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E D IT O R IA L A N S IB LE LIN K LANGFORD

Jason Sanford has played several significant 
roles in the activities o f the Interzone 
team  in  the past few  months. First, there’s 
Sanford the writer, represented by the three 
brilliantly strange stories w e snapped up 
for this issue. Teem ing with extraordinary 
and com plex ideas, they highlight the 
im aginative range and inventive power 
o f  an im agination w orking at fu ll tilt.
Then there’s Sanford the cultivator o f 
storytelling talent. Jason sent us a story,
‘The Shoe Factory’ by Matt C ook, w ith a 
b rie f recom m endation. We read it with 
grow ing astonishm ent. It was dense, it was 
m ultifaceted and it lurched back and forth 
across space and time. But w e felt it was 
also engaging, accessible and exciting. It’s in 
this issue. Read it and you ’ll be in no doubt 
about Jason’s faculty for spotting a talented 
storyteller. Finally, there’s Sanford the 
provocative and perceptive critic. Recently, 
when I was putting together a piece for an 
academ ic journal on sim ilarities between 
shifts in s f  storytelling in the late 1960s 
and those in 2010 , he was one o f  several 
Interzone regulars (the others being Aliette 
de Bodard, C hris Beckett and Gareth L. 
Powell) w ho chipped in  w ith thoughts on 
new  directions in  contem porary sf. The 
thrust o f  Jason’s argum ent is that while 
m ainstream  literature deals w ith issues 
such as sexuality with m ore freedom  than 
ever before, it continues to evade the big 
political, sociocultural and ecological issues 
faced by humanity. This, he argues, is an 
artistic vacuum  s f is well placed to fill as 
long as it is able to renew itself and reach 
out to new  audiences.

This is a them e he tackles on his website 
and in som e depth in our interview  on 
page 44. Clearly, he’s keen to spark a 
debate on this issue -  and it’s a  debate 
we hope you’ ll be keen to jo in . Is Jason 
right to suggest we are seeing a significant 
departure, in  term s o f  structure, style or 
them atic concerns o f  s f storytelling? Let us 
know  on the Interaction forum .

This issue W arw ick Fraser-C oom be 
com pletes the 2010  covers that com bine to 
form  ‘Playground (Hide and Seek)’. We’ve 
already bought a print to hang on the wall 
here at T T A  Towers, and hopefully m any o f 
you w ill do likewise. Details on page 27. You 
can also read an interview  with W arwick, 
conducted by Jim  W orrad, on the website.

Andy Hedgecock

Hugo Awards. Novel: a tie, rare in Hugo 
history -  Paolo Bacigalupi, The W indup 
G irl, and C hina M ieville, The City &  The 
City. Novella: Charles Stross, ‘Palim psest’ 
(Wireless). Novelette: Peter Watts, ‘The 
Island’ (The N ew  Space O pera 2 ). He’d 
bet he wouldn’t win: ‘Thanks for costing 
m e $20, you guys.’ Short: W ill M cIntosh, 
‘Bridesicle’ (A sim ov’s 1/09). Related Work: 
Jack Vance, This is Me, Jack Vance! G raphic 
Story: K aja and Phil Foglio, G irl Genius, 
Volume 9: Agatha H eterodyne an d the 
Heirs o f  the Storm. D ram atic, Long: M oon. 
D ram atic, Short: Doctor Who: ‘The Waters 
o f  M ars’. Editor, Long: Patrick Nielsen 
H ayden. Sem iprozine: Clarkesw orld  -  
the first online fiction m agazine to win 
this. Fan W riter: Frederik Pohl. Fanzine: 
StarShipSofa. Fan A rtist: Brad W. Foster.

Kim  Stanley Robinson’s aphorism  at 
the Australian W orldcon was endlessly 
repeated on Twitter: ‘Econom ics is the 
astrology o f  our time.’

J.K. Rowling was threatened with 
defacem ent: ‘The im age o f m y client 
is in danger,’ explained a W arner Bros, 
law yer as the studio sued M agic X , a  Swiss 
com pany that m anufactures condom s with 
the tasteful brand nam e H arry Popper.
(G uardian )

In Typo Veritas. K ing A lfred ’s Revenge: 
‘Torches burned in the scones bound to 
the trunks o f  each tree ...’ (K ari Sperring, 
L ivin g  with Ghosts, 2009)

Stephen Baxter is thrilled that Czech 
biologists have nam ed a new  (albeit 500 
m illion years old) trilobite for his Xeelee 
books: tentative classification M ezzaluna? 
xeelee.

Political Shift. A lthough I am  o f course 
shocked, shocked by the net cam paign 
to m ove Tony Blair’s autobiography to 
the C rim e section o f  bookshops, it must 
be noted that a m inority disagrees and 
is choosing to file it under D ark Fantasy.
(Telegraph)

Harlan Ellison explained w hy a  Septem ber 
2010  convention w ould be his last: ‘The 
truth o f  what’s going on here is that I’m 
dying ... I’m  like the W icked W itch o f  the

West -  I’m  melting.’ Thus: ‘This is gonna 
be the biggest fucking science-fiction 
convention ever, because no con has ever 
had a guest o f  honor drop dead while 
perform ing fo r the goddam n audience. The 
only com parison is the death o f  Patrick 
Troughton, at a D octor W ho convention. 
A nd  I don’t think he was even onstage.’
( The D aily  Page) No one was such a cad 
as to express disappointm ent that, despite 
this prom ise o f  high dram a, M r Ellison 
survived.

British Fantasy Awards. Novel: C onrad 
W illiam s, One. Novella: Sarah Pinborough, 
‘The Language o f  D ying ’. Short: M ichael 
M arshall Sm ith, ‘W hat Happens W hen 
You Wake up in the Night’ (Nightjar). 
A nthology: M am m oth Book o f  Best N ew  
H orror 2 0  ed. Stephen Jones. Collection: 
Robert Shearm an, Love Songs fo r  the Shy 
and Cynical. Sm all Press: Telos. Com ic/ 
G raphic Novel: N eil G aim an &  A nd y 
Kubert, W hatever H appened to the Caped  
Crusader?  A rtist: Vincent Chong. Non- 
Fiction: D avid Langford, ‘A nsible Link’
-  yes, this very  colum n! M agazine: M urky  
Depths. Television: D octor Who. Film : Let 
the Right O ne In. N ew com er: K ari Sperring, 
Livin g With Ghosts. Special, for outstanding 
contribution: Robert Holdstock.

Dickless Google. A  report on terms 
blacklisted by G oogle Instant Search (the 
annoying feature that shows potential 
search results as you type) reveals that 
although entering ‘Philip K. D ick’ gives 
prom isingly m any hits, adding a space 
causes the whole list to vanish for fear o f 
Offensive Results. W ith ‘Philip Kindred 

D ick’, this vanishm ent m ysteriously 
happens when you type the R . ..

Tradem ark Logic. U S T V  host Conan 
O’Brien announced his new  talk  show 
Conan .. .  but first had to acquire a  licence 
from  C onan Properties International, 
w hich has tradem arked the Robert E. 
Howard character’s com m on Irish name.
( Washington Post)

A L A  Banned Book Week. The easily 
outraged o f  A m erica are m oving with 
the times: though G uardian coverage 
opened with the traditional photo o f  Kurt 
Vonnegut, the only fantastic w ork in the

c  h iIesi- [ISSUE 231
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The object in the hands of the British Fantasy 
Award statuette may be rugose, squamous, 
nameless or even blasphemous.

A m erican  L ibrary Associations latest top- 
ten list o f ‘frequently challenged’ books is 
Stephenie M eyers Twilight series. ‘Reasons: 
religious view point, sexually explicit, 
unsuited to age group.’ That heavily 
em phasised no-sex-before-m arriage 

m essage was just too subtle.

More Awards. John W. C am pbell (new 
writer): Seanan M cG uire. • W orld Fantasy, 
Life Achievem ent: Brian Lumley, Terry 
Pratchett, Peter Straub.

Thog’s Masterclass. Dept o f  Personal 
Presence. ‘She sat dow n in  that earthy w ay 
that said she was all there.’ (L.E. M odesitt 
Jr, The Fires o f  Paratim e, 1980) •  Fins, Fins, 
Fins, M oving Up and D own Again Dept.
‘. . .the pain m arched across m y shoulder 
like a shark arm y m ight have.’ (Ibid) • 
Eyeballs in the Sky. ‘G azing up at his face,
I saw  a pair o f  beautiful blue eyes caressing 
m y face.’ (Jocelynn Drake, Wait fo r  Dusk, 
20x0) •  B ook o f  Lists Dept. ‘Inside and 
am ong the stars, a m ontage, a collage, 
a kaleidoscope, a cacophony, a song, o f 
colors, shapes, sounds, trees, flowers, 
stones, bricks, houses, horses, unicorns, 
dragons, lizards, eagles, sparrows, 
m ollusks, whales, wasps, m osquitoes, 
fairies, changelings, hum ans, centaurs, the 
dead, the living, the unborn, the not yet 
born, the just conceived, until, until there 
was nothing and there was everything.’ 
(W arren Rochelle, The Called, 2010)

R.I.P.

Larry Ashm ead (19 32-20 10), U S editor 
w ho worked at Doubleday, Sim on &  
Schuster and FlarperCollins, and whose 
D oubleday s f  stable included Asim ov, 
Ballard and D ick, died on 2 Septem ber; 
he was 78.

Geoffrey Burgon (19 4 1-20 10 ), U K  film/ 
T V  com poser who wrote m usic for two 
D octor Who storylines (1975-1976), 
M onty Pythons Life o f  Brian  (1979) and 
the B B C  N arnia adaptations (1988- 
1990), died on 21 Septem ber; he was 69.

Susan M . Garrett (19 4 0 -20 10 ), U S fan/ 
author o f  D octor Who and other fan 
fiction, w hose Intim ations o f  M ortality  

(1997) >s an authorised novelisation o f 
the vam pire T V  series Forever Knight, 
d ied on 14  August.

Elaine Koster, U S publisher and literary 
agent w ho (while at N ew  A m erican 
L ibrary in  the 1970s) launched Stephen 
K ing’s bestseller career w ith a then- 
enorm ous $400 ,000  paperback advance 
for C arrie, d ied on 10  August; she was 
69.

Alain le Bussy (19 4 7-20 10), Belgian 
author o f  at least 25 s f  novels and 200 
stories, died on 14  October. Fie had won
the 1993 Prix R osny-A ine and a 1995 
European SF Society award.

Benoit Mandelbrot (19 24-20 10), 
Polish-born U S/French m athem atician 
whose pioneering w ork on fractals (a 
term  he coined) and fractal geom etry 
was hugely influential in  m any fields 
including sf, died on 14  O ctober aged

85.

Edw in M organ (19 20 -20 10 ), leading 
Scots poet nam ed as Scotland’s first 
national laureate in 2004, died on 19 
August aged 90. He was fond o f  s f  and 
space them es; his m any collections

included Star Gate: Science Fiction  

Poem s (1979).

Jennifer Rardin (1965-20 10), US 

author o f  the ‘Jaz Parks’ C IA  assassin/ 
vam pire hunter sequence beginning
with Once Bitten, Twice Shy  (2007), died 
on 20 Septem ber; she was only 45.

C la ire  R a y n e r (19 3 1-20 10 ), U K  agony 
aunt and novelist w hose s f  venture was 
The M eddlers (1970; U S title The B aby  
Factory), d ied on 11 O ctober aged 79.

E .C . Tubb (19 19 -20 10 ), long-tim e U K  
s f  author and fan -  always know n as 
Ted -  died on 10  Septem ber; he was 90. 
H is first story (for N ew  Worlds) and first 
o f  over 130 novels (Saturn Patrol as by 
K in g Lang) both appeared in 1951; he 
was a founder m em ber o f  the British 
SF A ssociation in 1958 and edited the 
first issue o f  the BSFA’s Vector; his best- 
known space opera series, the D um arest 
saga, ran to 33 volum es 1967-2009. He 
kept w riting until the last -  even now, 
further novels are scheduled.

Donald H. T uck (19 22-20 10),
A ustralian s f  bibliographer whose 
researches form ed a m ajor foundation 
stone o f  genre reference w ork, died 
on 11 O ctober aged 87. He w on a 1984 
nonfiction H ugo for the third and 
last volum e o f  his m onum ental The 
Encyclopedia o f  Science Fiction and  
Fantasy through 1968 (1974-1983).

Ralph Vicinanza (1950-20 10), US 
agent whose N ew  York agency Ralph 
Vicinanza Ltd represents m any genre 
authors including Stephen Baxter,
Joe Haldem an, Stephen King, Terry 
Pratchett, Robert Silverberg, Peter 
Straub and C onnie W illis, died 
unexpectedly on 26 September, aged 60. 
Producer credits on film /T V  adaptations 
o f clients’ w ork include Jum per, 
FlashForw ard  and the forthcom ing The 
Forever War and The Wee Free M en.
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Matthew Cook is an artist and author living in 

Columbus, Ohio. His first novel, the dark fantasy 
Blood Magic, was published by Juno Books in 

September of 2007. A sequel, Nights of Sin, was 

released in August of 2008. Both Blood Magic and 
Nights o f Sin have been nominated for the 2009 

Gaylactic Spectrum Award. Matt shares his home 
with the love of his life Amy, Grayson his wild-haired 

son, a talking African Gray parrot, Zoe (the Scardiest 
Cat in the World), three Mini Coopers, numerous 

computers and countless books.

The sm el l  of o r a n g e s . C a t ’s to n g ue  rough  on h is f in g e r t ip s , l ic k - 
in g  cream . H e b lin k s -  n ow  E m ily  is sm ilin g  up at h im  th ro u g h  b ea m s o f  

su n sh in e  sp a rk lin g  w ith  d u st. H er b la ck  h a ir  sp read s a cro ss  the p illow .

Sh e s ig h s  o v e r  the ru m b le  o f  ca rs  out on  the street, the so u n d  o f  b rak es 

sq u e a lin g , o f  a n g ry  h o n k in g . O ra n g es  fad e  to the stin k  o f  exh au st an d  d am p  

an d  ro ttin g  con crete . T he c o m fo rt in g  sm ell o f  the sh o e  factory . T he sm ell o f  

G u a n g z h o u , C h in a  in su m m er. The sm ell o f  h om e.

H e b lin k s  aga in . N o w  he’s at the river. Ten ye a rs  o ld  an d  in v in cib le . Fearless. 

H e ju m p s  o u t, in to  sp ace , in to  the sen satio n  o f  fa llin g . T he ro p e  b etw een  his 

th ig h s p u lls  tig h t. T he tire  sw in g  sw eep s o v er the water.

H e w o n d e rs, ju s t  fo r  an in stan t, w h ere  the sh oe  fa c to ry  h as gon e, but it’s a 

flee tin g  w o rry . H e a b a n d o n s h im se lf to the m o m en t and  lau g h s, toes c a rv in g  a 

w ake th ro u g h  the b ro w n  su rfa ce , b e fo re  he arcs b ack  up , up, legs th row n  fo r ­

w ard , toes p o in ted  at the sky. D ro p s  o f  w ater p r ism in g ; d ia m o n d s fly in g  into 

the h ard , b lue su m m e r sky.

T he b lu e  go es b lack . T he d ia m o n d s  freeze  in to  p in p o in ts  o f  ligh t, h ard  and  

c ru e l and  u n ca rin g . H e h an g s at the zen ith , flo a tin g  fo r  tru e  now, lo o k in g  at the 

u n co u n ted  m u ltitu d e  o f  stars. T he su it is o ld , sm e llin g  o f  sw eat and  stale  b reath  

and  the o d o r  o f  the h ab  m o d u le : fr ie d  vegetab les , o il, an d  e n d lessly  recyc led  

air. H e to n g u es the sw itch  that ro utes p o w er to the E V -p a ck  on h is  back .

H e h an gs in  the b lack , lo o k s d o w n . B e lo w  stretches the attenuated  b u lk  o f  the 

E a sy  R id e r , a lo n g  rectan g le  o f  c r isscro ssed  steel b eam s su rro u n d in g  a sp in a l 

co rd  o f  co n d u its, p ip es an d  w ires. She’s an u n lo ve ly  cra ft, but so lid . D ep en d able . 

A t least, sh e a lw ays w as.

A h ead , at the fa r end o f  the sp an , the end  fu rth est fro m  the steel oasis o f  light 

an d  heat that keeps h im  alive , is the engine m od u le , h id d en  fro m  sight beh ind  

the w id e , lead  d isc  o f  the rad iatio n  sh ield . D irec tly  below, am id sh ip s, are the b o x ­

ca r  sh apes o f  the cargo  m od u les. The central clu ster is crow n ed  by the tiara  o f  the 

lo n g -ran g e  antenn a. The b ig  d ish  is p o in ted  b ackw ard s, tow ard s P h ob os Station.

H e re m e m b ers  th is m om en t. R em em b ers the s ick  fe e lin g  o f  fear as he put 

on  the su it, e ars  r in g in g  fro m  the w a ilin g  a la rm  o f  the co n ta in m en t b reach . 

R e m e m b e rs  the fa m ilia r  fe e lin g  o f  c la u stro p h o b ia  as  th e  helm et clicked  in to  

p lace , tra p p in g  a t in y  p iece  o f  the h ab -u n it ’s w arm th  again st h is face. R e m e m ­

b ers  the cra ck le  o f  the su it as the a ir lo c k  cyc led  fro m  o n e a tm o sp h ere  to h ard  

vac , the d o o r  s lid in g  up  in  the p erfect s ilen ce  o f  space.

H e sh akes h is h ead . No. This is w rong. It d id n ’t h a p p en  this way.

H e d id  not p ause, h a n g in g  ab o ve  the anten n a ’s d ish . He’s su p p o sed  to grasp  

the h an d les  o f  the E V -p a ck  now. S u p p o sed  to tw ist th em , se n d in g  p u lse s  o f  

co m p re sse d  g as  b ack w ard s , p ro p e llin g  h im  to w ard s the m a lfu n ctio n in g  e n ­

g in es. S u p p o sed  to d rift  o v e r  the lip  o f  the rad  sh ie ld , h e a rin g  the click s o f  the 

r-co u n ter tic k in g  like  m ad  as he passes the th resh o ld .

H e re m e m b ers  fo rw a rd , the sen satio n  stran g e  -  m en ta l d o u b le -v is io n , like 

d e ja -vu , b u t real. H e k n o w s w h at he’ ll see w h en  he d r ifts  o v er the lip  o f  the 

sh ie ld . H is m outh  go es d ry, h is  to n g u e  tu rn e d  to san d p ap er.

S an d p ap er. R o u g h . R o u g h  scrap e  o f  the cat’s to n g u e  acro ss  h is fin gertip s. 

L ic k in g  the stick y  c ream . It cost a  m onth ’s sa lvage , o v er in the m ark et tw o m iles 

fro m  the sh oe  factory . O ra n g es  an d  w h ip p e d  cream  are  E m ily ’s favo rite . It’s her
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birthday. This is h er gift.

H e lo oks aw ay fro m  the b lack  and  w h ite  cat. O ranges sec­

tio n ed  and  sliced  and  p laced  in  the ch ip p ed  w hite b ow l. He’ ll 

put the cream  in  another, so  it w on ’t curd le . The tang o f  the fru it 

alm ost, but not quite, p ushes aw ay the ever-presen t sm ell o f  the 

cars outside, o f  the sh oe fa c to ry ’s dam p, m o ld y  stink.

H e glan ces o ver h is shoulder, into the liv in g  ro o m  th ey ’ve  

cob bled  togeth er out o f  som e o ld  ch airs and  th eir fu ton  and  a 

h a lf-sp ru n g  velvet couch . Sheets o f  h an gin g  p lastic sketch out 

w alls, w aftin g , c r in k lin g  in  the dam p  breeze that flits th rou gh  

the sh oe fa c to ry ’s skeletal, g lassless w in d ow s.

H is eyes catch on the em p ty place  that w ill soon  b e filled  w ith  

a w ire  sp oo l, on  w h ich  w ill b e  the v id p o d  and  the flickerin g, 

T aiw an ese flatscreen. H e frow ns.

T h ey d on ’t have a flatscreen. T h ey ’ve  a lw ays w atch ed  his p i­

rated, v in tage  m o vies  in  bed , in  the m usty-sm ellin g  fu ton , ly ing  

together, lim bs in tertw in ed , p eerin g  at the v id p o d ’s tin y  screen. 

W h o ever o w n ed  the ’p o d  b efore  h im  h ad  m o re  than  three h u n ­

d red  film s stored, so th ey  w atch  it a lm ost e v e ry  night, a g low in g 

w in d o w  into a d istant, h ap p ier tim e.

H e likes A m erican  action  m ovies, p articu larly  car o r cop  film s 

from  the latter h a lf  o f  the 20th  starrin g  Steve M cQ u een  or C lin t 

E astw ood . E m ily  likes rom ances, no m atter w h at era, but is p ar­

ticu lar to stories fro m  the b eg in n in g  o f  the 2 1st that feature the 

K orean  g irl, Jang  N a R a . The stories are all the sam e; o n ly  the 

nam es o f  the ch aracters vary. E m ily  finds peace in  th is a rran g e­

m ent. So m etim es he likes the rom ances as w ell, but he’s a g u y  so 

he acts like he doesn ’t.

H e fro w n s and  stirs the cream , tearin g  op en  packets o f  brow n 

cane su gar stolen from  the tourist cafe at the end o f  the b lock . 

E m ily  likes the cream  sw eet as candy, sw eeter than  the fru it. It’s 

h er b irth d ay ; the theft w as w orth  the risk.

O utsid e, p ast the iron  lattice o f  the glassless w in d ow , lie the 

p uzzleb ox ro o ftop s and  la u n d ry -stru n g  a lleyw ays o f  N an sh a. 

H e loo k s o ver the endless ro w s o f  cru m b lin g  m a so n ry  and  ro t­

tin g  concrete, stretch ing  out into the h u m id  d istance. M ost o f  

the once great fac tories an d  w areh ou ses are ru in ed  h u lks, th eir 

o n ce-p ro u d  ro o fs  co llapsed , little m o re  th an  p iles o f  ru stin g  

scrap. A  lu cky  few, like the fa c to ry  he calls h om e, still have som e 

o r  all o f  th eir roofs.

B ey o n d  the spraw l, the Pearl R iver collapses into its delta. W ay 

out, a lm ost h id d en  in  the haze, lies the glittering plane o f  the 

South  C h in a  Sea. A n  arco lo gy  floats a few  m iles fro m  shore, an 

en orm ou s m an m ad e lily  p ad  crow n ed  w ith  a slab-sid ed  h yp er­

structure, b ig  as a city. D istance and  h u m id ity  m ake the vision  

into a w atercolor.

L ik e  a lw ays, he fantasizes ab out w h at it m ust be like  out there, 

d riftin g  w ith  the tide an d  the w in d s. T h ey say  there’s no  sickness 

there. N o  death. T h ose w h o se  b od ies are too  o ld  sim p ly  decant 

th eir m em o ries  to new, yo u n g  shells, vat g row n  m onth s or years 

in  ad van ce  and  stored  fo r just such  an  eventuality.

So m eon e h o n k s a h o rn  d ow n  on the street and  cu rses in  C a n ­

tonese. “ H a a h n g -la n -h e u ir  M o v e ! G et o ut o f  the fu c k in g  ro ad!

G reat gran d fath er sa id  that once, long b efore, th is part o f  

G u an gzh o u  w as the richest p art o f  C h in a . There w ere cou n t­

less factories here, h om e to m illion s o f  w ork ers. T h ey  m ade 

shoes, an d  toys, and  electron ics here, go o d s sh ip p ed  to every  

co rn er o f  the globe.

Then the jo b s  m o ved  on  to ch eap er places. So m alia , o r  H ai­

ti, o r M ississip p i. W hat cru sh in g  p o verty  started, the C R O S S  

p an d em ic  ended , red u cing  the city  to a gh ost o f  its fo rm er self. 

So m etim es he still finds b on es in  the ru bb le  o f  the tum bledow n 

factories, sm o o th  and w hite, the co lo r o f  m ou rn in g.

The dead b olt sn icks op en  d ow n on the fac to ry  flo o r and 

sp eed s h is  strokes, w h ip p in g  the cream  in to froth . E m ily ’s fo o t­

steps rin g  on the iron  staircase. H e sees her g r in  as her face 

clears the p latform .

“G u ess w h at I fo u n d ?”  she says, tossing h er satchel on  the 

flo o r b esid e the futon.

A  flatscreen . M iracu lo u sly  u n dam aged, w ed g ed  inside a  cu p ­

b o ard  beneath a fa lle n  wall.

“ I g ive  up,” his m outh  says, fo llow in g  the script o f  w h at actu ­

a lly  happened. “W h at?”

“A  flatscreen! I w as sa lvagin g  in  the o ld  M attel fac to ry  on  the 

w est edge o f  the spraw l, and  fo u n d  it in w h at w as left o f  a c o n ­

ference room . I th in k  it m igh t w ork , but I need  yo u  to com e 

help m e d ig  it out.”

H e sm iles b a ck  as p leasure  w ashes th rou gh  h im . E m ily ’s a 

m u ch  better scro u n ger than  he is. She w alks up and sees w hat 

he’s m akin g  fo r her.

“ H ap p y b irthd ay, Em ,”  he says, ju st b efore  she squeals and 

th row s h e rse lf into h is arm s. T h ey  sit at the table he b u ilt out o f  

an o ld  d o o r and  som e c in d er b locks and  eat h er b irth d ay  su r­

p rise. A fter, she snuggles in  h is lap  and  kisses h im , h er breath 

redo len t o f  oranges and cream . H e carries her to the fu ton , and 

th ey  m ake love tangled  in  the m u sty  sheets.

T h ey w ill d o  it again  later that n ight, he kn ow s, h er sk in  la m ­

ben t b lue in  the flickerin g  g lo w  o f  the rescu ed  flatscreen, but for 

n o w  all he kn o w s is that he is sixteen , h is b elly  is fu ll, and he is 

in  love. H e closes h is eyes. W h en  he op en s th em  again , all he 

can  see is the velvet b lack  and  the m yriad  stars.

The rad iation  sh ie ld  is just ahead. H e squ irts th ru st out o f  his 

p ack , r is in g  a few  degrees. D read  exp ectation  fills h im , and  it’s 

a lm ost a re lie f w h en  he sees the tw isted  m ass o f  steel that used  

to b e the m ain  d rive  cluster.

It’s a  death  sentence. H e sh ou ld  be terrified ; p art o f  h im  is. 

P lasm a vents fro m  the ru in ed  array. S o o n , w ith in  an hour, p ro b ­

ab ly  less, it w ill lo se  con tain m en t o f  the tam e sin gu larity  that 

p o w ers the E a sy  R id er. W h en  that h appens, everyth in g  nearby 

w ill b e  d raw n  in to  the p in p o in t b lack  hole, m atter con vertin g  in 

an eye b lin k  in to  a  b urst o f  hard  rad iation .

The h ole  w ill o n ly  last a fraction  o f  a secon d  b efore  the u n ­

co m p ro m isin g  law s o f  g rav ity  and  p h ysics erase the im probab le  

rip, but that w ill be m ore than  enough. H e can d u m p  the core 

and  ru n  fo r it, but there’s no  w ay  to get a p ro p er d istan ce b efore 

it tears h im  and  everyth in g  w ith in  a h u n d red -th ou san d  k licks 

apart. E scap e  is not an option , n or is rep a irin g  the ru in ed  array.

H e pauses lo n g  enou gh  to w o n d er w h at hit h im , a m ic ro ­

m eteorite m ost likely, im p actin g  at the w orst possib le place, a 

p ressurized  fitting m aybe, o r the delicate capacitors that enable 

the con tainm ent array. The etern ally  bad  lu ck  o f  the scrounger. 

Fuck . D iu  la sing. Fuckfuckfuck/uck.

H e sh ru gs. It doesn ’t m atter. The im p lo sio n  w ill leave no

w reck age fo r investigators to search  th rou gh . H e turns aside,

b ack  to the hab  unit three h un d red  m eters away. H e has

th in gs he needs to do.
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There’s som eth in g  b eh in d  h im , a  sensation  like eye tracks 

on the b ack  o f  h is neck. W h en  he looks, he’s stand ing  on the 

ru in ed  assem b ly flo o r o f  the M attel factory. The r o o f is long 

gone. The n ight is clear, and the sw ollen , o range-tin ted  m oon  

g ives p len ty  o f  light. E m ily  is u n d er the fa llen  w all, b o o ted  feet 

scram bling.

“Y ou  sure that su p p ort’s w ed ged  g o o d ?”  she asks, h e r vo ice  

m uffled . “ I gotta sh ift a  bit m ore crap, then  I ’ve  got it.”

H e checks the w ood en  sh oring  and nods. “ L o o k s solid . G o  

for it.”

E m ily  hands out ch u nks o f  d ry-ro tted  sh eetrock  and  c ru m ­

b lin g  p artic leb oard . H e p iles them  w ith  the rest o f  the debris.

She backs out, g rin n in g . In  h er g loved  h and s is the du sty  

shape o f  the flatscreen , m iracu lo u sly  p reserved  in  a  layer o f  

du sty  plastic. “ It w as in  a hutch o r it w o u ld  have b een  crushed,” 

she m arvels. “ D o  yo u  th in k  it w o rk s?”

It works. We’ll plug it into the solar batteries and scream like 
schoolgirls when it lights up blue, he a lm ost says. I ’ll need to fiddle  
with the inputs, solder in some new ones that aren’t corroded, but 
I ’ve always been good with tech. It’ll work.

“ D unno,”  his vo ice  says, fo llow in g the script. “ Let’s get it hom e 

and  find out.”

T h ey  sc u r ry  fo r the sh oe factory, ca rry in g  the flatscreen  b e ­

tw een them . A t e v e ry  in tersection  th ey  pause, a lert fo r  ro v in g  

gangs. I f  it w o rk s (and he knows it will work), the d evice  is a 

treasure, w orth  a fortune. T h ey both  k n o w  people  w h o  have 

b een  k illed  fo r  less. W h en  th ey ’re sure n o b o d y  is lo o k in g , they 

scram b le  past, usin g  p iles o f  fallen  w all as cover.

H alfw ay  h om e th ey  cut th rou gh  the d ark  b u lk  o f  an o ld  sh o p ­

p in g  m all. The p artia l ro o f o verh ead  b locks the m oon ligh t, and  

u n d er its d ark  exp an se the sh ad ow s are b lack  as the in sid e o f  a 

m ine. It’s scary, but th e y ’re both  glad  fo r the concealm ent.

T h ey ’re a lm ost out w h en  he feels the flatscreen  slide fro m  his 

fingers. S ilence d escends. H e can’t h ear E m ily ’s footsteps, can’t 

see her in  the im p en etrab le  g loom .

This isn’t how it went, he th in ks. We got home just fine, and 
watched vids and fucked fo r the rest o f the night. E a sy  R id e r  was 
one of the films we watched.

H e loo k s back , b ut he can’t see the m o o n ligh t b ey o n d  the 

edge o f  the m all. H e reaches d ow n. T he rubble  and  scattered 

trash  that sh ou ld  be u n d erfo o t isn’t there an y  m ore, ju st a vague 

so lid ity  that h is fingers refuse  to define.

So m eth in g  rustles b eh in d  h im . H e freezes, his breath  lou d  in 

h is ow n  ears. There’s som eth in g  b ack  there, w atch in g  h im . He 

can  feel it. The th in g  in  the d ark  slid es tow ard s h im .

The b lackness and  the w e ird  gro u n d  and  the feeling o f  so m e­

th in g  co m in g  up b eh in d  h im  are too  m uch. T error grab s h im  b y 

the nape, g ives a shake. H e ru n s o f f  into the dark. B an d s o f  fear 

con strict h is chest, cu ttin g  o f f  h is breath . H e loo k s back , and 

trip s on  h is ow n  feet, fa llin g  fo rw ard , arm s outstretched .

He plunges into b lo o d w arm  water, hard  en ou gh  to k n o ck  the 

w in d  fro m  h is lungs. A m b er sun ligh t g low s all around , d iffu sed  

th rou gh  the m u d d y  river. A  g a laxy  o f  silver bubbles sw irl. Re- 

flexively , he opens his m outh . W ater p o u rs in.

H e cou gh s and  draw s in  an oth er w atery  breath. He’s d ro w n ­

ing. H e claw s fo r the surface. H e rem em b ers this -  th is is h o w  it 

h ap p ened  -  but h is fear p ushes aw ay the m e m o ry  o f  the event’s 

reso lu tion . A ll he kn o w s n o w  is the terrib le  b u rn in g  as the w a ­

ter fills h is lungs.

A  h an d  reaches d o w n  and  grab s h is  hair, th en  pulls. H is 

head bursts th rou gh  the surface, m outh  gasp in g  as he coughs 

the w ater out. H is rescu er sw im s to shore, arm  aro u n d  his 

chest, p u llin g  b ackw ard s w ith  strong, even  strokes.

H e flops onto the m u d d y  b an k , retching. A fter a w h ile , he 

catches h is breath. H is throat burns.

“ That w as fu ck in g  close,”  he hears a  fam ilia r vo ice  say. “Y ou  

O K ?”

H e ro lls o ver and  there’s Em ily, fifteen years old, ju st like  he 

rem em b ers h er in  the sh oe factory, s ix  years fro m  now. H er 

green  T -sh irt, h e r favorite  one, the one w ith  the little cartoon  

n in ja  on  the front, is plastered  to her breasts.

H e b links. H e w on ’t m eet E m ily  fo r years. I f  he’s ten then she’d 

be n in e now, still liv in g  in  H o n g  K o n g  w ith  h er A m e rica n  father 

and  h is K orean  m istress. She w on ’t ru n  aw ay un til she’s th irteen. 

T h ey ’ll m eet fo u r m onth s later.

“Y ou O K ? ” she asks again . “ L o o k s like you  sw allow ed  h a lf  the 

Pearl. Take a few  m inutes and  rest up, O K ?”

She stands an d  gath ers her w et h a ir into a p onytail, then  

clim bs onto the h an g in g  tire. H e w atch es as she sw ings out and 

up, lettin g go  at the top o f  the arc. She splashes in to  the Pearl 

w ith  a w h oop . She d oes not com e up.

H e stands, vertigo  tilting  the b an k  b en eath  h im . H is in n er ear 

is g o in g  crazy, even  as h is m in d  scream s at h im  that it cou ld n ’t 

be  Em ily. E m ily  d id n ’t pu ll h im  out o f  the river; that h ad  been 

som eone else, a fat b rick  m ak er’s son  fro m  the o th er side o f  

tow n. W h at h ad  his nam e b een  again? Pai Lui, that’s it. W h ere 

is Pai Lui?

H e closes h is  eyes, an d  the sou n d  o f  h is  breath  ru sh es p ast h is 

head. W h en  he op en s them , he sees the frozen  stars. Sees the 

long b ackb on e o f  the Easy Rider g lid in g  b eneath  h is b oots. H e 

nudges the je tp ack ’s h andles, a im in g  h im se lf fo r the b righ t red 

a ir lo ck  door. H e doesn ’t h ave m u ch  tim e.

H e feels the eye tracks o n  h is b a ck  again , b ut re fu ses to turn . 

R efu ses to play. T u rn in g  m igh t m ake h im  un stu ck  again , and  he 

o n ly  has a few  m inutes. The sin gu larity  m igh t (will) b urst free 

at an y  m om ent.

A s so o n  as the outer d o o r is closed , h e slaps the em ergen cy  

overrid e . A ir  sp ills into the lock . The suit flaps in  the b r ie f  h u r­

ricane. H e u n -d o gs the helm et an d  h is ears  p o p  in  the p artia l 

pressure, th en  claw s op en  the suit tabs.

H e’s in  the hab m o d u le  less th an  a m in ute later, starin g  at the 

m em record er. It’s the o n ly  lu x u ry  he a llow ed  h im se lf to bring, 

an  ackn ow led gem en t o f  the fear he’s n ever rea lly  let go of.

W hen he first bough t it fro m  Y uan , it w as broken. Yuan 

th ought he w as se llin g  it fo r p arts, but he w as a lw a y s  g o o d  w ith  

tech, an d  traced  the p ro b lem  to a  s im p le  b roken  w ire. T w o m in ­

utes later, the record er spun  up to life, g o o d  as new.

H e used  it a lm ost e ve ry  night, b ack in g  up h is p erso n a lity  file 

o n  sa lvaged  ch ips. B ack  then , he’d  h a d  no  clon e on  ice to  d e­

cant th em  to; that w o u ld  com e later, after h is first b ig  asteroid  

score. The reco rd in g  w as the th ing. A t least he k n ew  that i f  he 

d id n ’t w ake  up som e m o rn in g  som eth in g  w o u ld  su rv ive  h im . It 

w ould n ’t be him, not technically, but it w ou ld  be close  enough.

S ix  m onth s after he bough t the recorder, he stum b led  onto a 

treasure  trove, a  cru m b led  w areh ou se  filled  w ith  p re-p an d em ic  

tech, rep lacem en t com p u ter R A M  chips m ostly. E ach  un it lo v ­
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in g ly  sealed  in  its anti-static b ag, p ristin e  as the d ay  th ey  w ere 

m anu factu red . H e n ever w o u ld  have fo u n d  the cach e w ith ou t 

the skills E m ily  h ad  taught h im .

It to o k  h im  th ree m onth s to find  a buyer, but h is patience 

fin a lly  p a id  off. W ith  the profits, he put a d ow n  paym ent on  the 

E a sy  R id er, an  a stero id -m in in g  singlesh ip , an d  b lasted  o ff  into 

space. H e d idn ’t lo o k  back . H e n ever w anted  to see E arth , or 

C h in a , again . T h ey  w ere too  haunted.

N o w  he’s starin g  at the m em recorder, a b o x  the size o f  a  su it­

case, its delicate capture arm atu re care fu lly  stow ed. H e opens 

the case and  lo oks at the record ed  ch ips in side, w aitin g  p atien tly  

to be upd ated  w ith  h is  m o st recen t exp erien ces and  m em ories.

H e frow n s. This is no good . The un it’s a go o d  one, despite its 

age, and  the update w ill o n ly  take a m in ute or tw o, but it w ill be 

futile. B efo re  it d ies, the sin g u larity  w ill d raw  in  everyth in g , the 

record er and  the m e m o ry  ch ips and  everyth in g  else. The o n ly  

th in g  that can travel fast en ou gh  to get aw ay fro m  the m eltdow n 

and  the resu lting  b ig  squeeze is light.

Light.

A n  id ea b lossom s. M ad . Im possib le. But w hat choice is there?

It takes a few  m inutes to figure out h o w  to d ivert a ll o f  the 

reactor’s con sid erab le  p o w er into the laser antenna. W h en  he’s 

done, he opens the p anel on the b ack  o f  the m em reco rd er and 

reaches in , fingers trac in g  the tin y  I/O  jack s. This is crazy. This 

can  n ever w ork . C a n  it? H e doesn ’t h ave any cab les that can 

b rid ge  betw een the reco rd er’s flash m e m o ry  and  the antenna 

in put, but he can  m ake them . I f  he has tim e.

H e reaches b ack  to grab  h is  too lb ox , and  finds h im se lf in the 

hosp ital. H ard  p lastic ch air the co lor o f  Em ’s oranges. Sm ell o f  

antiseptic. “ No,”  he w h isp ers. He rem em b ers th is m om en t far 

too  w ell. “N o t th is. Please.”

H is b ack ’s stiff, like he’s b een  here fo r h ours. H e has. The v e n ­

tilator sighs, h ig h er as it suck s in air, then  low  as it p u m p s it into 

E m ily ’s poor, battered body.

H e w on ’t look . H e k n o w s w h at he’ll see. Instead, he stares out 

the op en  door. A  nun glid es past, the w in gs o f  h er headpiece 

flared  outw ard s. The steth osco pe aro u n d  h er n eck  clashes w ith  

the cru c ifix  d an g lin g  at h er w aist.

So m eth in g  next to the b ed  beeps, and  he feels h is b lo o d  run  

cold . F u n n y  exp ression , that. It’s p erfectly  descriptive , like  a jo lt 

o f  ice w ater th rou gh  h is veins. H e w on d ers w hat causes the feel­

ing, tells h im se lf to ask  the nun w hen she com es b ack  in to ch eck  

on Em ily.

They w o n ’t h a ve the tim e to an sw er questions, he rem em bers. 

In  a  f e w  seconds the m achines w ill go  crazy, beep in g a n d  f la s h ­

ing, a n n o u n cin g  that E m ’s h eart has fin a lly  g iv en  up. They’ll com e 

ru sh in g  in, the nun  a n d  h er  assistants, trays o f  equ ipm en t on steel 

carts. They’ll w ork  on h er  f o r  alm ost an  h o u r w h ile  I  w a it in the 

hall, p eerin g  in through the little w in d o w  in  the door. A n  h o u r  

they’ll w ork, then they’ll f in a lly  stop, a n d  p u ll  the w h ite sheet up  

o ver h er  fa ce.

The m ach ine beeps again . H e feels tears stinging his eyes, 

m outh  tw istin g w ith  sobs that b u ild  like gathering m on soon  

clouds. He’s alread y on h is feet w hen the equipm ent goes b er­

serk, a lread y  head ed  fo r the door. O ut in  the h all he hears 

som eone shout in  English , “C o d e  blue, ro om  2346. C o d e  b lue!”

H e w alks into the hallw ay. H e’s in  the co rrid o r o f  the E asy  

R id er, the soun d s o f  the life  su p p ort m a ch in e ry  n ow  the

w ailin g  o f  the con tainm ent a larm . It can’t be silenced , safety  

p ro ced ure, but the con stan t d in  d istracts h im . H e reaches up 

and  clips the siren  leads w ith  w ire  cutters, and  b lessed  silence 

fills the hab m odule.

H e ru n s b a ck  to the table, seven  sh ort steps, th en  fin ishes 

cr im p in g  the last con n ection  onto the fiberop  cable. He plugs 

one end  into the antenna’s m o th erb o ard  and  sees the o th er end 

light up red, like a dem on’s eye. H e sh ou ld  ru n  a d iagnostic , 

tran sfer a few  terabytes o f  data th rou gh  it and  com pare the files 

fo r errors, but there’s no tim e. It w ill w o rk  or it w on ’t.

H e feels a  ch ill and  reaches up, touches h is cheek. There are 

tears on h is face. Tears? W h y has he b een  cryin g?

W et on h is face. W et hair. A  circle  o f  faces, lo o k in g  d ow n  at 

h im . H is chest b u rn s fro m  the w ater he’s ju st b reathed  in  and 

vo m ited  out.

“ Y ou O K ?” one o f  the k id s asks.

B eh in d  h im , he sees Pai Lui, the b rick  m a k e rs  son, the one 

w h o  rea lly  saved  h im . He’s fat, ju st like he rem em bers h im , 

b lack  h air p lastered  dow n to his ro u n d  head. The other k id s pat 

h im  on the back.

H e lo oks around , lo o k in g  fo r E m , but he w on ’t m eet her for 

years yet. “Y ou  O K ?”  the k id  repeats, reach in g  d ow n to help 

h im  up. H e takes the p ro ffered  h and and  lets h im se lf be lifted. 

B ey o n d  the rin g  o f  you n g, con cern ed  faces he sees som ething  

m ove, a  shapeless m ass o f  darkness, sw irlin g , ch u rn ing.

W atching. The oth er k id s don’t seem  to notice. W h y  w ou ld  

they? It w asn ’t rea lly  there. Isn ’t rea lly  there. B ut it is.

The h an d  in  h is shifts. It’s E m ily ’s hand. He’s h elping h er  up. 

P u llin g  h er o f f  the bed. The b lo o d -so ak ed  sheets stick  to her 

naked  back. H e has to peel them  free, so  th ey  don’t trip  h im  on 

the stairs.

“ T h ey k icked  d ow n  the door,” she w h isp ers th rou gh  p ulped  

lip s and  sh ards o f  broken  teeth. “ I fo rgot to lo ck  the d ead  bolt. 

I ’m  so s tu p id ... I ’m  s o r r y ...”  she w h isp ers.

H e slings her o ver h is shoulder, no  other, gentler w ay  to carry  

her, and  staggers fo r the stairs. H er face, h er lo vely  face, is a 

m ass o f  bru ises and cuts. O ne eye is an  orb  o f  b lood , sw ollen 

to a  slit.

“N ot yo u r fault,”  he m utters. “ I’ ll get you  to the hosp ital and 

th ey ’ll fix  yo u  right up. D on ’t yo u  w o rry  now, E m , yo u  h ear m e? 

T h ey ’ll fix  yo u  right up.”

The sh oe fa c to ry  is a  sham bles, everyth in g  o f  value stolen. 

The w ire  sp o o l is em pty; v id p o d  and  flatscreen  gone; clothes 

and  p ap ers scattered around . The flatscreen  w as w orth  a lot. 

W h y cou ldn ’t th ey  h ave ju st taken  it and  gone?

E m ily  sobs in  pain . T h ey b roke rib s w h en  th ey  beat her, her 

chest is b lack  and  b lue u n d er the b lood . H e feels a rush o f  pride 

penetrate the sick  p an ic, like a ray  o f  sunsh ine th rou gh  clouds. 

F ig u res that E m  w o u ld  fight. She’s a fighter; it’s one o f  the th ings 

he loves about her.

“ So rrv, Em ,”  he savs, can tin a . “ We’re a lm ost dow n.”

“ The first o n e ...” she m utters. “ I got m y  h and s on his b a lls ... 

H e w on ’t be m essin g  w ith  g irls  fo r a w h ile , y o u  can cou nt on 

that. It o n ly  m ad e the oth ers m ore a n g ry ...” She coughs, and  he 

feels w arm  b lood  spatter the b ack  o f  his legs.

“Y ou d id  good,”  he says. “ Y ou ’re gon na be fine.”

H e reaches the fa c to ry  flo o r and  h eads fo r the o p en  door. 

O utside, the sun  is sh in in g  in  a perfect, b lue sky. A  lovely
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day, not too hot. Too beau tifu l to con tain  the h o rro r inside 

the shoe factory.

The light is sting ing  b righ t as he w alks out. The light. In  his 

face. H e reaches out an d  adjusts the lam p. The I/O  ja c k  is in 

h is h and s, h eld  w ith  forceps.

H e p lugs it in. The little green  aux light on the an ten n as s ig ­

n al p ro cesso r lights up. H e’s connected . H e sits d ow n  and pulls 

the capture arra y  tow ards h im , settles the ’trad es on his tem ples 

and  across the b ack  o f  his skull. The m em record er beeps.

B eeps. S irens w ailin g  out in  the corridor. S iren s b eep in g  in  

E m ily ’s room . The nu rse  pushes p ast h im , a lread y  b ark in g  o r­

ders. H ere com e the m etal trays. T h ey  w ill cu t fresh  holes in  

Em ’s b leed ing, b roken  body. A ll fo r  noth ing.

H e opens h is m outh  to tell th em  to leave her alone. To co m fo rt 

her in her last m om ents, not torture her, but the o rd erly  closes 

the d o o r in  h is face. H e reaches out to op en  it -

H is hand hovers o ver the tra n sm it  button. H e th in ks o f  the 

th ou san d  th ings he hasn ’t h ad  the tim e to check. The antenna 

alignm ent. H e th in ks it’s still right, but h e m igh t be out o f  p o s i­

tion. The con n ection  betw een the reco rd er’s flash  m e m o ry  and 

the transm itter. It cou ld  be spotty, an d  he has no  id ea  w hat, i f  

anyth ing , sign al degrad ation  w ill do to h is  tran sm ission . He 

doesn ’t even  k n o w  i f  w h at he’s try in g  to do h as even  b een  at­

tem pted , successfu lly  o r  o th erw ise . B ut data is data, right?

H e feels som eth in g  b eh in d  h im , the sensation  o f  being 

w atched  as w h atever has been fo llow in g  h im  leans closer fo r a 

g o o d  look.

H e refuses to turn . I f  h e  sees a m ass o f  d arkness b eh in d  h im , 

he kn o w s he’ll  tear the ’tra d es  o f f  h is h ead  and  ru n , scream ing.

H e takes a breath . It echoes b ackw ard s, b eco m es the sam e 

breath  as w hen he saw  the nun pu ll the sheet o ver Em ’s starin g  

eyes. The sam e b reath  he d rew  ly in g  o n  the gro u n d  b esid e  the 

Pearl. The sam e b reath  he let out in  the w ak e  o f  o rgasm , E m ily ’s 

sw eating sk in  p ressed  against h is. H e hears a footstep b eh in d  

h im  and  he m ust turn ; he can not help h im self.

E m ily  is b eh in d  h im , fifteen and rad iant, m ore  beau tifu l than 

h e  even  rem em b ers, h er satchel across h er chest, h a lf  coverin g  

the carto o n  n in ja. She sm ells o f  oranges and  r iv e r  water. She 

sm iles. B eh in d  h er is the ch u rn in g  shape o f  the D arkn ess, lovely 

and  terrible.

“ ft w ill b e  alright,” E m  says, still sm iling. “ T rust me.”

He nods and m ashes h is thum b against the antenna control 

screen. The lights d im , then  go  out as the re-routed  reactor p o w ­

er flood s into the transm itter. The life -su p p ort fans go silent. N o 

need fo r them  now. H e sm ells som eth in g  b u rn in g  as the p ow er 

leads ru n n in g  to the antenna stru ggle  to cop e  w ith  the n ew  load. 

H e prays th ey  w ill w ait ju st bit longer b efore  th ey  m elt.

H e feels the fam ilia r tickle in  h is  scalp  as cu rren t flickers 

th ough  the ’trad es. E veryth in g  he w as, everyth in g  he is now, 

is flo w in g  in to  the m em reco rd er and  fro m  there out the I/O 

ja ck  and  into the tigh tbeam  laser transm itter. H is th oughts are 

stream in g out, at the speed  o f  light, tow ard s the b ig  d ish  at Pho- 

b o s Station, m assive ly  am p lified  b y the rem ain in g  p o w er o f  the 

d y in g  reactor.

T h ey can ’t help but hear h im , i f  the b eam  hits. I f  the beam  

hits. H e d idn ’t ch eck  the a lignm ent. N o rm a lly  he tran sm its his 

d a ily  te lem etry  in  rad io  w aves, p len ty  o f  ro om  fo r error, but 

o n ly  a tigh tbeam  laser can deal w ith  the m assive  am oun t o f  data

stream in g out o f  the recorder. It m ust b e sp ot-on  or th ey ’ ll 

m iss it.

H e shakes h is head. There w as no  tim e. H e’s e ith er on  target 

o r he’s not.

The m ach in e  beep s an d  a  p ro gress b a r  p ain ts itse lf across 

the lo w er th ird  o f  the display. It fills w ith  agon iz in g  slow ness.

N o th in g  to do  n o w  but w ait. H e w on d ers i f  he’ ll see the flash 

as the E a sy  R id e r  an d  everyth in g  in  it is red u ced  to x -ra y s  and 

gam m a rad iation . H e w on d ers i f  he w ill have tim e to feel a n y ­

thing.

E m ’s h an d  grasp s h is, coo l and  sm ooth . She w alks a ro u n d  to 

face h im , and the D ark n ess m oves w ith  her, flapp ing  an d  ch u rn ­

in g  like  a w in d b low n  cloak .

“ Y ou m issed  P h ob os o f  course,”  E m  says w ith  a  sad  sm ile. 

