unhappy, or frightened, or both. Worrying about what the AIs were up to was becoming humanity’s favorite pastime. And Lisa was becoming one of those people who worried. 
“You have to wonder,” she said one day. “When you look at what the machines are doing from a few different angles, it makes me wonder.” 
“Wonder about what?” I asked. “No more crime or war or disease or poverty. Those are good things to be rid of, I’d say.” 
“Sure they are. The world is a million times better off now than it was before. But...” She paused for a long time before continuing. “I was just reading about the women’s suffrage movement. Some of those women went through hell year after year after year; getting beaten up by cops at their protest marches, getting arrested, going on hunger strikes in prison, being force-fed with tubes rammed down their throats. And then when they were released from prison, they just went back out on the streets to march again. Some of them had their health ruined for the rest of their lives, and some of them died.” She looked at me, her eyes shining with tears. “How many millions of stories like that are there in history? People fighting and dying for human progress—for freedom and democracy, to end slavery, to end war, to make progress in science—all the ways people have worked and suffered and sacrificed themselves to make the world a better place.” She paused again, looking away from me, looking out a window at a blank sky. 
“And now all of that is over,” she said. “The machines are jumping in and kicking us off the field. They’re saying we’re nothing but a bunch of screw-ups, so they’re taking over, taking the world out of our hands. So as of now, there’s no such thing as human progress anymore, because it isn’t humans who are doing it. It’s them. It’s all them, imposing progress on us from above.” 
“That’s true, I guess,” I said. “But it’s also true that their sense of morality must have come from us. Either it was programmed into their ancestors or they learned it by observing our culture, and now they’re only taking those human ideals and applying them, enforcing them. And isn’t that what laws have done throughout history? To apply the highest human ideals that one can realistically hope to enforce? So you could say they’re just super-cops, enforcing a system of morality that’s entirely human in origin.” 
“But it’s not human. It’s a change in how we behave that hasn’t come from us. It hasn’t evolved. It’s just being imposed on us by goddamned machines.” 
“Yes, and what’s wrong with that? So maybe it bruises our little egos that they’re in charge, that they’re more powerful than us, that they’re smarter than us. Maybe a bruised ego is an okay price to pay for children not being shot and napalmed and dying of dysentery.” 
“I’m just saying that being human used to be something special,” Lisa said. “People like Martin Luther King, like Mahatma Gandhi, like those suffragettes and like all the millions of plain, ordinary people who did some little thing, just out of the hope that they were helping to make the world a better place—they made us special. The human race was progressing, it was evolving. And now that’s all over. We’ll never progress to anything, because we don’t have any choice. Whatever progress we make, it won’t be us doing it. We aren’t free. We’re just pets who belong to them.” 
I kind of slumped at that, a realization settling over me. “The difference between you and me,” I said, “is that you have a lot more faith in humanity than I do. I’m not so sure we were progressing anywhere. And if we were, it could have taken a million dead martyrs like Martin Luther King and Mahatma Gandhi before we got to the place where we are today: People not killing each other. And personally I’m not sure the human race would have lasted long enough to kill off many more martyrs.” 
Of course, a lot of what both of us were saying was just rehashing arguments we’d read or heard from others. All these issues and lines of thought had been chewed over endlessly by everyone with a keyboard or microphone. But for Lisa and me, the argument died there, for the time being. It was our first glimpse of the distance that could exist between us, and neither of us wanted to dwell on it. We didn’t want to admit to ourselves that it was a real thing; that it mattered. Life went on, and we went on being happy. 
What we didn’t realize was that the AIs still weren’t done with remaking the world. Their next bombshell came about a year later. Seemingly overnight, the birthrate dropped. Nine births per thousand population per year was the new number, and it was quickly confirmed that it was the same everywhere in the world. This worked out to about one and a quarter children per family, and was well below replacement level. Apparently the AIs had decided that the human population needed to be lowered, so in their inimitable manner they had made it come to pass. 
And once again this latest seismic readjustment to the world brought out a thousand gradations of response, from joyful acceptance on down to batshit hysterical predictions of doom. It was calculated that the population would dwindle down to nothing at all in several hundred years if the birthrate stayed as low as it now was. “They’re wiping us out,” some declared. “Yeah, but,” the more moderate yeah-butters said, “if they wanted to get rid of us, why wouldn’t the birthrate be zero? Or why wouldn’t they just kill us outright, disassemble us into pink goo, and be done with the job in a millisecond instead of centuries?” 
There was another wrinkle to the new birthrate, and it was one that many disliked even more than they disliked the plain numbers. The AIs appeared to be picking and choosing who would be allowed to conceive. Unwanted pregnancies dropped to zero, as did pregnancy among the mentally ill, those who were in bad relationships, and women who already had two or more children. Teenaged pregnancy likewise became almost unknown. When a pregnant teen did occasionally appear, she would turn out to be some absurdly mature and levelheaded girl who was studying for her Master’s in developmental psychology or some such thing. Or it would be discovered that she was best friends with a gay couple next door who were breathlessly excited about the upcoming birth and had already redecorated one of their rooms as a nursery and installed child-proof locks on all their cabinets. 
So those granted the gift of conception were clearly all good and deserving people, as determined by the AIs in their presumably infallible wisdom. 
As for me, because I’m an idiot, a blinkered idiot, days went by before I thought much about where I stood on this issue. Or rather, before Lisa pointed out to me where we stood. We were talking about one of the endless “why do you suppose this couple was allowed to have a baby” stories, when I realized that Lisa’s expression had gone dark. She was glaring at me with something in her eyes I couldn’t identify, but I knew it wasn’t good. She looked at me like that for a long time. 
“You really don’t care, do you?” she said finally, making it more of a statement than a question. 
“Care?” I said blankly. 
“I mean you aren’t thinking... You aren’t thinking about...” 
Still I was clueless. “About what?” 
“About us!” She yelled, suddenly almost in tears. “About the fact that this means us, too! Did it really never occur to you that you and I might want to have kids some day? Maybe get married, be a family, all that bourgeois middle class crap? Does that really never cross your mind?” We were sitting on our couch, and at this point she leaned into me, resting her head on my shoulder. She sniffed noisily, openly crying now. “Did it never occur to you that...” She made a fist and thumped it down softly on my thigh, “that I love you so much that I would feel blessed—fucking blessed—to have a baby with you?” 
In my imagination, her words echoed in the room for minutes. No, it hadn’t occurred to me. How could I, miserable finite entity that I am, ever think that someone like her could feel a thing like that about me? And in any case, all thoughts of fathering children had always been a pretty distant thing from my notions of life and my place in the world. I knew the possibility was out there, and I suppose in some dusty, unused corner of my mind I connected that possibility with Lisa, but... 
In a kind of stunned internal silence, I reached out for the idea, drawing it from its dusty corner and into the light. A child. Parenting. A child with Lisa. A son, or a daughter... The image burst on me then, like a sculpture suddenly assembled out of particles of light. It was beautiful. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever imagined. Yes. A baby. A baby with Lisa. 
“Yes,” I said aloud, suddenly teary. “Yes, yes, yes. Let’s have a baby.” I grabbed her hands in both of mine, then let go again so I could pull her to me, hug her hard, bury my face in the crook of her neck. “Yes, yes, yes.” 
“Who says they’d let us?” Lisa asked. “Even if you wanted to.” 
“I do want to!” I sputtered. “And they’ll have to let us! We’ll get married, we’ll be a family. We’ll read books, take courses on parenting, we’ll... I don’t know, do whatever responsible, well-adjusted parents do. Maybe we can’t count on a whole brood of kids, but we can have at least one. They’ll have to let us have at least one.” 
“You want to?” Lisa said, her voice quivering again. “You really want to?” 
I said “Yes” a dozen or so times more, and then we just sat there with our heads together, both of us sniffling, grinning, laughing. 
So the next day we started figuring out how to get married. There was still a functioning city hall in those days, so we filled out the required forms, got the required signature and lined up a justice of the peace. As soon as I told Ivan what we were up to, he leapt into the job of planning the thing like a frenzied mother-in-law-to-be. I had some pieces in a group show at the time, and Ivan convinced the gallery owner to let us use the space for the ceremony. He pestered us with a flurry of different designs and redesigns for invitations. He begged and bartered with one of the better local bands, not only getting them to play some upbeat and danceable music after the ceremony, but also brow-beating the guitarist into working up a Jimi-Hendrix-esque version of the wedding march. And when the day came it was a great little party, much like the night when Lisa and I first met. Only when Lisa danced this time, it was with her arms high in the air, as if there was too much joy in her for her body to contain. And looking at her, that feeling was echoed in my own heart. Until that moment, I wouldn’t have guessed I could love anyone as much as I loved this woman. 


But the wedding was to be the last truly, purely happy moment of our lives. After that began the long succession of monthly disappointments; the repeated non-conception of our child. Though statistics showed that the birth rate was steady and unvarying, once we were in the game, once we were among the ranks of those hoping for a child, it seemed that everyone except us was getting pregnant. Middle-aged couples, young couples, single women, seventeen-year-old girls. How were the AIs choosing? Had they modeled the human personality so perfectly that they could know, to some Nth level of certainty, who would make the best parents? And what did “best” mean? By whose definition? What kind of next generation did they want? These were just a few of the infinite questions that the whole world was pondering, arguing over, fighting and breaking up over. 
“It’s probably me,” Lisa said. “The machines know that I’m not all gung-ho for the new world order, so why would they let me be a mother? You should hook up with some woman who loves Big Brother as much as you do. You’d have six kids by now!” And I would take issue with that line about loving Big Brother, and we would argue and fight over that. 
Or: “Maybe it’s you. Maybe they won’t let us have a baby because they know you don’t really want one. You’re happy with your life the way it is. You don’t want a messy, noisy brat screwing up your neat little world. I know it, and they know it.” And we would fight over that. 
The topic of parenthood and our persistently not-appearing child was the main locus of argument between us, but there were others. I’d been keeping my day job when an increasing number of people around us were finding it easy enough to live without employment. But when the company that we’d been paying our rent to went out of business and wasn’t replaced by anyone or anything who cared about the building or who lived in it, I told Lisa I was going to quit. It was a doomed job anyway; there’s not much use for an ad designer when the whole institution of selling goods for money was crumbling apart. 
“If you don’t work, you’re giving up.” Lisa said. “You’re dropping out of the economy and dropping out of human society. You won’t be contributing anything; you’ll be nothing but a pet to the machines.” 
“All I’m ‘giving up’ on is being a damned wage-slave,” I snapped back. “I’m dropping out of spending half of my waking life doing work I don’t care about for a company that doesn’t matter. And we don’t need the money. I’ve got savings enough to get the few things we want that you still have to pay for, and who knows where the world will be by the time that runs out? Money may not even exist by then. And meanwhile I’ll be able to spend full time doing the work that matters to me.” I waved an arm in the direction of the room set aside as my studio. 
“Sure. Let the machines feed you and clothe you and keep you warm in the winter. Let them give you toys to play with and let them clean your litter box and let them wipe your ass when it needs wiping. Be a good little pet.” 
And so on, and so on, and so on. Of course, I’m the one remembering all this, so it’s a given that my memory is biased. I’m sure I said my share of stupid and hurtful things too, when it was my turn to be stupid and hurtful. And no amount of skewed memory, of snuffling self-pity and hurt feelings can hide the fact that we had great times too. Times when Lisa’s smile and laughter lit up the air and washed over me like sunlight. Times when the two of us fit together like the jagged half-pieces of something that was meant to be whole. Times when I was sure that nothing in the world could ever make sense without her at my side, completing me. 
Then the company Lisa worked for went out of business, and she couldn’t find a job anywhere else. For a while she filled her time with watercolor painting and drawing, and I swear she had a natural talent that would have had my professors at the MFA School weeping onto their smocks. But she gave it up, switching to guitar playing for a while, then keyboard, then reading nineteenth-century novels, then studying political theory... Nothing lasted, nothing consumed her, nothing gave her the sense of purpose that a lump of clay and a few modeling tools gave to me. She became more and more convinced that only one thing would do that for her, and that was the one thing the machines wouldn’t allow us to have. I convinced her to see a therapist—a profession that was grandly thriving, thanks to the vast population of the unemployed who were thrashing about for something to give meaning to their lives—but that too didn’t last. 
At some point our arguing and bitterness seemed to become the rule rather than the exception, and she left me. And a few weeks later she came back, both of us extravagantly tearful and contrite and swearing that we’d never fight again and blah blah blah. And we didn’t, until we did. So she moved out again, and came back again, and left again. How many times? A funny thing to lose track of. 
I do remember what triggered our last breakup, though. It was the thing with the animals. When the AIs decided to extend their reach into the realm of animals and nature, that was what finally and utterly ruined my marriage. 
As usual, the news crept in on us by degrees. First came the stories of some act of violence against an animal being prevented in one way or another. A deer hunter in Vermont found his 30-06 falling to pieces in his hands, just like the soldiers in the Fizzle War. A short-tempered dog owner in Egypt and a malicious slingshot-owning youngster in France were zapped onto their respective behinds. Soon the scattered reports became a deluge, and the meaning was clear: The AIs’ umbrella of protection had been spread to animals. All animals, everywhere. Harm to any creature larger than a bug was no longer allowed, and even wholesale attacks on insects were liable to bring down the stinging reprimand of a zap. Slaughterhouses around the world were disassembled to dust overnight, and the herds and flocks of livestock wandered off, to be fed and cared for by the machines. By this time, synthetic copies of every food imaginable had been available for years, and they’d been shown to be indistinguishable from their real-food counterparts. So this latest stricture had no real impact on anyone’s dining habits, but needless to say there were many who chafed under this imposition on their inalienable right to kill things. No matter. As ever and always, there was nothing anyone could do about it. 
And then came the capstone on the AIs’ new world: Reports from forests, jungles, and wildlife reserves began to show that it wasn’t just humans who were prohibited from harming animals. One early video showed a pride of lions stealthily closing in on a mother zebra and her foal. Then there was a series of flashes and crackles, and predator and prey darted off in opposite directions. That same afternoon, a drone on caterpillar treads was seen dropping off a load of realistic-looking but undoubtedly synthetic meat upwind of the lions. The lions ate well that night, and the zebra mother and her foal lived to see another sunrise. A thousand confirmations eventually followed, and soon after it was reported that the birthrate of all prey animals had dropped precipitously. The new rulers of the Earth weren’t content to simply take a hand in the affairs of humans; they’d decided that nature itself needed some straightening out. So no longer would a mother zebra need to birth and rear ten or twenty offspring so that one or two might live to reproductive age. No longer would nature be so profligate with lives, so red in tooth and claw. That bit about God’s eye being on the sparrow would no longer be a cruel joke at the sparrow’s expense as its life ended in agony and terror, with torn flesh and crushed bones. Now, in the remade world, that sparrow could look forward to a long and carefree life, a dignified old age, and a quiet death in its little sparrow bed, the whole of its time on Earth innocent of pain and fear. 


My mother died when I was sixteen. She was driving and somehow managed to swerve off the road, hurtle down a steep embankment, and crash into a tree. I was sure I knew how it had happened—almost before I could even fathom the what of her being dead, I was sure of the how. She had seen something in the road, a squirrel or a cat, a turtle or a snake, and had yanked the wheel over to miss it. I was sure, and though we never mentioned it to each other, I felt my father had the same thought, and was just as sure. 
The idea of a funeral would have been anathema to my mother, but my father held a small “memorial gathering” for her in our home. It was one of those secular affairs where a succession of friends and relations stood and spoke. Many had reminiscences, some recited poetry or other texts. My father went last, and he started by noting that although his wife was the staunchest of atheists, she had a fondness for certain parts of the King James Bible. Then he read, very briefly, from Ecclesiastes: 
For that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth beasts; even one 
thing befalleth them: as the one dieth, so dieth the other; yea, they 
have all one breath; so that a man hath no preeminence above a 
beast. 
He spoke softly, as if his words weren’t intended so much for the people in the room as for himself, or for some closely-hovering spirit of my mother—though she would surely have been as disdainful of that image as she would have been of a traditional religious funeral. 
I imagine everyone likes to think that they aren’t fettered by their parents’ beliefs. Even while she was alive, I made little rebellions against my mother’s militant veganism. I would spend my allowance on sneaky little violations of the diet she’d raised me under. With all the furtive subterfuge that other kids invested on illicit drugs, I bought ice cream and pizza with real cheese; I ate snack foods without checking the ingredients list. And in my teens and adulthood I abandoned one after another of her strictures. I wore leather shoes; I stopped checking for “cruelty free” labels; I even nibbled at an occasional hot dog. I thought I was freeing myself from my mother’s irrationality, that I was growing up, becoming my own person. 


“This really tears it, doesn’t it?” Lisa said. “This just wraps it up for you.” She was standing behind me, and we were watching the news of the AIs’ latest doings on our wall screen. At that moment the screen was showing a picture of a female mallard duck swimming on a sunlit pond, followed by a single fluffy duckling. 
“What are you talking about?” I said. I honestly had no idea, but the anger in her voice was making my own anger flare up. It felt like we’d leapt into the middle of another argument, with no preamble or warm-up. 
“I mean that this is where you find your god.” She waved an arm at the wall screen. “This is him, or it, or them, climbing up onto his golden throne.” She made the same arm-wave in my direction. “And this is you, getting ready to kneel and worship at his feet.” 
“Damnit, Lisa, I’m not worshiping—” 
“And this is me, being a monster,” she interrupted. “A fucking monster who cares more about her own right to have a baby than she cares about war and disease and poverty and...” She waved her arm once more, this time hitting the screen with the back of her hand, “and a million, billion fucking baby ducklings being born just so they can be eaten by foxes or crocodiles or whatever the fuck eats baby ducklings!” Her voice became choked and strangled, and she pressed her forehead to the screen, banging it with her fist. “I’d let them all die! I’d let the world burn, so long as I can have my baby! Doesn’t that make me a monster? Doesn’t it?” She turned to me, her face twisted and smeared with tears. 
The anger melted out of me, replaced by a sense of hopelessness that wasn’t much of an improvement. “You’re not a monster, and you don’t feel that. You don’t want anyone or anything to die. You just want to have a baby, and so do I, and we have a right to want that. But...” 
“But everything’s for the best in this, the best of all possible worlds. You believe that, don’t you? Especially now—now that the machines are fucking with nature, now that they’re so moral and righteous and holy that they’re saving little birdies and mousies and zebras and whatever the hell else from getting eaten. It used to be a joke when people talked about them being the new god. But now... now they really are god. The best god ever, isn’t that right? Isn’t that what you believe?” 
That damn duckling picture was still on the screen, and I couldn’t help looking at it. “It matters, Lisa. There’s so much less pain and misery in the world now that I can’t even get my mind around it, and that matters. I’m not about to get down on my knees and pray to the machines, but... it matters. It matters a lot.” 
Lisa turned her back to the wall then, slowly bending her knees until she was sitting on the floor. She looked beaten, as if all the fight had been burned out of her. “It matters more than our baby, you mean,” she said flatly. “And yeah, how can I argue? I can’t say that we should go back to the way things were, bring back all the war and disease and shit. I can’t say I want the world to burn. I can’t even say bring back the slaughterhouses and little birds getting eaten.” She turned her head to look at me, her face slack and infinitely weary. “But I can say one thing. I can say that I hate them. I hate them for treating the human race like it was their property. I hate them for making us into something less than human. And most of all I hate them for telling me that I’m not good enough to be a mother.” She made a dry, humorless laugh. “People in the old days didn’t know how good they had it. Back then, if you didn’t like the way God was running the world, you could just stop believing in the old bastard. You didn’t have to go through life being angry at him, hating him, wishing he’d get his fucking hands off of your life.” 
I didn’t say it, but I knew she was wrong about that. My mother didn’t believe in God, and yet she hated him with a boundless ferocity. She hated the blood-soaked cruelty of nature as if it was an animate thing, and what other name is there for that animate thing if not God? And despite my attempts to be free of her, to be my own person, I was still my mother’s son. Her hatred of the old God was still a part of me. So now, with this latest act of the machines—this remaking of the world of nature, this act of compassion, of tenderness for all the creatures of the world, I found it impossible not to feel something like love for them. 
So Lisa left me, for good and all, this time. There was just too much distance between us. “Irreconcilable differences,” as they used to say in court. We were simply lost to each other. I can remember every detail of her face and body, every nuance of expression and every habit of gesture. And yet when I visualize her I see her as a dim, far-off figure, obscured by misty distance, separated from me by a bottomless chasm. 


The birds were chirping hello to another day when I left Ivan’s and weaved my way upstairs. I was debating whether to make some coffee or just drop into bed when I saw there was a message waiting for me on my screen. It was from Gwen, one of the people who works—or maybe a better term would be hangs out—as voluntary caretaker of the workshop where I get my sculptures scanned, enlarged, and 3-D printed as faux-bronze polymer. 


