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  About


  Electric Velocipede is a Hugo-Award winning, multiple World Fantasy Award nominated, speculative fiction magazine. The magazine has published fiction from writers such as Catherynne M. Valente, Jeffrey Ford, Rachel Swirsky, Jeff VanderMeer, Aliete de Bodard, Jay Lake, Liz Williams, Hal Duncan, and many more.


  The magazine was founded in 2001 and has published at least two issues (and the occasional double issue) every year since. Editor/founder John Klima worked alone to make Electric Velocipede for the first 16 issues (issue 15/16 was a double issue; issue 14 was the first full-color cover). Klima even copied, collated, folded, and stapled the first five issues by hand!


  Klima brought in a few slush readers after 12 issues, and started adding editorial staff with managing editor Anne Zanoni shortly thereafter. Since then, Adam Israel, Damien Walters Grintalis, and Jamie Lackey have been added to the staff.


  In 2011 the magazine published its final print issue with the 21/22 double issue. Issue 23 was the first online issue. If you have any questions, please use our contact form.


  
    
      	
        Poetry

      
    

  


  The Last Patrol


  Tara Barnett


  
    When my hands are in you turning that ancient wheel


    and we become one body moving above abandoned streets


    I am more than whole. I am more.


    I drink of your twisted engine and see through your wicked lights


    everything that may be seen in this cold rust city.


    We are the patrol in half gravity. We are one.


    The sweeping lamps curl over our view and highlight crimes that once bit deep


    and drank the clotted blood of this city.


    Once a colony, it is now unsettled. We are God here.


    Alone more than any man has ever been alone, I am a planet


    in your chassis driving through the sky.


    I am the only one who sees. We are the real.


    On this desolate satellite city, we idle gently in the dark vacuum


    and the intestines of old buildings are unfurled by the absence of rotation.


    Memories float without direction. We witness to deaf nothing.


    With you, I am one with old memories moving through air, and I am consoled


    for I have known gravity, and I have known flight


    and this is a freedom native to neither.

  

  


  Tara Barnett is a writer living in Oregon. She has been published in Stone Telling and Daily Science Fiction. She can be found online at tarabarnett.com.


  Her Mother’s Bees


  by Alexandra Seidel


  
    A girl


    covered in nothing but a scarf of a thousand thousand bees


    and the bees


    feasting on her like they would on a flower


    extracting nectar from her pores,


    her scented skin

  


  
    the buzzing lifts the air;


    it floats


    and settles around your head


    like a cauldron, upside down

  


  
    Do you understand


    that honey is food for bees,


    jealously guarded?

  


  
    You paint your lips golden


    and light a cigar


    so your image can waver in the smoke

  


  
    The girl looks at you, shy thing,


    brushing her scarf with a hand


    bee wings trembling


    as her fingers touch them

  


  
    My mother gave me this scarf,


    she says, eyes dropping to your


    black leather shoes

  


  
    I know,


    say you, and from your pocket


    like a piece of legerdemain


    you produce a pomegranate


    the purplish red so much brighter


    than the humming

  


  
    You tear the fruit’s skin away


    with your teeth,


    spit it on the floor,


    hold the twinkling seeds up to her face

  


  
    Take it, you say, eat,


    and you watch her


    shed her mother’s scarf

  


  The Girl and Her Cloud


  by Alexandra Seidel


  
    There is a darkness about that girl


    and it follows her


    like a pet cloud on a leash


    tenderly licking her cheeks with raindrops


    filling her gaze with mirrored thunder


    as she walks among others


    talks or flirts, tells gossip but


    keeps secrets to herself

  


  
    you can smell the darkness


    of the cloud like a hail storm on the air


    her lungs are filled with wind


    but that makes her kisses no less sweet


    In bed, there is sunset-scratched cloudshine


    reflected in her eyes


    but you know that the cloud won’t leave her


    so you do

  


  
    and watch her stroll away


    as if jumping from puddle to puddle


    In the curve of her spine you see even more


    clouds forming, conquering silvery horizon;


    you remember how people have died


    facing clouds, tornadoes, flash floods,


    lightning, swallowed by snow storms


    and you know you’ll never see her again

  

  


  Notes from the author:


  On “Her Mother’s Bees”


  This poem was born from smoke, the smoke beekeepers use to distract bees. And it is one more poem about Persephone, obviously, though for me the driving image here were Demeter’s bees feasting on Persephone, watching over her and keeping her nigh immobile.


  On “The Girl and her Cloud”


  A poem about suicide, survival, and choice. Or just two people who are too different, if this interpretation is more to your liking.

  


  Alexandra Seidel writes poems and stories of strange things and people, and some of her tales are darker than others. She swears, sometimes ideas come to her all fancy dressed with painted masks of scarlet and emerald, silver and gold. Thanks to some strangely good fortune, her work is (or soon will be) Out There: Bull Spec, Strange Horizons, Mythic Delirium, Goblin Fruit and others. Alexandra is the poetry editor for Niteblade and Fantastique Unfettered. You can read her blog (which she really tries to update once or twice a month) here: www.tigerinthematchstickbox.blogspot.com
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  The Art Disease


  Dennis Danvers


  Derek and Emily had the art disease, the both of them. Everyone they knew had it too. That’s one of the symptoms: Colonies, clusters, movements, splinter groups, manifestos. Clumping, the experts call it. She had a master’s in design and decorated cakes at Food One, not the one on Seventeenth but the one near the park, open till midnight. Derek refused to sell out. He was determined to support himself with his art.


  Selling poems in the park didn’t work out. He didn’t get that many buyers, and when he did, he spent way too much time discussing the poems with them—arguing actually—instead of writing new ones, but it bothered him when he was misunderstood, and it seemed he was doomed to be misunderstood—another symptom of the disease. He tried prose—carefully observed reflections on the vicissitudes of life—after taking a weekend workshop called Driveway Moments: The Eternity of Now. No demand. Light travel pieces with a profound undercurrent proved no better, partly because he hadn’t done much traveling and couldn’t afford to do more. He had plenty of profound undercurrent, just nowhere to put it.


  He decided to go visionary. That way he could travel without going anywhere, make it all profound undercurrent except for a few flashy waves on the surface, and those birds—what do you call them?—cormorants, low-riders. Cool. Sufferers of the art disease saw art in everything, even waterfowl that could barely stay afloat.


  There’s one more thing you should know about the art disease: It’s highly contagious.


  “What do you mean visionary?” Emily asked suspiciously. “This isn’t zombies again, is it? I’m so over zombies.”


  “No, no, no. Zombies are like the total opposite of visionary.” His mouth was full of icing, making his words all gummy and weird, like a zombie might talk. They were finishing off a birthday cake with Happy Birthday Shane on it—when the kid’s name was actually Shan. Not Emily’s fault, but Sofía’s, who took the order and was now looking for another job, since their boss, Barb, was the one who got chewed out by the pissed-off mom who was horrified at the suggestion that all could be made right by scraping off a vowel. Sofía was a sculptor. She had a blowtorch that would cut half-inch steel plate she said, said if Emily came over she’d show her, but Emily smelled lesbian and wasn’t that bored yet with the Food One and Derek. But close. Real close.


  “Visionary—like William Blake,” he said. “That weird prophetic stuff, but like it’s real, you know, happening on the street, not just words. Blake did those great paintings, but I thought, you know, I can’t paint for shit, I’ll take it outside, free it from the page—from the fucking earbuds too. On the street, in your face.” Podcasting was still a sore point with Derek.


  Emily said, “A street preacher.”


  “Well, sort of. I prefer to think of them as prophetic performances.”


  “And what do prophetic performances pay? There’s an opening at Food One. You thaw stuff. There’s nothing to it. I could put in a word for you.”


  “No thanks. This’ll work. I’ve thought of another angle too. We need a cheaper place, right? You’d like a studio? The church on the corner’s for sale.”


  “You sure that didn’t go condo? The Townes at the Square or something like that?” Emily asked.


  “That’s the other way. The Methodist. This one’s something weird. The Church of the Immaculate Epiphany. It’s been for sale a while, but the condo market’s tanked. We can get it cheap. Cheaper than rent.”


  “We?”


  “The church. That’ll be part of my vision, that there I shall found my church—the Assembly of Prophetic and Visionary Matters. Tax free.”


  “Matters?”


  Derek said, “Okay. Maybe not Matters, but something like that, and we raise money, tax free, buy the place, and there you go. We’re set.”


  “By raise money you mean beg on the street?”


  He counted off his points on his fingertips even though he knew she hated it: “Encourage donations at prophetic performances. Appeal to corporate and community sponsors. Apply for grants.”


  She burst out laughing and had to let him have the last chocolate rose to make up for it. Emily didn’t want it anyway. She knew what was in it. She felt bad for laughing. Derek hadn’t laughed at her Random Rags installation, which made him just about the only one. He even went along with her it’s-supposed-to-be-funny story.


  Derek, a preacher. The thought made her smile, but in a good way.


  #


  A week later, she came down on her lunch hour to see him work a crowd in the park, to see how he managed to bring in so much money. It was very scary. He was totally different, as if another person had taken him over. He wore a cape. It wasn’t really a cape. Where would Derek get a cape? It was a tiny deep blue blanket stolen from the airplane ride back from his father’s funeral. It didn’t look as stupid as you might think.


  Then he started. Derek wouldn’t even dance, but suddenly he couldn’t stop moving. It was hypnotic, strangely familiar, and then she recognized it. Lately he’d be lying on the sofa with the sound off, cruising channels, mumbling, writhing like a lovesick snake. “What’re you doing?” she’d asked. “Research,” he’d said. And there it was, the artistic fruits: Anybody with moves. James Brown one minute, a movie Indian the next, Herman Munster, Britney—it was mesmerizing. The sermon made no sense at all: “The eternal moment of revelation sparks inside each and every one of you, each and every moment of your life. Let the tinder catch! Let the flames rise! Let the fire consume you! Let the smoke carry you! Signaling the universe, I’m alive! I’m alive! I’m alive!” He ended this outburst with the blanket off his shoulders and wafting over an imaginary fire, watching imaginary puffs of smoke drifting away over the heads of his rapt audience, and damned if the whole crowd didn’t turn around and watch them too. So that’s why he’d been watching that awful old western over and over until she thought she’d go heap big out of her mind.


  “How’d I do?” he asked Emily after the performance.


  “Unbelievable.”


  “I thought my timing was a little off at the beginning.”


  “I don’t know. This is a pretty big pile of wampum.”


  #


  The next night he watched The Thief of Baghdad, and next day the little blue blanket was a magic carpet. The blanket was the only constant. He laid out loaves and fishes on it. (Loaves were $5; fish, $10. He could’ve asked for more). He autopsied Truth’s corpse CSI fashion, covered it with the blanket, and wept, only to reveal it risen, walking among them, asking for money. He wore it like a sarong and danced around in it. He tied it up in animal shapes and talked to it. Talking Prophetic the whole time.


  That’s what he called it—TP—the visionary dialect. In addition to watching the obvious TV preachers, he practiced by reading aloud anything that made prophetic or visionary claims, from the Bible to L. Ron Hubbard, confiding in her that he didn’t strive for coherence but sought a certain visionary unity that transcended sense. “It’s all in the rhythms,” he believed, and you could tap your foot to it, there was no denying. “And the silences,” he added. He was the master of the dramatic pause out of nowhere, the Profound Silence, what Derek called the cornerstone of the prophetic.


  And no matter what he said, and sometimes there were rivers of blood and mountains of dead and untold pain and suffering, he was deliriously, disturbingly cheerful. He practiced different smiles, tried them out on their friends, keeping only the ones that really creeped people out. And if that didn’t do the trick, he gave a joyful cackle when sufficiently possessed that didn’t sound entirely human. Emily knew it was the product of forty hours of wandering in the wilderness with Nature and Animal Planet. If a heron humped an iguana, and they managed to hatch an egg, whatever came out would sound like Derek laughing.


  Emily was laughing too.


  Every performance ended with the blue blanket spread upon the ground, money raining down upon it, mostly bills, lots of tens and twenties. Once—a bunch of traveler’s checks. Emily didn’t know they still had those anymore, but the bank took them.


  She studied Derek’s flock, their transfigured faces, the complex looks they’d give him as their bills fluttered onto the pile. Most of them were seriously worried about the poor guy. Few doubted for a moment that Derek was spectacularly out of his mind and probably needed doctors, drugs, possibly even electroshock or surgery. There were always cards for mental health care professionals mixed in with the money. “Call her—she’s really good!” someone had written on the back of one. Then added, “You’re really good too!”


  That’s the thing. Crazy as he was, he put on an incredible show. Or in this case, the show was his craziness. He got to them even if they weren’t sure how. Emily had a theory: His crazy offered a charisma uncluttered by content. He could rant, and no one felt guilty. He could rave, and no one had to worry that he just might be right.


  Would they continue to be so generous, she wondered, if they discovered he wasn’t a madman who preached an insane religion, but an artist inventing a religion as an art form out of channel surfing and word salad, nabbing both grant money and tax-free status while he was at it?


  Emily was in no hurry to find out.


  #


  “Can you help me with these forms?” Derek would ask her, with a sweet puppy dog face, totally exhausted by his latest performance, and she couldn’t say no. NEA, IRS—it didn’t matter—she could do forms. She had a master’s in design. She understood form. And he was a disaster at it. He’d get all verbal and metaphoric and forget whether he was being a religion or an art form and screw up an entire application. It was just easier to do it in the first place than to come along after and clean up his mess.


  It was paying off, however, and not just financially. Word was getting out his stuff was definitely worth checking out. There was even a thing about the performances in Excrement Occurs from the guy who hates everything—he fucking loved it. Every performance was now ringed with people who got it, smiling knowingly, inviting Derek over later for drugs, and he usually went, and Emily didn’t. Work started early at Food One.


  And, curiously enough, at every performance, packed in close, as close as they could get, a devoted band of believers steadily grew, though it was a mystery to Emily what they believed in since Derek certainly didn’t have a clue.


  “Belief doesn’t believe in me,” he told his rapt congregation. “I don’t believe in belief. Instead. Visions come. Instead. Visions come to me: Visions of the nothingness of everything! The unbelievability of belief!”


  Emily was just a little weirded out by all the nodding heads. Afterwards, when a breathless believer accosted him beseeching guidance, he told her, “Go home, seize a book, any book, and read it to—You have a cat? Of course you have a cat!—read it to your cat, and a vision will come.” This worked somehow, according to the woman. Everything he did seemed to work. Not only did she have a transforming vision, but her cat did too, though she preferred not to discuss details. Emily couldn’t explain it. Not his knowing the woman had a cat. Anyone could see that. But the transforming part, that was something new and scary. Derek had never wanted to change the world before. He’d just wanted to make art.


  Lately he’d been watching Bela Lugosi movies and Teletubbies on a split screen. Watching the happy spectrum creatures bouncing beside the swirling black-and-white living dead gave her a fierce headache. She couldn’t watch the moves he was getting out of it either. She didn’t know what the performance was about exactly. (Even when he explained them to her, she didn’t know what any of them were about, because if she’d ever say, “So it’s about…” The answer would always be No. Fine. Who needs meaning?)


  So she’d skipped this one, though he had a big crowd, and he was telling her about it, redoing bits, talking a mile a minute. One part was the shocking tale of how Jerry Falwell discovered Tinky Winky was gay one night in a foggy London bathhouse.


  “Nobody laughed,” he complained. “Dead silence.”


  “That’s because you’re a religion now. Silence is good, remember? You said it last week. ‘The silence of the universe means someone’s listening.’”


  “That doesn’t make any sense. Can’t religion be funny?”


  “I thought it was just about the rhythms, the talk.”


  “I thought it was funny.”


  “I brought home some cupcakes. You want some? They’re kind of blue. They’re supposed to be green. Barb was pissed like it was my fault, but I’m the cake decorator. Seasonal cupcakes are not my problem. You want one? They’re not bad actually.”


  “Sure. That’d be great.”


  They hung out in their big institutional kitchen. They were living in the church now. All the furnishings from the sanctuary had been sold off long ago, so it was a big empty barn of a building with bad stained glass. The main piece above the altar was Jesus as shepherd with one of the lambs’ faces smashed out and replaced with weathered plywood. Jesus, who seemed to have a serious case of strabismus, took no notice.


  Derek and Emily had made an okay apartment out of the church offices. They used the Reverend Buckley Duncan’s former office as a bedroom. They read to each other out of the family counseling files he’d left behind. They found them inspiring: Screwed up as they were, they weren’t these people, who, as far as they could determine, included not a single sufferer from the art disease. Buck Duncan told them to pray and forgive, pray and forgive. Nobody ever did.


  There was a working bathroom in the basement with a shower, though you had to flush the toilet with a bucket until they could have it fixed. Emily had plans to turn the other end of the basement into a studio, but Food One had promoted her, so she was working a split shift and never had time to make art.


  Derek held his performances in the pewless sanctuary, still with the blanket, though he made a deal with a flight attendant who was a regular to keep him in fresh ones. She brought them cradled in her arms, still wrapped in plastic, laid them reverently on the pile of money at the end of the ceremony, made smoldering eyes at Derek. Trish, her name was. Emily wanted to kick her perfect kneecaps, but you had to expect stuff like that when you were with an artist. When she did the Square Planet installation, and she got a lot of attention, Derek was really cool with it. Even after the thing with Stanley.


  Derek was bringing in so much money, they not only made their church payments, they paid off their credit cards, got the car repaired, started buying wine again, fixed the toilet. They replaced the 19-inch TV, and Siena, the electronic music composer who installed cable, ripped off all the premium channels for them for free. They were even getting estimates on a working HVAC system and a new roof, the old one being the main reason they’d gotten the place so cheap. There were places in the sanctuary you could see daylight.


  Derek once preached a whole sermon—though he didn’t like her to call them that—to the motes of dust in a shaft of light. That was a good day. Even better was the one to the drops of rain. He knelt on the blue blanket with a stack of conical paper cups, filling them and passing them out, always somebody’s hand eagerly outstretched to take one, and people actually drank the nasty-ass water full of rust and pigeon shit and God knew what all like it was champagne and they’d just won the lottery. That night she ironed a few fifties from a laundry basket full of soggy money, and they went out and had a great time like they hadn’t had in years, and Emily felt truly happy for his spectacular success, not to mention the great fuck they had on one of those little blue blankets with Jesus watching.


  #


  But then, of course, just when everything was going so well, and she was thinking about quitting Food One or at least cutting way back on her hours, Derek got tired of it. He always did. He never stayed with anything long. He might get too good at it. He might get a reputation, a following, some success. Emily tried not to judge. Some artists thrive on variety. Derek said, “Some writers just want to write about one thing—werewolves or sea captains or neurotic middle-aged fucks with their dicks in their hands—and that’s it for them. Some only write about Canadian werewolves in the nineties who smoke too much—book after book. I’d rather drive a truck. I’d rather be hit by a truck!” And though she knew neither thing about the truck was true, she could respect where he was coming from as an artist even though it was bound to lead him nowhere.


  So she kept working at Food One, and Derek quit doing his prophetic performances. They kept living in the church, though they quit thinking of it so much as a church and as more of a performance space, though they weren’t performing either. They were waiting on a grant, several grants actually. Depending on which ones came through, Derek could decide the direction his art might next take him.


  Emily was thinking she might not wait for the grants to make a move.


  #


  Derek lay on the floor of the sanctuary doing variations of da Vinci’s drawing of a man, studying Cock-Eyed Jesus and the Plywood-Faced Sheep, thinking the problem with his prophetic performances was he hadn’t sufficiently adapted the vision to the move indoors, that before it was an exterior vision longing for an interior, a sanctuary, and now it was an interior emptiness longing for the exterior, the outside, the otherness… He was thinking 3-D movies…


  “Reverend Merriweather?” There was a man in a suit standing over him.


  “I’m Derek Merriweather, but I’m no Reverend.”


  “This isn’t a church, then?” the man asked.


  “Nope. Not anymore.” Derek got up off the little blue blanket, wishing he had on more than shorts and a t-shirt, but he always had his best ideas before he showered and dressed and all of that. Some days he had to wait awhile for them to show up. The ideas. The best ones. Lately, they hadn’t been showing up at all.


  “I was under the impression this was an institution of religious worship. I’m Paul Throne of the Internal Revenue Service.”


  Derek looked to Jesus for guidance, but the Savior wouldn’t look him in the eye. “Yes. Yes. Welcome. We’re most definitely a religious institution. We just don’t use the word ‘Church’ here. We’ve evolved beyond ‘Church’ and churchiness. Just as my flock don’t address me as Reverend, for we are all equally humble on the path to enlightenment, for the way is difficult, and any one of us might find himself lost.” Derek gestured to the Lamb who looked especially lost this time of day when the bright Son exaggerated the dark wooden face, graced with mildew fleece.


  “What then should I call you, if not Reverend? Mr. Merriweather?”


  “Captain Merriweather,” Trish called out from the back of the sanctuary, where apparently she’d been listening with a fresh bundle of blue blankets swaddled in plastic clutched to her breast. “He pilots our expedition into the unknown,” she trilled.


  Derek hadn’t fucked her yet, and he saw in that moment that it was inevitable. She had just saved his life, his art, his freedom. What was Emily going to say about it after that thing with Stanley?


  “And you are?” Paul Throne inquired of Trish, as if this were his office instead of Captain Derek’s house of religious worship.


  “I’m Trish Van der Waal, a member of the congregation, a charter member of the congregation.”


  “And what does your denomination believe?” Throne asked, as if it was any of his business. Derek was about to demand a lawyer.


  But Trish had all the answers. “We don’t believe in belief. You know those religions that believe in the literal truth of the Bible? We don’t believe it exists.”


  “The Bible?”


  “No, silly. Literal truth. Have you ever read Wallace Stevens?”


  “No, not that I recall.”


  Trish’s opinion of any man who called himself a man and yet hadn’t read Wallace Stevens was writ large on her face. “Well, if you had, you’d know.” Derek tried to remember if he’d read Wallace Stevens. He was the guy with the Mason jar, right? Or was that the blue guitar? Maybe she wouldn’t ask him. He liked the way she’d taken charge. Paul Throne of the IRS was practically slinking out the door like Satan banished from the Garden. Or was that Adam? Derek hated Sunday School. He suspected his prophetic performances were his revenge on Sunday School, not just for himself. He was nothing. But for everyone who’d ever suffered the whole dreary business.


  “When are your next scheduled services?” Throne inquired on his way out. “I would like to attend.”


  “That’s what I stopped by to ask Captain Derek,” Trish said.


  Captain Derek held his head up high. “Eleven, Sunday morning. We welcome everyone onboard.” He moved his hand through the air like a soaring plane, and Mr. Throne smiled.


  #


  Emily was not happy. “I thought we were driving out to Willow and Fern’s this Sunday. Now you’re preaching again?” Willow and Fern threw pots and grew pot, and Emily finally had a Sunday off from Food One, and Fern was somebody she could talk to about her art, and she figured she could smoke a little since they just random tested her last week.


  “It’s not preaching. How many times do I have to say it? We’ve got to persuade this IRS guy that we’re a religion. Do you have any idea how much taxes we owe if we’re not?”


  “You don’t need me to preach. I’ll just go by myself.”


  “I need all the people I can get. Right now it’s just me and Trish. You’re on all the forms as one of the church’s founders—but don’t call it a church. I told him we were past that. What if he asks questions about the forms? I don’t know what they say. You’re the one who says I don’t understand form.”


  “Okay, okay. I’ll come. How long do we have to keep this up?”


  “I don’t know. As long as it takes to persuade him we’re for real.”


  “I thought you quit. I thought you had to quit. ‘I can’t do this anymore. I’m just not into it.’”


  “I didn’t have the IRS on my ass.”


  “Just me. What do I matter? You’re sure this isn’t about fucking Trish?”


  “Who said anything about fucking Trish?”


  “Not you. You’d just do it.”


  “Listen, Trish was a big help today.”


  “Just do it, okay?”


  “There’s one more thing. Call me Captain Derek.”


  “Fuck you, Captain Derek.”


  #


  That very night, Sofía came into Food One and found Emily doing yet another sheet cake soccer field. Emily hated soccer, and she’d never even seen a game except to cruise by on the cable. If she were a terrorist, she’d blow up a soccer field.


  “Don’t let Barb see you around here,” she said to Sofía. “She’s still pissed off at you.”


  “Barb’s home watching Survivor, thinking up the boring shit she’s going to say tomorrow. I have a business proposition for you.” Sofía was rifling through the decorations cabinet. She took out a bag of plastic cows and spread them across the other table, took a little torch like an aerosol can out of her bag and started hacking them up one by one, arranging the pieces around the as-yet-unstriped green field atop the next cake in the queue—a head here, a hindquarters there. “Here’s the deal. In another hour it’ll be just you and the janitorial crew. They’re never even from the same country twice, and could give a shit what we do back here. All these ovens and mixers and everything are just sitting here. We could be making specialty cakes. I have a market, orders. I need a space, a partner, a designer.”


  “What kind of specialty cakes?”


  “The ones Food One won’t do. Tits, penises, vaginas, butts—whatever the customer wants. Weird, twisted shit.”


  “A virgin maiden being ravaged by a bull?”


  “You think there’s a market for that?”


  “No. I’m just saying. No boundaries?”


  “It’s cheap cake and bad frosting any way you slice it. The only difference is how much you can charge.” The cow pieces arranged to her satisfaction, she oozed blood icing liberally on and around the carcasses.


  “You’re fucking up my cake,” Emily said.


  “Not to worry.” Sofía held up the invoice. “It’s my order. I called it in this morning, talked to Barb.” The name on the invoice was Shan Fuque. “I had to spell it to the dumb cow three times.” Emily didn’t have to ask how it was pronounced. Sofía took the little torch and burned a pentangle into the frosting field, melting a cow butt in the process. “You like? It’s for a friend. It’s her birthday. She’s into bovine mutilation events. I heard your husband’s doing a performance thing with his blankie? I heard it’s clever.”


  “He’s not my husband.”


  Sofía smiled. “So what do you say? Partners?”


  “Sure. Why not?”


  Sofía wrote a message on the cake with the blood red icing—Thanx 4 All Your Sacrifices. She picked through the remnants of plastic cows, examining the faces until she found a couple she liked, sliced them off with a box knife, dotted the i’s with them, and slid the cake in a box. “Tomorrow night, then. At the midnight hour.”


  #


  Trish had no spine. The sexual positions she could pretzel herself into were stunning in the intricacy of their design and execution. “I’m not really a flight attendant,” she told Derek. “I’m a dancer.” Her primary inspirations were the Kama Sutra and the flying trapeze. “That’s why I became a flight attendant,” she said. “Because of the flying thing. But it’s not the same. It’s like you say, the persistent nothingness of everything.”


  Whenever Trish told him the things he’d said, he had no idea what they meant. He hoped if he listened closely enough to her saying them, they would start to make sense. She was so certain about everything. “It gets worse,” Derek told her and explained about Paul Throne of the Internal Revenue Service. “We need all the believers we can get when he comes on Sunday. Bring friends.”


  “I’ll bring my dance company.”


  “You have a company?”


  “I do. Don’t you mean non-believers?”


  “Whatever,” Derek said, imagining a whole company of pretzeled beauty flying with Captain Derek. The religious side of things was starting to work on him, and he thought about Saint John of the Cross, Phil Dick, and William Blake, wondering if at key moments in their journeys, when they apparently started to believe some of their own bullshit, whether, perhaps, they might’ve met a dancer.


  #


  Emily had an excess of design desire built up inside her after months and months of soccer fields and flags and Sharky the Snowman, a Frosty/Jaws cross that had rescued white frosting from near extinction since his first appearance five Christmases ago, and now had shown up in a Hawaiian shirt, returning to his roots and prime time—and to kids’ birthday cakes year round.