“ E ven  a fraction  o f  a d egree o f  m isa lign m en t w o u ld  h ave b een  

plenty. The tigh tbeam  laser w ent p ast M ars, and  E arth , then 

past Sol and  out into the vo id , creep in g  a lon g  at the sp eed  o f  

light. W e ... I m ean  I . .. th in k  that it w as travelin g  fo r  centuries, 

m illen n ia , b efore  w e ... b efore I p icked  it up. B y  then , the sign al 

w as v e ry  attenuated, b are ly  able to b e sep arated  o u t fro m  the 

b ack gro u n d  n o ise  o f  the stars.”

“ Y ou ’re n ot Em ily, are yo u ?”

“ No,”  she says. “ I ’m  sorry . E m ily  d ied  a very, v e ry  lo n g  tim e 

ago. A ll that rem ains o f  h er is w h at y o u ’ve  b rou gh t w ith  you.”

Tears sting h is eyes, b lu rrin g  the d isp lay  and the fillin g  p ro g ­

ress bar. G r ie f  co n stricts h is  chest, w orse  th an  the fear he’s 

d ro w n in g  in . “ So  w hat are you? W h at’s h ap p en in g to m e?”

“ I ’m  try in g  to help,”  she says. “ We’v e  b een  reb u ild in g  yo u  fo r  a 

lo n g  tim e. It’s b een  m y  life ’s w ork . W e.. .  m y  grou p  and  I . . .  w e’ve  

learn ed  th rou gh  m uch tria l and error that th is is the best w a y  to 

reach you . I th in k  that th is tim e w e’ ll be  successfu l.”

“S u ccessfu l in  w h at?”  he asks, b ut he th in ks he kn o w s. The 

sick , an im al p an ic  d rop s away. H e’s not afraid . This tim e, an y­

way. He th in ks that there h ave b een  oth er tim es, tim es w h en  he 

w as so scared  that he s im p ly  shattered, like a flatscreen  cru sh ed  

b en eath  a w all.

“ Y ou r m in d  is v e ry  d ifficu lt to understand,”  E m ily  says. “ You 

exp erien ce  tim e as a  river, flo w in g  ever in  the sam e d irection , 

but you  store m em ories non-sequen tia lly . Y ou r tran sm ission  

con tained  no k e y  to re-seq u en c in g  you , so  w e h ad  to guess. I ’m  

s o rry  i f  it’s d isorienting.”

“ I don’t understand,” he says.

“ Y ou w ill. Soon . I can’t w ait to fin a lly  m eet you.”

H e h ears a noise fro m  the rear o f  the ship, the death  scream  

o f  the en gin e m odule. “ It’s tim e,”  E m ily  says.

There is a  silent flash , e ve ry  co lo r and no  co lo r at all. H e feels 

n oth ing, not even  a split secon d  o f  pressure. The w o rld  goes the 

b righ t, em p ty  b lue o f  a  flatscreen  w ith  no signal.

H e feels E m , all aro u n d  him . H e can tell that she’s sm ilin g . The 

harsh  blue fad es to b lack, a  velvet absence o f  ligh t shot th rou gh  

w ith  red.

H e feels h is body, feels the delic iou s sen sation  o f  gravity, 

pressin g h im  d ow n  into the m u sty  sheets. H e sm ells the dam p 

o d o r o f  the shoe factory, the w elcom e stin k  o f  hom e, u n d er­

neath  the tan g o f  fresh ly-p ee led  oranges.

A  vo ice , so  v e ry  like  E m ily ’s, w h isp erin g  in  h is ear. “See?”  she 

says. “ It w orked .”

H e feels a  sm ile  on h is lip s as he op en s h is eyes. •
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Sh ip s  w ere  l iv in g , b r e a t h in g  b e in g s . Dag K ien  had  know n t h is  

even  b efo re  she’d  reach ed  the e n g in e e rin g  h ab itat, even  b efore  sh ed  

seen the great m ass in o rb it o u tsid e , b e in g  s low ly  assem b led  b y the bots.

H er an cesto rs  had on ce ca rv e d  ja d e , in the b ygon e d ays o f  the Le  D y n a s ­

ty  on O ld  E arth : not h a ck in g  the g reen  b lo ck s in to  the sh ap e  th ey  w anted , 

but ra th er w h ittlin g  d o w n  the ston e  u n til its tru e  n atu re  w as revealed . 

A n d  as w ith  ja d e , so w ith  sh ip s. Ih e  sectio n s o u tsid e  co u ld n ’t be fo rced  

together. 'Ih e y  had to flo w  in to  a seam less  w h o le  -  to be, in the en d , in ­

h ab ited  b y  a M in d  w h o  w as as m uch a p art o f  the sh ip  as e v e ry  rivet an d  

e v e ry  seal.

Ih e E a ste rn e rs  o r  the M e x ica  d id n ’t u n d erstan d . Ih e y  sp o ke  o f  recyclin g , 

o f  d esign  e ffic ie n cy : th ey  saw  o n ly  the p a rts  taken  fro m  p re v io u s  sh ip s, 

and  assu m ed  it w as d o n e  to save m o n e y  and  tim e. Ih e y  d id n ’t u n d erstan d  

w h y D ac K ien ’s w o rk  as G ra n d  M aster o f  D esign  H arm o n y  w as the m ost 

im p o rta n t on the h ab itat: the sh ip , on ce m ad e, w ould  be o n e  entity, and 

not a p atch w o rk  o f  ten th o u san d  o th ers. To D ac K ien  -  and  to  the one 

w h o w o u ld  co m e after her, the M in d -b e a re r  -  fell the h o n o u r o f  h e lp in g  

the sh ip  in to  b e in g , o f  tra n sfo rm in g  m etal an d  cab les an d  so la r  cells  in to  

an en tity  that w ou ld  sail the vo id  b etw een  the stars.

T h e  d o o r  slid  op en . D ac K ien  b are ly  lo oked  up. Ih e  ligh t tread  o f  the feet 

to ld  her th is w as one o f  the lead  d e s ig n ers , e ith er M ia h u a  o r  Feng. N eith er 

w o u ld  h ave d istu rb ed  h er w ith ou t cau se. W ith  a s igh , she d isco n n ected
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fro m  the system  w ith  a flick  o f  h er hands, and w aited  fo r the 

d esign s o verlay  on  h er v is io n  to disappear.

“ Y ou r Excellency.”  M iah u a’s vo ice  w as quiet. The X u yan  held 

h e rse lf upright, h er sk in  as pale  as ye llow ed  w ax. “ The shuttle 

has com e b ack. There’s som eone on  b o ard  yo u  sh ou ld  see.”

Dac  K ien  had  exp ected  m an y  th ings: a classm ate fro m  the 

exam in ation s on a co u rtesy  visit; an Im p eria l C e n so r fro m  

D o n g jin g , ca llin g  h er to som e oth er p ostin g , even  fu rth er aw ay 

fro m  the capital; o r p erh ap s even  som eone fro m  h er fam ily, 

m o th er o r sister o r u n cles w ife , here  to rem in d  h er o f  the u n ­

su itab ility  o f  h e r life  choices.

Sh e h adn ’t exp ected  a stranger: a  w o m an  w ith  b ro w n  skin , 

a lm o st d ark  en ou gh  to b e  V ie t herself, h er lips th in  and  w hite, 

h er eyes as ro u n d  as the m oon .

A  M exica . A  fo re ig n e r... D ac  K ien  stopped  the th ought b efore 

it cou ld  go far. F o r the w om an  w ore no  cotton , no  feathers, but 

the s ilk  ro bes o f  a X u yan  h ousew ife , and  the five  w ed d in g  gifts 

(all pure  gold , fro m  neck lace to bracelets) sh one like stars on 

the d arkness o f  h er skin .

D ac K ien ’s gaze travelled  d o w n  to the cu rve  o f  the w om an ’s 

belly, a p ro tru d in g  bu lge so  vo lu m in o u s that it th rew  h er w h ole  

silh ou ette  out o f  b alance. “ I greet you , yo u n ger sister. I am  D ac 

K ien , G ra n d  M aster o f  D esign  H arm o n y  fo r this habitat.”  She 

u sed  the fo rm al tone, su itable fo r ad d ressin g  a stranger.

“ E ld e r sister.” The M exica ’s eyes w ere b lood sh ot, set deep 

w ith in  the h eavy  face. “ I a m ...”  She grim aced , one h an d  going 

to h er b e lly  as i f  to tear it out. “ Z oquitl,”  she w h isp ered  at last, 

the accents o f  her vo ice  s lip p in g  b ack  to the harsh  patterns o f  

h er native  tongue. “ M y  nam e is Z oquitl.”  H er eyes started  to roll 

upw ards, and  she w ent on , tak in g  on  the cadences o f  som eth in g  

learn t b y  rote. “ I am  the w om b  and the restin g place, the quick- 

en er and  the M ind-bearer.”

D ac K ien ’s stom ach  ro iled , as i f  an  icy  fist w ere  sq ueezin g  it. 

“ Y ou ’re early. The sh ip  -  ”

“ The sh ip  h as to be ready.”

The in terjection  su rp rised  her. A ll h er attention h ad  b een  

fo cu sed  on  the M exica  -  Z o q u itl -  and  w hat her co m in g  here 

m eant. N o w  she fo rced  h e rse lf to lo o k  at the oth er p assen ger 

o f f  the shuttle, a X u yan  m an  in  his m id -th irties. H is accent w as 

that o f  A n jiu  p ro vin ce, on  the F ifth  Planet. H is robes, w ith  the 

p artrid g e  bad ge and  the button o f  go ld , w ere those o f  a m in o r 

o ffic ial o f  the seventh  ran k , but th ey  w ere m ark ed  w ith  the yin - 

yan g  sym bo l, sh o w in g  stark b lack  and w h ite  against the silk.

“ Y ou ’re the b irth-m aster,” she said.

H e bow ed. “ I have that honour.” H is face w as harsh , all angles 

and p lanes on w h ich  the ligh t caught, h ig h ligh tin g  the th in  lips, 

the h igh  ch eekbones. “ F org ive  m e m y abruptn ess, but there is 

no  tim e to lose.”

“ I don’t understand.”  D ac K ien  lo oked  again  at the w om an, 

w h o se  eyes b o re  a  glazed  lo o k  o f  pain . “ She’s early,”  she said, 

flatly, and  she w asn ’t sp eak in g  o f  th eir a rriva l tim e.

The b irth -m aster n odd ed .

“ H o w  lo n g ?”

“A  w eek, at m ost.” The b irth -m aster grim aced . “ The ship  has 

to b e ready.”

D ac K ien  tasted b ile  in  her m outh . The ship  w as a ll but m ade 

-  and, like a ja d e  statue, it w o u ld  b ro o k  no  correction s n o r o ver­

sights. D ac  K ien  and  h er team  h ad  d esign ed  it sp ecifica lly  fo r 

the M in d  w ith in  Z o q u itl’s w om b, starting out fro m  the sp ec i­

fications the im p eria l alch em ists h ad  g iven  them , the delicate 

b a lan ce  o f  h u m ou rs, optics and  flesh that m ad e up the b ein g  

Z o q u itl carried . The ship  w o u ld  answ er to n oth in g  else; o n ly  

Z o q u itl’s M in d  w ou ld  be able to seize the h eartroom , to quicken  

the ship, and  take it into deep p lanes, w h ere fast star-travel w as 

possib le.

“ I can ’t -  ”  D ac  K ien  started, but the b irth -m aster sh o o k  his 

head , an d  she d idn ’t need  to hear h is answ er to k n o w  w h at he 

w o u ld  say.

She h ad  to. This h ad  b een  the p ostin g  she’d  argued  for, after 

she cam e in  secon d  at the state exam in ation s. This, not a  m a g ­

istrate’s trib u n al and  district, not a  h ig h -p laced  situation  in  the 

palace ’s ad m in istration , not the p restig iou s C o u rty a rd  o f  W rit­

in g  B rush es, as w ou ld  have b een  her right. This w as w h at the 

im p eria l cou rt w o u ld  ju d g e  her on.

She w ould n ’t get an oth er chance.

“A  w eek .” Hanh  sh o o k  h er head. “W h at do th ey  th in k  you  are, 

a M ex ica  fa c to ry  overseer?”

“ H anh.” It h ad  been a lo n g  day, and  D ac K ien  h ad  com e b ack  

to th eir quarters lo o k in g  fo r com fort. In  h in d sigh t, she should  

have kn o w n  h o w  H anh w o u ld  take the new s: her p artn er w as 

an  artist, a p oet, a lw ays seek in g  the righ t w o rd  and  the righ t 

a llu sion  -  id ea lly  su ited  to u n d erstan d in g  the d e licacy  that w ent 

in to  the d esign  o f  a ship, less th an  ideal to ackn ow led ge any 

need  fo r urgency.

“ I h ave to do this,”  D ac  K ie n  said.

H an h  grim aced . “ B ecau se  th ey ’re p ressu rin g  yo u  into it? 

Y ou k n o w  w h at it w ill lo o k  like.”  She gestured  tow ards the lo w  

m ah o gan y  table in  the centre o f  the room . The ship ’s design  

h un g in sid e a  tran slucent cube, gently  rotating, the g lim p ses o f  

its in terio r in tersp ersed  w ith  v ie w s o f  oth er sh ips, the ones fro m  

w h ich  it h ad  taken  its in spiration : all the great fro m  The R ed  

C a rp  to The G o lden  M o u n ta in  and The Sn o w -W h ite  Blossom . 

T h eir hulls g leam ed  in  the darkness, s low ly  and  subtly  ben d in g 

out o f  shape to b ecom e the final structure o f  the sh ip  h an gin g  

outside the habitat. “ It’s a  w hole, lil’ sis. Y ou  can’t butcher it and 

h op e to keep yo u r reputation  intact.”

“ She cou ld  die o f  it,” D ac  K ien  said, at last. “O f  the b irth , and 

it w o u ld  be w orse  i f  she d id  it fo r nothing.”

“ The girl? She’s gu i. Foreign.”

M ean in g  she shouldn ’t m atter. “So  w ere w e, once up on  a 

tim e,”  D ac  K ien  said. “Y ou  have a sh ort m em ory.”

H an h  op en ed  h er m outh , d o se d  it. She cou ld  have poin ted  

out that th ey  w eren ’t quite g u i , that C h in a , X uya ’s m oth erlan d , 

h ad  once held  D ai V ie t fo r centuries, but H anh  w as p ro u d  o f  

b ein g  V iet, and  certa in ly  not about to m ention  such sham eful 

details. “ It’s the g irl that’s b o th erin g  you , th en ?”

“ She does w h at she wants,”  D ac K ien  said.

“ F o r the prize.” H anh’s vo ice  w as fa in tly  contem ptuous. M ost 

o f  the girls w h o  b o re  M in d s w ere yo u n g  and  desperate, w illin g  

to face the dangers o f  the p reg n an cy  in  exch ange fo r a m arriag e  

to a resp ected  official. F o r a status o f  th eir ow n, a fa m ily  that 

w o u ld  w elcom e them  in , and  a ch ance to b ear ch ildren  o f  good  

b irth .

B o th  H anh and  D ac K ien  h ad  m ad e the op p osite  choice, long
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ago. F o r them , as fo r e v e ry  X u yan  w h o  engaged  in  sam e-g en ­

d er relationships, there w o u ld  b e no  ch ild ren , no  one to light 

incense at the ancestral altars, no  vo ices  to ch ant and  h o n o u r 

th e ir nam es after th ey  w ere gone. T h ro ugh  life, th ey  w o u ld  be 

secon d -class citizens, con sisten tly  fa ilin g  to acco m p lish  th eir 

duties to th eir ancestors. In  death, th ey  w o u ld  be spurned , fo r­

gotten, gon e as i f  th ey  h ad  never been .

“ I don’t know,”  D ac K ien  said. “She’s M exica . T h ey  see th ings 

d ifferently  w here she com es from .”

“ Fro m  w hat yo u ’re telling m e, she’s d o in g  this fo r X u yan  re a ­

sons.”

F o r fam e, and  fo r ch ildren , all that H anh desp ised  -  w hat 

she called  th eir shackles, th e ir o verw h elm in g  need to p ro d uce 

ch ildren , generation  after generation .

D ac K ien  bit her lip, w ish in g  she cou ld  have H anh’s un w aver­

in g  certainties. “ It’s not as i f  I have m uch choice in the matter.” 

H an h  w as silent fo r a w hile. A t length , she m oved , cam e to 

rest b eh in d  D ac K ien , her h a ir fa llin g  d ow n  o ver D ac  K ien ’s 

sh ou ld ers, h er h and s tra ilin g  at D ac  K ien ’s nape. “ Y ou ’re the one 

w h o  keeps telling m e w e alw ays have a  choice, lil’ sis.”

D ac  K ien  sh o o k  h er head. She said  that w h en  w e a ry  o f  h er 

fa m ily ’s repeated rem ind ers that she should  

m a rry  and  have ch ild ren , w h en  th ey  la y  in  the 

d arkness side b y  side after m akin g  love and 

she saw  the fu ture stretch ing in  front o f  her, 

ch ild less and  rin ged  b y o ld  p rejud ices.

H an h , m u ch  as she tried , d id n ’t understand.

She’d  a lw ays w anted  to be a scholar, h ad  a l­

w ays kn o w n  that she’d  grow  up to love an o th ­

er w om an . She’d  a lw ays got w h at she w anted , 

and she w as con vin ced  she o n ly  h ad  to w ish  

fo r som eth in g  h ard  en ou gh  fo r it to happen.

A n d  H anh h ad  n ever w ish ed , w o u ld  never 

w ish , fo r ch ildren .

“ It’s not the sam e,”  D ac K ien  said  at last, 

cau tiou sly  subm ittin g to H anh ’s caresses. It 

w as som eth in g  else entirely, and  even  H anh 

h ad  to see that. “ I chose to com e here. I chose to m ake m y  nam e 

that way. A n d  w e alw ays have to see our ch oices through.” 

H anh’s h and s on h er sh ou ld ers tightened. “ Y ou ’re one to talk. 

I can  see you  w astin g  y o u rse lf in  regrets, w o n d erin g  i f  there’s 

still tim e to turn  b ack  to respectability. B ut you  ch ose m e. This 

life, these con sequen ces. W e b oth  chose.”

“ H a n h ...” It’s not that, D ac K ien  w anted  to say. She loved  

H anh, she tru ly  d id , b u t ... She w as a stone th row n in  the d ark ­

ness; a  sh ip  ad rift w ith ou t nav, lost, w ith ou t fa m ily  or h usband 

to ap p rove o f  her actions, and w ith ou t the co m fo rt o f  a  ch ild  

d estined  to su rv ive  her.

“ G ro w  up, lil’ sis.” H anh ’s vo ice  w as harsh , her face turned  

away, tow ard s the p ain tin gs o f  lan d scap es o n  the w all. “ Y ou ’re 

no one’s toy or slave -  and  esp ec ia lly  not y o u r fa m ily ’s.”

B ecause th ey  had all but d iso w n ed  her. B ut w o rd s, as usual, 

fa iled  D ac K ien , and  th ey  w ent to bed  w ith  the sh ad ow  o f  the 

o ld  argum ent still betw een them , like  the b lade o f  a sw ord.

The n ext  day, D ac K ie n  p o red  o ver the d esign  o f  the ship 

w ith  Feng and  M iah u a, w o n d erin g  h o w  she cou ld  m o d ify  it. 

The p arts w ere com plete, and  assem b lin g  th em  w o u ld  take a

few  d ays at m ost, but the resu lting structure w o u ld  n ever be 

a ship. That m uch  w as clear to all o f  them . E ven  excep tin g  the 

tests, there w as at least a m onth ’s w o rk  ah ead  o f  th em  -  slow  and 

subtle touch es la id  b y  the b ots o ver the overa ll system  to a lign  it 

w ith  its d estined  M in d.

D ac K ien  h ad  taken  the cube fro m  h er quarters and  brought 

it into h er office u n d er H anh ’s g lo w erin g  gaze. N ow , th ey  all 

c ro w d ed  aro u n d  it vo ic in g  ideas, the cu p s o f  tea fo rgotten  in  the 

in tensity  o f  the m om ent.

F en g ’s w rin k led  face w as creased  in  th ought as he tapped  one 

side o f  the cube. “ W e cou ld  m o d ify  the shape o f  th is corrid or, 

here. W ood  w ou ld  ru n  th rou gh  the w h ole  ship, and  -  ”

M iah u a  sh o o k  h er head . She w as th eir M aster o f  W in d  and 

W ater, the one w h o  cou ld  best read  the lin es o f  in flu ence, the 

one D ac K ien  turn ed  to w h en  she h e rse lf h ad  a doubt over 

the layout. Feng w as C o m m iss io n e r o f  Supplies, m an ag in g  the 

system s and  safety  -  in  m an y  w ays M iah u a ’s opposite, g iven  to 

sm all ad justm ents rath er than large ones, p rag m atic  w h ere she 

verged  on  the m ystical.

“ The h u m o u rs o f  w ater and  w o o d  w ou ld  stagnate here, in 

the con tro l room .”  M iah u a  p u rsed  h er lips, p o in ted  to the s len ­

d er aft o f  the ship. “ The shape o f  th is section  

sh ou ld  b e m odified .”

Feng sucked  in  a  breath . “ That’s not triv ia l. 

F o r m y  team  to rew rite  the e le c tro n ic s ...”

D ac K ien  listened  to them  argu ing, d is ­

tantly, in terven in g  w ith  a question  fro m  tim e 

to tim e to keep the con versation  fro m  d ying 

d ow n. In h er m in d  she held  the shape o f  the 

ship, felt it breathe th rou gh  the glass o f  the 

cube, th ro u gh  the layers o f  fibres an d  m etal 

that sep arated  h er fro m  the stru cture  outside. 

She held  the shape o f  the M in d  -  the essences 

and  em otion s that m ad e it, the layou t o f  its 

sockets an d  cables, o f  its m uscles and  flesh  -  

and  slid  th em  togeth er gently, softly, until th ey 

seem ed  m ad e fo r one another.

She lo o k ed  up. B o th  F en g  and  M iah u a  h ad  fa llen  silent, w ait­

in g  fo r h er to speak.

“ This way,”  she said. “ R em o ve th is section  altogether, and  shift 

the rest o f  the layout.”  A s  she spoke, she reach ed  in to  the glass 

m atrix , and care fu lly  excised  the o ffen d in g  section , rerouting 

co rrid o rs  and  lengths o f  cables, b u rn in g  n ew  d ecorative  ca llig ­

rap h y onto the cu rv ed  w alls.

“ I d on ’t th in k  -  ” Feng said , and  stopped . “M ia h u a ?”

M iah u a w as w atch in g  the new  d esign  carefully. “ I need to 

th in k  about it, Y ou r Excellen cy. Let m e d iscuss it w ith  m y  su b ­

ordinates.”

D ac K ien  m ad e a gesture o f  ap p roval. “ R em em b er that w e 

don’t have m uch  tim e.”

T h ey  both  to o k  a co p y  o f  the design  w ith  th em , sn u g in  their 

lo n g  sleeves. Left alone, D ac  K ien  stared  at the sh ip  again . It w as 

squat, its p ro p o rtio n s out o f  kilter, not even  close  to w h at she 

h ad  im ag in ed , not even  tru e to the sp irit o f  h er w ork , a m o ck ery  

o f  the o rig in a l design , like  a flow er w ith ou t p etals, o r  a  p oem  

that d id n ’t quite gel, h o verin g  on  the edge o f  po ign an t a llu sions 

but n ever exp ressin g  them  properly.

“W e don’t a lw ays have a choice,”  she w h isp ered . She’d  have
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p rayed  to her ancestors, h ad  she th ought th ey  w ere still listen ­

ing. Perh aps th ey  w ere. Perhaps the sh am e o f  h avin g  a d au gh ­

ter w h o  w o u ld  have no d escend ants w as erased  b y  the exalted  

h eigh ts o f  h er position . O r p erh ap s not. H er m oth er and  g ra n d ­

m oth er w ere un fo rg iv in g . W hat m ad e her th in k  that those 

m o re  rem o ved  ancestors w o u ld  un d erstan d  h er decision?

“ E ld e r sister?”

Z o q u itl stood  at the door, h o verin g  uncertain ly. D ac  K ien ’s 

face m ust have revealed  m ore than  she thought. She fo rced  

h e rse lf to breathe, re lax in g  a ll her m uscles un til it w as once 

m ore the b lan k  m ask  req u ired  b y  p rotocol. "Y o u n ger sister,” she 

said. “ Y ou h o n o u r m e b y  y o u r presence.”

Z o q u itl sh o o k  h er head . She slid  care fu lly  in to  the room , 

care fu l not to lose  h er b alance. “ I w anted  to see the ship.”

The b irth -m aster w as n ow h ere to b e seen. D ac  K ien  h op ed  

that he h ad  b een  righ t about the b irth  -  that it w asn ’t ab out to 

h ap p en  now, in  her office, w ith  no destination  an d  no  assistance. 

“ It’s here.”  She sh ifted  p osition s on  h er chair, invited  Z o q u itl to 

sit.

Z o q u itl w ed ged  h e rse lf into one o f  the seats, h er m ovem ents 

frag ile , m easu red , as i f  any w ro n g  gesture w o u ld  shatter her. 

B eh in d  h er lo o m ed  one o f  D ac K ien ’s favourite  p ain tings, an 

im age fro m  the T h ird  Planet: a delicate, p eacefu l lan d scap e  o f  

w aterfa lls  and  och re cliffs, w ith  the d istant ligh t o f  stars reflected 

in  the water.

Z o q u itl d idn ’t m ove  as D a c  K ie n  sh ow ed  h er the design . H er 

eyes w ere the o n ly  th in g  w h ich  seem ed  alive  in  the w h ole  o f  

her face.

W h en  D a c  K ien  w as fin ish ed , the b u rn in g  gaze w as tra n s­

ferred  to h er -  lo o k in g  straight into h er eyes, a clear b reach  o f  

p rotocol. “ Y ou ’re ju st like the others. Y ou don’t approve,”  Z o ­

quitl said.

It to o k  D ac  K ien  a m om en t to p ro cess the w o rd s, but th ey  still 

m eant n o th in g  to her. “ I don’t understand.”

Z o q u itl’s lips p ursed . “W h ere  I com e fro m , it’s an  honour. To 

b ear M in d s fo r the g lo ry  o f  the M exica  D om in ion .”

“ But yo u ’re here,”  D ac  K ien  said . In  X u ya , am on g X uyan s, 

w h ere to b ea r M in d s w as a sacrifice  -  n ecessary  and  p aid  for, 

but ill-con sid ered . F o r w h o  w o u ld  w ant to end u re a pregnancy, 

yet p ro d u ce  no  h um an  ch ild? O n ly  the desperate or the greedy.

“ Y ou ’re here  as well.”  Z o q u itl’s vo ice  w as a lm ost an accusation .

F o r an ago n isin g  m om ent, D ac  K ien  th ought Z o q u itl w as 

re fe rr in g  to h er life  ch oices -  h o w  d id  she k n o w  about H anh, 

about h er fa m ily ’s stance? T h en  she u n d ersto o d  that Z o q u itl 

h ad  b een  ta lk in g  ab out h er p lace  o n b o ard  the habitat. “ I like 

b e in g  in  space,”  D ac K ien  said  at last, and  it w asn ’t a lie. “ B e in g  

here a lm ost alone, aw ay  fro m  everyo n e  else.”

A n d  th is w asn ’t p ap erw o rk , o r the slow  d rain  o f  catch ing  and 

p ro secu tin g  law -breakers, o f  keep in g  H eaven ’s o rd er on  som e 

rem ote p lanet. This w as everyth in g  sch olarsh ip  w as m eant to 

be: tak in g  all that the p ast h ad  given  th em , and resh apin g it into 

greatn ess, e v e ry  p art th ro w in g  its n e igh b ou rs in to  sh arp er re ­

lief, an  eternal rem in d er o f  h o w  h isto ry  h ad  b rou gh t th em  here 

and h o w  it w o u ld  c a rry  th em  fo rw ard , again  and  again.

Z o q u itl said, not lo o k in g  at the ship  anym ore, “X u ya  is a harsh  

place, fo r fo reigners. The lan guage isn ’t so bad, but w hen you  

h ave no  m oney, and  no  sp o n so r ...”  She b reathed  in , q u ick  and 

sharp. “ I do w h at needs doing.” H er h an d  w ent to the m o u n d  o f

h er b e lly  and  stroked  it. “A n d  I g ive  h im  life. H o w  can  you  not 

va lu e  th is?”

She u sed  the an im ate p ro n o u n , w ith ou t a  secon d  thought.

D ac K ien  sh ivered . “ He’s . . .”  She paused , g rop in g  fo r w ords. 

“ H e has no  father. A  m other, p erh ap s, but there isn’t m uch  o f  

yo u  in sid e h im . H e w on ’t be counted  a m o n g  y o u r descendants. 

H e w on ’t b u rn  in cen se on y o u r altar, o r chant yo u r nam e am ong 

the stars.”

“ B ut he w on ’t die.”  Z o q u itl’s vo ice  w as soft, and  cutting. “N ot 

fo r centuries.”

The sh ips m ad e b y  the M exica  D o m in io n  lived  long, but their 

M in d s s low ly  w ent in sane fro m  repeated  jo u rn e y s  in to  deep 

p lanes. This M in d , w ith  a p ro p er anchor, a p ro p erly  aligned  

s h ip ... Z o q u itl w as right: he w o u ld  rem ain  as he w as, long after 

she and  Z o q u itl w ere  both  dead. H e -  no, it -  it w as a  m achine, 

a sop h isticated  in telligence, an  assem b ly  o f  flesh and  m etal and 

H eaven  k n ew  w h at else. B o rn  like  a ch ild , but s t ill . ..

“ I th in k  I’m  the one w h o  doesn ’t understand.” Z o q u itl pu lled  

h e rse lf to her feet, slow ly. D ac  K ien  cou ld  hear her laboured  

breath , cou ld  sm ell the sour, sharp  sw eat ro llin g  o f f  her. “ T h ank 

you , elder sister.”

A n d  then  she w as gone, but h er w o rd s rem ained .

Dac  K ien  threw  h e rse lf into her w ork , as she h ad  done b e ­

fore, w h en  p rep arin g  fo r the state exam in ation s. H an h  p o in t­

e d ly  ig n o red  her w h en  she cam e hom e, m ak in g  o n ly  the barest 

attem pts at courtesy. She w as w o rk in g  again  on  h er calligraphy, 

m in g lin g  X u yan  ch aracters w ith  the letters o f  the V iet alphabet 

to create a w o rk  that sp oke b oth  as a  p o em  and  as a p ain ting . It 

w asn ’t unusual: D ac  K ien  h ad  com e to be accepted  fo r h er ta l­

ent, but her p artn er w as an oth er m atter. H anh w asn ’t w elcom e 

in  the b an q uet ro o m , w h ere the fam ilies o f  the other engineers 

w o u ld  con gregate  in  the even ings. She p referred  to rem ain  

alone in  th eir quarters rath er than  endure the b are ly  con cealed  

snubs o r the p ity in g  lo oks o f  the others.

W h at gave the a ir  its lead en  w eight, th ough, w as h er silence. 

D ac  K ie n  tried  at first, keep in g  up  a  chatter, as i f  n o th in g  w ere 

w ron g. H an h  ra ised  b le a ry  eyes fro m  h er m an u script, and said, 

sim ply, “Y ou k n o w  w h at y o u ’re d o in g , lil’ sis. L ive  w ith  it, fo r 

once.”

So  it w as silence, in  the end. It suited  h er better than she’d 

th ought it w ould . It w as h er and the d esign , w ith  no  one to 

b lam e o r interfere.

M iah u a ’s team  and  F en g ’s team  w ere rew irin g  the structure 

and  rearran g in g  the p arts. O utsid e the w indow , the m ass o f  

the h u ll sh ifted  an d  tw isted, to a lign  itse lf w ith  the cube on her 

table, b i-h o u r after b i-hour, as the bots gen tly  slid  section s into 

place  and  sealed  them .

The last section  w as b ein g  put into place  w h en  M iah u a  and 

the b irth -m aster cam e to see her, both  lo o k in g  eq u ally  p re o c­

cupied.

H er heart sank. “ D on ’t tell me,”  D ac K ien  said. “She’s due now.”

“She’s lost the w aters,”  the b irth -m aster said. H e spat on  the 

flo o r to w ard  o ff  ev il sp irits, w h o  alw ays crow d ed  aro u n d  the 

m o th er in  the h o u r o f  a b irth . “ Y ou have a fe w  b i-h o u rs at m ost.”

“M ia h u a ?”  D ac K ien  w asn ’t lo o k in g  at e ither o f  them , but 

rath er at the ship  outside, the huge b u lk  that d w arfed  them  all 

in  its shadow .
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H er M aster o f  W in d  and W ater w as silent fo r a  w h ile  -  u su ally  

a sign  that she w as a rran g in g  p rob lem s in  the m ost suitable 

order. N ot good . “ The stru cture  w ill be fin ish ed  b efore  th is b i­

h o u r is over.”

“ B u t?” D ac  K ien  said.

“ B ut it’s a  m ess. The lines o f  w o o d  cross th ose o f  m etal, and 

there are h um ou rs m in glin g  w ith  each  other and  stagnating 

everyw h ere . The qi w on ’t flow.”

The qi, the breath  o f  the u n iverse  -  o f  the d ragon  that lay  

at the h eart o f  e v e ry  p lanet, o f  e v e ry  star. A s  M aster o f  W in d  

and  W ater, it w as M iah u a’s ro le to tell D ac K ien  w h at h ad  gone 

w ron g, but as G ra n d  M aster o f  D esign  H arm ony, it fell to  D ac 

K ien  to correct this. M iah u a  cou ld  o n ly  p oint out the results she 

saw ; o n ly  D ac  K ien  cou ld  send  the bots in , to m ake  the n eces­

sa ry  ad justm ents to the structure. “ I see,”  D ac K ien  said. “ P re ­

p are a  shuttle fo r her. H ave it w ait outside, c lose  to the ship ’s 

d o ck in g  bay.”

“Y ou r E xce llen cy  -  ”  the b irth -m aster started, but D ac  K ien  

cut h im  off.

“ I have told you  b efore. The ship  w ill be ready.”

M iah u a’s stance as she left w as tense, all p ent-up  fears. D ac 

K ien  thought o f  H an h , alone in  th eir room , 

stu b b o rn ly  ben t o ver h er p oem , h er face as 

harsh  as that o f  the b irth -m aster, its cu sto m ­

a ry  ro und n ess sh arp ened  b y  anger and  resen t­

m ent. She’d  say, again , that you  cou ld n ’t h u rry  

th in gs, that there w ere a lw ays possib ilities.

She’d  say  that -  but she’d  n ever un d erstood  

there w as a lw ays a price , and  that, i f  yo u  d idn ’t 

p a y  it, o thers did.

The ship  w o u ld  be ready, and  D ac K ien  

w o u ld  p ay  its p rice  in  full.

A lone a g a in , Dac  K ien  con nected  to the 

system , letting the fam ilia r o verlay  o f  the d e­

sign  take o ver h er su rrou n d in gs. She adjusted 

the con trast un til the d esign  w as a ll she cou ld  

see, and  then  she set to w ork .

M iah u a  w as right: the ship  w as a m ess. T h ey h ad  envision ed  

h avin g  a few  days to tid y  th in gs up, to soften the angles o f  the 

co rrid o rs , to spread  the w all-lan tern s so  there w ere no  d ark  co r­

ners or spots sh in in g  w ith  b lin d in g  light. The h eartroom  alone 

-  the p entacle-sh ap ed  centre o f  the ship, w h ere the M in d  w ould  

settle -  had strand s o f  fo u r h u m ou rs co m in g  to an abrupt, p a in ­

fu l stop w ith in , and a sh arp  line ju st outside its entrance, m a rk ­

in g  the b ots’ h asty  sealing .

The k illin g  breath, it w as called , and  it w as everyw h ere.

Ancestors, watch over me.
A  liv in g , b reath in g  th in g  -  jad e, w h ittled  d ow n  to its essence. 

D ac K ien  slid  in to  the tran ce, h er con sciousn ess exp an d in g  to 

encom p ass the b ots aro u n d  the structure, sen d in g  th em , one 

b y  one, in side the m etal hull, scuttling d ow n  the cu rv ed  co r­

rid ors and  p assagew ays; gen tly  m erg in g  w ith  the w alls, starting 

the slow  and  p ain fu l w o rk  o f  co ax in g  the m etal into its p ro per 

shape; go ing up into the kn ot o f  cables, stra igh ten in g  th em  out, 

regulatin g the cu rren t in  the larger ones. In  h er m in d ’s view , the 

ship  seem ed  to flicker and  fo ld  b ack  up on  itself. She h un g su s­

pen d ed  outside, w atch in g  the b ots craw l over it like  ants, in ject­

in g  com m an d s in to  the d ifferent section s, in  o rd er to m o d ify  

th eir balance o f  h u m o u rs an d  in n er structure.

She cut to the shuttle, w here Z o q u itl lay  on  h er back , h er 

face d istorted  into a g rim ace. The b irth -m aster’s face w as grim , 

turn ed  upw ards as i f  he cou ld  gu ess at D ac  K ien ’s presence.

H urry. Y ou don’t have tim e left. H urry.

A n d  still she w orked . W alls turn ed  into m irro rs , flow ers w ere 

carved  in to  the passagew ays, so ften in g  th ose h ard  angles and 

lines she cou ld n ’t d isgu ise . She o p en ed  up  a fo untain  -  all ligh t 

pro jection s, o f  cou rse , there cou ld  be no  real w ater ab oard  -  and 

let the recreated  sou n d  o f  a  stream  fill the stru cture. In sid e  the 

h eartroom , the fo u r tan gled  h u m o u rs b ecam e three, th en  one. 

Then she b rou gh t in  o th er lines un til the tangle tw isted  b ack  

u p on  itself, fo rm in g  a com p licated  kn ot pattern  that allow ed 

strand s o f  all five h u m ou rs to flow  aro u n d  the room . W ater, 

w o o d , fire, earth , m etal, all c irc lin g  the ship ’s core, a  stabilising 

in flu ence fo r the M in d , w h en  it cam e to an ch o r itse lf there.

She flicked  b ack  the d isp lay  to the shuttle, saw  Z o q u itl’s face, 

and  the un bearable  lines o f  tension  in  the o th er’s face.

H urry.

It w as not ready. B ut life d id n ’t w ait until yo u  w ere ready. D ac 

K ien  turn ed  o ff  the display, but n ot the co n ­

nection  to the bots, leavin g  them  tim e to fin ­

ish  th eir last tasks.

“Now,”  she w h isp ered  into the com  system . 

The shuttle lau nch ed  itse lf tow ard s the 

d o ck in g  bay. D ac K ien  d im m ed  the overlay, 

letting the fam ilia r sight o f  the ro o m  reas­

sert itself: w ith  the cube, and  the d esign  that 

sh ou ld  have b een , the p erfect one, the one 

that called  to m in d  The Red Carp and  The 
Turtle Over the Waves and  The Dragons Twin 
Dreams, all the d ays o f  X u ya  fro m  the E xo d u s 

to the Pearl W ars, and the fa ll o f  the Sh an  D y ­

nasty; and  o ld er th ings, too: Le L o is  sw ord  

that h ad  established  a V iet d yn asty ; the d ragon  

w ith  spread  w in gs fly in g  o ver H anoi, the O ld  

E arth  capital; the face o f  H uyen  Tran , the V iet princess trad ed  to 

fo re ign ers in  return  fo r tw o provin ces.

The bots w ere tu rn in g  them selves o ff  one b y  one, and  a faint 

breeze ran th rou gh  the ship, ca rry in g  the sm ell o f  sea-lad en  

w ater and  o f  incense.

It cou ld  have b een , that ship, that m asterp iece. I f  she’d  had 

tim e. H an h  w as righ t, she cou ld  have m ad e it w ork : it w o u ld  

have b een  hers, p erfect, p raised , rem em b ered  in  the centu ries to 

com e, used  as in sp iration  b y  h un d red s o f  other G ran d  M asters.

I f . . .

She d id n ’t k n o w  h o w  long she’d  been  starin g  at the design , but 

an agon ised  c ry  tore h er fro m  h er thoughts. Startled , she turn ed  

up the ship ’s feed  again , and  selected a v ie w  into the b irth in g  

room .

The lights h ad  been d im m ed , leavin g  sh ad ow s everyw h ere , 

like a p relude to m o u rn in g . D ac  K ien  cou ld  see the b o w l o f  tea 

given  at the b eg in n in g  o f  labour. It h ad  ro lled  into a co rn er o f  

the ro om , a few  d rop s scattering across the floor.

Z o q u itl crou ch ed  against a h ig h -b acked  chair, fram ed  b y  ho- 

los o f  tw o god d esses w h o  w atched  o ver ch ild birth : the P rin cess 

o f  the B lue and  P u rp le  C lo u d s, and  the B od h isa ttva  o f  M ercy. In
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the sh ad ow s, h er face seem ed  to be that o f  a  d em on, the a lien ­

ness o f  h er features d istorted  b y  pain .

“ Push,”  the b irth -m aster w as sayin g, h is h and s on  the q u iver­

in g  m o u n d  o f  h er belly.

Push.

B lo o d  ran  d ow n  Z o q u itl’s th ighs, sta in ing  the m etal surfaces 

until th ey  reflected  everyth in g  in  shades o f  red. But her eyes 

w ere p ro u d  -  those o f  an o ld  w a rrio r race, w h o ’d n ever bent or 

b o w ed  to a n y b o d y  else. H er ch ild  o f  flesh , w h en  it cam e, w ou ld  

be d e livered  the sam e way.

D ac  K ien  thought o f  H anh, and o f  sleepless n ights, o f  the 

sh ad ow  stretched  over th eir lives, d istortin g  everyth in g .

“ Push,”  the b irth -m aster sa id  again , and  m o re  b lo o d  ra n  out. 

P u sh  push  push  -  and Z o q u itl’s eyes w ere open, lo o k in g  straight 

at her, and  D ac K ien  k n ew  -  she k n ew  that the rh yth m  that 

racked  Z o q u itl, the p ain  that cam e in  w aves, it w as all p art o f  the 

sam e im m u tab le  law, the sam e th read  that b o u n d  th em  m ore 

surely  than  the red one betw een  lovers -  w hat lay  in the w om b, 

u n d er the skin , in  th eir h earts and  in  th eir m in d s; a  k in sh ip  o f  

gen d er that w ould n ’t ever be altered  o r extin gu ish ed . H er hand 

slid  to h er ow n flat, em p ty belly, pressed  hard . She kn ew  w hat 

that p ain  w as, she cou ld  h old  e v e ry  layer o f  it in  her m in d  as 

she’d  held  the ship ’s design , and  she k n ew  that Z o q u itl, like her, 

h ad  b een  m ad e to b ear it.

Push.

W ith  a  final h eart-w ren ch in g  scream , Z o q u itl exp elled  the last 

o f  the M in d  fro m  h er w om b. It slid  to the floor, a  red, g listen ing  

m ass o f  flesh and  electron ics: m uscles and m etal im plan ts, veins 

and  p in s and  cables.

It la y  there, still and  spent -  an d  several h eartbeats p assed  

b efore  D ac  K ien  realised  it w ould n ’t ever m ove.

Dac  K ien  put  o ff  v is itin g  Z o q u itl fo r days, still reelin g  from  

the sh o ck  o f  the b irth . E v ery  tim e she closed  her eyes, she saw  

b lood : the great m ass slid in g  out o f  the w om b, flop p in g  on the 

flo o r like a dead  fish, the lights o f  the b irth in g  ro om  glin tin g  on 

m etal w afers  and  g rey  m atter, and  everyth in g  dead, gone as i f  it 

had n ever been .

It h ad  no nam e, o f  cou rse  -  neither it n or the ship, both  gone 

too  so o n  to be graced  w ith  one.

Push . P u sh , and  e ve ryth in g  w ill be fine. Push.

H anh tried  her best, sh ow in g h er p oem s w ith  exquisite  ca l­

ligraphy, sp eak in g  o f  the fu ture and  o f  her next p ostin g , fiercely  

m ak in g  love to h er as i f  n oth in g  h ad  ever h appened, as i f  D ac 

K ie n  cou ld  ju st fo rget the en o rm ity  o f  the loss. B u t it w asn ’t 

enough.

Just as the ship  h adn ’t b een  enough.

In  the end , rem o rse  d rove  D a c  K ien , as surely  as a  b arb ed  

w h ip , and  she b o ard ed  the shuttle to cross to the ship.

Z o q u itl w as in  the b irth in g  ro om , sitting w ed ged  against the 

w all, w ith  a  b o w l o f  pun gent tea in  h er ve in ed  hands. The tw o 

h o lo s fram ed  her, th eir w h ite-p ain ted  faces stark  in  the d im  

light, u n fo rg iv in g . The b irth -m aster h overed  nearby, but w as 

p ersu ad ed  to leave th em  both alone, th ough  he m ad e it clear 

D ac K ien  w as resp onsib le  fo r an yth in g  that h ap p ened  to Z o ­

quitl.

“ E ld e r sister.”  Z o q u itl sm iled , a little bitterly. “ It w as a go o d  

fight.”

“ Yes.”  O ne Z o q u itl cou ld  have w o n , i f  she had been given  

better w eapons.

“ D on ’t lo o k  so  sad,”  Z o q u itl said.

“ I failed,”  D ac K ien  said , sim ply. She kn ew  Z o q u itl’s future 

w as still assured , that she’d  m ake h er g o o d  m arriage, and  b ear 

ch ild ren , and b e w orsh ip p ed  in  h er turn . But she a lso  knew, 

now, that it w asn ’t the o n ly  reason  Z o q u itl h ad  b o rn e  the M in d .

Z o q u itl’s lips tw isted  into w hat m igh t have b een  a  sm ile. 

“ H elp me.”

“ W h at?”  D ac  K ien  lo o k ed  at her, b ut Z o q u itl w as a lread y  

p u sh in g  h e rse lf up, sh ak in g, sh iverin g , as carefu lly  as she had 

d one w h en  pregnant. “ The b irth -m aster -  ”

“ H e’s fu ssin g  like an o ld  w om an,”  Z o q u itl said , and fo r a m o ­

m ent h er vo ice  w as as sh arp  and  as cu tting  as a blade. “ C om e. 

L et’s w alk.”

She w as sm aller than  D ac  K ien  h ad  thought, her shoulders 

b are ly  cam e up to h er ow n. She w ed ged  h e rse lf aw kw ardly, 

lean in g  on D ac  K ie n  fo r sup p ort, a  w eigh t that g rew  in creas­

in g ly  h ard  to b ea r as th ey  w alked  th rou gh  the ship.

There w as light, and  the sou n d  o f  water, and  the fam ilia r feel 

o f  q i flow in g th ro u gh  the co rrid o rs  in  lazy  circles, breath in g life 

in to  everyth in g . There w ere sh ad ow s b are ly  seen in  m irrors, and 

the glint o f  oth er ships, too  -  the soft, cu rv in g  patterns o f  The 
Golden Mountain; the carved  ca llig rap h y in cised  in the doors 

that h ad  b een  the h a llm a rk  o f  7he Tiger Who Leapt Over the 
Stream; the s lo w ly  cu rv in g  succession  o f  ever-grow in g  d oors 

o f  Baoyus Red Fan -  b its and  p ieces salvaged  fro m  h er d esign  

and  put together in to .. .in to  th is, w h ich  u n fo ld ed  its m arve ls all 

aro u n d  her, fro m  layout to e lectron ics to d ecoration , until her 

h ead  spun  and  h er eyes b lurred , tak ing  it all in.

In  the h eartroom , D ac K ien  stood  u n m ovin g , w h ile  the five 

h u m ou rs w ash ed  o ver th em , an  endless cycle  o f  d estru ction  and 

renew al. The centre w as p ristine, untouched, w ith  a p ecu liar 

sad ness h an g in g  aro u n d  it, like  an  em p ty  crib . A n d  y e t . ..

“ It’s beautiful,”  Z o q u itl said , h er vo ice  catch ing  and  q u iverin g  

in  her throat.

B eau tifu l as a p o em  d ecla im ed  in  d ru n k en  gam es, as a  flow er 

b ud  ringed  b y fro st -  beau tifu l and frag ile  as a  n ew b o rn  ch ild  

stru gg lin g  to breathe.

A n d , stand ing  there at the centre o f  th ings, w ith  Z o q u itl’s frail 

b o d y  lean ing  against her, she thought o f  H anh again , o f  sh ad ­

ow s and  darkness, and o f  life  choices.

It’s beautiful.
It w ou ld  be gon e in  a few  days. D estroyed , recycled, forgotten 

and  un com m em orated . B ut som eh ow  D ac K ien  cou ldn ’t b rin g  

h e rse lf to vo ice  the thought.

Instead  she said , softly, into the silence, kn o w in g  it to b e true 

o f  m ore than  the sh ip , “ It w as w o rth  it.”

A ll o f  it, n o w  an d  in  the years  to com e, and  she w ould n ’t lo o k  

back , o r regret.
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m m | e r ISSUE 231



Woterstone's presents...

A

☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆
sfsignal.com

"The most consistently 
excellent horror magazine"

Ellen Datlow

"A wicked beauty" 

Simon Clark

"Easily the best horror 
magazine on the market"

The Horror Fiction Review

"A must-read for those 
who like their fiction 

contemporary, uncensored"

Ed Gorman

"The premier source for a 
regular and opinionated 

overview of the horror, dark 
and weird genres in the UK"

Bookgeeks

"The most disturbing 
images I've encountered 

this year or any other. You 
should be subscribing"

SF Revu

"Essential genre reading" 

The Highlander

BLACK STATIC
SHOWCASE

On Friday 26th November 2010 come and hear short stories from 
authors who have appeared in Black Static magazine

GRAHAM JOYCE
Award winning author of The Tooth Fairy, Memoirs of a Master 

Forger, The Silent Land and writer for the impending multiplatform 
blockbuster game Doom 4

SIMON KURT UNSWORTH
World Fantasy Award nominee

PAUL FINCH
Author of Stronghold and Sparrowhawk

Friday 26th November 
6-8 pm

Waterstone's Liverpool One 
12 College Lane, L1 3DL

Tickets £2
Redeemable against any horror book purchased on the night and 

entry into a draw for one of several superbly scary prizes

For tickets or more information visit the store or call 0151709 9820

Add Black Static to your subscription by using the form in the middle 
of this magazine or visiting the secure ttapress.com/shop





ILLUSTRATED BY WARWICK FRASER-COOMBE

S .  AUTHOR'S INTRODUCTION A .

"Among police officers, there exists an analogy revolving 
around sheep, sheepdogs, and wolves. The analogy holds that 

most people in any society are sheep. These people are gentle 
and productive members of society who'd only hurt one 
another by accident or if pushed to extreme circumstances.

"The police then are the sheepdogs, working to keep the 
wolves -  the criminals -  from preying on the sheep. The 
problem is that the sheep don't like having the sheepdogs 
around unless the wolves are attacking. That's when the 

sheep suddenly love their protectors.

"As with all analogies, this one has both limitations and truth 
in how it describes the real world. This story is an attempt to 
explore this analogy and to see what would happen if the 
sheepdogs and wolves found themselves on the wrong side of 

the so-called sheep. The beliefs found here shouldn't be taken 
as the author's. But I did have fun exploring this universe."

©

JASON SANFORD
Peacemaker, Peacemaker, Little Bo Peep

Th e  s h e e p  le d  t h e  sh e e p d o g s  a n d  w o lv es  to  p a s- 
ture, and p rep ared  to gu n  u s dow n.