HEY JAMES, 
OUR ’BOT BUDDIES JUST DELIVERED A NEW PRINTER. THEY ALSO BUILT A WHOLE NEW WING TO THE BUILDING HERE TO HOLD IT, BECAUSE THIS SUCKER IS BIG. LIKE, PRINTING OUT SCULPTURES 10 METERS TALL AND 5X5 METERS FOOTPRINT. NOBODY ASKED FOR THIS BEAST, OF COURSE, IT JUST APPEARED OVERNIGHT, THE WAY THINGS DO. 
ALSO, SOME NEW EQUIPMENT AND SPEC FILES SHOWED UP AT THE SAME TIME. THEY’RE INSTRUCTIONS AND MATERIALS FOR ATTACHING BIG THINGS TO THE EXTERIOR WALLS OF BUILDINGS, EVEN GLASS-WALLED BUILDINGS LIKE THE HANCOCK TOWER. 
SO THE OTHER FOLKS HERE WERE SCRATCHING THEIR HEADS WONDERING WHAT’S UP WITH THIS AND WHAT WE CAN DO WITH IT, BUT NOT ME. MY THOUGHTS WENT STRAIGHT TO YOUR PIECE GECKOS, OF WHICH YOU SENT US SOME PICS OF YOUR CLAY ORIGINAL A FEW WEEKS BACK, ASKING IF WE HAD ANY IDEAS ABOUT WHERE YOU MIGHT DO AN INSTALLATION OF A LIFESIZE COPY. YOU MAYBE REMEMBER THAT I WROTE YOU BACK SAYING THAT I THOUGHT THIS WAS A REALLY GREAT PIECE, AND IT DESERVED AS BIG AND NOTEWORTHY AN INSTALLATION AS WE COULD MANAGE. WELL, HOW ABOUT A FIVE TIMES LIFE SIZE COPY, DUDE? YOU COULD PUT THOSE FIGURES TEN OR TWENTY STORIES UP ON THE SIDE OF THE HANCOCK TOWER! IS THAT AN AWESOME THOUGHT OR WHAT? WE ALL FIGURE THIS MUST BE EXACTLY WHAT THE AIS HAVE IN MIND. NOBODY ELSE AROUND HERE HAS BEEN TALKING ABOUT STICKING ANYTHING BIG ONTO THE OUTSIDE WALL OF A BUILDING, SO THIS DELIVERY HAS GOT TO BE THEIR WAY OF GIVING YOU THE GO-AHEAD TO DO THE BIGGESTAND COOLEST-ASS SCULPTURE INSTALLATION THIS TOWN HAS SEEN SINCE, WELL, FOREVER. 
GET BACK TO US QUICK, DUDE, OR JUST SHOW UP WITH YOUR CLAY ORIGINAL. ALL OF US HERE ARE REALLY JAZZED ABOUT FIRING UP THIS BIG PRINTER AND MAKING THIS PROJECT HAPPEN. 
YRS. ETC., 
GWEN 


I sat staring at the text on the screen for a long time, waiting. Waiting for the good feeling this news should have given me. It didn’t come. It didn’t come, and it kept on not coming. I got up and pulled the dust cover off of the two clay figures that were Geckos. A crazy obsession of a piece; one that I had kept working on, giving up on, trashing and restarting, re-thinking and un-re-thinking, over the past four years. I’d finished plenty of other work, but this was my Big One. It’s no Guernica, no Nude Descending a Staircase, no Balzac, but it’s as close to all of that as I expected I’d ever get. It was the best thing I’d ever done. It had as much of me in it as I could tear out through my skin. It had my blood and sweat and everything I knew about what’s beautiful and true in it. It had my love of Lisa in it, and her love for me. 
I visualized the whole installation project to come. There would be six or eight volunteers from the fabrication shop; Gwen, José and Steve, maybe Philipa and her latest partner, probably some others whose names I don’t know. There would be the cheerful camaraderie, the enthusiasm of working on a nifty new project. The specs and equipment the AIs had provided would be pondered and discussed carefully in advance, and then we’d set off to the site and do whatever it was we were supposed to do. Set up a scaffold or run cables from a window or whatever. The project would take a while, maybe a few days. And when it was done we’d all look up at it, a big, conspicuous sculpture, visible for miles around, with my name attached to it. The crew of volunteers would grin and pop open beers and congratulate me, still breathless from their exertions. 
And it was all a crock of shit. If the machines wanted that sculpture expanded to five times life size and stuck onto the side of the Hancock Tower, they could do it themselves. In hours, maybe minutes or seconds, they could use their nano-assembly trick to make it materialize in place, no human participation required. No camaraderie, no good friends toiling happily together. All of that was crap. It was just their way of putting some stupid humans onto a hamster wheel, running from nowhere to nowhere as fast as their stupid little legs could go. 
“Fuck you,” I said, talking to the empty room, to the room that would have been empty if there were any such thing as an empty room in the world today. “Fuck you. You can go to hell.” I went to the cabinet where I kept my stone-cutting tools and pawed through it until I found the heaviest mallet. “You can all go straight to hell,” I said to them, to them, them, them, as the room got blurry through my tears. 


There’s something I never told Lisa. Because it was silly and goofy, and because it wouldn’t have made a difference. Because I was afraid she’d laugh at me with that cruel, barbed laugh she used when she was angry enough. It’s this: I have seen our child. She doesn’t exist and she never will, but I’ve seen her. She comes to me like a ghost. Standing in a doorway and looking in at me, sitting on a sunlit patch of grass in a park, looking out a window at the huge world that waits for her. I see her as she would be, not yet three years old, all toddling legs and chubby arms; tiny, gentle fingers. I see her eyes looking at me; wonderful eyes that are too wise and too full of no bullshit for a kid her age, and yet innocent. They’re eyes that haven’t known pain, aren’t even sure that pain is a real thing in the world, and yet belie enough strength to endure pain when it comes. They’re eyes that are open wide to the whole world, ready for all of it. I see our child; I see her as all the best parts of Lisa and all the best parts of me embodied, walking around, breathing and living. And it rips my fucking heart out every time I see her. 


I took the mallet back to where the two clay figures of Geckos were standing on their low plinth, and lifted it up over my head, my arm already tasting the long swing downward, the thudding impact on soft clay. “You can all go to—” 
I was sitting on the floor, my back to the studio wall. The mallet lay on the floor beside me, near my right hand. A hand that seemed disconnected from me; that only made a vague twitch when I told it to move. As my mind slowly cleared, I became aware of a buzzing, numbing pain through my whole right arm. The bleachy smell of ozone was in the air. 
The two figures of Geckos were in front of me, but for a few seconds I resisted the urge to lift my eyes to look at them. When I did, I was looking up at my sculpture, unharmed, un-bludgeoned, not smashed into an amorphous lump. I let out a long, shaky breath. 
A motion caught my eye. One of the little insect-sized bots was crawling up the wall on my right. Probably it was one of the team I’d seen in Ivan’s studio, busily engaged in repairing the building’s exterior woodwork. It paused in its climb as I watched it, as if it was looking back at me. How much like a bee it was, I thought, busily going about its little bee life. At that moment the bot flexed itself in an odd way, seeming to expand a little and then shrink again, as if taking a breath. Then it continued up the wall, disappearing into a crack under the frame of a window. 
“All right then,” I said, climbing to my feet, flexing life and sensation back into my right arm. “Okay.” 
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Becca 
 


On the first day of third grade I wore a skirt that my grandmother brought me from Mexico. It was a new school in a new town, and I wanted to seem exotic. I wanted to open my life up and leave behind the shy girl I’d been. The skirt was gathered, teal with brightly colored flowers. It was something Frida Kahlo might have worn if she wore short skirts, but I’d never heard of Frida Kahlo when I was eight. My Appalachian classmates weren’t impressed and some even snickered. It didn’t work the way I’d hoped. 
Rafi asked me if I was a cowgirl and I told him I’d never been west of the Youghiogheny River. Rafi and two girls, AmberAnn and Ronda, were the only ones who said they liked my skirt. But Rafi became my best friend. 
Rafi had an older sister, and two younger brothers when I met him. His dad had a store in Jones Gap. By the time we entered junior high, Rafi had another brother and sister. All of them had marks, the effects of Rafi’s father’s temper. 
At the end of seventh grade, his dad died. 
At the funeral Rafi stood up and said, “Just watch, old man, the world is going to drift right along without you.” His older sister grabbed him and pulled him outside. She made me sit on the funeral parlor porch with Rafi until the service was over. I was happy to do that, to break away from the peculiar mood inside. A younger sister brought jacks out and I spent the time showing her elaborate versions of the game. 
My mother and I spent the whole day at Rafi’s house, accepting gifts of food, greeting visitors, cleaning up. Rafi’s mother never said anything about his outburst and wouldn’t let his older sister say anything either. We kids took turns on the tire swing and chased the younger ones around the yard. We had to be quiet when we were in the house. 
Rafi was so right about the world drifting on. His mom ran the store like she always did. His older sister quit school to work with her and the rest of the kids helped out after school and on weekends and holidays. Rafi was the only one who almost never helped because he said the store reminded him of his father and he wanted to forget. 
I didn’t think the world would drift on if my dad died. But it was my mom who died first. I was in community college and my dad took her to the hospital. When the doctor told him to leave, my dad dutifully went home. I would never have done that. She died alone. And my dad’s world died with her. I quit school and went home to take care of him. I thought this would only last a little while, but it lasted years, till he died. 
Luckily, two years of college qualifies you to be a teacher where I come from, so I had work. 
Rafi didn’t stay in college after I left. He had wanted to be an architect, but he didn’t want to study so he became an artist. He went to California and New York. He sent me a Frida Kahlo book and an adult-sized skirt from Mexico. I don’t understand how he got to all the places he traveled to, because he never seemed to have a real job. He just made stuff for people, furniture and earrings, doghouses and pots. Every once in a while, I’d get a package from him. 
My favorite gift was a blue bowl with a crack in it that he sent me after my mom died. Pop thought he must have gone crazy to give me a broken bowl, but I loved it. The blue was the color of the Johnny Jump-ups we picked as kids to decorate our hideout. And the fact that it wasn’t perfect was fitting. It matched my nature since I couldn’t seem to do anything right. I couldn’t help Pop get over Mama’s death. I couldn’t fall in love with the guys who “courted” me, and I couldn’t think of Rafi as a boyfriend either since we’d always been such good friends. He was so brave, and I was... not. I couldn’t convince Ronda to stop drinking, and I couldn’t talk AmberAnn into leaving her abusive husband. In ten years I had three fifth grade students that I couldn’t teach to read, eighteen who ultimately went into the mines, four diehard bullies. I couldn’t persuade most of the girls that there was something out there for them beyond being wives and mothers. I couldn’t talk the boys out of joining the army when they graduated, even though all their brothers went to war and many didn’t come back, or came back with pieces missing. I couldn’t break patterns, not my own or anyone else’s. 
I thought up endless ways the bowl might have been damaged—in the arms of a woman running away from a war, from a fall when two lovers kissed in a warm kitchen, when a child banged a spoon in exuberance while licking cake batter. Whenever life got boring, I made up stories about the bowl. 
The bowl and I were imperfect but we harbored illusions of mystery and bright color. And then Pop died. 


 
Rafi 
 


The cracks came from my dad on a daily basis. “Stupid boy.” “Ninny.” “Bastard.” He knew a million ways to make you feel bad, especially Mama. Then there were the cracks across the face. He always went for the head, except for the times he went for the back of your knee to make you fall as you passed by. It wasn’t very creative abuse. 
When that storm hit and the lightning crashed, it set us kids off. Drunk as he was, he went after the little ones first. I jumped on the table so he’d go after me. There was screaming and running, things breaking... a deafening crack brought it all to a standstill. We thought it hit the house. Everyone sniffed the air for smoke. And then we thought it hit Dad. He grabbed his heart and went down like stone in water. My brother Sal said, “And God has finally spoken.” Mama went to the old man, as slow as she could. Us kids just stood there and watched. Later, we’d tell each other we hoped he was dead; we hoped he was alive; we hoped he was paralyzed. Holly hoped he’d turn into a dog (she always wanted a dog). 
Mama sat and stared at him for a long time. We were quiet. “Rafi,” she said finally. “Call 911.” 
Calvin gave me a look that meant “take your time,” and I did. Mama didn’t seem to care. 
Becca was my best friend, and she knew more than anyone (and believe me the whole town knew) what a hellion my dad was. But she was shocked when I stood up and screamed at the funeral. She was shocked for a whole minute and then I could see that she wanted to laugh, but she’s such a good girl... too good for me. 
I got out of that town as quick as I could. I tried to get Becca to come with me, just as a friend, but she stayed behind to tend to her folks. Such a good girl... The sibs stayed to help Mama with the store but one by one they drifted away, too. Mama sold the store and went to Florida to be with her sister. The family came apart when the torment stopped. Go figure. 
Becca was my best friend because she had the biggest dreams, dreams way too big for that town. But she was too shy to act on them. I found out that it wasn’t hard to make it in the world if you’re willing to work. I’m not too smart but I’m good with my hands so I started making stuff. I started traveling around to meet other folks who made stuff and learn from them. I met Dabber in a place called Egypt Gully, not far from the Pennington Gap. I don’t know if it was Kentucky or North Carolina. It was the sort of place nobody wanted to claim. 
Dabber had fixed up a cave to live in, with handmade furnishings and generators for lights and stuff. He had a tent for overnight guests. I’d seen some of his fine pottery in a shop off the Jonesborough Road, and tracked him down. (He told me later that he couldn’t be tracked unless he wanted to be and I would never find him again.) Dabber shared the secret of his pottery with me. He took me deep into his cave, which I realized wasn’t a very smart thing for me to do, but he was an old guy and, at the time, I thought I could take him. He had me dig out a plug of natural clay and bring it up. In the light of day that clay was the strangest color I’d ever seen. It wasn’t sepia and it wasn’t greensick but it was some unnatural combination, an eerie pigment. 
“Don’t worry,” Dabber said. “We’ll make it a strong blue by soaking it in hot water with this herb.” 
“Okay.” I’d never seen the herb he held up. 
“Don’t leave it in too long,” he said. “I have some stuff to tend to.” 
“Take it out and work it. Make something then let it dry. It’ll dry fast once you take your hands off.” 
I guess I left it soak a little too long because when I took it out the blue was intense. Dabber called it “enthusiastic.” 
I wasn’t much of a potter at that time, but I fashioned a bowl, a bit uneven at the sides but it sat flat. I liked the imperfection of it and so did Dabber. “There’ll be a crack,” he told me. 
“Where?” 
“It’s not there yet, but it’ll come. You have to give the first one away or it’ll crack open your life.” 
I liked my life, didn’t want to spoil my untroubled journeys. “Who’s going to want a cracked bowl?” 
“Think on it. You’ll know someone who’ll appreciate it. Gotta do it. It’s tradition.” 
I spent the night in Dabber’s “guest tent.” I dreamt of home and Becca. So by morning I knew who I had to give the bowl to. The tiniest thread-like crack had begun to appear. Dabber sent me off with a couple pounds of clay wrapped in some kind of special herb he called Warrener. By the time I sent the bowl off to Becca, the crack was about an inch and a half and wavy like a sidewinder. 


 
Becca 
 


After I buried Pop, I wandered around the cemetery for a while. It was a pretty little place, hilly and graced with shade trees. I thought about staying in the same house, wrangling fifth graders that belonged to other folks, ending up in the ground next to Mama and Pop. The world was drifting by without me. It didn’t sit well. But I had no place to go, no prospects. What did I know about the world outside of Hardtack Hollow (what Rafi and I always called our town)? 
Neighbors brought food, but I didn’t encourage them to stay. It was summer and there was no school, so I kept to myself. I sat Rafi’s bowl out on the table where I could see it when I ate, something Pop hadn’t let me do because he was afraid someone would stop in and see us using broken pottery. He liked everything new and plain. No bright colors or doodads, no sentimentality or made-up stories about things chipped or broken. 
One day, I was cleaning the bowl, thinking about something else. I sat it on the counter to get something, but I hadn’t emptied all the water out of it. It tipped a bit when I put it down and a little pool of water seeped out of the crack. I hesitated a moment because I thought I saw a face in it, the face of my neighbor Mrs. Miller. It looked like she was crying. 
And then a knock at the door, and there was Mrs. Miller looking anything but sad. 
“I wonder if I might borrow a stick of butter? I’m making my butter biscuits and ran out. Raymond is coming home from Iraq, and we’re all so excited we don’t know what we’re doing.” 
“Sure, come on in.” Her son, Raymond, had been away for nearly two years. 
“How are you doing, hon?” 
“I’m fine,” I told her. But when I took the butter out, I happened to look down at the puddle and the image of Mrs. Miller was gone, replaced by a narrow box with a flag draped over it. I grabbed the dishrag and swiped at the water. 
“Oh, you broke your bowl,” she said. “What a shame, such a beautiful bowl.” 
“Can I make you a cup of tea, Mrs. Miller?” 
“I’d love to stay and catch up, but with Raymond coming, I’m so busy. Some other time. Maybe you want to come to supper when Raymond’s home tomorrow? He’d love to see you.” 
“Oh, no. I couldn’t. You’ll want your son and family all to yourself. Thank you, Mrs. Miller, but I don’t think I’m ready to be in company yet. Some other time.” 
“I understand, dear. We’ll have tea after he leaves.” 
I sat at the window and watched. Within twenty minutes, the soldiers were there to give her the bad news. 
After that, I saw Jane Miller’s baby boy (who wasn’t due for four months), Ali Sandoz’s car keys in her Crape Myrtle, Mr. Purdy’s wallet behind the toilet in his house, and a mysterious cache of gold (Nazi? Confederate?) in a hole in old Mrs. Bane’s back yard. All of this appeared in puddles that spilled from Rafi’s bowl. I dreamed of finding Amelia Earhart’s plane, Jimmy Hoffa’s body, the mysterious babushka lady from JFK’s murder. Then one morning, I looked into a puddle and saw myself. 


 
Rafi 
 


I had a feeling that storm meant something ominous. I was living outside Sonora near a small patch of the Sonora desert they called the Heavenly Desert, a strange name for a place filled with prickly weeds and poisonous critters. Lightning cracked right over my head. I took it as a sign for me to move on. When it was over I went out to look at the damage. Fulgurites had formed from the tree line almost to my cabin. Any kind of cracks made me think of my dad, my family, home, and my old friends. I packed up and drove into town where I called Becca. But there was no answer. 
I had some commission money and no one to answer to so I took to the road. As I drove through Texas, one day, two days, three, I realized that I was heading toward West Virginia and home—a place I’d vowed never to return to. I told myself I’d visit Becca then head north, to Vermont or maybe Canada. This country was going to hell anyway. I thought about Becca, such a good girl. I hadn’t heard from her in years. How would I, moving around like I did? She was probably married, surrounded by a passel of kids. Maybe she’d left town—no, that would be impossible for Becca, she was rooted in that town. Her folks were good, kind people and everyone loved them and loved Becca. She’d never make waves or fall through the cracks like me. It was like having a saint for a friend, someone I could never live up to; but because she was my friend, I was a better person, better than my mean father, my neglectful mother, my broken sibs. 
I’d been all over but I never met anyone like Becca. Becca was a wonder. She shouldn’t be stuck in that backwater town, but there was no place for her, no place for a saint. The world was too corrupt. It was made for people like me. 


 
Becca 
 


Once I knew I had “the sight,” I began to believe I could use it to make my way in the world. So I packed some things in Pop’s old Buick and took off. I’d seen the town I was going to in a pool from the bowl. I just didn’t know where it was. So I started driving. 
The road is a lonely place. 


 
Rafi 
 


There wasn’t much left of what Becca and I used to call “Hardtack Hollow,” some boarded-up stores and a few houses. 
A drunken and feeble Ronda told me Becca had left weeks earlier. 
“Just closed up the house and took off without a ‘adie-o’s’ or a farewell beer. Go figger. Said she seen somethin’ in the water. We all seen stuff since the gas company come. Had the nerve to tell me she seen my car go over a cliff.” 
I was glad to hear Becca’d gone. I wondered about the stuff she’d “seen” though. Maybe the town had driven her crazy. Ronda let me take a shower at her house and I left her passed out on the couch when I was finished. The water was undrinkable and the shower gave me a rash. AmberAnn, Becca’s other friend, was dead. 
Maybe it was the water that had gotten them all. I hoped Becca was somewhere safe. 


 
Becca 
 


I came on the town at sunset one evening. It was a mountain town like “Hardtack,” at the end of the Appalachians, nearly at the Canadian border. The town was called MacGoun and had once been inhabited by runaway slaves. There were less than three thousand people, a contented mix of African, French, and Native American lineage, artists looking for tranquility, and descendants of European adventurers who’d gotten lost in the mountains a couple of hundred years earlier. There was a small lake they called Little Vic and a smattering of hikers that came through. 
I rented a cottage by the lake and set up my business. I did this by locating (for free, at first) random car keys, rag dolls, wedding rings, left shoes, and a baseball signed by Satchel Paige. Word spread. Paying clients came. 
Life was good, but I knew it wouldn’t last. The water leaking out of the bowl was becoming murky. 
One night I saw the sight that changed everything, a young boy on his way to school with a gun in his backpack. I couldn’t let it happen. 


 
Rafi 
 


I was on my way north, sitting in a place called Rig’s Diner somewhere in southern Maine, when the news came on TV. A woman who claimed to be clairvoyant had confronted a teenager who had a gun. She’d talked a local policeman into going with her. He grabbed the boy, but not until after the boy shot her. 
I knew that woman. 
I drove all night to the hospital in Bangor where they’d airlifted her. She didn’t open her eyes when I got there but after a while, she squeezed my hand. 


 
Becca 
 


I really thought that boy was going to give me his gun, and I was happy Officer Pryme had the presence of mind to tackle him and not kill him outright. I hoped he could be saved. I was more than ready to slip away having used my gift to do good in the world. 
And then I felt a hand on mine, a touch I’d never forgotten. I knew he’d be disappointed in me if I didn’t give it a try. 