  So when Sofía said the client just wanted a big dick, any old dick would do, that wasn’t enough to satisfy Emily’s creative longing. “Tell me about him,” she said.


  “Him? It’s for my sister. A divorce party.”


  “I know. You said. I mean. Ultimately, it’s his dick, right? The ex’s? Who is he?”


  “He likes NASCAR. He hunts. My stupid sister married him. He drove a tank. He fucked all her friends. Hit on me, if you can believe it.”


  Emily wanted to ask whether it was unbelievable because Sofía was a lesbian or because she was his sister-in-law, or for some other reason entirely, but Emily didn’t. Instead, they brainstormed about the dick while the ovens were heating up.


  They probably shouldn’t have smoked the joint. Sofía found it in her pocket like it was a big surprise. Oh, look! Two hits and Emily had a flight of ideas that was like the swallows blowing off Capistrano and heading out to sea. Looking back on it, the concept was maybe a little too ambitious for their limited resources, so they might’ve run into trouble anyway, even if Barb hadn’t shown up and fired them both. How were they supposed to know she was having a thing with the foreman of the janitorial crew? He was definitely hot, looking like the Arab guy on Lost. What he saw in Barb they couldn’t figure. The day shift maybe? Her big ass?


  While Sofía and Barb screamed obscenities toe-to-toe, Emily made it out the back door with all the supplies she could lay her hands on, but they had to leave behind the slot car set and their plans for tank cupcakes lapping the big dick in hot pursuit of doomed doe. They were pretty bummed. Anybody could make a big dick. They’d hoped for something more. A big dick that meant something.


  #


  Emily hadn’t really tested the church ovens. She never baked at home. But they were certainly big enough. They must’ve done serious baked goods at the Church of the Immaculate Epiphany. Hot cross buns maybe. She fired up the ovens as the sun was coming up, and they all seemed to work, but they smelled like burning mouse piss, so Emily lit every stick of incense she could find. Apple. Patchouli. Celestial Sunrise. Many, many mice.


  And then she had a vision. It was probably inevitable, hanging around with Mr. Vision himself, Captain Derek the Trish fucker, that she would have a vision too. She’d been a little peeved, frankly, spending her days striping soccer fields while he was transcending all that with his visionary art. She could transcend, she could inspire a goddamn flock.


  Emily grabbed a tube of icing. Field stripe white dripped from its tip. She drew her vision on the stainless steel counter in one serpentine line, smiling in triumph. Her sister claimed a woman’s greatest joy was bringing a child into the world. That’s because her sister had never made art, or had an orgasm, either one. And while her nephew might’ve been a joy on arrival, he’d been pretty much a disappointment to his mother ever since, like her sister and her husband before him.


  “When’s your sister’s thing?” she asked Sofía.


  “Noon. He’s dropping off her kids at five.”


  “Jeez. They have kids? Can you move it up to eleven? We could combine it with the service.”


  “Sure. I’m the host-ess. What you got in mind?”


  She showed Sofía the icing on the countertop. “Wait, wait. Imagine it sitting on a shortbread. Like so.” She iced in brown the shortbread’s shape.


  “Kew-el. Is that what I think it is?”


  “What do you think it is?”


  “Dick on a cross.”


  “You got it.”


  “What are those things?”


  “Arms. He’s got to have something to attach him to the cross. A stake through the middle’s too vampirish.”


  “Why not hang him up by the balls?”


  “I don’t know. That just seems mean. You need the head at the top anyway, so he can raise it, you know, his one eye to heaven, complaining, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ And God can say, ‘Because you’re a faithless little worm, little dick. That’s why.’”


  Sofía laughed her husky laugh. “But arms? Dicks don’t have arms.”


  “But they wish they did.” She waved little grasping dick arms at Sofía.


  “Why not wings?” Sofía fluttered little dick wings and rose up on her toes.


  “Dick with wings? I like it.” Emily changed the arms to wings fit for a cherub, plump and cheerful with a discreet brown nail in the middle of each, two thin trickles of blood.


  Sofía shook her head in wonder. “Dick with wings on a cross. I knew I was going to like working with you.”


  Once the shortbreads started baking, the piss smell receded, the incense coalesced into a single, sacred scent, and the coffee urn finished brewing, it smelled almost inviting in the old place. It smelled like church.


  They heard voices in the sanctuary and went to check it out. There, high up in the rafters, four magnificent men in tights were slinging ropes, rigging trapeze. It looked like they meant to swing up and down above what would’ve been the central aisle of the sanctuary had there still been pews. They looked like gods.


  “Would you look at that?” Sofía said in a voice that made Emily doubt the lesbian theory with perhaps the slightest disappointment.


  #


  Paul Throne of the Internal Revenue Service hated his job. That’s because he had the art disease. Most art disease sufferers hate their jobs. He’d worked his way up through the bowels of the Internal Revenue Service as a means of ridding himself of the disease. A step beyond cold turkey into cold turkey buzzard feeding on desiccated roadkill. There was not the slightest thing about his job that was artful, artsy, or artistic, even on a metaphoric level. Its purity cleansed and sustained him.


  This worked for some people. So did suicide. Paul had done okay. He hadn’t sold the guitar, but he kept it down in the basement and hadn’t played it in years. The strings would probably sound like the dull thuds of his heart. He never sang in the shower, only alone in rental cars driving some lonely road at night on the job—to keep himself awake, he told himself.


  But the moment he set foot in the old Immaculate Epiphany place, he sensed the change immediately. Not only was that pious fraud Buck Duncan gone, but there was something new, something strange, something familiar from never forgotten adolescent nights singing under a streetlight to the edge of the glow.


  The art disease.


  Merriweather was terminal with it, and the Trish woman as well.


  Wallace Stevens. Of course he’d read Wallace Stevens. Who hadn’t? He wasn’t about to admit it to her. They mustn’t know. Not yet.


  Everyone had a little blanket now; Trish handed you one as you came in. “Welcome aboard,” she said. No wonder you couldn’t get them on planes anymore. Paul Throne of the Internal Revenue Service traveled a lot for his job, tracking down fraudulent claims. He specialized in phony churches, and this one was as phony as they come, and yet, there was something authentic about it he couldn’t figure out at first—or maybe he hadn’t wanted to figure it out. Maybe he wanted to come here like this, expose himself to what was clearly a particularly virulent, visionary strain of the art disease, obviously highly contagious.


  The place was filling up with them, one diseased soul after another. Two women in particular were besotted, passing around big cookies with what looked like Sharky the Snowman nailed to the cross by his flippers. His youngest liked Sharky. He used to sing “Sharks Like Christmas Too!” to her. It was okay to sing to your kids, wasn’t it? Now she was thirteen. She had hardened her heart against Sharky. He thought it would make a terrific musical.


  He’d interviewed several members of the congregation, milling about expectantly, like they were waiting for Warhol or Jesus. The place smelled like one of the clubs his band used to play, but without the liquor. Any outburst of art would be received here as an offering to the gods, even if it came from Paul Throne of the Internal Revenue Service. He took a discreet pull from a half pint of brandy he bought on the way to the church. Loosens up the throat, the soul, the nerve. He breathed deeply. He took the cookie as a sign, a request.


  He knelt upon the blue blankie, bowed his head, and ate his cookie, as Captain Derek ascended a rolling stairway as if he were going to hand his boarding pass to the Lamb of God. Flying men on trapeze swooped back and forth, tossing Trish from one to the other above Paul’s head. The sound of the swings seemed to count off the beat. He looked into the skewed eyes of God and rose, bursting into song.


  “Sharks swim in the ocean


  “Big and wide and blue!


  “But I like to be a snowman,


  “And I tell you why that’s true:


  “Sharks might bite!


  “And sharks might fight!


  “But sharks like Christmas too!”


  Everyone joined in. Well, not everyone. The guy who hates everything held back. He had his eye on Derek, who wasn’t singing either.


  #


  Derek was afraid of heights. He’d forgotten that. It hadn’t seemed so high when they planned it. This had been Trish’s idea, that he be snatched from this high perch—which felt higher than fifteen feet to him—by the outstretched hands of one of her troupe, then swung down and deposited in the congregation, one of them, on the humble rag that was the original blanket the whole nonsense came swaddled in, a mere mortal, but a guide from above. It had sounded totally visionary and not so high up, but standing here was scary as shit.


  He only had one try, when Otto swept by. That was the guy’s name whose hands he was to leap for, Otto. He had every muscle you could name. Derek couldn’t name more than two or three. He tried to imagine leaping into the air to catch those unnamed muscles. No. But he had to. Everyone was kneeling on their little blankets munching cookies, staring at him, perfectly positioned beneath the shaft of the bright sun beaming down into the sanctuary through the hole in the roof. Some shielded their eyes from the glare, others clasped hands in prayer.


  And then the Throne nut started singing. Sharky? Where did the Sharky thing come from? Sharky cookies? Emily claimed different, but she was all pissed about Trish and probably into something with Sofía, though they had brought Sofía’s sister and all her friends in from the burbs. They all belted out the Sharky tune with Throne like they were maybe a little drunk. It was inspirational. Derek felt like a fucking megachurch.


  The feeling was fleeting. Pride goeth before the Fall. He missed Otto’s outstretched hands, watched them sweeping away down below him, too late to be caught, just as the last strains of Throne’s baritone faded to hushed, anticipatory silence. He’d just break his neck if he dove for Otto now.


  So it all came down to this. This moment of truth. Was he a real artist or not? To fall was to fail. The stairway led nowhere. There was no plane to board. Cornered by his art, it would take a miracle to get himself out of this one. He should’ve seen it coming. Don’t things always go this way? You can’t just keep giving people visions—when what they want is miracles.


  He shrugged his shoulders, looked up into the blinding light. There was nothing for it. He spread his arms and began to rise, passing before the plywood-faced lamb, past the stunned cock-eyed gaze of Jesus, wafted on the collective gasp of his congregation, all the way to the rafters, which he hoped would be miraculous enough. The roof was going to cost enough without punching a hole in it to ascend any further. You had to leave a little something for the next performance. He landed in the choir loft, knocking over a huddle of music stands no one wanted. The clatter echoed through the sanctuary like the clash of thunder. He leaned out over his flock and took a bow, expecting applause, but they were all kneeling on their little blue blankets—witnesses to a miracle—their faces, their lives, utterly transformed—hands lifted to the sky, wanting more—even the guy who hates everything, even Paul Throne.


  Even Emily.


  Now he’d done it. He’d given all for art and could give no more. He had cured himself of the art disease. He would forevermore be mired in mere miracle. Alas.


  He had become as one of the gods.
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  Dancing in the Winter Rooms


  David Tallerman


  “This is the Ship, yes? Inside is us. Outside is Space.” I give the ball a push, watch it skim through the puddle of oil and come to rest. “The Ship moves through Space, and we move in it.”


  Cap-n’s heavy, bearded features show nothing but impatience. “So? We know that. That’s how it is.”


  I wonder briefly what the glass ball, representing our home in my little drama, might actually be. It’s hard and weighty, partly translucent, filled with shimmers of colour—one more mystery amongst thousands. “Someday the Long Journey will end. Perhaps not for us, perhaps for our children or their children; but some day, we’ll reach the Planet.”


  Second joins in then: “Again, nothing new. Why waste our time? We teach children these stories.”


  I think I might be able to persuade Cap-n, given time, but Second—with his sharp little eyes and his face as narrow as a fixer’s—won’t listen to anything that doesn’t profit him. I sigh, continue regardless. “On planets there are things called Seasons too. Where we came from there were four, like the four regions of the Ship. Summer was hot and winter very cold. On a Planet the Seasons would move around us rather than we through them.”


  Second again: “Nonsense.”


  “Why else have the rooms? They knew our Journey would take a great time. They use the word acclimatised. It means when we reach our destination, it won’t be so strange. Imagine if we’d never known change. When we got there, finally, the shock would kill us. They tried to make our time in the Ship as much as possible like the Planet will be.”


  Second starts to say something else, but Cap-n beats him to it. “So what then, Doc? Everything’s how it should be. All that reading and you bring us old news.”


  “Just one thing more, Cap-n—one thing, then you can judge. Just answer me a question. How many Cap-ns have there been before you? How far can you trace your line?”


  It’s pride, I suppose, that stops him counting on his fingers. “Thirteen. Then myself.”


  I nod, satisfied. “The books say the Long Journey would take five hundred years. One year is roughly as long as our Journey around the Ship. So a man lives for about a hundred years, depending on luck and the Winter Rooms.”


  Before Cap-n can respond, a high clear voice rises from the back of the group. “We’ve been travelling too long. We should have been there, oh, a thousand Journeys ago, almost.”


  Good, reliable Beth; the only one who ever really listens.


  “Which means something’s wrong. We didn’t arrive when we were meant to. Perhaps we never will.”


  Though Cap-n does look thoughtful now, all he says is, “So what? Maybe your numbers are wrong. Maybe the books are wrong. If not, what does it matter?”


  There it is. My moment, the question I’ve been waiting for. “Because it means we can stop. No more trudging through endless corridors, no more Winter Rooms. It means the Long Journey can finally end.”


  #


  No decision is made, which is as I’d expected. The question will hang until something, whether my words or Cap-n’s decision against them, weighs the balance.


  Soon after, the klaxon comes. I know there are devices that would predict it, but I haven’t discovered one yet. Some of the elders claim they know when it’s coming, but they’ll say anything to seem useful. Though Cap-n is hard, he’s a good man and they know he’ll take care of them. However, Cap-n is also childless. In that case, the rules give Second the right to take command if anything should happen to Cap-n . . . and Second is another matter.


  More than ever, I’m sad to leave the Autumn Rooms. Almost all the books I’ve come across are here and my reading is far better this year, finally the words have come alive in my mind and make sense. I’ve discovered so much in a single Season. We’ll be back of course, soon enough—at least we will, unless I can make them listen.


  As always, Cal and Bec take temporary control for the duration of the Journey. While ultimate authority remains with Cap-n, he generally leaves the pathfinders to their jobs. They’re a good pair, skilled at co-ordinating our ragtag Crew through the difficulties of travel.


  I loiter towards the back, feeling wistful. All of us have our function, and this isn’t the time for mine. I’ll be needed soon enough and often enough when we reach our destination.


  Before long, the air’s grown so cold that our breath expands in whitish clouds before us. I keep to the centre of the convoy, where the children and elders huddle in furs, watching for signs of weakness. Ice glimmers on the walls and floor, which makes the sleds run more easily but walking a farce. My moccasins are no damned good for this, I didn’t patch them when I had the chance and now here I am slipping and sliding amongst the young and old. Briefly I think I’d give all of last Season’s learning for some decent shoes. Yet the truth is I’d walk barefoot on feet frozen solid and it would still be worth it. It will be worth it if only they’ll listen.


  Eventually a curve of passageway brings us out before the entrance of the Winter Rooms: As high as five men and as wide as twenty, with icicles jutting like dog’s teeth. We trudge hopelessly into that blank maw. I know the real function of this place now; one aspect of my new knowledge, and perhaps the least comforting. Once the vast central chamber and smaller spaces off it were filled to brimming with food, sealed and frozen against decay. All of that must have been mined long ago by our ancestors, but it explains the strange metal containers we occasionally dig from the snow banks at least.


  Last year’s campsite has frosted over and another will have to be carved out. Sense would dictate an immediate start while we still have energy. Yet we’re not sensible, despite my best efforts, and in this case—as in most—our traditions have more authority than I could ever pretend to.


  Once we’ve circled the sleds and tied the animals, the young and the strong move into the centre, with Cap-n—who’s neither young nor particularly strong, but fierce in his determination—in the lead. The dance begins without ceremony and continues with no sign of order. To even call it a dance is perhaps a stretch of the word. There’s much slipping and sliding, cries and howls, and it’s not long before the first casualty has fallen heavily.


  Everyone is absorbed one by one into the chaos, and though for a while I manage to stay out of it—hovering on the periphery, helping those who tumble from the whirling throng—even I can’t abstain forever. I’ve just finished strapping a sprained ankle when a small hand reaches out to me, and an instant later I’m lost amidst bodies on every side, with Beth grinning up at me. “Can’t let you miss all the fun, Doc,” she calls, before the peculiar forces at the heart of the revel draw her away. My reply is similarly lost in the racket. Perhaps it’s for the best.


  Later, when I’m engrossed in helping the elders raise tents, Beth sidles over to me. Despite the awful cold she’s drenched in sweat and her skin glows warmly pink. “All done?” I ask. “Had enough foolishness?”


  She smiles, brushes damp hair from her eyes. “At least this way we’re warm for a little while.”


  “It’s not that, is it? Not really.”


  Beth looks serious for just a moment. “This place will beat us if we let it. Better to defy it right from the start.”


  “The Winter Rooms don’t care what we do. The cold doesn’t care. You’d all do better to save your energy. The only fight that matters here is surviving.”


  Gently, she touches my shoulder. “We can’t live like that, can we? Just surviving? Not even for a Season.”


  “No. I suppose we can’t.”


  Yet there’s little to do in the Winter Rooms but survive, and for some even that’s too much. The first death comes while we sleep, everyone exhausted from travel and revelry. His mother doesn’t even tell me; I find out from an overheard whisper while we eat our first meal around the campfires. Glancing over I see no outward signs of grief. Cleya sits a little apart, knees tucked to her chin, head averted. She lost her first infant to the Winter Rooms as well—she mothers weak and sickly babes, poor woman, and I doubt very much she’ll risk a third. I wonder if I might approach her next Season, try and recruit her to my cause, and feel disgusted with myself for the thought.


  It’s rare that we pass through the Winter Rooms unscathed. Yet the truth is that as a whole we’re very good at surviving here. Cap-n, Second, and the quartermaster Gill have planned every detail and covered most contingencies. We light the fire only to cook and eat only when it’s vital to keep our strength up. At all other times we have the furs for warmth, everyone sleeping as much as they’re able. Few are busy: Cap-n as always, Gill more than ever, and myself of course. My trade this Season is mostly in frostbitten extremities, with the occasional burn or bad scrape. Some things I can’t treat; worst by far is the fatiguing effect of constant discomfort and indolence. It’s hard to watch everyone grow weaker before my eyes and be able to do nothing about it.


  Time draws on. No one is so strong that they’re immune to the Winter Rooms. I’m lucky, in a way; I have my work and the handful of books I brought with me. For most there’s nothing to do but wait and try to stay alive.


  Finally the air explodes with the raucous cry of the klaxon. As much as we’ve all been anticipating it, we’re beyond the point where we could muster excitement. We merely pack the sledges and fall into order behind our pathfinders, who are the only ones showing any hint of enthusiasm.


  I drift towards the back of the line, observing the passage of each pale, drawn face. The rearmost sled is by tradition my responsibility. It carries the bodies of our dead.


  #


  The Spring Rooms are far from hospitable. Depending on their moods it may be warm and humid or so cold that frost gleams on the metal walls. The air is often bad, stinking of chemical odors. There’s no great space where we can set up camp, only gangways and crannies between the vast machines that we timidly fit ourselves into.


  But there are comforts at least. Foremost is the knowledge of what we’ve left behind and of what lies ahead. There are the metal animals, the mopbots, scourers, and fixers, the others whose functions we no longer comprehend; the children adore them and watch in fascination as they go about their business. There are the machines themselves, each with its own distinct character, unique in appearance, smell, and noise. Like remembered acquaintances, they speak to us of safety, of the continuance of our world.


  Yet my first duty here is never a pleasant one. While the others rest, I call out a pair of the younger men to help me and motion towards a familiar side passage. I haven’t discovered yet what function the room named ”Garage” once served, but it’s large and well-ventilated—an ideal place for the cremation of our dead. Though they’ve been mummified in their clothes and blankets, where a patch of skin shows it’s still blue with a chill that has defied decay. Leaving them for any length of time in these warmer climes isn’t an option.


  As we’re about to set off, my companions drawing the sled and myself in the lead, Second falls in beside me. “I’ll lend a hand,” he mutters, and there’s something in his tone that makes my stomach clench. What in Ship does he want? He lost a toe to the Winter Rooms. It crosses my mind that perhaps he blames me.


  I say nothing, only nod and keep pace.


  It isn’t far to Garage, a few turns of corridor and it opens before us. No one says a word. Second no doubt wants me to himself, and the young men seem overawed. I suppose this is a sort of sacred duty to them. I could correct them, point out how pathetic it all is, how unnecessary and ludicrous.


  Instead I show them the spot, and where the petrol is, how best to use it. “Once it’s lit, get well back. It will burn like nothing you’ve seen and the stink will turn your guts.”


  Then I back off, to where Second waits in the arch of the entrance.


  When he finally speaks it’s a harsh whisper, the words sliding from the corner of his mouth. “I’ve been thinking, Doc, about what you said in the Autumn Rooms. Did you mean it or was it just talk?”


  “Of course I meant it. If there’s no Planet then what good does our travelling do? We might as well stop and make the best of what we have.” I realise how intently he’s listening to me. Have I made my first ally? The thought that I have and that it should be Second is less than comforting.


  All he says is, “I’m damned sick of the Winter Rooms, I’ll tell you that.” Then he stalks off, back the way we came.


  When I’m sure the fire will serve its purpose I motion for my assistants and set off after him. It crosses my mind that when I return next Journey the mopbots will have scoured the floors clean, fresh for another batch of our dead; and I clench my fists, caught in a moment of fury I can’t quite explain.


  When we return there’s no warm welcome. Gill is still awake, conferring with Cap-n a little apart from the rest, but everyone else is curled in their tents. My young companions, perhaps already sick of sacredness, bid me a quick farewell and hurry to join their families. Second has disappeared. My anger hasn’t quite gone away, and for a moment I want to confront Cap-n, to rant with the conviction of one whose nostrils still prick with the stink of petrol and burnt meat.


  It would do no good. It isn’t Cap-n I’m angry with anyway.


  The air is mild, that’s something. One of the big fans is on, somewhere in the dark cavities above, and a gentle breeze strokes my face. A pair of fixers, disorientated by the inconvenience of prone bodies strewn everywhere, are cavorting back and forth, whistling to each other in a fashion that makes it hard not to smile. I’m grateful to see that someone, Beth probably, has raised my tent for me.


  Only as I slip inside the flap does it occurs to me that most of us have survived to make another Journey. Whatever happens, whether I succeed or fail, I mustn’t forget to be glad of that.


  #


  I wake to the sounds of singing; a woman’s voice, sharp and lilting, midway through one of the cycles. It’s the same every Journey. The Spring Rooms are greeted by song just as the Winter Rooms are confronted with dance. But this is a tradition I can’t begrudge them. We need a reminder that we can begin to do something other than huddle and fear death.


  I’d planned to wait longer before confronting Cap-n, but there’s a quality to the song that stirs me. When I push my head out I realise why: It’s Beth singing, her head thrown back, eyes closed, a small crowd gathered about her. She believes the words as I could never do. When she sings of hope it’s hard not to feel it.


  Fortunately Cap-n is sitting apart, unpicking a tangle of rope. I stand in front of him until he looks up. “Cap-n, I’d like to call another meeting.”


  He lets the rope slide from his fingers. “Doc, who are you to be calling all these meetings? Are you Cap-n suddenly?”


  While I’m not blind to the implied threat, I can hardly stop now. “It’s my right just like it’s anyone’s.”


  “Like anyone, it’s your right if I say so. Is it the same talk you brought up in the Autumn Rooms?”


  “It is.”


  “So you’ve more?”


  “Yes, there’s more to discuss. We barely scratched it before.”


  “Bring me something new or something that isn’t from those damned books of yours and I’ll give you the floor again. Until you do that, Doc, keep your trap shut. I won’t have you making trouble in my Crew.” He picks up his rope again and looks away.


  #


  For a while I follow Cap-n’s orders.


  He isn’t a cruel man. He’s stubborn, but I know he genuinely wants what’s best for his Crew. I’ve only seen him severely punish one person, Gill’s predecessor as quartermaster, who was found hoarding food in the Winter Rooms. Even then, the punishment was fit for the crime. A stronger man might even have survived it.


  What’s fair for the crime of dissension? What I propose would change the Crew forever. Worse, it might splinter us in half. The threat I bring is one that no Cap-n in memory has had to face and I can’t imagine what the response might be. I wonder if Cap-n himself has thought that far.


  There’s an old saying, old enough that no one really understands what it means anymore: ”You can’t space a man for talking.” Is that still true? Do I dare to test it?


  The answer, I realize, is that I don’t dare do otherwise. Now I know our Journey is needless, every death that finds us is on my conscience, and my conscience is heavy enough already. Whenever I see the mopbots working I imagine it’s the flaking ashes of our dead they’re scrubbing away.


  I talk to Beth first, in private, during a sleep period. My other reasons aside, I know she’ll understand better than anyone.


  “You want us to stop,” she says, “In the Summer Room. We’d build up the shelters there, corral the animals, and only venture out if we needed something. Cap-n won’t agree to it. It’s too big an idea, too much risk, too much change. Second agrees, not because he thinks you’re right but because there’ll be a falling out, and maybe he’ll end up Cap-n or maybe only some of the Crew will follow him, but either way he’s better off than now.”


  I nod, impressed as always by her insight. “Maybe we’re being unfair but I don’t think so. A scourer doesn’t turn into a fixer.”


  Beth sighs, shakes her head, tousling dark hair into stripes across her face. “What do you want me to say? I agree with you. It’s terrible for us to die when we don’t have to. I’ll stand by you if it comes to it, wherever it leads.” Abruptly, her hand is covering mine. “But if it happened, if all this was over, would you think again about what I asked you last Journey?”


  A small shudder runs up my spine. Caught amidst too many emotions at once, I find I can’t say a word. Eventually Beth slides her fingers away, replaces them in her lap. “I care for you. I’d be a good partner.”


  “I’ve never doubted it. But wherever we are, I’m too old for you. You could partner with one of the younger men and mother strong, healthy children.”


  “What would it matter if there was no Journey? You don’t listen to your own words.”


  I have no argument for that, and I wonder why I’d want one, why it would cross my mind to refuse this beautiful, vital woman. There’s only one reason and we both know what it is. Lea’s death was many Journeys ago. Perhaps I’ve no excuse for holding onto it. Yet though many in the Crew have lost partners, I’m the only one who’s had to watch their loved one’s body burn. If I can’t remember her face exactly any more, I remember that.


  “Perhaps,” I say. “Perhaps it would be different then. And perhaps Cap-n will string me up. I can’t say, Beth. You know I’ll think about it.”


  After that night, I leave the matter alone for the remainder of the Season. Beth and I find other things to speak of and Second doesn’t approach me, though occasional sidelong glances tell me that the matter isn’t gone from his mind.


  He knows as well as I do that the Spring Rooms are too cramped a place to be fomenting revolution in. The balance of our lives is so precarious that a disturbance at the wrong time could break us apart. While I believe in the necessity of change, there are limits to the harm I’ll do to achieve it.


  So I wait until the klaxon sounds, until we’re in motion again. The Journey to the Summer Room is unlike any other—sleds leaping along the gangways, the dogs catching the excitement, running and yapping, and a constant current of chatter in the air. It’s far longer than the routes between the other Rooms and the going is more difficult, but that only heightens our anticipation.


  This way, too, we see more of the Ship than elsewhere. We pass walls of coruscating lights, banks of strange flickering images, places where the metal is so polished that it reflects distorted ghosts of our passage. There are many ways off, leading to areas where perhaps no foot has trod in hundreds of Journeys. How little of the Ship do we know? What wonders lie out there merely waiting for us to discover them?


