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STUBBORN TOWN 
 
1. 
It’s summer in S. Inlet, and the sun rises in the night. 
The unambitious hills are garlands of wilting spring flowers, the ruby reds turning 

to blood, the hot yellows turning to mustard, their heads thrust high to poke out among 
grasses undulating in the fragrant, southerly breeze. 

The beaches are pebbled, watched over by crude Inukshuk figures of piled stone 
slabs. The water is bright green and light blue like a tropical sea, but it’s frigid: the 
colours come from blooms of algae. 

S. Inlet itself is humble: a hamlet of parked trailers and plywood shacks, 
ramshackle bungalows and streak-stained tube shelters ringing the NorthMart with its 
fancy concrete foundation and hoity-toity eavestroughs. There are no street signs, but 
there is one street lamp. It doesn’t work, though. 

It’s a quiet morning. 
An insectile buzz rises from the distant blue horizon. Somebody is circling in over 

Hudson Bay, the sun winking off the plane’s fuselage like a daytime star. 
Bonnie River uses a wide brown hand to shade her eyes as she tracks the miniscule 

dot. She loses it, occluded by the letters on the glass, backward from her perspective: 
OOF TOH. “Hey now,” she says, “somebody’s on their way, eh?” 

The mayor doesn’t look up from his newspaper. “No thanks,” he mumbles, 
covering the top of his coffee mug with his hand. “I’m good, Bon.” 

She squints at him. “Huh?” 
The mayor glances up. “What?” 
“You want more coffee there, Lyle?” 
“No.” 
“Okaip.” 
Outside, the plane comes down on the water. The pontoons skip a little before 

settling in to kick up crow tails of spume, drowning away flight. The engine calms to a 
chortle as the aircraft drifts into the town pier. It bumps gently against rubber cushions 
that squeak to complain. 

The plane is detailed in bilingual red and white: it’s from the government. 
“It’s a government somebody,” announces Bonnie River over the crackle of frying 

bread. She pushes her faded blue T-shirt up to expose a tattooed shoulder which she 
scratches at as she frowns. “They’re not thinking of moving us again are they, Lyle?” 

“What?” says the mayor. “Who?” 
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“The government.” 
“What about it?” 
She uses a spatula to point through the front window. “Try to focus, Lyle. Who’s 

buddy there, eh?” 
The plane’s engine rumbles and fumes as the craft noses away from the pier, 

leaving in its wake a lone figure in a long coat. He’s carrying a suitcase which he flings in 
a tight circle as he turns around in an effort to balance against the loping jerkiness of his 
gait. He begins to hobble up the hill, hips swaying wantonly. 

Lyle scratches under his beard. “He walks funny,” he observes. 
“He kind of skips,” agrees Bonnie. 
Errol, who’s been practicing pool, pauses on his way to the washroom to cast his 

good eye out the window. “Maybe he’s just really happy to be here,” he says. 
The loping man in the long coat hesitates, deciding whether to announce himself 

at the lodge, the store, the administrative trailer or the Hot Foo. This is an 
understandable conundrum, as the throbbing heart of S. Inlet is only readily apparent 
once the drinking hour comes. With remarkable prescience the man looks directly to 
Bonnie, Lyle and Errol gawking in the front window and then heads up the Hot Foo’s 
cracked patio-stone walkway, pushing the door open ahead of him with a stiff left arm. 

“Morning,” says Bonnie brightly, hands on her wide hips. “Can I get you 
something?” 

He’s native, but he’s from the south. His hair is a short bristle of salt and pepper. 
His face is lean and copper coloured, sharp cheeks pock-marked beneath surprisingly 
lush brown eyes fringed in doe-like lashes. 

“No,” says the stranger. “I’m supposed to meet with the mayor.” 
Lyle looks up sharply. “Are you from Revenue Canada?” 
“No,” says the stranger. “I’ve been sent from the Ministry of the Environment.” 
Lyle seems on the verge of being scandalized. “Did we spill something, or is this 

about the bears?” he asks defensively. 
“Are you Mayor MacDougal?” 
“Yeah,” says Lyle suspiciously, offering his hand to shake. “I’m just having some 

eggs here.” 
The stranger’s leather gloved hand is hard and unresponsive like a mannequin’s. 

“Mr. S. Mississauga, Mr. Mayor. Is there somewhere where we can talk in private?” 
“We can go to the trailer,” says Lyle. “But I want to finish my eggs first. Why 

don’t you sit down, Mr. Mississippi?” 
“Mississauga.” 
“Sorry. Here, let me move my crap.” 
Lyle leans over the flecked formica table to scoop up his jacket and his smokes, 

stuffing both into a plaid ball on the seat beside him. Mr. Mississauga carefully rests his 
suitcase on the floor and then lowers himself into the booth with a strange kind of 
grace, at the last moment folding neatly and using his right hand to knock on each knee. 
In response they collapse, his shins swinging like disembodied props, creaking slightly. 