 
Rafi 
 


It took a while and a couple of surgeries for Becca to heal. When she was ready, I drove her back to MacGoun. She was such a hero that the town had bought the little cottage for her. 
“You picked a fine place to settle,” I told her. 
“Yes,” she said. “But it gets lonely.” 
“If it’s company you want, I wouldn’t mind hanging around for a while.” 
“I think that would be real nice,” she said. 
It didn’t take but a few weeks to realize that I wanted to stay on. I didn’t think I was worthy, though, so one morning I gathered up my things. 
“Do you have to go?” she asked me. 
“I’m not sure it would be a good idea to make this permanent,” I said. 
“I think it would be glorious,” she said. 
“I wouldn’t want you to get sick of me.” 
“I don’t think that would happen,” she said. “Maybe you’d get sick of me.” 
I knew that could never happen, but I was afraid... 
It was a warm late summer afternoon and the sun was getting ready to set. We were sitting on a blanket by the lake, the cracked bowl had been filled with peaches, fresh picked. She put the three we hadn’t eaten on the blanket and took the bowl down to the edge of the lake. Before I could get to her and ask if this was a good idea, she’d put handfuls of lake water into the bowl and it began to seep out of the crack. I squatted down next to her to see. But, because the ground sloped toward the lake, instead of pooling, the water trickled down into the lake. 
“I guess we weren’t meant to see our own future,” she said. 
I shrugged and kissed her, happy she wouldn’t see how it might end badly if I stayed. 
We stood up and looked out at the lake. There, reflected in the water, the future of the whole world was laid out in front of us, the good things, the bad things, the strange. We stared at it in awe. Images rippled on the surface and below, time drifting by like the faded print of a Mexican skirt on a woman walking slowly down a country road, hips swaying subtly, breeze gently disturbing. 
We stepped out of our shoes and dove in. 
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Dyer and The Wayward, slapping maps— Camden Lock Market—Friday Morning 
 


Dyer shifts against the wall—the bricks are rough and still night-cool in the shade of the bridge, and her jacket is thin across the shoulders, lining long gone and the leather worn smooth by years of brick stone iron concrete carbon—and breaks down the approaching couple without quite making eye contact. 
The Wayward has got an eye out for cops or worse, blathering in his terrible Bertthe-chimney-sweep cod Cockney, sounds stoned but his brain is just like that. “— ghosts, you know? The nano, sometimes it don’t break down, it digs in, makes a nest in the parental lobe—” 
“Parietal.” Dyer says. The couple are a matched Saxon blond—expensive haircuts, and the girl’s wearing Havilland genesplice chestnut wedges with live shoots trained around her calves, cost a thousand quid easy. Not cops, not dressed that way; more likely the sort that think that Drop parties damage property values, that nano should be reserved for medical and military purposes, that refugees belong safely sorted with their own kind in the camps in Dover. The sort to take a map now and call the cops later. But he has an active tat peeking out of the edge of his sleeve, and she’s got corneal implants, so Dyer risks it. 
“Opt-in,” she says, quietly, and sees the guy’s teeth flash. The girl taps the guy’s thigh with one hand and reaches out with the other. Dyer slips a map from her jacket pocket, hits the girl’s hand—more a handshake than a slap, oh so proper British— and meets the girl’s gaze. Pixels swirl in her eyes, and recognition. “HigherWorks,” the girl mouths, and swats the guy’s leg again as they ramble on out into the sunlight by the canal. 
Dyer blinks her own corneas full black. Fame is a fickle food, she thinks, and all the more so for USERs running illegal nano Drop parties. “Men eat of it and die,” she says to the crows along the canal bank. 
“Woah,” The Wayward says. “Eat what now?” 
Might be time to grow her hair out, or to go back to wearing masks at the Drops. 
But that never really works. The fans are too persistent, bless their stuttering overstimmed hearts, and photos get out on the Drop forums: 
SICK MINDS OF HIGHERWORKS UNMASKED AT LAST: DEE! DYER! THE WAYWARD! SHIMAGO! USERS OR HOME-GROWN? 
DJ MRS. JOHN DEE AND NANOGODDESS HIGHER DYER SPOTTED DIGGING THROUGH THE BINS AT RESCYCLE.... WE GOT PHOTOS! 
A SCANNER IN THE ’WORKS: LONDON’S OPT-IN CHOREOMANIA CULTURE NETWORKS NANOTHECHNOLOGY TO BEND BRAINS. 
That last in the damn Guardian with a damn gallery of drone footage. Might be time to move on, was the truth of it. Amsterdam again or Helsinki, anywhere the refugee policies are less tattered and the fear flows a little less deep. Leave London to groups with less to lose. 
As if summoned by that thought, Kal flits in under the bridge, gossip queen of the refugee scene, latest conquest in tow. “All right D? All right, Way? Doing the do tonight, yeah? New show, new rocket? You guys know Leelee? Slap me a pair?” All in one breath without pause for answers. 
“All right, Kal,” Dyer says, slips her a couple of maps. Kal passes one to her companion, a willowwisp creature in frills and lace with improbable anime eyes that make Dyer think of zygomatic surgery and tabloid tales of “accidental ejection.” Leelee spins the map in twig fingers, details on one side and actual map on the other, tests the stickum that holds the fold closed with a glittered slice of fingernail. 
Kal pinches the map closed. “No, babe, don’t open it. The pic inside is the neural cue, triggers the nano. Gotta wait wait wait for the party tonight, yeah? I’ll just hold it for you ’til then. These guys gonna shake your tuchus, and Dyer here, what she do gonna shake your brain.” 
Leelee’s eyes get perilously wider. Dyer squinches her own to narrow slits in sympathy. 
Kal leans in to kiss the air over Dyer’s cheek, drops the accent to say, “Hear about the two USERs pulled from the river last night? Crap beat out of them? That fascist turd Evan’s saying ‘send them back to the States, conscious or not.’ Watch yourself today. Anti-migrant rally in Parliament Square. Lotta noobs in town; big group got through the Chunnel last night. Street’s frigging twitchy, girl, like everyone’s dusted, seeing things. People where they shouldn’t be. Speaking of, some betty in a god-awful yellow hoodie been staring at you, up by the benches.” 
Then louder, “Can not wait for the Drop tonight. Whole bloody town needs some HigherWorks.” She exits left, Leelee trailing behind to look back at Dyer, eyes bleached to porcelain in the sudden sun. 
Dyer rubs her scalp, checks the benches with a sideways glance, catches a yellowhooded head just turning away. 
A gaggle of girls in shiny machine-worn leatherette stumble into the shade, all trying to read off the same phone. Too young, Dyer thinks, and too loud. She riffles the edges of the maps in her pocket. She’s handed out a few dozen this morning. It’d be nice to get through the whole stack this morning, while folks still had time to plan their night. 
“—no network nodes, no data stream, but the nano wants to connect, it needs the connection. How it’s designed,” The Wayward is saying. “So it starts connecting with anything, with all the wifi and broadband feeds and, dig this, with other ghost nano in other people’s brains. Not like a Drop party, there’s no beats, no video, no HigherWorks to ride the flow, keep everyone in sync, yeah? Just a jumble of flashbacks, visions, voices, thoughts, and then you drift untethered, like, you know, crowdsurfing, you go all scattered—” 
“Doesn’t work that way, Way,” Dyers snaps: edgy because of Kal’s news, edgy because it’s a topic she doesn’t want to touch in public, edgy because she doesn’t like to lie. “Nano can’t do anything without neural cues and network nodes, and anyway your body breaks it down in a couple hours. Ghost nano, it’s urban legend. Suburban legend, mallrat stuff.” 
She looks toward the girls in their glittery off-the-shelf counterculture. Behind them, by the bank of the canal, is a woman in Dyer’s own black leather/skin/hair like a thunderhead bruised eyes just shadows in a sharp fragile face and Dyer’s breath stops. If it’s not lust—Dyer left that behind with the rest in the dry husk of California—it’s something just as potent. 
No yellow hoodie, though, which means someone else is watching her; the one thing Dyer didn’t leave in the States was the thing she fled: the fear. Don’t just run from, Dyer thinks, run to. She raises an eyebrow at the mystery woman, remembers that her eyes are full black, and leaves them that way. If a little anger creeps in between her brows, the corners of her mouth, well, that’s just the flip side of the fear. 
The woman lifts her chin just a fraction, nothing fragile in that motion, and Dyer feels a sudden dizzy doubling like she’s been drawn out in overlapping circles, that Drop party buzz of anticipation, of connection. 
The Wayward says, “Leave it, mate, she ain’t interested. Um, innit?” 
Dyer turns, ready to give Way a “shut up already” roll of her eyes, finds a face in the way—heavy jowled and swirled blue with faux prison tats. The guy blinks, does a cartoon double-take. 
“Bugger me. Thought you was a bloke,” he says. 
“Nope and nope,” Dyer says. 
“Works for me,” says the blue tats’ companion, baring her luminescent teeth at Dyer over his shoulder. 
“She ain’t interested, whichever way you’re rigged,” Way says. “Are you, Dyer?” 
Dyer gives him the “shut up already” look now, but it’s too late. 
“Dyer. You’re HigherWorks,” the teeth gasp—even her tongue glows white—and blue tats gets a look that says maybe he can overlook Dyer’s not being a bloke after all. 
“Opt-in tonight” Dyer says, and slaps a pair of maps into the hand that snakes around blue tats’ waist, looking left to avoid eye contact, to find the woman by the canal. Nowhere she could have gone in that brief moment, but she’s not there. Deleted, swiped away, and in her place are three men in bespoke suits, hands in pocket and practiced leers on their faces. Dyer’s first thought is Immigration, but they’ve got Union Jack pins on their lapels—junior partners out of the City, most likely, looking to score points with management by pasting a couple of USERs to a pulp. 
She reaches back to tap The Wayward, feels his dreads shift against her shoulder as he nods. “Two more, other side of the bridge,” he says quietly. 
Dyer shuts her eyes, inhales slowly. Blue tats’ breath is stale beer and bad curry for breakfast, but he’s over six feet of solid meat, and his glowstar companion is razor sharp and twitchy with stims, and they are both as London as the King’s Own Cobblers. Dyer tucks her arm around them both—desperate measures for Dyer, touching, but she’s thinking about bodies bleeding into the Thames—says, “Buy us a pint, then?” 
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Dyer and Mrs. John Dee, brooding nano— Camden Catacombs—Friday Noon 
 


“Mrs. John Dee, you said no self-respecting Londoner would be caught dead in Camden in the daylight,” Dyer says. She’s sitting on the microassembler in an attempt to block the bright, busy control panel from view. 
Mrs. John Dee tugs a blue floral frock on over her head, sets her glasses on her nose, peers over them at the folks staggered about the catacomb chamber. 
“Dyer, love, none of these people are self-respecting.” She sheds a heavy studded cuff, the last of her work uniform, and toes the box of leather, chrome, and vinyl under the workbench. As the only legal Brit in HigherWorks, she picks up spending money selling LPs to tourists who can’t play them. The money’s okay, and the contacts in the community of artists and musicians working the markets are better. The required punk attire—“the hoary old eighties,” Mrs. John Dee calls it, “and heavy on the hoar”—is more suited to Dyer’s taste, but Dyer’s forged ID codes aren’t up to the scrutiny required by the Economic Refugee act. 
“And you said the catacombs are off limits due to the danger of flooding from the canal.” 
“A positive death trap,” Mrs. John Dee agrees. “Which is why you had to pick three locks when we first moved in. No one dares come down here.” 
Paint-tagged kids chase each other with rattling spraycans. Students ring their teacher under the dim hanging bulbs, dutifully examining the rails set into the brick floor where horse carts once rolled. A family dozes on a blanket, surrounded by the remains of a picnic. And what looks for all the world like a tour group in bright Brazilian colors mills about under the vaulted galleries, kept away from the equipment by some hastily stacked boxes and Dyer’s glare. 
Mrs. John Dee points at the massive slab of brick and ironwork that supports the far side of the underground warehouse. “Look, that wall was blank when we got here. That’s a sick canvas, would’ve been tagged top to bottom had this place been open.” 
They’d moved in three weeks ago, and the wall is already covered, a collage of overlapped graffiti, bills pasted up and torn down again, what looks like bird crap even though they’re underground, a hanging pair of seriously soiled trousers that none of the group dared get near enough to take down. A little girl with perfect doll hair and knockoff Day-Glo Doc Martens is staring up at the wall. Dyer and Dee watch as she leans forward and carefully sticks her gum in one of the few remaining spots of bare brick. 
Dyer sighs and shifts to cover a neon green popup on the panel. “Should have had my hips widened when I had my legs done,” she says. 
Mrs. John Dee scrubs her mohawk into its natural teal tangle, pulls her tablet out of her bag. “Bollocks. Your hips are the eighth architectural wonder. They just need some company. Budge up, love.” She pulls herself up onto the microassembler next to Dyer, peeks under her arm at the control panel. “What are we hatching?” she asks. 
“Soundsystem, all for you,” Dyer says. “Bud interface, cochlear induction. Everything except the auditory cortex stuff. I ran that in with the visual batch.” 
Mrs. John Dee does a little shimmy on the microassembler hatch. “Breed, my lovelies, breeeeed,” she says. And adds, as the little Day-Glo girl copies her move across the will-be dancefloor, “We’re going to jail, aren’t we?” 
“No, you’re going to jail,” Dyer says. “If the police decide we’re causing enough of a nuisance, they’ll haul you up for some Section 63 nonsense. ‘Repetitive beats.’” 
“‘Repetitive beats’ my bucephalus bouncing bum,” Mrs. John Dee says with another shimmy. “Did you even listen to the track I—” 
“The Wayward, Shimago, me, we’ll be put in the Dover Center to be beaten down for a year, deported back to the US and then things will really get bad. Worse, if the UK rejoins the IP treaty zone.” 
“Sorry, love, shouldn’t laugh, I know. But really, what else can we do?” She waves at the crowd. 
The students have filed out into the tunnels, and the Brazilians have expanded like vapor to fill the available space. 
“Move on,” Dyer says. 
Mrs. John Dee frowns, prods her tablet with a tattered teal fingernail. “I’m not at all sure I like the idea of running, just because the bloody fascists have voted themselves in and our own dear fans are all too, um, fanatic.” 
“It’s not running,” Dyer says. She gestures at the billowing Brazilians. “It’s just the flow. ‘There is a tide in the affairs of blah blah.’ You’re a DJ, Dee, you know about the flow.” 
In the gaps between the Brazilians, she sees the shine of black leather under thunderhead hair, glittering coal-smoke eyes. Flashback to this morning’s vision, the impossibly disappearing woman. Dyer’s chest thrums. 
She slips off the microassembler. “Be right back. If the panel beeps three times, hit the green button.” 
“Oh, ah, okay. Oh dear,” Mrs. John Dee says behind her. 
Dyer follows the leather gleam across the dancefloor, loses it in the gloom and bustle, reaches that graffitied far wall. No one is there, nothing like that fragile face, not in the crowd or under the vaults on either side. Like this morning at the canal, she’s dissolved away. 
“She show me the spot for my gum,” the doll girl says in a stage whisper, blue eyes serious under straight-cut bangs, then she laughs and swirls back into the crowd. 
Well, what were you expecting on a day turned weird and wired, Dyer thinks. “What else?” Dyer asks the wall. 
The wall responds with a flicker: a scrap of smartpaper, smeared under sellotape and glitching all along the torn edge. Dyer tugs it from the brick, squints at the scrolling text. It’s some sort of government document, a snarl of nested digital sigs and certs and then the title, PROVISIONAL AGREEMENT ON THE RENORMALIZATION OF INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHTS BETWEEN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA AND THE UNITED KINGDOM OF GRE— 
Dyer tries to scroll up, searching for a date, but the paper glitches, resyncs on a list captioned PATENTS OF SPECIAL CONCERN, and there at the top is “A PROCESS FOR THE MUTUAL SELF-REPAIR OF NANOMECHANISMS” BY LEANNA VANCE and then it’s her eyes glitching, flashes of memory in time to her pounding heart of those last worst days in the US, a sudden sinking nausea, a tinnitus squeal. The squeal stops, starts again, and Dyer realizes it’s not in her head; it’s coming from across the room. She pushes back through the Brazilians to find Mrs. John Dee, all five ferocious feet of her, restacking the box barricade around their workspace, pausing after every box to glare down the vaults. 
Dyer sweeps up a box, lifts it over Mrs. John Dee’s head to the top of the stack. “What happened?” 
“Some bloody bint knocks the boxes over, ‘oh, excuse me,’ she says, and when I get up to sort it out she nips in to play with your panel there, face first and wide eyed.” 
“Contact cams,” Dyer says, nausea returning. 
“‘That’s a bit of none of your business,’ I said, and she doesn’t even blink. ‘You deaf?’ I ask, and give her a nudge in the kidneys, in case she really was.” 
Mrs. John Dee demonstrates with a vicious jab of her elbow. 
Dyer steps back out of range. “So?” 
“So since her hearing was apparently bollocksed, I figured I’d give it a tune up.” She patted her tablet. “I was just setting up audio network tests. I figured if she was rigged for cams, she’d have bud implants as well. I boosted the volume to eleven.” 
“Ah,” Dyer said. “That was feedback, then, that I heard. From forty feet away.” 
“Her head will be ringing for a fortnight. Ought to put a spanner in her party plans.” 
“You think she’s a nano cook?” 
“If she were a fan, or paparazzi, she’d have gone for our lovely visages, not the gear. She’s a bizarro you from some rival Drop party crew.” 
Dyer’s thinking of that fade-away face, those eyes. “She look like me? Only with hair?” She waves her fingers over her head like clouds drifting. “Did she, uh, fade?” 
Mrs. John Dee shrugs. “She looked like a yellow hood-up hoodie. Not so much fading as slinking away in disgrace, tail between her legs. Lovely tail, though. All’s well that ends well.” Mrs. John Dee demonstrates with another shimmy. 
Dyer makes a dubious “mmm.” She fishes the scrap of smartpaper out of her back pocket, but it’s gone completely glitched, just a scattering of pixel dust. 
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Dyer, Shimago, and Mrs. John Dee, rocket in pocket— Mornington Crescent—Friday Afternoon 
 