T h ey  lin ed  us up fo r execution  in  an o ld  soyb ean  field  as the 

n ight c lou d s above built to ra in s w h ich  n ever fell, and  the w in d  

gusted to b u rn in gs w e sm elled  but cou ld n ’t see. I sto o d  h a n d ­

cu ffed  to V ic to r B rau n , a tru cker I ’d  arrested  three d ays b efore 

fo r the m u rd er o f  a yo u n g  hitchhiker. I ’d  caught V ic to r near the 

crim e scene as he w o rk ed  on h is tru ck ’s b ro k en -d o w n  engine 

w ith  b lo o d y  hands.

W h en  I ’d  ord ered  V icto r to the g ro u n d  at gu np oin t, he 

sm irked  b efore com p lying . M uttered  about b a d  lu ck  and  cheap- 

ass fo re ig n  tru cks and  h is am usem ent at b ein g  arrested  b y  a 

w om an  h a lf  h is size. “C are  to tell m e yo u r nam e, h o n ey?” he 

d raw led  once I’d  cu ffed  him .

“ Sergeant E llen  D avies,”  I ann ounced , and  slam m ed  h is head 

against the scratch -ro ck  gro u n d  fo r w hat he’d  d one to that p o o r 

girl.

B ut n o w  w e sto o d  side b y  side as the p eop le  I ’d served  fo r the 

last decad e p aced  up and d ow n debating the best w ay  to k ill us.

B efore  m e, Pastor A lb ert Jon es o f  the H o ly  R ed eem er C h u rch  

sad ly  sh o o k  h is red -sh ag  head. Jones h ad  b aptized  m e as a 

teenager, not long after he m oved  to o u r little tow n. O ne o f  the 

p roudest m om ents in  m y life  h ad  b een  w h e n  he on ce praised  

m e in a serm on  as a tru e p rotector o f  the w eak  and  vo iceless.

N ow , th ough, he’d  be m y  death. A s  Pastor Jon es looked  at m e 

th rou gh  sad -d o w n  eyes I cu rsed  h im , cau sin g  the w o m an  beside 

h im  to a n g rily  spit at m y  badge. Pastor Jones rested his h and on

h er sh o u ld er and  said to stop -  th is w as a  so lem n  o ccasion , not 

an o ccasion  fo r p etty  vengeance. H e then m oved  d ow n  the row, 

lo o k in g  into the face o f  each p erson  aw aiting  execution .

O n  the oth er side o f  V ic to r sto o d  B u ck , a la n k y  ro o k ie  w ho, 

un like  e ve ry  other deputy, b eg ged  fo r h is life. I refused  to beg, 

and  w ith  m y  free  h an d  w ip e d  the spit fro m  m y  shield .

“G o o d  on you,”  V ic to r m uttered.

O u rs w as a sm all d ep artm en t o f  o n ly  th irty  deputies, and  h a lf 

th ose sto o d  in  th is o ld  soyb ean  fie ld  a lon g  w ith  the h an d fu l o f  

p riso n ers  fro m  o u r ja il. The oth ers w ere  e ither d ead  -  k illed  

w h en  w e m ad e o u r final stand  at the sh e r if f ’s d ep artm en t -  o r 

h ad  escap ed  w ith  th eir fam ilies. A n d  w e’d  o n ly  su rv ived  b e ­

cau se S h e r iff G ran ville  h ad  w alked  into the th ou san d s o f  a n g ry  

to w n sfo lk  w ith  a w h ite  flag and  con vin ced  Pastor Jon es to let 

us surrender.

I ’d  n ever seen  such  b ra ve ry  -  the m ob  sh o o tin g  and  scream ­

in g  and  th row in g M olotov  cocktails as S h e r iff G ran ville , alread y 

shot tw ice, w aved  h is flag and  shouted  o ver and  over, “ W e’re 

better than  th is !”

S h e r iff G ran ville  n o w  lean ed  against Sgt G lo sse r fo r sup p ort 

as b lo o d  d rip p ed  fro m  the rifle  shots to the sh e r if f ’s m assive  gut. 

H e glared  at Pastor Jones. T h ey ’d  b een  frien d s ever sin ce Jones 

arrived  in  tow n. Jones, em barrassed , said  there w as n oth in g  he 

cou ld  do.

“A lw a y s  som eth in g  y o u  can  do,”  S h e r iff G ra n v ille  m uttered 

w eakly. “ W e’ve  b een  there. H elped  each  and  e v e ry  one o f  you.”

T he s h e r if fs  w ord s rip p led  th rou gh  the tow nsfo lk . Several
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p eop le  shuffled  the dust o f  o ld  soyb ean  plants, m ayb e  rem em ­

b erin g  tim es w e’d  located  a lost ch ild  or caught a th ief. F o r a 

m om en t I th ought the sh e r if f ’s w o rd s m igh t m ake a d ifference, 

but su d d en ly  Pastor Jones sh rieked  -  an  in h u m an  w h in e  his 

vo ice  sh ou ld n ’t be able to m ake. The h igh -p itch ed  scream  o f 

jo y  c lim b ed  into the w o rd  “ Peace!”  as the people  aro u n d  h im  

jo in ed  in . T h eir vo ices  w ere  un ab le  to m atch  Jones’ h ig h -to n ed  

shout but th ey  still trilled  that cu rsed  w ord  until the m o b  lost 

all in telligence and  p eace no longer sou n d ed  like an yth in g  I ’ve  

ever k n ow n .

W h ile  the crow d  trilled , Pastor Jones w alked  d ow n  the line. 

H e p u lled  out B u ck  -  still b eg g in g  fo r  h is life -  and  rem o ved  the 

h an d cuffs b efore  rip p in g  o ff  the k id ’s badge. H e also  freed  tw o 

o f  o u r p rison ers w h o ’d  b een  in  ja il fo r petty  crim es. Pastor Jones 

ord ered  th em  to leave and  n ever h arm  another. B u ck  d id n ’t 

g lan ce b ack  as he ran  th rou gh  the d ark  into the n earb y  trees.

Pastor Jon es sh rieked  again , cau sin g  the crow d  to raise their 

gu n s even  as th e y  kep t trillin g  “ P eace !”  I recogn ized  the pistol 

in  fron t o f  m e as m y  ow n serv ice  w eap on , n o w  h eld  b y  m y o ld  

S u n d ay  S ch oo l teach er M rs  M cK enzie.

I cou ld  o n ly  p ra y  m y  h usb an d  h ad  received  m y w arn in g  and 

escap ed  w ith  o u r daughter.

A s  i f  h earin g  m y  u n sp ok en  prayer, V ic to r B raun  

grabb ed  m y h and cuffed  h an d  w ith  his ow n. M y 

p alm  hot and  sw eat-slicked . H is still coated  in  the 

h itch h iker’s b lo o d  -  stains he’d  p ro u d ly  refused  to 

w ash  away.

I hated h is touch. 1 g rip p ed  it tightly.

“ B e  read y  to fall,”  he w h isp ered .

A n d  th en  Pastor Jon es sh riek ed  fire. A n d  then 

w e tru ly  fell.

Som etim es you fall w ell b efore  yo u  know . You 

fall, and  feel the im p act later.

Is it fa ir to b lam e a d ream  fo r all th is, kn o w in g  

it o n ly  released  w hat w as in sid e  us to b eg in  w ith?

O r is the d ream  an excuse? A  w o rd  to tickle o u r m in d . A  m ental 

escape to o verlo o k  the h orrib le  th in gs people  have a lw ays done.

A t first the reports o f  m ob s k illin g  so ld iers and p o lice  and 

crim in a ls  and  thugs d id n ’t d isturb  us. W e thought these w ere 

s im p ly  revo lutions and  protests fro m  p eop le  try in g  to change 

th e ir lives -  events w h ich  h ap p ened  som ew h ere  in  the w orld  

on a reg u lar basis.

But then  w e saw  the v id eo s. H eard  the eerie  trilling . Saw  the 

m ob s attack  w h ile  trillin g  “peace”  as i f  the w o rd  w as a  sick , p er­

verted  joke. W itn essed  h o w  the crow d s w ere con tro lled  b y  a few  

in d iv id u als  w h o  sh rieked  at im p ossib ly  h igh  tones, th e ir vo ices 

con tro llin g  the m ob s’ actions like a v irtu o so  caressin g  b lo o d y  

p ian o  keys.

A n d  the d ream s, d on ’t fo rget the dream s. T rillers m entioned  

th eir d ream s w ith  star-gon e gazes, as i f  unable to fo rget the e x ­

p erien ce  yet u n w illin g  to tru st w ord s to d escribe them . Those 

fe w  w h o  d id  sp eak  in  d etail m en tio n ed  the ca llin g  th e y  fo u n d  

in  dream s, w h ile  th ose the trillers aim ed  to kill sp oke o f  bein g  

re jected  by th e ir dream s.

B efore  the trillin g  reached  our tow n, Pastor Jones called  our 

con gregation  to an even in g  p ray er session. I sat on  the s tiff w o o d  

p ew  w ith  m y h u sb an d  and daughter and  w on d ered  i f  it w as

really  p ossib le  fo r m y  neigh bors, m y  frien d s, to k ill m e because 

o f  the w o rk  I did. B a rry  held m y h an d  in  h is m assive  grip  -  his 

calluses stick y w ith  sap from  w o rk in g  all d ay  as a logg er -  w hile  

L u cy  leaned  against m y  side, sleepy and  w an tin g  to go  hom e.

But Pastor Jones push ed  m y w o rries  aside as he th un d ered  

at o u r con gregation  to have faith. “W e are all G o d ’s children,” 

he p ro claim ed . “ R em em b er w h o you  are. D on ’t a llow  th is evil 

d ream  to steal y o u r soul.”

W e all am ened , b ut n on e o f  us said  the w o rd  like  w e m ean t it.

A fterw ard , as the con gregation  filed  out, Pastor Jon es w alked  

up. “ M akes you  wonder,” he w h isp ered  to m e and  B arry, “about 

the tru th  o f  w h at w e preach.”

M y  h u sb an d  lau gh ed  n ervo u sly  to the m elod ram a in Pastor 

Jon es’ vo ice  and  to ld  o u r d au gh ter to go p la y  w ith  h er frien d s.

“A re  y o u  tru ly  w o rrie d ?”  I asked  once L u cy  w as out o f  ear­

shot, h av in g  lo n g  since learn ed  that w h en  people  m ake ran d om  

o b servation s th ey ’re often vo ic in g  d eep er thoughts.

Pastor Jones lo oked  into m e -  the lo o k  peop le  give  w h en  th ey 

w ant to say  som eth in g  but are a fra id  to utter the w ords. “ I w o rry  

fo r yo u  and  y o u r fam ily, Ellen,” he said. “Y ou should  flee b efore 

w h atever th is is reaches town.”

I g r ip p ed  Pastor Jon es’ h an d  and told  h im  I appreciated  the 

con cern . “ I have a d u ty  to p erfo rm , the sam e as 

you,”  I said. “A s  yo u  said , w e m erely  need faith.” 

Pastor Jon es looked  u n certain , the th u n d er and 

grace  fro m  h is p u lp it faded. G on e. B ut b efore  I 

cou ld  press h im , m y  o ld  S u n d ay  S ch oo l teacher 

M rs  M cK en zie  called  to h im , d em an d in g  Jones 

decid e a th eo logical p o in t about dream s b ein g  d e­

bated  b y  she and  h er frien d s. Pastor Jo n es ch u ck­

led  n ervo u sly  and  w alked  away.

N ow , o n ly  a  fe w  w eeks later, I’d  love to ask P as­

to r Jon es w h at he’d  tru ly  w anted  to say. To ask  

w h at h ad  tru ly  w o rried  h im .

To ask  i f  trillers like h im  gave any thought on 

the evil th e ir d ream s push  into the w orld .

Into th e  ditch  -  m u d  and  scream s and  cries -  the w ater on ly  

a foot deep, h id d en  b y  cattails and  grass as gunshots and  flash ­

lights p layed  o ver the in jured  and  the dead. The m ob  shot over 

and  o ver at the shapes in  the m ud. T h ey h adn ’t rem oved  our 

b o d y  arm o r so m an y  o f  the deputies su rv ived  the in itial shots, 

o n ly  to b e k illed  w ith  fo llo w -u p  shots to the h ead  or rifle  round s 

w h ich  sh red d ed  kevlar and  b odies.

But V ic to r B rau n  h ad  m uttered fall, so w h en  the gunshots 

ran g w e fell and  ro lled  into the d eep er w ater o f  the ditch. W e h id  

in  a tall clu m p o f  cattails, m y  leg b u rn in g  from  a bullet w h ile  m y 

chest n u m b -tin g led  from  a ro u n d  stopped  b y  m y vest.

N eith er o f  us ta lked  or m oved , kn o w in g  sou n d  and  m otion  

w o u ld  reveal o u r h id in g  place. S h e r iff G ran ville ’s deep vo ice  

b o o m ed  out fro m  the ditch , m o ck in g  o u r executioners. H e’d 

su rv ived  the in itia l vo lle y  and  n o w  lau gh ed  at the m ob, cu rsin g  

th em  as w eak  and stupid  until Pastor Jon es h im se lf w ad ed  into 

the ditch  and  shot S h e r iff G ran ville  up sid e the head . I reached  

fo r m y serv ice  w eap on  b efore  rem em b erin g  it w as gone.

A n d  there w e la y  un til the m ob ’s eerie  trillin g  d ied  d ow n  and  

th ey  w an d ered  o ff  one b y  one, leavin g  o n ly  the w in d  scud d in g 

the em p ty so yb ean  field  above us. I b egan  to craw l tow ard  m y
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fallen  colleagues, but I w as still h an d cu ffed  to V ic to r an d  he 

w ould n ’t m ove.

“Wait,”  he w h isp ered . “ There m ay be a few  left, w atch in g  fo r 

survivors.”

I glan ced  at V ictor. He w as w et and m u d d y  and  co ld  and 

scared, the sam e as m e. B ut far b igger th an  m e, over a  foot ta ller 

w ith  at least a h un d red  p ou n d s o f  m uscle above m y ow n. I f  w e 

fought, h and cuffed  together, he m igh t w in . B ut I w asn ’t go in g  to 

w ait w ith ou t ch eck in g  on m y friends.

“ I f  anyone’s w atch ing, w e ’ll run,”  I w h isp ered . “O r k ill them .”

V icto r lo oked  into m y eyes as a  nasty  grin  cut h is m u rd er­

ous face. N o  doubt the bastard  approved  o f  such  b lo o d y  talk. 

W e craw led  th rou gh  the ditch  b ack  to the o th er deputies, their 

m oon lit b adges g lo w in g  against the d arker stains o f  m u d  and 

b lo o d  on th eir brow n un iform s. W e ch ecked  each body, but 

th ey  w ere all dead.

I ’d  seen the d ead  m an y tim es in  m y career, but n ever so m any 

frien d s. I search ed  fo r a  w eap on  o r a h a n d c u ff key, o r a cell 

ph on e to ca ll m y  h usb and  and daughter, but Pastor Jon es had 

b een  th oro ugh  in  h is search after w e surrend ered . W h ile  the 

m ob  h ad  acted as i f  in  a daze -  som eth in g  tied  in  w ith  that 

d am n trillin g  th ey  m ad e -  Pastor Jon es h ad  sh ow n a d ead ly  in ­

ten sity  I ’d  n ev er b efore  seen in  h im .

I to ld  V ic to r we’d  head out w ith  the h and cuffs 

on, b u t he w aved  m e silent. I g lan ced  aro u n d  the 

d ark  field, lo o k in g  fo r the danger, but it w asn ’t 

danger. It w as sound. A  gasp. A  lo w  cough.

“O ver here,”  V ic to r w h isp ered , lead in g  us to 

S h e r iff G ran ville ’s body. The sh e riff h ad  alw ays 

b een  a m assive  m an, as tall as V ic to r  but h avin g  

lo n g  since let his m uscle flow  to fat. See in g  the 

sh e riff ’s frozen  eyes and  face -  still set in  a lo o k  

o f  d eterm ination  fro m  taun ting  h is  executioners 

-  a lm ost b roke m e to tears.

W e h eard  a  lo w  curse. V icto r and  I grab b ed  the 

sh e r if f ’s large b o d y  and  ro lled  it. U nd ern eath  lay  

Sgt G losser, w h o ’d  b een  su p p o rtin g  o u r w o u n d ed  b oss. V icto r 

and  I grab b ed  G lo sser and  tried  to d rag  h im  aw ay but he w as 

still h and cuffed  to the sheriff, so w e pulled  both  o f  them  out o f  

the ditch  and  across the field  to the nearby  w ood s.

“Y ou okay, G lo ss?”  I asked. H e w as covered  in  b lood , but it all 

seem ed to be fro m  the sheriff.

“ B astard  like to b roke m y jaw,” he said.

“ W h at?”

“ W h en  th ey  started  sh ootin g , the sh e riff sucker p u n ch ed  m e. 

K n o ck ed  m e clean out.”

I exp lain ed  h o w  the sh e riff taunted the m ob  after the first 

round  o f  shooting. “ H e k n o ck ed  you  out to h ide you,”  I said. 

“ H id  yo u  in the m u d  un d er h im . Taunted them  so th ey  w ould n ’t 

notice you.”

G lo sser n odd ed , not sayin g  anyth ing, none o f  us cou ld , o n ly  

staring at S h e r iff G ran ville ’s body. E ven  though he kn ew  he 

w ou ld  die, he’d still fought like  h ell to save one o f  h is people.

Su d d en ly  a car ’s headligh ts flickered  over the soyb ean  field. 

C a r  d o o rs  th um p ed  and  severa l m en  and  w o m en  w ith  flash ­

lights stepped  out.

“W e’ve  got to go,”  I w h isp ered  to G losser. “ D o  y o u  h ave a 

h a n d cu ff k e y ?”

H e patted h is u n ifo rm  p ockets an d  sh o o k  h is  head . W h ile  

V ic to r  and  I cou ld  flee h an d cu ffed  together, G lo sser cou ldn ’t 

ru n  un til w e freed  h im  fro m  the sh e r if f ’s body.

The peop le  from  the car w alked  tow ard  the ditch. I saw  sh o t­

gu n s and rifles. O n e o f  th em  trilled  “peace” and th ey  shot at the 

d ead  b od ies o ver and  over.

“ Leave me,”  G lo sser w h isp ered . “G e t out o f  here.”

I turn ed  to V ictor, read y  to argue w ith  the m u rd erer that w e 

w eren ’t leavin g  G losser, but V icto r m ere ly  ra ised  h is h an d  fo r 

m e to w ait. H e sat deep  in  con centration , q u ietly  gagg ing.

The trillers h ad  n o w  noticed  the b lo o d y  d rag  m ark s in the 

field  fro m  the sh e r if f ’s body. T h ey  shone th eir flash lights a long 

the w o o d lin e  and  b egan  w alk in g  tow ard  us.

G lo sse r w aved  fo r us to go, but V ic to r again  m otio n ed  to wait. 

H e gagged  a final tim e as the tip o f  a h a n d c u ff k e y  p arted  his 

lips.

H e q u ick ly  u n lo cked  the three o f  us and  w e fled  d eep er into 

the d ark  w ood s.

We ca lled  them  trillers because o f  the sou n d  th ey  m ad e w h ile  

k illin g . It w as easier to call th em  that th an  fr ien d  and  n eigh bor 

an d  lo ver an d  fam ily, and  to k n o w  that p eop le  once so  close 

cou ld  so easily  d o  th is deed.

W e stum bled  th rou gh  the night, avo id in g  other 

people. W e saw  several fires in the distan ce and 

heard  scream s and  gunshots. A n y o n e w h o  h ad  

em braced  v io len ce  and  aggression  b efore  the 

d ream  hit -  w h eth er as a  m ean s to h arm  others, 

o r seeing v io len ce  as o ccasio n a lly  n ecessary  to 

protect y o u rse lf and o thers -  w as at risk  o f  b ein g  

killed . So m eh o w  the trillers sen sed  im m ed iate ly  

w h o these people  w ere and  hun ted  them  dow n.

N ev er m in d  the iro n y  that the trillers w ere  d o ­

in g  far w orse  than  th ose th ey  k illed  ever did.

W h en  m o rn in g  cam e w e fo u n d  a p artia lly  

b u rn ed  tra ile r o f f  a  b ack ro ad  and  h id  there. A  

m an and  w om an  lay  d ead  in  fron t o f  the trailer, both  shot d ow n 

b y  trillers  as th ey ’d fled  the flam es. W e left the b o d ies  alone and 

scro un ged  fo o d  and  w ater inside. The w ater still flow ed  from  

the faucets an d  I w ash ed  out the flesh  w o u n d  on  m y  leg  and  

b an d aged  it. The w o u n d  h urt, but i f  I kept it clean  it sh ou ld n ’t 

give  m e m uch trouble. G lo sser and  I also  ch an ged  out o f  our 

u n ifo rm s into som e c iv ilian  clothes w e found. B ut ju st in  case, 

w e kept o u r d am aged  b o d y  a rm o r on u n d erneath .

V icto r seem ed  am used  w hen he saw  m e in b luejeans and  a 

flannel shirt.

“W h at?”  I asked.

“C h an ges the p o w er d yn am ic, is all,”  he said . “A m a z in g  w hat 

a u n ifo rm  -  o r the lack  o f  one -  d o es to the m ind.”

G lo sser eyed  V ic to r w a rily  fro m  the tra iler’s sm o k y  kitchen. 

W e hadn’t fo u n d  an y  guns, but G lo sser held  a m achete and 

h and ed  m e a hatchet. V ic to r g lan ced  aro u n d  as i f  to ask  w h ere 

h is w eap on  w as b efore sh ru ggin g.

“ Interesting trick  w ith  that h a n d c u ff key,”  I said  to V ictor. 

“ H o w  long d id  yo u  have it h id d en  d ow n  y o u r th roat?”

“ I a lw ays keep one in  m y m outh  w h ile  h unting . Partia lly  

sw allo w  it i f  caught. B rin g  it b ack  up i f  needed. T rick  I learn ed  

a w h ile  back.”
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I sh ifted  the hatchet in  m y hand, rem em b erin g  the b o d y  

o f  that yo u n g  h itch h iker and  k n o w in g  in stan tly  w hat V ictor 

m eant b y  h unting . H er torso  split fro m  gut to chest in  one kn ife  

slice. H er breasts sliced  off. H er throat gap ing  so w id e  I cou ld  

have slid  m y h an d  up to grab  h er tongue.

It w as the w orst cr im e  scene I ’d ever encou ntered , even  w orse  

than  the m u rd er-su ic id e  I ’d investigated  a few  years ago  in  the 

ab an d on ed  hotel dow ntow n. That h ad  b een  the w o rk  o f  a drug- 

crazed  m an  w h o  hadn ’t fu lly  k n o w n  w h at h e w as d o in g  to his 

best fr ie n d  un til he cam e d ow n , at w h ich  p o in t -  h o rrified  -  he 

k illed  h im self.

B ut V ic to r h ad  kn o w n  exactly  w h at he w as d o in g  to that girl.

A fter I ’d  arrested  h im , I ’d  fo un d  a p a ir  o f  h om em ad e leather 

g loves in  V ic to r ’s b ack  p ocket, a h um an  tattoo o f  a h eart v isib le  

on  the sew n  palm s. The sh e riff and  I suspected  V icto r o f  b ein g  a 

seria l k ille r  an d  bagged  the g loves fo r D N A  testing, figu red  th ey  

w ere a tro p h y fro m  an oth er g ris ly  m urder. But b efore  w e cou ld  

d ig  deeper, o u r w orld  d ro p p ed  into crazy.

See in g  m e gazin g  at h im , V icto r spit a grin  w h ich  w o u ld  have 

fr ie d  fear th rou gh  m ost people. “ She w asn ’t m y  first kill,”  he 

said. “ I f  that’s w h at y o u ’re w ondering .”

“Y ou ’re p ro u d , aren’t yo u ?”  G lo sse r asked  in  a  sh ak y  vo ice. 

H e’d  a lw ays h ad  trouble keep in g em otion s out o f  

h is w ork . N aturally , V ic to r p icked  up on  this.

“ Let m e guess,” he said . “ Y ou take m y  existence 

as a  p erso n a l affront, w h ich  o f  cou rse  m akes m e 

w o n d er w h at y o u ’re h id ing . M ayb e yo u  d ip  into 

the c r im in a l n o w  and  th e n .. .o r m ayb e  b efore  b e ­

co m in g  a cop  yo u  d id  th in gs you  aren ’t p ro u d  of?’

I w anted  to curse. N ot o n ly  w as V ic to r d an g er­

ous, he w as sm art -  he’d  p egged  G lo sser fa r too 

quickly. B efo re  b eco m in g  a  deputy, G lo sser had 

b een  in vo lved  in  a n u m b er o f  b reak in g  an d  e n ­

terin gs as a  teenager, and  even  one assault. H e’d 

b een  d estin ed  fo r far w o rse  crim es b efore  S h e riff 

G ran ville  to o k  h im  u n d er h is w in g  and refocused  

G lo sser on h igh  school. A fter G lo sser grad uated  and  stayed 

clean  fo r a  few  years, the sh e riff overlooked  G lo sse r ’s ju ven ile  

crim es and  h ired  h im .

B eh in d  m e, I h eard  G lo sse r step across the b u rn ed  linoleum , 

and  saw  the flash  o f  a m achete as he p rep ared  to separate V ic ­

to r’s h ead  from  body. I m o tio n ed  fo r h im  to stop.

“ Sm art,”  V ic to r  said. “ R igh t now, yo u  need  me.”

“W h y ?”  I asked.

“ B ecau se  w h atever is cau sin g  th is is co m in g  after all o f  us. The 

sh eep d ogs and  the w olves. A n y o n e  w h o  ever u se d  violence.”

G lo sse r sn orted  in  d isgust, but I k n ew  V icto r w as right. B y  

sh eep d ogs and  w olves, he m eant the p o lice  and  crim in als . A n d  

it sure d id  seem  that som eth in g  w as gu n n in g  fo r us.

“ V ic to r ’s right,”  I said. “ There’s sa fety  in  num bers.”

“ That’s w h y  I ’m  still w ith  yo u  two,”  V ic to r said.

U n sp o k en  w as that once he felt safe enou gh , V ic to r w o u ld  

leave. I low ered  m y hatchet and  sat d ow n  across fro m  V icto r at 

the ch arred  table.

“ W h y d id n ’t you  use the h a n d c u ff k e y  earlie r?”  I asked.

“ Y ou n ever gave m e an op p o rtu n ity  to escape.”

I sm iled  g r im ly  at the com p lim ent and  h and ed  V icto r the 

hatchet.

When  dark  cam e  w e left the sm o k e-gagg in g  tra iler and h iked  

tow ard  tow n. W e kept to the fen ce-lin e  trees a long the b ack  

ro ad s, o ccasio n ally  seeing b o d ies  b esid e w reck ed  cars o r b u rn ed  

houses. B ut m ost houses stood  as th ey  a lw ays had, g iv in g  an 

od d  n o rm alcy  to the night. G ro u p s o f  peop le  drove b y  in  tru cks 

and  cars, lo o k in g  as i f  th ey  w ere go ing to a cook out o r  a  party.

B ut th ey  w ere actu ally  h un ting . W e saw  three cars fu ll o f  p e o ­

ple pu ll in  fron t o f  a w o o d -p an e l hom e. The trillers su rrou n d ed  

the h ouse and  yelled  at the m an  in side to com e out. Instead  the 

h o m eo w n er fired  a rifle, h itting tw o o f  them . But the trillers 

fired  b ack  and  one th rew  a gas bom b. The m an  in side kept fir­

in g  un til the w h ole  h ouse w as ablaze and  all yo u  h eard  w ere his 

scream s as he b u rn ed  to death.

A fter w aitin g  a bit to m ake sure the m an  w as dead, the trillers 

c lim bed  b ack  in  th eir cars and  drove off. O ne o f  the w oun d ed  

trillers  left w ith  th em  but the o th er w as dead, her b o d y  laying 

w h ere she fell.

A s  so o n  as th e ir h ead ligh ts d isap p eared , w e ran  fro m  the 

w o o d s to the d ead  w om an. H er shotgun h ad  b een  taken, but 

she h ad  a p istol and a cell ph one in  h er pocket. G lo sser h anded  

m e the p isto l -  an  a lm ost w orth less .32 acp m ousegu n . Still, it 

m igh t be better than  n oth in g  and I pocketed  it as w e ran  back  

to the w ood s.

The first th in g G lo sser d id  w as call his w ife. She 

an sw ered  on  the first rin g  and  th ey  both  cried . 

She and  the tw in s w ere h id in g  in  th eir attic along 

w ith  S h e r iff G ran ville ’s w ife , d au ghter-in -law , and  

gran d kid s. W h en  G lo sse r ’s w ife  asked  ab out the 

sheriff, G lo sser d id n ’t say  anyth ing. H o w  cou ld  

he? G lo sse r ’s w ife  k n ew  h im  w ell enou gh  to u n ­

derstand .

G lo sser p ro m ised  to reach  th em  soon . “ It’s a l­

m ost m orn in g , and  w e have to hide,”  he said. 

“ H ang on until tonight, o kay?”

I h eard  h is w ife  w h isp e r h e r love and  h is  tw o 

b o ys say  the sam e.

W ip in g  h is  face, G lo sse r h and ed  m e  the phone. I called  B arry , 

p ray in g  w ith  each rin g  fo r the b ig  lug to p ick  up, re fu sin g  to 

believe  the w o rst even  w h en  the ph one clicked  into vo icem ail. 

I left a m essage and  called  back , and again . N oth ing. I f  B a rry  

d id n ’t answ er, m y  dau gh ter should  have p icked  up.

“ T h ey m igh t not b e able to answer,”  V ic to r said  w ith  m ore 

sym p ath y than I ’d exp ect fro m  a seria l killer. “ P ro b ab ly  holed  

up som ew here.”

I refused  to an sw er as I slid  the p hone into m y  pocket.

The dream  had  vis ited  m e d u rin g  a few  scant m om ents o f  

sleep, m y  h ead  on m y d esk  as I w ork ed  on the p ap erw o rk  from  

V icto r ’s arrest. V ic to r sat g lu m ly  in  the h o ld in g  cell near m e. I 

sh ou ld n ’t have d row sed  o ff  w ith  h im  there. But the ro o m  felt 

w arm  and  I felt tired  and  the next th in g  I kn ew  I w as dream ing.

I sat in  a  su n n y  field  o f  sw eet-sm ellin g  grass  and  daisies as a 

gentle breeze w h istled  all around. B a rry  sat beside m e h old ing  

m y  h an d  in  h is g iant p a lm  as w e w atched  L u cy  p ractice  fo r her 

th ird -grad e  play. She w o re  the Little  B o  Peep outfit I ’d spent far 

too  m an y h ours sew ing. But w h ere the outfit I ’d  actu ally  m ade 

fo r h er w as b are ly  recogn izable  as a frock , th is d ream  outfit ap ­

p eared  rip p ed  d irectly  fro m  a h ig h -en d  n u rse ry  rhym e. A s  i f
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I ’d  actu ally  had tim e to m ake a costum e w o rth y  o f  som e d am n 

id ealized  w o rld ’s best m om .

B a rry  lo o k ed  at m e  and  sm iled  as L u cy  tw irled  in  hap p in ess in  

h er costum e. The breeze w rap p ed  m e tight in  its w arm  em brace. 

I felt perfectly, ab so lu tely  at peace.

B ut even  as I realized th is p eace the breeze built up and up 

into a slic ing  w in d , a w in d  w h ich  sw irled  like  a dust d evil as it 

tasted m y m em ories. The w in d  saw  the tim es I ’d  h ad  to practice  

v io lence. Saw  that I ’d be p erfectly  w illin g  to d o  v io len ce  in the 

future.

“ I d o  w ish  th is cou ld  b e different,”  the w in d  sigh ed  in  a vo ice  

so u n d in g  exactly  like Pastor Jones. “ That a h ero  cou ld , for 

once, b e  acceptable to us. U nfortunately , I ’m  n ot a llow ed  such  

choices.”

I tried  to defen d  m yself. E xp la in ed  that som etim es you  had 

to raise y o u r fist to stop people  fro m  h arm in g  others. But the 

w in d  sh ivered  aw ay m y w ords. The field  aro u n d  m e van ish ed . 

M y  d au gh ter scream ed  in  p an ic  b efore  she d isap p eared  a lon g 

w ith  B arry.

A s  the m ost p eacefu l m om en t I’d  ever exp erien ced  w as 

w ren ch ed  away, I felt the d ream  co n d em n  m e -  and  con d em n  

m y  h usb an d  and  dau gh ter fo r b e in g  so  close  to m e.

I scream ed  and  slam m ed  m y fist into m y  desk, 

o n ly  to realize I w as still in the sh e riff ’s d e p a rt­

m ent. F ro m  the h o ld in g  cell b esid e m e V icto r 

fran tica lly  sh o o k  the m etal bars, h is face a m ix  

o f  p ain  and loss fro m  losin g  w h atever d ream  o f  

p eace he’d  a lso  exp erienced . A s  h e rattled  the b ars 

w e heard  a trillin g  rise  fro m  outside the d ep art­

m ent -  a slow  m o an in g  o f  “p eace” w h ich  m ocked  

the dream s w e’d both b rie fly  g lim psed .

“ This w o u ld  be a  g o o d  tim e to run,”  V ic to r said.

H e w as right. But I d idn ’t realize h o w  right until 

w e w ere h an d cu ffed  together and fa llin g  into that 

m ud  and  b ullet ju m p in g  ditch.

Victo r , G lo sser , and  I w asted  an h o u r try in g  to find  a car to 

steal, but h ad  no  luck. A s  a result, the sun rose  b efore  w e m ade 

it a dozen  b locks into tow n. The e lectric ity  w as still on in  m ost 

houses and  w e saw  a few  p eop le  h o ld in g  gu n s and  ta lk in g  w ith  

neigh bors. O b v io u sly  th ey  w ere con tin u in g  to hunt fo r us v io ­

lent people. W e need ed  to hide.

“ Buck,”  G lo sser said.

“ W hat’s th at?” V ic to r asked.

“N o t what,” I said. “ H e’s the d ep uty Pastor Jon es re leased  b e­

fore  th ey  shot us. H is h ouse is a b lo ck  away.”

V ic to r sh o o k  h is head. “ W e can’t trust h im . That p reach er let 

h im  go  fo r  a  reason.”

M y  gut to ld  m e V icto r w as right, but G lo sser sh oved  the 

m urd erer back, p o in tin g  the m achete at h is throat. “ S crew  you,” 

G lo sser w h isp ered . “ B u ck ’s a cop. W e trust him .”

W h ile  I ’d  a lw ays b een  u n easy aro u n d  B u ck  -  he’d  n ever stru ck  

m e as to p -q u ality  po lice  m ateria l -  w e’d  still se rved  togeth er fo r 

the last year. So  I w as w ith  G losser. W e h ad  to trust h im .

W e reached  B u ck ’s b ack  d o o r as the sun  lit the n eigh b o rh o o d  

in to  a w a rm e r ligh t th an  it d eserved . Severa l n earb y  houses 

w ere b u rn ed  and  gon e, o n ly  ch ar an d  c in d er m ark in g  th e ir ce ­

m ent found ations. A  n u m ber o f  p olice and  firefighters h ad  lived

in  th is n eigh b o rh o o d . I re fu sed  to th in k  ab out w h at h ad  h a p ­

p en ed  to them  and  th eir fam ilies.

G lo sser tried  B u ck ’s d o o r but it w as locked . H e k n o ck ed  se v ­

eral tim es b efore  B u ck  w alked  to the w in d o w  and  saw  us.

B ut he d id n ’t open  the door.

“Son  o f  a bitch,”  G lo sse r g rum b led . H e b anged  again  -  fa r  too 

lo u d ly  fo r m y  taste -  and I looked  aro u n d  to see i f  an y  neigh bors 

w ere  w atch in g. A fter a  fe w  b angs, B u ck  op en ed  the door.

“Y ou  sh ou ld n ’t be h e re ...”  he b egan , but w e’d  a lread y  push ed  

p ast h im  into h is den.

V icto r c losed  the d o o r and  lock ed  it. A ll o f  the shades w ere 

d raw n and  the lights out.

“ T his is not h o w  yo u  greet friends,” I said.

B u ck  looked  d ow n  n ervo u sly  at the carpet. “ Sorry,”  he said. “ I 

thought yo u  w ere here  to k ill me.”

V ic to r w alked  aro u n d  the house, ch eck in g  ro o m s and  closets 

to see i f  w e w ere alone. G lo sser and I stared  at B u ck , try in g  to 

see the ro o k ie  we’d  spent so  lo n g  tra in in g  in  the sh iverin g , fear­

fu l k id  b efore  us.

“ I h eard  the shots,”  B u ck  said . “A n y o n e  else m ake  it?”

W e d id n ’t need to answ er. “ W h at h ap p en ed  to y o u ?”  I asked.

B u ck  said  he h id  in  the w o o d s un til d ayb reak . A s  he’d  w alked  

b ack  to tow n, a grou p  o f  trillers saw  h im  but they 

m erely  w aved  and  kept on going. “A fter that, I 

figured  th ey  w ould n ’t h urt me.”

V ic to r w as d rin k in g  a g lass o f  m ilk  in  the k itch ­

en and  sh akin g  h is h ead  at B u ck ’s w ords. N ot that 

the k id  w as ly ing . B ut som eth in g  w a s ...w ro n g  

w ith  h is  story.

I w on d ered  h o w  the trillers k n ew  w h ich  people  

w ere the fighters o f  the w o rld  and  w h ich  w ere 

th ose th ey  cou ld  safe ly  leave alone. N o  o rd in a ry  

dream  gave p eop le  such  ability. I rem em b ered  

Pastor Jones’ vo ice  in  m y  dream . W h atever caused  

th is w asn ’t natu ra l b ecau se  it in vo lved  accessing  

a p erson ’s m em o ries  o f  w h at th ey ’d  d one in  life  -  

and d eterm in in g  w hat th ey  m igh t do  in the future.

Still, n o th in g  to b e d one ab out it now, and  w e h ad  now h ere 

to go  until su n d ow n . I asked  B u ck  i f  h e  h ad  an y  w eap ons but 

he said  no, so w e m ad e do  w ith  m y  m ou segu n  and  the m achete 

and hatchet. “W e’ll sleep in  shifts,”  I to ld  the m en. “ V ictor, you  

and  m e and  B u ck  sleep first. G lo ss  keeps watch.”

G lo sser n odd ed . I tru sted  h im  and  he tru sted  m e.

I slept exhausted . I again  d ream ed  o f  L u cy  in  h er L ittle  B o  

Peep  outfit, o n ly  th is tim e w e w eren ’t in  that p eacefu l field. In ­

stead, w e sat in  the sch ool aud itorium  as she ch ased  costum ed  

sheep aro u n d  the stage. Pastor Jon es sat near m e and  h ow led  

w ith  lau gh ter at L u cy ’s ch arm in g  p erform an ce , c lap p in g  and 

n o d d in g  h is red -top  head to her e ve ry  m em o rized  line. B ut in ­

stead  o f  the p lay  en d in g  h o w  it h ad  in  real life  -  w ith  m e h u g­

g in g  m y  dau gh ter -  L u cy  su d d en ly  ran  in  p an ic  th rou gh  our 

n eigh b o rh o o d , chased  b y  Jon es and  the trillers as “peace, peace” 

ech oed  in  m y m in d .

R em em b erin g  h o w  in  m y  first d ream  Pastor Jon es’ vo ice  had 

co n d em n ed  L u cy  so le ly  because o f  m y  actions, I b egged  h im  

not to h urt her. H e lo o k ed  at m e  w ith  a p a in ed  exp ression  and 

sa id  he’d  t ry  to help.
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When  G lo sser  woke m e fo r m y turn at w atch I again  tried  

ca llin g  B arry. N o  answ er. M y  h ouse w as o n ly  tw o m iles past 

G lo sse rs . A fter w e reached  his fam ily, w e’d get m ine.

I sat in  the den’s easy chair, try in g  to clean  the flesh w oun d  

on  m y leg. The w o u n d  h urt m ore than  b efore, no d ou bt fro m  all 

the ru n n in g  I ’d  done.

M id w a y  th rou gh  m y w atch B u ck  w alked  in. “ I can’t sleep an y­

m ore,”  h e  said , g lan cin g  at m y  b lo o d y  pants leg. “ I ’ ll stand  w atch 

i f  y o u  w an t to sh ow er and  dress that w ound.”

I hesitated, but w h at cou ld  I say? B u ck  w as a deputy. I f  I said  

no, it’d  m ean  I d id n ’t tru st h im .

“O n ly  a few  m inutes,” I said.

In  the b ath ro o m  w as an o ld  rad io . I tun ed  th rou gh  the dial 

lo o k in g  fo r new s, but a  record ed  m essage fro m  Pastor Jon es w as 

on  all the loca l stations. I sh ow ered  as I listened.

“ Peace is u p on  us,”  Jon es said  as he trilled  that w o rd  fo r long 

second s. “ It is p a in fu l, I  know , to  do these th in gs. W e love  these 

peop le . B u t fo r too  lo n g  the cr im in a l h as stolen fro m  us, the 

m u rd erer h as k illed  us, the so ld ier has attacked us, and  the p o ­

lice o fficer h as m ere ly  pretend ed  to protect us. In  tru th , th ey  are 

a ll the sam e. A ll the sam e v io len t p erson .

“ O nce th ey  are gone, p eace w ill b e  ours. W e w ill b eat our 

sw ord s in to  p low sh ares an d  live  in  the p arad ise  o f  

a true, eternal peace.”

I th rew  the soap  at the rad io , k n o ck in g  both  to 

the flo o r w ith  a lo u d  crash.

A fter d ry in g  off, I w rap p ed  m y w ou n d  w ith  

gauze fro m  B u ck ’s first aid  kit and  dressed. I 

w alked  out o f  the b ath room  to find  V ic to r h o ld in g  

B u ck  at gu np oin t, B u ck ’s nose broken  and stream ­

ing b lood.

I p u lled  the m o u segu n  an d  aim ed  at V ictor.

“ D ro p  the gun,”  I ye lled , lo u d  enou gh  to w ake 

G losser, w h o  stirred  in  the b ack  b ed ro o m .

“ H e ratted us,”  V ic to r said  in  a low, a n g ry  vo ice, 

keep in g  h is p istol on  Buck. “ I caught h im  calling 

the trillers.”

G lo sser n o w  stood  b esid e m e, m achete in hand. I glan ced  

from  B u ck  to V ictor. I ’d h elp ed  in struct B uck, w h ile  G lo sser had 

served  as h is fie ld  tra in in g  officer. B u ck  cou ldn ’t have d on e this. 

I refused  to believe  it.

B ut the pistol V ic to r held  snapped  into m y m in d  -  I’d  seen 

B u ck  sh o o tin g  it b efore  at o u r firin g  range. V icto r g rin n ed  his 

ev il slit. “ H e h ad  it un d er h is m attress,”  V ic to r said. “G u ess he 

lied  w h en  he sa id  there w ere no w eap ons here.”

B uck ’s b lo o d y  face p a led  and  he fell to the carpet, b eg gin g  

like  he d id  in  the trillers ’ firin g  line. “ I p ro m ised  Pastor Jones,” 

he said. “ I p ro m ised  I ’d stay w ith  peace. I even  d ream ed  it. I 

d ream ed  the tru e peace.”

G lo sse r cu rsed  and  sm ash ed  B u ck  across the h ead  w ith  the 

m achete ’s handle , k n o ck in g  h im  out. B u ck  co llapsed  to the 

carp et as headligh ts lit the w in d o w  shades. V ic to r g lan ced  out 

front.

“ T w o cars,”  he said . “Seven  people.”

I lo o k e d  out and  saw  Pastor Jon es step fro m  one o f  the cars.

“ Sergeant D avies,”  Pastor Jon es yelled . “Y ou h ave n ow h ere to 

ru n . T h in k  o f  y o u r daughter. She d oesn ’t have to fo llo w  yo u r 

v io len t path. D o  the righ t th in g  and  I p ro m ise  to gift h er a true

d ream  o f  peace.”

I tensed at the m ention  o f  m y  daughter, but G lo sser poin ted  

up the street at m ore headlights approach ing. W e d idn ’t have 

lo n g  b efore  an entire m ob  o f  trillers w o u ld  b e here.

“O u t the b a ck  d o o r?”  G lo sse r asked.

I looked  at V ic to r and he n od d ed  tow ard  the front door. “ No,” 

I said . “W e charge them . R attle them . W e’re in no con d ition  to 

o u tru n  th em  un less th ey ’re afraid  to follow.”

S o  w e charged.

V icto r shot tw o trillers, an o ld  h usb and  and w ife  I rem em ­

b ered  fro m  the church ’s C h ristm as ch oirs, w h ere th ey  a lw ays 

sang a h aun ting  versio n  o f  ‘S ilent N igh t’. G lo sser sliced  a teen ­

age g ir l across the face  w ith  h is m achete, w h ile  I shot the p o st­

m an  w h o  d elivered  m a il to m y  house. The first shot fro m  the 

m ou segu n  d idn ’t stop h im , but the secon d  shattered the lit M o ­

lo tov  cocktail in  h is hand, exp lo d in g  h im  to a crazy  dance o f  

flam es. D esp ite  th is, he kept trillin g  p eace w ith  the others.

I tried  to  sh oot Pastor Jon es but all I saw  o f  h im  w as h is red  

h air illum inated  fo r a  m om ent as a  th ird  car pulled  up. He 

du cked  b eh in d  the car fo r safety.

B y  then w e w ere p ast the trillers and  ru n n in g  d ow n  the street.

“ T h ey ’re not fo llow ing,”  G lo sser shouted.

“ T h ey’ ll follow,” I said. “ T h ey ’ ll w ait a bit before 

ch asin g  us. G e t up th e ir b ra ve ry  and  num bers.”

S o  w e ran  fo r G lo sser ’s house, p ray in g  Pastor 

Jo n es w ould n ’t figure  out too  soon  w h ere w e w ere 

going.

W e reached  G lo sser ’s n eigh b o rh o o d  to find 

the p ow er out. A  fire station  d ow n  the b lo ck  had 

b een  attacked and  the substation  next d o o r had 

exp lo d ed  w h en  the station  burned.

W h ile  V ic to r and  I stood  gu ard , G lo sser raced 

up  the stairs ca llin g  fo r h is  fam ily. T h ey op ened  

the attic d o o r an d  fell in to h is arm s, h is tw in  b oys 

h u g g in g  h im  as h is  w ife  cried . S h e r iff G ran ville ’s 

w ife , a lon g w ith  h er d au gh ter-in -law  and  grand- 

k id s, su rro u n d ed  m e. I h ugged  the sh e r if f ’s w ife  as she w ip ed  

her eyes. I d id n ’t need  to tell her about the sh e r if f ’s bravery. She 

k n ew  he’d  have gon e d ow n  fighting.

Q uickly, G lo sse r grabb ed  a  duffle  b ag  and  began  th row in g 

fo o d  and  supplies into it. V icto r and  I op en ed  G lo sser ’s gu n  safe 

and  p u lled  out a  sh otgun  and  an autom atic rifle  fro m  G lo sse r ’s 

d ays on  o u r d ep artm en t’s S R T  team . V icto r h and ed  m e the rifle 

and  am m o clips and  I h and ed  h im  one o f  G lo sse r ’s o ld  sets o f  

b o d y  arm or. V icto r load ed  the shotgun and  p laced  B u ck ’s pistol 

in a holster w h ich  he belted  aro u n d  h is w aist.

“ There’s a  tru ck  and  an o ld  S U V  in  the garage,”  G lo sser to ld  

m e. “ W e d rive  th em  both , grab  y o u r fam ily, and  get the h ell out 

o f  here.”

I w as cu rio u s w h ere th is left V ictor. I ’d  assu m ed  all a long he’d 

leave us at som e poin t. W h ile  I d id n ’t like  tu rn in g  h im  loose, 

there w as no oth er alternative. I turn ed  to ask V icto r w here he 

w as go in g  o n ly  to find h im  staring  at G lo sse r ’s w ife.

V ic to r looked  em barrassed , as i f  caught in  a  com p rom isin g  

m om ent. E ven  th ou g h  I ’d seen  G lo sser ’s w ife  a  h u n d red  tim es, 

it to o k  m e lo n g  second s to realize w h at V ic to r w as seeing. 

G lo sse r ’s w ife  lo oked  like  an o ld er versio n  o f  the h itchhiker 

V icto r had killed .
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“ W hat’s w rong,”  G lo sse r asked  in  an e d g y  vo ice. I w as su d ­

d en ly  gratefu l he’d  n ever seen  the g irl’s b lo o d y  b o d y  o r the 

n igh tm arish  autopsy photos.

“A  destination,”  V ic to r said , fu m blin g  aw ay h is sh ocked  stare. 

“ Y ou ’ll need som ew h ere to hole up fo r a w hile. I ’ve  got a  place.” 

G lo sser pu lled  out a m ap and  V icto r sh ow ed h im  h ow  to 

d rive  to his land. A b ou t s ix ty  m iles outside tow n, up and d ow n 

several h ills and  a nu m ber o f  d irt roads. “G o t a sup p ly  o f  fo od  

built up, a deep w ell, a  so lid  ro ck  and  cem ent house that cou ld  

h old  o ff  an  arm y. B est o f  all, few  peop le  k n o w  it’s there.”

G lo sser stared at V ictor, no  doubt kn o w in g  like I d id  w hat 

that house h ad  been  built to hold  o f f  -  and  like ly  w h at V icto r 

had used  the isolation  for. “ I don’t k n o w ...”  G lo sser said.

“1 w on ’t go  there,” V ic to r p ro m ised . “ I ’ ll head the oth er way. 

W ouldn’t feel right, yo u  and m e together.”

Seeing  no other p lace to go, w e agreed  w ith  V ic to r ’s p lan. We 

load ed  the tru ck  and  S U V  and drove to m y house.

Ba r r y  lay  in  o u r kitchen, h is b o d y  b led  out. There w ere three 

dead  trillers outside the h ouse and  tw o  in side. T he sh otgun  b e­

sid e m y  h usb and  w as em p ty  and  it lo oked  like  he’d  stru ggled  

h an d  to h an d  w ith  som eon e b efore  b ein g  shot.

In  B a rry ’s frozen  righ t hand, a tangle o f  red  hair 

g leam ed  to m y flash light’s glow. T orn  fro m  the 

triller he’d fought.

V icto r sh o o k  h is head at m y  h usb an d ’s b o d y  

and k icked  a cabinet so  hard  the w o o d  splintered.

“ It ain’t right,”  he said. “A ll these p eop le  -  th ey ’re 

sheep. T h ey  hate v io lence. T h ey get p eop le  like 

you  to protect them  and fear peop le  like  m e, but 

end o f  the d ay  that’s a ll th ey  do, fear and  talk  and 

live.”

I kn ew  w hat V icto r w as saying, and  i f  I ’d  been 

th in k in g  clearer I w ou ld  have told  h im  he w as 

o n ly  p artia lly  right. That it w asn ’t w ron g  to w ant 

to live yo u r life in  peace. To let others protect you , 

as it’d  b een  m y h o n o r to do. B ut righ t then  I w as as a n g ry  as h im  

and  w anted  to kill Pastor Jon es and everyon e like  h im . A n d  I 

need ed  to fin d  m y daughter.

I th ought b ack  to Jon es’ co m m en t ab out L u cy  b ein g  sh ow n 

the true w ay  to peace. H e h ad  her. I k n ew  it.

W h en  G lo sser drove up in  front o f  m y  house he h ad  a  you n g 

m an and w om an  h udd led  in  the b ack  o f  h is tru ck  and another 

car fo llow in g them . “ Tw o so ld iers I know , and  th eir fam ilies,” he 

said. “ I cou ld n ’t leave them .”