Cued by the change in posture, Bonnie squeezes out from behind the counter and 
sallies over with a faded yellow pad in her meaty hand. “You’ll have to let me get you a 
cup of coffee, at least,” she says. “It’s on the mayor’s tab, eh?” 

Lyle blinks. “What?” 
“No,” says the stranger. “I don’t drink coffee.” 
“Tea? We don’t have nothing fancy, but we got Red Rose and we got Irish 

Breakfast. That comes with or without liquor in it, depending on how Irish you’re 
feeling.” 
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“Red Rose.” 
“Milk and sugar?” 
“No.” 
Bonnie hovers, her smile straining, but the stranger has no smile in return. There 

is something child-like about his deep eyes, however, that belays any suggestion of ill 
will. She turns and ambles back to the counter to put on a kettle. 

Lyle shovels in another mouthful of eggs and then wipes the dregs from his beard 
as he lays the newspaper aside. “So okay,” he says, folding his hands on the table and 
then pausing to inspect the grime under his nails, “I don’t want to beat around the bush, 
mister. There’s no way, and I mean no way, we’re putting Churchill’s garbage in our 
landfill. I’ve said it before and I’m not changing my mind now. That’s final. Um, unless 
the terms have changed. Are they making a new offer?” 

“I’m not here about the landfill, Mr. Mayor,” says Mr. Mississauga evenly. 
“No?” 
“No.” 
Mr. Mississauga does not elaborate, but merely stares at the mayor with an open 

brow and his bottomless chocolate eyes. This is his standard technique for encouraging 
people to speak, and it works. Lyle stammers about baby seals, purple gasoline, polar 
bear counts and melting ice shelves before he settles on a clear question: “So what are 
you here about, Mr. Mississauga?” 

Mr. Mississauga always responds to direct questions. He says, “I’ve been sent by 
the ministry to investigate the sleep abnormality affecting your town, in an effort to 
discover the cause and, if possible, to aid in determining a solution.” 

Lyle scoffs. “Sleep abnormality? Is that what you’re calling it?” 
“Yes.” 
With a sigh he uses a crust of toast to absorb the puddle of yolk on his plate. 

“Listen, Mr. Mississauga: no offense to you or anything, but probably the last thing I 
need is one more egghead nosing around here writing a report about how crazy we all 
are.” 

“Amen,” agrees Bonnie, placing a saucer and cup on the table. 
Lyle pushes aside his plate and reaches for his cigarettes. His eyes are blue and flat. 

“Do you care if I smoke?” 
“No.” 
As Lyle draws one out Mr. Mississauga mirrors him, slipping a thin silver case out 

of his inside pocket. It pops open to reveal a row of handrolled cigarettes. Mr. 
Mississauga’s black-gloved right hand hovers over the row for a second, then carefully 
plucks one free accompanied by a faint humming sound. He inserts it into his mouth 
and lets Lyle light it for him. 

“Are you some kind of shrink?” asks Lyle, dropping the lighter into his breast 
pocket and patting it into place. 

“No,” replies Mr. Mississauga. “I’m a detective, Mr. Mayor.” 
“Are you a cop?” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “I am a private operator, contracted by the federal 

government for the purposes of this case.” 
Lyle draws on his smoke, ashes dribbling into his beard. “An outside expert, eh?” 
“Yes.” 
“Do you have a lot of experience with this sort of thing? Like, what did you call it? 

Sleep disorders and whatever.” 
“No.” 
“So what’re you an expert about, then?” 
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Mr. Mississauga allows himself a small, tight smile. “My forte is the unusual, Mr. 
Mayor. I’m a specialist in the field of unsolvable quandaries that defy traditional 
methods of analysis.” 

“I don’t think I caught that.” 
“Anomalies are my business, Mr. Mayor. I investigate the strange.” 
“You’re a bit of a strange customer yourself, aren’t you?” says Lyle and then 

blinks, distracted. “Hey now, um, I think your arm’s come off there, mister.” 
Mr. Mississauga glances down at his left forearm, then pushes his elbow into the 

end of it with a quiet click. He moves his right arm over the ashtray and knocks his 
motionless fist against the edge to ash his smoke. “When did you first notice the sleep 
abnormality?” he asks. 