  I can only fight one battle at a time. Now, while we’re spread over a distance that Cap-n’s eyes can’t cover, is the time to try my hand.


  I’m as subtle as I know how to be. I try to pose questions rather than suggesting answers. Wouldn’t it be good to remain in the Summer Room? Why, after all, do we leave? Wouldn’t we grow strong there without the Winter Rooms to sap us and take away our young and old?


  I quickly discover that I have no skill for discretion, and little for subterfuge. The response I most frequently provoke is outrage, closely followed by confusion. Only a few pause to listen, invariably those who have most reason to hate the Winter Rooms, who’ve lost partners and children, who are old enough to know that our next Journey might be their last.


  Sometimes Second places himself within earshot, and I find myself hoping he’ll intervene. People would listen to Second—even if it was only through fear, they’d listen. It isn’t just that, either; sooner or later word will get back to Cap-n, and if he thinks I pose the smallest threat, he’ll have to respond. Probably it’s only the incompetence of my petty rebellion that’s keeping my skin whole now. If that should change then Second may be the only one who could stand between me and punishment. As cowardly as I feel for worrying about something so personal when all our lives are caught in this cycle of insanity, I can’t deny the concern.


  Yet all Second does is watch and listen, leaving me to flounder alone.


  Ironically, the closer we come to the Summer Room, the less I find anyone will listen to me. Buoyed by excitement, they have no time for talk of change. What excites them is the prospect of a short spell of security and comfort; how can they fail to see that what I propose would make that state permanent?


  I try not to despair. I try to tell myself it’s only to be expected. But—another irony—when we come finally to the Summer Room, when we step out through the vast archway and feel the crunch of grass beneath our feet, I seem to be the only one not lost in exhilaration. I see the trees, the wide savannah, the river that threads from the far end to pool in a lake of still crystal near our entrance, and I feel nothing.


  A glance outwards shows me the colossal windowed ceiling above, our only view of the vastness beyond our closed world. It’s different every Journey: Sometimes vast orbs, fiery or cold, sometimes immeasurable patterns, grand spirals, or smears of radiance terrifying in their scope.


  This time there’s only unbroken blackness as far as I can see.


  Half of us set to restoring the camp. The others, under Cap-n’s direct control, begin preparing for the feast. Neither job is taxing, though ours is perhaps the easier; the huts and corral are much as we left them last Journey. By the time the rest of the Crew return, my party have long since finished our meager repairs and moved on to rebuilding the fires—all except me. In an act of rebellion that seems foolish as soon as I’ve done it I erect my tent just outside the border of the camp. I mean it to indicate my intent to stay here. More likely it will be taken as a sign of insanity.


  Either way, the look Cap-n gives me on his return is one of purest hate. “Not joining us for the feast then, Doc?”


  It isn’t a question. Nevertheless, caught by a sudden surge of anger, I shout back, “Why be a glutton now? I never plan to go hungry again.”


  Cap-n pauses, letting himself fall behind the sled and its cargo of freshly cut slabs of meat. “Is that so?”


  “There’s food enough to keep us all and ten times our number for a thousand Seasons and more.” Everyone is watching now, so accordingly I speak loudly. “All I need do to avoid famine is follow my common sense and stay here, so that’s what I plan to do, Cap-n.” I can’t believe my own words even as I’m saying them.


  Cap-n looks equally astonished. But all he says is, “We’ll see, Doc.”


  When he turns away it’s as if he’s suddenly forgotten my existence. That’s fine by me. He can’t erase what I said. Not only that—whether he meant it or not, he’s put off any threat of response to the close of Season. If he acts before then he’ll contradict his word and appear weak and hasty.


  On other Journeys, life has been blissfully simple in the Summer Room. For the rest of the Crew, I suppose, it still is. There’s little work because everything comes readily, and what there is is mainly preparation for our departure—yet another sad irony.


  I help where I can. Since the feast, there’s no question of my exclusion, both from the camp and the activities of the Crew. Few are actively hostile, though, so long as I stay apart. I’m the Doc, after all; it pays to be on good terms with me.


  Fortunately there are some who feel more strongly. When I wake from my first sleep after my altercation with Cap-n I find that Beth has set her tent close beside mine. Others quickly join us. First comes poor childless Cleya, as I’d cruelly hoped she might. Soon after, a small group of elders stake up beside us. The trickle continues, until it seems that every time I wake our small band of rebels has grown a little larger. Our greatest victory, my first real moment of hope, is when I see Bec setting up on our flank. While I wonder at her reasons—she’s in middle age, and to the best of my knowledge has lost no one to the Winter Rooms—I’m glad of her presence. A pathfinder’s opinion carries weight.


  If only Second would join us too. Apart from the occasional look in our direction he does nothing.


  I continue to practice what discretion I’m capable of. I encourage discussions of the future: How we’ll build our own shelters, set up permanent enclosures for the food animals, perhaps cordon off areas to grow fruit and vegetables in. I muse out loud about the possibility of living without the routine threat of death. I express delight at the wonders around me, pity for those who must soon march away from them.


  It seems to work. Our morale increases; so, slowly, do our numbers. By the time the klaxon sounds almost a quarter of the Crew is outside the perimeter of the camp. For the first time I believe I might actually succeed. Change is not only possible, it’s happening.


  The moment the klaxon begins Cap-n motions to Cal, who hastily begins to marshal the already laden sleds. That’s my first inkling that things are different. There’s something prearranged about the action, something beyond the efficiency of long-established routines.


  The second sign is when Cap-n marches towards me. I steel myself for the inevitable argument, the battle of wits that I’ve anticipated for so long.


  Only at the last moment do I realize that isn’t how it’s going to go.


  Cap-n’s punch takes me off my feet. By the time I understand what’s happened I’m on my back, sprawled and helpless. My hand goes instinctively to my nose, coming back red and wet. Just as it occurs to me get up his foot drives hard into my ribs and I bite down on a scream.


  “We’re leaving. All of us. You’d listen to this cowering dog here? No, you don’t, you listen to me.”


  A second kick, and now my stomach’s on fire, everything feels loose like something’s torn inside. I want to call out, beg if need be, but when I try I start coughing instead, and my blood is thick and salty in my mouth.


  “You getting up, Doc? Going to tell these people how much better they are with you? Going to look after them, out here away from me and my Crew?”


  I tense for another blow. I don’t think I can stand it, I think I’ll pass out, but there’s nothing I can do. Cap-n’s beaten me in the easiest possible way, the one I was stupid enough to never expect.


  The blow doesn’t come. At first, I assume he’s toying with me and clench my body tighter. Then, when it still doesn’t fall, I look up. I see Cap-n. I see the look on his face. Finally I see the fleshing knife against his neck and Second just behind his shoulder.


  “No he isn’t,” Second says. “But I will.”


  Slowly, carefully, Cap-n’s hand goes up to the blade. Slowly he eases it back from his throat. Second doesn’t stop him. He doesn’t back off either. Cap-n takes a step away, and then another, eyes darting between me and Second. Second doesn’t flinch at all, just keeps the knife steady.


  Cap-n keeps moving, without turning around. When he’s halfway between our camp and the sleds he pauses. “You’ve got until we leave the Autumn Rooms. You come back before then and this is forgotten. Even you, Second. You don’t—then you can rot in Space for all I care.”


  #


  Beth gets me into my tent somehow, and for a long while I lie very still, because the pain’s a little more bearable that way. Finally I sleep. When I wake Beth’s still there, and it still hurts worse than anything. I lie a while more, I sleep again. I wake and Beth’s not there. Maybe it hurts slightly less, though I don’t feel like trying to get up. Something, not only her absence but something else, feels wrong. I can’t put my finger on it, can’t make my mind work enough to really think about it. It’s easier to just sleep some more.


  When I come round for the third time Beth’s back and I feel like I might be able to sit up.


  “You’re awake? You look better.”


  “I feel better.” For the first time I notice her expression. “I’m all right, really. Plenty of bruises but nothing really damaged. Don’t look so worried.”


  “It’s not that. I mean, not just that.”


  Suddenly I realize what seemed wrong before, and with the realization my heart sinks. It shouldn’t be so quiet. “The others?” In my fever dreams they’d been outside: Building, planting, fishing, herding, but mainly living, for the first time without fear. I was going to lie still for a while, until it hurt less, then I’d get up and go outside and join them.


  Beth only shakes her head, and I know from the silence that it’s true.


  “They were that scared of him?”


  “It wasn’t that. If anything they were more afraid of going back. Maybe Cap-n was lying. No, it was—it’s been so strange. Since the klaxon we’ve all been going sort of crazy—in a new way, like no one’s seen. Everyone said the same thing. It feels wrong to still be here, deep down. In the end they couldn’t stand it and Bec led them out.”


  It makes an awful kind of sense. What did I expect? Suddenly my arrogance seems astonishing. Hundreds of Journeys, and I thought I could change it all in a single Season. I remember something Cap-n said, in another time, endlessly long ago: We move in the Ship and the Ship moves in Space. That’s how it is.


  “And you?”


  “I wasn’t going to leave you hurt. I still feel it, though; in my head, in my stomach. I don’t think I can stay. I want to but I can’t. I thought it might get better, easier, but it isn’t.”


  I reach to take her hand. “Thank you, Beth. For standing by me, for everything. I won’t ask you to stay any longer. Even if we could there’d be no good in it. I don’t think I can go back to the Crew, though.”


  Beth nods. “He might take the others back, but I think Cap-n would kill you. He wanted to before. I could see in his eyes.”


  “It’s not just that.” I struggle for the right words. “Something’s started now and I can’t just stop it. There’s too much I want to know. There’s so much left to discover, so much of the Ship that no one even remembers.” Maybe that’s what I’ve always wanted, more even than our new life in the Summer Room. Even as I realize it, I understand how little it would mean on my own. “Would you come? Could you give up the Crew and come with me?”


  Beth smiles almost condescendingly, as if I’ve asked a question suited for a child. “Of course I will. Not just because I care for you. I’ll come because I think you were right. I think we did something important. There was a while before the klaxon came when suddenly everything was different, and it was wonderful because things had never been different before. I’d like to feel that again.”


  #


  A short while later and we’re ready to begin.


  We have one sled left between us, and two tents. We have my books, my medicinal herbs and poultices—eventually I’ll have to find a way to teach someone in the Crew to be Doc in my place, but not just yet. When I return it will be with something real to offer, something that will bring changes and benefits more potent that Cap-n’s fists and feet.


  We have animals in tow for food, some vegetables and fruit, pickles and dried fish. If we don’t stray too far from the Summer Room we won’t starve. That single restriction gives us just enough room to survive.


  We have a plan of sorts, a direction to start in. We’ll see what we find—whether dangerous, frightening or just incomprehensible, it will at least be new.


  We have each other.


  And for all these reasons, we two, we of the second Crew, have hope.

  


  Notes from the author:


  If this story leaves a few questions in its wake, I’d be the first to admit I don’t have the answers. I know I had plenty of questions in my head when I wrote it, and none of them seem to have gone away since.


  I like Doc. He has some big ideas. He’s brave enough to ask the wrong questions and take a beating for it. But is he right? That I don’t know. Sometimes you have to stop to look around and think; sometimes stopping is dying. Often those times look exactly the same until you’ve made your decision.
 

  I don’t think the Tribe will stop walking the rooms any time soon. I’ve no idea what Doc will find out there in the further reaches of the Ship.


  But I understand why he needs to look, and I love him for it.
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  Fastening


  Patricia Russo


  “It’s time to fasten the men!” Geraldine shouted. She swept her arm across the table, knocking over the tea cups Tenzile had just set down. “It’s time, goddamn it!”


  Geraldine was always shouting that it was time to fasten the men, so nobody paid her much attention. The tea cups were molded plastic, ugly but high-end; you could toss one out a three-story window and it wouldn’t crack.


  A fourth-story window, now, that was different. Rae and Rodja (the railroad girls, Janace called them, but then Janace thought she was funny) had conducted that experiment late one afternoon after Melvina’s granddaughter had stopped by for one of her five-minute visits. The granddaughter was a lawyer, real estate or taxes or something boring like that; she talked to them like a kindergarten teacher addressing a group of slow children she was obliged to pretend were sweet. One thing about lawyer-girl, though—she never arrived empty-handed. The women figured it must give her a thrill to think she was smuggling in contraband.


  “You know, you could tell her you don’t drink,” Haidee said, but Melvina just mumbled something about it being the thought that counted.


  That time R&R had thrown the tea cups from the fourth-floor window of Rae’s room and busted two of them, they’d filched the bottle of Maker’s Mark right out of Melvina’s nightie drawer. They were decently ashamed afterwards, but Melvina still gave them both the silent treatment for a week.


  When Geraldine knocked over the tea cups, there was no harm done. They’d been empty; the tea was still brewing. Silently, Tenzile righted them. That was just the way Geraldine was. A little volatile, more than a little obsessive—once she got a hair up her butt, there wasn’t any way to yank it out again, so the women humored her, while making sure to keep a safe distance when she jumped. Two years away from eighty, with one hip replacement under her belt, Geraldine still moved pretty good. She’d worked construction for thirty years, and had quite a bit of muscle left from those days.


  Everybody kept her mouth shut and made like nothing had happened. Geraldine kicked a chair, then stalked out of the room. Once she was gone, Zyta brought the teapot over to the table, and Doris bustled up with her eternal, blessed sugar cookies, which were dry as sand and nearly always disintegrated into a cascade of crumbs at the first bite. Doris liked them, so no one complained.


  “Napkins,” Haidee said. They were in her room today.


  Nobody thought much about where Geraldine had gone, until they heard yelling in the courtyard. Rodja and Rae were arguing about the idiots running for governor. Tenzile had brought her backgammon set, and was gazing at the others hopefully. Melvina already had her knitting in her lap; she would use that as her excuse, as usual. It was her excuse to avoid Doris’s terrible cookies, too. Haidee and Janace, who had about as much interest in backgammon as Melvina, smiled at Tenzile, then picked up their teacups. “Nice weather today,” Haidee said.


  “Certainly better than yesterday,” said Janace.


  Zyta said, “Let’s go to the park. I like the park.”


  “We know,” Melvina said.


  “I like the ducks.”


  “Those aren’t ducks, dear.”


  “I like them anyway.” Zyta slipped one of Doris’s cookies off the plate, and casually eased it into the pocket of her cardigan. Everybody saw, including Doris. She laughed, and nudged the plate closer to Zyta.


  “The ducks like them,” Zyta said, a bit bashfully.


  Janace said, “They’re not ducks.”


  “Close enough, don’t you think?”


  Rae and Rodja were following this exchange now. “No,” Rodja said, with the authority of someone who had taught biology for forty years. Rae just rolled her eyes.


  “If it walks like a duck, and quacks like a duck—”


  “Zyta, they’ve got black scaly tails and teeth.”


  Zyta repeated, “I like them anyway.”


  “Of course you do, dear,” Melvina said.


  They could all tell that Rodja was gearing up to launch into a lecture that would almost certainly have the words mutation, punctuated evolution, environmental niche, and avian die-off in it, not to mention hell in a handbasket, and goddamn chemical-industrial complex, so they stirred their tea and braced themselves. Then the commotion began in the courtyard.


  “Where’s Geraldine?” Janace, Rae, Haidee, Doris, Melvina, Rodja, Tenzile, and Zyta exclaimed, in near unison.


  They looked around. They looked at each other.


  “Shit,” Rae said.


  “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” said Haidee.


  Outside, more than one person was yelling. Sometimes kids—from the high school a couple of blocks away—took a shortcut through the courtyard. Sometimes they fought with each other. Sometimes they commandeered the benches and tables that were exclusively for the use of the residents, until Mr. Fitzhugh, the daytime security guard, inched out from behind the monitors on his desk and marched out of the lobby door—with one hand holding the door open—to plant himself six inches from the threshold and glare at them severely. This tended to cause an escalation in the noise level. Sometimes the kids threw soda cans. Or worse.


  It did not sound like teenagers in the courtyard.


  It sounded like Geraldine shrieking and Mr. Fitzhugh—who, while twenty years younger than Geraldine, couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred and twenty pounds with his boots on—shrieking even louder.


  Tenzile was the first one to stand up and go to the window. It should have been Haidee, since that day they were meeting for tea in her room, but Haidee had never made the first move in her life.


  Janace said, “Tell me she’s not chasing him around the courtyard.”


  “No. Worse.”


  Melvina drew her bag out from under her chair and dropped her knitting inside. Rodja and Rae joined Tenzile at the window.


  Zyta said, “She’s not 100 percent wrong, you know.”


  “God, not again.” Doris stood up, but she did not go to the window. She stood up so she could turn her back on Zyta.


  Janace said, “She’s hitting him?”


  “Worse,” Rae and Rodja said.


  “And these two think it’s funny,” Doris observed.


  Rae said, “Sorry, Doris.”


  “Mr. Fitzhugh is just trying to do his job.”


  “We know, Doris.”


  Janace said, “Don’t tell me she’s—?”


  Tenzile answered, “She’s got him down on the ground and she’s tying him up.”


  “Christ.”


  “Tying him up with what?”


  “Great, we’re going to have the police here again.”


  “That poor man.”


  “All right,” Melvina said, standing up. “Let’s go.”


  Haidee, the born follower, got to her feet as soon as Melvina rose. Rodja and Rae glanced at each other.


  Zyta said, “She’s going to do it one day. She’s been planning it forever. Since she was young.”


  “She should have done it when she was young,” Janace said. “When we were young. Then there might have been a chance.”


  Tenzile said, “We didn’t know her then.”


  Janace said, “Doesn’t matter. I’m saying, then she might have had a chance.”


  “None of us knew each other when we were young.”


  “We know that, Doris.”


  “She showed me how to do it,” Zyta said. “In theory, I mean. Well, sort of in practice, too. We did it on a dog.”


  “Oh my God,” Haidee said. She loved dogs.


  Rae and Rodja glanced at each other again. Rodja began to say something, then thought better of it.


  Haidee, her voice shaking, said, “You people have lost your minds.”


  “Maybe we’ve just come to the conclusion that we have nothing to lose,” Zyta said.


  “Geraldine isn’t all there,” Doris offered. “Come on. Do any of you think she is?”


  “Absolutely not,” Haidee said.


  None of the others said anything, except Janace, who muttered, “It’s just too late, that’s all.”


  Melvina, her back straight and her hands folded, cleared her throat. They all turned toward her, even Zyta, even Doris. Haidee, murmuring dogs? dogs?, began to sit down again, then caught herself.


  “We all need to go to the courtyard together,” Melvina said.


  Tenzile exclaimed, “Oh, dear.”


  “What did she do?” Zyta asked eagerly.


  “She’s slung him over her shoulder. I think she’s bringing him back inside.”


  “Zyta, I wish you would stop enjoying this so much. That poor man.”


  “Stuff it, Doris.”


  Rodja said, “Maybe we should head down to the lobby.”


  “Tenzile, can you make out Mr. Fitzhugh’s condition?” Melvina’s voice remained calm and authoritative. This was the tone that pissed every single one of them off, including Haidee, but which they all put up with.


  “She’s got his ankles and wrists tied, and something black around his head. Maybe tape.”


  Haidee said, “Where did she get tape?”


  “They do sell tape at the store, dear.”


  “Around his head? You mean over his mouth?” Zyta asked.


  “Yes. Over his mouth and around his head.”


  “Explains why he’s not screaming anymore,” said Janace. “Is he struggling?”


  “No.”


  “Bet she bopped him a good one.”


  “Why do you keep acting like this is funny?” Doris snapped.


  “I don’t think it’s funny.”


  “I can’t see them anymore,” Tenzile reported.


  Everybody looked at Melvina. “All right. I assume that Geraldine, even given her agitated state, will take the elevator and not the stairs. Now, we have two problems.”


  “Only two?”


  Melvina shot Janace a brief glance. “Two immediate problems. Did anybody see Geraldine fasten Mr. Fitzhugh outside, and will anybody notice her lugging him around inside? Rae, Rodja, would you two go to Geraldine’s room and wait for her there? Janaca, Zyta, I’d like you to go to the lobby and take a look around, then check out the courtyard, as well.”


  “And what do we say if the cops roll up while we’re checking for witnesses?”


  “Nothing at all,” Melvina said. “You are two innocent elderly ladies out for a bit of afternoon sun. You don’t know anything about a disturbance.”


  “You do realize it’s cloudy.”


  “You are two innocent, somewhat addled elderly ladies who don’t know anything about a disturbance.”


  “You should send Doris.”


  “Stop it,” Melvina said. “Tenzile, Haidee, Doris, you’re going to deal with Mr. Fitzhugh, once we get him away from Geraldine. I’m sure he’s going to be very upset—”


  “Poor man.”


  “Indeed. There’s about a quarter left of that bottle Rae and Rodja liberated from my bedroom. Now you go liberate it from my bedroom, and try to get as much of it down Mr. Fitzhugh’s throat as you can.” She looked around. “Do you all have your cell phones?”


  The women busied themselves checking. Rodja and Rae waved their phones at Melvina, and headed for the door. Doris said, “You know I don’t like those things. Shooting microwaves through your brain. That can’t be good for you, I don’t care what anyone says.”


  Tenzile, who was still at the window, said, “Billy Gant from the second floor is in the courtyard now.”


  “What’s he doing?”


  “Sitting on a bench with his newspaper.”


  “Billy Gant’s all right,” Haidee said.


  “None of them is all right,” Zyta said.


  “Oh, you,” Doris exclaimed. “You’re almost as bad as—”


  “We’re not having this argument now,” Melvina said.


  “Again, you mean,” said Janace.


  Zyta, arms folded, said softly, “You were wrong before. About its being too late. The only thing that’s stopping us, the only thing that’s ever stopped us, is our own fear.”


  “I don’t believe you actually did it to a dog.”


  “More than once.”


  “Oh dear God,” Haidee said.


  Janace shook her head. “And you’re saying it worked?”


  “Yes.” Zyta paused. “I could teach you.”


  “It wouldn’t do any good. Can’t you see that?”


  “Each one, teach one. Each one, do one. Domino effect.”


  Janace shook her head again. “Sorry to tell you, Zyta, but there just aren’t enough dominos.”


  “People,” Melvina said, sharply. “This isn’t the time. Let’s move.”


  Zyta said, “You gave everybody a job but yourself.”


  They locked eyes. “Who do you imagine is going to be dealing with Geraldine?”


  “Fine,” Zyta muttered. “Come on, Janace. We have our orders.”


  Rae and Rodja had already left. Haidee and Doris began to move. Haidee looked over her shoulder at Tenzile. “We’re supposed to take care of Mr. Fitzhugh.”


  “First we get the whiskey,” Doris said.


  “Right. Tenny, you’re with us.”


  “Something’s happening,” Tenzile said. She was standing very still. “Billy Gant just jumped up.”


  “Billy Gant can’t jump,” Doris said. “He has Parkinson’s.”


  “His newspaper went everywhere.” Tenzile raised her hands to her face. “Oh, my.”


  “What?”


  “What happened?”


  “Geraldine’s back.”


  “In the courtyard?” Haidee turned toward the window.


  “Let’s go,” Melvina said. “Now!”


  “She’s got him,” Tenzile said. “He’s on the ground. She’s fastening him.”


  “Now, people! Move!”


  Janace grabbed Zyta’s sleeve and tugged her to the door.


  Haidee said, “The police have to be coming. Someone must have seen.”


  “If she’s got Billy Gant now, what did she do with Mr. Fitzhugh?” Doris asked.


  “Maybe she finished with him,” Zyta said, from the door. Janace tugged her again, and Zyta pushed her off. “It doesn’t take long, really. So if it’s started—”


  “He’s probably in her room,” Melvina said. “Rae and Rodja went there. They’ll—”


  “She’s carrying Billy Gant inside,” Tenzile said. Her voice had been quiet from the first. It was still quiet. Haidee frowned at her back, then glanced at Doris.


  “It’s started,” Zyta said. “Rodja and Rae can’t undo what Geraldine’s done.”


  “We can stop her from doing it to Billy Gant,” Janace snapped.


  “We don’t know that she did anything.” Melvina’s gaze darted from one of them to the next, resting on no one. “We don’t know anything for sure. We need to—”


  “You wouldn’t even look out the window,” Zyta said. “Why is that?”


  “We need to move,” Melvina said.


  “Do you still want us to go to the courtyard?” Janace asked.


  “No. No. To Geraldine’s room. Everybody—together.” Melvina swept her arms up, in a shooing gesture. Her lip trembled.


  “Everybody together,” Zyta said. The way she said it was very different.


  “What did Billy Gant ever do to you?” Doris said to Zyta.


  “Or Mr. Fitzhugh,” Haidee said. “Mr. Fitzhugh was a nice man. He liked to do crossword puzzles.”


  Zyta shook her head. “You people. Why do you keep thinking it’s some kind of punishment, some sort of revenge? That’s not it. It’s not like that at all. Melvina. You know better. You do.”


  “So do I,” Tenzile said. “But Zyta. . . I need more. Like Janace said, people aren’t dominoes. Mr. Fitzhugh, Billy Gant—two men. Convince me we wouldn’t be throwing everything away on a symbolic gesture.”


  “It’s not a gesture, and it’s not symbolic. It’s a beginning. And what’s begun doesn’t have to stop. It doesn’t have to stop, Tenzile. Besides, exactly what the hell are we throwing away?”


  Janace grabbed Zyta, not gently. “Shut up and let’s go.”


  Melvina herded Doris and Haidee in front of her toward the door. After a moment, Tenzile left her post at the window and followed them.


  Geraldine’s room was on the second floor. Without consulting any of them, without even looking around, Janace headed straight for the stairs, bypassing the elevators, her hand still clamped around Zyta’s wrist.


  “What about the whiskey?” Doris asked.


  “Wait! I didn’t lock my door!” Haidee said.


  There was no one else in the hallway. There was no one on the stairs. There should have been. Residents used the elevators, but aides, attendants, and the building’s service people were encouraged to take the stairs. Melvina’s eyes narrowed.


  “Where is everybody?” Doris asked Tenzile. “Do you think they’re hiding?”


  “The men are, if they’ve got any brains,” Janace said.


  “I didn’t lock my door.”


  “Haidee, I think your collection of nineteenth-century knickknacks is safe for the moment.”


  “Eighteenth century. And anyway I was thinking about my laptop.”


  Melvina was the last to reach the bottom of the stairs. The others waited for her, Janace breathing a little hard, Doris still holding on to the handrail. Janace ruefully said, “You know Geraldine could kick all our asses.”


  “She’s not going to do that,” Zyta said.


  “Right. The spirit of sisterhood will protect us.”


  Melvina, breathing harder than Janace, said, “We’re her friends. She knows that.”


  “She was yelling, before,” Haidee said. “And she kicked over a chair. But she’s always yelling and throwing things. Why did she go and do that to Mr. Fitzhugh and Billy Gant today? Do you think something happened to her?”


  “A lifetime happened,” Zyta said.


  The second floor hallway was empty, as well.


  “Does this feel like a lockdown to you?” Janace asked. “Maybe there was an announcement and we missed it?”


  “There wasn’t any announcement,” Melvina said. Geraldine’s room was number 216, on the right at the far end of the hall. Melvina took the lead now as they advanced down the corridor. Janace wasn’t gripping Zyta’s wrist anymore. At the bottom of the stairs, she’d let go, and somehow, a moment later, they’d wound up holding hands. Doris and Haidee clasped hands as well. Tenzile, like Melvina, walked alone.


  “Where are Rodja and Rae?” Doris sounded frightened. “They were supposed to be here, waiting.”


  “She got them, too,” Haidee whispered.


  “That’s not how it works,” Zyta said.


  “Right,” Janace said.