1 w as p ro u d  o f  G losser. P roud  o f  h o w  he’d p u lled  h is life 

togeth er fro m  h is w reck  o f  a  ch ild h o o d , and  p ro u d  I ’d  served  

b esid e such  a go o d , decent m an. W h en  he asked  about B arry , 

I sh o o k  m y h ead  and  told  h im  to lead everyo n e to V icto r’s safe 

house. I w as go in g  to find m y daughter. I f  I w as lucky, I’d  jo in  

them  later.

“ W hat about h im ?”  G lo sser asked, p o in tin g  h is pistol at V ic ­

tor.

V ic to r m uttered he w as also  leaving. W ould  h ike h is w ay  out 

o f  tow n. But I q u ick ly  told h im  no. H e w as co m in g  w ith  m e.

V icto r lo oked  in trigu ed  and  asked  w h at w as in  it fo r  h im . But 

I d idn ’t answ er. M ere ly  tap p ed  m y fingers across the o ily  sheen 

o f  m y  rifle.

The Holy R ed eem er  C h u rch  sat at the end  o f  o u r tin y  d o w n ­

tow n , w h ere it’d  stood  fo r the last h u n d red  years. I f  Pastor Jones 

and  the trillers h ad  th e ir w ay  it m igh t stand  fo r anoth er cen tu ry  

as a  b eacon  o f  h u m an ity ’s u ltim ate em brace o f  peace. N ot that 

I’d  be w elcom e in th eir d ream  o f  peace.

A s  I exp ected , the church  w as also  a  b eaco n  fo r trillers across 

the area. W h atever h ad  in fected  p eop le  cau sed  th em  to n atu ra lly  

gravitate to people  like  Jones. I rem em b ered  the rep orts I ’d  read  

-  h o w  th is w as h ap p en in g in  com m u n ities across the w orld  -  

b efo re  rem in d in g  m y se lf to fo cu s on the m atter at hand.

A s  d aw n slapped  its n asty  light d ow n , V ic to r and  I sneaked  

into the o ld  hotel d ow n  the street fro m  the church. The hotel 

h ad  b een  built d u rin g  P roh ib ition  and  ab an d on ed  fo r the last 

fe w  decades. M ost p eo p le  avo id ed  its d ecay in g  bu lk , w h ich  w as 

rid d led  w ith  sm all co rrid o rs  and du sty  ro om s. B ut I ’d  spent long 

d ays in vestigating that n asty  m u rd er-su ic id e  here  an d  k n ew  the 

place  in sid e  an d  out.

“A  g o o d  d efen sive  spot,”  V ic to r said. “ But I still don ’t see w h y  

I sh ou ld  stick  w ith  you.”

I thought again  o f  the m u rd er-su ic id e  and w on d ered  i f  I 

co u ld  really  go th rou gh  w ith  m y plan. Ign o rin g  V ic to r ’s q u es­

tion , I c lim bed  the stairs to a  fifth  flo o r ro om , w h ere a  sm all 

hole in the outside w all let us see the ch u rch  w ith ­

out b ein g  seen.

W e w atch ed  all m orn in g . T rillers m illed  around  

on foot and  in  cars. E ach  tim e the bells in  the 

church ’s large w o o d en  tow er ran g -  m ean in g  a 

new  v ic tim  h ad  b een  sighted  -  Pastor Jon es w o u ld  

start h is h ig h -to n e  shriek , w h ich  alw ays grab b ed  

the m in d s o f  the oth er trillers  and  excited  them  

into d riv in g  o f f  to kill th e ir prey.

There w ere also  a fe w  p riso n ers  in  the church, 

all ch ildren . T h ro ugh  the ch u rch  w in d o w s, I saw  

L u cy  and seven  o th er yo u n g  k id s, each  the ch ild  

o f  a local deputy, firefighter, o r soldier. A ll looked  

scared. I rem em b ered  m y d ream  and  h o w  it had 

co n d em n ed  L u cy  m ere ly  because she w as the ch ild  o f  a  v io len t 

w om an.

“O b v io u sly  a trap,”  V ic to r said . “ T h ey ’re try in g  to d raw  out 

the holdouts.”

“ M ayb e. O r m ayb e  Pastor Jones rea lly  b elieves th ose kids 

aren’t tain ted  w ith  the v io lent tendencies the trillers are stam p ­

in g  out. M ayb e  he’s try in g  to save them .”

That’s w h en  Pastor Jones entered the church . T h ro ugh  the 

large w in d o w s I saw  h im  ta lk  to the k id s. I don’t k n o w  w h at he 

said  but the k id s d isagreed  w ith  h im , w ith  L u cy  b ein g  so  b o ld  as 

to p u sh  h im  away. Pastor Jo n es sh o o k  h is red  h a ir  in  irritation  

and  w alked  b ack  outside.

I fingered  m y assault rifle. M y  dau gh ter w as too  m uch  like m e 

fo r the trillers to let her live fo r long. I had to act soon. B ut first, 

I needed  to k n o w  about V ictor.

“ I f  I asked  y o u  to help m e rescu e m y daughter, w o u ld  y o u ?”

“N o. E arlier, there w as strength  in  n u m bers. Now , I ’m  better 

go in g  alone. N o  offense, but that’s h o w  I work.”

I nodd ed . That w as the an sw er I ’d  expected . “N o t sure I b e ­

lieve  you,”  I said. “ I f  yo u ’re such  a  loner, w h y ’d  yo u  tell G lo sser 

ab out y o u r  safe h ouse? Y ou  cou ld  h ave w o rk ed  y o u r w a y  there. 

L a id  lo w  fo r a  while.”
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“A ga in , not m y  way. I ’ve  k illed  tw en ty-eigh t people. M ostly  

w om en , but a lso  a few  m en. People see w h at I ’ve  done, they 

w o n d er i f  the k ille r ’s one o f  the sheep aro u n d  them . T h eir 

neighbor. T h eir friend.”

I sh ifted  the assault rifle  n e rvo u sly  in  m y hands. B u t V ic to r 

co u ld  have k illed  m e an ytim e in  the last tw o days. H e grin n ed  

h is ev il split at m y  w ariness.

“Y ou  an d  m e, w e’re so sim ilar,”  he said . “W e u n d erstan d  evil, 

even  i f  w e have d ifferent reactions to it. The sheep out there, 

th ey  haven ’t a  clue. T h ey hate you  sh eep d ogs un less w e  w olves 

are aro u n d , then  th ey  tolerate yo u  until w e d isap p ear in  the 

night. That’s the natu ra l w ay. That’s the life  I want.”

H e g lan ced  at the trillers su rro u n d in g  the ch u rch  and  sh o o k  

h is head. “ I can ’t say  th is isn ’t m y  fight. A n d  I am  cu rious. I w ant 

to see h o w  far yo u ’ ll go  to save y o u r daughter. B ut I w on ’t risk  

m y life  to help you.”

A n d  that w as that. H e’d  w atch , but not help. H is ram b lin g  e x ­

planation  d id n ’t to ta lly  m ake sense. But i f  I ’d  asked  one o f  the 

trillers ab out th e ir w o rd s -  fo r peace, fo r a  n e w  w o rld , because 

o f  a d am n  d ream  -  w o u ld  th ey  also  m atch  th eir deeds? Too 

m an y  levels an d  depths to the craziness aro u n d  us.

Still, I need ed  V ictor. S o  I fell b ack  on the m u rd er-su ic id e  I ’d 

investigated  here  a d ecad e  ago, k n o w in g  a  secret 

he’d  take in  trad e fo r h is help. So m eth in g  V icto r 

cou ld  o n ly  d o  i f  I let h im .

I h and ed  h im  m y assault rifle  and m ade m y offer.

Victo r  gave me a hell o f a distraction.
From  the P roh ib ition  hotel’s fifth  floor h id ing  

place, he p icked  o ff  trillers w ith  the assault rifle, 

sn ip ing  them  one b y  one. H e killed  fo u r b efore th ey  

realized w h ere the shots cam e from , the sounds 

ech oing in  con fu sin g  b angs aro u n d  the dow ntow n 

streets and  bu ild ings. B u t on ce  th ey  k n ew  w here 

he w as the trillers surged  tow ard  the hotel.

I f  V icto r d id  like I sa id  he h ad  a decent chance.

It w o u ld  take the trillers a long tim e to search  e ve ry  ro o m  o f  that 

o ld  hotel and  b y  then, w ell, I refused  to th in k  about that part.

I sn eaked  to the rear o f  the church , V ic to r ’s rifle  shots and  the 

retu rn in g  fire  p ro v id in g  m o re  than  en ou gh  sou n d  to cover m y  

approach . Pastor Jon es and  an arm ed  m an  stood  gu ard  o ver the 

k id s in  the church , but th ey  casu a lly  w atched  the fight th rou gh  

the w in d o w s. I shot the arm ed  m an  -  I recogn ized  h im  as M r 

H illsb ury, the p rin cip al o f  m y  o ld  h igh  sch oo l -  and  a im ed  m y 

sh otgun  at Pastor Jones.

“Y ou  okay, L u cy ?”  I asked.

M y  d au gh ter sm iled . “ I  to ld  Pastor Jo n es y o u ’d  save us. H e 

d id n ’t b elieve  m e, b u t I to ld  him .”

I w anted  to cheer m y d au gh ter’s faith , but in stead  told  her to 

lead  the o th er k id s to the b ack  ro om  o f  the ch u rch  and  w ait fo r 

m e. V ic to r ’s rifle  fire still so u n d ed  outside, but I saw  the trillers 

entering  the hotel. V ic to r w o u ld  soon  be fo rced  to go  into h id ­

in g  and  I d idn ’t w an t th em  to return  and  find  us.

Pastor Jo n es w atch ed  the k id s go  w ith  sadness. “ It’s m y  fault,” 

he said. “ W h ile  th eir paren ts’ d ream s tain ted  the k id s, I cou ld n ’t 

k ill th em  like  I w as su p p o sed  to. I suppose I ’v e  a lso  been  tainted. 

B y  p eo p le  like  you . I cou ldn ’t s im p ly  do w h at I w as ord ered  to 

do.”

I lau gh ed  n e rvo u sly  at the m ean in g b eh in d  Jon es’ w ords. 

“ H ow  long have yo u  b een  setting th is up? I m ean, the people 

like yo u ?”

Pastor Jon es sm iled . “ Since b efore  I arrived  in  th is tow n. A n d  

be carefu l about u sin g  the w o rd  ‘peop le ’ on us -  it’s an  im precise  

term .”

I sh ivered , w o n d erin g  w h at exactly  I faced . But I u n d erstood  

that there m ust b e Pastor Jon eses a ll o v er the w o rld  d irectin g  

these dream s and  the trillers. P u sh in g  th em  to do th in gs they 

m igh t o th erw ise  be reluctant to do.

“ It’s the h um an m ind,”  he said. “ So  m alleable. M ost o f  you  

don ’t realize h o w  con tro lled  you  are b y  cu ltura l con strain ts and 

the d esires o f  o th er people. Y ou  m ad e it easy  fo r us.”

“ D o  yo u  rem em b er b ap tiz in g  m e?”  I asked. “Y ou  p ra ised  m e 

fo r m y  w ork . I ’m  the sam e p erso n  I w as then.”

H e n od d ed . “ In d eed  yo u  are. A n d  I ’ve  a lw ays b een  im pressed  

w ith  h o w  stron g a p erson  yo u  are. I th in k  that’s w h y  I cou ldn ’t 

k ill th ose kids. I thought, m ayb e  I ’m  the one to stand up to the 

in san ity  m y  k in d  has b rou gh t to y o u r w orld . M ayb e  I ’m  the one 

to m ake a d ifference, m uch  like  yo u  h ave done.”

In  that m om ent it a lm ost seem ed  as i f  the o ld  Pastor Jones 

w as b efore  m e, again  carin g  d eep ly  fo r h is con gregation  and 

com m unity . B ut then  I rem em b ered  the evil he 

and  h is  k in d  h ad  b rou gh t to m y  w orld .

“W h en  people  d isco ver that th ey ’ve  b een  m an ­

ipulated, th ey  w on ’t go  e a sy  on  you,”  I said.

“ Perhaps. B ut the path  to peace no  longer ru ns 

th rou gh  you.”

E ven  th ough  Pastor Jones w as u n arm ed , m y 

sou l scream ed  to shoot h im . To leave h im  cry in g  

on  a church  p ew  as he slow ly b led  out, just like he’d 

d one to B arry. But I ’m  not V ictor. I m ad e Pastor 

Jon es kn eel and  I sm ashed  his head w ith  the butt 

o f  m y  shotgun , k n o ck in g  h im  out. I  then  ran  to the 

b ack  o f  the church  and  led the ch ildren  to safety.

For seven  months we’ve  lived  in  peace. In  ad d ition  to the p e o ­

p le  G lo sse r and  I saved, w e fo u n d  oth er refugees. So ld iers and 

p o lice  and  firefighters and  oth ers -  th ose w h o  un d erstan d  the 

need  to o ccasio n a lly  take a v io len t stand  fo r w h at is right. We 

don’t w orsh ip  v io len ce . B ut w e don’t fear it either.

W e h id  at V ic to r ’s safe h ouse and  severa l n earb y  places. B ut 

w e no  lon ger h ad  m uch  trouble  w ith  the trillers. U nless the tr ill­

ers cam e face  to face w ith  us, th ey  seem ed  to forget that a  fe w  o f  

the us h ad  survived .

B u t n ot m any. O ver the rad io , w e  h eard  the trillers ’ ce leb ra­

to ry  m essage o f  p eace  ech o fro m  all corn ers o f  the w orld . E ven  

th ough  the d ream  that cau sed  this b eh av io r h ad  b eg u n  to burn  

o ff  -  few er and  few er p eop le  w ere trillin g , and  few er and  few er 

peop le  w ere b ein g  k illed  -  that d idn ’t m atter.

The trillers h ad  w on. T h eir peace  w as at hand.

O n e co ld -sh iver w in ter day, I sto o d  g u ard  d u ty near the 

safe h ouse w h e n  a  so lita ry  m an  w alk ed  up the d irt road. A s  he 

neared , I saw  h is n asty  grin  and  recogn ized  V ictor.

I m o ved  fro m  m y  h id in g  spot, a im in g  m y  shotgun at h im .

“ I ’m  not staying,”  he said. “ H eard  the b u n galow  d ow n  the 

ro ad  is m ore fun.”

I ch u ckled  softly. A  few  m iles fro m  here  a  n u m ber o f  m urder-
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ers and  crim in a ls  h ad  b an d ed  together, m uch  as w e had . W h ile  

w e m o stly  kept ap art fro m  th ose w olves, th ey ’d  agreed  to w o rk  

w ith  us i f  the trillers ever m oun ted  a fu ll-sca le  attack.

“W h y are yo u  h ere?”  I asked.

“C u rio u s. Y ou tell anyone o u r d eal?”

I h adn ’t. Truth  w as, I ’d  b een  ash am ed  to. W h at I ’d  offered  V ic ­

tor w as the h id d en  sp eakeasy  in  that o ld  P ro h ib itio n -era  hotel. 

N o  one but the few  deputies w h o ’d investigated  the m urder- 

su icid e k n ew  the h id d en  ro o m s w ere even  there. W h en  I ’d  e x ­

p la in ed  the speakeasy ’s location  to V ictor, and  h o w  that crazed 

d ru gg ie  h ad  b een  able to s lo w ly  k ill h is  v ic tim  w ith  no  one else 

h earin g  o r seeing, he’d in stan tly  seen the potential. I to ld  h im  i f  

he sn ip ed  the trillers w h ile  I saved  m y  daughter, he’d  have the 

p erfect la ir  to fa ll b ack  on . The p erfect place  to rem in d  h is sheep 

o f  the tru e  m ean in g  o f  fear.

“ I stayed three m onths,”  he to ld  m e. “ C am e out at n ight. 

C au gh t trillers, to o k  th em  b ack  to that ro om . H ad a m ig h ty  fun 

tim e. W ay better than  that hitchhiker.”

I g rip p ed  m y shotgun tight, figh tin g the urge to k ill th is evil 

m an. “W h y  are yo u  h ere?”  I asked.

“W anted to see i f  y o u ’d  told  the o thers w h at you  allow ed  m e 

to do. W anted to see. That’s all.”

I d id n ’t low er m y sh otgun  as I to ld  h im  to go up the ro ad  fo u r

m iles an d  tu rn  at the h id d en  d rivew ay  u n d er the d ou ble  oak  

trees. “ T h ey ’ ll take yo u  in,”  I said . “ Tell them  I sent you.”

“ I ’ll d o  that. A n d  yo u ’re right, y o u  know. N ot to k ill m e. Y ou ’ ll 

need m e in  the d ays ahead.”

“W h y?”  I asked, lo o k in g  d ow n  the road , p ray in g  Pastor Jones 

and  a  m o b  o f  trillers w asn ’t righ t b eh in d  h im . “ The trillers are 

ca lm in g  d ow n. The d ream  is easing.”

“ T h in k  about it. That d ream  and  the w ay  y o u r p astor c o n ­

tro lled  p eop le  w asn ’t natural. N o w  that the sh eep d ogs and 

w olves are gone, the trillers are g o in g  b ack  to b ein g  d ocile . That 

w o rries  me.”

V ic to r p u lled  a new  p a ir  o f  h an d m ad e leath er g loves fro m  his 

b ack  pocket and  slid  th em  on. The b righ t red  h airs on the gloves 

g listen ed  -  lau gh ed  -  fu ll o f  Pastor Jon es’ w o rd s fro m  the n ight 

w e’d  p rayed  togeth er at church.

“ D oesn ’t take an oth er p red ator to k n o w  yo u  attack the sheep 

w h en  th ey ’re peaceful,”  he said. “ The creatures w h o  tricked  us 

w ith  th is d ream  o f  peace  w ill be  com in g. I suggest keep in g  y o u r 

eyes on  the up and  up.”

V ic to r w aved  good b ye  w ith  h is g loved  righ t h an d  -  the sh ock  

red  h airs  p eek in g  an d  w aftin g  to the b reeze -  an d  w alk ed  on . I 

g rip p ed  m y sh otgun  and  w atch ed  the ro ad  and  w aited  fo r m ore 

to com e. •
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&  AUTHOR'S INTRODUCTION

"We are our memories, except when we aren't. We are the cultural memories of everyone 

who came before us, except when we reject such cultural expression.

"The ability to remember past events originally arose in animals as a means of survival. 

Ouch, that fire is f in  hot.'The memory of burning yourself means the next time you're 
around a fire you'll be more careful. But by their nature, memories only tell you how to 
handle events which have already occurred. As we've all learned in recent years from the 

stock market, past performance is no guarantee of future results.

'Memoria' is one of the toughest stories I've written and also one of the most intense. 

At the story's core is the question of how many memories can a person lose before that 
person's no longer who they were. And equally important, are there certain memories you 

shouldn't be allowed to lose, even if you desperately wish them gone?"

JASON SANFORD

Si .a p  Jac k  P ie  s h r ie k s  w ith  d e l ig h t  a s , b e tw een  g o s- 
sa m er-sp a n n e d  w o rld s, the M a rq u is  de Sad e ’s g h ost g rab s 

h im  b y  th e  b a lls . S a lly  M o o n  E yes sn ick e rs  -  h e r n ip p les  erect 

to the c ru c ifie d  so u l o f  S a in t W ilg e fo rtis  -  and  rip s h er b lue 

sm o ck  b e fo re  fa llin g  to her k n ees in p rayer, ch a n tin g  h ow  

e n d less  d im e n sio n s  are  the u n iv erse ’s o rg a sm  u n to  itse lf. A n d  

m e? 1 ig n o re  m y fr ie n d s ’ g h o st-h e a d e d  n o n sen se  a n d  m im e a 

b a n a n a  cream  p ie , w h ich  I th ro w  to the la u g h ter o f  an o b sc u re  

20 th  c e n tu ry  co m e d ia n  n am ed  A n d y  K a u fm a n .

P o o r m e! W oe m e! W h y  m u st I a lw a y s  g h o st the u n k n o w n s? 

S lap  Jack  and  S a lly  M o o n  g ig g le  at m y  m isfo rtu n e  as o u r 

sh ip  b reach es the ra d io a c tiv e  m u c k  o f  a new  E arth .

“A  n e w  w o r ld !”  S lap  Jack  sq u eals . “ Sk e leto n  sk ies an d  d o o r­

n ail d irt . A n d  no m o re  g h o sts  to copy. W h ich  m ean s the 

co u n td o w n ’s in .. .”

3 . . .th e  sp a rk lin g  s izz le  o f  a ir  o n  o u r  sh ip ’s b u rn e d -fle sh  hull, 

a n d  a scream  fro m  the liv in g  vesse l’s m in d -lin k  as it lan d s on 

th is  n e w -d e stro y e d  w o rld .

2 . ..th e  w o rry  in  C a p ta in  C o n ra n ’s eyes as sh e u n stra p s  h e r­

se lf  an d  ch ecks on the crew , an d  d isc o ve rs  h a lf  o f  us sh ie ld s 

d ead  -  b ra in s  fry in g  an d  eyes g la z in g  an d  g h o sts  fla t-lin in g  

in to  th e ir  u ltim ate  re lease .

i...and me and Slap Jack and Sally Moon rolling on the 
warm-flesh deck of our holding pen, moaning and laughing 
and stoking and crying and wanting no more and evermore lo 
do with dimension jumps.

“ Blast-offering,” Sally Moon Eyes intones beside me with a 
low, immodest sigh. But I’m more interested in the commo­
tion to aft, where the ship’s medical officer leans over someone

w h o  is h u rt.

“ C a p ta in !”  D r  B o n d e r  sh outs. “ L e n n e r ’s hit.”

L en  is the sh ip ’s b io lo g ist an d  C a p ta in  C o u ra n ’s w ife . 

T h ro u gh  m y A n d y -K a u fm a n -a d d le d  gaze  I w atch  the cap ta in  

race  by, h e r b la c k  u n ifo rm  sh im m e rin g  e le c tr ica ls  in tun e w ith  

the n e rv o u s  im p u lses  o f  o u r  liv in g  sh ip . C o u ra n  b en d s o v er 

h er tru e love as L en  seizes, h er b o d y  sh a k in g  so  h ard  h er sh ort 

d rea d lo ck s  rap  the flesh y  d eck  like  ra in . T h en  I.en’s g reen  eyes 

g ro w  w id e  an d  she stares righ t th ro u g h  m e -  an d  a gh o st like 

n o n e I ’ve  e ve r seen  sh riek s d e ligh t to m y m in d .

1 ro ll face  d o w n  an d  b ite the d eck , te e th in g  in to  the sh ip ’s 

b lo o d . S c a re d  b y w h at I’d seen . Scared  b ecau se  th is isn ’t so m e 

b a rr ie r-s to re d  co p y  o f  a h u m an  w h o  liv e d  ages ago . N o, this 

g h ost is a lie n , an d  it’s n o w  r ip p in g  Len ’s m in d  a p a rt  p iece  by 

p a in fu l piece.

“ B lessed  be th e  sain ts,”  S a lly  M o o n  E yes p ray s b es id e  m e, 

h a v in g  o b v io u s ly  a lso  seen w h at’s w ith in  Len . “ F o r th ey tru ly  

a re  the b lessed  n e v er b lessed.”

A ll us sh ie ld s  love Len , so  I b ow  m y  h ead  fo r  a m om en t in 

silent agreem en t w ith  S a lly ’s prayer.

A fte rw a rd , I try  to fo cu s  d esp ite  A n d y  K a u fm a n  b en d in g  m y 

co n sc io u sn ess  to his n eed s. T ry  to cram  re a lity  h ack  th ro u gh  

m y m in d  so  1 can  w a rn  the cap ta in  ab o u t L en .

But A n d y, b e in g  A n d y  K a u fm a n  an d  h a v in g  little co n cern  

ab ou t o th ers , d ecid es at that m o m en t lo  go  tra ip s in g  th ro u gh  

m y m e m o rie s. I su d d e n ly  see  L en  at o u r  p re ju m p  b riefin g , 

sta n d in g  in h er b ro w n  co v e ra lls  as  she m en tio n s this is m y last 

vo yag e  as a sh ie ld . 1 a lm o st p a ss  out fro m  joy w h en  she ca lls  

m e a g o o d  m an . A n d  w h en  sh e says on ly  the b ravest p eop le
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dare lose  th em selves p ro tectin g  oth ers, I w ant to fa ll at her feet 

and  w o rsh ip  h er everlastin g  glory.

P ra ise  o f  sh ie ld s is s im p ly  n ot d on e b ut C ap ta in  C o u ra n  ap ­

p laud s L en s w ord s, fo llow ed  b y  gru d g in g  claps fro m  the rest o f  

the crew. O n ly  D r  K it B ond er, o u r m ed ica l officer, is outraged  

b y  L en s com m ents. H e glares at m e. I k n o w  the b astard s  a l­

read y  p lo ttin g  n e w  w ays to catch  m e alone an d  re lo ad  th ose old 

crim es b ack  to m y m ind.

T h an k fu lly  m y  gh osts a lw ays tear those m em o ries  away, but 

I still sh iver, reca llin g  the last tim e B o n d e r caught m e. H ow  he 

ord ered  the ship  to restrain  m e in  the m ed ica l b ay  as he slam m ed  

m e m o ry  after m e m o ry  th ro u gh  m y  head. E ach  m e m o ry  in toned  

to the sh im m erin g  w rap  o f  crim e-scen e  testim ony so  I ’d  k n o w  

these w ere copies o f  m y  ow n se lf-m ad e deeds. That these w ere 

the v e ry  m em o ries  used  to con vict m e in  the first place.

A s  I cried  and b egged  B o n d e r to stop, he g rab b ed  m y stubbly 

cheeks. F o rced  m e to lo o k  at h im  as he d eclared  h is so lem n  d u ty 

o f  keep in g  m e fro m  everm ore  forgettin g  the ev il I ’d  done.

That once a b ad d ie  b ad  alw ays a b ad d ie  bad , no  m atter h ow  

m an y crew s I shield.

B ut as Len  p raises m e I ig n ore  D r  B o n d e r and  sm ile. Len  

sm iles at m e, cau sing a ll the gh osts w ith in  m y m in d  to m elt 

b efore  h er kindness.

A n d  w ith  that the m e m o ry  falls away. B ut instead  o f  b ein g  

im pressed , A n d y  gags. W ith  a co m ed ian s sm irk  he destroys m y 

reco llection  o f  that b riefin g  -  sh reds Len ’s k in d  w ord s, p eels the 

rem em b ered  hap p in ess fro m  m y  m in d  -  b efore  he ju m p s m y 

b o d y  th rou gh  shakes an d  u n fu n n y  jo k es like a p up p et to broke- 

th read ed  strings.

A s  the cap tain  crad les Len , A n d y  stands m y  b o d y  up  and  

k icks op en  the h o ld in g  p en , w h ich  h as b een  w eakened  b y  the 

land ing. The crew  p an ic, a fra id  I ’ve  taken  the gh ost o f  a tru ly  

b ad d ie  bad. The captain , th ough , sim p ly  ord ers people  to step 

aside. She eases Len  gen tly  to the d eck  and  stands p ro tectively  

b etw een  m e and  her tru e love.

A n d y  salutes m y  righ t hand. “ H ere I com e to save the day,”  he 

says, lip -syn ch in g  m e th ro u gh  a M ig h ty  M o u se  im itation . “A l­

th o u g h  I gu ess Len  w on ’t be  d o in g  an y  m ore savin g  -  o r lick in g  

the captain ’s th igh s anytim e soon.”

C ap ta in  C o u ran ’s ca lm  facad e shatters. She co ld -co ck s m e. 

Shoves m e b a ck  in  the h o ld in g  pen  and  orders the ship  to grow  

stron ger restraints to trap us shields. A s  sh e tu rn s b a ck  to Len , 

I co llapse  against the aft p orth o le, the ship ’s w arm  flesh both  

cu sh io n in g  an d  n u rtu rin g  m y  gh ost-sp lin tered  soul.

A n d y  laughs even  louder. In  a  vo ice  m im ick in g  Pearl Pure- 

h eart, he w h isp ers, “O il C a n  H arry, y o u ’re a v illa in !”

T h ro ugh  the p orth o le ’s liv in g  lens, the ligh t o f  th is destroyed  

w o rld  h ow ls at A n d y ’s u n fu n n y  jo k e . The w reck ed  skyscrapers 

titter. The sun -b leach ed  skeletons giggle . A n d , as i f  sh arin g  in  

the jo k e , Len ’s gh ost ta lks to m e. Says she’s been  w aitin g  fo r this 

day. B een  w aitin g  oh so  long.

N ot k n o w in g  w h at else to do, I jo in  A n d y  in  lau gh ing . Len  is 

as g o o d  as dead . A n d  w ith ou t L en  to protect I n o  lon g er care 

w h at h ap p ens to m e.

C a ll  m e O il C an . E ach  n ew  ghost loves to change m y nam e. 

Since A n d y  likes ca llin g  m e O il C an , that’s m y  nam e. R em em b er 

it w h en  I ’m  rational. W h en  A n d y  and  the oth er gh osts g ive  m e a

ch ance to see b ey o n d  th eir tw isted  v iew s o f  reason.

A n d  reason  there is, o r at least a reasonab le joke. L ike the 

endless E arths. E arth s here. E arth s there. E arth s slap p ing  th em ­

selves across the m ultiverse . E ach  sligh tly  d ifferent. E ach  sligh t­

ly  the sam e.

But gettin g o f f  o u r b u m p  o f  an E arth  and  in to  those others, 

aye, there’s the rub. A n d  y o u ’ll ru b  y o u rse lf raw  -  o ver and over, 

ru bb ing  and  m o an in g  and  gro an in g  and  grin d in g  -  w o n d er­

in g  w h y  the gh osts o f  everyo n e w ho’s ever lived  su rrou n d s o u r 

E arth , attem pting to trap  us there.

N efertiti, A lexand er, M arc A ntony, G en g h is  K h an , Joan  o f  A rc , 

L incoln , you , m e. The fam ou s and  the un kn ow n , all sw irlin g  in  

a  vast d im en sion al b a rr ie r separating o u r E arth  from  the others.

A n d  i f  y o u  try  to leave, the gh osts have th eir w ay  w ith  you.

I ’ve  h eard  scientists sw ear up an d  d o w n  th is system  can’t be 

natural. A fter all, w h y  w o u ld  o u r E arth  be the on ly  one su r­

ro u n d ed  b y  a b a rr ie r and  ghosts? A re  w e b ad d ie  bads, not 

tru sted  w ith  a m ultiverse? A n d  w h at created  the b arrier?  W hat 

causes the b a rrie r to co p y  the essence o f  h u m an s until it c rack ­

les to the replicated  sou ls o f  e v e ry  p erson  w h o ’s ever lived?

A n d  is there rea lly  a  b arr ie r god?

That last p art’s w h at ticks o f f  m ost scientists. A fter all, w h y  

w o u ld  th ey  b elieve  w h at a  b unch  o f  gh o st-ad d led  shields say? 

N ev er m in d  that each  tim e w e go th rou gh  the b a rrie r the b ar­

r ie r  g o d  w h isp ers  to  us. C o m m en d s u s fo r o u r bravery. Selects 

w h ich  gh osts to th row  o u r way.

B u t in  the end , o n ly  th ose w h o  let the b a rr ie r h ave its w ay  

w ith  th em  b elieve  in  the b arrie r god . I once trip p ed  the d im en ­

sions w ith  a fam ou s atheist k n o w n  fo r scream in g  h ow  the b ar­

rier w asn ’t created  b y  an y  d am n  G o d  or god. I shouldn ’t have 

done it, but w h en  o u r sh ip  b urst th rou gh  and  the b a rrie r th rew  

T h om as A q u in as at m e, in stead  o f  em bracin g  the sain tly  ghost I 

w h isp ered  h o w  m uch  fu n  it’d  be to take the atheist.

The b arrie r god  lau gh ed  in  agreem ent and gifted  the atheist 

w ith  the saint. A fter that the b astard  w asn ’t fit fo r anyth ing. K ept 

m uttering h o w  he’d  seen G o d . O r gods. O r b een  G o d . I forget 

w hich .

A n d  that’s the p roblem  w ith  the b arrier -  the b arrier god  w ants 

the m in d  and soul o f  som eone on every  trip. So  b efore each 

vo yage the crew s parad e the p risons and  p o verty  holes, sw earin g  

freed om  and rich es to us baddie  bads i f  we’ ll sign  b y  a d im ension  

ship’s b lo o d  and m ake five voyages. I f  w e’ll surrou n d  the crew s 

and, in that b r ie f m om ent w hen the ghosts sw arm , offer ourselves 

as their p laythings. Sacrifice ourselves fo r the ones w h o matter.

The ones like  Len .

T h is is m y  fifth  trip . W h ile  p assin g  to and  fro  I ’ve  gh osted  

n in e copies o f  lo n g -d ead  people. W h en  w e retu rn  h om e I’m  free 

and  no m ore a  b ad d ie  b ad  than  A n d y  K aufm an .

N ot that there’s m uch  o f  m e le ft to  free.

Prepare  for impact. B race  h ead  b etw een  legs. K iss  y o u r act 

goodbye.

Slap Jack  and  Sa lly  M o o n  and  I are the o n ly  sh ields still liv in g  

-  the oth er three are dead, th eir eyes un lit and their m in d s 

cracked , b lo o d  an d  synapses sp illin g  across the d eck  fo r the 

ship  to absorb. The crew  w an d ers  about in  shock, both  at the 

d ead  sh ields and  at one o f  th eir ow n  b ein g  hit. B ut fo r now, m e 

and  Slap Jack  and  Sa lly  M o o n  are b ey o n d  caring . W e buzz to
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o u r n e w  ghosts an d  ro ll ab out the h o ld in g  p en  as the ship ’s eyes 

p lay  ancient M ig h ty  M o u se  cartoon s to entertain  us.

A s  the texture o f  A n d y  K aufm an  races m y m in d , I taste a ch ild ­

h ood  m em o ry  and realize I used to love M igh ty  M ouse. So m e­

h o w  I un derstand  this is a real m e m o ry  and  not one cop ied  fro m  

A n d y  and the other ghosts. I once loved  that ancient cartoon.

But even  as the m e m o ry  rises, A n d y  K au fm an  exp lod es in  m y 

m in d , outraged  at o u r shared  love. “N o  m ore truth,”  he says as 

he stom ps m y m em ories, cu tting them  d ow n  like  a law nm ow er 

through  daisies. He grow s new  m em ories w ith in  m y m in d  o f  

h im  on  the Im p rov ’s stage read ing  The G reat G atsby. H e sits 

there read ing the d am n b o o k  until the aud ience -  a n g ry  at p a y ­

ing go o d  m o n ey  to w atch such shit -  pelts h im  w ith  d in n er rolls. 

I laugh  even  th ough  it isn’t funny. M ost o f  the o th er ghosts in side 

m e nod  their long-gone heads, satisfied  w ith  th eir new  neighbor.

O n ly  p o o r A q u ilia  M aesa protests, not lik in g  the ad d itio n  o f  

A n d y  to our m ix. B ut then , A q u ilia  doesn ’t like m e or any o f  m y 

ghosts. W h en  she first fell into m y  m in d  and  exp erien ced  m y 

crim es, this ancient R o m an  n ob lew om an  -  w h o ’d  once so lo v ­

in g ly  ch eered  b lo o d  and  guts at the C o liseu m  -  tried  to leave, 

c ry in g  “ m em oria , m em oria” as i f  I w as a b ad  recollection  to be 

shunted away. She begged  the b a rr ie r god  to rem ove h er fro m  

o u r m id st. B ut stay she d id , and that w as that.

A s  I w o n d er yet again  about the v io len ce  I can  no lon g er re ­

m em ber, C ap ta in  C o u ra n  k n ocks on the clear b a rr ie r across o u r 

h o ld in g  pen . The b a rrie r sw irls  and  sp h incters open.

“ I need  to apologize,”  the captain  says. “ I k n o w  you  

d idn ’t m ean w hat you  said.”  H er taut brow n  face and  deep 

b lue eyes c lick  o ver m e -  razo r sp oo l eyes, I ’ve  h eard  Len 

say, reflecting the captain ’s tough  A fg h an i ancestry.

“M ayb e I d id  m ean  it,”  I say. “ B u t A n d y  K a u fm a n  still 

fo rced  m e to sp eak  the w ords.”

C ap ta in  C o u ran  g lances into the distance, the ship ’s 

organ ic b rain  accessing th is A n d y  K au fm an  reference and feed ­

in g  it to h er senses. W h atever she finds satisfies her, and  she 

focuses b ack  on  m e. “A re  yo u  th ree w ell enou gh  to w ork ? We 

need to figure  out w h at h ap p en ed  an d  h o w  to get hom e.”

I lo o k  at Slap Jack  -  w h o  b leeds fro m  dozens o f  cuts after flag ­

ellating h im se lf to the M arq u is de Sade’s d esires -  and  at Sa lly  

M o o n , w h o  n ailed  h er h an d s to the cab in  flesh  w all like  Sain t 

W ilgefortis on her cross. Sa lly  M oon ’s b lo o d  d rib bles d ow n the 

w all, slow ly feed in g  the ship.

“We’re ready,”  I say.

Slap Jack  and  Sa lly  M o o n  g iggle  as th ey  w an d er to the in fir­

m a ry  fo r n u m b-n u m b  and h eal-heal. B ut A n d y  w h isp ers  that 

he’ll behave, so  I fo llow  C ap ta in  C o u ra n  to the bridge.

O u r ship  is tiny, o n ly  th irty  m eters lon g , and  w as b irth ed  tw o 

decades before. A n d y  is am azed  b y  w h at he sees so I exp lain  

h o w  the h ard  lines an d  b eliefs  o f  h ig h  tech  -  m etals and  p lastics 

and  nan otech  an d  com puters -  can’t b reach  the b arrie r around  

o u r Earth . To escape o u r p lanet w e travel in  the bellies o f  gened, 

ho llow ed -out beasts, and  p ray  th ey  w on ’t take it in  th eir m in d s 

to d igest us one fine day.

A n d y  applauds the w isd o m  o f  not b ein g  digested, and  sw ears 

to re fra in  fro m  irritatin g  the ship.

C ap ta in  C o u ra n  leads m e to the b rid ge  -  a  tin y  bubble o f  

tran sparent collagen  fibers b are ly  b ig  en ou gh  to h old  the ship ’s 

b ackup  gan g lio n  cluster. F ro m  there, C ap ta in  C o u ra n  and  I

w atch  a rad ioactive  d aw n rise  on  th is n ew  E arth . O r, I should  

say, th is d ead  E arth . A b o ve  orbits the ru bb le  o f  a shattered 

M o o n , w h ile  all aro u n d  us n ew -b u rn ed  tow ers an d  b u ild in gs 

p o in t fingered  obscen ities at the sky.

“ I can’t rem em b er h o w  m an y  d ead  Earth s I ’ve  visited ,” C ap tain  

C o u ra n  says. “ B ut th is one’s different. B ased  on  the rad ioactive  

decay, w h atever cau sed  these people  to kill each o th er o ccu rred  

b are ly  a year ago.”

S tu nned  b y  the d evastation  aro u n d  us, A n d y  asks in  a  w eak  

vo ice  -  m y  o w n  -  w h y  th ey  d estroyed  them selves.

“ There’s the question , isn ’t it?”  the captain  says, b ein g  patient 

because she like ly  suspects th is is one o f  m y  gh osts speaking. 

“ The evid en ce  suggests so m eth in g  in fects the p eo p le  o f  these 

E arth s w ith  a  need to d estroy  one another. O nce the in fection  

starts, it doesn ’t m atter i f  th ey  use  nukes o r  p lagu es o r a  b illion  

m achetes. The results are a lw ays the sam e.”

“ S o  w h en  are w e ru n n in g  aw ay?”  I s in g  in  an o ff-k ey  vo ice , 

sh ak in g  m y h ip s to one o f  A n d y ’s in ane w h ite -b o y  d an ce m oves.

C ap ta in  C o u ra n  breathes deep, stru gg lin g  to stay calm . “We 

can’t leave until w e figure  out w h at k illed  those shields,”  she says, 

rem in d in g  m e o f  m y  d ead  colleagues. “ I don’t w an t to  r isk  m ore 

deaths.”

F o r a m om ent g r ie f p lays m e like a b roken  gu itar string. “ It 

sh ou ld n ’t happen,” I w hisper. “ G h o sts  don ’t k ill. T h ey d rive  yo u  

fu n -fu n . T h ey  crack  yo u  open. T h ey rep lace y o u r m em ories and 

con sc iou sn ess w ith  th e ir ow n. B ut th ey  don’t kill.”  

C ap ta in  C o u ra n  nod s, p leased  I ’m  togeth er en ou gh  to 

see h e r d ilem m a.

“ So  w hat d o  w e d o ?”

I th in k  o f  Len . She w as hit b y a gh ost after w e exited  

the b arrier, w h ich  sh ou ld n ’t have happened. O n ly  o u r 

E arth  -  out o f  all the E a rth s  w e’ve  v is ited  so far -  is e n ­

closed  w ith in  a b arrier. So  o n ly  ours con tains gh ost co p ­

ies o f  the people  liv in g  there. B ut despite th is fact, Len ’s ghost 

seized  h er after w e arrived  on th is w orld . D id  that m ean this 

a lien  gh ost doesn ’t need  a b arr ie r to live  in  -  o r a b a rr ie r god  to 

con tro l it? H as it been w aitin g  fo r us?

D ec id in g  to help, A n d y  h ugs m y m in d  -  and w h isp ers  h ow  

the a lien  gh ost tw ists to an ger and hate. It tr ie d  liv in g  in  the 

o th er sh ields but d id n ’t like sh aring  a b o d y  w ith  h um an  ghosts, 

so  it k illed  th em  b efore  tak in g  Len .

I shiver. H ow l. So m eth in g  sca ry  h as reached  us here, so m e­

th in g  I don’t w ant to con front.

A n d y  gigg les as he orders m e to b u ck  up. “ W e m ust go and  ask 

o f  this Len,”  A n d y  says in  the vo ice  o f  an ancient T V  im m igran t 

n am ed  Latka. “ She’s a  ghost, yes, b ut a  gh o stin g  like  no  other.”

Th ere  is a  m e m o ry  purely  m y  ow n. A  m e m o ry  the ghosts 

a lw ays leave untouched. It’s fro m  the first tim e I b reach ed  the 

b a rr ie r -  and the first tim e I spoke w ith  Len .

From  w hat I ’ve  b een  told , C ap ta in  C o u ra n  w asn ’t th rilled  

w h en  I w as assign ed  to h er ship. M y  k illin g  spree w as w ell kn o w n  

and, sh ield  o r no  shield , the captain  w asn ’t tak in g  any chances. 

N ot o n ly  w as I p laced  in  the h o ld in g  pen , the captain  ordered  

the ship  to b in d  m e w ith  tight chains o f  m uscle cord. C ap tain  

C o u ra n  to ld  m e that w h ile  she b elieved  in  red em p tion , she also  

w asn ’t stupid . “W e’ll see h o w  it goes,”  she said. “ I f  y o u r attitude 

ch anges after gh ostin g , yo u ’ll b e  free as the o th er shields.”
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I la y  p rostrate  on  the fleshy d eck  as D r  B o n d er ch ecked  m y 

v ita l sign s, and  cou ld  o n ly  n o d  to the captain ’s w ords. W h en  she 

w a lk ed  away, B o n d e r sm irked  an d  leaned  o ver m e. “ I ’ve  long 

fo llow ed  y o u r work,” he said. “ Sham e you  w on ’t rem em b er w hat 

yo u ’ve  done. The gh osts trash  y o u r w orst m em ories first.”

“ W h y?”

“ I susp ect th ey  don’t like liv in g  in sid e such  evil m in d s. C o u rse , 

w ith  p eop le  like  you , all yo u ’ve  got in sid e  is bad. P rob ab ly  w on ’t 

be an yth in g  left after th ey  scoop  the b ad  away.”

I w asn ’t su rp rised  b y B o n d e r’s anger -  I ’d  h eard  w h isp ers h ow  

h is w ife  h ad  b een  m urd ered  w h ile  serv in g  at som e p o verty  hole’s 

m ed ica l c lin ic. But B o n d e r’s w ord s a lso  p ro ved  C ap ta in  C o u ran  

h ad  b een  righ t to ch ain  m e. I f  I ’d b een  free I ’d have k illed  the 

m an. W ould  have sm ash ed  his h ead  to a b lo o d y  noth ingness.

A s D r  B o n d e r settled  into h is seat fo r launch , h avin g  no  idea 

h o w  close he’d  com e to death , the sh ield  next to m e patted m y 

belly. “ Sad  sad  insides,”  she m uttered . “ S o o n  yo u  w on ’t feel the 

sads.”

I lo o k ed  away, no  lon g er certain  I w anted  m y  freed o m  this 

badly.

That’s w h en  I saw  Len. I ’d seen  her b rie fly  at the pre-fligh t 

b riefin g  and  kn ew  she w as the captain ’s w ife  and ship ’s b iologist. 

B u t th ose facts existed  in  m y m in d  as o n ly  abstract kn ow led ge. 

L en  w as m ere ly  an oth er crew  I ’d  p led ged  to protect in  exchange 

fo r one d a y  ga in in g  m y freedom .

B ut to m y surp rise , as the ship  p rep ared  to ju m p  Len  left her 

seat and  op en ed  the h o ld in g  pen . She kn eeled  b esid e m e like 

B o n d er h ad  done, but un lik e  h im  there w as no anger in her eyes.

“ I don’t need  com forting,” I said.

“G o o d . I ’ve  n o n e to give.”

Len  sp oke w ith  a  stron g brogue, a rem n ant o f  w h atever p o v ­

e rty  hole she’d  grow n  up in. She stared  at m e fo r a m om ent and 

sm iled , as i f  satisfied  b y  w h at she saw. “ Y ou ’re lucky,” she said. “ I 

w as a k id  w h en  m y m oth er k illed  a m an. W hen the p o lice  cam e 

to o u r apartm ent, she h ugged  m e once and  sent m e outside. I 

h eard  the gu nsh ot as the p olice  w ere h an d in g  m e to ch ild  ser­

vices.”

I un d erstood  -  p o verty  holes w ere bad, but none w ere w orse  

than  the overcrow d ed  hell o f  p rison . O ften better to take yo u r 

ow n life  th an  su ffer p rison , w h ich  w as b asica lly  w h at I w as about 

to do. “M ust have been rough,”  I said.

“ M ayb e. B u t it’s w h at I got. O n ly  th in g  I w ish  is that m y  m om  

h ad  b een  given  the op tion  yo u ’ve  got. E ven  i f  the gh osts h ad  

taken  m ost o f  her, som e p art o f  her w o u ld  have survived .

I n od d ed . That w as the sam e reason  I agreed  to this. In m y 

p an ic  at the co m in g  ju m p  I ’d forgotten.

I g r in n ed  as Len  m ad e a fist and  tapped  m y b o u n d  hands. 

“ Y ou n ever k n o w  h o w  y o u ’ll tu rn  out,”  she said. “M igh t still be 

a  g o o d  b it o f  y o u  left.”

“ V e ry  true.”

“ Then w h at are yo u  a fra id  o f? ”

N o th in g , I rea lized  as the ship  ju m p ed . A t  that m om en t I 

h eard  the b arrie r g o d ’s deep, sou lfu l lau gh  fo r the first tim e as 

it flung a ghost deep  in to  m y m ind. A s  m y  life  and  m em ories 

p o p p ed  like  a ch ild ’s soap  bubbles, I fo u n d  m y se lf sin g in g  a 

non sen se son g -  a little d itty  fro m  m y you th , taken  fro m  the 

o ld  cartoon s I ’d  w atched  w h en ever m y m oth er left m e alone in 

o u r p o verty  hole. M ig h ty  M ouse. That w as the cartoon  I ’d  w o r­

sh ip p ed  as a ch ild . H ere I com e to save the day!

Len  lau gh ed  as o u r ship lan d ed  on a new  E arth . “ Perhaps 

yo u ’ll like  the n ew  you,”  she said . A n d  I realized  I d id. A n d  I also 

liked  th is k in d  p erson  w h o dared  see a lo w ly  sh ield  as hum an.

In  th e  sh ip ’s in firm ary, Len  lies in side one o f  the h ealin g  bays, 

the w arm  fo lds o f  the ship ’s sk in  q u iverin g  and flow ing around  

her. B ut th is isn’t a  p h ysica l in ju ry  fo r the ship  to heal. Instead, 

L en  g lares at us w ith  in h u m an  eyes. O r p erh ap s som eth in g  in ­

h u m an  stares fro m  b eh in d  v e ry  h u m an  eyes.

D r B o n d er has ord ered  the ship  to w rap  the clear lens o f  an 

iso lation  ch am b er aro u n d  L en s bay, and  fo r som e reason  I ’m 

g lad  I can’t touch  her. Insid e m e, A n d y  and  the o th er ghosts 

w h isp er agreem ent.

“ H ere I com e to save the day,”  A n d y  squeaks in his M igh ty  

M ou se  vo ice , but no  one laughs.

“W ell?”  C ap ta in  C o u ra n  asks.

I d id n ’t know. I w ant to know. I w ant to sin g an answ er, but 

non e com es. U nlike  Slap Ja ck  and  Sa lly  M o o n , w h o  are o n  their 

secon d  vo yage, I ’ve  exp erien ced  five trips and  n in e ghosts. M ost 

sh ields d rop  out after the first vo yage, a fra id  at h o w  m u ch  o f  

them selves th ey  lose  w h en  the gh osts slam  inside. B ut I no lo n ­

ger w o rry  ab out lo sin g  m yself. So  in sid e sw im  m y  ghosts, w ith  

the m ost recent, A nd y, gh ostin g  on top. This typ e  o f  gh ostin g  I 

understand.

B ut w h at holds Len  isn’t a  hum an ghost, w h ich  no  m atter how  

it rearran ges y o u r con sciousn ess is still a  co p y  o f  som e hum an’s 

ancient m em ories and life. W hat g rip s  Len  is b eyon d  m e and 

A n d y  and  the o thers to understand.

“S ay  it again,” Len w h isp ers in  a vo ice  licked  to p ain , breaking 

m e fro m  m y  thoughts. “ The sa v e ... The c o m in g ..

I g lan ce at the captain , puzzled, but A n d y  kn ow s w h at she 

w ants an d  w elcom es h is n e w  aud ience. “ H E R E !”  he sings loudly, 

“ I com e to save the d a y !”

Len  laughs. The p art o f  m e n ever rep laced  b y any ghost again  

rem em b ers that son g fro m  m y ch ild h o o d , and  w on d ers i f  this is 

w h y  the b a rrie r god  gifted  m e w ith  A n d y  K aufm an . B ecause o f  

a m utual love o f  M ig h ty  M ou se  and  dream s o f  savin g  the day?

I lo o k  p ast L e n s  in h u m an  eyes and  tw istin g  rage and  see the 

p a le -m o o n ed  face I ’ve  w orsh ip p ed  fro m  a gh ostly  d istance. For 

a sp lit-m om en t Len ’s face tran sp oses across an oth er w om an ’s, a 

face b lo o d y  and  b eg g in g  m e not to k ill h er as the kn ife  in  m y 

h an d  tw itches to her b lood . O th er faces also  ap pear -  the d o z­

ens o f  people  I k illed  b efore  b ein g  caught. Tears fo rm  w ith in  

severa l o f  m y  gh osts as I b eg  them  to d estroy these m em ories. I 

w ant to b e to ta lly  free  o f  the ev il I once did.