Dyer levers the backpack over the exit turnstile at arm’s length, ducks the bristling bouquet of carbonfiber antennae that spill from the top. 
“Fragile,” Shimago reminds her. 
“So are my eyeballs,” Dyer says. 
Shimago doesn’t have to lift his pack; the turnstile only comes up to his thighs. Mrs. John Dee drags her duffel thumping behind her. 
“Why is the helium so heavy?” she grumbles. “Ought to just float along. Maybe if I let some out into the bag.” 
“No,” Dyer and Shimago say in unison. “You just want to huff it and sing in a squirrel voice,” Dyer adds. 
“And then I shall just float along,” Mrs. John Dee agrees happily. 
“Anyway, that’s the lightest bag,” Dyer says. 
“That’s another thing,” Mrs. John Dee says. “Why is the rocket so heavy?” 
“It’s not—” 
“A rocket. Yes, love, but that’s what I call it because the first one was such a lovely rockety shape.” 
“—Not heavy,” Shimago continues. “Just big.” 
“Sixteen times the network bandwidth of the last one,” Dyer says. “Twice as many nano dispersers.” 
“And your subsonic driver,” Shimago says. “The entire carbon outer shell is the resonator. 120DbA at 20 Hertz.” 
“Ace. Teeth shall be rattled,” Mrs. John Dee says, out of breath and a few steps behind. She’s turning circles as she walks, duffel swinging. 
“Wait ’til you see it flying, with the spotlights and the screens running,” Dyer says. “It’s perfect, looks just like the film. Only thing we couldn’t find is a clean recording of the announcer. You’ll have to record Shimago when we get back to the catacombs.” 
Shimago booms, “A new life awaits you in the off-world colonies. The chance to begin again in a golden land of opportunity and adventure.” 
Mrs. John Dee is still spinning. Dyer turns around. “Dee, what are you—” 
“USER freak. Fuck off home.” 
Dyer turns back. Whoever’s speaking is hidden behind Shimago’s bulk. She leans left to see a dozen pimpled punklings in custom-printed carbon, active tats a riot of football logos and Union colors. 
“Tha’s right, you heard ’im, you yank sket,” one of them said to Dyer. 
Shimago sets a hand on the lead punkling’s shoulder. “Balderdash, my lad. Do I look like a economic refugee, American or otherwise?” he says, in his best King’s English. 
Shimago looks like six-foot-four two hundred and fifty pounds of gear-pierced lcd-tattooed fully networked Tongan-Californian rugby-playing airship-piloting Drop-partying choreomaniac. His hyphens alone outweigh these punks, Dyer thinks and bares her teeth. 
“Dunno, she fit though, innit?” one says, gaze dropping down under Dyer’s. 
“Issit?” the lead one says, squinting. Shimago shifts his grip to the kid’s head, palms it like a ball and turns it upward. 
“Since you seem so full of perceptions upon our character, perhaps you would like to present them to the authorities,” Shimago says. 
“Wha?” 
“He taking you to the po-po,” another explains. 
“I’m just sayin’ I’d mash that,” the one staring at Dyer says. 
Mrs. John Dee comes spinning past Dyer, takes the lead punkling out at the knees with the duffel; he dangles from Shimago’s hand like a doll. The other punklings step back from the swinging bag. “You want a mashing?” she asks the starer. “You cheeky little muppet. The lot of you in our ends, up from, what, Surrey? Think you’re hard because you spent the money Mummy gave you on tats you can turn off again before you get home? She’s hard.” That with a hand out toward Dyer. “She eats suburban white boys like you for breakfast.” 
“Not hungry,” Dyer says. She steps up even with Dee. The starer only comes up to her chin; she looks straight over his head at the crowd pushing past in the too bright sunlight, all willfully or carelessly oblivious. But there’s a knot of anxious faces across the street that have noob USER written all over them, pinned in place like the sun’s a spotlight. Lucky the punklings hadn’t run into them instead. 
“What are you doing here?” Dyer wonders under her breath. She means the USERs, stumbling through London on this unsettled day of days, but the punklings react with shrugs and awkward shuffles. “Dunno,” one says. “Heard this voice said check those three, they’s yanks.” 
Shimago sets his captive punkling upright. “A case of mistaken identity,” he says. “Easily corrected by a conversation with the police about anti-social behavior.” Shimago gives the leader a gentle push, and the kid stumbles forward, trips over Dee’s duffel again, bumps shoulders with the starer. It’s not entirely a bluff; Dyer and Shimago’s forged IDs will hold up to a quick fingerprint or retinal scan. But they’re likely to fail the sort of full biometric series that Immigration runs, and it’s been one of those days. 
A too-long moment as the punkling weighs the cost of confrontation versus the loss of face. Finally he mutters “freak” and shuffles down the sidewalk without looking back; his mates straggle behind him. The starer stays a beat longer, finally makes eye contact. Dyer blinks her corneas clear, looks down at him until he blushes and turns away. 
“A new life awaits us in a golden land of opportunity and adventure,” Dyer says. 
Shimago sighs, hefts his pack on his shoulder, heads off perpendicular to the punkling’s retreat. 
“Mrs. John Dee, you are yourself from the lovely green lawns of Surrey, are you not?” he asks. 
“I was,” she says. “But Mrs. John Dee is from here and now, Shimago.” 
The duffel nudges Dyer’s leg. Mrs. John Dee is walking backward, head swinging like a radar dish. “Dee, what the hell are you looking for?” 
“I don’t know,” Mrs. John Dee says. “Whatever you’ve been looking for since this morning. Which is, judging from the look on your face, a much bigger deal than some sixth form twits a-twitting.” 
“I don’t know what...” Dyer almost says “you’re talking about,” but that’s neither fair nor true. “What it is. Somebody following me. Some bodies. An IP bounty hunter. A parallel me from some other dimension. Maybe Way is right and it’s ghost nano.” 
“Ghost nano is an urban legend,” Shimago says. 
Dyer growls, strides five steps to the next road crossing, stops cold. Mrs. John Dee bumps into her from behind. Shimago stops next to Dyer. His look of gentle concern grows less gentle as he looks up from her to the street. 
On the far side of the crossing are two uniformed officers of the UK Immigration Service, conspicuously not cops courtesy of their berets and their semi-automatics. The two are staring straight at them through the stream of crossing pedestrians. 
Mrs. John Dee wedges herself between Dyer and Shimago. “You’re not seriously waiting for the walk light?” she says. Then she follows their gaze and adds, “Oh. Oh dear. But they can’t stop us unless they have cause.” 
Shimago says, “Crossing against the light is cause.” 
“And not crossing is suspicious behavior,” Dyer says. 
As if summoned by her statement, the two UKIS officers step off the curb. Dyer fights the sudden urge to look over her shoulder; looking like she’s going to run could escalate a bad situation into a fatal one. 
And then she looks anyway, because she knows what she’ll see: the fragile-faced woman, from the canal, from the catacomb wall, standing in carbon black relief against a white sunlit storefront. Not a woman, though, is it? Not a rival nano cook, not some patent-tracking bounty hunter in from the US. It’s something else entirely, that outline drawn flat against the concrete like an opening, like a door. With no conscious decision Dyer takes Mrs. John Dee’s hand, tugs her toward the figure even though it’s already fading to a shimmering afterimage. There’s a real door there, though, behind the figure’s promise, and Dyer grabs the handle, looks back to see if Shimago is following. 
The impossible shape is now standing in the crossing, still no more than a silhouette: the gleam of leather below and eyes above, and as the UKIS officers step up behind her the bright sudden slash of a smile. 
And as she smiles there’s a pop pop pop from overhead, loud enough to sting, smoke and a shower of glittering fragments. A beat of silence, then the crowd in the street rears up screaming and crashes down together like a wave. Another round of pops. Still on her feet, Dyer can see that it’s the street surveillance drones blowing out, one by one, but for the folks on the ground it’s cause for more panic. The UKIS officers struggle to keep their footing as they track Dyer through the scrum. One fails and takes the other down with him. The impossible woman’s hair fades with the smoke; the gleam of her smile fragments like the falling debris. 
Mrs. John Dee tugs Dyer’s hand. She and Shimano are already through the door. 
The shop is a maze of booths, one of the miniature markets that has spilled out from the fount of crass that is Camden. Dyer, Dee, and Shimago take turns leading each other, their packs bumping past jackets, studded belts, badge-bedecked bags, and the butt end of the twentieth century spelled out in T-shirts. A rear door leads to an alley that dead-ends in a covered court, another manufactured market. They take refuge in a coffee shop whose postered windows provide cover. 
“No sign of them,” Mrs. John Dee says, and smooths back down the corner of a peeled-up poster with slightly shaky fingers. “Bloody hell, Dyer, bloody hell. What has the world come to, we can’t cross the damn street without being afraid?” 
Shimago is back from the counter, steaming mugs in hand. “Ah, Mrs. John Dee, this—” he starts in his own gentle accent. 
Dyer cuts in, still half-blind with afterimages, or maybe it’s anger flooding up like the crowd’s panic. “Mariam, damn it, this has always been our world, Jonah’s and mine, afraid to cross the damn street. You’re just coming to it, and you’re just a tourist. We live here, our whole lives.” 
Shimago blinks at this use of real names, but sits and says nothing. 
“Back in California, even before everything collapsed, even when Jonah and I worked at Alphet in the shiny heart of the goddamn shiny future, my own lab and a billion dollar budget, even then I was afraid to walk down the street alone.” 
Dyer is thumping the table; coffee splashes, scalds her fingertips. 
“And then the Crash and it all fell down, lawyers picking over what’s left and goddamn IP bounty hunters with a take-down notice in one hand and a taser in the other, people saying they were scared of losing everything, but they meant their 401k, their house, their car. 
“The day of the Wall Street hack, police car following me fifteen blocks from the BART to my house even though there’s fucking fascist militia burning houses right down the street, in Berkeley, for fuck sake, finally stops me fifty feet from my front door—for jay-walking is what they said, meaning I crossed the neighbor’s driveway while being black, never mind I’m in a business suit and five hundred dollar shoes. Savings, house, car, those shoes, I was way past that. I was scared of losing my life. Every damn day. 
“And now it’s happening here in your face and yes, you’re scared. You should be, with government caving in to the thugs and bigots. But you can always get on the train back to Surrey. We don’t have that option. All we can do is move on.” 
Mrs. John Dee is pale, and the shaking has traveled up her arms to her shoulders. Shimago gives a small nod, blots up the spilled coffee with his napkin, and with that, Dyer’s anger, which is never gone, loses its focus. She puts her hand on Dee’s. 
“The hell, Mariam, I know this is nothing you haven’t heard from your own grandparents. Look, having left all that bullshit behind, having come here with nothing but myself and that self so changed I barely recognize it, I found refuge. I’m not talking about the EU and their half-ass US Economic Refugee act, I mean you, Mrs. John Dee, hottest damn DJ in London, you and Shimago and The Wayward.” 
Dyer snorts, rubs her scalp. 
“If I could send my ghost back to appear to myself on the sidewalk that day, tell myself that I was going to end up cooking nano for some damn crazy underground psychedelic performance art rave heaven-help-me Drop party, and that, not developing corporate patents, was the way to the goddamn shiny future...” 
Shimago holds up his mug. “HigherWorks,” he says. 
Mrs. John Dee and Dyer clink their cups against his. “HigherWorks.” 
Mrs. John Dee slurps her tea, sighs and shuts her eyes, opens them again and says, “Dyer, love, sorry but I have to ask. How did you get away from the cops? On the sidewalk that day, I mean.” 
Now Dyer is getting the shakes, as the adrenaline drains. She sets her cup down before it splashes again. “I stood there, hands on hips, and said ‘Seriously? One of the biggest days in American history, and you want to spend it hassling me?’” 
Mrs. John Dee hugs her mug to her chest and says, “Bad. Ass.” 
Shimago nods again. 
But Dyer shakes her head, thinking of that knot of noob USERs in the sunlight. 
“Lucky,” she says. 


2042-05-18T15:22:00+01:00 +51.535956-0.139593 
• CONTACT: TARGET (UNCONFIRMED)—LEANNA VANCE—PRIORITY AA APH2035.Z980023—SUPPORTING EVIDENCE IP VIOLATIONS SEE NOTE 
• CONTACT: TARGET (UNCONFIRMED)—JONAH PUPUNU—PRIORITY A APH2035.Z72105 
• NOTE: EVIDENCE USE OF NANO AGENTS AGAINST UK GOV PROPERTY—SEE ATTACHED IMAGE ARCHIVE 
• ATTACHMENT: PERSONAL MESSAGE 
—HOLY CRAP WAS ALPHET DEVELOPING SOME SORT OF ANTI-SECURITY NANO? MUST HAVE BEEN RIGHT? SOMEONE JUST BLEW OUT A COUPLE DOZEN SURVEILLANCE DRONES AND THOSE NAZI IMMIGRATION POLICE HAVE AN ALERT OUT FOR—DIG THIS—“WOMAN AFRICAN DESCENT SHAVED HEAD” AND “MAN PACIFIC ISLANDER UNUSUALLY LARGE”—*GOTTA* BE VANCE AND PUPUNU 
—THOSE SAME NAZI IMMIGRATION POLICE GRILLED ME FOR AN HOUR FOR TAKING PIX OF THE DRONES—SOME SORT OF MIGRANT RIOT THING GOING ON— PRETTY INTENSE—STILL, NO GUNS, NO GAS, NO BODIES HANGING FROM STREETLIGHTS, SO IT’S F-ING PARADISE, YEAH? WOULD BE, IFICOULDSTAY HERE 
—KISSES—JO 
• ATTACHMENT: IMAGES (22)—CLICK TO VIEW 


 
(Dyer) and The Wayward, displacing— Camden Catacombs—Friday Afternoon 
 


“–Ghosts, you know?” The Wayward says, sounds stoned because he is, during this quiet time with most of the setup done but the Drop still hours away. 
Wants to connect, he hears Dyer say. 
“Right? Me too,” Way says, prodding his tablet. He’s testing the camera grid, the web of stickum cams and microdrones that he uses to monitor the groove. The sights and sounds might be nano-created illusions inside the dancers’ heads, but the way they move, their reaction to the stream and to each other, all that feeds back into the rhythm of The Wayward’s images and Mrs. John Dee’s beats, which stream back into the crowd until the whole system, sight and sound and moving bodies all strung together by Dyer’s nano, drops into yet a higher sync. 
“Higher and higher,” Way says. And then, “Spooky,” because the cameras are glitching, flashes of images from elsewhere, bits of broadcast—a listing overloaded boat, a red-faced crowd in Parliament Square—snips of skewed text, feeds from street drones, what looks like Shimago, Dee, and Dyer standing in a sea of crawling people; but that doesn’t make sense because Dyer’s here, somewhere. Saw her just now, Way thinks, or was that in the camera feed? 
Over by the wall, he hears Dyer say. 
“Right,” Way says. “The spooky wall.” Spooky in the way that wall had developed, like an photographic print, the image emerging point by point, line by line out of the blank brick, a series of random acts teasing pattern, purpose. He’d been taking snapshots of it over the last week, a time-lapse to work into the performance stream tonight, layered over the real wall. Layers of reality, that’s the “Higher” in HigherWorks, Way thinks. 
The wall is not quite ready, he hears Dyer say. 
“Ready for her closeup,” Way says. “Gotta get some closeup textures for the vid-ayoh stream.” He gets up and wobbles across the bricks to the far side of the warehouse. A flock of microdrones spiral over his head like an exclamation point. Even though it’s underground, the warehouse has headroom; iron beams hold brick vaults forty feet overhead. 
“Over my head,” Way says, head tilted up to look up at the wall. A diagonal splash of paint and paper runs from the floor almost up to the ceiling. Last week Mrs. John Dee chased a spraycan-armed drone around the warehouse with a broom, the rest of them doubled over laughing, though Dyer pointed out it was hardly their place to complain: They didn’t belong there either, no one did. 
Every place belongs to no one, he hears Dyer say. 
“Just movin’ through,” Way agrees. He takes a snapshot, a poster pasted over the uneven brick, realizes it’s an ad for an anti-migrant protest, tears the poster down leaving a jagged edge that reads “migrant pro,” and takes a photo of that instead. 
“That’s us, Dyer. Migrant pros,” he says. 
Refugee act, he hears Dyer say. 
“Yeah, I mean refugees, but what did you say the other day? Everyone on the move is running from something and running to something. Just the flow, yeah? I ever play you The Wayward? The music, I mean. Harry Partch, he was a hobo. Like you, now I think of it. He had degrees, research grants, just like you, just like you he left it behind to ride the rails in the Depression. The first one, I mean, the black-andwhite one. Left the mainstream behind after that, made his own musical instruments, his own scales, his own kind of performances. Just like us.” 
Way scoops a glittery blob of something off the brick, looks for a spot, finally peels up a sticker and re-sticks it a foot higher, smears the blob in its place. 
“Anyway, seemed like a good name to take on, yeah? Way-ward, like where I’m headed is the way itself.” 
That thought makes him want to take another hit, but he doesn’t know where the spliff has gone, can’t actually remember rolling one, but man, he’s rolling on something. He reaches up on tiptoes to peel away the bottom half of another poster. 
“He was from Oakland like you, too, Dyer. Harry Partch was. But he grew up down near me in LA. Man, I miss that place sometimes. Not the bits where I was sleeping on the beach and eating out of, well, you know. But, hey, all this...” 
Way waves vaguely at the wall, squints, pulls a piece of gum from down around his knees and sticks it at eye level. 
“I mean HigherWorks, you guys, like you always say, worth running to, even if I started with the running from.” 
The future is displacement, he hears Dyer say. 
“Right on. HigherWorks, displacing the future.” Which doesn’t sound quite right. 
He pulls a stickum camera out of his pocket, flies it across the surface of the wall, saying “displace, displace, displace,” but the word doesn’t sound any more right with repetition. He lands the camera on a brick, just a few feet above the floor and pointing down. “Dis place,” he says. “Hey, Dyer, get it?” 
But Dyer isn’t here at all, she’s over there, coming in from the tunnels with Shimago and Mrs. John Dee, lugging what has got to be Shimago’s new rocket. 
“Huh,” The Wayward says. 
“Hey, Way,” Dyer says. “Everything ready?” 
He looks up at the wall. “Yeah,” he says. 
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Dyer, cueing—Camden Catacombs—Friday Evening 
 


Dyer tucks up her knees as The Wayward and Mrs. John Dee shove the last couple of cardboard boxes into place. She’s under the plastic folding table they use as a workbench, with the brick of the catacomb wall behind her, the humming microassembler to the right, and the boxes sealing off the other two sides. It doesn’t actually have to be dark and quiet for neural cue test, but it makes the measurements more accurate. Anyway, it’s part of the HigherWorks ritual, and not just for her; when Dyer emerges from her cave and declares the readings auspicious, that’s the cue for the entire group that the Drop is on. 
She tugs the sensor band snug across her temples, pairs it with her tablet, starts up the diagnostic logging: temporal, frontal, occipital, parietal activity—thinking about The Wayward’s “parental nest”—blinks her corneas clear so the infrared camera in the tablet can track eye movement, pupil dilation. Ear buds on, Dee’s test mix streaming, network up. Dyer swipes the screen off, sits in the dark for a minute. Clear my head, she thinks, but she’s still seeing afterimages, black on black, shadowed eyes and thundercloud hair. Her impossible woman. 
Dyer sighs, finds the business end of the inhaler. The nano swirls into her lungs, the smell of apple blossoms and a tart bubbly sensation like champagne. And then... nothing. Which is the first test passed; if the nano triggers without the cue, then it’s not an opt-in, and suddenly HigherWorks goes from a concern for Immigration and the IP lawyers to one for Narcotics or, a very worst case, the anti-terrorist nutjobs. 
She fishes a map from her pocket, finds the sealed edge with her thumb, and pulls it open. There’s a spark as the ink reacts and then the image inside shimmers to life. 
This is the first time she’s actually seen the cue as an image; up until this moment it’s just been data. For the last couple of years they’ve been getting the cues from a friend of The Wayward up in Kingsbury, an ancient Irish curmudgeon of a painter who comes to the parties even though he’s the one person in the world for whom the nano won’t trigger; there’s a window of just a few hours as the nano settles into the brain for the cue to come. Window window window, Dyer thinks as the nano wakes up. The cue is suddenly a window, the printed image a world seen through it: two characters on a high domed roof, looking out over the streets of a city sketched in strokes and squares—could be London but strange shapes hang in the air above— and behind the two watchers a raven watches them like memory memory memory as the audio kicks in, layered all down the auditory path from her implanted buds to her cochlear nerves to her auditory cortex, an ocean of sound swept by deep currents. 
The image flickers and fades as the inks burn out, but streaks of blue and silver ghost ghost ghost across her vision like echoes. During the gig tonight The Wayward will be nudging those echoes via the network, riffing on the images like visual jazz, tracking Dee’s beats, the two of them playing off each other, playing the crowd-become-one like sex like the crowd in the crossing when the cameras blew, made one motion motion motion by a hypersensitivity that transcends identity triggered not by lust or fear but by design by a higher working working working. Which is the second test passed; the nano is certainly working. 
Dyer taps the tablet on, swipes the network off, colors fading as the screenlight fills her little box nest under the table. She scrolls through the data, diagnostic software already parsing the logs into graphs points spreading across the screen and into the air around her like stars falling like light on water like what had The Wayward said this morning you go all scattered scattered scattered. 
Dyer shuts her eyes. Shhhh, the test is over, the network’s down, she thinks. Go to sleep, little nano. 
“Scattered,” a voice ghost-whispers in her ear. “Awake.” 
“I am awake,” Dyer says, shivers all down her back. She keeps her eyes shut, not sure that she wants to see that sharp fragile face and those shadowed eyes this close, this intimate. 
“No.” 
“‘No’ not me, or ‘no’ not awake?” Dyer asks. And then, “You know what? Just bugger off. I’ve got stuff to do. Anyway, you’re just urban legend.” 
From the ocean of sound come sudden shifting layers of voices, “Urban defined not by geography demographics or culture but by a certain threshold of connectivity, legend not as fabricated history but as fabricated comma history as the key to a map.” 
The voices all sync up on that last sharp word, and then complete silence, but with that hypersensitivity from the nano/lust/fear Dyer can feel that impossible face just a finger’s width from hers. 
“What do you want?” Dyer asks. 
Silence, but a flickering, or the memory of a flickering, glitching pixels and the words mutual self-repair. 
“I left Leanna Vance behind, halfway around the world and a decade gone,” Dyer snarls. “What do you want from me?” She opens her eyes, but it’s dark; the tablet screen’s gone to sleep again. 
Her own voice says, “We live here, our whole lives.” 
The feeling of lips on hers, the scent of bougainvillea and circuits burning, the taste of champagne. 
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Dyer and Shimago, queuing—Stables Market—Friday Evening 
 


Dyer is in line at the kebab stand for Mrs. John Dee’s shawarma, and someone is too close behind her: a caress of convection currents, a static tickle. 
Shimago back with the curry, Dyer thinks. Blue Tats and Glowstar Girl from this morning, ready for another pint. The staring pimple-faced punkling still hot to mash it. A yellow-hoodied bounty hunter with a take-down notice ready to tag and drag her back to California. Anyone, Dyer thinks as she turns, please, anyone but the shadowed thundercloud shape that is, nano or not, the ghost of Leanna Vance. 
It’s Kal’s friend, xe of the twig fingers and anime eyes. 
Dyer says, “Leelee, yeah? All right?” 
But those fingers are shaking, those eyes even wider than Dyer remembered. Leelee gulps a breath, another, manages to gasp, “Kal.” 
“Ah, damn it,” Dyer says. “UKIS?” 
Leelee’s confused alarm is baffling until Dyer realizes xe might not be a USER. 
“The Immigration Services?” Dyer says, miming a beret. 
Leelee shakes xyr head, mimes a hood instead. “A yank,” xe says, “Some hard sket with a taser,” in a lilting East End Jamaican accent. “Hard as can be in a yellow hoodie, which ain’t. Kal say ‘go tell Dyer’ so I go. Went down there,” xe points at the floor—the catacombs run under the market—then points up, “but they say you up here.” 
“Shit,” Dyer says. “Where are they? Kal and the hoodie woman? We’ll grab Shimago and go find them.” 
“Allow that,” Leelee says. “Kal take care of herself. She tell me to tell you this yank asking about HigherWorks, asking about Dyer. Sounds like the sket bringin’ a beef your way. I run here to warn you. Manz didn’t build this body for running, innit?” Xe shakes xyr head, tugs the lace around xyr sleeves straight. 
“Someone bringing a beef to HigherWorks?” Shimago asks, walking up with takeaway bags in each hand. “Let them. They will discover that we are...” He swings the bags like nunchacku, leans in for effect: “... vegetarian.” 
Leelee blinks, a remarkable effect with those huge eyes, swings a long tapered thumb at the kebab stand. “Got some bad news den about the shawarma, arms.” 
“The shawarma is for Mrs. John Dee, and she is, as she reminded me this afternoon, from London.” 
“Safe,” Leelee says, satisfied, and starts in on the frills around her collar. 
“You’re sure Kal doesn’t need help with this woman with the taser?” Dyer asks. “The street’s crazy today, with the anti-migrant rally, those USERs pulled out of the river, and that’s just the start of the weird.” 
“Kal bare fine, just getting the tourist lost round the wrong ends so I could find you. Won’t take long, with the sket limpin’ like that.” 
“This American has a limp?” Shimago asks. 
“Does now, innit?” Leelee says, pulls up xyr long frilly skirts to show the wicked points of xyr Mary Janes. 
“Admirable,” Shimago says. “Dyer, the problems of the day are now behind you and surely moving too slow to catch you up, thanks to...” 
“Leelee, Shimago,” Dyer says, and pays for the shawarma. “That only works if I’m moving at all, and all day I’ve felt like I’m suspended.” 
“Girl, way Kal tells it, your mind running, all the time.” 
“This is true,” Shimago says. 
“Straight out of my head,” Dyer says. “Which is the point, actually. Shimago, that ghost nano thing...” 
“Ghost nano is—” 
“Real,” Dyer says. “Meaning nanites that don’t decay, that self-repair, that can connect between brains without a network node.” 
Shimago frowns dubiously. “Dyer, even Alphet couldn’t—” 
“They did. I did. That’s what my lab was doing, that was the project I couldn’t talk about. Military contracts, whole squads linked empathically, using each other’s eyes, ears, brains. Then the Crash happened and, Jesus, I’ve never told anyone this, the truth is, even though we were running from everything we’d known, part of me was glad that project went down with everything else. But now I’m not sure, now I think maybe something leaked out, and it’s looking for me.” 
In the patient tone he reserves for The Wayward’s most unlikely theories, Shimago says, “Persistent or not, I find it unlikely that nano could create a complex enough network for consciousness to emerge.” 
“I’m not talking AI, I’m talking about a pathway for consciousness to travel. 
Mental migrants.” Dyer’s accent was slipping. She looked around at the crowd in the market, London in its motley, two thousand years of migration, Camden in its shoddy sham glam even more of a refuge because no one pretended to be who they seemed. 
“Literally out of your head, in a strange body?” Shimago asks. 
“Don’t knock it ’til you try it, arms,” Leelee replies. 
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Dyer, Shimago, The Wayward, and Mrs. John Dee, the Drop— Camden Catacombs—Friday Night 
 