“You got yourself two artificial arms, don’t you?” 
“Yes.” 
“Did you have some sort of accident?” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “I was poisoned by thalidomide in utero. Phocomelia 

is a common side effect.” 
“Phoco-what?” 
“Flipper limbs,” explains Mr. Mississauga. “I have neither legs nor arms, Mr. 

Mayor.” 
“Jesus. Does that interfere with your job a lot?” 
“No.” 
“Still, it’s got to be hard.” 
“I manage, Mr. Mayor.” 
“Jesus.” 
Bonnie shuffles over to fill his cup with steaming tea, trying to size Mr. 

Mississauga up out of the corner of her eye. He draws on his cigarette. “Tell me, Mr. 
Mayor, when did it all begin?” 

Lyle blows a long, slow stream of air from his lips, then shrugs theatrically. 
“Honestly, I can’t go over it all again. I just can’t. No offense to you, Mr. Mississauga, 
but I’ve done it too many times already. I’m a busy man. I got places to go this 
afternoon, so I tell you what: I’m going to set you up with my administrative assistant, 
and she’ll take care of whatever it is you need. How’s that sound?” 

“Very well.” 
“She’s a pretty thing, though, so you got to give me your word you’ll keep your 

mitts to yourself or I’ll never hear the end of it from her mother.” 
“I can assure you there’s no cause for concern.” 
“You married?” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “I am a homosexual.” 
Lyle pauses, cigarette halfway to his lips. He swallows awkwardly. “Well, okay. 

Great, I guess. Thanks for, um, telling me about that issue, mister. Is that a thalidomide 
thing, too?” 

“No.” 
Lyle coughs clumsily and then turns away to wave for Bonnie’s attention. “Er—

Bon, honey, do you think you could raise Aglakti on the horn for me? Tell her I’m 
bringing Mr. Mississauga here over to the trailer. Maybe tell her to clean up a little, if she 
can.” 

“Okaip.” 
Lyle turns back to Mr. Mississauga. “If you don’t mind my asking, how long you 

planning on staying with us?” 
“Until the end of the week, Mr. Mayor.” 
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“That’s not a long time.” 
“No.” 
“You a fast worker?” 
“Yes.” 
“Huh.” 
Lyle blinks away from the detective’s eyes. Bonnie is hanging up the telephone, 

gives him a nod from behind the counter. The mayor sidles out of the booth and pulls 
on his plaid jacket, knocking the pocket to make sure his smokes are where they should 
be. “So, uh, you saw where the admin trailer is, right?” 

“Yes.” 
Lyle forces an uncertain smile through his beard, then thrusts out a big hand and 

concentrates on not wincing as it touches Mr. Mississauga’s lifeless glove. “Good luck,” 
says Lyle. 

Mr. Mississauga says nothing, so Lyle goes away. 
When he’s finished the tea he turns sideways on the seat, then braces his left arm 

against the tabletop as he balances forward and kicks his knees unbent. He straightens 
his torso with an almost inaudible grunt and smooths down his coat. He picks up his 
suitcase and begins wobbling purposefully toward the door. 

“Take care, eh?” calls Bonnie. 
Mr. Mississauga hesitates. He frowns, eyes sweeping the space behind the counter, 

crossing like radar over the register, the lazy susan of sunglasses, the deep fryer, 
Bonnie’s belly, the sink... 

He takes an abrupt step forward, craning his head to see over the sink’s edge. 
Bonnie is startled, unnerved by the way he stares. 

“Mister?” she prompts. 
Mr. Mississauga looks at her, expressionless. He says, “It drains counter-

clockwise.” 
“Um, okaip,” agrees Bonnie, crossing her arms over her chest. 
Mr. Mississauga gives her a tight little smile, a pert nod, then turns on heel and 

ambles out of the Hot Foo, suitcase swinging at his side. 
 
2. 
Friendless visitors to S. Inlet are obliged to stay in the Elk’s Head Lodge. It’s the 

only game in town. At two storeys tall it towers over everything except the church. It’s 
made of brick, and a patched fissure runs through the brickwork around the foundation, 
a scar from when the building was moved from the old town to the new town on the 
back of a flat-bed truck of monstrous proportions. 

That was last summer. The truck’s giant treadmarks can still be discerned in the 
dirt behind the lodge, rounded by rain and grown through with grass. 

Mr. Mississauga notes these details as he carefully lopes over the furrows, crossing 
the trash-spotted field toward a dirty beige trailer on concrete blocks. The trailer bears a 
hand-lettered sign: CITY HALL. 

He knocks on the door. 
It’s opened by an Inuit girl with long black braids and glasses. She’s wearing a 

stained sweatshirt that reads RED VICIOUS DID YOUR MOM. “Hey,” she says 
carelessly. “Are you Mr. Minnesota?” 