W ith  a laugh , A n d y  sw allow s the m em ories. The other ghosts 

ch eer as I flash  to a m e m o ry  fro m  m y  last m ission . O f  L en  and 

the captain  stand ing  beside m e, k issin g  each  oth er w h ile  the sun 

sets on a du sty  E arth  w h ich  h as n ever k n o w n  h um an footsteps. 

A s  I w atch ed  th eir hap p in ess that day, I w ish ed  so  h ard  to no 

lon g er be m e.

“Y ou ’re not, y o u  know,”  A n d y  says in  m y  vo ice . “N o t you , that 

is.”

The captain  and  D r  B o n d e r lo o k  at m e in  puzzlem ent, not 

u n d erstan d in g  w hat I ’m  ta lk in g  about. But from  in side the iso ­

lation b a y  Len  claps her h and s and sm iles.

“ I n ever un d erstood  h u m o r until I b egan  gh ostin g  hum ans,”
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JASON SANFORD: FICTION

she says. “ H ere I com e to save the day. H eh. Such  an im possib le  

th in g fo r any o f  you  to do.”

“D id  yo u  kill the o th er sh ie ld s?”  C ap ta in  C o u ra n  asks coldly.

“A sk  fu n -fu n  boy.”

The cap tain  g lances at m e, and  A n d y  w h isp ers  th is is a truth .

“W h atever yo u  are,”  the captain  says, “ yo u  m ust k n o w  w e 

w on ’t take yo u  b ack  to o u r w orld . There is n oth in g  to be gained  

b y  w h at yo u ’re doing.”

Len  ro lls over and p laces a h an d  on  the iso lation  lens sep arat­

in g  her from  us. “ T his fo rm  is no lon ger Len , but p arts o f  her 

rem ain . D o  you  rem em b er m eeting h er?”

C ap ta in  C o u ra n  n od s cautiously.

“ Y ou  w ere celebrating M ard i G ra s  in  N e w  O rleans,”  L en  says. 

“A  th ousand  bead s aro u n d  y o u r neck. T housand s o f  peop le  su r­

ro u n d in g you. But you  lo oked  so  lonely. So  lon ely  in  that crow d. 

So fa r  fro m  the h igh  lan d s yo u  w ere b o rn  in.”

1 feel C ap ta in  C o u ra n  sh iver b esid e m e, and  see her fingers 

tw itch  into a fist.

“ Then L en  m et you . She lo ved  yo u  righ t away. W h isp ered  

h o w  y o u  w ere go in g  to fa ll in  love w ith  her. She k n ew  y o u  cou ld  

b are ly  hear her w ord s because o f  the scream in g  crow d, but she 

said  th em  anyway.”

C ap tain  C o u ran ’s eyes m ist ever so slightly. Yes, she rem em bers.

“ Perh aps I ’ll  d estro y  that m em ory. M ake it gon e forever.”

C ap ta in  C o u ra n  yells and  attacks the iso lation  lens as D r 

B o n d er and  I pu ll her back. B o n d er ord ers the ship  to 

ad d  a sleeping agent to the h ealin g  b ay ’s air. Len , th ough, 

m ere ly  lau gh s as A n d y  and  I b oth  m arve l at h er p erfect 

cru e lty  and shrivel in fear b efore her.

H ow ever, as Len  laughs she a lso  reaches to h er bare 

b e lly  and slices h er sk in  w ith  h er fingernails, slic in g  b ack  

and  forth , d igg in g  d eep er and  deeper, un til h er in tes­

tines exp lod e  out. D r B o n d er orders trip le the sleeping 

agent but it has no effect, so w e w atch in  h o rro r as Len  sm ears 

h er guts across the iso lation  lens. The clear b arr ie r b lackens and 

dies and  shatters to the release o f  purest evil.

A n d  I don’t m ean A n d y  K au fm an  evil. I m ean  evil w ay  b e ­

yo n d  any o f  h is  jokes.

C ap ta in  C o u ran  aim s h er g loved  h and at Len  and the air 

crackles to n eu ral electricity, but it doesn ’t stop Len . She reaches 

out and  touches D r B onder, w h o  stiffens and  scream s. Len  then  

turns to m e, eyes g lazing , lips sm acking, and grab s m y n eck  in  a 

ch oke h old . I can’t fight, instead  fee lin g  as i f  I am  Len . A s i f  I ’m  

strang lin g  m y se lf as L en s m em ories ru n  in  and  out o f  m y  m ind. 

The b lackness that to o k  B o n d er b eg in s to grab  fo r m e, but the 

creature in  L en  calls it back.

“ N ot yet,” L en  w h isp ers. “ I’m  savin g  y o u  fo r last. U ntil then, 

accept th is gift.”

She m eans B onder, w h o  scream s again  and d oubles o ver in 

p a in , reach ing  fo r m e. Perhaps b eg g in g  m e to help. I can’t do 

an yth in g  fo r h im . I stum ble out o f  the in firm a ry  -  w o n d erin g  

w h y  the creature spared  m e -  as C ap ta in  C o u ra n  fo llow s and  

seals the hatch.

T h rough  the lens, w e w atch as B o n d e r’s sk in  b lackens and 

crisp s like  he’s b ein g  b u rn ed  from  the inside. The sparks o f  h is 

eyes are the last th in g  to go, as i f  Len  w ants everyo n e to see h ow  

m uch  p a in  h e  exp eriences. A n d  even  th ough  I sh ou ld  b e  h ap p y 

at seeing B o n d er suffer, I w ant so  bad  to tell h im  its okay. To

say  that p a in  o n ly  lasts a little w h ile  b efore  it a lw ays d isappears.

A s  B o n d er collapses, the b lackness in  h im  spreads into the 

ship’s liv in g  d eck  and  w alls , a sh iverin g  w eb o f  b lack  v ira ls  w h ich  

greed ily  co ver everyth in g  in  the in firm ary. C ap ta in  C o u ran  

gasp s as her con nection  w ith  the ship vibrates to th eir shared 

pain . I grab  the captain  and  pu ll her th rou gh  a closing  bu lkh ead  

as the sh ip  attem pts to isolate the in fection .

A s the b u lkh ead  sp h incters shut, I see Slap  Jack  and  Sa lly  

M o o n  ey in g  m e in  p an ic. The b lack  w eb reaches b ey o n d  the in ­

firm a ry  and spreads across the d eck  w ith  am azin g  speed , w a sh ­

in g  o ver m y  frien d s as th ey  scream . T h ey  b eg an  to rip  th e ir ow n  

b od ies apart w ith  teeth and  nail and  n u m b -cru n ch in g  bone.

Then the b u lkh ead  fin ishes c losin g  and  I no  longer have to 

w atch m y frien d s die.

Besides Slap  Jac k  and  Sa lly  M o o n  -  w h o  as sh ields tech n ica lly  

don’t cou nt -  w e lost seven  crew  m em bers b efore  the sh ip  iso ­

lated Len . T h ro ugh  the ship ’s in ternal eyes w e w atch the crew  go 

insane, slic ing  and  d ic in g  them selves and  attacking each other. 

I ’ve  often  seen a  shade o f  th is typ e o f  b eh av io r a m o n g  peop le  

w h o are ghosted , but n ever to such  a deadly, p erm an en t degree.

A n d  th rou gh out th is v io len ce  Len  stands b efore  the ship ’s 

m ain  eye sm ilin g  at us, the gh ost in side b lazing , h er b lack  in tes­

tin es h an g in g  free.

C ap ta in  C o u ra n  p lugs h e rse lf into the ship ’s n erves to d eter­

m in e  the dam age. W h en  she un p lugs, she lo o k s p e rfe ct­

ly  ca lm  and  collected , w h ich  scares m e and  m y ghosts 

m ore  than  anyth ing.

“ Len  is p rep arin g  to ju m p  the ship,” C ap ta in  C o u ra n  

says. “ That b lackness w e’re seeing isn’t the ship  dying. 

It’s w h atever’s in side L en  rew o rk in g  the liv in g  tissue and  

n eu ral nets into a tech n o lo gy  it can control. The good  

new s is the ghost ap p ears to have lim ited  con tro l over 

organ ic  tech. But that w on ’t stop it fo r long.”

B efore  the captain ’s face  h overs a p retty  sw irl o f  ra in b o w  c o l­

ors as the ship w h isp ers h o w  th is a lien  gh ost’s action s m esh  w ith  

data fro m  countless exp ed ition s to other d ead  Earths. E ven  in 

m y b ra in -ad d lin g  state I see that this creature or others like it 

have been  resp onsib le  fo r the d estru ction  w e’v e  seen o n  so  m an y 

w orld s. T h ey in fect each w o rld ’s h u m an ity  like a v iru s  and  spin 

people into a terror-k illin g  craze.

“ Is there an y  w ay  to save the d ay?” I ask. A n d y  gro an s at m y 

lam e joke.

“ W e have to kill the ship,”  C ap ta in  C o u ra n  says. “ That w ill 

prevent the creature fro m  reaching  o u r Earth.”

“ The p ro b lem ?”  I ask, because i f  m y  m em o ries  o f  A n d y ’s life 

prove one th in g, it’s that y o u  alw ays en cou n ter p rob lem s on 

y o u r exp losive  tra jecto ry  tow ard  success.

“ The problem  is w e can o n ly  k ill the sh ip  b y d estroyin g  both 

the m ain  gan g lion  cluster and  the backup.”

I curse. The m ain  cluster is located  in  a sh ie ld ed  area n earby 

-  w h ile  it w ill take a lot o f  w o rk  to cut into the m ain  cluster, w e 

can  d o  it. The p ro b lem  is that the b ackup  cluster can  o n ly  be a c ­

cessed  th ro u gh  the bridge, w h ich  is on  the in fected  side o f  the 

ship. To reach  it, som eone w ill e ither have to b rave Len  and her 

ghost, o r go  aro u n d  Len  b y tak ing  a w a lk  th rou gh  the ra d io a c ­

tive  ru in s o f  th is w orld .

The captain  gestures at her tw o  rem ain in g  crew  m em bers. “ It’ll
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take all three o f  us to cut th rou gh  the m ain  clu ster’s sh ield ing. 

I f  yo u  are w illin g  to t ry  fo r the b rid ge, w e’ll cut th ro u gh  here.”

I g lan ce out a p o rth o le  at the h eat-sh im m ers o f  h igh  ra d io ­

activity.

“ I cou ld  o rd er yo u  to d o  this,” the captain  says. “A s  a shield , 

y o u  agreed  to g ive  y o u r life  fo r th is ship. B u t Len  w o u ld  hate m e 

i f  I ever gave such  an order, so the choice is yours.”

I n o d , touch ed  b y  the captain ’s con cern . I start to tell h er I ’ ll 

do  it -  o n ly  to h ave m y  w o rd s k illed  b y  A nd y, w h o  h ow ls in  m y 

head. H e tells m e not to sacrifice  o u rse lf fo r som e stup id -head ed  

ideal. The oth er gh osts ech o h is con cern s, m ost not w an tin g  to 

d ie a second  tim e. A fra id  o f  death  on a w o rld  w ith  no  b arrie r 

god  to co p y  th eir essence and  p reserve  them  again  fo r all tim e.

I w ould n ’t have b een  able to con tro l m y se lf against th eir 

un ited  front w ith ou t A q u ilia  M aesa, w h o  w h isp ers in  her a n ­

cient Latin  fo r the gh osts to be quiet. “ We’re m em ories,”  she says 

softly. “C o p ies  o f  th ose w h o  once lived . It doesn ’t m atter i f  w e 

live  o r d ie. B u t i f  w e d o  th is, then  m ayb e  it can  m atter.”

In  all the years  A q u ilia  M aesa  h as lived  w ith in  m e, she’s n ever 

tried  to fo rce  her w ay  to the top o f  m y m in d  like all the other 

gh osts do. B ut now, A n d y  and  the others sh rin k  b efore  A q u ilia ’s 

nob le w o rd s an d  m em ories. W ith  a sm ile  w h ich  rem in d s m e o f  

L en , A q u ilia  tells m e  to proceed .

“W e’ ll d o  it,”  I in fo rm  the captain , w h o  k n o w s m e w ell enou gh  

to not in q u ire  about w h om  th is ‘w e’ m igh t be.

C apta in  C ouran  orders the ship  to w rap  m e in  a quick ie  

p ressure  suit g ro w n  fro m  its sk in  -  and  w h en  A n d y  asks fo r 

the suit to have a  go ld  E lv is  lo o k  com plete w ith  frills, the cap ­

ta in  b ites h er lip  and  m akes that happen. The ship  a lso  creates 

a razo r kn ife  fro m  one o f  its bones. A s  fo r the p lan , the C ap ta in  

m ak es m e recite it o ver and  over, each o f  m y  gh osts tak in g  th eir 

tu rn : I ’ ll ex it the ship  th ro u gh  the u p p er a irlock , ru n  a lon g the 

ship ’s sp ine, and  cut m y  w ay  into the bridge. I ’ ll then d estro y  the 

b ackup b rain  com plex.

I f  I succeed  and  the captain  an d  oth er crew  fin ish  th e ir ow n 

cutting, n oth in g  m ore needs be done. We’ ll d ie here in the w aste 

o f  th is w orld .

A s  the a ir lo ck  sp h incters op en , C ap ta in  C o u ra n  sm iles at me. 

F o r the m om en t I feel the w ash  o f  nostalgia. S u d d en ly  I ’m  Len, 

stan d in g  on  a crow d ed  N e w  O rleans street as she m eets C ap ta in  

C o u ra n  fo r  the first tim e. I b lush  w h en  I see C o u ran ’s b lue razo r 

eyes gaz in g  b ack  at Len . I feel purest hap p in ess as, later that 

n ight, the tw o  o f  th em  kiss and  ta lk  an d  em brace.

A n d y  p an ics at the m em ory, saying w e m ust have been in ­

fected w hen Len  touched us earlier. H ow ever, A q u ilia  notes this 

doesn’t feel like an in fection. Instead, it feels m ore like we’ve  been 

ghosted. She sw im s through  m y m in d  and, w ith  the o n ly  laugh 

I’ve  ever h eard  her m ake, points to a  n ew  cache o f  m em ories 

grow ing w ith in  m y synapses. Len . A  piece o f  Len  rests w ith in  m e.

F o r the first tim e since leavin g  p rison , tears tum ble m y  eyes. 

C ap ta in  C o u ra n  asks i f  I ’m  okay. “ I ’m  good,”  I say, w o n d erin g  i f  

som e p art o f  L en  w anted  to save th is m em ory. I f  she gh osted  it 

to m e to keep it fro m  the a n g ry  creature in sid e  her.

C ap ta in  C o u ra n  salutes m e an d  shuts the airlock .

O nce outside I ru n  a lon g  the ship ’s spine, A n d y  sin g in g  off- 

tone p ian o  notes to each verteb ra  I step on. E ven  th ro u gh  m y  

suit the outside w o rld  b u rn s, its rad io activ ity  w a rm in g  m y skin .

O r m ayb e  it’s p sych osom atic , m e fee lin g  hot kn o w in g  the ra d ia ­

tio n  is co o k in g  m e d ow n  all slow  and tender.

A ro u n d  the ship  sp in  d estroyed  b u ild in gs and  skyscrapers 

and  h ouses and real gh osts -  a n g ry  gh osts w h o  i f  real w ould  

scream  and  bite b ecause th ey  w eren ’t cop ied  to som e b ar­

rier and  p reserved  fo r later days. N o, these are the gh osts o f  

the d ead ie-go n e-d ead , the gh osts o f  th ose w h o  can ’t return 

as a co p y  p reserved  haint. A s  I feel the lin gerin g  m em ories o f  

the p eop le  I k illed  so lo n g  ago -  not en ou gh  to see them , but 

enou gh  to k n o w  I tru ly  d id  such h o rrib le  deeds -  I sw ear I w on ’t 

let m y  E arth  go th is way.

W h en  I reach  the ship’s b rid ge , I slice th ro u gh  the clear co l­

lagen  fibers and  w igg le  inside. C ap ta in  C o u ra n  has ord ered  the 

ship  to o b ey  m y com m an d s, so  w hen I rem ove m y suit’s g love 

and  touch  the b ackup gan g lion  cluster I find  m y se lf su d d en ly  

u n d erstan d in g  h o w  C o u ra n  feels. The ship  is an oth er ghost. It 

n o w  lives in sid e  m e, k ick in g  A n d y  and  A q u ilia  and  the others 

to the rear o f  m y  con sciousn ess.

T h ro u gh  the filter o f  the ship ’s m in d  I see Len . She stands, guts 

h an gin g  out, in  the b lackened  rem ains o f  the in firm ary. She’s 

still rew o rk in g  the ship ’s contro ls, h er v ira l touch  tu rn in g  b lo o d  

and  nerves and b one into a h ard  p seud o-flesh  she can  control. 

She’s also  fru strated  -  the a lien  gh ost p refers the h ard  tech o f  

m eta l an d  com pu ters. She scream s an ger at som e im p asse  and 

stom ps the exp lo d ed  rem ain s o f  D r B onder. I t ry  to reconcile  

th is sight w ith  the tend er m e m o ry  o f  k issin g  C ap ta in  C o u ran  

th row n into m e b y  Len , but recon cilia tion  fails.

A s  i f  k n o w in g  I ’m  w atch in g, L en  th row s the b lackness aro u n d  

her into the ship ’s m ain  eyes. The ship  scream s in  p ain  as its 

in ternal eyes c rack  and  feed b ack  surges o u r con nection . I fall 

b a ck  across the brid ge, sh ak in g  fro m  the severed  link.

“ It’s co m in g  fo r  us,”  A n d y  w h isp ers, ech o in g  w h at the ship 

has sh ow n us. “ The b u lkh ead s w on ’t h old  it fo r long.”

A n d y  soun d s resolute, a lm ost b rave, an d  I n o d  as the other 

gh osts in side m e vo ice  agreem ent. I pu ll the kn ife  out and , w ith  

m y u n gloved  hand, caress the b ackup  gang lion  cluster fo r a 

m om ent. The sh ip  w eeps in  p a in  and  fear. I hate to add  a  new  

m u rd er to m y  life  -  she’s b een  a  g o o d  sh ip  -  b ut w ith  a q u ick  

m otio n  I stab the kn ife  in  and tw ist and  turn , p u n ch in g  th rou gh  

the stick y  m ateria l until I ’m  sh o u ld er deep in  brain .

To m y relief, the sh ip  doesn ’t scream . It s im p ly  d ies, a brain  

w ith  n o th in g  m ore to b ra in  over.

I s lum p into the captain ’s ch air as m y  gh osts cheer. Even 

th ough  it is lik e ly  w asted  effort, I pull the g love b ack  on m y suit. 

That w ill g ive m e a little m ore tim e in th is rad ioactive  w orld .

That’s w h en  I notice the sh ip  c lim bin g into the sky.

The skyscrap er skeletons and  rad ioactive  dust fall aw ay as the 

ship  tum bles up, m o vin g  h ig h er and higher. I ’ve  seen  th is so 

m an y  tim es. A  p re jum p  flight. O nce w e are h igh  en ou gh  not to 

m ateria lize  in  a  m oun tain  o r b u ild in g , w e’ll jum p.

The sh ip  is d ead , yet w e  are ab out to jum p.

B efo re  I can  ask  A n d y  and  the others w h at’s go in g  on , the 

b u lkh ead  lead in g  to the b rid ge  b lackens and cracks, d ead  flesh 

fa llin g  aw ay as Len  clim bs up b esid e m e.

“ T h an k  you,”  she says, tw irlin g  h er guts aro u n d  her fingers. 

“ The sh ip  w ould n ’t stop figh tin g  m e. But a k n ife ...”  Len  caresses 

the hole I cut th rou gh  the ship ’s m in d . “A s  yo u  know , a kn ife  

a lw ays tells. Perh aps w e are alike, yo u  an d  I.”
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A n d y  how ls w ith  rage, the p urest em otion  I ’ve  ever e x p e ri­

enced  fro m  him . I realize then  w h y  L en  d idn ’t k ill m e w h en  w e 

touched . She w anted  to  use  m e. U se m e to free  her. To use  m e 

to help k ill the ship.

“ H ere I c o m e .. L en  says, sm irk in g  and  lau gh in g  and  p u sh in g  

m e b ack  dow n  in  the captain ’s chair. “E ven  the w o rst com ed ian s 

need an aud ience. S o  w atch  and  learn , fu n n y  boy.”

A q u ilia  w ants to spit at Len , but A n d y  and  the oth ers n o d  at 

the threat beh in d  Len ’s w ords. S o  w e s im p ly  sit and w atch as our 

ship  slips betw een w orld s.

L en  scream s and falls to the d eck  at m y  feet. I lean  over, 

w o n d erin g  i f  L e n  is n o w  L en  again , o n ly  to see the flicker o f  the 

g h ost still b eh in d  h er eyes. B u t b efore  the gh ost can  recover, all 

the h u m an  gh osts the b a rr ie r h as cop ied  sw arm  Len . N efertiti, 

A lexan d er, M arc A nton y, G en g h is  K h an , Jo an  o f  A rc , L in co ln , 

you , m e. W e fall in to Len , each o f  us tearin g  out a p iece  o f  this 

ancient evil. E ach  o f  us sh red d in g  aw ay m em o ries  o f  k illin g  and 

death  un til there’s n oth in g  left to the gh ost except the b o d y  o f  

Len , lay in g  there and  sh ak in g  in  pain .

A n d  then  w e are b a ck  on o u r E arth , in  an exp lo sio n  o f  ligh t 

and  sizzling air.

Th ere ’s nothing  to see as yo u  approach  the b arrie r su rro u n d ­

in g  E arth . O ne secon d  y o u  are o n  y o u r E arth , the n ext secon d  

on  another. B ut that m om ent in  betw een  also  stretches -  reach ­

es out and  h o ld s you  tight, like Len  on  the n ight she first m et 

C o u ran . H old s yo u  and kisses yo u  and  w h isp ers that y o u  and 

the b arrie r are one forever, no  m atter w h at m a y  h ap p en  to the 

flesh  w h ich , w h ile  it seem s so  im p ortant righ t now, is o n ly  tem ­

p o ra rily  in  need o f  caresses.

A s  w e pass in to  the b arrier, I feel o u r m om en t stretch b efore 

us. B ut w h ere b efore  th is w as w h en  the ghosts a lw ays cam e, this 

tim e the b a rrie r stretches em p ty  aro u n d  us. F o r som e reason  the 

b a rrie r god  stays away. I  m iss its laughter. H o w  it a lw ays kn ew  

exactly  w h ich  ghost to th row  in to m y  sad  excu se  fo r  a m ind.

B esid e  m e Len  sm iles, but not the sm ile  she gave C o u ra n  on 

that M ard i G ras night. Instead , it’s an  evil sm ile . A  hate­

fu l sm ile. A  sm ile  o f  lo o k in g  fo rw ard  to all the h urt she’ll 

do on  o u r E arth . H o w  she’ll tw ist o u r m etals and  p las­

tics and  nanotech  and com puters against us. H o w  she’ll 

sp in  o u r v e ry  m in d s in to  m irro rs  o f  the anger she feels 

against a ll liv in g  creatures. A  sm ile  m u ch  like  the one 

A n d y  K au fm an  once flash ed  w h en  his jokes co llapsed  in 

that fine line  b etw een  fu n n y  and  cruel. B etw een  anger 

and  laughter.

Insid e m e, A n d y  curses and  ap ologizes, but that doesn ’t m at­

ter. B ecause I k n o w  L en  w ants an  aud ience. A s  she destroys m y 

w o rld , I ’ ll b e  fo rced  to w atch . I ’ll w atch  k n o w in g  that, in  the 

end , all the h orrors Len  vis its  on  m y  h om e w ill b e  g ifted  b ack  

to m e ten-fo ld .

Len  lau gh s, h ap p y I fin a lly  u n d ersto o d  h er ob scen e joke.

But as w e near the end o f  the b arrier, the laughter leaves Len ’s 

lips. She gasp s as the b a rr ie r rip p les and  reaches fo r us. The 

b arrie r p ushes th rou gh  o u r con sciousn ess and, in  that push , the 

tru th  b ecom es so clear. The b a rr ie r is Len . O r, m ore accurately, 

the b a rrie r g o d  is a  gh ost not un like  the o n e  in sid e Len .

The b a rrie r g o d  stands b efore  us, rip p lin g  across d im en sion s 

I cou ldn ’t see even  i f  I  sto o d  in sid e  them . The b a rr ie r g o d  is as 

p o w erfu l as Len’s ghost. It’s also  as old. B ut w h ere Len ’s gh ost has 

spent an etern ity  k illin g  oth er creatures, the gh ost su rro u n d in g  

o u r E arth  has spent that sam e tim e p ro tectin g  life.

The b a rrie r g o d  w rap s itse lf aro u n d  o u r ship, first m akin g  

sure w e h ave no  hard  tech n o lo gy  o n b o ard  w h ich  m igh t enable 

the creature w ith in  L en  to  replicate and  su rvive . Satisfied  there’s 

o n ly  flesh and  b lo o d  here, the b a rrie r g o d  grabs Len  and  steals 

her pow ers. It then  p u lls  Len’s gh ost apart. Severs the creature’s 

contact w ith  the u n iverses p o w erin g  it. P lucks each m ite o f  

p o w er fro m  Len ’s gh ost b efore  retu rn in g  to w h at it h ad  b een  

b efore, a  barrier.

W e splash  down far out at sea, the ship rocking on gentle 
waves as white clouds scud a sun-blued horizon.

I pu ll o f f  m y  suit’s helm et and  cut a large hole in  the brid ge 

fibers. I q u ick ly  pu ll Len  onto the ship ’s outer sk in , w an tin g  to 

take h er to the captain  b efore  she dies. B ut w ith out the gh ost to 

p o w e r h e r d am aged  body, L en  scream s in  agony. I t ry  to h o ld  

her guts in , but she scream s even  m ore. K n o w in g  she h as o n ly  

m om ents left, I sit on the ship ’s sk in  and  sim p ly  h o ld  her.

The w in d  b low s clear and  sw eet as I lean  o ver her, h o p in g  the 

g h ost hasn’t destroyed  everyth in g  I love about m y frien d . To m y 

p leasant su rp rise , L en  sm iles. “ I p ush ed  it in,”  she says in  a  w eak  

vo ice . “ W h en  w e touched . D o  yo u  still have it.”

I n od . I still have the m em ory. I can  see fro m  Len’s eyes she 

no  lon g er kn o w s w h ich  m e m o ry  she gave m e, o n ly  that 

the m e m o ry  h ad  b een  im p o rtan t an d  she d idn ’t w an t the 

g h ost to d estro y  it.

“ It’s all good,” A q u ilia  says gen tly  in  m y voice. “ You 

re a lly  d id  save the d a y ’’

Len  lau gh s, loo k s at the sky, and  is gone. I h o ld  her as 

the ship  ro cks to the w aves. A s  C ap ta in  C o u ra n  an d  the 

su rv iv in g  crew  op en  th eir a ir lo ck  and  ru sh  to us. C o u r­

an grab s Len  and  cries deeply, h er razo r eyes no lo n g er cutting 

to an yth in g  but pain .

W e really  d id  it, I w h isp er to A n d y  and  A q u ilia  and  the others. 

W e rea lly  d id  save the day.

A n d y  tries to c rack  a  jo k e  in  resp onse, but to h is eternal 

sh am e co m ed y  fails h im . So  he sh ru gs an d  w alks o f f  the stage 

in to  the b ack  o f  m y  m ind.

A s  I sit on  the rad iation-h eated  sk in  o f  o u r d ead  ship  and  

w atch  C ap ta in  C o u ra n  cry, I k n o w  w h en  the tim e is righ t I ’ll  tell 

h er o f  the m e m o ry  I ’ve  saved. H o w  L en  clu n g to that m e m o ry  

m o re  th an  an y  oth er in  h e r life.

A n d  even  th ough  I ’ve  sh ie lded  en ou gh  sh ip s to  n o w  be free, 

I ’ll vo lu n teer fo r  the captain ’s n ext voyage.

N ot because I care  ab out th ose o th er E arths. Instead, I w ant 

to sp en d  an oth er m o m en t in  the b a rrie r aro u n d  o u r w orld . To 

let the b arrie r god  and the gh osts w h ich  protect us h ave th eir 

w a y  w ith  m e -  to sw irl in  and  out, to steal m y  m em ories, to 

rep lace m y sou l w ith  th eir ow n  essence.

A n d  i f  C ap ta in  C o u ra n  doesn ’t accept that response, and 

w ants to k n o w  w h y  a free m an w o u ld  vo lu n teer to shield , I 

m igh t even  give  h er the tru th . That b efore  each trip  I ’ll b e  p ra y ­

in g  fo r Len  to g h ost m e. That I w ant to reunite L en  w ith  the 

m e m o ry  she loved  so  dearly.

That I d esp erately  need to sh o w  this d am n  u n iverse  h o w  the 

o n ly  tru e  laughter com es fro m  those w h o  su rvive . •
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JR. AUTHOR'S INTRODUCTION

"At the 2010 Worldcon, Kim Stanley 
Robinson stated that 'Economics is the 

astrology of our time.' It's hard to disagree. 
Economics grasps at the mantle of science 

but follows neither the scientific method 
nor scientific ideals. Instead of predicting 

the recent near collapse of the world's 
financial system, the field of economics 

enabled the event through bad theories 

and worse advice. There's a reason the 
Nobel Prize in Economics isn't a true Nobel 
Prize. Just like economic theory, the prize 

is attempting to pass itself off as more 
than it truly is.

"But what if economics could truly become 

a science? What if the only commodity 
humanity could spend was the one true 
commodity all humans are gifted with? 

In this story, I explore these ideas, along 
with how the answers to all our problems 

are often merely new problems in 
disguise."

Th is  isn ’t  t h e  way t h e  fu t u r e  sh o u ld  b e . B u t  s t il l , h e r e  it  is . A n d  

here ’s M illise n t K a , b o rn  to  a  d o tin g  m o th e r a n d  fa th e r in  a  n e o -feu d a l 

m u sica l fie fd o m , th e ir  cem en t-d u sted  h o u se  p e rfe c tly  b a la n ce d  betw een  

the c ra ck e d  asp h a lt p la in s  o f  L .A . la  la  la n d  a n d  the r ic h -fo o l castles o n  the 

P a c ific  P a lisad es. N e v er  m in d  that th ose  castles r ise  so  fa r  ab o ve  e ve ry th in g  

e lse  -  h o p es, d rea m s, re a lity  -  it ’s h a rd  to  re m e m b er o n ly  d ir t  an d  ro ck  ex ist 

b en eath  th e ir  g ild e d  sk ies , sa m e  as a n y w h ere  else.

T he first  th in g  M ill i  h e a rs  as sh e leaves th e  w o m b  is  m u sic . H e r d ad , a 

m u sica l v a ssa l w ith  d rea m s o f  itin e ra n t m u sic ia n h o o d , p lays  the saxo p h o n e  

as  M illi sc ream s n e w b o rn  o u trag e . H er m o m , w h o  h as g ru d g in g ly  stream ed  

g o sp e l d a y  a n d  n ig h t sin ce  it b le w  re v iv a l, m u tters fo r  h e r  h u sb a n d  to stop  h is 

fo o lish n ess. B u t  h e m e re ly  sm iles  a n d  fin g ers  h is  sax  as the m id w ife  in jects 

the a rtific ia l ch ro m o so m e s in to  M ill i ’s w r in k ly  body. F o r  g o o d  m easu re , the 

m id w ife  s lap s a  p a in  p atch  o n  M ill i ’s m o m , fig u r in g  the p o o r w o m an  need s 

a  little  h e lp  p u ttin g  u p  w ith  h e r h u sb a n d ’s an tics.

B y  the tim e  M illi la tch es o n to  h er m o th e r ’s b reast, h e r m o m ’s a ll s igh s and  

h ap p in ess  -  m a yb e  fro m  the m u sic , m o re  lik e ly  fro m  the m ed s. “ Y o u ’re an 

id iot,”  sh e  w h isp e rs  to  h e r  h u sb an d . “ B u t  d a m n , y o u ’re  a  lo v a b le  one.”

M ill i ’s d a d  la u g h s  a n d  o p en s the w in d o w  to the h ot S a n ta  A n a  w in d s. 

A s  M illi su ck les con ten ted ly , h e r d a d  b lo w s the n otes o f  an im p ro v ised  

‘C a lifo rn ia  D re a m in g ’ w h ile  h is  w ife ’s h au n tin g  m ezzo  vo ice  h u m s the w o rd s 

o f  that an c ien t fo lk  m elody.

So m e tim e s d rea m s are  a ll p eo p le  h ave  left.

T o  c e l e b r a t e  M il l i ’s b irth , th e  n ext d a y  H is  L o rd sh ip ’s w ife  -  th e  g ra n d  

an d  a m a z in g  L a d y  A m a n z a  C o llin s  -  g ra n ts  a fre e  p e rfo rm a n ce . H er ed ict is 

s im p le : H is  L o rd sh ip , ru le r  o f  the w o rld ’s b iggest m u sica l fie fd o m , w aives a ll 

r ig h ts  to h is  v a ssa ls ’ p e rfo rm a n ce s  fo r  o n e  hour. P eop le  m a y  p la y  w h at th ey  

like . D eb t as th e y  w ish .

T he v a ssa ls  a re  stu n n ed . W h o  is  th is  M illise n t  K a  to  e lic it  such  u n p re c ­

ed en ted  g e n e ro sity  fro m  th e ir  L o rd ?  B u t the m u sic ian s k n o w  b ette r th an  to 

q u e stio n  an  o ffic ia l d ecree, so  th e y  sw eep  o u t th e ir  d u sty  p e rfo rm a n ce  h all 

an d  b re a k  in to  ce leb ratio n . P ia n ists , g u ita r  p layers, d ru m m e rs , flu tists , sax  

p layers, an d  aca p e lla  to n ers  -  a ll p e r fo rm in g  fo r  no  o n e  b u t th em selves.

D o w n lo a d s  fly  o f f  the ch arts. In sta critics  p ra ise  the su b lim e ly  jo y fu l m usic . 

R e a ltim e  v ie w s su rge  b ey o n d  co m p reh en sio n . A n d  i f  a  fe w  vassa ls  m utter 

w h en  th e  p e rfo rm a n ce s  go  p ast the d esig n ated  h o u r -  n ettin g  H is L o rd sh ip  

a t id y  su m  in  exch an g ed  debt -  w ell, th o se  n a y sayers  are  r ig h tly  ig n o red .

B u t on  that jo y fu l n igh t, M ill i ’s p aren ts  d o n ’t take p a rt  in  the ce leb ratio n s. 

In stead , th e y  la y  a cro ss  th e ir  d o u b le  b ed  a n d  d eb ate  th e ir  c h ild ’s fu ture .

“ M a y b e  w e sh o u ld  leave,”  M illi ’s m o m  says, still h u rt an d  tired  a  fu ll d a y  a f­

ter g iv in g  b ir th . “ T he m u sic  scene in  N e w  Y o rk  isn ’t to ta lly  d ead , even  th o u g h  

th e y ’re  still m on etized .”
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p erfect eyes onto M illi, h er paren ts regret not h av in g  fled  w hen 

th ey  h ad  the chance.

“ W e can’t th ank you  enou gh  fo r yo u r interest in  o u r daughter,” 

M illi’s m o m  says, h er lie flo w in g  w ith  jaz z -im p ro v  sm oothness.

“ N o  need,”  L a d y  C o llin s  says. “ Y our d au gh ter is d estined  fo r 

great things.”

That grabs the attention o f  H is Lordsh ip . “ Y ou susp ect the 

ch ild  m igh t be a v irtu o sa ?”

“M illisen t K a  w ill su rp rise  even  you,”  H er L a d y  L o rd  says. 

“C are  to w ager? Say, tw en ty  years ’ d eb t?”

H is Lo rd sh ip  laughs as th eir accountant scu rries  o ver w ith  a 

p ortab le  scan n er and  encod es the bet into th e ir genes. To sh ow  

h o w  p leased  he is, H is Lo rd sh ip  d ecrees M illi w ill o n ly  have to 

p led ge ten years o f  h er life to b ecom e h is vassa l, instead  o f  the 

usu al fifteen.

H er parents b o w  in  th an ks as H is Lord sh ip  w aves an end  to 

the cerem ony. The accountant w alks o v er an d  stam ps a tin y  

tran sp o n d er into M illi’s righ t h and, sq u allin g  M illi to  tears as 

his scan n er b oth  d o w n lo ad s debt notices into the data grain  

and  sign als she is H is Lord sh ip ’s future vassal. “ R em em ber,” the 

accountant w h isp ers. “ I f  the tran sp o n d er isn’t rem oved  w ith in  

a m on th  o f  her eighteenth  b irthday, and  h er accu m ulated  debt 

b u rn ed  in to  h e r genes, she’ ll lo se  that hand.”

M illi’s paren ts n o d  u n d erstan d in g. T h ey b o w  again  and  b ack  

across the castle’s fa u x  m arb le  floors, gratefu l to leave w ith  

no  m ore debt than  th ey  cam e in  w ith.

A n d  M illi?  M illi cries because her h an d  h urts -  and  w hat 

b a b y ’s p a in  doesn ’t m atter m ore than  all the silliness w h ich  

ab ou n d s in  any lord  o r la d y  lo rd ’s fief?

What is  d eb t? How does what you owe turn into what she 
owns turn into what unknown people on the other side of 
the world collect as payment while you sleep soundly in a 
bed which isn’t your own?

A sk  an econo m ist to exp la in  h o w  the w o rld  goes aro u n d  and 

said  egg-h ead  w ill lie about the w o rld  b ein g  in terconnected. 

That it’s a vast w eb  o f  earn in g  and p ay in g  an d  trick lin g  dow n 

the line. W ell fo rget such  babb le-sp eak . Forget m oney. Forget 

go ld  and  d iam ond s. The o n ly  tru e  p aym ents are o u r days left 

on th is earth .

W h at i f  w e cou ld  trad e that tim e? W hat i f  the o n ly  th ings 

w o rth  a  d am n w ere the m om ents w e m igh t one d ay  live? W hat 

i f  each gra in  o f  rice  o r d r in k  o f  w ater ticked  against the future 

second s o f  y o u r life?

F o r m illio n s o f  years o u r genes have created  the fives w e’re 

m eant to five. N o w  w e tin ker and  rew rite those genes at w ill. So  

w h y  not in scrib e  a  ru n n in g  debt against o u r fu ture  days?

M ayb e  th is isn’t the w ay  the fu ture is. O r m ayb e  it is. But 

e ith er way, it’s the fu ture M illisen t K a  receives.

“L o ts  o f  m usician s starv in g  out there,”  M illi’s d ad  says, his 

d a in ty  hand s crad lin g  M illi. “ I m ean , here w e have fo od , a hom e, 

g o o d  frien d s. A n d  H is Lord sh ip  really  loves m usic.”

“Yeah , lo vely  m an . M ak in g  m e sin g  n oth in g  but f ’in  gospel. 

W hat i f  he d oes that to M illi? ”

M illi’s d ad  sighs. H e kn o w s his w ife  hates that h istoric  genre. 

B ut he rem em b ers w ell the h o rro r stories o f  the o ld  cash w o rld  -  

n igh tm arish  tales to ld  b y  h is g ran d m oth er w h en  he w as a  ch ild  

gro w in g  up in  C h in a . H o w  one p erson  cou ld  earn  enou gh  to buy 

the sk y  w h ile  a h un d red  others lacked fo o d  to eat. A t least here 

there’s w o rk  fo r an y  and  all w h o  are w illing . H is fr ien d s in  those 

few  p laces still w orsh ip p in g  d ead -en d  cash  co n tin u ally  contact 

h im , b eg g in g  to b ecom e vassa ls to the lords o f  tim e-debt.

“ M ayb e  th is isn’t the best fo r M illi,”  he says, “ but it’s far fro m  

the worst.”

M illi’s m om  curses but doesn ’t argue w ith  h is reason ing. B y  

m o rn in g , there’s n oth in g  to  do but present th e ir dau gh ter to H is 

Lordsh ip .

Set tin g : The Mu sica l  F ie fd o m , top o f  the Pacific  Palisad es 

o f f  Sunset B ou levard . M illi’s paren ts scrap e th eir w ay  across H is 

Lord sh ip ’s castle, p assin g  ob scen e m ixes o f  m arb le, velveteen  

p ain tings, and  gened  b ear-sk in  ru gs until th ey  reach  the Tonal 

H all, w h ere H is Lo rd sh ip  and  the L a d y  L o rd  sit w rap p ed  in  an 

E g yp tian  illu sion  straight out o f  Ph araoh ’s gran d est dream s.

M illi’s paren ts b o w  to the go ld en -en cru sted  L o rd  and 

L a d y  Lord . H is Lo rd sh ip  sn iffs  aw ay the Ph araoh  illusion , 

revea lin g  a y o u th fu lly  s lim m ed  b o d y  in  an Italian three- 

p iece  suit. H is avatar floats o ver M illi’s parents, w h ere the 

s im u lation  scans th e ir genetic debt.

“Y ou ’re b eh in d  on p erform ances,”  H is Lord sh ip  proclaim s.

“C om p lication s,”  M illi’s m o m  says. “ W ith  m y pregnancy. 

S in g in g  to o  m uch  gosp el m ad e m e th ro w  up.”

H is Lo rd sh ip  groan s as i f  he’s h eard  such excu ses before.

“ W e entered  into an agreem ent. Perhaps you  d on ’t like b ein g  

m y  vassa ls?”  W ith  a  w ave  o f  h is hand, fresh  nu m bers and  debt 

d em and s tum ble the air.

But b efo re  H is Lo rd sh ip  can  crack  on M illi’s parents, L ad y  

A m an za  C o llin s  lau gh s and  sw ish es h er scu lp tu red  hand 

th rou gh  the pro jection s. The nu m bers cascad e along h er p e r­

fect b lon d e h a ir  to the floor, sh atterin g in  d ram atic  d isp lays o f  

fiscal irresponsibility.

“ N o  need  fo r all that,”  she tells h er husband. “ We’re here  to 

celebrate M illisen t’s b irth , not co n d em n  it.”

M illi’s m o m  and d ad  glance n ervo u sly  at each oth er -  it’s rarely 

a g o o d  th in g  w h en  a  lord  o r  lad y  lord  takes a sp ecial interest in  

a vassal. W orse, w h ile  m ost lords prefer to o n ly  w allo w  in  their 

vassa ls ’ tim e-debt, these tw o are different. H ave a lw ays aim ed  so 

d am n ed  h igh. H is Lord sh ip  fu n d ed  the in itia l research  b eh in d  

tim e-debt, w h ile  the L a d y  L o rd  is an  accla im ed  genetic engineer 

w h o  h elped  create the artific ia l ch rom oso m es w h ich  encod e 

libraries o f  in form ation  alongsid e each p erson ’s genetic m aterial. 

M an y  people  d ream  o f  ch ang ing  the w orld . H is Lord sh ip  and 

the L a d y  L o rd  are am on g  those few  to actu ally  do so.

W h en  M illi’s parents first becam e H is Lord sh ip ’s vassals, th ey  

cou ldn ’t im ag in e  se rv in g  anyone else. B ut lately, th ey ’ve  heard  

d isco n certin g  ru m o rs. O f  secret exp erim en ts. O f  m ysteriou s 

in fan t deaths. S o  w h en  L a d y  A m a n z a  C o llin s  lock s h e r gene-

M illi grows lik e  all the k id s in  the m u sica l fiefdom . She 

learn s to p la y  a v io la  d onated  b y  the L a d y  L o rd  -  o n ly  ten sec­

on d s o f  debt p e r day, care fu lly  record ed  on  the d ata  tran sp o n ­

d er im b ed d ed  in  h er righ t p a lm  -  and  she learn s to read  in  the 

d onated  sch oo l -  a few  m inutes o f  debt fo r a d a y ’s learn in g  -  

and  she plays b asketb all on the cou rts -  five secon d s o f  debt a 

gam e -  and  turn s her lo vely  b ro w n  sk in  even  b row n er on the 

beach  -  th ir ty  second s o f  debt fo r a d a y ’s sw im  -  and  she loves
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her m o m  and  dad, w h ich  o f  cou rse  is still free.

H er parents teach her about debt. H ow  to ba lan ce  the a c ­

counts o f  h er life  so in  h er o ld er years she’ ll be free. T hey then 

turn  aro u n d  and  teach h er that n o th in g  in  life  is free. M illi 

shakes h er h ead  at the inconsistency.

“ I ’m  go in g  to do th ings differently,”  she says. “ F in d  m y ow n 

way.”

H er m o m  and d ad  n o d  happily, rem em b erin g  h o w  th ey  w ere 

once yo u n g  and  naive like th eir daughter.

W h en  M illi is eleven, a castrati fa m ily  m oves into the house 

n ext door, h avin g  b een  trad ed  to h is Lord sh ip  fo r the debt o f  

e ight m usical fam ilies, in clu d in g  the kettle d ru m  p layer across 

the street. W h en  M illi’s d ad  h ears the lou d  d ru m m e r has left 

the n e igh b orh ood , he falls to h is knees and  cries “ Praise  H is 

L o rd sh ip !”

M illi ignores h er d ad ’s m elod ram a. “W h at’s a castrati?”  she 

asks as she w atches the fa m ily  m ove  in. She’s cu rio u s because 

th ey  don’t c a rry  an y  in strum ents.

H er d ad  b lushes an d  m utters about a g ig  he h as to  prepare  

for. M illi’s m o m  laughs and  grabs h er h usb an d  in  a m assive  b ear 

hug.

“A  castrati is a m an  w h ose vo ice  is s im ilar to a sop ran o, m ez­

zo-sop ran o , o r even  a contralto,”  h er m oth er says. “Y ou  create 

such  a vo ice  b y  cutting o f f  a certain  p art o f  the m ale  anatom y.” 

A s  she says th is, M illi’s m o m  sn ips the a ir w ith  h er fingers, 

cau sing  M illi’s d ad  to b lush  even  m ore.

“ That’s horrib le,”  M illi says, a lth ough  she n o w  stares even  

h ard er at the fa m ily  m o v in g  in . T h ey  h ave a son  h e r age, 

w h o sits in  the sam lo r w ith ou t m ovin g. H e’s p ale  w h ite  and 

looks ill.

“C astra ti debt term s are v e ry  good,”  M illi’s d ad  states 

m atter-of-factly. “ B ut i f  yo u ’re g o in g  to do it, yo u  h ave to 

m ake the cut b efore  puberty. A  lot o f  pressure  to put on  a 

k id , a d ecision  like that.”

M illi leans out the w in d o w  fo r a better lo o k  as the b o y ’s father 

gently  lifts h is  son  out o f  the b icyc le  taxi. H e takes care n ot to 

jo stle  the boy, as i f  he has a h urt w h ich , i f  p o in ted  out, cou ld  

o n ly  cause M illi’s d ad  to b lush  even  m ore.

The bo y ’s nam e is A lessa . M illi can’t p la y  w ith  h im  fo r  the next 

m onth  because he’s still recoverin g . That’s the term  h is parents 

use -  recovering . But M illi still h an gs aro u n d  h is w in d o w  and 

talks to h im , and  w h en  sch ool starts b efore  A lessa  can  attend, 

M illi snags h im  a go o d  h and h eld  read er and  d o w n lo ad s his 

assignm ents.

A lessa ’s father talks in  a sw eet s in g -so n g  vo ice , and  M illi m ust 

ad m it it soun d s nice. E erie , but nice. She’s d y in g  to ask A lessa  

about the op eration , but her m om  rem in d s h er not to b e nosy.

O ne d ay  M illi w alks h om e fro m  sch oo l to find  A lessa  not 

sitting b y  h is b ed ro o m  w indow . “ H e’s feeling  m uch  better,”  his 

fath er sings, w arm in g  up fo r a sim u lcast p erfo rm an ce  at H is 

Lo rd sh ip s castle. “ H e w alked  to the p laygroun d.”

M illi g lan ces up the d u sty  sage-brush  h ill to  the d istant p la y ­

ground . N o n e o f  h er fr ien d s go there. T h ey  all k n o w  better. She 

th an ks A lessa ’s fath er then  ru n s to an ab an d on ed  house, w here 

she tw ists a  ru sty  rebar ro d  out o f  the d u st-ra in in g  cem ent.

She finds A lessa  on the p laygroun d , sitting on the ceram ic 

sw ings su rrou n d ed  b y  three freeload ers. The freeload ers circle

A lessa , lau gh in g  as th ey  push h im  b ack  and  fo rth  like  a  toy. M illi 

pauses in  fear. A ll o f  the free load ers are o ver 18, w ith  w ay  too 

m uch  height and w eight. But th ey  also  o n ly  have one g o o d  h and 

each , all o f  th eir righ t arm s en d in g  in  ro u n d  stubs because th ey 

refused  to accept the debt th ey ’d  p iled  up in  th e ir sh ort lives.

Still, the o d d s don’t favo r M illi. She p rays the free load ers w ill 

see A le ssa  as one o f  th em . That A lessa  h as g iven  as m u ch , i f  not 

m ore, than  th ey  ever did.

Instead, one o f  the freeload ers -  Jin Jin , the n o -acco u n t son  o f  

a local jazz d ru m m er -  yan k s A lessa  fro m  the sw in g  and  pulls 

d o w n  h is pants. “ L et’s have a look-see,”  Jin Jin  shouts.

That’s too  m u ch  fo r M illi. She sh ifts the reb ar in  h e r h and s, 

p icks up  a ch u n k  o f  b ro ken  cem ent fro m  the dust and  sand, and  

charges. Jin Jin  turns in sh o ck  as she th row s the cem ent at his 

face. C o n n ectio n ! The free load er falls to the dust in  b lo o d  and  

p ain  as h is frien d s ju m p  b ack  from  M illi’s m ad ly  sw in g in g  rebar.

“ G et her,”  Jin Jin  yells, h o ld in g  h is righ t eye  in  w ith  h is re ­

m ain in g  hand.

M illi sw ings the reb ar a secon d  tim e. “ Sharps,” she yells. “ R ust 

and  tetanus. H ow  yo u  gon na debt a D o c  to fix  y o u ?”

The freeload ers glan ce at one another. Since the tran sp o n d er 

k illed  th eir righ t hands, and  sin ce th ey  n e v er activated  the a rti­

ficial ch ro m o so m es in their b od ies, th ey  can ’t debt -  an d  D o cs 

w on ’t take trad e o r theft o r b eggin g , w h ich  is h o w  th ey  cu rren tly  

su rvive . Jin Jin ’s face  b leeds as h is one g o o d  eye b u rn s rage. 

H e’d  charge i f  he cou ld , b ut w ith  o n ly  one h an d  to h o ld  his 

d am aged  eye in , he can’t d o  anyth ing. H e turn s an d  stalks 

off. The oth er free lo ad ers  follow .

M illi grabs a sw in g  and  co llapses into the ceram ic  seat. 

A lessa  sm iles as he loo k s up  fro m  the sand. “Y ou have an 

in cred ib ly  p o o r  sense o f  debt m anagem ent,”  he says. “ T h ey 

m igh t have beaten  yo u  up. O r w orse.”

“ Saved  y o u r ass, d id n ’t I?”

“O h, I ’m  not com plain ing.”  A lessa  stands, w in cin g  in  p ain  

as he sits on the sw in g next to M illi.

“ Is it su p p osed  to still h u rt?” M illi asks.

“ Takes a w h ile  to heal.”

“ Seem s cruel.”