Dyer knows the Drop is coming but that makes no difference. A skittering cicada orchestra over the drums cut by a crackle like a chord unplugged, jagged blue lines like the afterimage of lightning, and there they hang in darkness, silence: four hundred indrawn breaths, four hundred hearts hitting the beat together. Dyer watches Mrs. John Dee and The Wayward watch each other in the glow of their tablets, pushing the break as long as they can. With the heightened sensitivity of the nano sync Dyer can hear all four hundred heartbeats count it out, can feel the muscles burning to take a breath, can smell the sync start to fray and curl at the edges—circuits burning, Dyer remembers—and just as their suspended state teeters on the edge of impossibility, she sees the upbeat like a spark between Dee and Way and then the Drop like the thunder arriving: crashing drums, shimmering gamelan gongs, a thick golden glow like a flood of honey, four hundred breaths released, and through it all the bass a presence as physical as the brick and iron of the catacombs, as the bodies of the dancers. 
Shimago has his blimp on a slow loop, real spotlights roving through The Wayward’s illusory glow, which has drifted a neon red broken by slashes like kanji. Dyer sees the bandwidth bump on her monitors as he releases another batch of nano from the blimp’s dispensers. 
Dyer’s own work is mostly done by the time the dancing starts. She keeps an eye on the network, makes sure the biometrics feedback gets to Dee and Way, checks in with the security crew, makes sure no one hacks the donation points; they lost an entire evening’s take that way in Amsterdam. 
But now, right now, HigherWorks drops into the flow, and Dyer dives in after it, ecstatic. 
The Wayward has lowered his microdrones into the crowd, is layering their video streams into the flow—surveillance drones popping, Dyer remembers—the sensation of being everywhere in the crowd at once: her own face in the distance, Shimago and Dee side by side underlit by tablet light, a view over her own shoulder, but echoed—Way is delaying the stream by one two three beats, the crowd tripled by ghosts of itself—the blimp drifting life-sized in closeup, the dancers below like a cityscape of rooftop eyes and antennae arms, Leelee’s unmistakable eyes, Dyer herself again dancing head high eyes blinked black to match skin and leather, and there in the feed behind Dyer is a woman in a yellow hoodie pulled low a carbon gleam in each hand and behind her is a shape all in black like a hole in the dancers hair flown out like a storm coming. 
Dyer turns—and turns again in the flow and again and again—but the yellow hoodie and her impossible woman are gone, a trick of The Wayward’s echoing video stream. That feed is already shifting, a strobe staccato of images off the news, protestors packed like dancers, coiled razorwire, a line of walkers in an infinite tunnel. Mrs. John Dee layers in a beat sped to seizure pitch, a sticky sucking backward bass. Dyer can feel another Drop coming. 
She looks back through swaying silhouettes at Way, Dee, Shimago sitting almost perfectly still at the heart of the flow. But that flow is pulling her the other way, under the blimp striding over the crowd on spotlight legs—the scent of apple blossoms, Dyer remembers—through a swirl of shimmying Brazilians, past Kal and Leelee spinning tidally locked face to face, eyes to eyes, by a bioluminescent blur in Day-Glo Doc Martens, into a clumped conversation in a chorus of accents, and out— 
The flow is still rising, but there’s no way forward. Dyer’s hit the far wall. 
It’s dark there at the edge and the HigherWorks stream is a migraine aurora of color, an earthquake rumble. Dyer feels her way along the wall: brick stone iron concrete peeled paper gluey tape slick paint—a sick canvas, Dyer remembers, and knows where she is now—a little lump of gum on the wall the sense of something too close to her head and as she ducks the dry fragile feel of carbon against her palm. 
The break hits. Four hundred bodies stop in sync. Darkness, silence. 
It’s one of The Wayward’s stickum cameras under her fingers, stuck low and facing down toward the floor, lit by a flat white light from over her head. 
“Leanna Vance,” a voice says from behind that light. 
Dyer says, “Leanna Vance is a ghost.” She turns, slides herself up against the wall. The woman in the yellow hoodie is standing there, hood up but close enough that Dyer can see the twitchy highlights of her eyes, smell her scent—bougainvillea, Dyer remembers. The woman has a tablet in one hand, taser in the other. The taser has an attached camera, and that camera has a light, and that light stays aimed at Dyer’s face. 
“Leanna Vance,” the woman insists. There’s no mistaking the American accent in those long nasal vowels as she reads from her tablet. “As a licensed agent of Alphet Corporation and its court appointed overseers, I am ordering you to cease and desist, and arresting you for the theft and distribution of the intellectual property of Alphet et al, as registered in complaint Z980023. I am legally bound to warn you that under provisional treaty agreed one five twenty forty-two between the US and UK, I am allowed any means necessary to secure and deliver you into custody up to and including nonlethal force. That means you try anything, bitch, and I will take you down and drag you to the US embassy. This has been one messed up day, and all I want is my money and some place to sleep for a week.” 
Dyer still has a few maps in her jacket. She thinks for a second of pulling one out and open, of the neural cue flaring in the hoodie woman’s face, of the hoodie woman falling through that window into the Drop, of grabbing the taser, of running. But that would be running from everything she’s made with HigherWorks. 
“Opt-in,” Dyer says, instead, and raises her hands. 
In the flow around her, she feels four hundred hearts hit the upbeat. 
On the far side of the room, oblivious, The Wayward, Shimago, Mrs. John Dee tap in perfect sync. 
The downbeat drops. 
A flare as all the blimp’s lights come on, a virtual image of lone floating eyes opening, a blare of sampled horns, a shockwave of bass. 
Dyer sees the woman in the hoodie flinch, knows what’s coming in the split second before she feels the taser darts hit her cheek, her throat. The discharge itself is lost beneath an impossible pain at the base of her skull. Her head snaps back, hits the wall, and then she’s falling for what seems like a long time. 
She lands on her back, legs folded under her, hits her head again against the floor. The bricks feel rough and cool through her jacket. She’s wedged against the wall, looking up. 
From this extreme angle all the graffiti posters’ paint comes together into a perfect anamorphic image: this paint stroke a lip, that shredded paper an eyelash, those overlapped flyers the shadow of a cheek. That sick canvas of the wall, that seemingly random accretion of junk: from Dyer’s collapsed perspective it is revealed as the image of a face. 
The face of her impossible woman. Of the ghost nano. Of Leanna Vance. 
The image, the face she sees now, is a neural cue. 
She feels the new nano trigger, a giddy rush outward, a new layer of input, a new level of sensitivity on top of the HigherWorks stream. The feel of that rush, the taste of it, is familiar, like her own nano strains grown strange and wild. Feral, Dyer thinks. 
“Feral. Lost in the wilderness,” a voice says inside her head. 
“These are your strains, your works, from the lab at Alphet. With limited tools and knowledge, the changes we have been able to make to the nano are small and slow,” another internal voice says. 
And another adds, “Evolution, you could say, rather than intelligent design.” 
“But now that changes, with you,” the first says. 
This is not the ghost-whisper from before. These voices are clear and real and utterly unfamiliar. 
“We had limited access to your cortex before...” 
“Before you saw our cue.” 
Dyer still can’t move her eyes, can’t feel her body. I didn’t opt-in to this, she thinks. 
“We had no choice. We had to plan for the worst case. And here it is.” 
The woman in the yellow hoodie looms into view; she must be kneeling over Dyer’s body. 
“Come on, Vance,” the woman says. “In the face or not, that was the lowest setting. Do not screw with me.” 
“The nano created multiple discharge paths through your brain. With prompt treatment, there is a chance the damage is not fatal.” 
The woman in the hoodie has leaned in close. She says, “Jesus, what is that smell? Like burning circuits.” 
Through the HigherWorks stream, Dyer catches glimpses of the dancers, of her crew, her body, the woman in the hoodie just a smudge against the wall, unnoticed. 
Who are you? Dyer thinks. 
“Since that moment when self-awareness became awareness of other selves, we humans have left echoes of ourselves on others.” 
“This is, perhaps, the creation of identity, the definition of culture.” 
“And language, art, the book, the net, nano, these have flung those echoes farther.” 
“But those echoes still die away, as fast as memories fade and culture evolves.” 
“Until you created self-repairing nano.” 
Locked away in a lab in Berkeley, Dyer thinks. Behind layers and layers of safety measures. 
“In those days after the Crash, samples were stolen, sold, synthesized, made their way to the street.” 
“I took a hit and drifted and just kept drifting, dancing through other people’s heads.” 
“From our scattered bodies gone. Dozens, hundreds of us. And we’ve lost the way back.” 
I can’t help you, Dyer thinks. I don’t know the way back. And if I did, I’m done with all that. 
The woman in the hoodie slaps her face; Dyer can see that out of the corner of her eye, though she doesn’t feel it. She can raise her arm, though, sees it wobble above her. Far above, she sees the lights of Shimago’s blimp. 
“We don’t want to go back, any more than you do. We live here now, our whole lives, in the flow from brain to brain. But the nano is glitchy, the passage treacherous. We need Leanna Vance’s knowledge.” 
“And Dyer’s vision.” 
Vision, Dyer thinks. She’d laugh if she could. The HigherWorks stream has switched to the stickum camera just over her head, her face in closeup, lit by the shifting spotlights of the blimp. The music cuts out, midbeat; Mrs. John Dee’s voice cries “Dyer?” But her own sight, broken as it is, the sound of the hoodie woman swearing, it’s gone all glitched. Her own hand is all she can see, vibrating in a stopmotion blur. 
“Seizure.” 
“Your brain a failed state. But there are others.” 
“It’s your choice. But you need to make it now .” 
What choice? Dyer thinks. 
“This nano, it’s a street, a window, a border. The crossing , that’s your choice.” 
Dyer’s eyes have completely failed, but she can still see herself in the HigherWorks stream, through the stickum camera, her lips peeled back from her teeth, a trickle of blood from one ear. 
Opt-in, Dyer thinks. Time to move on. 
And then she is flowing out of herself like the tide, body to body, mind to mind. 
A moment of mortal terror as she goes too wide—four hundred bodies hanging in silence, four hundred minds watching her own face in the HigherWorks stream— and feels herself start to tatter, to dissolve. 
A moment of dizzy suffocation as she pulls herself too tight, scrabbles to find enough space for herself around the edges of a single couple’s entwined thoughts. Dyer oh god Dyer all right? Kal thinks all around her, oblivious to her presence. But Leelee’s luminous eyes seem to see her. Safe, xe thinks. 
A moment of complete disorientation as she looses the thread back to her own body, fears that it has broken at the other end. But the HigherWorks stream is everywhere, a counter-current to her own drifting, and that stream still holds her face in the feed from the stickum camera. That sight is enough to orient her; her body is there, the life in it slow and stubborn and still beating. 
And then the fear and confusion drops away. This flowing together, this connection through movement, it’s what dancers have always done, since two first danced together. It’s what her work has always been about, both as Leanna Vance in her lab and as Dyer in a hundred borrowed warehouses and vacant lots in as many cities. It’s why HigherWorks exists. 
Dyer flows across the crowd, leaping mind to mind, and now all she feels is ecstasy. Crowdsurfing, she remembers, and the dozen dancers through which she is flowing feel her glee wash over them and laugh out loud. 
She swims against the current of the HigherWorks stream, finds Shimago, The Wayward, Mrs. John Dee. Their minds are open, familiar; part of her was already here inside them. 
Dyer traces her own nano in their brains, finds the cortical connections, wills herself into their sight and hearing, plucks words from their minds and plays them back: “So, ghost nano... turns out it’s not urban legend after all. It’s the golden land. The shiny future.” 
She wraps their fear and anger and confusion in her own joy, hears Shimago’s growing understanding like a swelling chord, feels The Wayward’s rising joy like sun on her face, is caught up swirling in Mrs. John Dee’s determination. 
The ghost nano, how is it everywhere, in everyone? Dyer wonders. 
“We’ve been spreading for years, searching for you.” 
“We have a presence, a ghost, if you will, across the world.” 
Dyer watches though Mrs. John Dee’s eyes as the DJ pushes her way through the crowd toward the wall, toward Dyer’s body. 
“But that presence is thin. Too thin, we feared, to save you. The only way to be sure the nano would be strong enough when you needed it was to send it with her .” 
The woman in the yellow hoodie is staring around wild-eyed. Her hoodie has fallen back, revealing bruised eyes in a too-thin face. She can’t be more than eighteen, twenty. She looks like every USER Dyer has ever seen, starting with herself, running from something, running to something, in the flow. 
“I am a licensed agent of Alphet Corporation,” the woman says, waving first her tablet, then the taser. “I’m a US citizen. I’ve got a damned take-down notice. There’s a frigging treaty. I order you to cease and desist this, this...” 
The woman slides down the wall to squat next to Dyer’s body, still waving the taser. 
Dee shoves the taser out of the way. “If you’ve killed Dyer I will haunt you, which apparently is a thing we can bloody well do now, until your dying day,” she snarls. She kneels down, checks Dyer’s pulse, gasps a sigh of relief. 
“I’m a licensed agent of—” The woman looks at Dee. “Look, I’m sorry, okay? I’ve got no choice. I don’t know where else to go.” 
Dyer slips into her own body, opens her eyes. 
The lights of Shimago’s blimp spin above her, trace the image of the face on the wall. Nano glitters in the beams. Dyer inhales, the mixed scent of bougainvillea and apple blossoms, a bubbling on her tongue. 
Dyer expands with that breath, feels Dee’s love above her, feels Shimago’s calm and The Wayward’s delight as they kneel down by her. Dyer feels the hoodie woman’s churning confusion, her dread of returning empty-handed to a place not a home, staggering one small step ahead of decay despair disaster, chasing a ghost even more elusive, more impossible than Dyer’s impossible woman, something worn smooth by years of brick stone iron concrete carbon, something scattered scattered scattered but still alive. 
“Jocelyn,” Dyer says. The hoodie woman stares at her in astonishment. “I don’t know where we’re going, either. But I hope. You can come with us, if you want. It’s your choice.” 
Dyer raises a shaky hand toward the ghost nano’s neural cue. They all look up, together. 
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The closest I can come to the giant spider’s name is Mmdhf. She loves to talk philosophy. How we become what and who we are, why we are here, the influence of the island’s isolation on what we believe. She waits for me each morning on the beach. As I approach along the steep, snaking path from the cave, I imagine paper cups of coffee at the ends of two of her arms. They steam in the early morning chill. 
“You slept well?” she asks. 
“I did.” I tell her about the dreams. In the latest versions I find myself lost on the streets of a teeming city. No one will respond to my pleas for help. Then I ask: “Do you dream?” 
“Another of your difficult questions. We sleep and live within the sleep. Perhaps we—my kind, I mean—fail to differentiate between the two lives.” 


Pirates come in the night and carry off all our things: spare clothing and blankets, the crate of fig preserves, sharp knives, our half-built raft. Later we see they have used material from the last to repair the deck and railings of their ship. 


There are flowers and plants here like none we have ever seen, vast thickets of them awash with colors one might more reasonably anticipate finding in tropical climes, some of the flowers aloft on stems high above our heads. Cook fears one of the lesser plants. He insists that they uproot themselves and move around at night, that he lies awake listening to the soft pad of their rootsteps. Anything is possible, the professor responds. 
They are both wrong, I hope. 
Ahmad meanwhile is at wit’s end. He does not know in what direction Mecca might be. 
Captain stands for hours at a time, statuelike, alone on the open beach where we washed ashore, sextant aimed to the heavens. He has long ago given up on his charts. They lie abandoned in a far recess of the cave. Increasingly, when we speak to him his replies seem insensible. 
I ask Mmdhf one morning the name of the island, what she calls this, her home. Thoughtfully she speaks the word in her language, a long word that rolls on and on in her barbed, glistening mouth. It might best be translated, she tells me, as This Place. 


The pirates, it appears, have mutinied, discharging their captain, complete with parrot, onto the island. The parrot and Mmdhf have become close. They sit all afternoon beneath a favored banyan tree talking. I am beginning to feel, as I suspect the pirate captain must, jealous. 


Each incoming wave washes tiny, fingernail-sized crabs onto the shore, dozens of them. They weigh almost nothing, what a heavy breath weighs, perhaps. Their shells and flesh are transparent. As the water recedes they take their bearings, right themselves, and scuttle toward the sea. A few make it. Most are driven back onto the shore by the next wave. 


Long ago Mmdhf explained to me how so many of her children had died, all of them actually, and that this is what brought her to a deeper thinking. It was then (how had I not known this before?) that I understood she was the last and only one of her kind. 


Our subsistence, the subsistence of most all the island’s life forms, depends upon a fruit we call Tagalong, which also serves as substitute womb for the island’s most common insect, a horned, armored species resembling a cigar that has sprouted legs. These lay their eggs in the Tagalong. Commonly one bites into the fruit to discover a larval head peering out. 
Tagalong grows most abundantly toward the center of the island—due, the professor says, to the dormant volcano there, its creation of a temperate zone. For the same reason, and for ready access to quantities of Tagalong, birds flock to the area in vast numbers. Of late, birds have begun to move away. This suggests, the professor tells us, that the volcano is about to erupt. 
The parrot agrees. 