  “It’s not. I told you. I’ve done it.”


  “They might be inside,” Tenzile said. She moved up next to Melvina, and said something to her under her breath. Melvina jerked her head away.


  “Come on. What the hell are we throwing away, Zyta said. She was right.” More loudly, Tenzile continued, “What can we lose? Old women, drinking tea, playing cards, waiting for doctor’s appointments, waiting for the heart attack, waiting for the stroke, waiting for the fall in the bathtub.”


  “I’ve got a granddaughter.”


  “So do I. So does Geraldine.”


  “Geraldine has three,” said Haidee.


  “We are free,” Tenzile said. “We are some of the freest women on the planet.”


  Zyta said, “True. Funny how that works, isn’t it?”


  “We’re going to lose what we have left,” Melvina said. “All because of two old men who can’t possibly make any difference.”


  Slowly, Tenzile said, “A blizzard starts with a couple of snowflakes.”


  “First dominoes, now blizzards?”


  They were outside room 216. For a moment, no one said anything. In the hallway, there was no sound other than their own breathing.


  Doris said, softly, “Are we going to knock?”


  Janace said, “Wait. We still don’t know what we’re going to do.”


  “We still don’t know if we have to do anything,” Melvina said. “Except sit on Geraldine until the cops get here.”


  “It’s much too late for that,” Zyta said. “We can either move things along, or get out of the way.”


  Janace jerked at Zyta’s hand. “You want to go gather snowflakes?”


  “It’s not like they’d be very hard to find.”


  “You’re a fanatic.”


  “I’m just ready.” Zyta’s voice was pensive. “I’m ready now.”


  “We should knock,” Haidee said. “Rae and Rodja are probably in there, hiding like everybody else. We should let them know we’re here.”


  “They’re not hiding,” Zyta said.


  “They might be scared.”


  Even Melvina’s lips twitched into an almost-smile at that.


  “Somebody’s in there,” Janace said. “Maybe Rae and Rodja, maybe Geraldine, probably Mr. Fitzhugh and Billy Gant. Geraldine had to put the men somewhere. So.” She let go of Zyta’s hand.


  “So you’ve decided what you’re going to do?” Zyta asked.


  “I’ve decided to see what we’re up against.”


  “We’re up against the future.”


  “More like the past,” Tenzile said. She leaned forward, until her head was nearly touching the door.


  Doris asked, “Do you hear something?”


  “Yes.” Tenzile looked at Melvina. “Can you hear it?”


  “I’m not sure. Oh, damn it. Yes. Yes, I hear it.”


  “What?” Haidee asked. “What is it?”


  “The snowflakes,” Tenzile said. “The dominoes.”


  Janace said, “But Geraldine only fastened two. And then we came down here. She hasn’t had time—”


  “You’re forgetting Rodja and Rae,” said Tenzile.


  Doris said, “They didn’t go out. We would’ve seen them.”


  “No, they’ve been hunting in the building.”


  “You don’t know that,” Melvina said.


  “You’re right.” Tenzile took hold of the doorknob. “What I do know is that it’s time to take sides.”


  “Wait, I hear something, too,” Haidee said. “Like crying.”


  “Not so strange that they’d be crying,” Zyta said, coming to stand next to Tenzile. “Considering.”


  “You didn’t really do this to dogs, Zyta, did you?”


  “I did.”


  “And they cried too?”


  “Puppies cry, don’t they?”


  Janace said, “You’re seriously telling me you made female puppies?”


  “Yep.” Zyta glanced at her, briefly. “Like I said, it’s not hard. Geraldine showed me. I could show you. You could show your sister in Tucson and your niece in Santa Fe. And they—”


  “Stop it,” Doris said. “Please, I know Geraldine talks about it all the time, but that’s because she’s losing her marbles. Now she’s gone and hurt some people, and we have to try to help them.”


  “That isn’t why we’re here.”


  “That isn’t why you’re here, you mean.”


  Zyta looked away, then nodded. “Like Tenzile said, time to take sides.”


  “There aren’t any sides,” Doris said. “There’s crazy, and there’s not crazy.”


  Tenzile said, “Janace is with us. She just needs to see it with her own eyes.”


  “Don’t speak for me,” Janace said. “Don’t.”


  “Melvina?” Zyta asked, softly.


  Melvina made an attempt to step back, but Haidee and Doris were right behind her. Except for Tenzile and Zyta, they were all trying to shelter behind each other. “I wish we could do it to ourselves.”


  “That’s not how it works,” Tenzile said.


  Haidee said, “It can’t be Billy Gant and Mr. Fitzhugh crying like that.”


  “There are more than two in there,” Zyta said.


  “That’s not what I meant. I mean it sounds like—”


  “Tenzile,” Zyta said. “Open the door.”


  Tenzile let go of the doorknob, raised her hand, and knocked twice.


  Doris and Haidee, who’d managed to keep behind the rest, stepped back. Janace and Melvina stayed where they were. They looked at each other. Zyta looked at both of them. Tenzile faced forward.


  When the door opened, it was Rae who gazed out at them. She didn’t speak.


  “How many?” Tenzile asked.


  “A few,” Rae answered. A smile glimmered in her eyes, then vanished.


  “Where’s Geraldine?”


  “With Rodja.”


  “Gathering more?”


  Rae hesitated, then nodded.


  “I’m with you,” Zyta said.


  “And me,” said Tenzile.


  Rae looked past them to the others.


  Doris and Haidee took another step back.


  “At least come in with us and see for yourselves,” Zyta said.


  Melvina, now that Haidee and Doris were no longer crowding her, moved back a pace. “What do you think you’re going to accomplish? What do you imagine you can change?”


  “The tipping point,” Rae answered.


  “Critical mass,” said Zyta. “We’re 51 percent, more or less. That’s not enough. Maybe sixty percent will be enough. Maybe seventy.”


  “We’ll never know,” Melvina said. “We can’t.”


  “You’re right, because we won’t see the end of what’s been started here. We can only help with the beginning.”


  “Oh, I’m pretty sure I know how this is going to end,” Janace said, with strained bitterness.


  Rae opened the door of Geraldine’s room wider. “Come on, if you’re coming.”


  “Mr. Fitzhugh was nice,” Haidee said. “And Billy Gant never did anything to you.”


  “Really?” Rae replied.


  “Well, he never did anything to me.”


  “Really?”


  “Why aren’t the police here?” Melvina asked. “How did you get everybody to stay in their rooms?”


  “What makes you think everybody is in her room?” Rae’s smile grew, slowly, into a grin. “Rodja and Geraldine aren’t the only ones hunting.”


  “The whole building?” Zyta exclaimed, softly.


  “Pretty much. We outnumber them more than three to one in this place.”


  “I didn’t know Geraldine had gotten others on board.”


  Rae nodded. “Rodja used to think she was nuts. Hell, I used to think she was nuts. But you gotta give her points for persistence. And then, you know, she showed us, and that persuaded most people.”


  “What about the ones like them?” Tenzile jerked her head at Doris and Haidee.


  “Fewer than you might think.” Rae paused. “There are some. We’re hoping to bring them over.”


  “We’ll never get everybody,” Tenzile said.


  Zyta said, “We don’t need everybody. We just need enough.”


  Suddenly Melvina said, “Mr. Fitzhugh wasn’t the first. The whole building? You couldn’t have done that in an hour.”


  “Come in,” Rae said. “Come and see what we’ve done.”


  “When did you start?” Tenzile asked, quietly.


  “This morning.”


  “So all the time at Haidee’s—”


  “Yeah.” Rae grinned at Zyta. “Geraldine lost it a little. She was supposed to take you and Tenny and Janace aside. She’s been pretty wired, though.”


  “What else is new,” Janace muttered. “Your leader is a fruitcake.”


  “Our teacher, not our leader. Come on.”


  One by one, the women went inside. Doris and Haidee were the last to enter, but they were the first to sit down on the stools at the head of each row of cribs. After a moment, Haidee put her hand in the nearest crib and touched the infant there. Then Doris touched the one closest to her.


  The rest of them stared, trying to take it in.


  “Geraldine put all these together herself,” Rae said.


  “Just how long have you been planning this?” Janace asked. She spoke quietly, because of the babies.


  “Me? None of it. Geraldine woke me and Rodja up before six. That’s when we found out she’d started. And when we found out she could really do it. But I think Geraldine’s been planning this most of her life.”


  “I guess it’s time to buy stock in diaper companies.”


  Rae grinned.


  “Look at them,” Haidee said, leaning forward. “Just look at them.”


  Doris stroked the head of the baby in the crib nearest her.


  “Twelve,” Melvina said. “You’ve got twelve.” She sounded like she was about to cry.


  “In this room, yeah,” Rae said.


  “They’re going to catch you,” Janace said. “There’s no way in hell some of these men won’t be missed. The aides? The cleaning staff?”


  “Which is why we have to teach as many women as we can how to do it. And they have to teach others.”


  “Yes,” Zyta said. “That’s what I told them.”


  Doris said, “They’re lovely. Aren’t they lovely?”


  Tenzile said, “Doris. Haidee. You understand who these babies are? Who they were?”


  Haidee said, “Just because we think you’re wrong doesn’t mean we’re stupid.”


  “You can’t change them back, can you?” Doris said.


  “No,” Zyta said.


  “That’s what I figured. So now someone has to take care of them. I hope you all considered that. And don’t tell me Geraldine put the cribs together, and stocked up on baby formula. That’s not what I mean.”


  “We know what you mean,” Rae said. “So I guess you and Haidee are okay about helping us out on that end?”


  Doris and Haidee looked at each other. “Well, somebody has to do it,” Haidee said.


  Rae’s grin got wider. “Rodja owes me ten bucks. I bet her that’s exactly what you’d say. Now, how about the rest of you?”


  “My butt-wiping days are long past,” Janace said.


  “How about your bomb-throwing days?”


  “I was never part of that.” Janace shook her head. “I kept my head down, I focused on practical things. And you know what happened to most of those guys.”


  “But this is a different sort of bomb,” Zyta said. “The explosions are silent, and the impact much more dramatic.”


  “It’s still killing people.”


  “Change is not death. Change is change.”


  “Tell that to Billy Gant. Which one of these baby girls used to be him? Which one was Mr. Fitzhugh? They’re gone, and they’re never coming back.”


  “They’ve been given a second life, Janace.”


  “But not as themselves. And they were certainly not given a choice.”


  “How much choice did we ever have?” Tenzile countered. “Any of us. All of us. For hundreds of years, thousands—”


  “Not a lot,” Melvina said. “For most, none at all. So what’s next? What do you want us to do?”


  “You’re in, then?” Zyta asked.


  “We’re here now. We’re in it.”


  “You can walk away,” Rae said. “You do have a choice.”


  “I’m not walking away.”


  “I am,” Janace said. She didn’t look at the women in the room, or the babies. At the door, she paused. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell. But I can’t go along with this. Sorry.”


  When she was gone, Tenzile said, “She’ll tell.”


  Rae said, “It doesn’t matter. If Janace doesn’t, someone else will. Meanwhile, we do our work. Zyta.”


  “Yes.”


  “You’re going to take over here. When Geraldine and Rodja get back, me and Rodja are heading—um, somewhere else. You teach Tenny and Melvina, and supervise their first few times. Then you get someone else in here, and watch Tenny and Melvina teach them.”


  “I got it.”


  “And then,” Rae continued, “all three of you get out of here. Out of town. Don’t tell anybody where, not even each other. Keep on teaching, and making sure those you teach teach others, for as long as you can. Everybody follow?”


  The women nodded. A baby whimpered; another let out a wail. Doris and Haidee rose to tend to the infants. Nobody smiled; every expression was somber.


  “Have a seat,” Rae said to the others. “Rodja and Geraldine will be back soon, and then you can start.”


  Zyta, Tenzile, and Melvina glanced around, then together, silently, moved to the sofa that had been shoved against the wall. They sat down. Zyta took Tenzile’s hand, and Tenzile took Melvina’s. They waited, quietly, for the soft knock on the door, and the fastened men Geraldine and Rodja would be bringing for them.
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  Fish out of Water


  Deborah Fitchett


  Saturday, June 26, 2pm


  I spent the morning on the computer and found three websites the wizard might be interested in. He asked me why I’d only found three and what else I’d been doing, and what sort of a witch will I turn out to be if I can’t remember what I’ve done just a couple of hours ago? So now I’ve got to keep a diary and write up what I do each day.


  Made sandwiches for lunch. Ran out of margarine. Went to the library to get the books the wizard wanted and got margarine on the way back. Also found a cat, but the wizard says it’s just superstition about witches having cats. Besides, it’d try to eat the goldfish and it’s not black.


  The dryer’s beeping. (I did the laundry too.) I’d better get it out quickly or it’ll get crumpled. I hate ironing robes.


  #


  4:15pm


  Checked the e-mail—another fourteen requests for spells. Also a spam from someone selling v1agra. I almost feel sorry for whoever sent it, but it’s their own fault for not weeding out e-mail addresses with the word ”wizard” in them.


  The wizard didn’t like any of the books—it’s a good thing the library’s close by. Saw the cat again.


  There was a Closed notice on the door when I got home, and a note from the wizard not to disturb him until dinner time. He’s being a goldfish again. I’d better study until then . . . as soon as I’ve tidied my rock collection.


  There’s an odd noise in the sitting room, though. I don’t suppose it could possibly be a burglar, unless they can’t read and wouldn’t recognise a wizard’s house if it fell on top of them. There are some very stupid people in the world.


  It’s probably just a side effect of his spell, anyway.


  I’ll just go and peek through the door, just in case.


  #


  11:30pm


  The wizard’s still a goldfish. And the real goldfish is still . . . well, a person, I suppose. Not a very bright person. Luckily she got hypnotised by the TV, or she’d be causing all sorts of havoc in the sitting room.


  I think he must have said the spell wrong. Unless he wanted the goldfish to become human, but that’d be strange. Stranger than usual for him, I mean. Of course, I only think she’s a goldfish because she nodded when I asked her, and she nods when the TV ads ask her if she wants more air in her hair. (Her hair is gorgeous, long and wavy and ginger, and doesn’t need more air in it.) But if she’s not a goldfish I don’t see why else she’d be flopping about on the sitting room couch. Besides, she keeps opening and closing her mouth to breathe.


  Maybe he did do it on purpose, and lost track of time. That’s probably quite easy to do when you’re a fish.


  Anyway, I spent all evening looking for the fish spell in Transformation: an introduction, and even in Dragulescu and Perkins. I tried searching the databases, but I couldn’t remember our password for SorcText. All the others came up with stupid technical articles, talking about differences between freshwater and saltwater trout but no actual spells. I ended up Googling, but that just turned up links to porn and religious magic.


  If I can’t find the spell, how do I figure out what the recall is? I’m not even meant to be studying recalls yet, just the normal sort of magic that doesn’t turn back into pumpkins when it’s finished. Even the wizard doesn’t do spells with recalls for customers—or at least only for the really rich ones.


  I guess I’d better go feed the goldfish. And the wizard.


  #


  Sunday, June 27, 1:10pm


  The wizard’s still in the fishbowl. The fish is still watching TV. We got three spam this morning—that’s what happens if you don’t turn them into frogs soon enough. It’s a pity I haven’t learnt that spell yet, but I gave them all very nasty green rashes. I think I did, anyway.


  I also sent a letter to everyone else who’d e-mailed, telling them that the wizard’s very busy at the moment and will get back to them as soon as possible. It’s partly true, anyway. The fish assures me that it’s hard work swimming around in circles all day. That’s why she’s resting in front of the TV now, instead of learning how to vacuum. I thought about finding a spell to do all the cleaning, but remembered The Sorcerer’s Apprentice and decided it’d be too dangerous.


  Went to buy more bread—the fish has a bag sitting next to her and keeps nibbling at it—and the Hag (who keeps trying to steal the wizard’s customers) came up and trapped me at the checkout. She wanted to know in a very sweet voice if he was sick, because that would be such a pity, but she hadn’t seen him since the day before yesterday. I told her he was researching for a very important project at the moment, and he couldn’t be bothered for such petty tasks as cleaning stains off his neighbour’s driveway. She looked like she was about to look daggers at me, but there were far too many people around for that. I came home quickly.


  The cat was meowling around the doorstep. I gave it a dish of milk and stroked it. It’s really very cute. Too cute to be a witch’s cat, I suppose.


  I vacuumed up the crumbs around the fish. She liked the air blowing out the end of the vacuum, so I left it on for her while I went to look through my textbooks again.


  Found the SorcText password on a Post-it while I was tidying my wardrobe, but still couldn’t find any useful articles. I thought of looking in the wizard’s study, but then I remembered “Bluebeard” and went to make a sandwich instead.


  The fish had found the bread-bag I’d hidden behind the fridge, but I managed to find an apple. It was old and wrinkled, so I used a freshening spell on it, because the wizard isn’t around to tell me it’s a waste of energy. I’m beginning to think it’s not so bad being alone.


  #


  10:45pm


  I suppose the wizard not being here could be awkward after all. At about six o’clock someone knocked at the door, even though it says we’re closed, wanting a spell to make his wife better, because she was in hospital after a car crash and they were operating on her, and so no, it couldn’t really wait a few hours or days.


  He was awfully polite about it, despite being understandably distressed. Also he offered an awful lot of money, in cash.


  So I told him I’d get a spell from the wizard and recite it to him myself, if that was okay. It was okay, just as long as he heard it (because of course he trusts me, but one of his brother-in-law’s co-workers got ripped off once), so I went and quickly wrote one and checked it for grammar mistakes and ambiguities. It was awfully crude, and I’ll probably be in big trouble when the wizard gets back, but it was either that or send him to the Hag. Besides, the man hasn’t come back to tell me it went wrong and she’s turned into a cabbage. So far.


  It was also pretty tiring, and I slept on the couch next to the fish until halfway through Oyster Bay Masterpiece Theatre. Woke up sneezing, because her hair was tickling my nose. I’ve got to teach her to plait it.


  I’ve decided I’d better go to the wizard’s study after all, because if I keep doing spells for him I’ll mess one up and no-one will ever come back, and if I don’t do spells for him everyone’ll go to the Hag, and if I ask the Wizardry Council for help, everyone will find out and laugh at him. And either way his reputation’ll be ruined and I’ll never get a job, except maybe as a checkout chick at the supermarket.


  But I kept remembering “Bluebeard” so I decided to tidy the house first to maybe put him in a good mood, and now it’s time to go to bed. At least I remembered to feed him.


  #


  Monday, June 28


  Had breakfast, bought more bread, and brought the cat inside out of the rain.


  No spam today; six more e-mail messages. I did a few easy spells and told the rest to wait a day or so.


  I thought of trying a spell to make the wizard able to talk so he could tell me what to do, but then I remembered that chapter in Dragulescu and Perkins about how you can’t turn things back into themselves because they already are. I never understood that chapter but I think this is the sort of thing they’re talking about.


  So I finally went up to the wizard’s study. Found out why he didn’t want me in there. I managed to ignore the posters (yuck!) while I looked through his notebooks. It’d be so much easier if he’d use a computer for that sort of thing. I spent hours looking around without finding anything anywhere, except a couple of magazines as bad as the posters. And he complains about my room being messy!


  I had sandwiches for lunch. The fish hadn’t eaten my bread this time, probably because she has trouble balancing on chairs to get to the top cupboard where I hid it.


  I was about to go back up to the study when the treasurer from the Wizardry Council came around. I told him that the wizard was away on a business trip at the moment, and he wouldn’t be able to come to the Council meeting tonight, and it was my fault that the treasurer didn’t know, because I was supposed to send letters to everyone on Friday but forgot.


  Then the fish came wobbling out looking for more bread. Completely naked. (I tried to put a T-shirt and jeans on her when she arrived, but she kept flopping all over the couch and she’s heavier than most fish. And the blanket kept falling off. And besides, we were supposed to be alone in the house.) Luckily the treasurer didn’t say anything, he just stared at her for a while, then went home in a hurry. I hope this doesn’t get the wizard in some sort of trouble.


  The posters had all changed when I went back to the study. At least the details had, not the general subject matter. (I wonder if all wizards are like that. And what the wizard would say if it had been him meeting the fish instead of the treasurer.


  (Um. I wonder if that’s why he practises being a goldfish so often. Yuck.)


  I found some more notebooks under the desk, with more messy handwriting. I was in the middle of reading sci.geo.mineralogy when the fish started shrieking from downstairs, “Cat! Cat!” I found the cat crouched on the CD stand looking at the fishbowl. Chased it out of the room, put Dragulescu and Perkins on top of the fishbowl (that should be heavy enough!), shut the door, and fed the poor cat. I spent the next hour trying to stop the fish from kicking it. I reminded her how exhausted she was supposed to be from swimming around in circles in her fishbowl, but she ignored me.


  Finally I took the cat with me to the wizard’s study. It explored the room while I was reading, and knocked a book off the top of the wardrobe. Then it sat on the book I was reading, so I decided to look at the one it had knocked down instead. Then it kept watching me and yawning, and then it came over and pushed at the pages with its paws until I found the spell.


  I think it’s the right spell, anyway. It’s really hard to read his writing and some of the words are a bit smudged where the cat licked the page. It probably smells of fish. Anyway, I’m tired and my eyes are sore. I’d better have some sleep first so I can think properly and do it right. I wouldn’t want him to turn out like that kiwi fruit I was practising on last year.


  #


  Tuesday, June 29, 9:05am


  No spam today. I didn’t want to do the recall on an empty stomach, so I had breakfast. I went to buy more bread for the fish and milk for the cat. Also a lock for my door. Not that he’d—but an apprentice witch needs her privacy.


  I guess I’m procrastinating a little, but I am a bit nervous. Especially since even the wizard’s already messed up the spell. What if the recall doesn’t work?


  #


  10:20am


  The wizard said “Thank goodness you—”, then coughed and said it was about time I’d found the spell, and what sort of witch would I make if I couldn’t pass a simple test like that, and he’d been about to give up on me and sell me to the Hag. He also told me off for all the crumbs on the floor, and for leaving the TV and vacuum cleaner on.


  I suspect he was a bit relieved, though. It must be awfully boring swimming around in circles all day. Particularly when there’s no other fish to . . . keep you company.


  But he was going to make me get rid of the cat, until I pointed out that it helped me find the spell. Then I lied and told him that it used to be the Hag’s until she threw it out because it wasn’t black. So he hmmphed and said that was just like her, and he supposes I can keep the cat as long as I feed it and look after it and keep it out of his study and the goldfish bowl. I was going to name it Fish, but the wizard sent me up to my room to study when I said that, so maybe I’d better not.


  Or at least not where he can hear me.

  


  Deborah lives in Christchurch, New Zealand, with a couple of sand volcanoes, an adoptive cat, and no goldfish. She has previously pushed “Coming Home” in Abyss and Apex and her website is at http://www.deborahfitchett.com


  A Reason to Fear Life, a Reason to Crave Death


  Andrew Kaye


  I.


  A bitter wind whipped around Ortega’s body, dusting him with a flurry of ash. He cursed. The words were lost, drowned in the whirr of stabilizers and the whine of steam turbines. Ortega drew his coat in tighter, pulled his scarf up over his face.


  Another, stronger gust caused the freighter to lurch, and Ortega cursed again as he felt his balance falter. He held fast to the balloon rigging, braced one foot against the deck rail. He breathed in sharply. It was a long way down. Below, he could see the bulbous silhouette of the freighter, a tiny thumbprint of shadow against the nondescript landscape of the Fringe.


  Freighters weren’t allowed east of the 23rd Parallel of Longitude. The smugglers Ortega had hired flew high to avoid detection, but conditions at those altitudes were dangerous at the best of times. The wind and ash had only gotten worse the further east they traveled. Toward the Veiled Sunrise. Toward Saturnina.


  Ortega normally didn’t travel so far into the East. But business demanded otherwise. The plague had returned.


  #


  Twelve days ago there was a letter. And a box. Both were delivered to Ortega’s home in Puerto Engranaje; the former object carried by a wiry, middle-aged courier, the latter borne between a pair of hollow-eyed grave laborers.


  Ortega was immediately suspicious. His hand went to his knife, loosened it from the sheath. “The dead don’t walk in Engranaje, friend,” he said. “There are laws against the grave trade.”


  The courier bowed. “Sebastián Ortega. A pleasure. I assure you my business here is legitimate. My assistants and I won’t be here long.” He motioned for them to lower the box. “I bring greetings from Saturnina.”


  “Your accent and your company betray you. You’re clearly from Caldierra.”


  “You’ve been away from Saturnina too long, Ortega. Things have changed. Saturnina is now under Caldierra’s protection. Stop fingering your knife,” the courier said with a smile. “I don’t care about your past, and I’m not here on behalf of the Merchant Lords. I serve Señor Duelo de Saturnina. He requested your assistance personally.”


  Ortega took the envelope from him. “A job?”


  “Yes. Those are your instructions; you’ll find a formal contract on the last page. The box holds your down payment.” As he said this he waved for the grave laborers to remove the lid, which they did with stiff-limbed compliance.


  “I have little interest in money these days,” Ortega said.


  The courier shrugged. “Señor Duelo was confident you’d accept his offer. He mentioned a reunion.”


  Ortega felt the courier watching carefully as he opened the envelope and looked over the message within. He was familiar with the handwriting: neat, practiced, precise. He saw lines about the plague, statistics and figures, estimated infected. Then a name caught his eye. A name he had tried forgetting for nearly ten years. “Luz . . . ?”


  “Luz Doslunas? Do you know her?”


  “I do. I did. It’s . . . not important.” He had read enough. “Very few things could get me to travel back East,” he said, signing the contract. “It seems Señor Duelo knows me too well. The down payment will be sufficient. Take the contract to him. Tell him I’ll leave as soon as I’m able. I need to make some preparations, travel arrangements.”


  “Don’t take too long,” the courier warned. “The plague isn’t as widespread as it was in Caldierra, but Saturnina’s not big enough to accommodate one of any size.” Ortega thought he looked sad, distracted. “I’ll report to the governor at once. He’ll be very pleased, Ortega, thank you. And good luck.”


  Then he left, grave laborers shuffling behind him. Ortega didn’t watch them leave. He only whispered softly to himself as old memories piled one on top of the other like slabs of granite. “A plague in Saturnina. And Luz hasn’t been able to stop it . . . .”


  #


  Ash rode on the back of every gust of wind. It latched onto whatever it touched, the freighter and everything on it covered in a thin layer of gray. The smugglers had stripped the craft down, trading armor plating for speed. A dangerous decision. If the ash accumulated too thickly, it could damage the freighter’s moving parts. As the craft flew toward Saturnina, the crew went to work with rags and tarpaulins, cleaning and protecting the more sensitive pieces of machinery. Ortega stood aside, trying hard to ignore the weather. He kept his mind on business. On the plague. On what would soon be expected of him.


  “Nearly there,” came a brusque voice. Ortega turned to see the captain standing beside him. Ash clung to his hair and beard, aging him fifteen years, but the captain didn’t seem to mind. “We’ll go high until your signal,” he said, repeating the orders Ortega had discussed with him earlier, “but I won’t lie to you. I’m worried you’re overconfident. At least take Lucas and Ariana with you.”


  Ortega shook his head. “No need. They’d only cause suspicion. I’ve done this before, Capitán. I can gauge it well enough.” He forced himself to smile. “The plaguewalker should be dead by morning, and once it’s gone the plague victims will be cured. But don’t wait around for me. If you don’t get my signal, assume the worst.”


  “And you’re certain it’s a plaguewalker?”


  “I am,” Ortega he said after a heavy exhalation of breath. “The governor wouldn’t have sent for me otherwise. There’s no mistaking the symptoms.”