“ N o t at all,”  A lessa  replies, grabb in g  M illi’s right hand. H e rubs 

the tran sp o n d er b u ried  in sid e  her p a lm , sen d in g  sh ivers d a n c­

in g  dow n  M illi’s fingers. “ H o w  m uch  do  yo u  ow e H is  L o rd sh ip ?” 

“ S ixteen  years, n in e  m onth s, fifteen  days.”

“A n d  w h en  y o u ’re eighteen  all that gets en co d ed  in  yo u r 

genes. Y ou ’ll sp en d  that m uch  o f  yo u r life p ay in g  H im  o ff  -  o r 

yo u  go  free load er and  lose y o u r hand. F o r m e, H is Lord sh ip  

covered  the cost o f  the op eration  and  m ost everyth in g  else -  

school, fo o d , sin g in g  lessons. I ’ll o n ly  h ave to w o rk  a few  years 

as his vassal. Less i f  aud iences like m e. A n d  i f  I ever w an t kids, 

I ’ ll do like  D a d  and  debt a gene d o c to help.”

M illi ad m its it soun d s like a g o o d  plan. B etter than  any option  

she h as to lo o k  fo rw ard  to in  life.

Since th is is the future, th in gs perco late up as the ages pass 

on. M illi practices her v io la  d ay  and  night. H ow ever, e ve ry ­

one kn ow s h er parents’ m usical souls have p assed  h er by. She’s 

a technician . She can p lay the instrum ent, but it doesn ’t sing. 

She sim p ly  can’t p lu g  the em otion s she feels in to  the strings she 

plays.
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W h en  she is 15 she p e rfo rm s in  the T onal H all b efore  H is 

Lord sh ip , w h o  glares as i f  she’s a so u r investm ent.

L a d y  A m an za  C o llin s, though, doesn ’t care. She paces her 

tann ed  and ageless b o d y  aro u n d  M illi, exam in in g  her v io la  p lay­

in g  from  all angles. “G reat things,” she w h isp ers. “ I exp ect great 

things.”

“ B u t m y love,”  H is Lo rd sh ip  w h in es. “W h ere ’s the v irtu o sa  

yo u  bet she’d b eco m e?”

“ The bet’s not over,”  the L ad y  L o rd  says, a slick  sm ile  ru n n in g  

her sm o o th -fro zen  face. “A n d  I d id n ’t bet on a v irtu osa . I bet 

she’d  accom p lish  great things.”

H is Lord sh ip  sighs and  w aves fo r M illi to  step aside. A s 

M illi cu rtsies, the L a d y  L o rd  says not to w orry. “Y ou ’ ll set H is 

Lo rd sh ip  on  fire  one day, yo u n g  M illisen t Ka.”

D espite the L a d y  L o rd ’s support, M illi kn ow s the truth . She 

w alks across the fake m arb le  floor to the guest seats, w here her 

parents h ug her. E ven  th ough  M illi w ants to ru n  scream in g fro m  

the castle, she w aits fo r A lessa ’s perform an ce. H er best frien d  

b ow s b efore  H is Lord sh ip  and sings the m ost h aunting son g M illi 

h as ever heard. M illi glances at her obsolete reader. A cco rd in g  to 

the charts, several m illion  people listen to A lessa ’s p erform an ce 

in  realtim e, each trad in g  seconds o f  th eir life to share in  the jo y  

o f  A lessa ’s sublim e voice. Tears fo rm  in  M illi’s d ark  eyes.

“ D on ’t w orry,”  h e r dad  w h isp ers. “Y ou can  be a teacher. There’s 

a lw ays a  n eed  fo r m u sic  teachers.”

M illi nod s, even  th ough  a teach er m igh t n ever earn  

enou gh  to be free  fro m  debt.

O nce A lessa ’s p erfo rm an ce  is over and  the vassa ls d is ­

m issed , M illi w an d ers outside into the castle’s m an icu red  

gardens. The vassals w h o  tend the grou n d s sm ile  at M illi, 

ackn o w led g in g  th eir shared  serv ice . But M illi ignores them  

and  k icks the dust in  anger. She’s read  h er h istory. V assals 

used  to be m ore than any T om  D ick ed  H arriette  w h o  debt- 

ed  th eir serv ices  to a  lord . She m ight as w ell be a slave for 

all the ch oice  she has in  anyth ing.

M illi sits on  a carved  stone b en ch  b esid e a b ub bling  fountain . 

In  front o f  her, the ocean  b o b s and surges. O ff  to the left, the 

d u sty  streetlights o f  L .A . rip p le  in  the heat. D esp ite the b eau ty 

b efo re  her, all M illi sees is  h o w  m uch  everyth in g  cost. Tw o 

m on th s o f  som eone’s life  to carve  the ornate stone bench . Three 

m on th s to b u ild  the fountain . A ll that debt fro m  people  up and 

d ow n  the C a lifo rn ia  coast -  debt w ash in g  across the w orld  and 

p ro p p in g  up the stupid  lords o f  th is land.

The gravel b eh in d  M illi crunch es. A lessa  w alks o ver and  sits 

b esid e M illi, tak ing  her h an d  in  his. “ Let m e guess,”  he says. 

“Y ou ’re p o n d erin g  the debt w h ich  created th is gard en ?”

M illi chuckles. “A m  I that p red ictab le?”

“O n ly  w h en  yo u ’re a n g ry  -  w h ich  lately, has b een  w ay  too 

often.”

“ B ut it’s not fair. I w as debted to H is Lo rd sh ip s at b irth , but I 

can’t p lay  m u sic  w o rth  a  d am n. I ’ll  n ev er be free.”

A lessa  h ugs M illi tight. “W ish  I h ad  w o rd s to m ake everyth in g  

better, but I don’t.”

“ I ’m  glad,”  she says and  kisses A lessa . T h ey  h old  each o th er fo r 

lo n g  m in utes, k iss in g  and  fee lin g  and  k issin g  again  un til th ey 

h ear the crun ch  o f  gravel b eh in d  them . T h ey turn to see L ad y 

A m a n z a  C o llin s  w atch in g  fro m  up the m an icu red  pathway. The 

L a d y  Lord  claps h er h and s as i f  h earin g  a d istant m usical score.

She th en  pirouettes and  w alk s b ack  to the castle, leavin g  M illi 

and  A lessa  a lone in  th eir puzzlem ent.

M illi and  A lessa  tu rn  18 o n ly  a w eek  apart, so  th ey  h o ld  

th e ir debt cerem on y together. H is Lord sh ip  and  L a d y  A m an za  

C o llin s  b less th em  b oth  -  rem in d in g  th em  that th is is th e ir first 

step into ad u lth ood  as th eir tran sp on d ers are rem oved  and  the 

accu m ulated  debt b u rn ed  in to  th eir n o w  active a rtific ia l ch ro ­

m osom es. O nce this is com plete, M illi and  A lessa  kneel before 

H is Lo rd sh ip  and  pledge fid elity  to h is realm .

E ven  th ough  th ey  stay in  th eir parents’ h om es -  not w an t­

in g  to debt th e ir o w n  place -  M illi an d  A lessa  take on an adult 

w o rk lo ad . A lessa  sings fo r H is Lord sh ip , creating un iqu e songs 

and  vo cals  w h ich  th rill the w orld . M illi w ork s in  the f ie f ’s 

sch ool, tu torin g  yo u n g  vassals in  the w ays o f  m usical serv ice. 

W h ile  she doesn ’t love h er w ork , she earns enou gh  to p ay  o ff  her 

debt second  b y p a in fu lly  lo n g  second.

S ix  m on th s in to  h e r n e w  life, M illi fa lls  on  the basketball 

cou rt and  breaks h er arm . A ll h er fr ien d s gasp  -  b oth  because 

th is m ean s th eir best p layer w on ’t be p lay in g  in to m o rro w ’s 

ch am p io n sh ip  gam e, and  because a broken  arm  requ ires m o u n ­

tain s o f  debt. “ E w y  shit,”  A lessa  says in  a  sh ocked  falsetto  vo ice. 

“ That’s like tw o years o f  y o u r life, gone.”

“Shut up,”  M illi shouts, c len ch in g  her a rm  an d  an gerin g  b ack  

tears.

E ven  th ough  M illi doesn ’t w ant to go, A lessa  drags her to 

the D o c. Insid e the cem ent b o x  o f  a clin ic, the D oc -  w ho’s 

p ay in g  o ff  m ed -tra in in g  debt b y  keep in g  the vassa ls h ealthy 

-  shakes h er head. “ It’s a  rea lly  b ad  b reak . I can  fix  it, but 

that’s a m assive  tim e-sw ap. Sh ou ld  w e b rin g  in  y o u r parents 

to d iscuss y o u r op tio n s?”

M illi shakes her head , w in cin g  in  p ain  as she rem em bers 

the last tim e she h urt herself. Jin Jin , n o w  w ith  o n ly  one eye, 

h ad  caught her b eh in d  the school. He’d pun ch ed  her face 

b lo o d y  b efore  A lessa  and  M illi’s o th er fr ien d s ran  up. W hile 

M illi h ad  o n ly  a  h a irlin e  fracture  o f  h er jaw , the m ed ica l debt 

still eq ualed  several m onth s o f  h er life.

To help, her dad  b u rn ed  the debt into h is genes. N ever m in d  

that he hadn’t slept in  d ays as he’d  p layed  a v irtu a l g ig  his 

Lord sh ip ’s avatar set up w ith  som e Japanese lord. “ I have a few  

free years left in  m y life,”  he’d  w h isp ered  to M illi. “ M ayb e I ’ ll get 

lu ck y  and  live lon g er than  I ’m  sup p osed  to.”

M illi grits  h er teeth against the p ain  in  h er arm . She kn ow s 

her paren ts w ant her to start life  w ith  as little debt as possib le. 

To have som e freed om  in ch o o sin g  w h ere and h o w  she lives. 

B ut she’s an  ad u lt now. This is h er life  to live.

“ No,”  M illi tells the D oc. “ I ’ ll pay.”

The D o c  scans M illi’s b o d y  w ith  the p aym en t arc. A  m om ent 

later M illi sees her total debt ju m p  to a lm ost th irty  years.

The D o c  is go o d , and  M illi’s arm  doesn ’t h urt at a ll as she 

d raw s b lo o d  sam p les to reg ro w  the bone. A lessa  h o ld s M illi’s 

g o o d  h an d  and  offers to  help w ith  h er debt. “People love m y 

sin ging . H is Lord sh ip  m igh t let m e burn  som e o f  yo u r debt.” 

M illi k isses A lessa  on  the ch eek  and th anks h im , but says 

she’ll p a y  h er ow n way.

A  w eek  later  M illi’s a rm  is h ealed  en ou gh  to again  p la y  the v i­

ola. E ven  th ough  she doesn ’t w ant m ore debt, A lessa  convinces
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her to go to the D oc fo r a final checkup. The D o c  tests her arm , 

m um b lin g  h ow  th ings lo o k  good , b efore h o ld in g  M illi’s hand 

o ver the debt scan. A  sh ocked  lo o k  ru ns the D o c ’s face.

“ Y o u r debt’s gone,”  the D o c  says.

“ W hat do yo u  m ean ?”

“ I m ean y o u r artific ia l ch rom oso m es record  absolutely no 

debt.”

M illi stares at the scan n er’s screen. Sure enou gh , the artificia l 

ch rom oso m es sh ow  no tim e ow ed to anyone. The D o c  fidgets 

n ervo u sly  w ith  h er m achines.

“ W hat cau sed  it?” M illi asks.

“ I ’m  not certain,”  the D o c  says, data flo w in g  th rou gh  the a ir 

aro u n d  them . “Y ou r b o d y  ap p ears to h arb o r an u n k n o w n  b a c ­

teriophage. Perhaps it rew rote  the debt’s genetic  sequence.”

A lessa  grabs M illi’s hand. T v e  h eard  ru m o rs about this,”  he 

w h isp ers. “W h en  the tim e-d eb t lo rd s created artific ia l ch ro m o ­

som es, one o f  th eir genetic engineers created a p hage to w ip e 

out the stored in form ation . A  backup, in  case the ch rom oso m es 

w ere put to ev il use.”

M illi laughs. She’s heard the sam e ru m ors. T h ey are cam pfire 

tales. U rb an  B S. B ut th en  M illi rem em b ers h o w  L a d y  A m an za  

C o llin s  used  to be a genetic engineer, and  h o w  the L a d y  L o rd  

has a lw ays sh ow n a strange interest in  M illi’s life.

From  the scared  lo oks on  the faces o f  A lessa  and  the D oc, 

th ey ’ve  com e to the sam e conclusion .

“ G et out o f  here,”  the D o c  w h isp ers in  purest frigh t. “ Run. 

Now . B efo re  H is Lo rd sh ip  fin d s out.”

The D o c  grabs her m ed ic ine bag and  shoves in  her reader 

and  oth er equipm ent, p rep arin g  to flee. M illi un d erstand s 

the fear. O nce the lords and  lad y  lo rd s o f  debt learn  about 

th is, th ey ’ll strike h ard  to stop an y  threat to th e ir care fu lly  

m an aged  w orld .

But M illi is tired  o f  a lw ays d o in g  w h at o thers exp ect. She 

grabs the D o c ’s hand. “ Wait,”  she says. “ I f  yo u  ru n , yo u ’ ll 

a lw ays be in  debt.”

“W h at do  yo u  m e a n ?” the D o c  asks.

“ T h in k  h o w  long it’ ll take to pay o f f  yo u r debt. N o w  th in k  

ab out w h at’s in  m y  body. Y ou can  ru n  anytim e, but i f  w e p lan  

th is right, m ayb e  y o u ’ll run  a free  w om an.”

The D o c  glan ces fro m  M illi to  A lessa . The p an ic  is still in  her 

eyes, but there’s a lso  a lo n g in g  to be free.

“G ive  m e a week,”  M illi says. “Sh o w  m e h ow  to w o rk  this.”

M illi and  A lessa  sit on  the p laygro u n d ’s o ld  sw ings as the 

Santa A n a  how ls hot and  dusty. C em en t cru m b les and  b low s 

fro m  the ab an d on ed  h ou ses b esid e the p ark . In the h ills  b esid e 

them , H is Lordsh ip ’s castle g leam s, all b righ t lights and  ocean  

v ie w  fro m  th is m om en t w ell into the future.

“ W hat i f  the D o c ’s w ro n g ?”  A lessa  asks nervously , con stan tly  

ey in g  th e ir su rro u n d in gs fo r freeloaders.

M illi shakes h er head. In the past few  days, th ey ’ve  learn ed  so  

m uch. A  secretive search  o f  the fiefdom ’s record s sh ow ed  a spike 

in  in fant deaths in  the years b efore  M illi’s b irth . N ot enou gh  

deaths to prove anyth ing, but still a d isco n certin g  trend. The 

D o c  gu essed  som eone ad d ed  the phage to a  few  o f  the artific ia l 

ch rom oso m e in jections the f ie f ’s b abies received  -  a  p ractice 

that m ust have stop p ed  w ith  M illi su rv iv in g  the first few  h ours 

after b irth .

A lessa  h ad  b een  fu rio u s to d isco ver th is, but M illi accepted  

the new s w ith  ca lm  und erstand ing. A ll she cou ld  see w as L ad y  

A m an za  C o llin s ’ p erfectly -fo rm ed  illu sion  o f  a face w h isp erin g  

that M illi w as destined  fo r great th ings.

A s  M illi and  A lessa  sit on  the sw ings, th ey  hear the crun ch  

o f  b oots across sand  and  scrub. T h ey turn  to see Jin Jin  and  his 

gang o f  freeloaders. A lessa  hasn ’t seen Jin Jin  in  years, and  gasps 

at h o w  o ld  h e lo oks. H is one eye glares w h ile  an  orange pastie  

h id es the ru in s o f  the other. In  his o n ly  hand he holds a long 

piece  o f  ru sty  rebar.

“Sharps,” Jin Jin  says, sw in g in g  the rebar. “ D id n ’t th in k  it w as 

true, you  w aitin g  out here.”

M illi stands betw een  Jin Jin  and  A lessa . “Y ou ’ve  got one shot,” 

she says. “ But you  do us, yo u  w on ’t get that eye  back . O r yo u r 

hand.”

Jin Jin  pauses. “W h at do  y o u  m ean ?”

“ F ig u red  y o u ’d  h ave sm arts. W h y  d idn ’t y o u  take the debt?”

“ R ath er be free  than  debted,” Jin Jin  says. The freeload ers 

aro u n d  h im  m utter agreem ent.

“S o  i f  you  had a chance to stick  it to H is Lord sh ip , yo u ’d  take 

it?” M illi asks.

“ D am n  straight.”

M illi and  Jin Jin  eye each o th er w a rily  as M illi exp la in s her 

plan.

A s  M illi t ells  the free load ers, the p ro b lem  is the phage. 

It o n ly  w o rk s on M illi, and  doesn ’t last long en ou gh  outside 

her b o d y  to in fect others. The D o c  suggested  cu ltivatin g  the 

p hage fo r in jections, as L a d y  A m a n z a  C o llin s  d id  w ith  the 

babies, but M illi refuses to kill peop le  o ver this.

The up sid e o f  the phage is that M illi can take as m uch 

debt as she w ants and  it’s so o n  p u rged  fro m  h er genes. Jin Jin  

and  the freeload ers aren’t sure th ey  believe  M illi s story, but 

since she agrees to debt the costs o f  rep airin g  th eir h and s -  

and  Jin Jin ’s right eye -  th ey  don’t care w h at the tru th  m igh t be.

“ W h at d o  y o u  w ant in  retu rn ?”  Jin Jin  asks suspiciously.

“ R u m ors. Tell everyo n e  w h at I’m  d oing. Sp read  it o v er the 

nets, and up and  d ow n  the coast.”

A  few  days later, the freeload ers are h ealed  and  M illi is still 

debt free. “ N o w  w h at?”  A lessa  asks.

“ N o w  w e m ake p eop le  happy.”

T h ey h ire a b ootleg  accountant to tran sfer debt into M illi’s 

genes w ith ou t n o tify in g  H is Lord sh ip . M illi kn o w s th ey ’ ll have 

to m ove  quickly , so she starts w ith  the D o c , tran sferr in g  all h er 

m ed ica l tra in in g  debt. Then M illi’s m o m  and  dad. Then A lessa , 

an d  A lessa ’s parents, and  th eir neigh bors and  fr ien d s an d  a c ­

q uaintances an d  fin a lly  anyone in  the f ie f  w h o  w ants to b e  free.

But like  all g o o d  th in gs, M illi’s ru n  com es to an end  as the 

ru m o rs Jin Jin  and the freeload ers spread  reach  H is Lordsh ip .

O ne afternoon  M illi sits in  h er house, the b o o tleg  a cco u n ­

tant tran sferrin g  debt fro m  a th ird  strin g  bass player, w h en  H is 

Lord sh ip ’s gu ard s b reak  d ow n  the door. The bass p layer and the 

accountant flee, but M illi m ere ly  loo k s up and  asks, “G o t any 

tim e to b u rn ?”

By  n ig h tfa ll , M illi is in  H is Lord sh ip ’s d u n geon , h er right 

eye sw ollen  and leak in g  b lo o d y  tears, h er arm s and  legs a m ix  o f  

b ru ises. She lays on  the d irty  cot in  her cell, h er ank les sh ackled
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to the cold  stone floor. W h en  L a d y  A m an za  C o llin s  enters the 

cell, the L ad y  L o rd s  stiff-you n g face fro w n s slightly.

“ Su ch  a d isappointm ent,”  L a d y  A m a n z a  C o llin s  says.

“ H o w ?”

“Y ou h ad  so  m uch  potential, but instead  o f  b ein g  secretive  and 

tak ing  y o u r tim e, yo u  becam e greedy. A n d  n o w  yo u ’re caught.”

M illi g rin s at the L a d y  L o rd ’s irritation . M illi has a lread y  c o n ­

fessed everyth in g  -  not out o f  any sense o f  loya lty  o r to avo id  

p un ish m ent, but because she w anted  H is Lo rd sh ip  to know. 

H is gu ard s still beat her, but the b eatings h ad  been  h alf-h earted  

sin ce H is Lord sh ip  k n ew  she’d  a lread y  told  all.

“ H e k n o w s w h at yo u  did,”  M illi says.

“ O h, I ’m  quite aw are o f  that. H is Lord sh ip  cam e to m y  suite 

an d  p a id  o f f  o u r bet, say in g  yo u  h ad  in d eed  acco m p lish ed  great 

th ings. H e also  scream ed  about m y exp erim en t, but that’s n e i­

th er here n o r there. It’s not h is  p lace to stop me.”

M illi u n d erstand s. W h ile  she’ll lik e ly  b e killed , th ere  are d if­

ferent stand ard s fo r  lo rd s an d  la d y  lo rd s. L a d y  A m a n z a  C o llin s  

w ill not be h urt fo r w h at she’s done. Instead, th is entire affa ir 

w ill be  sw ept u n d er the ru g  w ith  w h atever is left o f  M illi’s body.

But M illi d oesn ’t care w hat h appens to h er -  she w ants to 

k n o w  w h y  the L a d y  L o rd  d id  th is. So  she asks. The L a d y  L o rd  

p u lls  the cell’s sm all stool o ver to M illi’s cot an d  sits d ow n . “A re  

yo u  aw are o f  m y  b ack g ro u n d ?”

“ G en etic  engineering.”

“Yes. I h elp ed  create the artific ia l ch ro m o so m es w h ich  

p o w er o u r w orld . It w as sup p osed  to b e a m iracle  tech n olo gy ; 

to erase  all the w ro n gs o f  the o ld  econom y. But tim e-debt 

e n d e d  up recreatin g the sins o f  the m onetized  w orld . S o  a  / 

few  d ecad es ago I d evised  a w a y  to w ip e  everyth in g  clean  \ 

and  start over.”  )

“ The p h a g e ...”

“E xactly . B u t it w as defective, b are ly  in fectious. To m ake 

som eon e an effective carrier, th ey  h ad  to receive the phage 

at the sam e tim e as th eir artificia l ch ro m o so m es -  at b irth . But 

the p h age reacts p o o r ly  to yo u n g  im m u n e system s an d  k ills 

m ost o f  its hosts.”

M illi sh ivers at the L a d y  L o rd ’s co ld ness in  describ in g  m urder. 

“ D id  H is Lord sh ip  k n o w ?”

“ N o. In the o ld  days, I w ou ld  have told  h im . You w on ’t believe 

it, but he w as once so  different. W e b oth  w anted  to change the 

w orld . To m ak e  th in gs better. B ut as he grew  older, he stopped  

caring.”

F o r a m om ent, L a d y  A m an za  C o llin s  slum ps on the stool. 

H er you th -crafted  face loo k s ancient and her eyes no  longer 

sp arkle. M illi im ag in es the d isap p o intm ent the L a d y  L o rd  feels, 

liv in g  long en ou gh  to see her d ream s destroyed. To see that each 

p ro b lem  yo u  fix  in  th is w orld  b irth s a n ew  w ron g.

“S o  w h at h ap p ens n o w ?” M illi asks.

“ Y ou ’ll be  q u ietly  k illed . M y  fe llow  lord s and  lad y  lo rd s can ’t 

learn  ab out the phage. N ot yet. N ot w hen I have w o rk  to do.”

M illi nods. She is sim p ly  a gu in ea  pig . N o  doubt the L ad y 

L o rd  w ill con tinu e h e r exp erim en ts, usin g  w h atever data she 

can g lean  fro m  M illi’s body.

“ I f  y o u  want,” the L a d y  L o rd  says, “ I ’ ll a sk  H is Lo rd sh ip  to be 

as h u m an e  as possible.”

I f  L a d y  A m a n z a  C o llin s  exp ects th anks, she doesn ’t receive 

it. The L a d y  L o rd  stands and  k n o ck s on the cell d o o r to leave.

O nce she’s gone, M illi ro lls o ver and  cries, w ish in g  A lessa  w as 

here to h old  her.

Wh en  La d y  A m an za  C o llin s  return s to h er husb and ’s throne 

ro o m , he is in  a n asty  m o o d . She keeps h er face p assive  and 

n on -em otion al, alth ough  she w ants to lau gh  at the sh o ck  she’s 

g ran ted  h im . B ecau se  o f  her, H is Lord sh ip ’s w ealth  has b een  cut 

b y  a th ird . B ut once he recovers h is senses he’ ll see the need to 

continue her exp erim en ts. A fter all, i f  h er defective  phage can 

accom p lish  such  chaos, so m ed ay  a p erson  w ith  m ore resources 

w ill create a better phage to d estroy  all tim e-debt. Far better 

i f  such  a creation  com es fro m  H is L o rd sh ip s  w ife , w h ich  w ill 

a llo w  them  both  to benefit w hen the w o rld  changes yet again.

B ut non e o f  that needs be said  righ t now. H is Lord sh ip  glances 

at the L a d y  Lord , and she at h im , and th ey  sit on th eir th ron es as 

the first v is ito r o f  the d ay  enters th eir presence.

A lessa  strides fo rw ard , b o w in g  as deep as he can.

“ Y ou  are no lon g er m y  vassal,”  H is  Lo rd sh ip  says distastefu lly. 

“Y ou r debt i s . . .gone.”

“ I realize that, m y  Lord . B ut I have a p roposition .”

“ I can’t release her. Y ou k n o w  that.”

“ I do, m y  Lord . But I h o p e  to see h er one final tim e. A n d  I 

b elieve I can m ake it w o rth  y o u r while.”

H is Lord sh ip  listens as A lessa  p ro p o ses a  live p erfo rm an ce  o f  

h is un q uestion ed  sin g in g  ability. A lessa  w ill grant all debts 

fro m  the p erfo rm an ce  to H is Lord sh ip , a lon g  w ith  tak ing 

on  a n ew  tw en ty-year debt, m ean in g  he’ll once again  be H is 

1 Lord sh ip ’s vassal.

\  “A n d  the catch?”  H is Lo rd sh ip  asks.

/  “ I w ant M illi to  p la y  v io la  w h ile  I sing. H er final p erfor- 

I m ance.”

L a d y  A m an za  C o llin s  in stan tly  says the id ea is out o f  the 

question , but H is Lord sh ip  w aves her quiet. Yes, he reasons, 

th ey  have to silence M illi. H e kn ow s w hat h is w ife  w as t ry ­

in g  to p rove -  that th e ir w o rld  isn’t as secure as everyo n e b e ­

lieves. A ll he need  do is turn  a b lin d  eye to h er activities fo r a 

few  m ore decades and she’ll no  doubt craft a  phage to recreate 

the w orld , all w h ile  en rich in g  the tw o o f  them .

B ut A lessa ’s id ea in trigu es H is Lordsh ip . The yo u n g  sin ger is 

the m ost d yn am ic  p erfo rm er he’s ever seen. To have h im  b ack  as 

a  vassa l is w orth  any risk. H is Lord sh ip  glan ces lo n g in g ly  at his 

w ife , rem em b erin g  her face b efore  she m old ed  it into that u n ­

m o vin g  m ask. H e once loved  h er so m uch. I f  A lessa  feels even 

a fractio n  o f  such  love fo r M illisen t K a, th eir final perform an ce  

m igh t b e a tru e  w o rk  o f  art.

“ I don’t know,”  he says. “ There are a lread y  ru m o rs about M illi 

sp read in g  across the nets.”

“A s long as ru m o r rem ain s o n ly  rum or,”  A lessa  says, “ the on ly  

th in g  th ey ’ ll do is ensure a  large aud ience fo r o u r perform an ce.”

H is Lord sh ip  ch u ckles at A lessa ’s bo ldness. “A greed,”  he says 

as h is w ife  shouts ob jection s, but he’s m ad e h is  d ecision  and  he 

is, after all, the lo rd  o f  th is realm .

U nable to change H is Lord sh ip ’s m in d , L a d y  A m an za  C o llin s  

steps fro m  h er th ron e an d  storm s o ver to A lessa . “B e  u n d er no 

illusions,”  she w h isp ers to the yo u n g  singer. “ M illisen t K a  dies. 

I f  e ither o f  yo u  m entions m y  phage, I ’ll p erson ally  h old  y o u r 

eyes o p en  so  y o u  w itn ess h er b lo o d y  death.”
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For the perfo rm a n ce , M illi is g iven  a sh im m er-sp ark le  dress 

w h ich  flow s a  cascad e o f  stars and m ilk y  w ays across h er h ips 

and  legs. H er v io la  com es fro m  H is L o rd sh ip s p erso n al co llec­

tio n  and  is three h un d red  years o ld  i f  a day. H is Lo rd sh ip  even 

sends a  D o c  -  but not h is  o ld  D oc, w h o  still can’t b e  located  -  to 

fix  her busted  eyes and  h eal h er bruises.

M illi w alks into the T onal H all to the applause o f  fr ien d s and 

fam ily. H er m o m  and  d ad  w ip e  tears fro m  th eir eyes. M illi’s 

fr ien d s seem  sim ilarly  m oved . W h en  she spots Jin Jin  and  the 

oth er freeload ers in  the b ack  o f  the aud ience, Jin Jin  n od s her 

w ay  as i f  im pressed  b y  the sacrifice  she’s m aking.

A lessa  w aits fo r her in  the m id d le  o f  the h all, h is b lack  tuxed o 

a p erfect w rap  to the hall’s go ld en  E g yp tian -P h arao h  spotlights. 

M illi steps up  to h im  and, h o ld in g  the v io la  to h er side, k isses 

A lessa  deeply. The entire aud ience sw oons.

“ This is a  bad  idea,” L a d y  A m a n z a  C o llin s  tells her husband.

“No,” he w h isp ers back. “Y our exp erim en t w as the b ad  idea. This 

is art, and it’s perfect. M y  avatars and  techs m o n ito r everyth ing. 

I f  th ey  attem pt to m ention  the phage, the p erform an ce  ends.”

W ith  that, H is Lord sh ip  m o tio n s fo r the b road cast to start. He 

w elcom es everyo n e to the tonal hall, site o f  m an y o f  the w o rld s  

greatest m usical ach ievem ents. H e then  d irects the aud ience to 

A lessa  and  M illi, yo u n g  lovers kept apart b y  the cruel dictates 

o f  fate.

A s the spotligh t falls on her, M illi p lays h er first notes, 

h er b o w  d an c in g  across the strings to fa r m o re  than  the 

m ere p ro fic ien cy  she’s a lw ays g iven  h e r m usic. S tan d in g  

b esid e A lessa , k n o w in g  th is m igh t b e  the last tim e she sees 

h im , she w rap s h e rse lf into the p erfo rm an ce  in  w ays she’d 

n e v er k n o w n  p ossib le. Sh e feels each  note  v ibrate  p erfectly  

o f f  the strings. Feels h er parents sitting nearby. Feels the 

entire aud ience -  both  th ose in  the T onal H all and  those 

w atch in g  aro u n d  the w orld . Feels all h e r m u sic  co u ld  -  and 

sh ou ld  -  ever be.

A lessa  jo in s in , s in gin g  an  o ld  20th  cen tu ry  love son g w h ich  

flow s in  new  and  excitin g  w ays to both  the sou n d  o f  h is vo ice  

and  M illi’s v io la . H is Lo rd sh ip  sm iles ap p ro v in g ly  w hen the 

so n g  ends. A lessa  and  M illi b o w  b efore  p lay in g  an oth er song, 

and another, each m ore b eau tifu l th an  the last.

H is Lord sh ip  is stunned. He’s n ever w itn essed  m usic on such 

a pure, em otion al level. W h en  A lessa  and  M illi p ause fo r an 

in term ission , H is Lo rd sh ip  is the first to stand  and  clap  an d  clap 

until h is h and s feel like  th ey ’ve  fa llen  fro m  his body.

W h en  he sits b ack  dow n , L ad y  A m an za C o llin s  grabs his arm . 

“ Look,” she hisses.

H is Lord sh ip  glan ces to the rear o f  the T onal H all, w h ere his 

accountant, techs and gu ard s sit. Or, w h ere th ey  used  to sit. 

N o w  th ey ’re figh tin g w ith  a  grou p  o f  freeload ers, w h o q u ick ly  

overw h elm  his p eop le  and  tie th em  up. O n e freeloader, his eye 

g listen in g  to the genetic p in kn ess o f  recent regen eration , g ives 

H is Lord sh ip  the finger.

“ I to ld  yo u  this w as a b ad  idea,” L a d y  A m an za C o llin s  m utters.

H is Lord sh ip  sighs. A lessa  and  M illi are p rep arin g  to speak. 

N o  doubt the first w ord s fro m  th eir m outh s w ill be about the 

phage. B ut th eir p lan  is d o o m ed  to failure. A ll he has to d o  is tell 

his avatar to shut d ow n  the b road cast and  su m m o n  the extra  

gu ard s fro m  th eir h id in g  p laces th rou gh out the castle. That w ill 

be the end  o f  both  A lessa  and  M illi. H is w ife ’s h o rrib le  e x p e r i­

m ent w ill con tinu e to be n oth in g  m ore than  rum or.

B u t as H is Lord sh ip  w atches A lessa  an d  M illi h u g  each  other, 

he rem em b ers w hat first attracted h im  to L a d y  A m an za  C o llin s. 

H ow  her d arin g  dream s o f  ch an g in g  the w o rld  excited  h im . 

H o w  she w o rrie d  ab out h er life ’s w o rk  tu rn in g  out as p o o r ly  as 

the w o rld  she w anted  to replace.

B efo re  A le ssa  and  M illi speak, H is  Lo rd sh ip  m o tio n s fo r  s i­

lence.

“ W ith  everyon e w atching,”  H is Lord sh ip  says, “ I w ant to 

th an k  you  fo r that beau tifu l perform an ce.”  Then, w o n d erin g  i f  

h is vassals feel th is g id d y  each tim e th ey  p e rfo rm  in  realtim e, 

he w in k s at A lessa  and  M illi. “ U nless I ’m  m istaken , isn ’t there 

som eth in g  yo u  need to tell u s?”

L a d y  A m an za  C o llin s  calls H is Lord sh ip  an id iot b ut h is ava ­

tar cuts her w o rd s fro m  the b road cast, b rin g in g  a sm ile  to the 

faces o f  A lessa  and  M illi. A s  H is Lord sh ip  leans b ack  on his 

go ld -illu sio n  throne, A lessa  and  M illi tell the entire w o rld  about 

the phage b efo re  con tin u in g  to p lay  fo r no one but them selves.

When  th e  perfo rm ance  ends, A lessa  and M illi k iss as the au ­

d ien ce ju m p s into a stand ing  ovation . E ven  H is Lo rd sh ip  jo in s 

in. The p erfo rm an ce  has b een  am azing. The best he’s ever w it­

nessed.

“ So  w hat h appens n o w ?”  M illi asks H is Lord sh ip , w ell aw are 

her w ord s are still b ein g  b road cast aro u n d  the w orld .

“Y o u  tw o  live  y o u r lives,”  H is  Lo rd sh ip  says. “A n d  m ayb e 

w h at yo u ’ve  revealed  m akes a  little difference.”

L a d y  A m a n z a  C o llin s  fro w n s at H is L o rd sh ip s w o rd s, but 

the cro w d  o f  vassals and  free lo ad ers  su rro u n d in g  M illi and  

A le ssa  lau gh  and  ch eer as th ey  lead  the cou p le  in to  the hot, 

h u m id  L .A . night.

O nce the crow d  is gone, the L ad y  L o rd  in fo rm s H is 

Lord sh ip  that he’s b een  m ad e the fool. That he needs to 

stand  up fo r h im self. That he sh ou ld  have m ad e an exam ple 

out o f  M illi and A lessa.

“ Perh aps I did,”  he says. “A n d  p erh ap s that’s exactly  w h at the 

w o rld  needs.”

L a d y  A m an za C o llin s  curses so lou d ly  h er un m ovab le  face 

m oves, co llapsing  into the w rin k les  o f  age and  anger. She storm s 

o ff  to  h er ro o m  as H is Lord sh ip  unties h is guards and accountant.

“W h at are the debt options fo r d ivo rce?”  he asks h is  a cco u n ­

tant as A lessa  an d  M illi’s h au n tin g  love songs tone in  an d  out 

o f  h is m ind.

A n d  that sh ou ld  be, cou ld  be, o u r end. E xcep t w ith  the future, 

there’s n ever tru ly  an end.

M illi and  A lessa  keep  p e rfo rm in g  and  keep  lov in g . A lessa  

h on ors his new  debt to H is Lord sh ip  b y  not a llo w in g  M illi to 

erase  it, but that doesn ’t stop a steady stream  o f  oth ers fro m  

seek in g  h er help. M illi erases the debt o f  all w h o  ask. In return , 

those she helps protect h er fro m  the w rath  o f  the lords and  lad y  

lo rd s w h o  like th eir w orld  as it is.

A n d  a lread y  there are ru m ors. O f  new  exp erim en ts. O f  others 

in fected  w ith  the phage. O f  the w orld  ch an g in g  again , in  w ays 

no  one can foresee.

This isn’t the w ay  the fu ture sh ou ld  be. B ut as M illi tells A lessa  

on  a  n ot-so  d istant night, the tw o o f  th em  sn u g g lin g  in  their 

d ou ble  bed , “ This is the o n ly  fu ture w e have. M igh t as w ell m ake 

the best o f  it.”  •
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CONFRONTING THE UNFAMILIAR > JASON SANFORD INTERVIEWED BY ANDY HEDGECOCK

CONFRONTING the 
O N FA M ILIA R
Andy Hedgecock talks to Jason Sanford about the American South, 
the Peace Corps and the birth of a new literature of ideas

“ One o f the reasons I write fiction is as a literary experiment to understand life -  not 
only for the reader but also for myself. Even though 1 usually have a destination in 
mind with m y stories, I continually discover that where I thought I was going isn’t 
where I should be going.

“ That discovery of new destinations and understandings while I write is what I love 
about fiction. O nly by allowing stories to find their own destination can authors truly 
explore both their own selves and the greater world around them.”

There are a handful o f writers whose 
w ork epitom ises the pleasure o f 

w orking for Interzone for the past five 
years. Jason Sanford is one o f them. I 
read his first story for the m agazine, ‘The 
Ships Like C louds, Risen B y Their Rain’, 
on crum pled printout in a dim ly lit room  
in a G lasgow  hotel (or ‘a tastefully lit 
room ’ according to the m anager). I was so 
knocked out I took it down to the bar and 
read it again. A nd  again.

B y the tim e we had read his third story 
for the m agazine, ‘Sublim ation Angels’, 
in Autum n 2009, we were convinced we 
were w orking with an exciting new  w riting 
talent w hose w ork was characterised 
by com pelling plots, precise language, 
convincing characters and a palpable relish 
for scientific possibility and philosophical 
speculation. From  the outset we were 
im pressed by the am bition o f  Sanford’s 
work, particularly his clear com m itm ent to 
the tricky endeavour o f  m elding popular 
and literary elem ents w ithin his stories.

Since then, o f  course, he has won the 
Interzone Readers’ Poll for two o f  his 
stories and also received B FS A  and Nebula 
award nom inations.

I begin m y interview  with Sanford 
by asking i f  he w orried  that the 
com plexities o f  his w ork and his restless 
experim entation with style and form  might 
prove too dem anding for som e readers.

“W hile I want readers to enjoy m y 
stories, they are absent from  m y m ind when 
I’m writing. M y stories must first satisfy me: 
they are the types o f  stories I’d love to read. 
I f  I focused on pleasing other people with 
m y fiction I doubt I ’d  finish a single story.

“Still, I greatly value m y readers and 
love interacting with them  online and in

person. W hen people take tim e out o f 
their busy lives to read your stories, that’s 
a com m itm ent every w riter must take 
seriously.”

This focus on internal and personal 
aspects o f  the creative process leads me to 
ask whether w riting constitutes a journey 
o f  self d iscovery as well as an opportunity 
to entertain.

“ There’s a classic quote I love, although it 
is probably apocryphal, from  the early 20th 
century ballerina A nn a Pavlova. W hen 
som eone asked Pavlova what she was trying 
to say with her dancing she replied, ‘I f  I 
could tell you, I wouldn’t need to dance.’

“Artists and writers often use variations 
o f that quote as an excuse for not 
explaining what they’re trying to say. But 
there’s also truth in Pavlovas words. Not 
so m uch that you shouldn’t explain what 
you’re doing with your art, but that the 
experience o f seeing a painting or reading 
a story can create far m ore understanding 
than sim ply being told the explanation. A n  
experience is always m ore insightful than 
m ere explanation.”

The soil's deep decay
The three stories in this issue highlight the 
stylistic and them atic diversity o f  Sanford’s 
work. It’s clearly science fiction but it’s 
im bued with the traditions, tropes and 
techniques o f a  range o f  other genres. Is 
Sanford deliberately hacking away at the 
boundaries o f  s f  and fantasy, or are his 
stories a strange and surprising product o f 
drifting with the im aginative flow?

“M y fiction arises out o f  the m ix o f who 
I am. A s som eone born and raised in the 
A m erican South, m y home’s culture and 
environm ent left a lasting im pression on

me. I still have a strong sense o f  place. I 
grew  up in a sub-tropical countryside, with 
pine trees and hot hum id days and kudzu 
reaching across dirt roads. A nd  the smell 
o f  green grow ing things m ixing into the 
soil’s deep decay.

“A nd  the history o f the South also 
influences m y writing. I was born in 
Alabam a after the C iv il Rights Movement. 
This m eans I don’t carry  personal m em ories 
o f  Bull C onnor attacking children with 

police dogs, or m archers being beaten 
while crossing the Edm und Pettus Bridge 
in Selma. But that said, I rem em ber the 
afterm ath o f  these events. The m em ory 
o f  those days, along with the m em ories 
o f  the violence and brutality inherent in 
the Jim  C row  South, echoed long after the 
C iv il Rights M ovem ent ended. The evil and 
violence o f Southern racial relations existed 
alongside the seem ingly contradictory 

virtues o f  nobility, kindness, politeness and 
people helping people. A ll o f  these events 
and contradictions find their w ay into m y 
fiction.”

The South is clearly an im portant part o f 
Sanford’s life. In 2001, he founded a literary 
m agazine called storySouth , to prom ote and 
nurture the literature o f the ‘New South’.
But did grow ing up in the region influence 
his reading and, i f  so, what led him  to his 
abiding interest in s f  and fantasy?

“Because o f  m y upbringing, you might 
th ink the classics o f  Southern Literature 
are what led m e to fiction writing. Not 
so. W hile authors like W illiam  Faulkner, 
Z ora Neale Hurston, F lannery O’Connor, 
Eudora Welty, and C orm ac M cC arthy have 
influenced m e greatly, science fiction was 
m y gateway to literature. I owe m uch to 
m y grandfather, who read and collected 
s f  m agazines and books. He turned a 
room  in his house into a small library. The 
hom em ade shelves there were lined with 
science fiction books and m agazines from  
the 1930s through the late ’70s, offering 
m e a free education into the evolution 

and developm ent o f  the literary s f  genre. 
One o f  m y best childhood m em ories is 
sitting in his library on a hot sum m er day 
and reading Fritz Leiber’s classic story ‘A  
Pail o f  A ir ’. I read the story in one o f  m y 
grandfather’s worn pulp m agazines and the 
idea o f the m ain character surviving on a 
frozen Earth  resonated with me, especially 
since I’d only seen a dusting o f  snow a few 
tim es in m y life. A  few  years back I reread 
‘A  Pail o f  A ir ’ and when all those m em ories 
cam e spilling back I ended up writing 
‘Sublim ation Angels’, which is also set in a 
frozen world. It’s a w orld I plan to return
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to, with m y original novella form ing the 
first part o f  a novel-length story.

“W hat drew  m e to the m ix o f  genres I 
write in? M y experiences with both life 
and literature. M y need to understand 
how people can be so noble and horrible. 
H ow  we can with one hand build the 
w orld to greatness and with another turn 
the w orld to rubble. W hile I don’t feel the 
need to restrict m yself to any one genre, 
the storytelling form  w hich I find best 
suited for exploring these issues is science 
fiction. But i f  another genre is also needed 
to explore the story I want to tell, I won’t 
hesitate to bring it in.”

Sanford is a prolific com m entator on 
literature and culture: have a look at his 

Fiction, Thoughts, an d Ram blings page 
(w ww.jasonsanford.com /jason/nonfiction- 
and-essays.htm l). A  recurrent them e in 
his criticism , and one he’s clearly keen to

address in his fiction, is the role o f  fiction 
in tackling cutting issues and concerns. He 
has said he feels m ainstream  fiction across 
all genres to be severely self-lim iting in its 
scope. But what creates and propagates this 
tim idity?

Jogging down the highway to hell
“ In biological term s, certain species are 
said to be self-lim iting because to do 
otherw ise w ould endanger the entire 
population. For exam ple, i f  a parasitic 
population grow s too large it m ay kill its 
host, thereby also killing the parasites. To 
see what happens w hen an entity isn’t self- 
lim iting, look at how  financial derivatives
-  which have m any sim ilarities to parasites
-  alm ost killed our entire financial system. 

“ It’s not m y intention to com pare
writers to parasites, but I ’m afraid a sim ilar 
situation exists am ong m any authors today.

Even as the w orld becom es increasingly 
interconnected and diverse, m any o f  our 
writers are becom ing m ore staid and 
conventional when addressing the big 
political, sociocultural and ecological 
issues at the heart o f  the 21st century.

“ The term  ‘failure o f im agination’ is 
often used to describe events we didn’t see 
com ing, like the recent financial meltdown 
or the 9/11 attacks. But the truth is such 
events are rarely failures o f  im agination. 
Instead, people decide they don’t want 
to hear inform ation i f  it runs contrary to 
their perceived se lf interest. W hen people 
are rolling in m oney borrow ed against 

continually increasing housing prices, they 
don’t want to be told those prices are about 
to collapse. I think m any authors suffer 
from  a sim ilar reluctance to confront the 
unfam iliar. To write convincingly about 
certain subjects or topics m ight cause them 
to question the core beliefs w hich hold 
together their lives. That’s a hard thing for 
m ost people to do.”

Sanford sees a generation o f  writers 
locked into the literary equivalent o f  the 
syndrom e explored by statistician and 
essayist N assim  N icholas Taleb in The Black  
Swan. Taleb’s book explores our reluctance 
to confront hard to im agine events and 
developm ents. The kind o f  thinking 
in which hum ans identify a repeating 
pattern, hatch a theory and then look for 
confirm atory evidence has served us well 
as an evolutionary tool for m illennia. O nly 
now are we beginning to see it as a barrier 
to progress and, potentially, dangerously 
maladaptive. Sim ilarly, the tropes and 
techniques created by literary m ovem ents 
stimulate interesting w riting until they 
collapse under the accum ulated weight 
o f tradition. So, is this w hy literature is 
dependent on the handful o f  heroic risk- 
takers each generation seem s to throw  up?

“Excellent point. I believe Taleb nailed 
a simple truth with his black swan theory 
-  rare events with extrem ely high im pacts 
play a m ajor role in shaping hum an culture 
and history. A nd a variation o f the black 
swan theory applies equally to literature. 
W hile the literary world is notorious for 
generating manifesto after m anifesto, this is 
sim ply a reflection o f  how our literature is 
shaped across the generations by risk takers. 
These trend-setting authors create new 
stories or works w hich resonate w ith people 
and, in hindsight, appear to have been 
created in response to som e manifesto- 
driven ideal. But what really happened is 
these risk takers came along and sim ply 
changed literature in wondrous ways. These
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authors change literature as m uch as any 
black swan event changes society.

“ The irony, o f  course, is that every 
revolution eventually becom es the 
establishm ent they fought against. That 
is the rare cliche containing nothing but 
truth. That’s w hy works o f  hum an culture 
like literature are so dependent on being 
continually built up and torn down. There 
are always people ready to tear som ething 
dow n, just as there are people ready to 
defend and keep on building. D estruction 
and creation -  those are the twin forces 
hardwired into hum an nature. Another 
quirk hardwired into hum anity is our need 
to rationalise actions we’re already taking 
or desire to take. I f  we’re jogging down 
the highw ay to hell, it’s not good enough 
to say we want to go to hell. No, we have 
to produce evidence to show w hy hell is 
actually a lovely place this tim e o f  year, 
and w hy there are no other roads but the 
one we’re on. O nly w hen w e are forcibly 
confronted with the truth o f  our actions do 
hum ans finally change.”

Anything but creative writing!
Another them e that deeply concerns 
Sanford is the cultural hom ogeneity o f 
literature in  Europe and the U S, in spite 
o f the fact that these regions becom e 
increasingly diverse with every passing 
year. H is enthusiasm  for diverse cultural 
influences stems, in part, from  the tim e 
he spent in Thailand with the U S Peace 
C orps in the 1990s. He describes it as a 
“great experience” and reveals he m et his 
wife, w ho now  works in politics, through 
his tim e there. The w ork exposed him  to 
new people, new cultures and new  ways 
o f  living. The precarious existence o f  rural 
villagers in central Thailand im pressed 
on Sanford the value o f stability and 
predictability, particularly for children; 
but it also cam e to invigorate his w riting 
b y shaking up his perceptions o f the w ay 
we live and relate to others. H is concern 
is that too m any writers are apparently 
im pervious to new  cultural influences.

“ The increase in cultural diversity is 
a great thing. But ironically, even as this 
happens, the cultural experiences o f 
authors are becom ing m ore similar. One 
reason for this is that so m any people 
are convinced the only w ay to becom e a 
writer is to go through a creative w riting 
program . Please don’t take this as an 
attack on universities or creative w riting 
program s. There are m any good things to 
com e out o f  the ever-expanding university 
experience, and education should be a

continual process throughout life. A s an 
author, the m inute you stop learning and 
studying, the m om ent your inner curiosity 
about the w orld  ceases to exist, your 
w riting dies. Sim ple as that.

“But the explosion o f  creative w riting 
program s in  recent decades has resulted 
in increasing num bers o f  authors going 
through the sam e experiences for a critical 
portion o f  their lives. These writers have 
unique lives and experiences before and 
after school, but once in  a university setting 
they refine their storytelling ability in 
sim ilar ways and are exposed to sim ilar 
norm s and ideas. This lim iting is not 
intentional. But when people are exposed 
to the sam e experiences and beliefs, they 
see the w orld in far m ore sim ilar w ays than 
they w ould have before. A nd  w hen you 
are exposed to the norm s and beliefs o f  a 
culture, in  this case the university creative 
w riting culture, you are m ore tim id in your 
w illingness to talk or act against the norm s 
you’ve learned. Som e o f  the m ost ground­
breaking writers out there have thrived in 
creative w riting program s: N nedi O korafor 
is a perfect exam ple. But when prospective 
writers ask m e what they should m ajor in 
at college, I urge them  to study biology, 
genetics, m ath, archaeology or social work. 
A nything but creative w riting!”

Sanford has followed his own advice: 
he m ajored in anthropology at Auburn 
University, A labam a with a specialisation 
in archaeology. A rchaeology is clearly 
im portant to Sanford: he describes him self 
as having been an ‘indifferent student’ 
until a particular teacher, John Cartier, 
instilled in him  an excitement about what 
happened in the past. One outcom e was 
that Sanford spent some tim e working as an 
archaeologist. He has found the experience 
extrem ely useful, not because he has 
produced tomes full o f  archaeology stories -  
he has yet to finish a single tale on the topic 
-  but because the insight archaeology gave 
him  flows through everything he writes.

“ To m y m ind, w riting a story is alm ost 
like patiently brushing away the soil to 
reveal a hidden artefact. In archaeology 
you are recreating the story o f  those who 
cam e before. In fiction, you are creating 
the story o f  those w ho never were. I f  I had 
m ajored only in  English or creative writing, 
I w ould have m issed out on so m any things 
w hich have influenced m y fiction.”