“Mississauga,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
“Sorry,” she says. “My name’s Aglakti. I’m supposed to help you with 

something?” 
“I’m here to investigate the sleep situation.” 
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“We’re not crazy.” 
Mr. Mississauga does not reply, but merely continues to look into the girl’s face 

expressionlessly. She blinks, looks down, looks away, looks back again. “Do you want to 
come in?” she says at last. 

“Yes,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
The trailer is filthy, a jungle whose trees are stacks of file folders bleeding papers 

onto the floor. It smells like old coffee and cheap tobacco. The pale green fluorescent 
lights buzz and stutter, casting everything in a faint dazzle of rapid strobing. There are 
two desks: one covered in tattered issues of Playboy and overflowing ashtrays, the other 
buried under a quilt of paperwork, flimsy carbons and dense tax forms fixed into 
distinct classes by soapstone paperweights of polar bears and loons. 

Aglakti plops down behind the non-Playboy desk and gestures to an undersized 
school chair with a cracked orange seat for her guest. She watches him as he settles into 
it, bending his knees with a practiced jerk from the thighs. 

“Do you have a bad leg?” she asks, pushing her glasses up on her forehead. 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “I have no legs at all.” 
“Oh.” 
From his suitcase he withdraws a small pink notebook featuring Hello Kitty on 

the cover. He opens it to a page splashed with tight scrawls of shorthand, then transfers 
it methodically into the opposite hand before picking up a pen. Aglakti observes a 
squeeze of concentration pass over his face as his gloved thumb and fingers draw 
together to pinch the pencil, whirring quietly. 

She says, “Is that a robot arm?” 
“Yes.” 
“That’s cool. How do you move it?” 
“It’s controlled by my ulnar nerve.” 
“So you’re like Darth Vader or something, I guess. A cyborg.” 
This isn’t a question, so Mr. Mississauga says nothing. Aglakti clears her throat and 

crosses legs swathed in shiny sport pants with a stripe running down the seam. The 
pants make swishing sounds as she fidgets. “Um, what do you want to know?” she asks. 

“When did the abnormal situation first become apparent?” 
“It started when we moved the town.” 
Mr. Mississauga’s hand scritches across the page. “That was on account of the 

mine, is that correct?” 
“Yeah,” she says. She stands up and wanders over to a large paper surveyors’ map 

tacked to the wall. “See here, this is the old site, right over the mine. When the ground 
started to collapse out from under us the Department of Indian Affairs came in with a 
bunch of big trucks and hauled everything up to where we are now. They said we had 
no choice. They said it was for safety.” 

“The entire town was transplanted?” 
“Actually, no. Most people just moved away. I mean, they’d been moving away for 

years since the mine closed, but when the Earth started caving in that was pretty much 
the last straw. Most of them went to the big city.” 

“Winnipeg?” 
“Churchill.” 
The telephone rings. Aglakti leans over and picks it up, jamming it between her 

braids and shoulder. “Shit,” she says. “Okay, I’ll come right over.” She hangs up. “They 
need me at the lodge. You might as well come too, so you can put your luggage in your 
room.” 

“Is everything alright?” asks Mr. Mississauga. 
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“It usually isn’t,” she shrugs. 
They leave the trailer and cross the grass, Mr. Mississauga ambling patiently 

behind her. At the foot of the steps leading up to the lodge she hangs back. “Do you 
need any help on the stairs?” she asks. 

“No.” 
She waits for him at the top, then holds open the door. The foyer is abandoned 

but voices can be heard from the diningroom. Mr. Mississauga follows the girl into the 
wide hall finished in oak, a brace of long tables angled before a cold hearth. An old man 
with squinty eyes sits at the bar, shouting at a young, chubby Inuit swathed in stubble. 
He looks up. “Aggie! Thank God you’re here.” 

She gives the bartender a nod as she comes up behind the old man and gently 
touches his shoulder. He turns around abruptly and unleashes a vicious stream of 
staccato Inuktitut. 

She replies in a soothing tone, pulling on his elbow. 
Mr. Mississauga looks to the stubbled bartender. “What’s the problem?” he asks. 
“When he gets to drinking he forgets his English, starts going all ape-shit on 

everyone who can’t understand him,” says the bartender, turning his attention back to 
wiping glasses clean. “Are you the government guy?” he adds in a friendly way. 

“Yes,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
“I’m Charlie,” says the bartender, wiping a hand on his apron and then offering it 

to shake. “Aglakti’s got to be the only person under sixty around here who stills speaks 
the tongue. You got a stiff grip, eh?” 