  Nausea. Dizziness. Chronic pain. Blotchy skin. Fevered delirium. The list went on. The symptoms were bad enough on their own, and worse collectively, but the plague wasn’t a normal disease. A person couldn’t sicken and die from the plague. They could only sicken and live. Therein lay the cause of greatest concern: a victim would live in a miserable state of near-immortality unless someone killed them—and after only a few days of infection, they often wished that someone would.


  It was unnatural. Sorcerous. And only plaguewalkers spread it.


  No one knew how, or how they drew strength from the eternal misery of their victims. Ortega didn’t worry about that. Like their victims, plaguewalkers were near immortal, and Ortega was careful to separate needless details from those that were truly important: How to find them. How to kill them.


  He knew the subtle signs of their inhumanity: the parchment-like yellowing of the whites of their eyes, the grayish tinge to their skin. He knew their strengths. Their weaknesses.


  He knew the same things Luz knew.


  The captain saw Ortega’s change of expression. “Something wrong?”


  “Just thinking of someone in Saturnina. An old friend.”


  “A woman,” the other said knowingly.


  “A woman, yes. A colleague.”


  Ortega heard the captain sigh. “Has the plague taken hold of her?”


  “No,” Ortega said with a slow shake of his head. “But I’m worried something else has.”


  #


  He was dropped off a mile from the town’s main gate. Ortega watched as the freighter rose slowly, becoming a black spot overhead before finally disappearing into the swirls of ashen clouds.


  He used the walk to take stock of his weapons, to run scenarios through his head. “You can never be too careful with plaguewalkers,” he had told Luz once. The memory made him smile; she was a daring curandero, using tactics completely unlike the measured caution he used while on the job. They had balanced each other nicely. Maybe if things had turned out differently—


  “You there!” someone shouted. “Where did you come from and what’s your business? The governor has this town on quarantine!”


  Ortega looked up to see a guard peering down at him from a gatehouse window. His face was pinched and beady-eyed like a crow’s, and his expression was one Ortega was all too familiar with. The guard was there because someone had forced him to be.


  “I’ve come at the governor’s request,” Ortega said, pulling out the letter. The seal stood out like a burgundy stain on the paper. “Sebastián Ortega de Engranaje, at your service. The sooner you let me in, the sooner I can rid you of your plaguewalker.”


  He saw the guard turn and say something to an unseen companion. Soon one of the heavy, wrought iron doors was swung open, and another guard beckoned him inside. “We’ve been expecting you,” this guard said. “You couldn’t have come soon enough. Another victim was claimed yesterday, a prominent gentleman of Señor Duelo’s staff. Everyone’s more frightened than before.” The guard was young, sturdily built. He gave Ortega a wry smile. “Welcome to Saturnina, friend.”


  Ortega stepped inside. And frowned.


  “Saturnina,” he breathed. “It’s been a while . . . .”


  Things had changed. He felt as though he wasn’t looking at Saturnina itself, but an old photograph of it; similar in appearance, but yellowed and faded and weathered around the edges. It had never been a vibrant town, but neither had it ever been in such a gloomy state of disrepair.


  He walked down the wide streets, past the shuttered shops of apothecaries and machinists, smiths and gearmongers, and various other stores and workshops squeezed between the town’s neat lines of narrow row houses. But everything sagged. Everything looked sodden. Many of the buildings appeared abandoned; some even had their windows boarded up, their doors barred shut.


  The street sloped upward as Ortega turned northeast into a more familiar part of town. The buildings looked better cared for, but even here Ortega could see the signs of age and disrepair slowly enveloping the neighborhood as had a strangler fig. The plant had already suffocated Saturnina’s clock tower, turning it into a dilapidated hulk of wood and brick and broken glass, its dirtied face frozen in a lopsided 10:15 grin.


  The approach of sunset betrayed the true time. Ortega turned to look into the distance, past the iron-spiked walls and into the gentle curve of the western horizon.


  He had forgotten how incredible the sunset could be from the Fringe. The atmosphere out East was choked with volcanic ash; out West, it was pale and blue. The Fringe, caught between East and West, saw the sunrise filtered through a veil of brown and gray, while the sunset irradiated the western horizon with such comparative brilliance that it amounted to a religious experience.


  Sunset made even Saturnina beautiful, if only for a moment. It painted the streets and buildings in orange and purple and gold, and gave a warm glow to the familiar building a few paces ahead. Ortega’s body formed a long shadow across it. Once upon a time, he had done research here. Once, he had called the building home.


  II.


  It happened ten years ago. Ortega couldn’t remember what he had stepped out for, only that as he returned, a man in a long red cloak was ascending the stairs to his room. He watched as the man knocked, tried the door. It wasn’t locked. When the last scrap of crimson slithered through the doorway, Ortega advanced.


  He tugged his weapon free, an unusual mess of reinforced wood and precision clockwork. Ortega flipped the catch. Hurried clicks sounded the meshing of gears and the release of coils. The weapon unfolded like an insect’s limb, the joints snapping together to form a heavy crossbow. Almost as an afterthought, a bayonet sprouted from the stock with a soft metallic scraping. Ortega loaded a bolt. Crept quietly into the room.


  The man was facing his desk, fumbling through bottled samples and scientific equipment. And books. Old, valuable books, many of them on loan from Señor Duelo himself. Ortega pressed the tip of the bayonet, cold and sharp, against the nape of the man’s neck. “I didn’t come to Saturnina to be hounded by Guild trash,” he said. “Leave quietly. One twitch of my finger and I assure you that the blade at your neck will be the least of your worries.”


  The man had gone stiff. “Don’t shoot. This is a misunderstanding.”


  Ortega’s captive slowly brought his hands into view. The nails were black, the flesh from fingertip to forearm stained with orange and brown.


  Ortega said, “An embalmer? Interesting. Turn around, I want to see your face.”


  Sure enough, the man was tattooed under his left eye with a complicated glyph confirming his trade. Ortega spent only half a minute on the embalmer’s face. Frowned at what he saw below the neck.


  The man was bare-chested. All over was a latticework of stitches and bruised flesh. In the center, bolted directly into his breastbone, was a golden sigil engraved with skulls and serpents. Ortega had only seen such a mark once before: on a sullen Caldierran exile in Puerto Hierro.


  “You must have done something pretty serious to have your soul cut out,” he said.


  “It’s complicated,” the embalmer said, “but I hope my service will earn me a pardon. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t kill me until after I get my soul back. I apologize for entering uninvited, but Lord Muertoculta wasn’t even sure if you were still living here.”


  “Merchant Lord Muertoculta? What does he want?”


  “To pay you,” the embalmer-emissary said. “Please, Ortega. Put the crossbow away.”


  #


  The emissary took him to a table in the teahouse across the street. It was crowded. Ortega pulled up a crate of chamomile and had a seat. The air was damp with the scent of herbs and flowers. Somewhere, a musician was strumming lazily on a guitar.


  Ortega tried to focus on the people around the table, appraising Muertoculta’s hirelings with the critical eye of a professional. Most of them looked too inexperienced—little better than hired thugs—save the woman directly across from him. She wore plain, utilitarian clothes of a modified freightlander design, but braided feathers in her hair in the Old Style. It was an unusual combination, but Ortega found he liked the way it looked. The woman met his eyes. Quirked her brow.


  “Ortega here has agreed to Lord Muertoculta’s terms,” the emissary said. “We have our second curandero.” Ortega heard the woman snort. Obviously, she had been the first. “We’ll leave Saturnina tomorrow morning. The coaches will be at the opposite side of town at quarter to ten.”


  “He’s a freightlander,” the woman said, interrupting him. Ortega could hear the disbelief escape her lips like a hiss of steam. “You never said anything about that. Plaguewalkers don’t travel that far west; does he even know what one looks like?”


  Ortega smiled. “If it makes you feel any better, I’ve lived here in Saturnina for the past six months. Before that I was up in Mezquisol for nearly five years.”


  She looked at him. “I grew up in Mezquisol.”


  “Really? Then you’re probably familiar with the curandero Gabriél Doslunas.”


  A smile cracked through like sunlight through the Veil. “He was my grandfather.”


  “You cannot be serious!”


  She extended her hand across the table. “Luz Doslunas.”


  “Sebastián Ortega,” he said, firmly grasping her wrist in the freightlander fashion. “I have no shame admitting it: I’m a bit jealous. I’ve read all of Señor Doslunas’ books. Amazing stuff. I’m a better curandero because of them, so I’m sure you’re particularly skilled.”


  The light was such that he couldn’t see her blush, but the smile was unmistakable. “Maybe I can show you a few new techniques,” Luz said with a shrug.


  “Your confidence is reassuring,” the emissary said. “But I have to warn you, this job won’t be easy. The plague has hit Caldierra pretty hard. It snakes through the barrios, swallowing up people like a python. Poor people, mostly. So many that the Merchant Lords worried it would affect the grave trade.”


  “And that’s why we’re here?” Ortega scoffed. “To protect their precious grave trade? Don’t the Merchant Lords give a damn about the health and safety of their own people?”


  “Well, they do now,” the emissary said. “When they thought the plague was only a poor people’s disease, they figured they could contain it on their own. They contracted out folks like me to scour the city and cull the infected. Mercy killings, really, enough to keep the grave trade afloat. But a merchant’s daughter was accidentally killed with the others. Now they don’t know what to do.”


  “They hired us,” offered Ortega. “That’s a step in the right direction.”


  The emissary shook his head. “House Muertoculta hired you. And outside Guild Consensus, I might add. As far as I know, the Merchant Lords are still arguing a decision, but Lord Osmín Muertoculta grew tired of waiting. It was his daughter that came down with the plague.”


  “Then we should start looking for the plaguewalker wherever she was found,” Luz said. Her eyes shot briefly to the sigil on the emissary’s chest, then flicked back up to meet his face. “Your unique situation is sure to give us some insights there, correct? Perhaps we’re fortunate that Guild Law is so strict regarding the deaths of their own.”


  The emissary looked troubled. Brought his hand to the sigil, as if it suddenly pained him. He nodded slowly. “I can tell you where I found her, yes. She was out in District Six, in the Sprawls. She never even left her own neighborhood.”


  #


  Five days later they were in the Sprawls of Caldierra. Three weeks after that, the plaguewalker was still at large.


  The ashenfall had been unseasonably heavy that year. The dirty rains that followed filled the streets with a mud of ash and filth that squelched beneath Ortega’s boots with every step. Grave laborers toiled to clear away the muck, their shovels clinking and scraping against the ancient paving stones. People walked by without so much as a second glance. Ortega muttered, tried to ignore the noise, the damp, the stench of ash and necromancy.


  The city was built upon the bones of an older civilization. Thousand-year-old stonework supported multi-storied buildings of stuccoed brick and gray-stained terracotta. Ancient glyphs leered at Ortega from the ground floors. Buzzards clustered around the rooftops like pigeons. “I feel like I’m walking through a tomb,” he said. “A noisy, poorly drained tomb.”


  “It’s not all bad,” Luz said with a friendly nudge. “They keep fresh flowers in the windows.”


  “Every grave needs its bouquet.” Ortega saw her roll her eyes. “Sorry. I still feel out of place here. If I didn’t have you to keep me company, I think I’d be completely lost.”


  “It’s culture shock.”


  “Three weeks’ worth, yes. If any of our leads actually led us anywhere, I might be too busy to notice. But whatever rathole the plaguewalker operates from, it’s a damned good one. And so I do notice. The people here are a strange sort, Luz.” He motioned toward the grave laborers. “No one should be so casual about death.”


  “You think they should fear it instead? We live in a world of plaguewalkers, Sebastián. They give us a reason to fear life.” He could feel her searching his expression. “Are you afraid of death?”


  “No. But I’m wary of it. Anything less seems inhuman.”


  “Inhuman?” Luz said, laughing. “Caldierra’s hardly the place for that word.” She put her hand on his shoulder. “I know you don’t like it. It takes some getting used to. But it does have its charms, if you take the trouble to look.”


  He shrugged. They had entered the wealthier section of District Six, where the merchant class had built haciendas on the ruins of an ancient temple complex. Ortega looked around. Found nothing charming. Found something else instead.


  As they walked by the hacienda of House Muertoculta, a maid exited from a side door. She carried a wicker basket, dumped the contents into the gutter. Out fell day-old vegetables, crusts of bread, toughened meat. Table scraps for the buzzards and the homeless. The former had already taken notice, shuffling from side to side anxiously from the roof. They made noise, bobbed their heads.


  The woman turned to watch Luz and Ortega walk by. Briefly, very briefly. But in that moment, Ortega caught a glimpse of her face. He saw the flash of gray flesh. Raised his crossbow to his shoulder.


  “What are you doing?!” Luz hissed.


  “The housemaid,” he said, taking careful aim. “She’s our plaguewalker.”


  #


  The plaguewalker pivoted, hand snapping forward. There was a cracking sound as the oncoming bolt was split in two, the pieces spinning away harmlessly. “Damn it,” Ortega said, winching another bolt into place. “Right out of the air. . . .”


  Luz charged. Drew her blades with a flourish. They flicked and spun around her with such speed that the sunlight reflected off of them in short, angry flashes.


  The plaguewalker sprang forward to meet Luz’s attack.


  Ortega watched those first crucial seconds from down the stock of his crossbow, waiting for a clear shot. The plaguewalker was faster than them, stronger than them. Better than them. This was a straight fight. Two against one. And the one was as good as six. The plaguewalker was parrying Luz’s swords with the palms of her hands.


  Anyone else would have grown frustrated. Not Luz. She moved with a purpose, one Ortega quickly realized was some unspoken plan of attack that he was expected to follow. And so Luz would move there and let the plaguewalker counter there, presenting a target that Ortega immediately exploited.


  He fired, loaded, winched. Fired again. The plaguewalker was hit in the shoulder, the leg, the lower back. She turned to snarl at him, only to be caught in the cheek by a quick thrust from Luz.


  Then the fight took a different turn. As a bright red line welled up along her cheek, the plaguewalker’s hand went for Luz’s neck. Ortega could see the muscles in the plaguewalker’s arm tighten. She was lifting Luz off the ground by the throat.


  #


  Ortega didn’t like remembering that day.


  Like every battle before it, this one had stored itself in his memory as fleeting scraps of sights and sounds and smells: Luz hurled into the street, the plaguewalker’s laughter, other people’s blood.


  He remembered shouting something—a challenge, or maybe Luz’s name. Then the plaguewalker crashed into him, wielding one of Luz’s swords. He had no time to react. The back of his head hit the paving stones. His vision exploded with tiny sunbursts.


  He was sprawled out, wide-eyed and gasping like a stranded fish. Ortega couldn’t see properly; the world had become all shapes and hazy outlines. He saw the plaguewalker as a brown-black stain against the sky, felt her foot pressing down on his chest. There was a blurred suggestion of movement. A sharp pain in his leg.


  Then another shape slammed into the first, freeing him. Ortega struggled to his feet. As his vision slowly returned, he saw Luz grappling with the plaguewalker. Her face growled defiance, but her limbs screamed desperation. The plaguewalker was winning. They were running out of time.


  Against plaguewalkers, there was no such thing as a fair fight. Nothing short of trickery could reliably defeat them. Ortega knew this all too well. And he liked to be prepared.


  He reached into his pockets, fingered the explosives within. He smiled as the narrow cylinders rubbed against one another with a reassuring metallic scraping.


  Ortega braced the crossbow in one hand, held a bomb in the other. He aimed his bolt at the plaguewalker’s throat, hit the collarbone instead. The effect was the same. She reeled back, clutching at the bolt. Ortega armed the bomb with a quick twist of the detonator. Gears and tumblers rattled inside.


  “Luz,” he said breathlessly, “get away from there!”


  “What?”


  “Run!”


  Luz broke into a sprint. Ortega tossed the bomb and lurched into an agonizing sprint of his own. He heard the cylinder bounce once, twice, saw the buzzards instinctively disperse. He covered his ears. Closed his eyes.


  There was a thump and rumble. The ground shook, the buildings shuddered. Ortega felt the heat on his back, and his nostrils filled with the tang of alchemy and blasting powder. When he ventured a look back he saw a circle of shattered paving stones and a pall of red smoke. The plaguewalker was there, clothes tattered and smoldering, flesh raw and scorched. But still standing. Ortega slowly brought his crossbow to his shoulder again. How was the damn thing still standing?


  Luz must have been feeling the same way. “A bigger bomb next time, I think,” she said.


  Ortega smiled mirthlessly.


  Standing or not, the plaguewalker was still injured. Badly. She hissed at them. Clutched at her side. Fled.


  Instinct told Ortega to follow, but his leg suddenly buckled. He stumbled to the hacienda wall, throwing his weight against it with a wince. A dark, damp stain was blossoming from his calf. He tore a strip from the bottom of his shirt, tied it tight above the bleeding. He cursed. “That was clever,” he said. “House Muertoculta is the best rathole she could have hoped for.”


  “We should go after her,” Luz said, breathless. “She’s wounded.”


  “I’m wounded.”


  Luz saw the blood. “Sebastián! How badly did she get you?”


  “Not badly enough. I’m still alive.”


  She grinned. “Do you need any help?”


  “No.”


  “Are you okay to walk?”


  “I’m okay to limp. Slowly.”


  Her expression was anxious. Ortega thought it was for him. “Then I’ll go after her alone,” she said, lightly kissing him on the cheek. “But I’ll need to leave now.”


  He shook his head. “You should at least call the others.”


  “I’m not wasting this opportunity,” Luz said. “I can handle this. You know I can handle this; I have more experience than you. This is in my blood, Sebastián. Stay here. Call for the others if you want, but I’ll probably have this taken care of before they arrive.”


  There was no arguing. No opportunity. She rushed off, her cheeks flushed with confidence. Ortega watched her go, trying to ignore the stinging in his leg. “Just because you have an opportunity,” he said to himself, “doesn’t mean it’s a good one.”


  #


  The plaguewalker was found dead the next morning. Luz was found nearby.


  Her breathing was ragged, her body torn apart. Her right leg, her chest, the back of her left shoulder—if Luz survived, she’d be left with several clear reminders of the plaguewalker’s strength.


  House Muertoculta was generous. They put her up in one of their spare rooms and told Ortega she could stay there for as long as was required. Physicians came in, stitched her wounds with black threads, wrapped them in pulped herbs and ribbons of soft gauze. They didn’t bother sedating her. Luz was comatose.


  Ortega stayed in Caldierra for two months. He visited regularly. Her room always smelled of poultices and chemicals, and she was always dressed in clean bandages and hooked to tubes piping oddly colored solutions into her limbs. Ortega didn’t understand the science of physicians, nor did he like the look of it. Every visit, he asked them how she was doing. Every visit, he had to shoo the necromancers away.


  Her condition never improved. When he had no choice but to move on, he tried to forget about Luz. It would take ten years before her name resurfaced: as a passing reference in the governor’s contract.


  III.


  Purple lingered on the horizon. Stars strained against the haze overhead. Ortega watched as streetlamps shuddered to life in pale shades of white and blue and yellow. “Fae lamps,” he muttered under his breath. “Saturnina’s becoming so like Caldierra that I can scarcely tell the two apart. . . .”


  He followed the fae-lit street until he found the building he was looking for. Above the door, swinging slightly in the breeze, was a sign painted with a crude caricature of a sad-faced tavern girl carrying a sickle. The paint was dull and fading. Melancholy Wench read the sign. Tavern and Inn elaborated a window display. Vacancy added a placard.


  Ortega stepped inside. Bypassed the deserted front desk. Wandered into the tavern. He carefully noted every available exit, squinting against the poor light. More fae lamps. They were strung across the walls and centered on every table. Ortega draped his coat across the nearest chair and rested his weapon, a clumsy-looking alchemist’s carbine, on the table. He stared into the glass bulb. He couldn’t tell whether the faerie inside was exhausted or just poorly paid. The phosphorescence it cast across the tabletop was as dull as a waning ember.


  Luckily, he knew how fae lamps worked. “Pay attention,” he said, lightly tapping the glass. “I can barely see.” The faerie pulsed brighter. Gave a rude hand gesture.


  The dead man shuffled up beside him so quietly that Ortega hardly noticed. Shirt, pants, and apron hung loosely from the grave laborer’s shriveled frame. A recent construct. Ortega could tell from the stench of embalming fluid that lingered around him like a gentleman’s cologne.


  “I wish I could say I’m surprised to see your kind here,” he said.


  The grave laborer didn’t respond, only stared at him despite empty sockets. It shoved a paper and pencil forward, its wrinkled dead fingers crackling like dry leaves as Ortega gingerly accepted the items. “I cannot speak,” the paper read in the thick block-lettering of a printing press. “Please circle your order on the menu below. Payment up front. Place coins in apron pocket. No tips necessary.” What followed was a list of plain-sounding tavern food.


  Plain-sounding or not, Ortega was hungry. He wondered if the cook was a grave laborer, too. He didn’t like the idea of a creature without a sense of taste preparing his food. He wrote a quick note on the menu and handed it back to the corpse. “I’m looking for your master, Luz Doslunas,” he said. “Please give this message to her.”


  #


  He didn’t have to wait long before the familiar figure of Luz appeared in the doorway. “Well. . . . Sebastián Ortega. I never expected to see you here,” she said. Despite everything, Ortega found himself smiling. She still wore feathers in her hair.


  A platter of food was placed in front of him, plus a mug of fine-smelling beer. Luz sat across from him, her elbows resting on the table. “It’s been a long time,” she said.


  “Too long,” he agreed. “You’re looking well. The years have been kind to you; they’ve been far crueler to me, I’m afraid. I never got out of the business of hunting plaguewalkers. I should have retired from it all, like you. Gotten a tavern of my own.”


  “It’s not as exciting,” she admitted. “But after my injuries in Caldierra. . . .”


  “I understand,” he said with a nod. Ortega began eating, tearing away small pieces of chicken and popping them into his mouth. It was good. He tried not to think of grave laborers in the kitchens.


  He watched Luz’s eyes fall on the weapon. “This is different,” she said, picking it up to examine the strange device. “Like a crossbow minus the bow. Clockwork, I take it? You freightlanders will never change.”


  “It’s an alchemist’s carbine,” Ortega said. “Runs on clockwork and gaseous chemicals I can’t even pronounce. That’s what’s in the drum here,” he said, tapping the heavy metallic cylinder locked into the stock. “It shoots bolts like a crossbow, but further, faster, and harder. You come out of retirement and I can get you one, too.”


  Luz put it down, almost distastefully. “You know I prefer swords to machinery, Sebastián,” she said. “And I’m unlikely to become a curandero any time soon. I tried to help here, but. . . I’ve lost my touch, apparently.” She smiled weakly. “Obviously Señor Duelo feels the same way if he’s dragged you out here.”


  “Señor Duelo doesn’t realize you’re part of the problem.” He looked directly into her eyes when he said it, locked onto hers with a hard, terrible stare. He tapped the fae lamp. Harder. The phosphorescence grew brighter, revealing the pallor of Luz’s face.


  Gray. Gray as the Veiled Sunrise.


  “Ah,” she said, her face frozen in that same weak smile. “So you know.”


  #


  Ortega watched as Luz’s fingers played across the shining ivory buttons of her blouse. First at the collar, slowly through the horizontal hole, then down to the one below. She followed the pattern, and he followed her motions, one after another, until each was unfastened. There was a time when such a sight was exactly what he wanted. Now it just seemed cruel.


  She pulled her blouse open. Just enough. Ortega saw the jagged scar between the curves of her breasts. “It was the plaguewalker’s dying act,” Luz said, running a gray fingertip across the knot of pale, raised flesh. “She broke through the breastbone, secreted the progenitoxin into my heart. With my other injuries, I was powerless to stop her.” Luz gave him a strange smile as she buttoned up again. “It’s probably good that she did. I would have died otherwise.”


  Ortega shook his head. “Listen to yourself. There’s nothing good about what’s happened, Luz! You’ve brought the plague to Saturnina!”


  “I can’t help what I’ve become,” she said calmly.


  “You should have listened to me back at Caldierra. You should have waited. Your recklessness was for nothing, Luz. Killing that housemaid didn’t lift the plague; there were two plaguewalkers prowling the Sprawls.” He searched her face for any signs of surprise, was rewarded only with a curious cock of the eyebrow. “I could have helped you defeat the first, and the second one would have soon followed. We worked well as a team, Luz. We should have fought them together. Now everything’s a mess.”


  “My instincts had served me well in the past,” she said with a shrug. “Analysis is always easiest in hindsight.”


  “I should have suspected from the beginning. Had I known your coma was just part of your transformation. . . . I was just so preoccupied with hunting down the second plaguewalker, none of it registered.”


  Luz chuckled. “You surprise me, Sebastián! Would you have really killed me?”


  “Better then than now.” Ortega tried to keep his face free of emotion. Knew it was impossible. Blushed when Luz laughed at him. “How is that funny?”


  “You talk about killing me as if it would be the easiest thing in the world! As if you could kill a monster wearing the face of a friend. You’re not a weak man, Sebastián; if the plaguewalker here had been anyone but me, you would have done what you’ve always done. But this time’s different. Don’t pretend otherwise.”


  He looked away, took a few more bites of food. “You know I can’t let you continue infecting Saturnina. But you’re right, I don’t want to kill you. I was hoping I could convince you to leave.”


  “Are you serious?”


  He nodded. “You could come with me. A plaguewalker with all the knowledge and experience of a curandero. . . think of the good you could do! We could rid this world of plaguewalkers, Luz. Maybe even find you a cure.”


  “You’re too hopeful.”


  “I’m not. Please, Luz.”


  She smiled. Laughed again, louder. “I don’t think so. A plaguewalker with all the knowledge and experience of a curandero only makes me a stronger plaguewalker! Because really, Sebastián. What curandero could possibly stop me?” Her laughter continued, thick and piercing in Ortega’s ears.


  “It’ll have to be me, then.”


  “You think you’re prepared for that?”


  “I’m always prepared.”


  “Or course you are. And you’ll be happy to know your precaution has rubbed off on me.” Her smile was broad and toothy. “I infected your food.”


  #


  Ortega had studied plaguewalkers for years. Read more books than he ever thought existed on the subject. Conducted experiments with alchemical fluids and decaying tissue samples. But how did plaguewalkers transmit their disease? The scholarly answers were nothing but rumor and conjecture.


  He had never even thought about the food.


  He went for his carbine, but his fingers were unable to wrap around the stock before Luz flicked her wrist in a thaumaturgical gesture. Ortega gasped. Plague. He could feel it bubbling to life inside of him. It was so strong that it dragged him to his knees. He tried again in vain to grab the carbine, scrabbling madly at it, but failing to do anything but jostle it across the table’s surface, nearly knocking over the lamp and sending his plate and silverware clattering to the floor.


  With every twist of Luz’s wrist, Ortega could feel the strength of the plague ebb and flow in his body. There was no fighting it. It was crawling out from his stomach and into his extremities. Luz’s hand clenched into a fist. The pain became so horrible that he could do nothing but tumble backward.


  “The control is incredible, isn’t it?” she said haughtily.


  Ortega went wide-eyed as he saw a pair of grave laborers move up beside him. He could hear the soles of their feet shuffle across the floorboards with a sandpapery scraping. Each knelt on either side of him and pinned his arms.


  Luz hovered over him. Straddled his waist. Ortega shut his eyes, tried to squirm free with a groan of defiance. She shushed him, caressed the side of his face. Ortega found it difficult to speak, but he didn’t care. “What. . . what are you doing?” he said, fighting for every word, willing them out of his tightening throat.


  “I agree with what you said earlier, Sebastián. We would make a great team. There’s no need to have you suffer through infection. I can make you a plaguewalker like me.”