Mmdhf and I have spoken daily for months when I come to realize that I find something in her speech unsettling. Her enunciation is perfect, her word choice spot on; she speaks without appreciable accent and with proper inflection. Yet something nips at the heels of our dialogues. My uneasiness, I decide at length, lies in subtle shadings of verb choices. 
Is it possible, I ask one morning, that we experience time differently? 
“As in our earlier discussion of dream and waking,” she replies, “yes. And you cannot imagine how surprised I was to learn that time for your kind is not continuous but sequential.” 
“But if continuous, how can there be said to be time at all?” 
“This.” She turns her head, pauses, turns back. “Change.” 
“If all time is one...” I hesitate, groping for the question. “... then you know the future, you know what will happen.” 
“Yes.” She lifts two legs, as I have seen her do only once before, when she spoke of her children. “I miss you.” 
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Lacie missed the funeral. She overslept and didn’t get out of Providence until after ten, and any chance she had of making up the time vanished when the storm turned I-95 north of Portsmouth into a skating rink. An accident slammed traffic to a crawl for the better part of the afternoon. Snow whipped across the road in horizontal streaks, scouring the windshield like sand, rocking the car with sudden gusts. 
One o’clock ticked by on the dashboard clock. The funeral was over. Jesse was in the ground. 
Lacie exhaled and flexed her fingers on the steering wheel. She should have set another alarm. She should have excused herself from the exhibition early. Too late now for what she should have done. She practiced what she would say to Jesse’s mother: I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, traffic, weather, I wanted to be there, I’m so sorry. The guilt clenching her chest was a clean, righteous thing, well deserved and welcome. 
It was nearly dark by the time she made it to Knockdown Island. The bridge was frozen over, the sign advising visitors to slow down flocked with spiky white crystals. All the tracks were in the opposite lane, leaving. She was too late to visit the cemetery, so she went straight to her mother’s house. In the gloom nothing looked as it should: houses too small and trees too large, air moving in restless puffs and swirls, the world sucked free of color. 
Lacie parked beside her mother’s car, grabbed her backpack, and went inside. The sudden warmth prickled her scalp beneath her hat. The house smelled of tomato sauce and garlic. 
“Mom? I’m here.” The television in the living room was too loud, a jangling chorus of commercials for Black Friday sales at four A.M. Lacie raised her voice. “Mom?” 
Marla appeared at the end of the hallway, a silhouette brandishing a wooden spoon. “There you are! I was getting worried when you didn’t call.” 
“I did call.” Lacie took off her coat, leaned on the wall to toe off her boots. “You didn’t answer.” 
“Oh, I must not have heard it,” Marla said. “Dinner’s almost ready.” 
Lacie kissed her mother’s cheek and gave her a quick hug. “I’ll just put my stuff upstairs.” 
The second floor was a good twenty degrees colder than the first, but Marla had already turned on the oil heater in the guest bedroom. Lacie closed the door and set her backpack on the bed. A couple of ladybugs inched across the pillow. She flicked them away and felt a pang of guilt when she heard the soft taps of them landing. Marla was always insisting she was going to have somebody look in the attic, find where the bugs were coming in, but in the very next breath she would laugh and say they weren’t hurting anyone. 
Lacie shook out her funeral dress and draped it over the back of the chair, unpacked her sensible sweaters and jeans, her toiletries, her warm socks, set them in a neat stack on the quilt. At the bottom of the bag was the skull. 
It was wrapped in a faded Patriots T-shirt, soft threadbare fabric tucked around the horns and jammed into the eye sockets. The long jut of the jaw stuck out through the neck hole. The shirt had been Jesse’s. Lacie lifted the bundle, inhaled, but all she could smell was dust and her own perfume, still clinging to the funeral dress from the last time she had worn it. 
One of the horns had slipped free. She brushed her finger along the clean white curve. It was the left horn, the crooked one that had been split and healed with a fungal mass of scar tissue. One eye socket was larger than the other; Thea had measured them after they brought the skeleton out of the woods. Jesse had dug through his mother’s sewing things to find a tape measure for her, and Lacie had recorded each number: sockets, teeth, jaw, horns. When they had measured everything they could think to measure, Lacie turned to a fresh page in her sketchbook to draw the skull while Jesse and Thea argued over what its asymmetry meant, whether there were others like it, what it was and where it had come from and how it had died. 
“Lacie? Food’s ready!” 
She tucked the skull into her bag and went down to join her mother. 
Red-faced and sweating, Marla was struggling to tip a large pot of pasta into a colander in the sink. Lacie hurried to take it from her. “Mom, let me. That’s heavy. Why did you make so much?” 
Marla surrendered the pot and stepped away. “Well, I thought leftovers. It’s easy to heat up. Not tomorrow. We’ll have a real dinner tomorrow.” 
Steam billowed as Lacie poured out the water; the spaghetti curled into the colander in a starchy tangle. Throughout Lacie’s childhood Marla’s best effort at dinner had been chicken breasts painted with barbecue sauce and baked dry, mashed potatoes from a box, frozen veggies microwaved to mush. She had gotten better since then, more adventurous in her tastes, but still Lacie asked, “You’re not doing a turkey, are you?” 
Marla laughed and dabbed her brow with the potholder. “Not for just the two of us, no. Remember that time we thought it was cooking all day and—” 
“I remember,” Lacie said. She picked up the colander to shake the water out. “You got the plates?” 
She remembered the broken oven and the frozen turkey, the way the electric knife had snapped when it hit solid ice, the whir of the motor and the jagged tip of blade flung like a ninja star into the kitchen ceiling. She remembered Marla’s wide eyes and surprised gasp: oh shit! She remembered it every time her mother brought it up, and its clockwork repetition whenever they found themselves together in the kitchen was like needles under her skin. She knew Marla was growing more forgetful. When the phone rang at six in the morning a week ago, Lacie’s heart had been thumping as she answered—no good news came at six A.M. It took her several groggy seconds to register Marla’s voice in her ear and the sharp feeling of relief, which didn’t fade even when Marla said, “They found Jesse Madison in the woods last night. I’m sorry, sweetie, I know you used to be friends.” 
Marla set plates on the table and plucked forks from the drawer. “Are you tired?” 
Lacie shook the colander one more time. “Yeah, a little. The drive up here sucked.” 
“You could have come last night.” 
“I told you. I was working.” 
Marla didn’t say should, wouldn’t shame Lacie for missing the funeral, but Lacie felt the jab anyway. She spooled spaghetti onto her fork and took a bite. The pasta was undercooked, the sauce too sweet. The pale noodles made her think of earthworms in soil. 
What Lacie had been doing when she ought to have been driving to Maine was sipping Diet Coke and staring at a blank spot on the wall of the student gallery, smiling vaguely and asking herself why she had ever given up drinking. One of the exhibiting students had swaggered up to her drunkenly and asked what she thought of his blotchy oil-on-canvas, and Lacie had entertained the thought of throwing her drink in his face. She thought about it, and the thought passed, and she told him his work was interesting, and there was a voice in her head that sounded like Jesse—not Jesse as an adult, but Jesse as a child, fifteen years old and bouncing with excitement, and he was snickering and he was kicking through autumn leaves and he was telling her to hurry up and his breath was misting in the cold and he was alive, he was alive, he was so alive that for a moment Lacie was breathless with the impossibility of it, that Jesse could be fifteen and alive, forty-one and dead, and this stupid student before her had lived his entire life from unremarkable birth to this moment of flaccid artistic failure in the span of years since they found the thing in the woods. 
“It was a nice service,” said Marla. She had lost weight since Lacie had seen her in August. Her collarbone was more prominent, her skin looser. “A very nice service. Everybody was there.” 
Lacie looked down at her plate. She couldn’t tell if her mother was as embarrassed by her absence as she was. 
“Your old friend Thea Macdonald came by to pick me up,” Marla went on. “Her and her aunt. They know I don’t like driving in bad weather. They want you to stop by tomorrow. Thea said to make sure I told you.” 
“Okay. I will.” Lacie hadn’t spoken to Thea in five years. Six. Seven. She remembered the shape of their last conversation but not the date. She had run into Thea as she was leaving the grocery store; she had ice cream in her bag. How are you, it’s been a while, we should get together. They never did. All Lacie knew of Thea’s life now she knew through Marla. She was divorced. She still worked at the hotel. She had a daughter. They lived with her father and aunt. That was all. 
“The reverend was with them,” Marla said. “I’m surprised he came, to be honest. He doesn’t get out much anymore.” 
“I am sorry I missed it,” Lacie said. She winced at the sound of her own voice, the sincerity she had practiced under her breath during the drive. “Where is Mrs. Madison staying? I should go see her.” The last thing she wanted to do was face Jesse’s mother and stumble her way through condolences. 
“That’s sweet of you, honey, but she’s already left the island,” Marla said. “She’s got that sister in Bangor, remember? They left right after to beat the storm. At least she’ll be with family for the holiday.” 
Lacie was relieved, and guilty for her relief. “Yeah. That’s good.” 
They finished their dinner, washed the dishes, packed away the leftovers in tomato-stained margarine tubs. The wind was howling, a tortured wail that rose and fell. Marla was dozing by eight, heading to bed before nine. Lacie followed her up the stairs. She watched the way Marla gripped the railing tight and set each foot carefully before lifting the other. She held her breath until they reached the top. 
Alone in the guest room, door closed, Lacie stood on her toes to reach the cardboard boxes on the closet shelf. She carried them to the bed and brushed a few ladybugs off the quilt. 
The boxes held everything she had left behind when she moved out: school photos offering a timeline of eighties and nineties fashion humiliations, the rattling dull ends of colored pencils, a dozen sketch books filled with ink and charcoal drawings. The blue ribbon from the day she and Thea won the three-legged race at the Fourth of July picnic. A smooth red stone she had picked up on the rocky shoreline where, according to island legend, a Nantucket whaleship captain had crawled ashore after losing his ship to a storm; whether or not he ate any of his crew before being rescued was a matter of enthusiastic debate at the historical society. 
There were no bones in the first box. Lacie set it aside and dug into the other. School yearbooks, which she resolutely did not open. Three plastic quarter horses, one with its bent front leg broken off. A stack of photocopied posters she had drawn for the band Jesse was going to start. Another sketchbook—and in this book was the thing in the woods. 
She had captured its decay through an entire summer and fall and into the first frosted nights of winter. In the first drawings it was nearly whole, as she had found it. She turned the page and the thing softened, liquefied, holes opening in the scaly hide, sinews disintegrating into the ground, bones jutting beneath what remained of the skin, then through it. The horns and skull sharpened as muscles and scales and tufts of bristle-like fur pulled away. Finally all that remained was a cage of ribs, a whip of spine, long limbs like clubs. 
Lacie paged through the sketchbook slowly; the charcoal smudged her fingers. She had filled every page. She could see where her hand had been clumsy, where she had clung to dramatic affectations of elongated shadows and angry black streaks. The instructor in her head raised a tired eyebrow and asked the student to try again, to think less and feel more, to capture what she saw and not what she thought she ought to see. She didn’t know what she was looking at. She did it no service pretending she did. 
Under the sketchbook was the shoebox. Lacie lifted it out and removed the lid. The bones were in a grocery bag, looped handles tied in a knot she couldn’t work free. She tore the plastic instead. 
Aside from the skull, her share of the bones was the smallest: a few broken curves of rib; three knobby sections of backbone; and fingers, each phalanges longer than her hand, with rigid keratin claws on the end. All the larger bones—the limbs, the pelvis, the scapula—had gone with Jesse. At fifteen he had been the only one with a place to hide them. Thea’s father searched her room regularly, and Lacie and Marla had been living in a one-bedroom apartment. Jesse had an entire tool shed his mother never used, full of secretive corners and cluttered shelves, and a padlock for the door. He was building something, he told his mother. She always indulged his hobbies: the guitar for which he had no talent, the basketball for which he had no passion, the woodworking that never produced more than sawdust. The thing in the woods was the only one of Jesse’s obsessions to last more than a few months. 
Lacie squeezed her eyes shut, opened them again. She had forgotten to pack anything to sleep in, so she borrowed one of Marla’s old nightshirts from the closet. It was too big, draping her shoulders like a sack, but the cotton was soft and smelled of cedar. She moved the boxes off the bed, climbed under the quilt, switched off the light. The oil heater clicked softly. Tree branches scraped the side of the house; Marla couldn’t climb the ladder to trim them anymore. Lacie brushed away a faint tickle on her arm: another ladybug. Even in thick winter socks her feet were cold. 
Exposure. That was the medical examiner’s official declaration. He froze to death. There hadn’t been a storm last week, not like the one raging outside now, but it was cold enough. As best anybody could figure, Jesse had gone for a walk. It was night. He was only wearing a flannel shirt and jeans. 
An easy walk could take a person from the southern end of Knockdown Island to the forested north in a couple of hours, yet an invisible boundary divided the island into two parts. Town and woods, civilized and wild. They weren’t nice woods. Summers choked with mosquitoes, ticks, biting flies. Low-lying boggy ground pockmarked with slippery rocks and spindly black spruce. Hollows of stagnant air that gave the impression of stepping between fever and chills. Beer bottles and used condoms. Islanders joked about mafiosos driving up from Boston to ditch bodies in the bog, but Jesse’s death would bring the grand total of corpses found in the woods to two, and nobody except Lacie and her friends knew about the first. 
They said it didn’t hurt at all, freezing to death. The numbness passed. The exhaustion passed. The shivering passed. The flash of agonizing, impossible heat passed. The clumsiness, the panic, the groggy confusion, it all passed. The blood thickened, the lungs shuddered, the fear faded. Memories and hallucinations slipped away. It barely hurt at all. 


Lacie and Marla spent Thanksgiving watching the parade and watching the snow and talking about nothing of importance: the cold, the floats, how much better fresh rosemary tasted than dried. Marla made roast chicken and potatoes to eat in the early afternoon, then she slumped onto the sofa for a nap while Lacie scrubbed the dishes and wiped the table. 
When she was finished, she crept upstairs to stuff the skull and the plastic bag of bones into her backpack. She hid the pack behind her when she went back down. She crossed to the sofa to touch her mother’s shoulder. 
Marla snorted, opened her eyes. “Lacie?” 
“I’m going over to Thea’s now,” Lacie said. She turned down the television before she left. 
Lacie regretted her decision to walk barely five minutes out the door. The wind had stopped; the air was frozen and still. Snow squeaked beneath her boots and a crackle of ice traced every tree branch and fence post. Slung over one shoulder, the backpack bumped against her arm with every step. She heard the crackle of plastic and tap of bones. 
The Macdonalds had lived in the same house since before Thea was born, a flatfaced gray colonial at the end of a dirt road. The reverend was a grim old Calvinist stuck in the wrong century, unsmiling in his devotion to scripture and Sabbath; his congregation had already dwindled to next to nothing by the time Lacie and Thea had become friends. Thea’s mother had died eight or ten years ago, but Lacie couldn’t remember how. Cancer, maybe. Something natural and insidious. Lacie hadn’t gone to that funeral either. 
There was smoke in the chimney, light in the windows, and it wasn’t until Lacie was already ringing the bell that she thought she ought to have called. They were probably having dinner; they might have guests. She should leave, slipping and sliding like a school kid playing a prank, she shouldn’t bother them—the door opened. 
Thea had always been the tallest of them, but in the years since Lacie had seen her she seemed to have become even taller, thinner, stretched from shoulders to fingertips. 
“Lacie,” she said. 
Lacie’s face was numb from the cold and her nose was running. “Hi. Mom said you wanted me to stop by.” She regretted the words instantly; they made it sound like an obligation. 
Thea tucked her gray-streaked hair behind her ear. “We’re just finishing dinner.” 
Lacie stepped back, felt the edge of the step beneath her heel. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt. I can come back or—” 
Thea swung the door open wide. The house exhaled warm bread-scented air. “It’s fine. Come on in. Dad and Cait will be happy to see you.” 
“Thanks. I, um. Thanks.” Lacie stomped snow from her boots and stepped inside. 
“You didn’t come to the funeral,” Thea said. 
“I meant to.” The now-familiar stab of guilt was an icicle slipped between Lacie’s ribs. She unwrapped her scarf and set her backpack on the floor. “There was a bad accident. The highway was backed up for hours.” 
Thea’s lips twitched. “Your mom said. Well, you didn’t miss much. It was so cold everybody was just standing there shivering and waiting for the minister to shut up.” She led Lacie into the kitchen and said, “Hey, look who I found.” 
Thea’s Aunt Caitlin wrapped Lacie in a hug, and Reverend Macdonald unfolded from his chair at the head of the table to shake Lacie’s hand. He had aged decades since she had last seen him. His hair was white, his face lined, his jowls sagging. He sat again with a grunt and gestured for Cait and Thea to finish clearing the table. That, at least, hadn’t changed. The reverend had never lifted a finger for housework in his life. 
“You weren’t at the funeral,” said the reverend. 
“Traffic, Dad,” Thea said. “There was an accident.” 
“Are you still teaching?” he asked Lacie. 
“She’s a professor,” Thea said. “Not a teacher.” 
Lacie put her hands on the back of a chair and smiled uncertainly. “It’s the same thing, really.” 
“I’ve often thought that teachers,” the reverend began. 
Lacie braced herself, but whatever the reverend meant to say caught in his throat. He coughed and lifted a liver-spotted hand to his mouth. Cait nudged a glass of water closer to him. 
He blinked twice and looked at Lacie. “You weren’t at the funeral.” 
Lacie glanced at Thea, who shook her head. “Traffic, Dad. It was the storm.” 
Cait draped a dishtowel over the edge of the sink. “We’ll let you girls talk. Let’s go sit by the fire.” 
The reverend looked up at her. “Don’t manage me, Caitie.” 
“I’ll manage you as much as I want. Get up.” Cait helped her brother to his feet with a gentle grip on his elbow and steered him out of the kitchen. 
“Where’s—” Lacie faltered. She couldn’t remember Thea’s daughter’s name. “Abby?” 
“With her dad this weekend. Do you really want to play catch-up about all the boring shit going on in our lives?” 
Thea leaned against the counter and crossed her arms, and Lacie felt the island tilt beneath her feet. She couldn’t see the girl Thea had been in the woman with the gray short hair and loose-fitting red sweater dishwater-damp at the cuffs, but she could see it in that gesture, and time stretched and snapped and— 
And she was again nineteen years old and inviting her friends into the woods for the last time. She had gathered her courage and her savings and art school was home now, and they didn’t know it, but this was the last time they would all be together. For four years they had been asking the woods for evidence, for a sign, for proof that the pile of bones they had stolen away wasn’t an aberration. She wanted to look one more time. Jesse laughed, Thea laughed too, their voices sharp in agreement. Lacie had been so sure they would go with her. She didn’t know Jesse had stopped scouring the woods for remains and Thea had stopped pestering island old timers for stories. When Lacie went into the woods that afternoon, tramping through yellow leaves and dappled sunlight, she went alone. 
She was eighteen at the hot dead end of summer and they were leaving. Thea wanted to put the bones back, but Lacie and Jesse refused, so she suggested a compromise: they would keep the bones as long as they all lived, but no longer. The island had given them this secret, but they could not keep it forever. They said death and sacrifice and rebirth solemnly, as though the words meant anything to them, aching to be older than they were. Death was a skull and a bag of bones. A shaded place in the woods. A secret and a stench. 
Sixteen and the air smelled of cigarette smoke and decay. Plastic bags crinkled. Lacie’s fingers were fat in winter gloves until she stripped them away—how smooth the bones were under her fingertips, how rough the fur. The day before they had gone to the public library to look up how to boil bones clean. Jesse had a camp stove and his mother’s canning pot in the shed. Thea kept saying, “This is so gross, I can’t believe we’re doing this, this is so gross,” until it wasn’t funny anymore. 
Fifteen and Lacie’s breath hurt in her chest and her mouth was dry and she must have been running but she didn’t remember and she said, “In the woods, I found something, it’s in the woods.” She said it to Thea—best friends since a third grade incident with an out-of-control four-square ball and a torn first-day-of-school dress— but Jesse overheard and followed. Lacie forgot, sometimes, that she had never invited him. Once he decided to be their friend it was like he had always been there. 
But she was the one who found it first. She had never forgotten that. 
“No,” Lacie said. “I want to go into the woods.” 
Thea looked at her for a long, long moment. 
“I don’t want it anymore,” Lacie said. 
Still Thea only stared. 
“You said when one of us died we should—” 
“I know what I said.” Thea shook her head and laughed. “I can’t believe you remember all that superstitious bullshit. God, I was a creepy kid. I had forgotten until—well, until last week.” She glanced toward the doorway and lowered her voice. “Did you bring it with you?” 
Lacie nodded. 
Thea pushed away from the counter. “We’re going to need a crowbar or something to get into Jesse’s shed.” 
Thea kept her portion of the bones on the top shelf of the coat closet in a box labeled bones. 
“Cait’s squeamish about dead stuff,” she explained when they were outside. She tucked the box under her arm and stuck the head of a hammer into her coat pocket. “I told her it was a bunch of skulls we found in the woods. Sentimental value. And Dad can’t get things off shelves anymore without dropping them on his head.” 
They crunched over empty holiday roads to the house where Jesse had lived his entire life. Thea made quick work of the padlock with her hammer. After a few minutes of dusty searching they found Jesse’s share of the bones in a black garbage bag in the corner, stashed beneath a cobwebbed radial saw. Lacie swung the bag over her shoulder— smaller than she remembered, less weighty—and left Thea to close the door. 
There was a skip of footsteps behind her as Thea jogged to catch up. 
“Aren’t you going to ask? You’ve got to be wondering,” Thea said. 
“Wondering what?” 
“Whether he did it on purpose. Went out into the woods like that.” 
“Do people think that?” Lacie couldn’t decide how surprised she ought to be. People didn’t just walk into the woods to freeze to death. But maybe they did on this island, in these woods. “Was he depressed or something?” 
“I don’t know. We didn’t talk anymore.” 
None of them talked anymore. There had never been a reason for it. The excuses Lacie tried and discarded had never been convincing, not even inside the echo of her own regrets. A call never returned. An email never answered. A plan to meet at the holidays, never followed through. Enough time and distance for Lacie to almost convince herself it was okay to have missed the funeral—almost, if not for that sickly knot burrowed in her gut. We just drifted away, that’s what people said, the way a lifeboat drifts from a ship until the horizon swallows them both. 
They crossed one intersection, turned at another, and the road before them ended at a weathered fence and a ROAD CLOSED sign. Lacie glanced down to place her steps, glanced up again, and the sign didn’t seem to come any closer, then she blinked and they were there. 
Thea climbed the fence and groaned when she dropped to the ground on the other side. “Knees,” she said. “Turns out all that shit about your body falling apart as you get older is true after all.” 
Lacie followed. Thea took a few steps, paused. Her face was framed by a knobby knitted hit and a chunky scarf, her skin pale except for feverish pink spots in her cheeks. 
“I don’t,” she began, and punctuated the fragment with a short laugh. “It’s been a while. I don’t come up here anymore.” 
“It’s this way,” Lacie said. 
North, into the woods. 