Since becom ing a father to two young 
boys Sanford has gained an additional 
insight into the im portance o f  his own 
developm ent, particularly his childhood.

“W hen you’re a child life is not

hum drum , everything is new and exciting.
I love kids’ questions; adults w ill not ask 
you deep questions such as ‘w hy are the 
stars there?’ We’re taught to suppress those 
kinds o f deep questions as adults: adults are 
supposed to interpret and gain insight, they 
aren’t supposed to speculate too wildly. It’s 
really im portant that we all act like adults 
-  it’s great to grow  up -  but it can be useful 
to retain the ability to see life w ith a child’s 
eyes. It’s som ething writers strive to do. The 
other thing about kids is that they are great 
critics -  they help keep you real!”

Ambiguous perceptions
Sanford has written extensively about 
recent developm ents in  sf, and has come 
to the view  that the genre is going through 
a period o f significant transform ation. 
Furtherm ore, he describes an emergent 
storytelling form , ‘SciFi Strange’, which 
sets high literary standards, experim ents 
with style, is infused with a sense o f 
wonder, takes the idea o f  diverse sexuality 
for granted, focuses on hum an values 
and needs and explores the boundaries 
o f  reality and experience through 
philosophical speculation. I ask him  i f  he 
sees SciF i Strange as, in part, a literature o f 
dem ystification and enlightenm ent.

“Science fiction is the perfect genre to 
explore life’s am biguous perceptions and 
cognitive paradoxes. O f all the hum an tools 
for understanding life, science is our most 
rigorous. I f  you want to understand both 
yourself and your world, you m ust have a 
solid understanding o f  science, but it can’t 

solve all the paradoxes and ambiguities 
in our lives. Look at the lives o f  scientists 
throughout history. Their unparalleled 
understanding o f  life didn’t m ake them 
saints or cause them  to lead exem plary 
lives. W orld class scientists exhibit the 
sam e failings as every other hum an being. 

A n understanding o f  science alone doesn’t 
bring enlightenm ent. That’s where a genre 
like science fiction can help. B y com bining 
the rigor o f science with a fictional 
exam ination o f hum an lives, you’re able to 
explore deeper insights than can exist in 
either fiction or science alone.

“A s for SciF i Strange, I see this type 
o f  story taking rigor and exam ination 
even further than m ost kinds o f  science 
fiction. B y flirting w ith the boundaries 
o f  what is scientifically possible, SciFi 
Strange explores reality in sim ilar ways 
to science itself. It’s an updated version 
o f  the literature o f  ideas. A nd since the 
frontiers o f  science have becom e alm ost 
philosophical in nature, I see SciFi Strange
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stories as the perfect w ay to explore where 
hum anity is going in the com ing years.”

I f  Sanford is right and a new  m ore 
literary form  o f s f  is being created, 
does this im ply writers and editors 
have an opportunity to reach out to a 
new audience? A nd  what w ill be the 
consequence i f  this opportunity is m issed?

“A s a w riter and a reader I’m  not 
interested in fiction that m erely copies 
the successful form ulas o f the past or 
present. Once som ething is form ulaic it is 
a cliche, and I am  not interested in cliches: 
original thinking rarely arises from  them. 
The problem  with m uch o f  today’s science 
fiction is that it rem ains trapped by all 
that’s com e before. Instead o f being lifted 
up by the great works o f  the G olden Age 
o f  Science Fiction, or the N ew  Wave or 
C yberpunk m ovem ents, it often feels as 
i f  it’s trapped under its own accum ulated 
weigh. I f  som eone writes a story set on 
the m oons o f  Jupiter, m any genre critics 
and readers im ply that because this story 
wasn’t the first to do so it is som ehow the 
lesser story. O r they explain w hy this story 
isn’t true science fiction because it violated 
a core genre b elief establish b y som e Big 
Nam e SF Author back in the 1950s.

“So, instead o f trying to push the 

boundaries o f  what our genre can do, 
too m any science fiction stories feel like 
retreads o f  older works. A nd heaven forbid 
i f  a new reader tries to jum p into a science 
fiction story these days. O ur genre has 
becom e so inbred and insular that unless 
a new reader understands in advance the 
different linguistic term s and norm s used 
in science fiction, they m ight not be able to 
enjoy m uch o f the genre’s current literature. 
This is a problem  because without new 
readers a genre slowly dies. At a tim e when 
science fiction m ovies and video gam es are 
m ore popular than ever, the readership for 
science fiction novels and stories is grow ing 
older and fewer. This boggles m y mind.” 

Perplexed he m ay be, but despairing he 
isn’t. He believes s f  is regaining its brio, 
energy and willingness to take risks. One 
sign o f  this is a growing realisation that 
there must be ‘gateway’ science fiction 
novels to draw new, and especially younger, 
readers to the genre. A nother is the quality 
and invention o f w ork by a diverse group 
o f contem porary storytellers:

“A m ong the writers w orking hard to 
overcom e the staid sam eness found in so 
m uch fiction are Paolo Bacigalupi, C hina 
M ieville, Ted Chiang, Rachel Swirsky,
Eugie Foster, Benjam in Rosenbaum ,
A laya D awn Johnson, H annu Rajaniem i,

M ercurio D. Rivera, Lavie T idhar and 
N ina A llan -  for me, N ina A llan is a 
w riter who deserves a m uch bigger and 
m ore appreciative audience. These writers 
produce beautifully written stories even 
as they push their fiction beyond the rigid 
fram es o f  the w orld as we’ve been told it 
should be. Their stories also have an edgy 
voice, as i f  they’re not only taking a chance 
w ith their stories but actively em bracing 
this fictional roll o f  the dice. Those are 
exactly the types o f  stories 1 want to read.

“A nd then there are new  science fiction 
novels like Paolo Bacigalupi’s 7he W indup 
G irl which, while totally w ithin the genre, 
are also written so the general public can 
read and enjoy them. It’s no coincidence 
that in addition to w inning the Hugo and 
N ebula Awards, The W indup G irl was also 
nam ed am ong the top ten fiction books 
o f  2009 b y T IM E  m agazine. That’s across 
all genres and novels. So w hile things 
m ay look rough for science fiction at the 
m om ent, I’m actually very  optim istic about 
the genre. I believe we are at the start o f 
a new golden age, one w hich I hope w ill 
appeal to both genre lovers and readers 
who don’t norm ally read sf?’

M any o f the writers for whom  Sanford 
has expressed adm iration are notable for 
their w illingness to tackle grim  and tragic 
aspects o f  the hum an condition. I ask 
i f  he considers h im self an optim istic or 
pessim istic s f  writer, or whether he saw 
the debate that exercised so m any critics, 
editors and writers a couple o f  years ago as 
utterly irrelevant to his storytelling.

“ I don’t see science fiction writers shying 
away from  the grim  and tragic. But I don’t 
think they revel in the horrible. M ost writers 
sim ply go where their stories dem and 
they go. But it is worth noting that during 
pessimistic times m ore writers naturally 
produce pessim istic stories. A s times 
change, that balance naturally shifts along 
with people’s m oods. I consider m yself 
a realistic optimist. The realism  comes 
because I aim  to see the world as it is. I have 
witnessed the absolute worst people can do 
along with am azing acts o f self-sacrifice and 
dignity. A s a  result, I try  to accept and deal 
with the world as it actually exists. But, at 
the end o f the day, I also follow something 
m y grandfather -  not m y science fiction 
collecting grandfather, m y other grandfather 
-  was known for saying. He always said that 

things w ill work o u t.. . i f  you let them. I truly 
believe that. This doesn’t m ean bad things 
won’t happen or that life doesn’t have the 
ability to smash you to pieces. It does. But in 
the end, life goes on and so do we.”
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THE SECRET HISTORY OF FANTASY 
Edited by Peter S. Beagle
Tachyon, 3 7 7 pp, $15 .9 5  tpb

Reviewed by Maureen Kincaid Speller

To title an anthology The Secret History o f  
Fantasy is a bold  m ove, not least because 
I am  not convinced that the h istory o f 
fantasy is so m uch secret as obscure; this is 
a fine distinction, but there is a difference 
nonetheless. In part, it is obscure because 
fantasy is so difficult to define. It is easy 
enough to point to a w ork o f  science fiction 
and label it as such, even when s f com es 
in so m any form s. The science fiction 
genre alm ost invariably retains distinct 
edges; they m ay becom e vague in  places, 
a little scuffed or tram pled down, but it is 
still possible to draw  a w orking division 
between what is science fiction and what 
is not.

W ith fantasy, the task is not so easily 
accom plished. Is it fantasy i f  the story 
rem ains w ithin ‘our’ world, or m ust the 
story be set in a secondary world? Can 
there be free traffic between this w orld and 
that, o r does that underm ine the veracity o f 
the fantasy? M agical realism ? Interstitial? 
The definitions and distinctions pile up 
but never really satisfy, and the argum ents 
continue. Perhaps, and this is the other 
reason w hy I believe the history o f fantasy 
is obscure rather than actually secret, we 
should recognise that there is no single 
evolutionary chronology o f  fantasy.
Instead, it is as though we are engaged in 
an endless process o f  rediscovering stories 
that have always been there, along with a

continual redefining o f  those stories -  to 
the best o f  m y knowledge, urban fantasy 
has been reinvented at least three times 
during the last fo rty years, and looks very  
different to how  I rem em ber it in the 
1980s, and the slipstream /interstitial tango 
continues to provoke argum ent. A nd  over 
all this argum ent loom s the spectre o f 
Tolkien, whose extraordinary narrative,
The Lord o f  the Rings, accidentally created 
a genre.

People either forget or indeed never 
knew  that there was a very  rich seam o f 
the overtly fantastic present in m ainstream  
fiction before Tolkien began publishing. 
After The Lord o f  the Rings becam e widely 
available in paperback editions, publishers 
were keen to exploit this new  reading 
m arket. Ian Ballantine, in partnership 
with the irrepressible Lin Carter, began 
the A dult Fantasy series, which brought 
an eclectic range o f  m aterial from  the likes 
o f  E.R. Eddison, W illiam  M orris and Lord 
D unsany back into print, while introducing 
new  authors such as Katherine Kurtz and 
Peter S. Beagle. They were m arked as being 
‘like Tolkien, w hich they were insofar as 
they also contained elements o f  fantasy.

The A dult Fantasy series was ideal for 
the experim ental reader, but as Peter S. 
Beagle notes, in the introduction to The 

Secret H istory o f  Fantasy, there were those 
w ho sim ply wanted m ore Tolkien rather 
than m ore like Tolkien. He tells the chilling 
story o f  how  Judy-Lynn D el R ey gave him  
the m anuscript o f  The Sw ord o fShannara  
by Terry Brooks, hoping he w ould say a few  
appreciative words about it. Beagle quickly 
realised that Brooks’ novel was a blatant 
rip -o ff o f  Lord o f  the Rings, w hich D el Rey 
acknowledged, saying ‘This one’s for people 
who’ve read the Tolkien book forty times, 
and can’t quite get it up for the forty-first 
-  but they still want the m ixture as before.’ 
A t this point, Beagle suggests, fantasy 
w riting was transform ed into systematic 
production, and irrevocably changed.

The Secret History o f  Fantasy  stands as 
a rem inder that while fantasy is now a 
com m odity, som e writers still write stories 
w hich do not fit the generic template, 
though the m arkets rem ain limited. The 
acknowledgem ents page shows that while 
h alf o f these stories were published in 
genre m agazines, the others appeared in 
a  variety o f  m arkets, reflecting the form er 
eclecticism  o f m ainstream  publications 
where fantasy was concerned.

This collection avoids becom ing an 
exercise in  nostalgia because the stories 
are presented without m uch in the w ay
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o f historical or theoretical positioning. 
Context, such as it is, com es from  articles 
by U rsula K. Le G uin and D avid Hartwell, 
recapitulating the h istory o f  fantasy 
publishing, and the critical reception 
o f fantasy by m ainstream  critics. This is 
fam iliar ground and both essays seem  
slightly detached, perhaps because they 
are reprinted from  elsewhere. I would 
have preferred a m ore direct engagem ent 
between stories and com m entary, 
som ething to develop the argum ent.

Likewise, we learn nothing about the 
authors other than their names. M ost have 
published in genre m arkets; those, like 
Yann M artel, A im ee Bender and T.C. Boyle, 
who are published in the m ainstream  are 
recognised for their offbeat stories. The 
stories do indeed rem ind us that there 
is a greater variety to fantasy than m any 
suppose but there are no surprises for the 
w ide-ranging reader. The stories offer a 
wide range o f subjects and settings, yet 
there are certain sim ilarities. Som ething 

fantastically unquantifiable irrupts in the 
contem porary world (Stephen K ing’s ‘M rs 
Todd’s Shortcut’ falls into this category, 
as does Kij Johnson’s ‘26 M onkeys, Also 
the Abyss’ ) or else a fa iry  tale trope is 
vigorously reworked (Francesca Lia B lock’s 
‘Bones’ and Neil Gaim an’s ‘Snow, Glass, 
Apples’ are two exam ples). W hat all these 
stories have in com m on is a distinctive 
‘tone’. The narration is generally measured; 
the stories themselves are deeply layered 
and open-ended. The reader is given a 
series o f  story pieces (som etim es blatantly, 
as in Steven M illhauser’s ‘The Barnum  
M useum ’, with its distinctly postm odernist 
assem bling o f  observations; som etim es 
m ore subtly, as in Terry Bisson’s ‘Bears 
D iscover Fire’) w hich they must put 
together to produce a story. The narrative 
spreads far beyond the visible w ords on the 
page. Som e m ay suggest that we are now 
talking about ‘literary’ fiction, the place 
where fantasy goes for respectability but 
that is an argum ent for another day.

In the end, The Secret H istory o f  
Fantasy is nothing m ore or less than a 
showcase for a particular k ind o f fantasy, 
which is neither secret nor historical, 

just not im m ediately visible i f  you don’t 
know  where to look. To me, reading the 
collection was rather like catching up 
with a m uch-valued friend. I enjoyed it 
im m ensely, and it is well w orth reading, 
but it confirm ed m y tastes rather than 
challenging them. I hope other readers 
m ay find it eye-opening, inspiring even, 
but I rem ain obscurely disappointed.

MUSIC
FO R A N O TH ER  WORLD
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Strange Fiction
Edited by Mark Harding

MUSIC FOR ANOTHER WORLD 
Edited by Mark Harding
Mutation Press, 27opp, £8 .9 9  pb

Reviewed by Andy Hedgecock

Let m e get right to the point: I don’t 
pop m y cork for every anthology I read, 
but M ark H arding’s m usically themed 
collection is one o f  the m ost exciting and 
original I ’ve read in years.

In a recent review  for B ook Zone 1 
com plained about an editor’s intrusive 
voice and tendency to overload readers 
with inform ation on the editorial process. 
M ark H arding, on the other hand, is 
as chatty as a Trappist. But the lack o f 
blather about principles o f  selection and 
organisation is a deliberate and well judged 
decision. He presents the stories in  three 
loosely them ed ‘acts’ and invites readers 
to infer patterns o f  m eaning and/or motif. 
This gently ludic aspect o f  the book brings 
an additional pleasure: since H arding 
goes to som e trouble to avoid spoiling this 
aspect o f  reader-editor engagem ent, I am  
equally determ ined not to underm ine it 
and w ill discuss selected stories in an order 

unrelated to theme.
It’s invidious to nom inate a stand­

out story but I must: Neil W illiam son’s 
‘Arrhythm ia’ is sheer perfection. Not a 
w ord wasted, but it says everything that 
could be said about m usic’s dim inishing 
potential as a force for liberation and 
the increasingly subtle tools em ployed 
by coercive societies. It’s a beautifully 
concentrated lament for everything we 
lost through the com m odification o f  pop,

rock and, i f  not rebellion itself, then the 
iconography o f  rebellion. Read it and you’ll 
never be able to watch The X  Factor again -  
not even in an ironic way. W illiam son is a 
writer at the height o f his powers.

The tone o f ‘C ow  Lane’ by Chris A m ies 
segues from  frenetic and frightening 
to elegiac and contemplative without 
a single false note. Am ies writes with 
adm irable econom y and portrays to 
perfection the excitement, absurdity and 
grubby pubs o f  the punk era. He reworks 
a traditional theme, bravura artistry with 
an infernal provenance, to celebrate and 
m ourn som ething we’ve  lost -  som ething 
w onderful and terrifying in the shadows 
o f the past. Interzone regular Aliette de 
Bodard is on fine form  with the strange 
and lyrical ‘Silenced Songs’, a tale o f  guilt 
and redemption against the backdrop o f 
im perial war, tyranny and a violent cultural 
purge. Jill Zeller’s ‘Like C lara, in the M ovie 
H eidi’ is haunted by the m usic o f  Franz 
Schubert -  and, perhaps, b y the com poser 
him self. It’s a strange story o f  chronic 
illness, the power o f  art and an elusive 
helper dog. Its events are deeply am biguous 
and it could have ended up being a little 
m awkish i f  Zeller’s w riting wasn’t so 

beautifully controlled. Another outstanding 
contribution is Jim  Steel’s ‘Shostakovich 
Ensem ble, The’. Declaration o f  interest: Jim  
is editor o f  B ook Zone and com m issioner o f 
this review. Steel’s alternate history is related 
through chronological entries in a critical 
discography and reveals a strange and yet 
curiously fam iliar version o f Britain in the 
period 1979-1992. Look out for bizarre walk 
on parts for N orm an Tebbit and Shaking 
Stevens. Funny and disturbing by turn.

The collection offers a host o f  absorbing, 
entertaining and thought provoking 
stories. There’s Tom  Brennan’s ‘Lorna’, 
a touching tale o f  A l-based  SF; Vincent 
Lauzon’s w ry  and inventive ‘Festspeel’, an 
interesting variation on the them e o f self- 
parodic sword and sorcery; and A nd rew  
Hook’s terse but provocative ‘Blue Sky 
W orld’, w hich deftly reworks the trope 
o f a tear in the space-tim e continuum  to 
exam ine the corrosive effect o f geopolitics 
and com m erce on artistic perfection.

There’s no dom inant genre in M usic 
fo r  Another World: jazz jostles with punk, 
rock, classical and strange m usic we have 
yet to hear; there are alternate histories, 
technology-based SF, slipstream, fantasy, 
horror and ghost stories. The dom inant 
m ood is downbeat, but this is an exceptional 
anthology. Ten o f the nineteen stories are 
astonishing; eight are sim ply impressive.
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THE VERY BEST OF CHARLES DE LINT 
Charles de Lint
Tachyon Publications, 4 3 2 pp, $19.95 tpb

Reviewed by Lawrence Osborn

The latest Charles de Lint offering is a 
collection o f  twenty nine short stories 
spanning the past quarter o f  a century 
o f  his w riting career. H is previous short 
story collections have generally been 
at least loosely them atic. This volum e 
is som ething o f  a departure from  that 
approach. Faced with the challenge from  
his publisher to com e up with a collection 
under the heading The Very Best of... de 
Lint apparently turned to his readers, or 
at least those o f  them  who follow  him  on 
FaceBook and M ySpace, and asked them 
to nom inate their favourite stories. W ith a 
few additions to reflect all the styles he has 
written in, this volum e is the result.

The lack o f  a clear them e m akes the 

volum e very  difficult to sum m arise. He 
gives us a handful o f  (m ostly early) stories 
that are set in  a conventional pre-m odern, 
agrarian fantasy land, but the m ajority 
have a m odern urban setting. A nd  m ost o f 
the latter are set in or around Newford, de 
Lint’s m ythical A m erican city where m agic 
is an ever-present i f  unacknowledged 
reality.

I did notice one om ission from  this 
attempt to give a com prehensive survey 
o f  his short story writing. For som e 
reason he chose not to include one o f 
his contributions to Terri W indling’s 
Bordertow n  series. Since they are not 
easy to find these days and de Lints

CC<c

contributions were som e o f the stronger 
stories in the series, that is a pity.

The volum e is a showcase o f  the m any 
virtues o f his writing: strong dialogue (he 
is one o f relatively few  m ale fantasy authors 
w ho is able to produce really believable 
fem ale dialogue), characterisation and 
description; a knack for com bining 
lyricism  with clarity o f  language; an ability 
to expose the m agical hidden w ithin the 
interstices o f  everyday reality; characters 
w ho are searching for som ething m ore 
than the hedonistic pleasures o f  m odern 
m aterialism  but with no guarantee that 
they w ill find what they are looking for, 
certainly no guarantee that they w ill find 
happiness (‘Tim eskip’, ‘In the Pines’).

The collection also serves to showcase 
the diversity o f  his output. It includes 
stories that could be read as bedtim e stories 
for children (‘Pixel Pixies’, ‘M r Truepenny’s 
B ook Em porium  and G allery ’) and stories 
that deal sensitively with adult them es (for 
exam ple his treatm ent o f  child abuse in ‘In 
the House o f  m y Enem y’). There is hum our 
and horror, loss and discovery (usually 
self-discovery).

A nd his choice o f  concluding story 
is interesting. ‘The Fields Beyond the 
Fields’ is by no m eans the strongest story 
in the book. In m any ways, it seems 
a strange w ay to end the collection: a 
rather downbeat, late-night m onologue 
by a w riter w ho is one o f  the recurring 
characters o f  the N ew ford stories. But it 
contains a fascinating m editation on the art 
o f  writing. There is m ore truth here than 
in m any books on writing. A nd  perhaps 
that does m ake it a fitting w ay to end the 
collection.

In The Very Best o f  Charles de L int  we 
have a very  useful one-volum e com pilation 
o f  his short story writing. It is essential 
reading for anyone w ho is new  to de Lint 
or has previously read only his novels.

THE RAGGED MAN 
Tom Lloyd
Gollancz, 5 5 0 pp. £12.99 tpb

Reviewed by Sandy Auden

The Ragged M an  is the fourth instalm ent 
in Tom Lloyd’s epic adventure about 
w arring nations, m eddling gods and 
religious fanaticism . The author has 
created a com plex story, but i f  there is a 
single underlying thread going through 
the length o f  the four books so far, it’s the 
crystal skulls.

These twelve artefacts have a huge power 
that can be w ielded b y the owner. I f  all are 
owned by a single person then the skulls 
becom e m ore than the sum  o f their parts. 
Lord Styrax is hunting dow n each skull in 
turn and taking them  by force, after a god 
told him  it was his destiny. In this volum e, 
Styrax sends his pow erful arm ies to start 
a w ar cam paign and take the crystal skull 
from  King Em in , ru ler o f  a neighbouring 
kingdom . Em in challenges as best he 
can w ith guerrilla style tactics but can’t 
keep Styrax’s troops back. The clim ax 
com es at M oorview  castle with the final 
confrontation for Em in’s crystal skull, but 
can Em in’s m aster plan beat back Styrax’s 
bigger num bers?

W hile Styrax and E m in  go head to head, 
in another country a child called Ruhen 
is planning revenge. Ruhen has already 
been adopted by the Duchess o f Byora but 
he’s really the M ortal-Aspect o f a daem on 
called Azaer, m anipulating those around 
him  to gain m ore power. He’s controlling 
the D uchess and is extending his influence
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by m urdering significant people. His 
cohorts have also infiltrated the H arlequins
-  an organisation o f  storytellers that travel 
the countries entertaining everyone with 

their tales. Ruhen’s spies have twisted som e 
o f the H arlequins stories to include the 
com ing o f  a pow erful boy-child. But others 
are wise to his m achinations and Styrax 
sends a group o f  assassins to term inate the 
daem on and his closest followers. K ing 
Em in  is also aware o f  the child’s actions 
and puts his own w ide-reaching plan into 
action.

O n top o f  all this, the people o f  Farlan 
are struggling with an unwanted ruler 
after Styrax sent Farlan’s previous Lord, 
Isak, to Hell at the end o f book three. Then 
there’s the worshippers o f  Lady Fate, w ho 
are com ing back together after their god 
w as m urdered. There’s also a daring rescue 
to save som eone from  extrem e torture, 
a som eone who w ill go on to becom e a 
crucial part o f  K ing Em in’s arm y; and two 
vam pires are hiding a m agical sword far 

from  pry ing eyes.
So there’s plenty going on in this big 

book but there’s not a page o f  padding. The 
plot m oves quickly and it’s devious and 
intricate and not always obvious. Lloyd 
w ill often add scenes that don’t have a clear 
purpose at the tim e you read them, but 
events are always clarified sooner or later. 
It’s the plot that drives the story forw ard 
rather than the characters and while som e 
o f  those characters are w onderfully realised
-  like the unstable white-eyes, A zaer’s 
dark m enace and the sarcastic and selfish 
Illum ene -  the cast list is so huge that 
m any don’t get the chance to be developed 
very  much. It’s m ore that they are just 
carried along by all the events.

A s well as plotting, Lloyd’s other strength 
is his w orld-building. The visit to Death’s 
halls o f  judgem ent is especially im aginative 
and evocatively described -  a sequence that 
lingers the longest out o f  all the different 
adventures happening in the book.

O verall, The Ragged M an  is a  story about 
people with power wanting m ore power, 

whether they be kings or queens, elected 
rulers or have accepted pow er bestowed 
upon them by a god when they agreed to 
becom e the god’s m ortal em bodim ent. 
There are tim es when it feels like a great 
chess gam e is unfolding before your 
eyes, with a clever interplay between the 
pieces and a hidden long-term  gam e plan. 
It’s been a violent, b loody and carefully 
calculated journey through the first four 
volum es. The fifth and concluding volum e 
is likely to be just as exciting.

THE EVOLUTIONARY VOID 
Peter F. Hamilton
Macmillan, 726pp. £18.99 hb

Reviewed by John Howard

M ost o f  Peter H am ilton’s novels published 
this century belong to the ever more 
sprawling universe o f  the Intersolar 
C om m onw ealth, m ade possible through 
rejuvenation treatm ent and easy interstellar 
travel by FT L  drive and via worm hole. A nd 
within this grow ing galactic conurbation 
there are groupings o f  novels with 
closer links, like streetlights clustered at 
intersections along the dark arterial roads 
o f  the spaceways.

The slim line singleton M isspent Youth, 
set in the m iddle o f this century, laid the 
foundations as a sort o f  prologue before the 
actual prologue. Then some consequences 
developed over a m illennium  later in the 
two Com m onwealth Saga novels, Pandoras 
Star and Judas Unchained. B y then the 
Com m onwealth had com e to consist o f 
hundreds o f planets living under a wide 
variety o f political and econom ic systems, 
but all knitted together by worm holes. But 
threats and terrors still existed, pressing in 
from  the dark or rising from  the deep past; 
and the Com m onwealth was grievously 
damaged. With the Com m onwealth Saga, 
Ham ilton returned to the enorm ous 
widescreen star-spanning m ulti-character- 
viewpoint type o f  novel exem plified b y his 
Night’s Dawn trilogy (1996-99 and over 
3,000 pages in total). A nd  it isn’t irrelevant 
to m ention the sheer physical bulk o f  Peter 
Hamilton’s work: he has becom e renowned

for books that dominate the shelves and 
can induce Stephen K ing Wrist in the 
m ost devoted reader. A  Ham ilton novel 
is truly galaxy-sized: com plexes o f stories 
expanding and barely being held back by 
m ere paper, boards and covers, spaceships 
and stars weighing down and soaring free. 
Peter Ham ilton is Edm ond Ham ilton cubed. 
Like Edm ond, Peter enjoys his universe: 
‘Have you ever tried m oving a  planet?’ ‘No, 
but I know  a m an who probably can.’

A nd then the Void Trilogy began to 
com e into view, a new  suburb tw inkling 
in the galactic shadows. These are m ore 
huge books, set further on down the road 
in an older (but not wiser) and expanded 
Greater Com m onwealth. The first part,

The D ream ing Void, was published in 
2007; The Temporal Void followed a year 
later. It is confirm ed that som ething lurks 
gigantically at the centre o f  our galaxy: not 
a superm assive black hole but an artificial 
construct, possibly a self-contained 
universe put there aeons ago by beings 
unknown. Ever since, this -  the Void -  has 
barely been stopped from  expanding too 
m uch and consum ing all o f the other stars 
o f  the galactic core. Enter a Com m onwealth 
citizen, Inigo, who has started to dream  
o f  lives o f others being lived inside the 
Void. But the dream s are m ore like a sort 
o f  cosm ic The Truman Show, and inspire 
m illions o f  followers to plan a voyage to 
the Void to enter and experience it for 
themselves. But others fear that the success 
o f such a pilgrim age w ill cause the Void to 
expand catastrophically, and to destroy the 
entire galaxy. They are determ ined to do 
anything to prevent the arm ada reaching its 
goal. Such are the basics.

A nd  then Ham ilton said, Let there be the 
third part. A nd  there was The Evolutionary  
Void. The huge cast continues to talk, fight, 
plot, love and hate like the networked 
m em bers o f  the enorm ous extended 
fam ily they have essentially becom e over 
the centuries. The Void is where they 
w ish to fulfil their wildest expectations o f 
accelerated evolution, or where they w ill 
lead the galaxy into its obliteration -  or 
not. In the closing pages there is a headlong 
rush down the hill to where those inside 
the Void and the Com m onw ealth universe 
outside it com e to realise what the Void’s 
enigm a means. There are the satisfying 
em braces o f  hom ecom ings and departures, 
and a resum ption o f  business m uch as 
usual. It’s quite hard w ork  for all concerned, 
but also trem endous fun. I look forw ard to 
the next tim e Peter Ham ilton unfurls the 
map and sets out on a new journey.
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THE NEMESIS LIST 
R J .  Frith
Tor, 384PP, £16.99 hb

Reviewed by Paul F. Cockburn

In our X -Factor  era o f ‘dream  com e true’ 
careers and supernova celebrity, it’s hardly 
surprising that som eone would eventually 
set up an SF novel w riting com petition. 
W hen it cam e, the punningly titled W ar o f 
the W ords actually had som e street cred: 
the support o f  a m ajor SF im print, Tor U K, 
as well as plenty o f publicity from  those 
nice fo lk at SciFiNow .

Now, let’s be clear about this: I didn’t 
enter W ar o f  the W ords and I had no 
intention o f  entering War o f the Words.
So there’s no vinegar w ine involved when 
I write that I found this com petition­
w inning novel -  described by the 
publishers as a  ‘rip-roaring, com m ercial, 
character-driven space opera’ -  utterly 
underw helm ing. In fact, it required a 
genuine effort on m y part to reach the 

end, only to d iscover that, in this day and 
age, it wasn’t actually The E nd and that, 
w orryingly, at least one sequel is on the 
publisher’s schedule.

The lesson from  all talent shows is that, 
while they can certainly ‘discover’ genuine 

talent, m ost w inners are nothing m ore than 
the best o f  a m ediocre bunch, destined 
for the briefest o f  days in the sun. Let’s 
just say that R.J. Frith is no Isaac Asim ov, 

no D ouglas Adam s, to paraphrase the 
com petition PR. W hich raises the w orrying 
question: just how  ultim ately dull were the 
rest o f  the entries?

A s w ith any other first tim e writer, Tor 
U K  are naturally keen to signpost the kind 
o f  book lurking behind the nice-enough 
spaceship adorned cover. They nam e check 
both Battlestar Galactica (the rem ake, 
presum ably) and G ary  Gibson’s Shoal 
series. Frankly, Frith gains little from  the 
com parisons, as it sim ply highlight’s the 
novel’s unnecessarily labyrinthine story 
and its over-reliance on dialogue w hich -  
unlike in G ary  Gibson’s w ork -  lacks voice 
and distinction.

N or does it help the cohesion o f  the 
book that Frith splits his protagonist role 
in  two: on the one hand we have Jones, the 
erratic and potentially m urderous result o f 
illegal scientific experim ents; on the other, 
there’s form er space squaddie-turned ship 
captain Frank Pak. I f  Jones has unfulfilled 
potential as an utterly unreliable narrator, 
he’s sunk by the w orld-w eary Frank, a less 
than convincing leader o f  a crew  o f  utterly 
forgettable rejects from  SF Central Casting.

This is at heart a chase story, but it’s 
an unrelenting Benny H ill chase m inus 
the girls, the sm all bald m an, the m usic 
and indeed the hum our. A nd  B enny 
Hill, o f  course. We’re constantly told -  in 
som ewhat plodding, repetitive prose -  that 
Jones is an extrem ely valuable individual, 
but we’re seldom  ever shown w hy he’s 
wanted beyond his initial good looks that 
quickly fade as the story progresses. Tim e 
and again we’re rem inded that he’s wanted 
by the sadly all-too-predictably dictatorial 
Earth G overnm ent -  which, incidentally, 
we’re expected to believe can rigid ly control 
all scientific research am ong a hum an race 
now spreading out am ong the stars. There’s 
also a rum oured rebellion grow ing am ong 
the ‘outer rim ’. Yet it’s difficult on occasions 
to believe Jones is anything m ore than an 
annoying poor little rich boy.

But that’s the case with alm ost all the 
characters in the book, newspaper-thin 
constructs w hich turn out to be even 
shallower than you  thought when they pull 
o ff one m ask after another in the course o f 
a plot that rolls on regardless. C ontrary  to 
what Frith m ight think, ensuring that every 
character turns out to be a lying, conniving 
and generally unscrupulous individual isn’t 
actually the clever or proper w ay to build 
a com plex plot full o f  twists and turns that 
engage and surprise the reader. Like any 
literary technique, when done ad  nauseum , 
it easily loses its power.

That such a poor novel was capable o f 
w inning a m ajor com petition suggests that 
the readers o f  SciFiN ow  are probably not 
writers.

EMPRESS OF ETERNITY 
LE Modesitt, Jr
Tor, 352PP, $25.99 hb

Reviewed by Ian Sales

LE M odesitt, Jr is a bulwark o f  genre 
fiction in the U S. H e stands, legs apart, 
one hand against the w all o f  fantasy, 
the other hand pressed against science 
fiction. Like the m an, his novels, often 
the size o f  sm all buildings, straddle both 
genres. It’s an appropriate conceit, since 
M odesitt’s latest, Empress o f  Eternity, has 
an architectural feature at its core. A  canal. 
This C anal is on a w orld the blurb calls 
“Earth”  but the story itself does not. It is 
m ade o f  som e indestructible material.
N o one knows anything about it. Three 
narratives describe the events surrounding 
three groups o f  people from  three different 
eras, each o f  w hich is researching the 
m ysterious C anal. According to the 
blurb, these narratives are set hundreds o f 
thousands o f  years apart, but there is no 
indication o f  this in  the text as each uses 
entirely different calendars.

Lord M aertyn is a scientist and m inor 
m inisterial functionary in the U nity o f 
Caelaarn. He and his w ife M aarlyna, w ho is 
recovering from  an illness, are researching 
the Canal. But there is a pow er struggle 
occurring back in the capital, and M aertyn 
becom es em broiled in it when his m inister 
asks him  to fill in for an absent assistant 
minister. Faelyna and Eltyn are also 
researching the Canal, but they are doing 
so for the Ruche. However, there is a coup 
am ong the rulers o f the Ruche -  the Fifty
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becom es the Twenty -  and this is followed 
by a brutal cam paign o f  brainwashing. 
Faelyna and Eltyn resist. D uhlye and 
H elkyria are researching the Canal for 
the Vaniran Hegemony. But the V anir are 
under attack by the Aesyr, who, despite 
m em bers o f  the Vaniran Hegemony, 
appear to be racially different and also 
possess their own arm ed forces. The A esyr 
also have a weapon, the Hammer, which 
they threaten to use unless the Vanirans 
reveal what they have discovered about the 
Canal.

These three stories seem to follow  the 
sam e plot before abruptly, and solely due 
to authorial handwaving, becom ing linked. 
M aarlyna becom es the title character, 
and the A esyr provide a direct threat to 
the universe o f  the b o o k .. .but the Ruche 
narrative is entirely superfluous. It neither 
im pacts the resolution, nor assists in 
explaining it. In fact, very  little o f  any o f 
the three worlds is explained -  the reader 
has to guess the relationship between the 
Vanir and Aesyr, for exam ple. It makes 
for a frustrating read. Further, characters 
lecture each other on assorted subjects, 
none o f  which sound rem otely plausible. 
The description o f the H am m ers workings 
are the worst kind o f technobabble; as 
indeed are the w orkings o f  the Canal. 
W hich is, in fact, a bridge through time. 
M odesitt proffers an explanation, but 
it confuses a philosophy o f  tim e with 
physics. M odesitt also presents events or 
situations to illustrate p o in ts...o n ly  to have 
a character then explain what has just been 
illustrated. The prose, too, is peculiar, and 
padded out with stylistic niggles which 
render sentences clum sy: “he sm oothed his 
hair, short as it was”, “he carried but a bag”. 
That “as it was” is appended unnecessarily 
to sentences throughout the story; that 
inserted “ but” appears on alm ost every 
page. The Ruche have “ bio-orbs”, not eyes; 
they perform  “calcjections”, w hich sound 
vaguely rude.

Empress o f  Eternity  is a novel light on 
sense. This m ay well be because som ewhere 
w ithin its pages a short story has been 
strapped dow n and forcibly fed a pottage 
o f  words in order to bulk it up to novel 
length. It’s rem arkable for the num ber o f 
scenes in it w hich neither advance the plot 
nor explain the w orld. The end result is 
som e sort o f  van  Vogtian nonsense put in 
service o f  a plot which has no beginning 

or m iddle, and yet stumbles to an end. Van 
Vogt’s cliff-hangers, however, m ade his 
novels pacey reads. That’s m ore than can be 
said o f  Empress o f  Eternity.

( I  .

IAIN M.
B A N K S

SURFACE ’bETA IL

SURFACE DETAIL 
lain M. Banks
Orbit, 640pp. £18.99 hb

Reviewed by Paul Kincaid

Silent film s tended to open with a circle 
showing the hero, the circle w idened 
to include the heroine, then drew  out 
com pletely to show the circum stance in 
w hich they find themselves.

Iain M . Banks’s space operas are prone 
to begin in an equivalent fashion. Start 
with sm all scale tight focus on som ething 
personal: a girl, Lededje, w ho is m aking 
another attempt to flee her master,
Veppers, only to be caught and stabbed 
to death. The picture w idens: a soldier, 
Vatueil, a hapless grunt in apparently 
m edieval w arfare that w ill inevitably kill 
him . N ow  we w iden to an overtly space 
operatic scenario, as Y im e N sokyi realises 
she is the last defence in an overw helm ing 
attack upon her Orbital Hub. Finally, 
because this is, after all, Banks, there is an 
additional baroque twist as tw o strange 
creatures, Prin  and Chay, attempt to escape 
from  Hell.

O nly now  has enough been established 
for us to start upon the story proper.

Lededje is unexpectedly reborn aboard 
the G eneral System s Vehicle Sense A m id  
Madness, Wit A m idst Folly, and starts to 
plot how  she can return hom e for revenge.

Vatueil is a soldier in a digital w ar who 
w ill fight his w ay through m any different 
scenarios as he rises through the ranks.

Y im e is an agent for the Culture 
organisation Quietus w ho is recalled from

her sim ulated exercise to be sent on a vital 
m ission.

A nd  Prin  has to leave his lover behind in 
Hell in order to m ake his escape, so he can 
present evidence to turn public opinion in 
their civilisation against the m aintenance 
o f  Hell.

Like recent Culture novels, such as Look  
to W indw ard  and M atter, Surface D etail 

is largely and centrally about death. By 
w hich I don’t m ean sim ply killing people, 
though there is m ore than enough o f  that 
in this novel. A s in m uch contem porary 
space opera, death has ceased to be an 
im m ediate concern for m ost people 
since they live extended lives and their 

personalities are stored so they can be 
revived w henever needed. But death is, 
still, an event in life, and it seem s to have 
com e increasingly to concern Banks. Here, 
for instance, w e see people dying and 
being reborn, we see people occupying 
w ild ly different bodies in  sim ulation after 
sim ulation as the various bodies are killed, 
and above all w e see Hell.

M any o f  the civilisations that m ake up 
the universe retain a b elie f in an afterlife, 
in particular they have a b elie f in a form  
o f  Hell, and so they have constructed 
sim ulations stuffed full o f the m ost sadistic 
tortures they can im agine to w hich their 

dead are consigned. H ell has becom e a 
fault line about w hich civilisation has 
divided, and so acute have these divisions 
becom e that the various societies have 
agreed to stage a sim ulated w ar between 
the pro and anti-Hell forces, the result 
o f w hich w ill decide whether Hells are 
to be elim inated across the universe. 
Unfortunately, that sim ulated w ar now 
threatens to break out into the Real. A nd 
the am oral entrepreneur Veppers is central 
to the whole issue.

This is pretty m uch what we have com e 
to expect o f  Banks b y now. B ig set-piece 
battles, spectacle handled with insouciant 
ease, m ordant hum our particularly from  
the im m ense Culture ships that have 
becom e alm ost a parody o f  them selves, a 
queasy fascination with pain and brutality 
that is never quite off-set by the liberal 
m orality that w ins through in the end, and 
above all an easy readability. M ost scenes 
go on a little too long (a besetting sin since 
C onsider Phlebas), w hich m eans that at 
well over 600 pages this is a chunkier book 
that it really needs to be. N evertheless it is 
a book you find you rself racing through 
as incident piles on incident, so I don’t 
im agine anyone is going to com plain too 
m uch about that.
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LOOK AT THE BIRDIE 
KurtVonnegut
Vintage, 272pp. £8.99 pb

Reviewed by Jack Deighton

This is a collection o f  fiction plus one 
letter o f  “sententious crap” unpublished in 
Vonnegut’s lifetime. The stories appear to 
have been written for the m ost part in the 
1950s; one even m entions K ing Farouk. 
Sparingly interspersed through the book 
are Vonnegut’s own illustrations in  his naive 
style. They too appear o f 1950s vintage 
though their copyright dates are m uch later.

Throughout, Vonnegut’s tendency to 
nam e his characters strikingly is to the 
fore: Ernest Groper, K  H ollom on Weems, 
Felix Karadubian. Vonnegut’s characteristic 
d ry  style is also evident. Fie seem s to have 
found his voice early. Though he m ade his 
nam e w riting SF, before later disclaim ing 
it, m ost o f  the tales here are devoid o f 
speculative content.

The two stories that m ight vaguely be 
called SF are ‘C onfido’ and ‘The Petrified 
Ants’. In the first an earpiece designed 
to m ake people happy is “a com bination 

o f  confidant and a household pet”  but 
w hispers only the worst o f  others. The 
second is set in the Erzgebirge m ountains 

in  Soviet era C zechoslovakia where some 
new ly uncovered fossils reveal ants once 
behaved individualistically. The revelation 
o f their change to collectivity is hurried, 
though, and stretches credibility. The 
story is fun but too heavy-handed in its 
allegorisation o f  Soviet society.

As to the rest o f  the fiction, ‘FU B A R ’

is a gentle but utterly conventional story 
in which a crabbed bureaucrat begins to 
awaken to the possibility o f  a different kind 
o f life when a new ly trained young secretary 
is assigned to him . The 1950s am bience here 
is revealed b y  the F  in F U B A R  standing for 
‘fouled’ rather than anything m ore demotic.

‘Shout About it From  the Housetops’ 
exam ines the deleterious consequences 
o f  publishing a novel w hose characters 
are based on barely disguised neighbours, 
friends and the author’s spouse.

The two-part ‘Ed  Luby’s K ey Club’ deals 
with H arve Elliot, who, along with his wife 

Claire, witnesses a m urder b y the local gang 
boss. Both are then accused o f it themselves. 
In the second part H arve alone escapes 
from  custody and attempts to vindicate 
him self. The story’s conclusion, while 
worthy, is perhaps a  little too complacent.

‘A  Song for Selma’ tells how  people’s 
aspirations can be transform ed, for good or 
ill, by their expectations o f  them selves as 
m ediated through those o f others.

In ‘Hall o f  M irrors’ a hypnotist uses his 
powers to evade the police when they come 
to investigate the disappearances o f  his 
wealthy wom en clients. ‘Hello, Red’ is the 
story o f  a bitter wandering sailor’s return to 
his hom e town to try  to claim  guardianship 
o f  the distinctively flam e haired daughter 
he fathered before his first trip  abroad, and 
o f her reaction to him .

‘Little D rops o f  W ater’ concerns the 
subtle strategy em ployed by one form er 
conquest to gain her revenge after being 
dum ped by a confirm ed ladies’ m an 
o f  fixed habits. In ‘Look at the Birdie’ 
an encounter in a bar w ith a disgraced 
form er psychiatrist w ho insists his wife 
photographs the narrator leads to a 
dem and that can’t be refused.

‘K ing and Q ueen o f  the Universe’ has 
a very  well to do teenaged couple in the 
D epression era on their w ay hom e from  a 
party com e face to face with the harsher 
realities o f less privileged lives.

‘The G ood  Explainer’ is the doctor 
to whom  a m an and wife travel from  
C incinnati to Chicago in  order to have the 
reasons for their childlessness laid bare.

W hile all the stories in  the book are 
never less than readable, they do not 
represent Vonnegut at his best. A m ong 
other faults they are too often prefaced by 
a b rie f paragraph or two o f scene setting 
w hich are told to, rather than unfolded for, 

us and there is a tendency to repetition o f 
such things as job  titles.

Recom m ended to Vonnegut com pletists 
but not as an introduction to his work.

MUTANT
POPCORN
NICK LOWE
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The revelation o f the rebuilt Metropolis 
is how  little sense it ever m ade. A ll 
m odern restoration has been directed at 
reconstructing the long version shown 
in the abortive 1927 Berlin first run, 
o f w hich the various provincial and 
international releases were drastically 
abbreviated versions based on C hanning 
Pollock’s radical U S recut, w hich for 
the next half-century w ould be the only 
one seen by audiences. Pollock’s version 
took enthusiastic liberties with plot and 
m otivation o f  a kind only possible in  silent 
cinem a, recom posing entire relationships 
and m otivations by reassem bling 
sequences w ith a new  set o f  title cards. 
Here Lang’s one big m istake in his attempt 
to crack the international m arket had 
been to inscribe the nam e o f  Rotwang 
and Frederson’s lost love Hel, who died 
giving birth to Freder, on the pedestal o f 
her m onum ental bust. Pollock, judging 
that A m erican audiences would sim ply 
fall about at the nam e Hel, felt com pelled 

to excise all trace o f  this pivotal character, 
and to com e up with fairly desperate new 
rationales for the relationship between 
Frederson and Rotwang, and for Rotwang’s 
adventures in robotics, his connivance in

the city’s doom , and his final crazed pursuit 
o f  M aria -  in the process losing the film’s 
bizarre reflection o f  its m akers’ own lives, 
since Lang’s first w ife Lisa Rosenthal had 
killed herself in 1921 over his affair with 
M etropolis co-w riter Thea von  H arbou, 
who then divorced R u d olf K lein-Rogge to 
m arry Lang herself, on ly fo r Lang then to 
cast K lein-Rogge in the role o f  Rotwang.

O ver the last th irty years the film has 
been grow ing back b y  increm ents in  a 
series o f  restorations and reconstructions 
from  new ly available material. G iorgio 
M oroder s extraordinary 1984 disco rem ix, 
w hich subjected the existing footage to a 
kind o f retroim position o f the rival film 
gram m ar o f  Eisenstein and Hitchcock 
(both o f  w hom  had visited Lang’s set), was 
also m odern audiences’ first sensational 
sight o f  the robot M aria’s erotic cabaret 
turn. But though the storyline has long 
been reasonably well understood from  
von H arbou’s 1926 novelisation and the 
thousand annotated cues in Gottfried 
H uppertz’ orchestral score, supplem ented 
over the years b y  the original intertitles, 
production stills, and an early draff o f  the 
script, all known prints still derived from  
the later shortened versions o f  the barely- 
seen original Berlin cut. That changed at 
last with the 2008 discovery o f  a 16m m  
print o f  the original A rgentine version, 
w hich has now  been painstakingly cleaned 
up and collated w ith the 2002 digital 
com posite o f  fifteen key archive prints, 
som etim es adding a tiny few  fram es to 
an existing sequence, but in som e places 
restoring entire plot strands lost for a 
lifetim e. M ost o f the new  running tim e is 
actually spent in a catacom bs o f  networked 
subplots centring on the supporting 

trio o f  the Thin M an/“Slim ”, Frederson’s 
sinister fixer; G eorgy/118 11, the w orker 
w ho switches places with Freder; and 
Josaphat, the sacked underling Freder 
rescues from  suicide to becom e his loyal 
sidekick. The Argentine footage is still 
p ain fu lly distressed, w ith significant loss o f 
fram e edges and resolution, and we’re still 
m issing Freder’s vision in the cathedral and 
the fight between Frederson and Rotwang 
that allows M aria to escape; but there’s 
a m uch longer version o f  the clim actic 
rescue o f  the children from  the flooded 
undercity, and m ost o f  G eorgy ’s am azing 
taxi dream -journey is there, w ith its 
hallucinatory intoxication with the sensual 

onslaught o f  elite consum ption. The biggest 
surprise is that Joh Frederson’s m otivation 
for fom enting the w orkers’ uprising, even 
after his showdown w ith Rotwang, m akes

no m ore sense than it ever did. A  single 
title card explains that he seeks an excuse 
to suppress the w orkers b y force; but the 
novel m akes it an attempt to w in his son 
back to his side, and it seem s clear that on 
this and other key points von H arbou and 
Lang never really worked out an intelligible 
structure o f  m otivation.

Yet it’s clearer than ever from  the 2010  
restoration that this very  incoherence is 
part o f  the film’s enduring greatness. That 
it’s still up there with 2001 as cinem a’s 
suprem e achievem ent in the genre rests 
on three things above all. O ne is sim ply 
that that nobody w orking on it had 
any rem otely reasonable sense o f  the 
technically im possible, and the brilliance o f 
the design and special effects -  especially 
Eugen Schufftan’s optical com positing o f 
live action with m iniature sets -  are such 
that som e shots still defy  any intuitive 
understanding o f  how  they were achieved, 
and boggle im agining once you find out. 
A nother is the astonishing perform ance 
o f the seventeen-year-old Brigitte Helm, 
still com pletely spellbinding in her three- 
in-one role as the iconic triple goddess o f 
virgin, whore, and m achine. (Helm  slipped 
out o f the business, and Germ any, early as 
Goebbels m uscled in, and lived on quietly 
in Switzerland till 1996.) But the expanded 
version m akes it clearer than ever that the 
film’s greatest asset is the very  incoherence 
and politico-technocratic in fantility that 
so outraged Wells -  w ho spotted, correctly, 
that von H arbou had been m ugging up 
his ow n When the Sleeper Wakes and 
taken from  it a little m ore inspiration than 
was entirely decent. Its th ird-w ay m antra 
(“M ittler zwischen H ird und H anden mufit 
die Herz sein” ) m ade no recognisable 
political sense then, unless perhaps as a 
snapshot o f  the contem porary struggle 
between com m unism  and fascism  for 
the soul o f  twentieth-century socialism , 
and m akes even less now ; it’s a film  that 
presents an unrivalled visual m odel o f 
the m odernist industrial m achine, but 
is com pletely unable to explain how  it 
can ever w ork econom ically, politically, 
or technically. A s a result, M etropolis 
has always transcended the political 
understanding o f  any real-w orld time 
and place. Five years later, w ith the m uch 
m ore conventionally science-fictional 
Frau im M o n d  behind them , Lang and von 
H arbou parted w ays, she into the em brace 
o f National Socialism  and he into exile in 
Paris and Am erica. Neither would hit the 
heights o f  their collaboration again; but 
then nor would anyone else.
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M etropolis’ tow eringly verticalised 
narrative universe m akes it alm ost 
incidentally one o f  the great elevator 
m ovies, though unusual in being a lift film 
without doors -  its transitions between 
social and narrative levels from  catacom bs 
to eyrie negotiated prim arily by the 
paternoster lifts with w hich von H arbou 
was so curiously obsessed, and w hich 
com e particularly into their own in an 
astonishing restored sequence where the 
hero jum ps into one life just as his pursuer 
arrives from  the one next door, with a 
stream  o f bem used strangers passing the 
scene up and dow n on neighbouring tiers.