  Luz started unbuttoning his shirt. Pulled it open. Stopped.


  “What’s this?” she said when her eyes fell upon the scar tissue, the shining gold sigil hammered into his chest.


  It was Ortega’s turn to smile, but there was no happiness in it. “You know damn well what it is.”


  “Your soul. . . . When did you have it removed?”


  “Caldierra,” he said, the name a gurgle in his throat. “The second plaguewalker was a. . . a merchant. And Guild Law is strict.”


  She took a deep breath, set her lower lip as if trying to come to terms with this new piece of information. She nodded. “Then my progenitoxin will be a blessing.”


  “No! I have nothing left to live for, Luz. Nothing. I won’t become like you. And I won’t. . . I won’t let the Guild take my soul.” His own words, the subtle sounds of the space around him, was turning to gauze in his ears. He coughed. Nearly retched. The room and everything in it was becoming spotty and distorted. “This ends on my terms,” he said. “For once in my life, I can afford to be as reckless as you.”


  “What are you talking about?!”


  “Señor Duelo will. . . he’ll get me the pardon I need. I’ll be reunited in the end. I can die well.” Ortega managed a weak, defiant smile. “I’m sorry, Luz. The drum. . . in the carbine. . . it has more than one use. . . .”


  He trembled. Nearly blacked out. The cunning timer mechanism on the carbine finally wound down. Gears spun. Coils relaxed. Hammers snapped into place, releasing sparks into the alchemical gas swirling around inside the drum.


  The last thing Ortega heard was the soft click of release. For a moment, he saw his whole world explode into reds and yellows and oranges, every brilliant shade of flame imaginable. He knew the plague would be purged from Saturnina that day. Swallowed up in a sunset of his own making.
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  The Empire Never Ended


  Brian Trent


  Glabrio knelt at the shoreline, washing his bearded face in the wine-dark sea, when he heard the enemy skyship give one final groan. Two hundred yards away the metallic red hulk was still smoking, half-submerged in the Mediterranean like an unsightly island, one wing jutting to the heavens, the forked tail like a wishbone. Then it tilted over and the waters shot up in spectacular foam.


  “There it goes!” Glabrio cried, clapping his hands together at the sight of the vessel vanishing into the wake. He gave a savage grin to his wounded friend. “May Lord Neptune eat well today!”


  Behind him, Sun Pin nodded thoughtfully at the milky ripples. His skin had turned a ghastly clay color, a far cry from the healthy golden glow he had sported when they left the red-lacquered courts of Xianyang. The bandages of his pulverized leg needed changing. Bald, tunic-clad, he looked like a mosaic from the old Roman bridge that led to the city necropolis.


  “How much time to the train pass?” he managed weakly.


  Glabrio stood on trembling yet muscular legs. Face washed, he caught a glimpse of his own dark reflection. An old story from childhood floated like flute notes from his memory. Turn your eyes upon dark glass, the story said, and see neither the past nor future, but what might be.


  The problem was that he didn’t know how to read his troubled, anxious face in those waters. His watery doppelganger watched him with strangely pleading eyes.


  “What did you say?” Glabrio asked, turning back to his friend.


  “The train. When’s the next arrival?”


  Glabrio retrieved his scroll from his pocket. He snapped it open, and his dexterous thumbs rotated the tabs to transform its surface into a timetable map. The Alexandros train line materialized. It ran the coast from Old Carthage to the inland ports hugging the Nile, all the way to the little island of Elephantine.


  His eyes scanned the timetable. Then he looked to the kronoband all soldiers wore around their wrists. A tiny crimson serpent crawled around its surface, passing into each respective hour of the day.


  Glabrio looked at Sun Pin in thinly constrained despair. “Fourteen minutes.”


  Sun Pin sighed. His lean body inflated in a strange celebration of life. With this breath I am alive! it seemed to say, and when he exhaled the illusion shrank. He was at Pluto’s grey door . . . but perhaps had not yet rung the bell.


  “Tell me again how lovely the Nile is?”


  “I told you before. There are no words. You have to see it.” Glabrio lifted the other man to his feet, quickly strapping the two-inch pattens to both feet. “And Elephantine has honey-skinned women with eyes outlined in black kohl, and they are as sleek as cats. Their lips taste like sugar-dipped plums.”


  Sun Pin leaned his bald head back to the sky, just in time to acknowledge a new peal of thunder. Rain splashed into neat star-patterns on his sweaty forehead. “If not for the war,” he breathed, “then for the sleek cats of Old Egypt! Let’s go!”


  They hobbled away from the shoreline barricade, which had been their only shield against the Tlaxcalan skyship—until the jupiterhand’s strike. The red vessel had circled them like an angry hornet, strafing the barricade of wood and scrap metal. Glabrio had hastily loaded a missile into the jupiterhand’s cylinder, and it was Sun Pin who peeked out, placing the enemy into his sights. An instant later, the missile had streaked up on a pillar of blue propellant and split the ship like a gutted fish.


  “Hurry!” The pattens creaked, equalizing Sun Pin’s wounded leg. The soldiers briskly pushed up from the muddying beach to sturdier inland, where the port was a tangled mass of Egyptian resistance ruins. Fourteen minutes! Even for a robust athlete it would be a challenge. And they were further burdened by Glabrio’s metallic case, heavy, troublesome, but the very thing the Tlaxcala wanted so badly.


  Maybe that was the answer in the dark glass. What the future would be like, if the enemy got their hands on what was in his possession.


  Glabrio’s heart squeezed painfully. His fingers tightened their hold on the metal case in response, and he was flooded with a dizzying adrenaline rush. He suddenly saw himself as from a bird’s viewpoint, looking no more significant than an ant crawling on his villa’s mosaic paths. What was the significance of an ant? Crushed easily beneath a sandal’s careless step! And yet, the Fates had all the future weighing on this ant’s shoulders. . . the tormented cries of a thousand future souls howling, phantom-like, around him. Glabrio’s optimism faltered in this cosmic vise-grip. His lean, sinewy body constricted as if trapped in the coils of Python himself.


  From beyond the port’s ruins came the blast of the train. The Tlaxcala were famed for bombing cities into total oblivion, with no regard for history or the future. Indeed, changing the world into rubble seemed their ultimate objective—a horizon of shattered glass and fractured pylons.


  A troop of baboons were picking through the remains of what may have been a grocer shop, rudely pawing foodstuffs into their mouths. Glabrio glared in disgust at the animals, having too often come upon them gnawing on human corpses. No one knew how, but the beasts now ranged far from their native jungles and Glabrio’s hatred of them grew every time he saw them in a new place.


  In the distance, the train suddenly appeared like a fabled sea serpent. Bright green, with engraved scales and Roman emblems glinting on its flanks. Driven by the power of steam.


  “I can’t help but thinking this is all your fault,” Sun Pin panted as he went.


  “Tell me when we’re on the train,” Glabrio said. The train would pass far ahead of them in just a few minutes; they could already see the tracks cutting through the rubble. Glabrio dropped his metal case and fled from his friend’s side. He leapt onto the tracks.


  “What are you doing?” Sun Pin cried, aghast.


  Glabrio seized the nearest block of rubble and strained against it, rolling it onto one ungainly side. In half a minute he had set the monstrosity onto the tracks, and he clambered to get another. The ground was trembling now as the train approached.


  He never even heard the shot. All he knew was that, struggling to set the second obstruction in place, it seemed that someone with a mighty sledgehammer had swung into his shoulder, spinning him around like a top. He was suddenly facing the forest opposite the Mediterranean. Then that invisible sledgehammer hit him again, in the chest, and Glabrio fell backwards upon the tracks. The locket he always wore slid up into the crease of his neck.


  Tlaxcalan snipers! he thought, lying motionless. They’d sit there and wait, itching for his partner to try to rescue him.


  Glabrio’s mind raced. What to do? His handgun was within reach, but about as helpful right now as a slingshot. His own gun lay back with Sun Pin, as did the jupiterhand.


  The tracks vibrated enough to rattle his teeth. His locket chain jingled musically in the rain.


  Glabrio realized in an instant that he didn’t want to die. Years of facing death in service of the Empire had not, amazingly enough, led him to accept his mortality. How many times had he faced Pluto’s grey door? His life often seemed a collection of explosions and shrapnel, while his memories of Rome were just a dream. In that dream was a marble villa, and his two daughters were playing in the gardens, and he would scoop them up in his arms and carry them inside to watch a favorite helioramic together.


  An image roared fleetingly through his thoughts. Little Prisca, his youngest, standing at the ivy-strewn doorway of their home, waiting for the father who would never return.


  No!


  He tensed his muscles, ready to leap up and risk more sniper fire. Again the image of his reflected face drifted into his thoughts, sorrowful, anguished, and with something else in his eyes. Glinting like polished river stones. What was it?


  Then he heard the distinctive whine of the jupiterhand. The rocket streaked past him, into the woods, and exploded against the trees as a dazzling fireball. Glabrio scrambled off the tracks in the interim. Sun Pin was already moving to meet him, the metal case in one hand, the jupiterhand cylinder gently smoking against his shoulder.


  They heard the squealing of the train wheels, as the conductor spotted the obstructions on the tracks. Glabrio smiled as it drew itself like a green wall in front of the sniper-studded forest. He tugged at Sun Pin, and they hobbled to the closest boxcar, climbing inside.


  It took less than two minutes for the train’s soldiers to remove the rubble from the tracks. The crackling forest was quiet.


  #


  Safely aboard the train, Glabrio approached a uniformed guard and flashed his military badge. He was ushered in past the gawking passengers to a secluded booth adjacent to the baggage car, where he and Sun Pin collapsed. The Egyptian landscape flew by their window.


  He quickly changed Sun Pin’s bandages, rubbing in the antibiotics to stave off infection. His partner turned an even paler shade from the pain, but refused the painkillers.


  “Stubborn fool,” Glabrio said wearily, secretly admiring his Oriental friend’s iron-like resolve. It was an inspiration, really. Two years ago while on campaign in Gaul, Glabrio had been shot by steel-tipped dragon teeth. Sun Pin and a local doctor worked to remove the slugs, while Glabrio ground his teeth and tried to match Sun Pin’s tireless example of Han dynasty stoicism. The Hans were better at it than the damned Greeks.


  Finished now, Glabrio flopped into the seat across from him. “So how is this all my fault?”


  Sun Pin raised an inquisitive eyebrow.


  “Out there, you said this whole thing was my fault. By which I assume you mean the fact that we’re at war, are constantly being shot at, and will likely die a terrible death before we ever see peace.”


  Sun Pin nodded. “If your Alexander the Great had just stayed in his part of the world, we wouldn’t be hunted like we are now.”


  “Alexander was Greek. I’m a Roman.”


  “So argued the chicken and duck, as to who was a bird.” Sun Pin took a hearty swig from his field water jug. “Alexander must have been a devil. How many times was he almost killed?”


  Glabrio looked away from the rushing landscape. Night was turning the windows black, and again there was his reflection, mute and unhelpful.


  “Lots of times. A Persian struck him on the head with an axe at the Granicus River, and he recovered. Later, he nearly died during the desert march through Gedrosia. And then at Babylon, he struggled for two weeks against a relentless fever, but beat it. That last episode should have killed him, by all rights.” He shrugged, jerking toward the window as he thought his reflection flashed a knowing smile. “Willpower. Alexander recovered and lived to the ripe age of eighty-three.”


  “A devil,” Sun Pin repeated, but he smiled at the old joke. There was much to admire in Sun Pin’s strength of spirit. Sun Pin came from the Shaanxi school of Zhong Guo’s philosophers, which had sprung up in the centuries after West and East were brought into contact by Alexander’s eastern marches. Forever obsessed with the exotic kingdoms he found there, Alexander was the one who ordered construction of the longest road in history—the Great Route—facilitating an explosion of trade like nothing history had ever seen before. And centuries later when the Romans annexed Alexander’s empire, the Great Route became more important than ever; Greek rulers had seen fit to adapt the steam engine proposals of Heron of Alexandria to its surface. The trains had been running ever since.


  So in a way, Sun Pin owed his very existence to those bygone battles and eventual cross-pollination of cultures. And certainly the world had benefited from that intercourse of powerful empires.


  Glabrio snapped open his scroll again, and clicked through the different combinations of pages. His thumb flicked the tabs, moving and retracting the scroll-plate. Maps appeared and vanished, mission instructions, first aid, information on the local flora and fauna, and even a litany of local contacts sympathetic to the cause. The best part was that it could only be read with the right key, and Glabrio carried it: made of a ceramic which could be smashed into dust with one throw should their enemies capture them.


  #


  The Tlaxcala had, long ago, been little more than scattered tribes, the lost peoples rejected by the high civilizations of Rome and Zhong Guo: the Huns and Goths and Celts and Norse. Unable to overcome the continent-spanning Great Wall which ran from Zhong Guo’s eastern shores across the crest of Italy, the wretches had been faced with two options. Some settled down and made small, warlike states in Europe’s chilly hinterlands. Others moved across the eastern sea to the Far Continents. There, they encountered a strange multitude of tribal peoples: strangers who dressed in feathers, shells, and deerskins. They gazed in wonder at this vast new land of open plains, forests, and the untouched ores of mountains from which to set up new forges and altars to their thunder gods.


  Blood altars.


  And when the new weapons had cooled, the bearded warriors gathered into gleeful hunting parties and made Valhalla on Earth.


  Few in the West realized what was happening on the opposite side of the world. They had knowledge of the new continents, of course; Greek explorers had mapped their coastlines, made tentative contact with the natives, and moved on, thinking them a quaint curiosity. They never penetrated the interiors. They never cut a swath of death through tribal territories, encountering people calling themselves Fox, Sioux, Apache . . .


  Tenochca.


  #


  When Sun Pin was asleep, Glabrio ambled along the train’s length to find the conductor. Egyptian night pressed at the windows. Most passengers slept, while some older men read books by glowlights, and a few children played hide-and-seek among the boxcar seats.


  “I need to send a message to Elephantine,” Glabrio told the conductor.


  The man was white-haired, clean-shaven, and badly scarred. One side of his head was bubbly and burnt, unsightly with dark scar tissue as were his hands. He had grey eyes, wide and moist. “You may, of course. You’re the soldier, right?”


  Glabrio glared. “Just lead the way.”


  The wireless transmitter was in the comcar behind the cabin. Glabrio thanked the conductor, and began tapping out a coded message to his compatriots awaiting him on the Nile island.


  Sun Pin is gravely injured. We have the prize and are en route to you.


  He hesitated, feeling his anxious heart skip a beat. It was a terrible feeling. The blood rushed to his head, his panicked pulse twitched in his neck.


  “May I ask,” said the conductor behind him, “why you are going to Elephantine?”


  Glabrio spun around, frightened and angry. “I asked for privacy!” His instincts kicked in, and he whirled the old man around, slamming him into the wall. He padded him down, seeking daggers or pistols.


  “What’s your name?”


  “Silus,” the conductor panted. “I meant no offense.”


  “Good. Then get the hell out of here.”


  The conductor nodded, head low like a broken-down horse. He turned towards the doorway, halted, and tilted his head at Glabrio.


  “I only asked if you were a soldier because. . . well. . . I was one too. Long ago. Before your father was born, I’m sure.”


  Glabrio felt his senses go on full alert, suspecting treachery. “That’s fascinating. It isn’t like soldiers are in short supply.”


  “I wasn’t saying this to fascinate you,” Silus said, his voice growing firmer. “Younger soldiers can often benefit from a veteran’s advice. Like the importance of not turning your back on me when we entered this room. I could have been a Tlaxcalan agent, with this train line under my control.”


  Glabrio started to reply with a sharp comment when he faltered, suddenly perceiving the reasons for the scars on the man’s face and hands.


  Silus retrieved a small flask from his pocket. “Drink?”


  Glabrio regarded the flask. “A Tlaxcalan agent just might poison it.”


  Silus smiled so that all the wrinkles in his face appeared and stretched. He looked like a tribal mask of mirth. “Like I said.”


  #


  Empire historians put the time of contact between Eurasian invaders and the Tenochcas at around 900 years after Alexander. While Sino-Roman civilization was flourishing, descendants of the Norse and Goths and Huns finally crossed into the southernmost of the Far Continents. Here they saw the cities of Texcoco and Tenochtitlan, pyramids of sun and moon, and priests who plucked hearts from sacrificial victims.


  Here was an enemy they could not conquer. So they traded together, learning each other’s tongues and gods. Was thunder god Odin so very different from Tlaloc? The trade prospered, and marriages were made. Young men of the Norse, Goths, and Huns willingly joined the military schools of Eagle and Jaguar and Feathered Serpent.


  Inventions of the west kept coming through the sea trades with their European neighbors. The Sino-Roman Empire had by now connected themselves through trains and skyships, and their laboratories churned out complex discoveries in medicine, engineering, and physics. What man could imagine, so the wisdom of an era cried, man could achieve.


  And in the Far West, the schools of Eagle, Jaguar, and Feathered Serpent spread north. We are the Tlaxcala, children of the death god! All shall submit or die! Gunpowder and the secret of flight snuck across the ocean, and became the lifeblood of the Tlaxcalan Empire. Both Far Continents were brought under their sway within as many centuries. All shall submit or die! Tlaxcalan princes were given huge swaths of land to own, develop, and refine into ever better cogs of the conquest machine. All shall submit or die!


  The same year the Sino-Roman Empire cured cancer, the Tlaxcalans came.


  All shall submit or die!


  #


  Glabrio rarely took his locket off. His fingers fumbled to open it; he was shaking. Then the golden circle opened, and there was a perfect capture of Prisca, his youngest. Her face was fat and cherubic, cheeks like red circles. Glabrio turned a knob and the picture shifted, much like his scroll, to show his oldest, Cincinnata, lean and dark, an impish glimmer in her youthful eyes. Another turn of the knob and his stunning wife Veta was there. Her face was aged beyond her years, but she stole his breath to look at her again.


  Silus took the locket gently, showing appreciation for its antiquity and the pictures that looked out at him.


  “Like spring flowers,” Silus said.


  “I’ll give them the world if I can,” Glabrio offered.


  “You’re young,” Silus said without any malice. “At your age, it’s possible to believe in such things.”


  They stood at opposite ends of the cabin, facing each other. The Egyptian landscape, lush and flowering along the starlit Nile, raced by the windows.


  “Then I hope I don’t grow up to be such a cynic as you,” Glabrio quipped.


  This brought a real chuckle to the old man. “When I was six, the Tlaxcala bombed my family’s village.”


  Glabrio looked again to the bumpy scars on the other man’s face and hands.


  “No,” Silus said, “I lived through those bombings without a scratch. These ugly things —” he tapped at his deformities— “came later, when I was a few years younger than you. My ship was shot down over Kiev.”


  “You were a pilot?” Glabrio asked, startled.


  “A modern Icarus.”


  “Did you . . . how many enemy ships did you destroy?”


  “Not sure. It’s not like the helioramics you kids watch, with exciting plots and illusions to make you think air battles are romantic!”


  “What is it like, then?”


  Silus looked to the ceiling, scratching his chin with his ruined hand. “You suddenly live in the moment like at no other time of life. Up there in the blue sky, you become pure reflex and reaction. See an enemy! Shoot it! Skyships coming at you? Evade, pull into a cloud, loop around, get the devils from behind. Drop some flash fire on their main vessels. Then the adrenaline thins out in your blood, and you start to realize that it’s over, you’re alive, and you don’t know what to do.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You weren’t counting on surviving. It’s a surprise. Zeus sits on your shoulder maybe.” He stopped, reading the flicker in Glabrio’s eyes. “Or maybe you don’t believe in the gods. So it’s chance, combined with reflex and quick thinking. But you find yourself in a bit of daze.”


  “It’s different for me,” Glabrio said. “I see my enemy up close. And I always know what to do afterwards.”


  “And that is?”


  “Get back to my family.” He was startled by how quickly his eyes welled up. “To see my little girls and my wife again.”


  “How old are you?”


  “Twenty-four.” Glabrio wiped away sudden tears as he took his locket back. “I want them to live. . . without fear. You know?”


  The old man patted the soldier’s arm affectionately. “I do. And I thank you for what you’ve done so far.”


  “I thank you,” Glabrio said. “If not for Icaruses like yourself, the sky would be filled with Tlaxcalan birds.”


  “More for you to shoot down,” the conductor said. “Yes, your friend told me how the two of you knocked that skyship with your jupiterhand. The weapons of today!” Silus shook his head.


  “It isn’t like Sun Pin to brag.”


  “Oh, he wasn’t. I could still smell the powder on the weapon, and asked him to indulge an old bird like me. The man has a great way with words. All Orientals I’ve known are like that. You ever been to Beijing or Xi’an?”


  “No. But Sun Pin and I have an agreement: When this war is over, I’ll bring my family to see his. If it’s half as beautiful as I hear, I might move there permanently.”


  The old man nodded. “Zhong Guo rivals the beauty of Rome, so I hear. Green hills, red-lacquered cities, sampan villages with friendly merchants peddling anything you could want. ”


  Glabrio put his locket back on. The hidden pictures rested comfortably against his heart.


  “Apollo keep you,” he said, turning to leave.


  “What about that case the two of you are guarding so well?”


  Glabrio stopped. “The case?”


  “The metallic case you came aboard with. The one that looks far heavier than it should be. Shouldn’t it be put in a safer place?”


  Glabrio felt his paranoia rise. But before he could say anything, the old conductor leaned closer and said, “The rings of Pluto.”


  #


  The train pressed on across the night. After his talk with the conductor, Glabrio promptly went to sleep and, for the first time in weeks, enjoyed deep dreamless slumber. He left the shades open so the brightening eastern sky would awaken him.


  Dawn touched their faces with soft golden light. Glabrio awoke groggily. He checked on Sun Pin’s bandages again, and walked to the dining car to get some tea. Along the way he checked his kronoband. Only soldiers needed such precise timekeeping mechanisms. To Glabrio, it was like a slave collar, and he sought the day he could tear it off and never worry about the meticulous crawl of life.


  The train slowed, wheels moaning.


  “Thanks,” Glabrio told the server, and brought a tray of two steaming cups back to his car. Sun Pin woke as he entered. He stretched, looking sweaty and smelling in need of a shower. The train stopped. Glabrio looked at the station platform and let a smile play at his lips.


  “Hephaestus.” He tapped his scroll-plate. The surface transformed into a map. “Next stop, Elephantine.” He stretched and yawned, his fingers brushed the ceiling.


  Then Sun Pin touched his elbow. Glabrio turned, and saw his compatriot pointing grimly to the platform.


  At first Glabrio didn’t see it. There were morning commuters gathered, mostly brown-skinned citizens in pale togas. Two leashed monkeys were fighting over a toy.


  Then it hit him.


  Just beyond the station was the main road, and three military trucks were parked there. Dusty troop transports with the red claw of Tlaxcala emblazoned on their sides.


  Glabrio looked with renewed eyes at the commuters. As he watched, red-and-black uniformed soldiers emerged from the station, rifles in their hands. They began boarding the train.


  Sun Pin tugged at his arm. “Do you see that pretty young thing on the platform? The one with curves like an Etruscan statue, and skin like warmed honey?”


  Glabrio followed his friend’s stare. He nodded.


  “Is that an Egyptian woman?”


  “Yes.” The word was barely a whisper.


  Sun Pin sighed deeply. “Beautiful.” His fingers began undoing something from the hem of his tunic. Helplessly, Glabrio watched as his friend dislodged a small case holding a round, white pebble.


  “Don’t,” Glabrio pleaded. His eyes watered. “We can figure something out. We. . .”


  “There is an expression from Mencius, my favorite of Zhong Guo’s philosophers. But I. . . I cannot abide by it. Mencius. . . did not know. . . the Tlaxcala.”


  Tears spilled from Glabrio’s eyes. “My daughters have never seen your homeland.”


  Sun Pin nodded gravely. “Then they will have to without me. Good-bye, my friend.”


  He swallowed the pebble.


  #


  The train’s soldiers surrendered so easily, without so much as a hint of protest, that Glabrio wondered if they had been bribed from the very beginning. Some arrangement must have been made; it was tradition to fight to the bitter end against Tlaxcalans. And why not? The enemy reveled in torturing captives. Skinning them alive, performing surgery while the victim remained conscious. . .


  The enemy troops boarded the train swiftly, combing its length for something.


  “You found me,” Glabrio told them. They dragged him to their commander at the platform. Now he could see it was even worse than he had imagined. Two red skyships had landed farther past the station. Enemy troops were walking openly among the people here. How much of Egypt had fallen? And how?


  For all the ferocity of their sustained invasions, the Tlaxcala were losing their navy due to the Empire’s supremacy of the oceans. And if they still had an air advantage, that was steadily changing too. Empire skyfleets were finally taking the fight to the enemy’s homelands.


  Glabrio was brought before a short, ruddy man dressed in an impeccable black-and-red suit. The colors of smoke and fire, so the Empire joke went.


  The Tlaxcalan commander gazed sharply at him. Glabrio held his stare.


  “Where is the case you were delivering?”


  “I ate it.”


  The commander didn’t look away from him. To his men he yelled, “Rip that train apart, top to bottom!”


  A minute passed in silence. Then, from one of the windows, “Sir? His partner is dead. There’s no sign of the case. We do have his scroll, though.”


  Glabrio laughed. “Good luck with that.”


  “Did you eat the key, too?”


  “No. I smashed it on the floor of the train before coming out to have this lovely conversation with you.”


  The ruddy man sighed, fanning himself in the uncomfortable Egyptian heat. “Our interrogators will really want to talk to you. We have legendary ways of extracting information from our enemies.”


  “So I’m told,” Glabrio said, propping up his courage as best he could. “Fortunately, I don’t know a gods-cursed thing. But realize that for every drop of my blood that spills, that’s one of your compatriots I personally killed in this war.”


  The commander slapped him across the face with his ringed hand. Two cuts opened instantly.


  Glabrio grinned savagely. “Start counting.”


  Yes, he thought as they dragged him into one of their trucks. Start counting the days to the end of this war. Two-thirds of the world is against you, and all you’ve done is unite us. The Empire will never end.


  “‘I dislike death indeed,’” Glabrio quoted, his necklace clutched tightly in his shaking hands, “‘But there are things I dislike more than death. Therefore there are occasions in which I will not avoid danger.’”


  He spent the duration of the truck ride hoping that whatever was in the delivery case was worth it.


  #


  “You didn’t open it, did you?” the scientist asked, taking the case from the young merchant’s hands and peering skeptically at its battered condition.


  “Of course not!” the boy said sullenly. “They all told me it was some kind of poison. You gonna poison all the Tlaxcala’s food and water?”


  The scientist stared hard at the boy beneath his bushy eyebrows. “You don’t understand. This . . . poison could render food and water unsafe. But that’s not what we’re using it for. It’s a secret ingredient in a very special bomb we’re making.”


  This won over the boy’s interest. His eyes grew wide. “A bomb?”


  A bomb as bright as ten thousand suns, the scientist thought. A bomb to level cities as if harnessing the destructive radiance of Jupiter himself. He stared at the shiny case exterior. Within, the Ring of Pluto waited in silent, radioactive anticipation.


  The conductor had revealed himself to be Glabrio’s Empire contact, and the case had transferred owners. Now the case would change again, from the conductor to the boy. The boy would take the case to the scientists of the Empire. Then there would be a flight to a secret laboratory in Rome.


  “Come along now,” the scientist told the boy. “We’re leaving Egypt.”


  The boy blinked. “I’m going too?”


  We can’t leave you here, the scientist thought. “Yes. You ever see Rome before?”


  The boy shook his head.


  Together, they quickly boarded the black skyship. In minutes, they were airborne. Out the observation deck window, the sun was setting in the west.