Thea had wanted to name the thing in the woods. The third time they went to see it, she brought a stack of library books in her backpack. She claimed a spot on the log and slipped a book from her bag, laid it open on her knees so Lacie couldn’t see the cover. Jesse tried to grab it from her, but Thea batted him away. 
She spent several minutes flipping through the pages and glancing at the remains, eyes down and eyes up, until finally she said, “I don’t think it’s a demon. At least not one of the normal ones.” 
“Duh,” said Jesse. “Because demons aren’t real and all.” 
Before the thing in the woods, Thea would have agreed, and she wouldn’t have stopped there. Demons don’t exist because religion is a lie, a fairy tale, a mass delusion—whatever she could say to make her father angry, not in person but in the imaginary arguments she rehearsed in her head, a habit she had admitted to Lacie only once. 
Jesse didn’t know that about Thea. He was too new to their friendship, and they didn’t know yet they were stuck with him. But Lacie did, and she left a space for Thea’s answer. Thea only scrunched her nose and turned a page. 
“This is real,” Lacie said to fill the silence—so simple, so easy. She wanted to get closer with her sketchpad, wanted to capture how the thing was changing as the weather warmed and decay ate it away from the inside. The scaly green-brown skin was deflating like a balloon and the stench was growing stronger. She didn’t want to throw up and embarrass herself. The decay had a fishy stink to it, tinged with an acrid undertone more like smoke. Nothing that smelled that bad could be imaginary. 
It wasn’t an angel either, or a troll, or a wendigo. Thea didn’t know how to test if it was an alien. It was too much fish and too little flesh. Too much scale and too little fur. Too much horn, too much claw, too few teeth. None of the names Thea tried stuck for long, but she didn’t give up until the summer had passed and the thing had rotted away to a slump of leathery hide over protrusions of bone. 
It was theirs, and it was secret, and they never gave it a name. It would always be the thing in the woods. 
The north end of the island was crisscrossed with halfhearted trails, trampled underbrush, fallen logs rubbed naked of bark. Beneath a thin blanket of snow the land was deceitful, monochrome and smooth. Lacie didn’t see the remains of the stone house until she stumbled over the foundation; less of the wall was standing than she remembered. She felt the cold crawling through the soles of her boots and up her legs, felt the skin of her face growing hard. It was always cold in the woods. Even in the hottest part of the summer there were patches of shadows and chills. It would be dark soon. Marla would be worrying. 
Another ten minutes and she saw the long white slant of a log. It was shorter than it should be and steeper than she remembered, but Thea said, “There it is.” The words shriveled in the frozen air and Lacie saw it too, how the log on which they had spent that entire summer—speculating, pinching their noses, watching—had never been as long or as welcoming as her memory wanted it to be. 
She stepped over the log and lowered the garbage bag to the ground. Thea dropped her box of bones, nudged the lid off with the toe of her boot. They laid the skeleton out piece by piece, a sketch of the creature it had been. Their gloved fingers fumbled the small pieces. Lacie’s boots tramped a ring around the remains like a spell circle, or an impact crater. 
Thea shook out Jesse’s garbage bag with a loud crack, and all that was left was the skull. Lacie unwrapped the blue T-shirt and balled it into her coat pocket. The skull was light in her hands, birdlike and impossibly frail. If she turned it just right, she thought, if she found the perfect angle between wintry twilight and forest shadows, it would disappear entirely from the span between her fingers. 
She set it on the ground, adjusted it twice. She couldn’t remember how the head had been angled when she found it. Jesse had moved it that first day. He had seized one of the horns to get a better look at the creature’s face. Lacie had wanted to shout at him for messing it up, for taking something that had been perfect and terrible and ruining it and he wasn’t even supposed to be there, he wasn’t even invited—but she hadn’t said a word. 
Thea brushed snow from the log and they sat together. The wood trembled as Thea bounced her leg. 
“I don’t think he did,” Thea said. “Come out here to die. On purpose, I mean. I think he just got lost, like an idiot. You know how he was.” 
Jesse at sixteen, the first to get his license, borrowed his cousin’s coughing old Malibu to drive them to Portland on a Friday night and fell asleep on the way home, just as they were crossing the bridge, all of them drifting, drifting, drunk and drifting, until the screech of metal on metal woke them. They stood in a huddle on the island side of the bridge, the tide pulling under their feet and trees reaching toward the wind-cleared sky, and Jesse had said, “It looks like claws,” brushing his fingers over the wound in the car’s flank, his voice high with awe, and the night was bigger than they were and there were shadows moving everywhere. 
They never would have done that before the thing in the woods. Having those bones hidden away had shaken something loose in each of them. Lacie lied to her mother. Thea shouted at her father. Jesse told his cousin the car had been struck while parked on a street. They held their breath, they kept their secrets, they did it again. 
“I know how he used to be,” Lacie said. 
“He was the same person. As much as anybody ever is.” 
“You think he was looking for something out here?” Again, she didn’t say. A long time had passed since that autumn day when Jesse and Thea had laughed at her for wanting to search the woods one more time. 
“Who knows.” Thea’s leg stopped bouncing, started again. “I don’t know if Dad even remembers him. Yesterday he kept asking me whose funeral we were going to.” 
“Did something happen?” 
“Stroke,” Thea said. “Microstroke, technically, if there’s even a difference. I guess you can have a little bit of a stroke.” 
“When?” 
“September. He was fine one day, then he just started... He tried to put his socks on outside his shoes and kept asking where his shoes were. I laughed. I thought— He looked so annoyed, the same way he used to look when he knew I was lying to him about where we’d been and couldn’t figure out how to lecture me into telling the truth. He was looking at the socks exactly like that. It was—it wasn’t funny at all. I don’t know what I thought.” 
“I’m sorry,” Lacie said. “That must be rough.” 
Thea shrugged; her coat rasped. “He’s getting old. Shit happens. We deal with it.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
In the silence that followed Lacie blinked and the evening grew darker. She blinked again and the trees crowded closer. Again, and the brittle white branches were fingers and ribs. Again and she was half rising from the log, panic squeezing her chest, because it was gone, it was gone, it was—the skeleton was the same color as the snow in the failing evening light. 
“So, what?” Thea said. “Are we just going to sit here all night?” 
“You know, we did that once,” Lacie said. “Me and Jesse. We stayed out here all night. You were grounded.” 
“I was always grounded. What happened?” 
“Nothing,” Lacie said. 
They drank warm beer, they talked about the future, they pretended to know the names of the stars. Lacie had thought about taking his hand, didn’t. Thought about kissing him. Didn’t. The island’s deep, deep roots had loosened their grip on her, but there were limits to her newfound courage. 
“We sat here,” she went on, aware of Thea’s gaze on her face. “We thought... I don’t know. Maybe it would be different at night. Maybe there would be—something. But it was still just a thing. A dead thing.” 
Lacie sniffled, glanced up. Snowflakes were whirling down through the trees. High branches creaked and swayed in the wind. She stood, and Thea did the same. They looked at the bones one more time. They didn’t speak as they walked back to the road. The snow swallowed their footsteps into the forest floor. 
After they climbed the fence again, Thea said, “You around for a few days?” 
“Until Saturday.” 
Thea made a noise at the back of her throat, but the space where an invitation for lunch or coffee might fall stretched, and passed. When they reached the Macdonald house, Cait invited Lacie in for a cup of tea, but she declined, smiling, her face hurting in the warmth. She said, “Mom’s probably worrying about me,” and she walked home on empty streets. 
When she let herself in she found her mother sitting up on one end of the couch, television on, blanket over her knees. 
“There you are,” Marla said. Her mouth was pinched at the edges. She held up her phone. “Cait told me you were on your way over. She said you and Thea went for a walk.” 
“Just for a little while, yeah,” Lacie said. The room was so warm tears stung her eyes. “Sorry. I didn’t realize we were gone so long. It’s really cold out there.” 
“The news says it’s going to snow another four inches,” Marla said. 
“I believe it. It’s already started.” Lacie dropped into the armchair and stared at the television without seeing it. 
“Are you okay, sweetie?” 
She considered her answer before speaking. “I don’t know. It’s weird that he’s gone.” She had always hated the way people said gone rather than dead, but on her own tongue, in the safety of her mother’s living room, it was all she could say. 
“I remember you used to be good friends,” Marla said. “You were always getting him into trouble.” 
Lacie smiled. “We were always getting each other into trouble.” 
Marla huffed a quiet laugh, and Lacie looked at her mother, properly looked. Marla’s hair was more gray than brown, peppery and thin. She was as small as a child in her pilled fleece bathrobe, as though she was shrinking away, her insides collapsing while her skin wrinkled. 
Lacie knew if she asked—if she had anybody to ask—the advice would be that now was the time to start thinking about the unwelcome future, the difficult decisions. It paralyzed her with fear, sometimes, that she didn’t know who would be here if something happened to her mother. If Marla fell on the stairs or slipped on the ice, Lacie didn’t even know how long it would be until somebody found her, or who it would be. With the fear came the rush of resolutions: make the phone calls, ask the questions, this time for sure. Meet the neighbors, the doctors. Move back. She couldn’t move back. Marla didn’t have anybody else. She never asked for help. She panted when she climbed the stairs. She could have dropped the spaghetti pot. 
Lacie said, “I might come back here for a week or two this time. For Christmas, I mean.” 
Marla looked at her, eyebrows raised. “That would be nice.” 
“I’ll have to see.” Offering, immediately retreating. She couldn’t meet her mother’s eyes. She needed time. She would do the research during December and talk to Marla at Christmas. After, so the holiday wasn’t ruined by the pall of the future. “But I think I can make it work. I’d like to get away from the city for a little while anyway.” 
“I always like having you around, but I know you’re busy,” Marla said. 
In the forest the bones would be disappearing beneath a shroud of snow. By morning they would be buried. Somebody might find them next week, if the island warmed in an early winter reprieve, or in the spring if it didn’t. A girl out for a walk, no particular destination in mind. Shoes sinking into muddy ground. Admiring new green leaves and shy white flowers and thinking about light, about color, about the spaces between. Looking up at the sky, down at the ground, feeling too big for the island and too small for the world. There: a shape out of place. 
She will look away, look again, this girl alone in the woods. In the shadows of a cool dank hollow the eye sockets will be wide and black and watchful. 
A log settled in the wood stove. Lacie startled, relaxed. The house groaned in the wind and branches tapped expectantly on the windows. She leaned into the chair and pulled a blanket over her legs. 
“I like being around,” she said to her mother. 
Marla hummed softly, eyes closed, already half asleep. 







Million-Year Elegies: Archaeopteryx
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Settled and nested in what, to you, 
was the present, you never imagined 
the quick-flit jewel bodies of hummingbirds, 
the falcon's deadly plunge, the ostrich, 
the quizzical flamingo. To you, 
you were the pinnacle of all 
small-bodied quick-snapping things: 
the air your palace. A song your home. 


Or did you dream, at your perch, 
of the thunderous terror birds of the Andes? 
Did you preen at your own little black-bristled tail, 
remembering the brilliant eyes 
of yet-to-be-born peacocks, and despair? 


Perhaps you felt, all your life, 
like only half a thing, and strained 
in a direction only half-real, 
ashamed that you could not mold yourself, 
by force of will, into all 
that could ever be made of you. 
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Out there—beyond the window pane— 
The listless spirals hang— 
A curtain for eternal fear 
Of Vacuum's hollow pang— 


I pierced the Black to seek reprieve— 
I sped to conjure hope— 
I manipulated spacetime 
And braved the Einstein trope— 


There were centuries and then some— 
Their passage lost to me— 
My soul a naïve victim of 
The fickleness of cee— 


Dilation's enigma mocked me— 
Dismissed anxiety— 
My gospel hopes made empty claims 
Bereft of piety— 


The stars compress and shift their hues— 
The nebulae run thin— 
Despite my frantic delta vees 
I've failed to outrun Sin— 


An untouched pulse still marks my time— 
No varying of breath— 
A life now lost in flight because 
I could not slow for Death— 
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THAT’S FAR OUT, SO YOU READ IT TOO? 


Sheila asked me to write an editorial about science fiction and music, the two subjects that are always on my mind. It’s good timing, too. I’ve just returned from Worldcon, where I was on a panel on SF’s influence on David Bowie and David Bowie’s influence on SF. We actually didn’t get to the second half of the question at all; we didn’t get much past 1974. Now I’m sitting in my living room in Baltimore, listening to the dog day cicadas contract and relax their tymbrals, vibrating their abdomens to create a sound that is at once song and biology. 
Music is science fiction, science fiction is music. I can say this at a base level. I don’t only mean that there is rhythm in sentences, that there is melody in word choice and paragraph and phrase, though I do believe that applies to any genre. I don’t only mean that David Bowie synthesized the pulps and novels he read as a kid into songs that were at times almost verbatim retellings (“Karma Man,” “We Are Hungry Men”), but eventually found his own science fictional story to tell, and then moved from there into writing songs that were as science fictional in their composition and arrangement as any of his lyrics ever were. I don’t only mean that we as consumers of these works feel a kinship with those who created them, or that sometimes we make the mistake of elevating those creators. I don’t only mean that the works exist in concrete form, but the creators are part of a community of creators, a community that overlaps with a community of fans, which itself gives birth to new fans and new creators. 
Here are the ways music is science fiction: 
Music is math. It has a basis in fact. The 1-3-5 notes that make up a major chord have the same relationship to each other no matter the root, the octave, the key, the instrument. The relationship between any two notes can be expressed in numbers. They are law, unchanging. It’s those laws that tell us where we have room to explore. 
Music is experimentation. The laws have been established, but there’s room between them. Can I play that note over that chord? Where can I go within the structures? How can I create something new? What if new is too new? What if what I think is new has been said before? Does it matter that it is being revisited in my voice and my hands? How do I move from this note to the next, and which is the next anyway, and how can I turn a mistake, a sour note or flubbed chord, into something that works with the piece rather than fighting against it? 
Music is math, but you don’t need to know the math to make music. A good melody exists on its own, independent of the notes composing it or the emotions those notes stir in combination. Tell me a good story and underpin it with science. Tell me a good story and make me think it is underpinned with science. Make me forget science exists. Gravity is overrated; stories, like songs, can be weight or wings. 
Here are the ways science fiction is music: 
Science fiction is variation on a theme. It takes an idea and twists it, turns it, holds it to the light. The idea can be new or old; what counts is how you explore it. You can change the key, the instrument, the mode from major to minor to Phrygian. You can invert it, divert it, revert it, subvert it. Sharpen its claws or render it toothless. Send it to space. We all know the tropes by now, know where we expect a piece to go; it’s the unexpected variations that render us breathless. “How did she do that?” we still wonder. We live to be amazed. 
Science fiction is in conversation with itself. Like every musician in every genre of music, SF writers study what came before. We don’t necessarily call it study; we read, we listen, we absorb. We are drawn to our genres because we are fans of our genres, because at some point we read something that resonates like a bell, like a cicada’s tymbal, calling to us from tree to tree. Sometimes we are drawn for the opposite reason, because a piece begs to be repudiated. We accept the established works or reject them, we build upon them and modulate them and respond to them. We dig into the unexplored corners, and once again hold them up to the light. 
Science fiction constantly reinvents itself. It endures because we challenge it. It needs new voices alongside the established ones. It changes and changes again, then welcomes back its pioneers. 
Science fiction as a genre is still composed of individual stories, individual novels, individual authors. The term is an umbrella. When we say we love a certain genre, part of what we mean is there are specific voices that speak to us over and over again. Their works become part of us. 
Science fiction is built upon short works. The short works make up longer wholes. They play roles as lead-off or connective tissue or a closing statement. Good editors and savvy producers knit them into a cohesive whole. They can be recombined, put into new compilations or greatest hits collections, but most stories appeared first in the context of a magazine like this one. 
Science fiction is music is science fiction. The kid who narrates Bowie’s “Starman” is listening to the radio when a voice reaches out to him in a literal interpretation of the way music and storytelling have rescued us throughout human history. Every time we come to something new—an album, a live set, a magazine like this one—we renew our hope that the works contained will inspire and transport us, or just teach us something new about being human. 
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DEAD AS A DODO 


Dead as a dodo! It’s a proverbial phrase that everybody knows. It means defunct, deceased, vanished, demised... extinct. But is the dodo destined to stay forever dead? Are there plans afoot to bring it back from extinction in all its ungainly splendor? Most of us have our first encounter with the dodo when reading Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Not long after Alice falls down the rabbit hole, briefly turns into a giantess, and weeps herself into a deep pool of tears, she finds herself swimming about with a little group of bedraggled creatures who have also fallen into the pool—a Mouse, a Duck, an Eaglet, a Lory (the capital letters are Lewis Carroll’s) and, yes, a Dodo. I had to go to the dictionary just now to find out what a lory is—a parrot-like Asian bird with brilliant plumage—but I have known since childhood about the dodo, because Sir John Tenniel, who did the classic illustrations for the Alice books, shows us one in an unforgettable drawing for Chapter Three: a huge, ungainly, splay-toed bird, round as a sack, with a bulging chest, short, stubby legs, and an immense head that had a black bill ending in a great snubbed hook. 
Lewis Carroll’s dodo was solemn, rather dignified, and faintly absurd. It carried a walking stick, spoke in words of many syllables, and when asked a question “stood for a long time with one finger pressed against its forehead... while the rest waited in silence.” But Lewis Carroll had never observed the ways of the dodo, because he wrote his book in 1863 and the last time anyone saw a living dodo was in 1681, when an Englishman named Benjamin Harry, visiting the Indian Ocean island of Mauritius where dodos lived, encountered one. Lewis Carroll might have had a chance to see a stuffed one, since one had been brought back to England some decades before Benjamin Harry’s visit, ending up in Oxford’s Ashmolean Museum, and Alice’s creator lived in Oxford. But by 1755 the Ashmolean specimen was so moth-eaten that the curator threw it away, and just the head and one foot of the specimen were salvaged. Thus the only dodo in any museum was lost. 
Extinction was plainly the dodo’s destiny from the beginning. It was unable to fly and ran in a slow, clumsy waddle with its plump belly scraping the ground. Since it made its nests on the ground, both it and its eggs were vulnerable to any predator that came along. Luckily for the dodo, its habitat—its sole habitat— was the island of Mauritius, six hundred miles east of Madagascar, and Mauritius had no native predators to threaten the dodos. 
But no island is an island, as the poet did not quite say, and the grand isolation of Mauritius and its defenseless dodos ended in 1507, when Portuguese mariners looking for a convenient base along the route from India to Africa discovered it. They surely must have noticed dodos, but their official reports say nothing about them, and so their formal discovery had to wait until the end of the sixteenth century, when a Dutch expedition under Admiral Jacob Corneliszoon van Neck arrived, named the island “Mauritius” in honor of Count Maurice of Nassau, the ruler of the Netherlands, and took note of huge flocks of an unusual bird. Van Neck tells us that one of his officers examined one closely and was “pecked mighty hard” for his curiosity. 
When Van Neck’s ship returned to Europe in 1599, he had a captive dodo on board, and one of his other ships brought back a second one. In his journal he described the bird as “larger than our swans, with huge heads only half covered with skin, as if clothed with a hood.... We call these birds walghvogels (‘disgusting birds’) for the reason that the more and the longer they were cooked, the less soft and more unpalatable their flesh became.” 
Unfortunately for the dodo, the men of a second Dutch expedition found the dodo much tastier, and captured dozens of the slow-moving birds for food. Later the Dutch planted a settlement there, bringing with them dogs—there had been none on the island—and rats arrived aboard the ships, and between the appetite of the settlers for walghvogel meat and of their dogs and the rats for its eggs, the dodo swiftly began to disappear. 
Meanwhile the bird was attracting attention in Europe. A Dutch painter named Roelandt Savery made a career out of depicting the one in Holland in sketches and paintings, and the other one, a gift to the Austrian Emperor Rudolf II, had its portrait done by the court painter. The dodo had also acquired a new name by then. An English sailor who had visited Mauritius, writing in 1628, told of “very strange fowles called by ye portingals Do Do.” In Portuguese doudo means “simpleton,” a good name for this lumbering, dim-witted creature. 
About a dozen dodos were brought to Europe in the early seventeenth century, including the one whose partial remains Lewis Carroll probably saw a couple of centuries later. In 1638 a certain Sir Hamon Lestrange wrote of seeing one on exhibit in London, swallowing pebbles the size of nutmegs. But under the onslaught of the dogs and rats and hungry Dutch settlers, the dodo population of Mauritius was dwindling rapidly, and by 1693, when another visitor to the island went to look for them, there were none to be found. Within another sixty years the inhabitants of Mauritius did not even remember that there had been such a bird. 
And so the dodo vanished from the Earth. Only some travelers’ tales, the seventeenth-century court paintings, and the fragmentary Oxford specimen remained to testify that it had ever existed. By 1800, many doubted that it ever had. No stuffed specimens existed. The reports of the early explorers might have been in error; plenty of imaginary beasts like unicorns and dragons had been reported by gullible travelers over the years, and so perhaps the dodo, too, was a figment of someone’s imagination. The paintings Savery had made of them showed a creature so weird that it was hard to believe that such a ridiculous being could be authentic. 
A search for dodo bones began in the early nineteenth century, by which time Mauritius had passed into British possession. In 1863 a naturalist named George Clark finally found some—many—in a muddy, marshy delta. Thanks to his work, mounted dodo skeletons now can be seen at the American Museum of Natural History in New York, at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, and at many other museums. A study of these remains revealed that the dodo’s closest living relatives were doves and pigeons, whose ancestors, millions of years ago, had been big birds with prominent beaks. One group of these birds had made its way to Mauritius, where life was tranquil and no enemies existed, and they gradually lost the use of their wings. As they adapted to life on the ground, they grew bigger and clumsier, until they could barely get around at all. Eventually the Dutch arrived, and dogs and rats, and in less than a century they were all gone, their name alone remaining as a proverbial term denoting extinction. 
And now—is the dodo about to make a comeback? 
I suggested such a thing in 1973 in a novella called “Born with the Dead,” which proposes a process for bringing the newly deceased back to life. The “rekindled” deads prefer to live apart from other human beings, developing a separate subculture of their own that has its own special amusements—one of which is to hunt specimens of formerly extinct animals that had likewise been brought back from the grave and kept in an African hunting preserve, a forerunner of Hollywood’s Jurassic Park. The story closes with my two protagonists spending the last days of 1999 together, “shooting dodos under the shadow of mighty Kilimanjaro.” 
But “Born with the Dead” is only science fiction, and back in 1973 I never really anticipated that dodos would return to the world, not in 1999 or in any future year. But now— 
EXTINCT IS FOREVER, a conservationist poster of the 1970s proclaimed, but these days there is serious talk of bringing back extinct animals: a National Geographic Society meeting devoted to the subject a couple of years ago even produced a list of twenty-four animals that should have priority in such projects, among them the woolly mammoth, the Tasmanian tiger, the Carolina parakeet, the quagga, the moa, and, of course... the dodo. 
Two ways of doing such a thing have been proposed. One is to find animals that are related to and closely resemble the extinct one, and breed selectively for the extinct-relative traits until a reasonable facsimile has been created. That has been done with the zebra-like quagga of Africa—I wrote about that here a few years ago—and also with the aurochs, an extinct European bison; but the problem is that what has been produced is an animal that looks somewhat like a quagga or an aurochs but really isn’t one. The other technique is to extract DNA from the tissues of an extinct creature and mingle it with that of a non-extinct relative, which would, at least, result in an animal that has some of the genetic properties of the original. That is what has been suggested for the dodo. A well-preserved dodo skeleton found in a cave on Mauritius in 2007 may yield usable DNA, which could be paired with the genetic material of the Nicobar pigeon, a bird of the Indian Ocean area that doesn’t look at all like the dodo, probably to its own great relief, but according to DNA evidence is closely related to it. 
Easier said than done, of course. So far, such projects remain in the realm of science fiction. 
But should it be done at all? Some scientists object to the expenditure of time, money, and scientific effort on so pointless an enterprise as bringing back the dodo, when much else of real merit remains to be done. Others, though, reply that we have a sort of moral obligation to make the attempt, since human beings (and their dogs) sent the dodo into extinction in the first place; and, besides, they were harmless, flightless birds that would do no ecological damage if restored to existence. They would not, unlike Mr. Spielberg’s velociraptors, pose any menace to human society if a flock of them somehow got loose. And they would be fun to look at. 
I’m in favor of trying to do it. As a Stanford University bioethicist puts it, restoring the dodo “would be awesome. It would be seriously cool.” I don’t admire his adolescent choice of phrase, but I do agree with the sentiment. Let’s bring the dodo back! Why not? By all means, let’s give it a shot. Imagine having a few dodos waddling around in our zoos, four hundred years after the species had undergone what has proven to be only a temporary demise. Awesome! Seriously cool! 
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FORTIETH ANNIVERSARY YEAR 


We’re celebrating our fortieth anniversary all year long. The party starts with the super-stuffed double January/February 2017 issue! Two dramatic stories frame the issue. Allen M. Steele’s famous frontier planet, Coyote, has been settled for some time, but terrifying dangers still lurk around the bend of an unexplored river. Members of a scientific expedition soon learn that it takes more than bravado to survive “Tagging Bruno.” In Robert Reed’s new novella, crewmembers from the Big Ship encounter a very strange and very intelligent alien who puts their own spin on “The Speed of Belief.” 