(In von H arbou’s own novelisation, the 
clocklike m achine that Freder operates in 
the depths is nothing less than the driving 
m echanism  o f  the Babelturm s paternoster 
itself.) Lifts have always been w onderful 
gifts to cinem a: a confined, windowless 
space that shuts things in and out as it 
navigates invisibly between different and 
never-predictable story environm ents, w ith 
invaluable illum inated displays o f  where 
we are in the story, and with the whole 
m echanism  suspended by a steel thread in 

an action space over a perilous void. N ow  
the poetics o f this resilient plot m achine 
are explored further in locked-elevator 
supernatural w hodunnit Devil, billed 
as com ing “ from  the m ind o f M . Night 
Shyam alan”, w hich in this case m eans a 14- 
page treatment about a group o f  strangers 
stuck in a lift and getting picked o ff one at a 
tim e by a disguised Satan. But the m ind o f 
Night is a fairly  confined space in itself, and 
his slim  contribution has im printed some 
distinctive N ightly quirks on an otherwise 
form ulaic film . The whole plot is fram ed 
ad hoc as a  cum bersom e preexistent

m ythology: “M y m others story would 
always begin the sam e way, with a suicide 
preparing the w ay for the devil’s arrival, 
and it w ould always end the sam e way, with 
the death o f  all those trapped ... In the 
story, m en w ould always try  to fight him  
with force .. .  He always kills the last victim  
in front o f  the person they love most, to 
m ake cynics o f  us all.”  This fixation with 
lore-m aking and casualness with the 
m achinery o f  plotting is m erely typical; 
but what’s rather m ore unsettling about 
D evil is that all the incarcerated sinners are 
dam ned for com parative m isdem eanours 
with no possibility o f  redem ption, despite 
what in som e cases appear to have been 
successful struggles to turn their lives 
around. There’s a scam m er, a petty thief, a 
liar, an ex-con, a h it-and-run drink-driver, 

but no big-league m onsters: no m urderers, 
w ar crim inals, sex traffickers, financial 
fraudsters, child abusers, and you  can’t 
help feeling that a devil w orth being scared 
o f being trapped in a lift with would have 
bigger fish to fry  in their own bubbling fat 
for all eternity.

A  different kind o f  judgm ent is the theme 
o f The Death and Life of Charlie St 
Cloud, w hich reunites Z ac Efron  with 
his 17  Again  director Burt Steers for an 

adaptation o f  Ben Sherw ood’s supernatural 
rom ance about a cem etery attendant who 
can talk to the dead after being defibrillated 
back from  the other side follow ing the 

crash that killed his beloved kid brother, 
and w ho now faces the agonising choice 
between a needy sibling w ho rem ains the 
same annoying age forever and a super

hot sporty chick who is com pletely up 
for being boned senseless am ong the 
headstones. W ill Z ac be able to put his 
guilt and bereavem ent behind him ? Take 
a w ild  guess. The novel is one o f  those 
trick texts soundtracked by the tinkle o f 
belatedly-dropping pennies as to which 
characters are dead, including the narrator 
(who is R ay Liotta’s character, not Z ac ’s, 
in case this whiffs o f  spoiler). But it’s a 
tougher routine to pull o ff on film , as 
every single person w atching this has seen 
The Sixth Sense and not a few  o f them  
have seen Just Like H eaven, after which 
there’s not much to surprise anyone in 
the lim ited repertoire o f  twists available 
here -  unless it’s the effortless dispatch 
w ith w hich K im  Basinger’s bereaved m om  
is dism issed from  the film, from  Z ac ’s 
concern, and from  ours. (“She’s moved 
to Portland.” ) The novel, w hich bases its 
eschatology on the w ork o f  British m edium  
R osem ary Altea, has a queasy religiosity 
that the film has tried to tone down, but 
at the cost o f leaving a lot o f  the rationale 
underexplained; and the carefully realised 
Massachussetts setting has flipped coasts 
for what appear to be no m ore than 
budgetary reasons, unless it’s that the same 
locations have already been used to rather 
unbeatable effect in K athryn Bigelow ’s film 
o f  The Weight o f  Water.

D ead siblings continue to haunt the 
living w orld  in G aspar N oe’s Enter the 
Void, w hich unleashes a broadside on 
the senses and sensibilities alike in a 
Tokyo-set tale o f  a feckless A m erican 
lowlife’s death in a drug deal gone w rong 
and his posthum ous jou rn ey  through his 
own life and the loveless bones o f  those 
his death has wrecked. M ost o f  the film 
is shot from  his passive, powerless, yet 
horribly om niscient overhead PoV, with 
particularly voyeuristic attention to the 
very  private life o f  his dam aged orphan 
sister Paz de la H uerta as she drifts 
through a series o f  variously unwatchable 
encounters with the sleazier side o f  gaijin 
survival in an alien m etropolis. G rim , 
garish, and squirm ingly exploitative o f 
a very  brave and cooperative leading 
lady, it’s one o f  the m ost uncom fortable 
reflections since Peeping Tom on the 
cam era’s pim p role as gatekeeper between 
punters and product, as we watch with the 
helpless eyes o f  the dead as broken lives 
try  to repair them selves. But the narrative 
is lam inated by long pacebreaking soul- 
flyovers between scenes, and after a while 
you  com e to dread the appearance o f 
yet another rooftop transition sequence 
alm ost as m uch as you dread another 
hour o f  this eye-raping, b iliously lingering 
spectacle.
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Charlie St C loud’s N D E-acquired gift o f 
jaw ing with the dead is shared by Josh 
Brolin’s bounty-hunting gunslinger in 
Jonah Hex, a curious attempt to do 
som ething contem porary with the fairly 
sham bolic h istory o f  D C s  long-running 
western title and its C iv il W ar roots. Its 
Neveldine/Taylor screenplay begins with 
a fairly standard sequence involving 
falling o ff roofs into horsetroughs, but 
branches out to reim agine Jonah as a 
steam punk gun-for-hire in the postwar 
South, supernaturally endowed with the

Rather m ore contem porary gam eplay is 
packed into the seasons m ost credible 
com ic adaptation, Scott Pilgrim vs 
the World, which m ixes dow n Bryan 
Lee O’M alley’s six-volum e slacker epic 
o f  tessellated love triangles and reality- 
heightened fantasy com bat into a poptastic 
live-action single download. The script 
has grown with the series like a very  slow

useful pow er to extract backstory from  
the dead, and enlisted here by President 
G rant to prevent disaffected anti-Unionist 
John M alkovich’s anarchist attack on the 
Centennial celebrations with a period 
superweapon. (“ The M exican slaves 
had a nam e for him: terrorista") The 
distinction between this and Jonah’s own 
m urky history o f  dubious allegiances is 
sm oothed out into a suitably all-A m erican 
antagonism  to state and ideology: “ The 
only reason you fought for the South 
is you didn’t like being told what to do 
b y the governm ent. You never believed 
in  secession, and you never believed in 
slavery neither.” Still, at least he believes 
in revenge, w hich is just about enough to 
keep the film  afloat, even i f  the vintage 
technology som etim es lets its aspirations 
dow n a bit -  as in the attempt to make 
telegraph m essaging satisfy 21st-century 
standards o f  dram atic urgency (“Send 
everything you got or thousands will 
die stop” ). Early drafts tried to make 
som ething o f Jonah’s extensive com ics 
m ythos by feeding bits o f  his back- 
continuity piecem eal into the narrative; but 
the final version has dum ped all that in an 
unm arked grave in  the credits, and fused 
two characters from  canon in  the person 
o f  M egan Fox in a corset with a three-inch 
waist. A t one stage they were going to kill 
her off; you rather suspect that not going 
there was the one reason the film got made.

version o f  the Kick-Ass process, w ith only 
one volum e out at the tim e o f  the first 
draft and the finale com pleted after the 
film had shot, so that the film  starts out 
tracking the books w ith fanboy fidelity 
but pulls significantly away by the end. A 
trium phantly m iscast M ichael C era plays 
Scott as a further version o f  the screen 
avatar people pay him  to do when they cast 
M ichael C era, one o f  those actors w hose 
career is based on playing a persona over 
and over to w hom  the real actor bears no 
resem blance whatever. It’s possible for the 
first tim e to see what Edgar W right’s fellow 
directors see in this clearly rather peculiar 
talent, as for the first tim e in his interesting 
career he encounters a proper budget and 
proper actors, who testify bem usedly to 
his control-freak com ic beatcounting and 
instructions on when to snap their eyes to 
the left. But the w hole th ing is im possibly 
bright and bouncy, and m ore or less 
irresistible to shallow, superficial teens o f 
all ages.

The Hole is an older-school teen fantasy 
that m arks the return o f  the beloved Joe 
Dante to his old hom e tu rf o f  fam ily- 
oriented sm alltown horror, but now in 
3D. C ertain ly it’s hard to think o f a better- 
qualified veteran to be given a crack at the 
technology, given his infectious nostalgia 
(m ost visib ly in  his W illiam  Castle hom age 
M atinee) for the original 3D era o f  his 
fifties childhood and the lost ways o f 
film going that bonded its com m unities, 
and his own professional roots in the 
playful horror genres that sustained the 
b rie f second 3D  boom  o f the 80s. The 
Hole opens in fam iliar territory w ith Chris 
M assoglia’s fam ily grudgingly transplanted 
from  Brooklyn to sm alltown “ Bensonville”, 
where the pizza delivery guy is D ick  M iller 
and their new  cellar has a portal in the 
floor to a fathom less pit o f nightm are that 
unleashes a series o f  rather hit-and-m iss 
set pieces en route to the inevitable clim ax 
where our hero has to descend in person 

to the bottom  o f the bottom less to face his 
dem ons and harrow  the lim bo that seeks 
to hold him  and his. Last tim e we saw this 
film  there w as a lift to m ake this descent 
in and a top you could spin to tell; but in 
Dante’s underworld, there is no stair and 
you m ust throw  you rse lf in. The first h a lf 
is pretty solid, up to the point where the 
nature o f the pit-thing clarifies; thereafter 
it’s a bit o f  a plod, w ith an aw kw ard m ix 
o f frights targeted at different age bands, 
and a lazy and overfam iliar solution to its 
m ysteries that substitutes character arc for 
real Lovecraftian frisson.
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O ver in  toontown, U niversal lands on 
the 3D  fam ily-anim ation bandwagon 
with a m ighty axle-bending thum p in 
the French-anim ated Despicable Me, 
w hich sees Steve C arell’s soft-centred 
supervillain unm anned by a trio o f  big- 
eyed orphan sisters w ho seem  cloned 
from  Monsters, Inc.’s Boo, and who 
derail his plan to shrink-ray the m oon 
as overcom pensation for his m others 
em otional parsim ony and inattention, 
while drawing out his untapped powers 
as a stay-at-hom e superdad. A t the end 
he writes his entire character arc into a 
bedtim e picture book: “One little unicorn, 
strong and free / Thought he w as happy 
as can be. / Then three little kittens cam e 
around / and turned his life upside down.
/ They m ade him  laugh, they m ade him  
cry; / he knew  he never should have said 
goodbye. / A nd  now  he knows he can 
never part / from  those three little kittens 
that changed his heart.”  Aww. M ade with 
one bloodshot eye on the infant m arket, 
it’s populated by adorable supporting 
character designs and centred on potent 
them es o f  parental love and security -  
though there’s a thoroughly reprehensible 
villainisation o f  professional carers and a 
depressing erasure o f  any positive concept 
o f  m otherhood. M ore interesting is the 
surprisingly blatant allegory o f  film m aking 
itself, w ith an undercurrent o f  m elancholy 
and desperation as our w ould-be master- 
villain  has to pitch ignom iniously for 
project funding to the Bank o f  Evil 
(“ form erly Lehm an Brothers” ), w ho see 
him  m erely as yesterday’s m an -  “ There 
are a lot o f new villains out there younger 
than you, hungrier than you” -  and is sent 
back to deliver the news o f  redundancy to 
his arm y o f  cute yellow  bug-eyed m inions. 
O f course it turns out that the true m aster 
villain  is the bank itself, w hich is dealing 
o ff the bottom  o f  the deck to its own 
people and sabotaging our hero’s projects 
by subterfuge; and to realise his dream  he 
has to cut his strings o f  accountability and 
finance the project him self.

In the scram ble for 3D, G allo-Irish  
anim ation The Secret of Kells goes as far 
as film  can go in the opposite direction, 
turning its back on shading, perspective, 
and depth o f field for a ravishingly 
planar secret history o f  the Celtic w orlds 
transnational treasure, its story ingeniously 
unfolding from  and encoded back into the 
decorations in the real-life m anuscripts 
fam ous C h i R ho page. Belgian finance is 
provided by som ething called “ Tax Shelter 
IN G  Invest o f  Tax Shelter Productions”, 
w hich gives a fairly clear sense o f  where 
this film  has com e from . But it’s quite the

Back in the third dim ension, it’s becom e 
som ething o f a trope in discussions o f 
3D  blockbusters to note approvingly the 
restraint and subtlety with w hich the 
effect o f  stuff thrusting out o f  the screen is 
deployed, and how the technology serves 
the story so discreetly that m uch o f  the 
tim e you can forget you ’re watching 3D at 
all (and indeed i f  you take o ff you r glasses, 
you often find that for m any shots and 
sequences you’re not). Well, Paul W.S. 
Anderson’s Resident Evil: Afterlife 
is not that film . N ever in  the history o f 
stereoscopy has so m uch weaponised 
entertainm ent com e hurtling at you out o f 
the Z -ax is to blow you r eyeballs into little 
shreds o f  jelly. E very single shot has been 
storyboarded in  three degrees o f  freedom , 
and the entire story com posed around 
cool things to do with state-of-the-art 3D 
kit in m ad action cinem a -  including a

loveliest thing, spinning an exquisitely 
stylised fantasy around m onastic 
apprentice Brendan’s efforts to protect 
and com plete the fugitive B ook after its 
custodian flees from  Iona to Kells with 
the V iking hordes on his tail, and the role 
played by a pagan w ood -fairy  in enabling 
Brendan to fulfil his destiny as the gospels’ 
final and greatest illum inator. There’s an 
understandable tendency for anim ated 
features to reflect on the agony o f  m aking 
an anim ated feature -  m ost poignantly this 
year in  Sylvain Chom et’s The Illusionist 
-  and Kells is even m ore aware than 
Despicable M e  o f  being a parable o f  itself, a 
huge collaborative project with dwindling 
teams o f artists in a tiny workshop battling 
to create a som ething that w ill survive the 
arrival o f  the barbarians. It runs out o f  p uff 
towards the end, and the pagan/Christian 
tensions never really get going, but St 
Leibowitz would surely bless it.

digital reinvention o f  M etropolis’s original 
Schiifftan technique. The price paid for 
being let loose in his buddy Jim  Cam eron’s 
toybox has been that A nderson has had 
to stick the M rs back in her cut-price 
A ngelina kit (co-designed b y  D enise 
C ronenberg and M illa’s own com pany 
Jovovich-H aw k) and spend another 
film  blow ing aw ay zom bies, after two 
instalm ents farm ed out to other directorial 
hands that gave only sporadic glim pses 
o f  the deep intuition into the poetics o f 
m odern gam e narrative w hich m arks 
Anderson’s great films as writer-director 
(especially Death Race, but also the original 
Aliens vs Predator and the first Resident 
Evil). The previous instalm ent, for those 
who m ade it that far, threw away the 
brilliant idea o f  giving its heroine gam elike 
m ultiple lives by going back to Rogue 
M oon  (yet again) and sending a series o f 
clones through a lethal m aze -  only to do 
nothing with it in the plot o f the actual 
film , apart from  a final sequel-teaser where 
she liberates the whole arm y o f them  to 
take out the gam e-m asters in Tokyo. Now, 
at last, we get that film , condensed into 
twenty minutes and followed by several 
other largely unrelated ones for good 
measure.

It’s difficult to convey a sense o f what 
this film  is like without falling back into 
num bed description. Afterlife opens with 
3D  titles on a background o f  m oving 
rainclouds that you just have time to think 
are a cut above the usual 3D credits before
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the cam era plunges into and through 
the clouds to follow  3D  digital rain all 
the w ay down to an um brella-festooned 
crossing in  Shibuya, and close on an 
individual sararim an who is suddenly 
A T T A C K E D  O U T  O F N O W H ER E 
B Y  A  Z O M B IE  who B IT E S O U T H IS 
T H R O A T  IN  3D. Then the cam era cranes 
up again from  his encircled corpse and 
A L L  T H E  W AY B A C K  A G A IN  IN T O  
SPACE in a C O N T IN U O U S 3D SH O T 
for a single expo card explaining what 
happened in the first three film s -  the 
Um brella C orporation’s developm ent o f  the 
T-virus, its release and the resulting global 
pandem ic and apocalypse -  followed by 
the words “ Four Years Later” and then 
w ere zoom ing A L L  T H E  W AY B A C K  IN  
A G A IN  FR O M  SPA C E IN  A N O T H E R  
C O N T IN U O U S 3D SH O T on the SA M E  
C R O SSIN G  now in post-apocalyptic 
abandonm ent. A n d  then just w hen you’re 
thinking golly, it’s Lost in Translation w ith 
zom bies in 3D, the film proper starts, 
and an entire arm y o f leather-clad M illas 
invade the underground superbunker 
levels beneath the abandoned streets and 
engage in  gunbattles w hile plum m eting 
down liftshafts in 3D  bullet tim e blowing 
away undead as they pass each floor. A ll 
this is just the prologue, at the end o f 
which she loses all her superpowers from  
film 3 and everyone but the real M illa gets 
caught in a nuclear explosion. Then we’re 
soaring in  3D over aerial second-unit 
A laskan wilderness for a second prologue 
to recruit A li Larter from  film 3, but she’s 
got som e kind o f  am nesia beetle stuck 
to her cleavage and doesn’t rem em ber 
w ho her character is. N ext there’s a  long 
m iddle act which is a com pletely different 
film again, where they break her brother 
out o f  a 3D high-rise prison besieged at 
street level by every single undead being 
in zom bie-m egalopolis LA . A nd  the last 
act is a  rescue showdown on a refugee 
ship involving mutated Rottweilers whose 
faces unfold in  3D  and shoot claws o f 
inflected flesh that eat your head. W hen 
you think the film ’s over and your brain 
has been splattered all over your headrest, 
up pops Sienna G u illo ry  from  film 2 and 
explains to you about the sequel. It’s not 
the greatest showcase there’s ever been 
for A nderson the w riter; but i f  there was 
ever any doubt that as a director he’s the 
nearest thing these islands have produced 
to a hom egrown and slightly m ore m ental 
Jam es C am eron, this insane tour de force 
blows those doubts through six-inch 
arm oured walls. In 3D.

WIN INCEPTION

Courtesy of Warner Home Video we have 
5 DVDs of INCEPTION to give away. To be 
entered into the draw simply email your 
name and postal address to inception^ 
ttapress.com.

Closing date December 6th. Winners will be 
announced on the forum.

Inception is out on triple-disc Blu-ray, DVD 
and Digital Download on December 6th.

LASER
FODDER
TONY LEE

THE AVENGERS SERIES FIVE 

THE BROTHERS BLOOM 

FANBOYS

HEROES SEASON FOUR

DOLLHOUSE SEASON TWO

BLACK DEATH

V SEASON ONE 
•

NAUSICAA OF THE VALLEY 
OFTHEWIND

Leisure tim e... A rth ur C. C larke once 
suggested that the m ost desirable future 
should have 100%  unem ploym ent and 
that all m aintenance and housekeeping 
chores w ould be fu lly automated, leaving 
hum ans to play. The perfect’ universe was 
roundly satisfied by Iain M . Banks’ novels 
about inform al utopia o f  the Culture, but 
television-land got there first, decades ago.

Party tim e... There’s certainly no 
evidence o f  drudge w ork being done 
in The Avengers Series Five (D V D ,
27 Septem ber), the first to be film ed in 
colour -  w hich m arked a substantial 
im provem ent in production standards 
(largely due to recently increased budgets, 
follow ing the show ’s export to U S m arkets) 
-  digitally rem astered here from  35mm 
film , so it looks far better than viewers 

o f  the original 1967 broadcasts are likely 
to remem ber, m ore so when D V D s are 
p layed on an ‘upscaler’ for h i-d ef TV. 
Boxset o f  24 episodes on seven discs 
has kitsch appeal with a gleam ing visual 
quality, sophisticated charm , am using 
fun, and bloodless deaths that generally 
advance intriguing plots, even i f  m urders 
thwart our heroes’ investigations. Suave, 
dapper hero John Steed (Patrick M acnee), 
the gentlem an spy with bowler hats and 
sw ord-stick brolly, drives vintage Bentley 
racers, and transform s even a boringly 
rural stakeout into a cham pagne picnic. 
He’s partnered with frequently catsuited 
and m odishly independent ‘am ateur’ 
agent M rs Em m a Peel (D iana R igg), 1960s’ 
prem ier fem ale action star, zoom ing about 
in her blue Lotus Elan convertible. They 
engage in lighthearted and lively banter 
w ith a  typically w itty rapport, adapting to 
increasingly wacky sci-fi plots o f  surrealist 
verve and psychedelic flourishes, in 
conjunction with a swathe o f  agreeably 
eccentric characters (upper-class chim ney-

ISSUE 231



DVD/BLU-RAY REVIEWS . THE BROTHERS BLOOM > FANBOYS

sweep; a  m ountaineer w ho prefers w indow  
exit to doorw ays), w hile tackling the 
m achinations o f  m urderous blackguards 
and unctuous weasels. Scenarios position 
R iggs Em m a as a fem inist role m odel so 
it’s no surprise that she rescues Steed from  
the brink  o f  death as often as he saves 
her from  baddies’ bondage. Steed and 
Em m a’s relationship was naturally flirty, 
but routinely professional, except fo r the 
body-swap com edy where M acnee’s Steed 
is replaced by Freddie Jones, whose lover 
(Patricia Haines) becom es Em m a, offering 
a rare instance o f  M rs Peel sm ooching 
Steed (though they are not actually 
‘them selves’, o f  course). Brainwashing 
to exploit phobias m arks the standard 
o f  evildoings. A m idst worries o f alien 
invasion, a m ysterious heat-ray leaves 
its victim s with bleached hair. Haunted 
chapel/spooky graveyard cliches hide an 
enem y town, a m ile underground, from  
where the invasion o f  England is planned. 
V ictim s o f  a psycho nanny regress to 
in fancy via  hypnotic drugs. One m id ­
season episode is ve ry  first to showcase 
Steed’s “opulent, luxurious, expensive, 
thoroughly decadent,” pine-panelled flat -  
now  iconic with its red-leather chesterfield 
and assorted items o f  m ilitary-history 
paraphernalia. W hile contem plating the 
invention o f  special clim bing boots -  for 
w alking up walls -  in The W inged Avenger 
lark, our heroes extrapolate, in delightful 
throw aw ay whim sy, a w hole vertical 
tourist industry. Abundant guest stars 
add astonishing quality: Patrick Cargill 
is a sm arm ily sinister m ercenary who’s 
afraid  o f  the dark, Peter Bow les plays a 
stuttering killer running a bogus tim e- 
travel scam , Kenneth C ope appears as 
‘fashion photographer’, h orror icon Barbara 
Shelley presides over assassinations,
Jon Pertwee bluffs a brigadier recording

audio m em oirs o f  his W W 2 career, Roy 
K innear’s suitably flustered/whiny as 
crazy inventor Q uilby (perhaps riffing on 
Bond’s gadget supplier), W arren M itchell’s 
inquisitive Soviet am bassador is com ic- 
relief, Ronnie Barker plays a  cat-lover 
extraordinaire w hile m alicious Gabrielle 
D rake uses brainwave signals to turn 
pets feral, M ichael G ough is dedicated 
Russian com rade Nutski, C hristopher Lee 
boasts a hom icidal robot double, Peter 
W yngarde schm oozes through a repertoire 
o f  caricatures, Charlotte Ram pling plays 
a gunslinger nam ed H ana W ilde, Brian 

Blessed appears costum ed as ‘Death) 
D onald Sutherland is yet another crim inal 
m asterm ind, Isla Blair plays a bom ber 
disguised as a bride, Paul Eddington is 
a lord who’s living in the past, Yootha 
Joyce essays a schem ing secretary, C live 
D unn owns a toffs’ toyshop, Peter Cushing 
ensures that Return o f  the Cybernauts is a 
notable adventure, Fulton M ackay portrays 
architect o f  m ind-control, car enthusiast 
A rthur Lowe runs a racing game. Paranoia/ 
conspiracy are obvious them es for 
espionage tales, but M urdersville  cranks up 
m ystery to eerie degrees w ith borrowings 
from  M cG oohan’s The Prisoner. ‘Project 
90’ is based upon SF dream  o f ‘broadcast 
pow er’, w ith a weaponised version in 
the day-faced  electro-killer despatching 
targets to cartoon deaths (Em m a gets tied 
up, then w rapped in tinfoil, w hile Steed is 
m agnetised). Francis M athews’ m em orable 
villain uses a shrinking-ray m achine 
(recalling D r Cyclops, pre-em pting L and  
o f  the Giants), reducing Steed and Em m a 
to six-inch heroes on a desk w ith giant 
telephone.

M any im ages rem ain unforgettable 
but this is a pleasure to v iew  again. The 
Avengers series s ix  is released on D V D , 6th 
December.

Last tim e... “ I want an unwritten life!” 
rem arks a con m an in The Brothers 
Bloom (B lu-ray/D VD , 4 O ctober), 
written/directed by Rian Johnson, m aker 
o f  oddball teen m ovie Brick  (2006).
Stephen (M ark Ruffalo, D avid Fincher’s 
Z odiac) and his younger sibling Bloom  
(A drien Brody, The Experim ent) are 
gentlem en thieves and sm ugglers o f  
antiques with Japanese sidekick nicknam ed 
Bang-Bang (Rinko Kikuchi, M am oru 
O shii’s forthcom ing Assault Girls), “an 
artist with nitroglycerine” who hardly 
speaks but shines at karaoke. H aving a 
m id-life crisis early, Bloom  insists on 
quitting the con gam e and going legit, 
but ideas m an Stephen persuades his 
brother to tackle a final big tim e swindle 
involving an intriguing eccentric recluse, 
beautiful heiress Penelope (Rachel Weisz, 
Constantine, The Fountain), w ho boasts
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abundant skills, all seem ingly useless 
to her, but no plans for life w hatsoever 
except repeatedly crashing her yellow  
Lam borghini. She’s a resident o f  that 
strange hinterland o f  m iddlebrow culture 
where philosophical m antras could 
becom e m ob-rule chants, but eagerly wants 
to becom e a con artiste too, and, while 
falling in love, she refuses to believe that 
Bloom  has only chosen her for a ‘m ark’.
This is a  ‘postm odern caper’ m ovie set 
in rom anticised quasi-fantasy cinem atic 
realm  w hich conflates various period styles 
and gleefully em braces literary allusions 

and witty film ic references for a globe­
trotting (N ew  Jersey, Prague, Greece, 
M exico), irreverent com edy-adventure 
that’s m ore concerned with the film m aker’s 
passion fo r exploring shifting m oods o f  
relationships between quirky characters 
than storytelling. In addition to splendidly 
nuanced perform ances from  leads Brody 
and Weisz, there’s also Robbie Coltrane as 
shotgun-toting unreliable French ‘curator’ 
M ax, and crusty eye-patched pirate/m entor 
D iam ond D og (M axim ilian Schell), both 
o f  whom  engage with Stephens am bitious 
schem es that, in execution, m eans the film 
drifts into serious dram a when Russian 
gangsters intrude violently upon the laid 
back gaiety with a kidnapping before 
the shoot-out finale (taking place, most 
fittingly, in a closed theatre). W hat’s real is 
not always true. Johnson cited George R oy 
H ill’s classic The Sting  and Bogdanovich’s 
Paper M oon  as notable subgenre influences, 
and this is indeed like a busily freewheeling 
‘brom ance’ version o f  lighthearted m ovies 
such as Frank Oz’s D irty  Rotten Scoundrels 
(1988), but its cleverness effortlessly 
sidesteps all the convoluted technicalities 
o f ingenious heist plots to focus on the 
w ry  am usem ents o f  character arc journeys 
towards self-discovery.

Wasting tim e... F a n b o y s  (D V D /Blu-ray, 4 O ctober) is a road trip m ovie set in  1998. 
(Spoiler warning: m ay contain nuts.) At a H alloween fancy dress party, a D arth Vader 
and two Em pire storm troopers establish a fan club hierarchy that reflects on billing for 
the m ain cast, playing characters w ho are not chasing their own dream s; they are just 
infatuated and childishly obsessed with som eone else’s escapist fantasy. They all despise 
Star Trek (and probably everything it stands for), em barking on a pilgrim age from  Ohio 
to Californ ia’s ‘Skyw alker’ ranch where they plot/hope to steal a rough cut video o f  the 
‘Episode I’ prequel, six  m onths before Phantom  M enace is due to appear in cinem as.
The requisite/designated girlfriend Z oe (Kristen Bell, Heroes, Veronica M ars), a single 
white fem ale barely tolerated as ‘ intruder’ in adolescent m ale dom ain, seem s present 
m ain ly to evade/negate any hom ocentric/phobic concerns am ongst Star Wars nerds. The 
distinguishing feature o f  van driver Hutch is that he’s a fiercely loyal fan o f  the Canadian 
band Rush (which is, frankly, som ething o f an insult to their widespread appeal). The 
‘rebels’ get into som e hum iliating trouble at a gay bikers bar. They trip out on D anny 
Trejo’s special peyote dip, and stopover in Iowa just to harass devoted trekkies (or trekkers, 
whatever). A ggro during another Trek con in  Las Vegas reinforces fandom  stereotypes. 
There’s a cam eo b y B illy  D ee W illiam s as a w ise judge. C arrie  Fisher plays a hospital 
doctor, a rare sym pathetic adult in this underw helm ing farce. W illiam  Shatner appears 
to represent i f  not cham pion Trek, or Tek, or the dark side. Fanboys blithely perpetuates 
nonsense o f  a populist m ovie release as som ething w orthy o f worship, not to m ention a 
cinem a opening ‘event’ suitable for re-packaging as ‘news’. By having one-dim ensional 
characters try ing to em ulate their m ovie heroes’ antics and dialogue, it m irrors ‘religious’ 
cerem onies -  just as entry to ‘exclusive’ clubs is determ ined by answers given to a sci- 
fi trivia quiz on Star Wars lore, com plete with argum ents about what is canonical. 
D espairingly, Lucas’ M arin C ounty retreat/HQ is a m useum  shrine devoted to his own 
synthetic m ythology. It’s interesting to com pare this recycling o f  genre m aterial to recent 
w orks from  Tarantino, w ho seem s to regard m erely average entertainm ents o f  downm arket 
cult m ovies with a respectful awe that is pathetically disingenuous. Best in-joke is the 
security guards dressed up like robots from  T H X -1138 . Surrender, or the ew ok gets it! This 
is not the disc you ’re looking for.
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Stop tim e... I f  the m ain difference between 
soap opera’ and ‘dram a’ is that the latter 
explores w orking lives o f  professionals 
(police, doctors, lawyers), while the form er 
is largely concerned with relationships 
(friends, fam ily) at hom e or away, it 
seem s that m ost escapist fantasies on T V  
fall into the ‘soap’ category. Review ing 
season one o f  Heroes (Interzone #214),
I noted how  its basic scenario o f p lain­
clothes ‘superm en w inningly represents 
the Sian  fanboy pulp-SF dream  o f secret 

elitism /unrecognised valour in  the face 
o f  adversity. Heroes Season Four (Blu- 
ray/D VD , 4 O ctober) is the last o f its run, 
yet little has changed about its form ula o f 
‘m utants R  us’ T V  soap exercises. Failing 
as action dram a, this serves pedestrian 
special effects sequences in place o f 
genuinely com ic book style dem os o f 
superpowers. So, com ic book fans m ight 

question (perhaps despondently?) how  this 
sketchily crossgenre project m anaged to 
survive the annual culls o f  T V  schedules 
for so long, especially when superior efforts 
(Odyssey 5 , Terminator: The Sarah C onnor

Chronicles) were cancelled sum m arily, 
without adequate explanation. Clearly,
T im  K ring ’s Heroes is telefantasy at its 
m ost lacklustre and unexciting (even Javier 

G rillo-M arxuach ’s low-rent sci-fi spoof/ 
com ic book adaptation The M iddlem an  
was rather m ore entertaining!), with 
too m uch idle chattering about being 
good  instead o f  actually doing good. “ I 
prom ised m y brother that I’d be hero” 
is just one glaring exam ple o f  dism ally 
preposterous dialogue that’s prom pted by 
soul-searching implausibility. Nagging 
questions, answered before the production 
was axed, include: could evil Sylar be 
redeem ed by five subjective years o f 
psychic solitary confinem ent? H aving 
ineptly redefined its serial killer as saviour, 
Heroes needs a new bad guy to confront, 
so it posits ‘earth-m over’ Sam uel, wrecking 
a whole town in a m anm ade landslide 
(“ I know  m y recent actions have caused 
som e o f  you to question where it is m y 
heart lies” ), w hile he runs a nom adic 
gypsy carnival that’s a m agically m obile 
refuge for those w ho are ‘different’, 
looking for a hom eland sanctuary. Samuel 
offers m entoring friendship to all with 
secret powers, espousing a m akeshift 
p olicy o f  extended ‘fam ily’ values (o f 
trust, acceptance and belonging). But 
he’s assem bling a violent clan, not a safe 
com m unity, and his idea o f  fostering care 
is sheltering the dysfunctional freaks and 
weirdo cultists that norm al people m ight 
fear and despise. Sam uel’s mutant sect 
m irrors M agneto’s sinister brotherhood, 
not P ro f X avier’s freedom  defending 
X -M en. You m ight believe that a man can 
fly, but K ring ’s som nam bulistic scripting 
is far less convincing, with repetitive 
sequences o f  talking, m um bling, and yet 
m ore waffling. Heroes not only has a slow ­
paced turgid narrative developm ent, it 
lingers over torpid cliches, m eandering 
through various crisis scenes that diffuse 
any sense o f  urgency by using flashbacks to 
explain the whys/wherefores and to reveal 
m otivations. W hile popular T V  series 24  
takes the com ic book style and expands its 
serialised cliffhanger storytelling form at 
o f ‘ issues’ into ‘hours’, w ith live-action 
gunplay thriller appeal, Heroes reduces the 
com plexities drawn from  a graphic novel 
fram ew ork, betraying all the potential o f 
a sm all screen epic in favour o f  leaden 
televisual m ediocrity. It’s p ro o f positive 
that superheroes and soap opera do not 
m ix -  except in  a  spoof. I f  on ly Heroes was 
genuinely funnier, genre critics wouldn’t 
have to take it seriously at all.

Life tim e... I f  social progress usually 
builds upon radical ideas from  science/ 
tech developm ents, where on earth are the 
‘w orld leaders’ that we so obviously need 
for our new century? To rewrite A rthur 
C. Clarke’s utopian optim ism  into dark 
pessim ism : ‘at our present rate o f  retreat 
from  rationality, it is all but im possible to 
im agine any feat o f  stupidity that cannot be 
achieved ( if it can be achieved at all) within 
the next hundred months.’

Q uality tim e... This is the narrative 
crux o f  Dollhouse Season Two (D VD / 
Blu-ray, 11  O ctober) -  not scientific 
advancem ent, but a singularity o f  radical 
techno upheaval explored in detail to 
show  how  civilisation as we know  it 
crashes. We are protected from  the ground 
zero blast wave by the facility o f  T V  
dram a. To apprehend ‘changes’ all at once 
m ight invite catastrophe upon viewers’ 
presum ably fragile psyches, like rupture 
in  the face o f  rapture. A t the end o f  days 
begins a new daze, rushing towards blight 
at the end o f  the tunnels. Here, identity 
breaks down so com prehensively that 
verb confusions/incorrect use o f  plural 
nouns can m ake perfect sense: ‘here she 
is, all o f  them’. Loss o f  identity m arked by 
the onset o f singularity causes a failure o f
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com m unication via language and social 
collapse looks im m inent. Problem s viewed 
too narrowly, in either/or terms, invite a 
cold fire o f  m ass destruction and a desire 
to obliterate any potentially liberating 
tech, and carnal abuses o f it m ight risk 
apocalypse. W ith divisive conflicts between 
‘actuals’ versus ‘im printed’, the influence 
o f  Altered Carbon  (with ‘sleeve’ tech over 
the event horizon) is notable. A  harder job, 
seem ingly too hard to face, is education to 
elim inate irrationally em otive behaviours, 
with ethical guidance for rabid tech-heads, 
w ho are the real Luddites, so profoundly 
ignorant about the weakness o f weapons 
they prefer the M ad M ax  aesthetic o f  
post-holocaust wastelands. O vercom ing 
a cyborg crisis without killing, while 
m anaging to preserve core humanity, is 
true evolution: remem ber, but don’t look 
back. Created by Joss W hedon, shot on 
h i-d ef video instead o f  film , with m ore 
subdued lighting, it is a w onder this second 
(and final) season o f D ollhouse survives 

its budget cuts. But what the hell’s Adelle 
done to her hair? Still, O livia W illiam s 
benefits from  opposing high calibre guest 
stars, like veterans Keith C arradine and 
R ay  W ise playing m anagem ent overlords. 
H er efforts to recover from  dem otion, and 
recapture hijacked office space, makes 
for great ‘executive’ dram a. M eanwhile, 
scar-faced D r Saunders (A m y Acker), the 
resident basket case o f  phobias, discovers 
her previous life as doll ‘W hiskey’, just as 
Echo (Eliza D ushku) m arries into a long 
term  contract w hile fragm ents o f  her 
past im prints, and ‘original’ m em ories 
o f  Caroline, keep resurfacing (“ I am 
all o f them  but none o f  them is me” ).
Before a new ly integrated Echo persona 
can cohere from  chaos, a concussion 
reactivates latent m uscle m em ory combat 
skills, prom pting one o f  m any fighting 
bouts. From  protective instincts/maternal 
im peratives (“ D o you know  what’s real?” ) 
to Echo’s m akeover into a ditsy bim bo 
going aw ry when she switches m indsets 
with a serial killer, dollhouse im printing 
continues alarm ingly inopportune ‘glitches’. 

Belle Chose has a kidnapper-in-com a 
plot line plucked from  Tarsem  Singh’s 
The Cell (2000). Adelle wrestles with a 
com prom ised m orality over unethical 
neuroscience o f perm anent im printing, 
while Sierra’s h istory o f  psychosis, as 
caused by engagem ents’ with nasty Dr 
K innard (Vincent Ventresca, T V ’s Invisible 
M an, 20 0 0 -2) is detailed in flashbacks. 
O pening debates in The Public Eye -  with 
that political success cliche, the crusading

senator (Alexis D enisof, Angel) -  sees 
Rossum  C orporation , founder o f  the 
dollhouses, attacked in the m edia circus, 
exposing rivalry  between Adelle’s L A  house 
and the W ashington house. Am usingly, 
that senator is not the serious threat he 
seems, but he’s not just another doll, he’s a 
puppet (with enhanced consciousness, not 
a psyche overwrite). A fter escaping from  
custody o f  sadistic program m er Bennett 
(Sum m er Glau, Firefly, The 4400), Echo 
goes ‘Jane D oe’ at large in Texas, training 
up for a m ission against Rossum . A lthough 
D ushku is fu lly capable o f  portraying 

several conflicted Echo-personas at 
once, m ost o f  this show ’s supporting cast 
struggle to play just one character with 
any sense o f  conviction or com petence in 
the enthralling sci-fi narrative arc. This 
is particularly notable w hen com paring 
D ushku’s fragm ented Echo to forty-m inds 
em powered super-villain Alpha (Alan 
Tudyk, Firefly), w ho wreaks havoc in LA  
by inciting a doll revolution (seriously, 
though, Adelle can’t run in that skirt!), 
where it’s readily apparent that less 
talented Tudyk fails to pull o ff the same 
m ultiple-personalities-order trick. It’s 
easy to im agine another actor playing the 
shallow genius o f geeky im printing-techie 
Topher (Fran Kranz, H om eland) -  agreeing 
to “anything in the nam e o f  progress” -  
and doing a m uch better job  o f showing 
em otional turm oil or ethical struggle, but 
it’d be very  hard to find another actress 
to play Echo so well. Ironically, o f course, 
D ollhouse asks questions about whether 
individuals can be replaced. It’s great dram a 
when it focuses on D ushku, but few  o f the 
supporting casts can hope to m atch her 
acting ability. W hile corporate w ar breaks 
out across real tim e, Echo jo in s survivors 
o f  V R  lim bo in ‘the Attic’, a M atrix  styled, 
worst nightm are world o f  plastic dream s 
and cyberghosts, where ninja nem esis 
A rcane lurks in the present, fighting a 
future that’s “not for the weak”, risking 
further sociopolitical dangers with outlaw 
raids on Rossum ’s HQ  in Arizona, plugging 
state o f  the art alternative history into 
series closer Epitaph Two: Return, set in 
LA  2019, when N europolis safe haven from  
the m indless hordes is threatened by latest 
pulse-bom b app for extinction event. Echo 
subsum es Caroline, recognising a need for 
cybernetic turnaround/re-purposing with 

a global reset button for multitudes, while 
she quietly absorbs psyche im print o f  dead 
lover Ballard (plank-like Tahm oh Penikett, 
B S G  rem ake) for the evolutionary poignant 
coda o f  gestaltism.

H ard tim e... H aving m ade a great 
im pression with the graphic surrealism  
o f Triangle (B lack Static #15), director 
C hristopher Smith’s latest genre success 
is a 14th century historical, Black Death 
(D V D /Blu-ray, 18 O ctober), starring Sean 
Bean as bishop’s envoy U lric, on a m ission 
to capture a necrom ancer who’s suspected 
o f  cannibalism  and resurrecting the dead. 
N ovice m onk O sm und (Eddie Redm ayne, 
P ow der Blue) volunteers to guide U lric’s 
torture brigade through m arshland to a 
quiet village that’s m ysteriously free o f 
disease. W ith talk o f  battlefield atrocities 
and justifiable ‘m ercy’ killing, w ho needs a 
plague anyway? U lric’s Christian band o f 
dem on hunters d isplay a favoured torture 
contraption, designed to m ake your eyes 
water or your nose bleed sim ply by view ing 
its m echanism . Im pact o f  gritty horror 
is dim inished by roughshod handheld 
cam era w ork and quicksilver cuts, m aking 
it hard to see what’s happening in sword 
fights o r cross-country chase sequences. 
Thankfully, those heathen villagers’ 
schem ing m atriarch Langiva (C arice van 
Houten, Valkyrie, Dorothy) is a form idable 
presence, rem arkably effective in scenes 
o f  betrayal, harking back to venom ous 
spite o f  M ichael Reeves’ gruelling classic 
W itchfinder G eneral (1968) and sadistic 
m ayhem  o f M ichael A rm strong’s equally 
violent M ark o f  the D evil (1970), albeit with 
an anti-catholic twist. P ray tell, what m ad 
ghost lurks in yonder hovel? C ould  it be 
O sm und’s runaw ay girlfriend, seem ingly 
m urdered by a horde o f  cannibals in the 
forest, is back from  the dead? A re the 
secretive villagers a bunch o f  dem ons in 
hum an guise, or just godless pagans? In 
a dark world, where m en can so easily 
be reduced to superstitious m onkeys, or 
beasts o f  prey, this produces slow -burning 
tensions w hich test Christian beliefs, while 
presenting religious p iety as a  twisted 
m ockery o f  real humanity. Black Death  is 
certainly a bold step in the right direction 
for a usually lam entable subgenre like 
h istorical-horror m ovies. See it, or die 
horrib ly from  that ghastly pestilence!
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Testing tim e... A  tired remake o f  Kenneth 
Johnson’s 1980s’ T V  series, V Season One 
(D VD , 18 October) starts with quakes 
rum bling N Y C  and heralding arrival o f 

gigantic spacecraft. Visitors prom pt all the 
usual upsets for religions and conspiracy 
theorists. W hile FBI agent Erica (Elizabeth 
M itchell, Lost) tracks activity o f apparent 
terrorists, E T  com m andant A nna (M orena 
Baccarin, Firefly) announces m iracle healing 
centres offering free universal healthcare’ 
(always topical!), but spectacular digital

visuals o f  occupied skylines barely support 
the sci-fi fram ework o f invasion m otifs 
explored as action thrills in Independence 
D ay  (1996), satirical sp oof in M ars Attacks!, 
yet here diplom atic rules/peacekeeping 
propaganda dictated by om niscient council, 
opposed by sympathetic ‘fifth colum n’ 
resistance, only present metaphors o f 
standard stealthy fascism  (Orwellian/
Nazi varieties). Sneaky enslavement, or 
trustworthy saviours o f troubled mankind? 
(Although super friendly alien racial profile 
doesn’t quite fit Body Snatchers traits.) 
Manipulative queen A nna is too concerned 
with m im icking hum an emotions. Still,
“we are o f  peace, always”  rings hollow in 
any language, no matter how it’s presented 
via elegant sophistication o f lizard lady, 
who’s the mother-hen deliverer o f trippy 
blissful ignorance to hum an flocks, and 
orchestrator o f num erous other free range 
X-Files/W ar o f  the Worlds cliches. The 
original V h ad  fem m e fatales (in Jane Badler 
and June Chadwick), and this revision has 
its share o f  coolly seductive ciphers like 
Anna’s charm ingly ‘blonde’ daughter Lisa 
(played by the kryptonian cheekbones 
o f Laura Vandervoort, ‘Supergirl’ in 
Sm allville), who aids chameleon visitors’ 
m ission with ‘am bassador’ recruitment 
o f  humans, including Erica’s errant and 
quite stupidly naive son who’s very eager 
to join  the 2,000 miles high club. Lexa 
D oig (Androm eda) plays one o f  the alien

scouts who sides with humans. V  is T V  
sci-fi that was frightfully dated as science 
fiction when first m ade 25 years ago. As 
genre entertainment for the 21st century, 
it’s very  unfashionably retro in content i f  
not style, with drearily slow-witted pacing 
and unambitious writing, which finds 
time for mundanities o f teenage dating, 
father/son relationships, and basic fam ily 
soap opera antics, prom ptly let down b y a 
supporting cast o f  rather bland or boring 
actors playing stereotypes: Scott W olf as 
T V  journalist yearning for exclusives; Joel 
Gretsch, O K  as action hero in The 4400  but 

stym ied by insipid priestly introspection 
here; and M orris Chestnut, so horrendously 
dull that he seems like another ‘re-branded’ 
rapper who’s plainly/painfully out o f his 
‘thespian depth. Overall, there’s a vast 
surplus o f emoting but a crippling absence 
o f any fresh SF concepts. In the wake o f 
gory hilarities provided by Blom kam p’s 
District 9, this T V  effort lacks clever story 
twists or even m ildly imaginative flair o f 
Earth: The Final Conflict (1997-2002) and 
that sprawling Alien Nation  saga (1988-97), 
both o f which explored similar, yet clearly 
superior, SF ideas o f  esoteric otherness than 
genre makeup o f original V  series. This 
remake scenario owes much to earlier T V  
variations o f inter-species duplicity and 
SF estrangements for elements o f its plot’s 
ambivalence. Not the second com ing, just 
third rate.

D ream  tim e... A s I have said before in 
these pages, I ’m  really not an adm irer o f 
H ayao M iyazaki’s anim e m ovies, especially 
his fantasy w orks. Nausea, sorry, Nausicaii 
of The Valley of the Wind (Blu-ray, 18 

O ctober) is science fictional, but that’s 
only a m inor plus em bedded in a scenario 
that’s part innocent fa iry  tale and m ostly 
tepid eco fable. A lthough the cartoon was

m ade in 1984, this disc edition benefits 
from  an English version w hich includes 
A lison Lohm an (Nausicaa), Patrick Stewart 
(as sword-m aster/traveller Lord Yupa), 
Uma Thurm an, and C hris Sarandon. It’s 
not a perfect voice cast but it’s still vastly 
superior to drastically re-cut/dubbed 
video W arriors o f  the Wind. Princess 
N ausicaa is the darling o f a rural village,

where w indm ills and piloted gliders are 
no match for a fleet o f m assive airships 
from  a pow erful industrialised nation.
But the feared ‘ invasion only heralds an 
airborne adventure into a ‘toxic jungle’ 
where clouds o f spores, gigantic insects, 
acid lakes, quicksand, and bug arm ies 
in sea o f decay m ake for a peculiarly 
dangerous environm ental backdrop for 

actions o f the plucky heroine, who’d quite 
like to stop all the killing and save the 
w orld through pacifism , preferably to 
childish accom panim ent o f  a dainty little 
choral ditty. O bvious influences o f D une 
and Earthsea  are filtered through standard 
Tolkien sanitiser to present a supposedly 
charm ing story o f  destiny fulfilled 
according to old tapestry. It purports to 
be elegant w orld-building science fantasy 
with antiwar or heartfelt anti-pollution 
m essages, but I found it actually rather less 
interesting than browsing through sundry 
adverts o f a Sunday afternoon’s leaflet-drop 
bundle.
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There were three of them then, Tyler, Roarke and Potter, and they were 
each eight years old: three young boys on the cusp, not yet aware of the 
darkness that lies at the heart of the world; children more at home with 
games and fantasy than hard reality. The day that fused these two states 

-  when a nightmare became real life -  changed them forever.

But all that happened much earlier, in the Autumn of 1980. This is what 
came later, long after the fact. Rather than the details of the incident 

itself, this story constitutes the results of the harm.

"Gary McMahon is the baron of bleak, the godfather of grim...and I mean 
that in a good way. The Harm is a distillation of the essence of true horror. As 
uncompromisingly confrontational and as arbitrarily vicious as real life can 

sometimes be, The Harm casts a bright light onto the deepest recesses of the 
human soul and encounters nothing but endless darkness" Mark Morris

"I highly recommend this book. Gary's prose is as rich as ever, evoking 
atmosphere in every detail, without drifting into excess. Along with the flowing 
snippets of dialogue, it brings colour to the bleakest of horror landscapes. There 
are a few surprises, but rather than being a story that relies on shocks, The Harm 

delivers ice-cold realisation. Excellent" Welcome to the Hellforge

"Although starting from an act of excessive violence, The Harm will not offer any 
shocking image, it deals only with the psychological effects, taking the human 
factor into account. But in the end, those will prove to be more terrifying and 

with a much stronger effect" Dark Wolf's Fantasy Reviews

"Cold and bleak in content, with characters that are more developed than the 
brevity should allow, McMahohs The Harm is a story that upsets as much as it 
pleases you to read it. You don't need to read the afterword to know where this 

story came from -  you'll feel it for yourself a few pages in, and shame on anyone 
who cowers away from finishing it" Ray Cluley

We hope that The Harm will be the first of many novellas published by 
TTA Press, each one priced at just £5 regardless of length. In time, we 

hope to offer them on subscription, for even bigger savings.

Meanwhile, please buy The Harm now! Order it using the insert in the 
middle of this magazine, or from ttapress.com/shop