  


  Notes from the author:


  The Empire Never Ended occurred to me while I was giving a public lecture on ancient history. The subject was Alexander the Great, and I wondered aloud how history might have played differently had he lived past that fateful night in Babylon. After all, he was obsessed with exploring the Far East; what if he brought Hellenistic culture into contact with China? The cross-pollination of ideas and inventions (the Chinese had wood-block printing, which might have allowed the Great Library of Alexandria to avert its disaster of having all those priceless books in one flammable location.) This idea (along with my story Checkmate in EV Issue 21/22) completed my seduction by alternate history.

  


  Brian Trent lives at the speed of light. A novelist, producer, journalist, and screenwriter, his work has appeared in more than 100 venues including Strange Horizons, Clarkesworld, The Humanist, UTNE, and much more. You can find him online at briantrent.com.


  Through the Uprights


  Richard Butner


  “I want to kick a field goal,” Robin said. He didn’t say: I want to learn how to kick a field goal. Robin wasn’t process-oriented. He wanted to be the sort of person with the ability to kick field goals. He wanted to do all kinds of extraordinary things, but he had never mentioned football before. We had taken the same P.E. classes: bowling, badminton, ballroom dancing, and fencing. Robin picked them, supposing that they’d have the most favorable female to male ratios. And that the fencing and dancing classes would transform us into a pair of dashing swashbucklers.


  I didn’t feel very dashing, writhing in pain on the mat after my Achilles tendon detached, rolled up like a crappy window shade. I remember lying there for what seemed like an hour, tears streaming down my cheeks behind the metal mesh of a fencing mask. I was out of commission for two months, on crutches, with a medical drop that fulfilled my P.E. requirement. Robin stopped attending the class too, in a show of solidarity.


  Here are some other things that Robin wanted to do: spray-paint “Fuck Chancellor Digsby” on the World War II memorial at the north end of campus. Break into the campus computers and change his transcript to a perfect 4.0 average. (He didn’t know anything about computers, but he’d seen that movie War Games.) He wanted to sneak on to the roof of the library and have an all-night poker game, ten stories up, from sunset to sunrise.


  “And then, just as the sun is rising, we jump off the roof.”


  He was going to make parachutes. I was pretty sure that a parachute wouldn’t work at that height.


  It didn’t matter, because Robin hadn’t done any of those things. The closest he came was the graffiti, but I convinced him that defacing a monument dedicated to the memory of guys who fought and died while being shot at by Nazis was not cool. He had the spray paint can in his hand, though, shaking it and rattling that little ball.


  Here are some things Robin did: he drove his Maverick into the side of the Piggly Wiggly. The car was totaled; the brick wall of the store is still scarred. I wasn’t with him at the time. That was when I was going out with Gretchen.


  He read Catch-22 and Catcher in the Rye at least ten times each. Probably closer to twenty. He built most of the furniture in our room, including the big sleeping loft, complete with the spiral staircase. When I was still on crutches, he offered to add on a cradle and pulley system, so I could hoist myself up there to sleep. I crashed on the couch instead, two solid months of ruining my back even as my leg healed.


  By then Robin only owned those two books. He’d sold his textbooks halfway through the semester when he stopped attending all of his classes. He obsessively read the school paper, too, and the local paper when someone would leave a copy lying around the snack bar. He had one well-thumbed issue of Penthouse. I don’t think he spent a lot of time reading the in-depth Patti Smith interview, but I could be wrong.


  So anyway, to kick a field goal you need a football, which we didn’t have. You also need goalposts, which in our case were surprisingly convenient. Our dorm overlooked the abandoned 1920s football stadium. In fact, it was less than ten feet from our window to the top of the concrete bleachers. We were in the old part of campus, where all the supposedly historic buildings were jammed up against each other. That was Robin’s first project after he stopped going to classes: he built a drawbridge so we could just walk out of our window and into the stadium. He was studying to be an engineer, so even though he’d flunked Statics and Dynamics, I trusted his workmanship enough to stroll out on the drawbridge, two stories up.


  The stadium had been slated for destruction since the 1960s, when they built some new monstrosity away from the main campus, but here it was 1989 and it still hadn’t been torn down. The bleachers were just bare concrete with rusted handrails. The field itself was crisscrossed with footpaths. The old field house at one end was used as storage for the campus painters. Every day people in white coveralls drove up, loaded cans into their pickup truck with the university logo on the side, and then sped off to paint a new laboratory, or an old dormitory, or to cover up some graffiti. Robin wouldn’t have had a chance with “Fuck Chancellor Digsby.” We had the best painted campus in the state, except for the old stadium itself, which was cracked and peeling in places where it had been painted silver some years ago. In other places, you could still see the fading numerals pointing fans of decades past to seating sections R101 through S105 or wherever.


  And in warm weather, people sunbathed on the far set of bleachers. Because of this, Robin built a telescope. He would sit there, eye fixed on the lenspiece, not moving, silent. Would it have been creepier if he actually had something to say about the blonde in the string bikini, or the redhead who undid her bra straps to get a better tan? I usually went down to the snack bar when he started his telescope meditations.


  But of course, when he wasn’t around, I looked through the telescope too.


  One set of goalposts, the set near the old field house, was gone. But the other still stood, covered in ivy. Standing in the field, looking through those goalposts, you could see the Bryce Theater framed perfectly. That’s where I was taking Introduction to Stagecraft. It was my free elective.


  Bryce Theater really was historic. It was built in 1916, with money from a local timber tycoon. When the university was the cultural center of the town, Bryce Theater was the bullseye. Duke Ellington played there. Vaudeville tours stopped there. But the coolest thing of all was this: Harry Houdini performed there once.


  Houdini had to perform somewhere, right? But you never think much about it, it’s not like there would be a sign saying: “In this location in 1923, Harry Houdini was buried alive, but he escaped.” But that’s what happened. I got all this history on the first day of Dr. Newton’s class. He took us out onto the stage to show us the very trapdoor through which Houdini escaped. Nothing much historic happened in the theater anymore, though. Just classes, and the university didn’t even offer a real theater degree, but rather something called “Speech Communications.” Still, they managed to produce four plays a year, always the same categories: a drama, a comedy, a musical, and a Shakespeare. The old trapdoor wasn’t getting used much.


  The theater is where I met Lucinda. Lucinda Anne Yates. She’d be the first to point out that her initials are L-A-Y. And woe be unto anyone who tries to call her Cindy. She is Lucinda, all three syllables no matter who’s bleeding or what’s on fire. She wasn’t taking any theater classes; she had already taken them all. She was one of a handful of students who worked in the theater for fun. That was all there was to be had there. Certainly there was no acclaim—the local paper didn’t bother to send their reviewer. The house was never more than half full, except for the nights when they pulled down the big white screen and showed old movies.


  I met Lucinda when I was painting flats for You Can’t Take it with You. That’s when I met her, but of course I’d seen her before. Last fall, before the weather turned cold. She was the redhead who undid her bra straps to get a better tan. I mentioned this to Robin and the next night he was over in the scene shop, helping us paint.


  Robin turned out to be as good a painter as he was carpenter and tinker. He was absolutely focused on covering each flat with a uniform coat of color. He was meticulous about painting the trim and molding, even though from the audience no one would be able to see if he painted outside the lines. He didn’t talk while he worked, except to ask Lucinda what needed painting next.


  I knew he didn’t plan to do anything as straightforward as asking her out. It’s not like I planned to ask her out, either. She was out of our league. Robin’s technique with women, which had been completely unsuccessful as far as I knew, involved stunts. The dance party where he was being beaten up and thrown around by an invisible attacker. The nights he spent out on the drawbridge, tightrope walking along the edges while he tried to strike up a conversation with any woman who wandered the sidewalk beneath. The fire trick, which was why I wasn’t going out with Gretchen anymore.


  I spent a lot of nights on the phone, trying to patch it up with Gretchen, but the fire trick was stronger. She said we could get back together if I moved out of the dorm room, or made Robin move out. And neither of those things happened.


  At first Lucinda was impressed by Robin’s volunteerism, not realizing then that he’d stopped doing all schoolwork and so had plenty of free time on his hands. After we finished painting that first night we adjourned to the twenty-four-hour breakfast place across from the war memorial. It was called The Breakfast Place. Lucinda recommended the cream cheese omelet, so we all had one each. Robin managed to get back to the dorm before getting violently ill. But we three were friends from then on, and even though he kept up his telescope duties, he never spied on Lucinda again.


  Here’s another thing Robin did: he taught me how to hit a golf ball. Lucinda knew about an abandoned driving range east of town. She drove us out there—Robin couldn’t afford to have his car fixed after the crash into the grocery store, and I never had a car. Just past the river we took a right into a dirt driveway. At first it looked like there was nothing there but forest. The closest sign of civilization was an electrical supply warehouse in the distance. But at the edge of the dirt lot was a low chain-link fence. A No Trespassing sign was attached to it with a twisted coat hanger, but there was no gate.


  Beyond the fence slumped a plywood shack painted reddish-brown, and beyond that the forest opened up onto a meadow that sloped down to the river, first gently, then precipitously. There were a dozen wooden stalls spaced out, overgrown with weeds. On the other side of the shack the ruins of a miniature golf course remained, cracked cement and bunched up AstroTurf peeking out from the underbrush. Several big pines had fallen, leaning against the concrete giraffes and elephants that would no longer entertain the children whose parents came to knock a few balls into the river.


  Robin set down his bag and started sorting out clubs and balls. Lucinda observed that we were going to need more balls than Robin had. She smiled as she said this, though. She decided to break into the shack while I took the opportunity to scout around some more. Back in the woods, next to a pile of garbage, I found a Naugahyde recliner and I dragged it out to where I had a better view of the river, the shack, the gateless fence. It was a bright spring day, but the mosquitoes weren’t out yet. I sat down and flipped up the footrest. The Naugahyde warmed up quickly in the sun.


  Robin went to help Lucinda, and after intermittent cursing, he managed to smash the padlock hasp off its crappy hinges. He emerged from the shack with a giant green plastic bucket of golf balls, and a giant splinter in the palm of his hand. He held it up to show us and blood streamed down his arm. Robin was a bleeder. I was used to it by then. As usual, he was waving the injured part around, refusing to stanch the flow. I knew that this would have little effect on Lucinda, and once Robin realized that too, he gave up and went back to setting up the golf equipment. He handed each of us a club. He knocked down the taller weeds in the three closest driving stalls. He poured out little mounds of balls for each of us. Mostly white and cracked, although there were some Day-Glo orange ones too.


  Finally, after he’d managed to bleed all over his clubs, the balls, and the grass, he cleaned himself up with a towel and bandages Lucinda brought from her car. She had a well-stocked first aid kit with tweezers and antibiotic ointment, too. He wouldn’t let her touch the splinter, though. He yanked it out with the tweezers, blew off the antibiotic as unnecessary, and taped a wad of gauze into the palm of his hand. And then it was time for golf.


  I hated golf. To me, golf was what the asshole rich kids of asshole rich parents did. Robin’s personal mythology was full of golf, but he wasn’t an asshole rich kid. At least, he wasn’t rich—his father was a government clerk, and his mother stayed home. Robin’s two favorite movies were M*A*S*H and Caddyshack. He’d actually been a caddy in high school back in Fairfax, which is how he saved up enough money for the Maverick, the golf clubs, and the carpentry tools. He was convinced that he had been hauling bags for CIA agents and that he had heard secrets which he couldn’t tell anyone.


  “I could tell you,” he’d say, “but then I’d have to kill you.”


  That bright day, once he’d stopped bleeding, he patiently taught me how to hit a golf ball. How to stand, how to hold the club. The first twenty swings, I couldn’t even hit the ball. I wanted to quit, but he wouldn’t let me. Meanwhile, Lucinda was whacking balls with perfect form. Finally, when I could at least knock the ball off the tee most times, Robin went and began his own driving practice. If his hand hurt him, he didn’t mention it. We didn’t stop swinging until we’d sent all of the balls down the slope, into the tall weeds or into the river.


  “All right, Lucinda,” Robin said, drawing out the three syllables of her name. “Let’s go pick them up and start over again.”


  “In that underbrush, are you crazy?” Lucinda said. “Our work here is done.”


  #


  Lucinda wasn’t there, though, the night Robin mentioned field goals, and then said, “We can make a football.” In case it’s not clear already, Robin liked to make things. Our loft was the most sophisticated one on campus. It helped that we were in an old dorm with gigantic rooms and high ceilings. Our sleeping compartments were divided by a wall with built-in shelves and lighting. Of course, Robin’s shelves were empty by then. There was a ladder to get to my side, and the spiral staircase led to Robin’s half. The staircase was all hand-cut two-by-fours; he’d designed it in drafting class. He’d carefully stapled white Christmas lights around all the edges of the loft. Lit up, the structure was an odd kind of runway. He built his own desk, too, but only because he’d sawed up the university-issued one on the night before Halloween. The replacement was far superior. All of this, using just the hand tools he kept in his closet.


  So, the football. Robin rummaged and found a roll of duct tape. Fifty cents and one trip to the drink machine later, he started winding the tape around a full can of Coke. Eventually he had something vaguely football shaped, albeit squishier. I told him I’d hold the ball for him, but first I made him swear, holding his hand on the copy of Catch-22, that he wouldn’t kick me.


  He opened the window and lowered the drawbridge, and we marched into the crappy silver stadium with our crappy silver football. The field was barely illuminated by one streetlight outside the old field house. At the other end of the field, Robin marked off twenty paces from the goalpost and I set up there, holding the makeshift ball under the tip of my index finger.


  It played out much like my day at the driving range: Robin whiffed the first few tries. When he finally got a piece of the ball, he only managed to knock it a few feet, so that it tumbled sadly along the ground. “You’re pushing it down too much,” he said. I didn’t respond, I just held up the ball so he could see it. It was already creased in the place where he’d kicked it. I remembered his patience at the driving range, though, so I dutifully continued to hold the ball, and retrieve the ball, over and over, switching from my right to left side as my legs cramped up. Robin got better, able to get some height on the ball even though I hadn’t changed how I was holding it one bit.


  “Let’s get closer,” he said, so I walked half the distance to the goal. He backed up five steps and then ran up and booted the ball solidly. I thought of the full Coke can inside, wondering if it would explode. The ball shot up toward the goalposts, gleaming in the faint light from the other end of the field.


  It went through the goalposts, and then it vanished. I don’t mean we couldn’t see it any more. I mean it ceased to exist.


  #


  We didn’t talk about it until we got back to the room, raised the drawbridge, and shut the window. We had spent a few minutes poking around in what used to be the end zone, which was just a big patch of ivy and bushes on a slope down from the theater. Robin uncovered a storm drain, but the grate on it was much too small to admit our ad hoc football.


  “Well, that was weird,” I said, as I flopped onto the couch and as Robin settled into his desk chair.


  “Check,” Robin said, signing a V in the air with his index finger. His hand was still swollen and pink, from where the splinter had got infected. “I have now kicked a field goal.”


  “That wasn’t weird?”


  “Trick of the light,” he said. “We’re going to go out there tomorrow morning and find that ball. And if it’s not there, well, maybe someone will have picked it up in the meantime.”


  “Are you practicing for your evaluation for the psych drop?” That was Robin’s big plan. He was going to get a psychological drop to blot this year’s failures from his record. Next fall, he swore, he’d buckle down. Maybe he’d change his major. Either political science, or pre-law.


  “You’re the crazy one, believing that something can vanish into thin air,” Robin said.


  I knew the ball had vanished. I had seen it vanish. But I didn’t argue with Robin. I just wondered what the next item on his checklist would be.


  #


  Lucinda didn’t live on campus; she had a studio apartment within walking distance. The theater let her use one of the old dressing rooms as an office and general staging area. Every day she hauled in an army surplus knapsack: pounds of textbooks, bananas and apples (she seemed to exist on fresh fruit and cream cheese omelets), first aid kit, a plaid Thermos full of herbal tea, and several changes of clothes, including her bikini and a beach towel once the weather turned warm.


  No spare shoes, though, because Lucinda only ever wore clogs. Which was weird, because I hadn’t seen anyone wearing clogs since I was a kid. And doubly weird because she spent a lot of time on ladders. Extremely tall ladders.


  One day, when it had become clear that Robin and I were her new helpers, whether there was course credit involved or not, she and I were sitting in her dressing room, sharing a cup of tea. She had loaned Robin her car for a trip to the hardware store. He loved the hardware store, and could spend hours in there just looking at hinges and pipe and tools. Robin had branched out from just helping with scenery. Now he was filling the theater with custom shelves: in the sound booth, in the scene shop, in the dressing rooms, in the prop closet. In exchange for this, Lucinda let him use the shop tools for his own projects.


  Lucinda’s tea tasted like cinnamon and licorice, and I hate licorice.


  “How do you do it?” I asked her, gesturing toward her clogs with my cup, sloshing tea onto the floor. “How do you manage not to fall and break your neck wearing those things?”


  She crossed her legs and rocked her calf, flipping one clog out so that she held it in the grasp of her big toe.


  “Years of practice?”


  “I have this vision of you slipping and falling, but your clogs remaining perfectly balanced on the rung of the ladder.”


  “I hope you also have a vision of yourself catching me after I slip and fall. Or do you always fantasize about women having terrible accidents?”

  “Sorry. Let’s change the subject.”


  “No, let’s not. Let’s have you practice wearing clogs.”


  That’s what it was like in the theater with Lucinda. You were always learning something new. One day it was how to replace the carbon rods in a spotlight, and the next day it was how to walk in clogs. My feet weren’t that much bigger than hers, so that day I spent fifteen minutes clomping around the stage in her shoes. She knew I’d taken ballroom dancing, so by the end we were waltzing around the stage, and I managed not to tread on her bare feet. I didn’t climb any ladders, though.


  #


  The day after the field goal Robin and I crawled out of the loft around eight. We raised the window shades to see the poor suckers who were late to their eight o’clock classes scurrying across the field. The bathroom was a hive of activity, so I just brushed my teeth in the sink in the room and pulled on last night’s clothes. Robin did the same. He never bathed in the mornings. He didn’t like to be naked around other people.


  “You got any golf balls left?” I asked.


  “Yeah, I picked up a box of new ones, on sale.”


  “OK, so you stole some golf balls.”


  “I liberated these golf balls.”

  “We’ll need a few of them, a tee, and a 2-iron.”


  We took the more discreet exit from the dorm, down the side stairs and out the door next to the snack bar. Robin spent a few minutes poking through the underbrush with the golf club looking for the silver football, but found nothing. I took up a position at mid-field.


  “It’s gone,” I shouted.


  Finally, he gave up and walked over.


  “I can prove it to you,” I said. “We’ve discovered something of monumental importance, and you’re ignoring it.”


  I set a ball on the tee, and ran through a mental checklist of everything Robin had taught me about hitting a golf ball. I caught it squarely on the first try, sending it flying off of the tee, straight toward the uprights, and through them straight up the hill to Bryce Theater, where it smashed through one of the windows in the entrance hall.


  “Nice proof,” Robin said, as we hustled back to the dorm. But he knew that something had happened the night before. I went off to classes, and when I got back that afternoon, I found him sitting at his telescope. He was not ogling women in bikinis. He was staring at the goalposts.


  #


  The next day, Saturday, Robin was back over at the theater. He was spending more time there than I was. Lucinda had even given him a key to the stage door. I guess part of it was, he’d filled our room up with things he’d built, so he needed a new place to construct things. I was in the room studying when the phone rang. It was Robin’s father.


  “Hello, Mr. Hardaway,” I said.


  “Call me Les,” he said. This was our standard exchange every time we talked on the phone. His real name was Leslie, not Les.


  I didn’t like talking to Robin’s father, but it didn’t require much effort. I said “yes” now and then, and faked a laugh, and he kept up the rest of the conversation.


  “How’s it hanging?”


  “By a thread, Les, by a thread.”


  “Is my progeny anywhere to be found? The goddam dryer’s broke. I was hoping he could talk me through fixing it.”


  I said, “He’s out. I think he’s working on a class project.”


  “Don’t lie to me, I know what he’s doing on a fine Saturday afternoon. He’s out hunting split-tail, isn’t he? Best done by the light of the moon, of course.”


  I snorted, which Mr. Hardaway seemed to interpret as a conspiratorial laugh. That wasn’t my problem, was it?


  I didn’t mention Lucinda, or the theater. It would only have sent Leslie into another spastic metaphor about picking up women. Actually I wasn’t sure what Robin was working on that day. I was pretty sure he was close to finishing all of the custom shelves. He had left the room early that morning, simply saying that he had an idea for a brand-new project.


  “Speaking of hunting,” Mr. Hardaway said, “did I ever tell you about that time we stole a gun?” Mr. Hardaway had gone to school here too, and to hear him tell it, every day of his college career was like a scene out of Animal House.


  “Me and the fraternity brothers got liquored up and went on a panty raid. They still have panty raids there, with the coeds?”


  “Not that I’m aware of—” I said.


  “Damn shame. So we’re on this panty raid, right, standing outside Coleman dorm and yelling to high heaven to see some lingerie. Well, the cop came. Because at that sweet time, there weren’t but one cop on campus, and he made Barney Fife look like a hard-boiled professional. He showed up and asked us to disperse, but instead we just circled up around him. It was dark and his puny flashlight didn’t help alleviate that situation. I got behind him and slipped his gun out of his holster. He went nuts after that, jerking that flashlight beam around and hollering, meanwhile we’re passing his gun around betwixt ourselves like a Chinese fire drill. We finally scattered off in different directions, and he ended up running after the wrong guy, old Archer Finlay, a second-string halfback on the football team.


  “Of course the next day there was a big stink rumbling through campus. But he couldn’t identify anyone. We didn’t get any panties that night, but I ended up with the gun. I’ve still got it, too.”


  “You’ve got the gun?” I asked. “Are you sure?”


  “You bet. It’s in the safe with my other valuables. I’ve never told the wife about it, that’d just be one more nag in an endless list of nags.”


  “Les, could you go check on the gun? I want to know what it looks like.”


  Mrs. Hardaway was off at Mass, so he humored me. I waited on the line and could hear him as he opened the safe and brought out his holy relic. He described it to me in loving detail, and spun the cylinder so I could hear it. He had the gun. I didn’t have to worry about the gun featuring in one of Robin’s stunts. I didn’t have to worry that he would do something that couldn’t be undone.


  “Yeah. You boys try and top that! Can’t do it in this day and age, can you?”


  “I guess not, Les,” I said. I was tempted to bring up the fact that his son had discovered some kind of portal to the seventh dimension or whatever, but I figured that would extend our conversation a bit too much for my taste.


  “Listen, it’s been good talking to you. You tell that fruit of my loins to call his old man sometime, you hear?”


  Robin never, ever called his parents.


  “Sure thing, Les,” I said. Then I hung up.


  #


  That night, You Can’t Take It with You ended after two weekends. The performances had been unremarkable, although on the last night during the big fireworks cue that was normally just a taped sound effect, Robin set off a package of firecrackers backstage.


  Afterwards I found him in the scene shop.


  “Is Lucinda pissed about the firecrackers?” he asked.


  “No, everyone thought it was funny.”


  Robin nodded.


  “Come here, let me show you this,” he said.


  He lifted a tarp off of his latest creation. It was a wooden ladder.


  “It’s a ladder,” I said. “You know, we’ve already got plenty of ladders around here.”


  “Watch this,” he said.


  Robin lifted the ladder up so that it was vertical, then flicked out two support legs. It looked very lightweight considering that it was made of wood. When he sat it down again, it became a staircase held up by the supports. He had painted it silver, but he had added flames running down the stringers. At the top where it hinged together were two pieces of wood that looked like shepherd’s crooks.


  “That’s to hook over the crossbar,” Robin said. Then he bent down to the bottom step of the stairs. A coil of rope sat at the bottom, and I saw that it was actually attached to the wood, looped through two holes in the step and then tied off.


  “And this is the lifeline,” he said, hefting the rope.


  “Are you going to try this out?” I asked.


  “I thought you should go first. You’re the one who believes in it.”


  Lucinda came in, completely ignoring Robin’s latest construction, and told us that it was time to strike the set. Everyone else had gone to Dr. Newton’s house for the cast party, so the task fell to the three of us. Robin was as good at dismantling things as he was at constructing them, so the work went quickly. We broke down the flats and stacked them up against one wall of the scene shop. We carted the furniture downstairs to the big room underneath the stage that was now used for storage. We pulled all the precious jewel-colored gels out of the lights and stored them in a filing cabinet. Then we were done, and the stage was empty.


  “Do you want to go to Newton’s house,” I asked, “or just go to The Breakfast Place?”


  Lucinda knew one of the waiters there, so half the time we ate for free.


  “Wait a sec, there’s one more thing,” Lucinda said, then she dashed across the stage and downstairs, her clogs rapping against the floor. I could hear her rummaging as Robin and I milled around.


  The stage floor made a creaking sound, and then the trapdoor popped up.


  “Give me a hand with this,” Lucinda said, and Robin and I lifted the door off of her head and set it aside. She was standing on a stepladder directly underneath the trapdoor. The door wasn’t hinged to the stage; it was just a big square of flooring edged in steel. Lucinda climbed up the last steps of the ladder until she was balanced on the top step. Then she pulled herself up onto the stage, just like getting out of a swimming pool.


  Lucinda had us sit in a circle around the trapdoor, holding hands.


  “Houdini, who art in oblivion, Harry be thy name,” she said. “Baptize us, through this, your holy trapdoor.”


  “I’m pretty sure Houdini was Jewish,” I said. “No baptizing. No holy trapdoors, either.”


  “Also, he didn’t believe in the afterlife,” Robin said.


  Lucinda didn’t say anything. She had a really strong grip.


  “Harry, bless these poor souls with your divine knowledge,” she said.


  She asked if I had any requests of Houdini, and I said it would be nice if he helped me pass my Introduction to Probability class. Instead Lucinda called on Houdini to give me courage, then she let go of my hand and gestured to the opening. I stuck my legs through and pawed at the ladder. It teetered a bit, but I steadied myself on the lip of the opening and then climbed down slowly. I hesitated before letting go of the stage to bend down and clutch the ladder. It’s not like it was that high up—the room below the stage was normal-sized, and I’d been up much higher when I was helping Lucinda hang lights. But it felt odd to walk down a ladder I’d never climbed up.


  “Be careful, Robin,” I said, once I was safely off the ladder. “There’s a sharp edge on the rim of that top step. You shouldn’t bleed all over Houdini’s holy space.”


  Then she sent him down, calling on Houdini to give him wisdom. At first he didn’t want to go through the trapdoor. Lucinda’s hand appeared in the opening, finger pointing, and she said: “The power of Houdini compels you, the power of Houdini compels you,” over and over until her pointing hand was replaced with Robin’s sneaker-shod foot searching for the top of the ladder. I braced the ladder while he climbed down.


  “Courage, brains, I guess that leaves heart for me,” Lucinda said.


  Then she blessed herself and descended, bouncing down the rungs nimbly. When her feet hit the floor, she said: “There. From this moment on, our lives are going to be a lot better.”


  Robin said, “Can we go to the party now?”


  #


  Newton lived near campus but Lucinda drove us over there anyway. The party had settled into two camps: the students who genuinely cared about theater were in the kitchen with Newton; the others who just liked the fact that Newton had two ice chests full of beer were out in the living room.


  Robin got a beer and crammed himself onto one of the living room couches. I recognized the look on his face. He looked truly attentive, as if he cared about the video game being enthusiastically described by the guy who’d played Tony. Robin was waiting to pull a stunt, for his turn in the spotlight. I knew I should’ve stayed out there, but Lucinda grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me into the kitchen. That’s where Newton was talking about the demonstrations in China, and how important they were, and how we should all read the paper every day so we’d know what was happening in the world.