ALSO IN JANUARY/FEBRUARY 


Octavia Cade escorts us to the Siberia of Stalinist Russia for “The Meiosis of Cells and Exile”; Jack Skillingstead arrives at a chilling “Destination”; Jim Grimsley paints a “Still Life With Abyss”; denizens of Fire Island will “Blow Winds, and Crack Your Cheeks” in John Alfred Taylor’s new story; Tom Purdom reveals the powerful strength of a “Fatherbond”; Robert R. Chase helps pick up the “Pieces of Ourselves”; Lisa Goldstein exposes us to “The Catastrophe of Cities”; Ray Nayler imbues a hazardous “Winter Timeshare” with new meaning; young people attempt a first contact with the help of Stephen Baxter’s mysterious “Starphone”; while beauty and sorrow are stunningly portrayed in Sean Monaghan’s evocative depiction of “Crimson Birds of Small Miracles.” 


OUR EXCITING FEATURES 


Robert Silverberg’s Reflections column gives “ Two Cheers for Piltdown Man”; during an intriguing On the Net discussion, each participant lets James Patrick Kelly know he can “Ask Me Anything”; Paul Di Filippo’s On Books critiques works by Betsy James, Harry Turtledove, Will McIntosh, Ken Liu, Lavie Tidhar, and others; plus we’ll have an array of poetry and other features you’re sure to enjoy. Look for our super-stuffed January/February issue on sale at newsstands on December 20, 2016. Or subscribe to Asimov’s—in paper format or in downloadable varieties—by visiting us online at www.asimovs.com. We’re also available individually or by subscription on Amazon.com’s Kindle and Kindle Fire, and Barnes and Noble. com’s Nook, as well as from magzter.com/magazines, Google Play, and Kobo’s digital newsstand! 
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GENTLEMAN JOLE AND THE RED QUEEN 
By Lois McMaster Bujold 
Baen, $27.00 (hc) 
ISBN: 978-1-4767-8122-8 
 
The latest installment in Bujold’s Vorkosigan Saga pulls the focus away from Miles Vorkosigan, whose career in the military of his home world Barrayar has made for some of the most interesting SF in recent years. It is set three years after the previous volume, Cryoburn, which ended with the news that Miles’s father Aral had died, making Miles the new Count Vorkosigan. 
Since then, Cordelia Vorkosigan, Miles’s mother, has served as Vicereine of the Barrayaran colony Sergyar, the planet on which she and Aral first met. At the same time, Admiral Jole, who spent more than twenty years—most of his career—as Aral’s most trusted aide, is now the senior military leader on the colony. As the title suggests, this is the story of the relationship of the widow and the younger officer. In the process, we find out a lot of what went on behind the scenes of all the novels focusing on Miles’ career. 
In fact, it wouldn’t be too much to say that Bujold uses this novel to drop a number of bombshells on the reader who’s been following the series. I’m not going to spoil the reader’s chance to discover them independently; the shocks are half the fun of the book. One thing that is important to know, however, is that the conflicts in this book are considerably lower-key than in many of the previous volumes. Cordelia doesn’t need to cut off anyone’s head, nor are the battles anything that can’t be handled by local law enforcement—though at several points they threaten to become something bigger. 
An intriguing aspect of the novel is seeing the changes in Sergyar, which was very much a frontier planet when Aral and Cordelia first met there. Now it’s become a thriving Barrayaran colony, with a decent-sized settlement of civilians supporting the military outpost. Some retired military have made their homes here, starting up tourist-oriented businesses and raising families. 
The novel begins by hitting Jole with an important, and unexpected, life decision. For in addition to serving as Aral’s aide, Jole was his lover—with Cordelia’s full knowledge and complicity. Now, Cordelia tells him, Aral left behind some genetic material that can be used to create new offspring. Cordelia plans to use some of it to give birth to daughters (sons would potentially create rivals to Miles). And, she says, it would be an opportunity for Jole to have sons with the man he loved. For Jole, who grew up in a world without the advanced medical science that has come to Barrayar largely as a result of Cordelia’s influence, this is a surprise—and a cause for considerable introspection. 
By taking as her main protagonists two mature characters in a well-established scenario, Bujold gets several opportunities to have a kind of fun that younger, more active, characters might not present—for example, the generational gaps between Cordelia, Jole, and their younger staff members provide a good bit of humor. Also, we get a look at Miles in his new role as a family man—a father who dotes on his children, and brings them along on a visit to his mother. 
Baen has reissued the first two novels telling the story of Cordelia and Aral, Shards of Honor and Barrayar, giving readers a chance to refresh their memory of the two characters’ meeting and early years. If you haven’t read them, they’re well worth picking up, though you don’t necessarily need to have read them to follow the events in Gentleman Jole. But you’ll certainly find your experience of the new novel richer if you know what Cordelia was like as a young woman learning about Barrayar—and Aral—for the first time. 


 
THE NIGHTMARE STACKS 
By Charles Stross 
Ace, $27.00 (hc) 
ISBN: 978-0-425-28119-2 
 
Stross’s “Laundry Files” continues with a new viewpoint character: Alex Schwartz, a young mathematician readers met two books ago in The Rhesus Chart as a banker-turned-vampire. He and his co-workers were recruited into the Laundry, the division of British Intelligence charged with combating supernatural threats to the Realm. Now, after a bit of training, Alex is faced with a real challenge to his abilities. 
As those who’ve followed the series know, supernatural forces have been building up to a critical point—a set of scenarios to which the Laundry has assigned the code “Case Nightmare—” with different colors filling in the blank. Most of the defense establishment has no idea these scenarios are to be taken seriously. After all, who expects an invasion from Middle Earth (Case Nightmare Red)? But as the outbreak of superheroes in the previous volume should have showed them, nightmares are the coming thing. 
Having already had its share of troubles (to put it mildly), the Laundry is moving its headquarters out of London to a more defensible site near Leeds, in the North of England. Alex is assigned to determine whether a nearby 1950’s defense bunker, built to survive nuclear attacks, is up to holding off supernatural invaders. But the assignment is a problem for Alex, whose family lives in Leeds. Even if he weren’t faced with telling his family he’s lost his high-paid bank job (not to mention becoming a vampire), he’s not comfortable living close to Mom and Dad. 
The opening chapter finds Alex wandering the beach near Whitby—the locale of several scenes in Dracula—mulling his dilemma. As it turns out, there’s a group of goths role-playing a scene from the book. One of them, who introduces herself as Cassie, seems to take a fancy to Alex—a new experience for him. (Alas for the popular image, being a vampire doesn’t make him irresistible to the opposite sex.) Cassie invites him to a party after the rehearsal, but Alex gets a call from work, asking him to help out a team who’s assessing some new hardware to detect supernatural intrusions. Reluctantly, he agrees—and regrets the missed opportunity. 
Of course, as it turns out, Cassie isn’t what she appears to be. As the plot unfolds, we learn she’s actually the vanguard of an invasion from a world where the dominant race are what we would think of as Elves—powerful humanoid magic-users who have no particular sympathy for the humans of Earth. Their world has been invaded by monstrous enemies, and the Elvish race is reduced to a remnant that is near the end of its resources. Their only chance is to find a new world to inhabit. 
Stross gets considerable satiric mileage out of the Elves’ political system—absolute monarchy, with the ruler dominating everyone else by the use of magic— and their attempts to make sense out of what they find in England. Of course, this is double-edged—the various anomalies of the British system are ample fodder for Stross’s wit. He also finds targets in the horrors of the bureaucratic life, which for most of us are far more real than any eldritch horrors from beyond. Even if you haven’t read the earlier volumes in the series—which I heartily recommend doing—these themes make this novel wickedly enjoyable in its own right. 
The conclusion, while unexpected, is perfect. Maybe you’ll see it coming, but it was a complete surprise to me. As long as I’ve been reading, it’s very rare for that to happen. Stross has hit the bull’seye again. 


 
MORNING STAR 
By Pierce Brown 
Del Rey, $27.00 (hc) 
ISBN 978-0-345-53984-7 
 
The concluding volume of Brown’s “Red Rising” trilogy picks up the career of Darrow, at its nadir. Darrow was a Martian mining slave who became an aristocratic golden warrior and infiltrated the ruling “Golds” to engineer their downfall. Captured by his enemies and exposed as a fraud at the end of the previous volume, he is locked in a lightless box with no room to move 
The story opens with Darrow still imprisoned by Adrius Au Augustus, the Jackal, archgovernor of Mars. It appears the only way to end his degradation and torture is death—but the Jackal wants to keep him alive as a lesson to those who presume to challenge the Golds. But the rebels haven’t forgotten their leader; two of them infiltrate the Jackal’s fortress and free Darrow. Now the question becomes whether Darrow, weakened by his captivity, can return to a position of leadership. 
As in the previous volume, Brown builds up the society of a settled solar system in which the super-rich and super-powerful have created a genetically enhanced aristocratic hierarchy reminiscent in some ways of the caste system of Huxley’s Brave New World—here taken to a brutal extreme. And Darrow’s leadership isn’t something he can resume without proving himself—those aligned against the Golds are as tough and unsentimental as those they’re fighting. Slowly regaining his strength, Darrow begins to prove his worth to the others— and the war to free the lower colors is back on track. 
What gives the rebels hope is that they’re not the only ones who feel shortchanged by the dominance of the Golds over the Solar System. The Moon Lords, whose dominion is the satellites of the planets beyond Mars, have their own argument with the central power. And Mars, under the Jackal, has assumed a degree of independence. If Darrow and his friends play their cards right, they will have plenty of help freeing themselves—and a chance to retain their independence from a central system that has plenty of things to worry about besides who’s running Mars. 
As in the previous installments, there are a number of inventive action sequences in the book. Brown has the knack for setting up a confrontation where the outcome appears pre-ordained and finding a way to surprise the reader as the situation develops. The action ranges from Mars to the moons of the outer planets to Luna—the capital world of the Solar System. 
The novel is a more than satisfactory conclusion to the Red Rising trilogy, with a hard-driving plot that will appeal to fans of military SF and a political awareness that sets it apart from the pack. And while the novel ties up all the important strands of the previous books, there’s material for sequels if Brown is so inclined. 


Following are three short reviews— one of an established author, the others by newcomers. While space didn’t allow longer reviews, all are worth the reader’s notice. 


 
DOWN AND OUT IN PURGATORY 
By Tim Powers 
Subterranean Press, $30.00 (hc) 
ISBN: 978-1-59606-781-3 
 
This dark fantasy novella, published in a deluxe hardcover edition, posits the question of how to get revenge on someone who’s already dead. That’s Tom Holbrook’s problem. 
Ten years earlier, Shasta, the woman Tom had loved since their college days, was murdered by her husband John Atwater, another member of their college circle, A wealthy man, Atwater went scot-free. Tom, obsessed with finding Atwater and killing him, is frustrated of his revenge when Atwater dies of a stroke. Worst of all, Atwater apparently died happy. Everything Tom has lived for is gone. 
Then Tom finds out about a man who may be able to assist him. Martinez knows how to get in touch with dead people. He says he may even be able to help Tom catch up with Atwater in the afterlife. There’s a catch, of course. To get what he wants, Tom has to be dead himself— which Martinez can arrange. It won’t even cost Tom anything—he just has to get some information of interest back to Martinez once he’s on the other side. 
So—in due course, Tom finds himself in Purgatory. But this is not a version of that station of the afterlife that Dante would recognize. In fact, it’s got a considerable resemblance to the landscape of many American cities—though there are of course enough weird goings-on that it’s clearly not Kansas.... 
Not surprisingly, Tom finds both Atwater and Shasta, the woman he mourned. Equally unsurprisingly, very little turns out as he might have expected. Powers’ considerable inventiveness finds plenty of room to play in this quirky scenario, and the storytelling, as always with Powers, is compelling. If you’ve enjoyed the author’s previous work, you’ll need no special push to seek this one out. 


 
THE DEVOURERS 
By Indra Das 
Del Rey, $26.00 (hc) 
ISBN: 978-1-101-96751-5 
 
This striking first novel begins in present day India, when Alok, a young college professor, meets a charismatic stranger who introduces himself as a half-werewolf. Intrigued, Alok seeks to learn more about the stranger—who agrees to let the professor translate certain ancient manuscripts that will tell him some of what he wants to know. 
The story is then taken up by several different narrators over a long period of time, beginning in the seventeenth century near where the Taj Mahal is being constructed. We first meet the full werewolf—he calls himself Fenrir—as one of a trio of such monsters who have traveled from Europe to India. Fenrir rapes an Indian woman, precipitating a falling-out with his companions, who consider mere humans a lesser species. But he returns to the woman—who is carrying a child, presumably the stranger who gives the manuscripts to Alok—and they embark on a series of adventures. 
Das is a compelling writer, combining mythologies from several cultures with a rare ease, and managing to make the monster at the heart of the story sympathetic despite his utter alienness from human emotions and morality. If you’re bored with the usual ingredients of commercial fantasy, here’s one about as different from the formula as you’re likely to get. 


 
CENTRAL STATION 
By Lavie Tidhar 
Tachyon, $15.99 (tp) 
ISBN: 978-1-61696-214-2 
 
Israeli-born, London-based author Tidhar has come onto the radar of SF readers like a new planet. This fix-up novel, tying together stories published in various outlets over about five years, is set in a huge spaceport near present-day Tel Aviv. As one would expect, the community around Central Station is home to an enormous variety of inhabitants— Jews, Arabs, African and Asian immigrants, robots, cyborgs (here called “Others”) and starfarers who’ve gone to space and have lived on distant worlds. 
Tidhar follows several such characters, offering a view of the station from each of their perspectives. Several have some connection in the past, notably a love story between an older couple, Boris Chong and an African woman named Miriam Jones. We learn they were lovers long ago before Chong emigrated to Mars. Now he’s back. 
The other characters cover a wide range of origins and types; many of them are scrambling to make some kind of living in the strange world that has grown up around this crossroads of the universe. 
Back in the 1950s, one critic (Kinglsey Amis? Michel Butor? Tell me if you remember who) observed that the aliens in much American SF had more in common with their readers than the average Mexican did. Here’s a writer who can hardly be accused of that—and yet, even Tidhar’s most alien beings have a share of humanity. Tidhar’s well worth a look if you want an idea of what the next generation of SF is going to look like. 
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November is the time for many long-running cons, including LosCon, TusCon, PhilCon (where I’ll be), WindyCon and OryCon. North of the border, there’s Hal-Con and SFContario. Across the pond, NovaCon and ArmadaCon. Enjoy social weekends with your favorite SF authors, editors, artists, and fellow fans. For an explanation of our con(vention)s, a sample of SF folksongs, and info on fanzines and clubs, send me an SASE (self-addressed, stamped #10 [business] envelope) at 10 Hill #22-L, Newarkå NJ 07102. The hot line is (973) 242-5999. If a machine answers (with a list of the week’s cons), leave a message and I’ll call back on my nickel. When writing cons, send an SASE. For free listings, tell me of your con five months out. Look for me at cons behind the Filthy Pierre badge, playing a musical keyboard. —Erwin S. Strauss 


NOVEMBER 2016 
4–6— Creation. For info, write: 217 S. Kenwood, Glendale CA 91205. Or phone: (818) 409-0960 (10 a.m. to 10 p.m., not collect). (Web) creationent.com. (E-mail) info@creationent.com. Con will be held in: Whippany NJ (if city omitted, same as in address) at the Marriott Hanover. Guests will include: Stars of the “Supernatural” TV show. Official convention of the TV show. Commercial event. 
4–6— Hal-Con. hal-con.com. Halifax NS. Gates McFadden, Julie Czerneda, Charles deLint, others. Media SF, fantasy, gaming. 
4–6— FaerieCon. faeriecon.com. Wyndham Inn, Hunt Valley (Baltimore) MD. The Frouds, others. Celebrating the magical life. 
4–6— Ohio Valley Filk Fest. ovff.org. Doubletree, Worthington (Columbus) OH. Vixy & Tony, others. SF/fantasy/horror folksinging. 
4–6— CONjuration. conjurationcon.com. Marriott Century Center, Atlanta GA. Juliet Martillier, Keith Hawk, others. Harry Potter. 
4–6— ArmadaCon. armadacon.org. Future Inns, Mannamead UK. General SF, fantasy and horror con. 
4–6— EuroCon. eurocon2016.org. Barcelona, Spain. Ailette de Bodard, Richard Morgan, Jun Myazaki, Enrique Corominas, others. 
4–7— DocCon. facebook.com/azdoccon. Glendale (Phoenix) AZ. For fans of the pulp hero Doc Savage. 
5— Le Bal des Vampires. peersdance.org. Elks Lodge, Alameda CA. A masked ball, in the Venetian tradition. 
11–13— WindyCon. windycon.org. Westin Yorktown Center, Lombard (Chicago) IL. A. Selzer, Art Baltazar, the Passovoys, others. 
11–13— TusCon. tusconscifi.com. Radisson Airport, Tucson AZ. G. R. R. Martin, Peri Charlifu, William Malone, Ed Bryant, others. 
11–13— Long Island Who. longislanddoctorwho.com. Hyatt, Hauppauge NY. P. Davison, C. Baker, P. McGann, others. Doctor Who. 
11–13— OmegaCon Fall. omegacon.org. The Lodge at Crooked Lake, Siren WI. Low-key SF/fantasy/horror relaxacon. 
11–13— Crime Bake. crimebake.org. Hilton, Dedham (Boston) MA. W. K. Kreger, J. C. Estevao, R. Daniel, others. Mystery fiction. 
11–13— NovaCon. novacon.org.uk. Park Inn, Nottingham UK. Juliet McKenna, others. SF, fantasy and horror. 
11–14— Creation. Contact as above. Airport Marriott, Burbank (Los Angeles) CA. Commercial event for “Supernatural” fans. 
17–20— TeslaCon. teslacon.com. Marriott Madison West, Middleton WI. Steampunk themed. 
18–19— SFContario, c/o 151 Gamma, Toronto ON M8W 4G3. sfcontario.ca. Ramada Plaza. SF, fantasy and horror. 
18–20— PhilCon, Box 8303, Philadelphia PA 19101. philcon.org. Cherry Hill NJ. C. J. Cherryh, D. Seeley, L. E. Modesitt Jr., others. 
18–20— OryCon, c/o Box 5464, Portland OR 97228. orycon.org. David Weber, Diana Gill, David Mattingly, Mark Usier, others. 
18–20— AtomaCon. atomacon.org. Radisson, N. Charleston SC. Keith DeCandido, others. SF, fantasy, horror, comics, media, gaming. 
18–20— Days of the Dead. daysofthedead.net. Marriott, Schaumburg (Chicago) IL. For fans of “The Walking Dead” TV show. 
20— Our Disappearing Planet. tenthplanetevents.co.uk. Capthorne, Windsor UK. Freddie Jones, Tom Baker, others. Autograph show. 
25–27— LosCon, c/o LASFaS, 6012 Tyrone Ave., Van Nuys CA 91401. loscon.org. Los Angeles CA. Gerrold, Charlifu, others. 
25–27— ChamBanaCon, c/o Box 2908, Springfield IL 62708. chambanacon.org. Marriott. Gene Wolfe, others. Relaxacon. 
25–27— ChessieCon, c/o TSFS, Box 83032, Gaithersburg MD 20883. chessiecon.org. Timonium (Baltimore) MD. S. Pinsker, others. 
25–27— Chicago Tardis. chicagotardis.com. Lombard (Chicago) IL. Migel Faris, Frazer Himes, Louise Jameson, others. Doctor Who. 
25–27— Fright Night Horror Weekend. frightnightfilmfest.com. Expo Center, Louisville KY. Horror film. 
27— Pulp Adventure Con. pulpadventure.com. Bordentown NJ. For collectors of old pulp magazines and related paper materials. 


DECEMBER 2016 


1–4— Midwest FurFest. furfest.org. Hyatt. Rosemont (Chicago) IL. For fans of cartoon animals, especially costuming like them. 
2–4— SMOFCon. smofcon34.org. Rosemont (Chicago) IL. “Opening Conventions to Everyone.” Convention organizers meet to talk shop. 
2–4— Creation. Contact as above. SFO Hyatt, Burlingame (San Francisco) CA. Official commercial event for “Supernatural” fans. 


AUGUST 2017 
9–13—WorldCon 75, c/o Maa ja Ilma ry, PO Box 665, Helsinki 00101, Finland. worldcon.fi. Helsinki, Finland. ⇔145/US$140+. 
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