  Robin read the paper every chance he got, but it didn’t seem to help him much.


  When I went for my second beer, Robin was in charge. He was doing the quarter trick. He could balance a column of quarters on his elbow and then flip his hand down and catch the entire stack. Not just one or two; one night in our room he caught a stack of twenty-five quarters. He had taken up a collection and was going for twenty-one. The video game nut was helping him stack them up.


  Back in the kitchen, folks were talking about Panama. I knew there was a canal there, but it’s not like I could point to Panama if you showed me a map of the world. Finally the conversation circled back around to the next play that we were producing.


  “Pericles,” Dr. Newton said. “Of course, we always cut Shakespeare down from five acts to two, which is tricky. Perhaps your friend will help us—we’ll need to build a ship we can sink three times a night.”


  From the living room came a jangly, rattling sound. Probably one of the actors who thought that catching twenty-one quarters stacked up on your forearm was an easy feat. Newton rushed out to see what was going on and we followed. Robin was the culprit, of course. I helped him pick up all the quarters and redistribute them. I didn’t see any permanent damage.


  “I’m losing my touch,” he said, crawling on the floor next to me.


  “How many beers have you had?”


  “Why are you counting? Only losers count. Five, I think. Can you believe that some of these actors don’t know how to shotgun a beer?”


  Newton was back in the kitchen and I had convinced Robin to go apologize. He said he was sorry, and blamed the accident on his infected hand. Newton laughed it off and joked with him about designing the ship that they could sink onstage. Robin listened and then asked questions about how big the ship needed to be, and how many actors it needed to hold. So everything was all patched up right until Robin spotted the bottle of 151-proof rum on top of the refrigerator. High proof rum is an essential component of the fire trick.


  “Hey, has anybody got a lighter?” he asked.


  “No, Robin—”


  “I’ll do it outside, it’ll be fun!”


  And so, because Dr. Newton wanted to be one of the gang instead of an aloof authority figure, we ended up on the back deck with Robin, who had the bottle of rum in one hand and the lighter in the other. I had insisted that he face the yard, while the rest of us stood in a semicircle behind him.


  “The key,” he said, “is to create a fine mist.”


  Robin took a mouthful of alcohol and then flicked the lighter. That’s about when Lucinda slipped her hand into mine. Not the death grip, just a playful squeeze. She leaned over and whispered in my ear.


  “Feeling courageous?” she asked.


  Maybe he saw that movement out of the corner of his eye and couldn’t help but look. Robin’s head turned a bit towards me and Lucinda just as he held up the lighter to his pursed lips and spat out a cloud of fire. It was pretty spectacular. It always was. And this time, despite precautions, he had set my hair on fire.


  I don’t think of myself as a brave person, but I don’t recall flinching. I realized that I was on fire, and an instant later, Lucinda was clapping her hand against my head to put it out. Newton went to get some burn ointment, which I didn’t need, and all the other students evacuated to escape the smell. It was just me, and Lucinda, and Robin.


  And I’m definitely not a violent person, so I can’t recall thinking about it before my right hand flashed up and punched Robin in the nose. It was the first and only time I’ve ever hit anyone.


  Blood began to spill from his nostrils and down over his mouth and chin. He wiped at it with one hand, then took a swig of rum from the bottle.


  “I’m sorry,” Robin said, then he gasped as the strength of the rum hit him.


  I believed him, and I wish I had said something. Instead, we left him there. I went home with Lucinda—the woman at the other end of the telescope.


  #


  She laughed for much of the rest of the night, which would’ve been disheartening except she kept reminding me of how cute I was, but also funny-looking because half my hair was burned off.


  #


  I walked back to campus as the sun was coming up. The world was a very different place at sunrise and I was a different person. A lot happier, at least when I thought about Lucinda. Empty streets, except for this one jogger that blazed past me. Birds calling out to each other, wind in the trees. The door to our dorm building, supposed to be locked after dark, was propped open as usual.


  I entered our room as quietly as I could. By the time I got the door locked behind me, though, I knew Robin wasn’t there. The window was open, and the drawbridge was down. I checked his side of the loft, just to make sure. He was gone.


  I looked out the window into the silver stadium, and saw the ladder he had built. It was sitting in front of the goalposts, its crooks locked on to the ivy-covered crossbar.


  I ran down to the field. The lifeline sat coiled neatly at the bottom of the steps. It was easy to picture him at the top of the ladder, hoisting himself up onto the goalpost. Sitting astride it, and then falling away. Robin had cut himself at one point, probably another splinter, because the ladder was smeared and tracked with his blood. The top step bore the imprint, in red, of one of his size 12 Converse All Stars. I picked up the end of the lifeline and started climbing. When I got to the top, I could see the crossbar itself streaked with blood underneath the ivy. I pulled myself up, just as he had done, turning to sit there.


  I looked back out at the field, and up to our room. There, in the window, the first rays of the sun glinted off the fat eye of Robin’s telescope. After all the giving and the helping and the standing-by I had done, I still felt like I owed him something. I had to go bring him back. I looped the lifeline around my waist and tied a bowline knot. Then I turned, and went through the uprights.


  And out, and down, and onto the ground behind them. I managed to flip over in the air, purely by chance and not by any acrobatic skill, so that I landed flat on my back. The rope got tangled up and I ended up pulling the ladder over the crossbar too. The rope’s momentum made the ladder travel further, so it missed crashing into me by a few feet. The shock of the fall was slow to translate into physical pain. I lay there, looking up at the goalposts, looking over at the theater.


  I tried not to think about Robin, so I thought about Houdini instead. All the things he could do—the escapes, the magic, the daredevil stunts in the water and in the air. I’m sure that Houdini could’ve kicked a field goal on the first try, no problem. (Later I would discover that he hadn’t actually played the Bryce Theater. It had been his brother Theo who toured as Hardeen, doing all of the same tricks as Houdini, who’d traveled through that trapdoor.) After I had lain there for an hour or so, the world coming to life around me, I slipped out of the rope and tried to get up. I hurt, but I didn’t think I’d broken any bones. It felt like my entire back half was one big bruise. I shambled up to the dorm and into the room. I still had some pain pills left from my Achilles tendon injury, and I planned on using them, after I finished some business.


  First I pulled up the drawbridge, for the last time. I made my way up Robin’s spiral stairs, slowly. I got his two books and the copy of Penthouse. There was also a stack of paper lying on his bed: plans for a ship that could sink onstage. The plans were extremely detailed, and he had included a complete bill of materials needed. He must’ve been up all night working on them. I left the plans on the bed. I thought about calling Lucinda, but didn’t. That could wait. This was between me and Robin.


  I walked out of the dorm, taking the stairs this time. Back on the field, I folded up Robin’s ladder and dragged it into the viney underbrush. I stood out there in front of the goalpost and tossed up Catcher in the Rye. It didn’t fly high enough the first time, so I retrieved it and gave it a brisker throw. It sailed up and over and was gone. Catch-22, the same. The porno magazine was more difficult, an ungainly bird attempting flight. Finally I spun it like a Frisbee and it sailed through, its pages flapping and waving goodbye.


  I kept the telescope.

  


  Richard Butner runs the Sycamore Hill Writers Conference. Small Beer Press published his chapbook, Horses Blow Up Dog City and Other Stories. He lives in Raleigh, North Carolina, the City of Oaks.


  
    
      	
        Non-Fiction

      
    

  


  Remembering the Future


  Winter 2011 editorial


  In November of 2001, I went to the annual SFWA writers and editors meet-up in New York City. We were a scant two months removed from the tragedy of 9/11, and its enormity cast a shadow over the normally over-joyous celebration. I was no longer working in the city when the two towers collapsed, but many of my friends and colleagues were. It was good to gather together and enjoy each other’s company, even if the changed skyline out the window was still a shock to most of us.


  It was in this somber atmosphere that I decided to launch a new speculative fiction magazine. I had left Tor Books more than a year prior, and deeply missed working in science fiction publishing. Inspired by Gavin Grant, I decided to make use of the connections I had and continue to work in the field even in a small way. I copied, collated, folded, and stapled 300 copies of the first issue, and I gave copies away that night. I had no idea what I was getting into.


  Along the way we’ve printed 22 issues (three double issues), garnered five World Fantasy Award nominations (including one for Jeffrey Ford’s short story “The Way He Does It”), earned one Hugo win, and enjoyed countless wonderful stories and experiences. Electric Velocipede has grown from a one-man show to a talented team (click on the staff link) over the past few years, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. They keep me sane and provide a much-needed dose of enthusiasm.


  Now it’s ten years later, welcome to the new Electric Velocipede, all electric, all the time. Throughout the rest of 2011, we’ll be posting issue #23. We’re already deep into the mix of working on issue #24, and we have the content for #25 set up in the wings waiting our attention. Issue #24 should come out in January 2012 and issue #25 in April 2012. This is content we’ve been bursting at the seams to send out to you for a while now, and we’re glad that time to share with you is now. Yes, that means that we’ll be opening for submissions early next year. Keep watching.


  I wanted to close this out with some thank yous for the people who’ve helped the magazine over the years, but there are too many of you. Thank you all for everything you’ve done for us, for believing in what we’re doing, and for supporting us. There are two ladies I need to single out. First, my managing editor Anne Zanoni who can herd cats while juggling chainsaws. Seriously. If you see mistakes in the magazine, they’re my fault. Anne does everything she can to get this thing out error-free and I always thwart her. And second, my wife. Her support means everything to me and I probably don’t tell her often enough.


  You can check the table of contents to know what’s coming up the next few weeks. Be sure to let us know what you think!


  John Klima

  Waukesha, WI

  October 2011


  Blindfold Taste Test with Alex Irvine


  What is your favorite food?


  The cheeseburger.


  What was your most memorable meal?


  One that comes to mind is an epic feast with a bunch of Del Rey and Random House people at Nobu in San Diego. The ceviche… the Kobe beef slices over hot rocks… oh God.


  What is the most unusual thing you’ve ever eaten?


  Once I had a cheeseburger stuffed with foie gras. Weird.


  Is there any food you crave that you cannot get where you live?


  It’s pretty hard to find good hole-in-the-wall Mexican (as opposed to fancy Mexican) in the northeast.


  What three things are always in your refrigerator?


  Pickles, tabouleh, and salami.


  Is there anything you won’t eat?


  There are quite a few things I’m sort of leery about. I try to stay away from organs–although I like a good pate.


  Is there a childhood food you miss?


  My mom made this weird stroganoff that I’ve never been able to figure out and am afraid to ask her about because I worry that she’ll tell me it has something in it I don’t want to eat.


  Is there anything you ate as a child that you can’t stand as an adult?


  My sweet tooth is less and less powerful as I get older. When I was a kid, I could put away a pound of Skittles. Those days are long gone.


  What is your favorite restaurant (or top three)?


  My three favorite places in Portland: Ruski’s, for outstanding bar food (and memories); Fore Street and Grace, for excellent food and ambience.


  What food is better at home than out at a restaurant?


  The cheeseburger. Usually.

  


  

  Alex Irvine’s most recent novels are Buyout, The Narrows, Transformers: Exiles, The Seal of Karga Kul, and the novelization of The Adventures of Tintin. His comics work includes Iron Man: Rapture, Daredevil Noir, and Hellstorm, Son of Satan: Equinox for Marvel, and the Vertigo Encyclopedia for DC. He has also written casual and interactive games. His short fiction is collected in Unintended Consequences and Pictures from an Expedition. He lives in Maine.


  Content TKTK: A n00b’s Guide to Speculative Fiction Poetry


  John Ottinger III


  If you are anything at all like me, you and poetry have passed like ships in the night: Lights on, blaring your horns, and doing your able best to avoid one another. Sure, you read some poetry during your school years, but much of it was either really, really old or so new it just didn’t make any sense (I’m looking at you, e. e. cummings) to your still forming brain. Maybe you remember a few terms such as meter and rhyme, perhaps even what an iamb is, or how syllables affect our understanding of poetry—but that’s about it.


  Perhaps you were one of the fortunate few who had an instructor who brought poetry alive, and who made the reading of poetry a lifelong pursuit. If so, this article is not particularly for you, though you may still enjoy it. But for those of you who remember poetry as the most annoying, exacerbating, torturous snore-fest of your school years, you might want to lift your head from your desk and pay attention.


  If you are a reader of speculative fiction (you know, science fiction, fantasy, and horror type stuff) you probably read it because you enjoy it. For you, the reading of a book by Isaac Asimov or Robert Jordan is a pleasurable experience, one that you look forward to after a long day at work. Maybe you curl up in your pajamas with a coffee, or you go to the bookstore or library and enhance your experience by being surrounded by a wealth of words. Maybe you curl up in bed with only a single dim light, or sit outside on the patio drinking in the sunshine. However you do it, you find the act of reading a work of speculative fiction a pleasurable experience.


  Poetry can be a pleasurable experience too, if you let it. If speculative prose is something you enjoy, there is a good chance that speculative poetry may also be to your liking. You may not find “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” by Robert Frost to be all that exciting an event, but listening to or reading “Song for an Ancient City” by Amal El-Mohtar brings visions of the ethereal, the old, and the beautiful. To you, “Return of Zombie Teen Angst” by Mike Allen sounds like it might actually make a fun read, but an “Ode on a Grecian Urn” by John Keats sounds like the poet simply lacked imagination.


  If this describes you, you are not alone.


  Many, many people have allowed the possibilities of poetry in science fiction and fantasy to pass them by. For the writer, it may be perceived there is no market for their work in poetry (as we will see later, that is an erroneous belief). For the reader, a bad experience with poetry, a belief that it is only for the “intelligentsia” or “literary” or simply a lack of contact have prevented them from enjoying the wealth that is poetry.


  I too, was one of those people.


  So I set myself a task. I went out, learned what I could about poetry, experienced some of what is being written today in SF poetry, and compiled for myself a sort of guide to appreciating verse. My hope is that my guide will help you find beauty and entertainment in the reading of SF poetry through some practical tips, a better understanding of analysis, and some exposure to some poems in the SF genre.


  WHAT IS SF POETRY?


  First, some definitions. What is speculative poetry? Suzette Haden Elgin, founder of the Science Fiction Poetry Association, defines speculative poetry in The Science Fiction Poetry Handbook as “A science fiction poem must be about a reality that is in some way different from the existing reality.” This broad and nuanced definition can be applied as much to prose as verse. The genres of science fiction, fantasy, and even horror posit an alternative to reality as the writer and reader may understand it, and so speculative poetry does the same albeit in a unique form. Of course, not all alternate reality poetry is SF poetry.


  What then makes it different from any other poetry? For the casual reader, such as me and possibly you, the best way to differentiate between SF poetry and so-called “mainstream” poetry is simply to rely on the old adage “I’ll know it when I see it”. We must be like Damon Knight, who once defined science fiction as “whatever I am pointing at when I say ‘science fiction!’” For you and me, it really doesn’t matter if the critics define a work of poetry as SF poetry or not, because if that is how we experience it, then it is so. It might be content, it might be form, it might be the similar emotional response you get from reading a poem to that which you get from reading SF prose. Of course, some poetry is specifically and intentionally SF poetry. This will usually be clear in the fact that the work is published in a genre magazine, or the author self-identifies as an SF poet, but no matter what, as with any reading experience, the reader will choose to define a poem as s/he wills. This may actually be a good opportunity for debates between appreciators to arise, something that will likely enhance your experience of poetry, not detract from it.


  GETTING ACCLIMATED


  Now that we have defined SF poetry by not defining it, let’s turn our attention to getting acclimated to the pleasure that can be had from reading poetry.


  Like when you first learned to read, enjoying poetry is going to take a little bit of effort on your part. Whether you learned English via whole language or phonetics, you learned to read through a significant amount of effort, especially for a young brain. You pounded those words and syllables into your mind, memorizing them and their relationships, working time and time again to understand the various nuances of a given word and how context can change a world. You fought over homophones, homographs, and the multiple exceptions to plurals, verbs, and adverb use. You worked hard.


  Fortunately, you won’t have to work quite so hard at enjoying SF poetry. You have already done the hard part in learning to read. Now you just need to learn the differences there are in reading poetry as opposed to prose.


  Attend a Poetry Reading


  Why would I put “attend a poetry reading” first in my list of acclimatizing tools? It is because often, poetry is best experienced aloud. It is very, very hard to learn to enjoy poetry in a vacuum, especially when your only contact is black letters on a white page. It is just so sterile, so utterly devoid of any feeling to read a poem in that way. When first learning to enjoy poetry, it is best to get poetry “from the horse’s mouth” as it were. Much of the poetry at a reading will be original, will be by the poet, and will be read in the cadence and tone which the author intends. Naturally, it is unlikely that much of this poetry will be of a SF variety, but the goal here is to learn that poetry has a music born of words alone. Just as the enjoyment of a play, once read, is enhanced by seeing it on stage, so too is seeing and hearing a poem performed.


  Poets.org has a National Poetry Map on its website that can help you find readings in your area. Next time you go to a Barnes and Noble, check their events calendar and see if there is a poetry group or special appearance. Many of the Barnes & Noble stores where I have lived have hosted teen poetry groups. These would be good places to go, as the crowd is small, you can slip away when you like, and although the poetry may not be extremely good, the youth of the budding poets makes it easier to feel less intimidated. This is where I began, afraid that a more formal poetry reading would be too much like the atmosphere in So I Married an Axe Murder when beat poet Charlie Mackenzie (Mike Myers) reads one of his poems in a poetry bar. (Silly, I know, but lack of experience or a fear of trying new things can make fools of us all.)


  If finding a poetry reading is difficult or you lack the time to commit to one, you might also try looking on YouTube or other video-sharing sites for some poetry readings. Author Neil Gaiman’s “Instructions” (http://youtu.be/bi2pBZGJqj8 ) can be found there being read by the author himself, as can work by Theodora Goss (http://youtu.be/tLSANHt9Neg) and Mike Allen, both noted SF poets. There is sure to be more various categories and/or genres that I have yet to discover.


  The point here is to experience the poetry, getting a sense of it as read aloud.


  Read Poetry


  This is fairly self-evident. If you want to experience and understand poetry, you are going to have to read it. Fortunately there are a lot of great places to find SF poetry, not least of which is in the very pages of Electric Velocipede. The dedicated poetry magazines Dreams and Nightmares, The Magazine of Speculative Poetry, Star*Line, Mythic Delirium, Goblin Fruit, and Astropoetica are all excellent places to find a wealth of verse. Many of them are online magazines and offer the poetry free of charge. (An entire listing of publications which accept and print poetry can be found at: http://www.sfpoetry.com/markets.html) In some cases, print editions are available if you prefer. Thaumatrope, a Twitter zine, often includes haikus or limericks in its daily dose of mini-fictions. Asimov’s, Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, Abyss &Apex, Sybil’s Garage, Ideomancer, Black Gate, and Strange Horizons are all publications which include SF poetry in and amongst works of prose and essays. And many individual authors will include poetry in their websites or blogs, such as Jim C. Hines’ series of “zombie rhymes” which are parodies of old nursery rhymes (http://www.jimchines.com/tag/zombie-rhymes/).


  There are also several poetry collections and anthologies produced each year. Those links will take you to the Science Fiction Poetry Association lists that they maintain. The SFPA also releases their own anthology of the Rhysling Award winners each year. The Rhysling Award is the Science Fiction Poetry Association’s annual award for the best speculative poetry, which has been awarded since 1978.


  Again, the point here is to acclimate yourself to the nuances of poetry, to learn the different styles by feel if not by specific name. You won’t be able to define which poem is a limerick, or which is written in iambic pentameter (unless, of course, you remember these details from your school days) but you will be able to enjoy the poem at an emotional level, the level of the heart. Let the mind come later, let the specifics of a particular poem’s construction not be what you first experience; rather let the beauty of the language flow over you. Bruce Boston, a multiple Rhysling award winner, illuminates my meaning:


  “Speculative poetry is about suggestion; it is elusive and rich in allusions; it functions at multiple levels; it may sometimes appear opaque until you give it a deserving read. Unlike most genre poems, speculative poetry does not use language to communicate in a strictly literal way, but recognizes the analogical quality of language, the play of words, the connections and contradictions inherent in sounds and meanings. It takes words beyond themselves, beyond their literal definitions, and whether its syntax is simple or complex, rhymed and metered or free verse, it understands how to make language not only speak but sing.” (Originally in Fortean Bureau, Sept. 2005; now found at http://estranghero.blogspot.com/2008/10/just-so-people-will-know.html)


  DIGGING DEEPER


  Now that you have been experientially acclimated to SF poetry and know where to find it, we need to turn our minds towards understanding the poetry we have experienced with our hearts. To do so, we will need to continue to read and listen to poetry.


  Read Reviews of Poetry


  Find reviews of speculative poetry. Find out what the experts in the field are saying about different pieces of poetry. Reading reviews will assist you in learning to discern a “good” poem from a “bad” poem, at least in a critical sense. You will, of course, not always agree with their conclusions on a particular piece. One of the very aspects of poetry that make it so enjoyable is disagreeing with others about a particular piece. It is rarely quantifiable, and every reader will react just a little bit differently to a particular work. You can find reviews of speculative poetry at places like SF Site, Star*Line, and Illumen. The “Distillations” section of the (now-defunct but still available to read) online review magazine The Fix was one of the most comprehensive and thorough locations for reviews of SF poetry. In addition, The Fix often reviewed the publications where the poems first appeared and so it is a great place to find reviews of poetry in the broader content magazines. Tangent Online also reviews many of the publications where SF poetry can be found with excellent and thoughtful reviews.


  It is just as important to read reviews of poetry as it is to read the poetry itself, as it will add to your critical understanding of a poem, perhaps illuminate some aspect of a poem you read that escaped you on first reading, and give you a better sense of where a poem might fit into history and genre. Poet Matthew Zapruder, who selects and edits much of the poetry published by Seattle’s Wave Books, was interview by Publishers Weekly in preparation for a panel on poetry reviewing. In the interview Zapruder said, “The most valuable thing about a review of a book of poetry is its potential to deepen the reader’s experience of the work under consideration.” He continues, “The thoughts and insights of a perceptive, educated, interested writer who has spent a significant amount of time with the poetry can be of great help to someone who is new to the poems.” (read the entire interview with Zapruder and his fellow panelists at the Publishers Weekly website)


  Poetry Analysis


  Now, before you cringe in agony, this is not your poetry analysis from school. For one thing, you probably care a great deal more about understanding poetry, or you wouldn’t have even made it this far into my column. Because poetry is a significant part of literature, there are many resources available to help you better understand poetry, from Poetry for Dummies to critical editions of the poems of Tennyson or Frost. There is a great deal out there, only a little of it dedicated to speculative poetry, but to be sure, a good understanding of the techniques and the ability to analyze a poem is a universal skill.


  Analyzing a poem is much like critiquing a work of fiction. By asking yourself a set of ten questions about the work, you will be able to critique it in such a way as to enhance your enjoyment of the work. (Adapted from Brock University—Professor John Lye’s “Critical Reading: A Guide”)


  1. What is the poem’s genre?


  What Lye means here, is the poem a sonnet, an elegy, a lyric, a narrative, a dramatic monologue, an epic, etc.? Lye contends that identifying the form of a poem is important because “different forms are usually associated with particular subjects, aims, and attributes.” Before asking this question, be sure you are familiar with the most common types. Most of them are discussed and explained in books written for the average reader.


  2. Who is the poem’s narrator?


  This is what is commonly called “point of view” when analyzing prose. Lye says, “Identify the voice. What does the voice have to do with what is happening in the poem?” I particularly liked how Lye phrased his next point, “How involved in the action or reflection of the poem is the voice? What is the perspective or ‘point of view’ of the speaker? The perspective can be social, intellectual, political, even physical—there are many different perspectives, but they all contribute to how the world of the poem is seen, and how we respond.”


  3. What is the poem’s subject?


  Quite plainly, what is the poem about? What happens in the poem? In speculative poetry this may appear to be evident, but remember that poetry loves to play about with language, and the apparent meaning is not always the only one.


  4. What is the poem’s structure?


  How is the poem put together? Does it have sections in stanzas or does it employ paragraphs? Also pay attention to the “plot” of the poem, the way the presentation of the material is developed.


  5. How does the poem use its setting?


  Try to find the time, place, and physical location of the poem. This is especially important in speculative poetry as the time could be the far future or the distant past. The location could be a spaceship or a castle in a swamp. Knowing where and when the poem takes place will either make the poem more concrete as you associate your knowledge of a time and place with that in the poem, or it will set the mood or create other associations based on what is in your memory.


  6. How does the poem use imagery?


  You already looked at the images of the physical realm in question 5, but you should also pay attention to figures of speech such as metaphors. These extend the imaginative reach of the poem, an aspect especially important to the speculative poem.


  7. Examine the poem’s language.


  How does the sound of the poem contribute to its meaning? Try to find the rhythm of the poem (not always an easy task, especially in free verse). Look at the kinds of words that are used, pay attention to multiple connotations or associations. Are there multiple meanings of the words the poets used? Did the poet use puns?


  8. Look at the references and history.


  Can you associate this poem with another piece of writing? Lye uses the examples of the U2 song “Trip Through Your Wires” where the lyrics “I was thirsty and you wet my lips” area a direct reference from Matthew 25:35 in the Bible. Bono is perhaps blowing up his own ego by using the same words that are ascribed to Jesus. In the Bible verse, Jesus says “I was thirsty and you wet my lips” to the people who were saved as an explanation of what they did correct.


  9. What qualities does the poem evoke in the reader?


  Works of art evoke a reader’s memories of taste, experience, and values. These memories work to inform the reader of the poem. Well-written poetry will evoke these memories from a reader even if the specific details of the poem are such that never occurred in real life to the reader.


  10. What is the poem’s worldview?


  This is perhaps something to look into when you have more experience reading speculative poetry. Lye asks, “What are the basic ideas about the world that are expressed? What areas of human experience are seen as important, and what is valuable about them? What areas of human experience or classes of person are ignored or denigrated?” Even as you explore this, be sure to understand your own historical and cultural distance from the work. Your own experiences and your understanding of your own culture (or sub-culture) will inform your understanding of the poem as a whole and its worldview in particular.


  GOING BEYOND


  There is simply no better way to understand poetry than to attempt to create your own. Whether it is a simple acrostic, where you take the letters of a word and make a line of poetry from each, to a complex free verse, to an epic written in iambic pentameter, only in attempting to write a poem can you truly feel out the subtleties and beauty of the text. It’s like learning a foreign language. Sure, it is difficult, and yes, working with the grammar can be annoying at times, but in the end you have an appreciation and better understanding of your native tongue. Poetry opens up prose to a whole new level of meaning and an appreciation of one enhances the other.


  Your own poems will likely be pretty poor at first. I know mine are and will be for a time to come. But as with most things, perseverance will win out. Sure, I’m not a good poet right now, but I can already better appreciate the poetry written by others. This is what I really seek in writing my own poetry. Just like the students I teach—who always begin with “I hate poetry” whenever I begin their poetry unit for the year; only when the students go through the effort to create their own poetry do they come to value it as an art form.


  CONCLUSION


  SF poetry is out there, and it wants more readers. Hopefully this little guide will make approaching this seemingly daunting part of SF a little bit easier, a little more fun, and a little more valued. I know writing it has for me.

  


  John Ottinger III is a graduate student and educator whose reviews, interviews, and articles have appeared in WORLD, Publishers Weekly, Black Gate, Strange Horizons, Fantasy Magazine, SF Signal, Sacramento Book Review, and at Tor.com. Find him online at www.graspingforthewind.com.
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