“The arm is artificial.” 
“Seriously?” whistles Charlie, looking impressed. “Science, eh?” 
Aglakti taps him on the shoulder. “Look, Mr. Mississauga, I have to take my 

grandfather home. Charlie will help you get checked in and stuff, and then I’ll come 
back to meet you. Okay?” 

“Yes,” agrees Mr. Mississauga. 
Even an uncertain smile lights up her young face. “Yeah so okay, I’ll see you in a 

bit. Charlie—can you help out Mr. Mississauga here?” 
“No worries, Aggie.” 
After Aglakti and the old man shuffle out Charlie folds open a wing at the end of 

the bar and waddles out, untying his apron. Mr. Mississauga trails him back to the foyer 
where he takes his place behind the reception desk. “Okay, okay...” mumbles Charlie, 
flipping through a binder. “What was your name again, buddy? Mr. Mohawk?” 

“Mississauga.” 
“Here we go. Mr. S. Mississauga, right?” 
“Yes.” 
“What’s the S. stand for?” 
“Sky.” 
“Sky, eh?” says Charlie, furrowing his brow and sticking out his tongue as he fills 

out the register. “Isn’t that a girl’s name?” 
“That’s why I use the initial.” 
Charlie chuckles. “Yeah, I guess you don’t want everyone thinking you’re queer or 

nothing.” 
Mr. Mississauga says nothing, so Charlie focusses on his penmanship for a 

moment, then plucks a key from a row pinned onto a bulletin board. Only one other 
key is gone. He presents a slip to be signed and holds out a pen. He watches in 
fascination as Mr. Mississauga gingerly places the pen into his right hand and then signs 
his name by artfully wiggling the entire arm in a series of tight, controlled loops. 
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When he’s done Charlie comes around and picks up his suitcase. They head up the 
stairs together and down a short hall decorated with monochrome prints of native 
hunting scenes in flowing lines of hard-edged ink. They stop in front of a scuffed door 
which Charlie swings open. “This is it,” he says. “Washroom’s down the hall, dinner’s at 
six. If you need anything you just give me a holler, okay?” 

“Yes.” 
“This is a good room. Nice view, soft bed. You might even wake up here 

tomorrow morning—who knows?” 
“Why would I wake up anywhere else?” asks Mr. Mississauga. 
Charlie looks awkward. “You don’t know?” 
“No.” 
“Shit, buddy—pardon my language—I didn’t know you didn’t know yet.” 
“What is it I should know, Charlie?” 
Charlie draws breath but hesitates. “I’m just going to leave that for to Aggie to 

cover, eh? She’s good at explaining things. She’ll be back soon.” 
Once Charlie has gone Mr. Mississauga opens his suitcase and takes out the 

charging unit for the battery pack he wears at his waist to power his right arm, and plugs 
it into a scratched, paint-rounded socket over the nightstand. With the mindless 
precision of well-worn routine he detaches the arm, uncouples the wires and fits the 
battery into the charger. A little amber light winks on. 

He applies balm to the stump, humming quietly. 
The sunlight tilts and turns ruddier as the afternoon wanes. When Mr. Mississauga 

leaves his room he’s met by the smells of cooking: sizzling oil and meat, stinging onion 
vapour and boiling potato water. As he nears the diningroom he hears the overlapping 
of enthusiastic voices, joking and laughing in jocular German. 

“Another guest! Hello, hello! Come join us at our table—willkommen!” 
Three blonde giants are arrayed around one of the long tables with pints of beer in 

front of them. They’re red-cheeked and farmer-tanned from being outside, dressed in 
mottled green camouflage jackets and matching caps. 

Mr. Mississauga introduces himself. The Germans are delighted to meet him. “I 
am Lars,” gushes the tallest, then points to his companions; “this is my brother Klaus, 
and this is our cousin Arnivolfe.” 

“Hello!” says Klaus, grinning toothily. 
Arnivolfe makes a curious grunt Mr. Mississauga recognizes as the international 

noise of incomprehension. “Gutenabend,” he offers hopefully. “Sprechen Sie Deutsch?” 
“Nein,” replies Mr. Mississauga. 
“Arnivolfe can’t learn English,” explains Lars cheerfully. “He takes a class and he 

takes a class, but nothing happens inside of his brain to make him speak.” 
Arnivolfe makes another baffled sound. Klaus rolls his eyes. “We tolt him novone 

would speak German here, but he does not belief. He says, ‘Who needs English to 
shoot a bear?’” 

Lars and Klaus laugh uproariously. Arnivolfe smiles politely and sips his beer. 
“You’re the only guests at the lodge?” asks Mr. Mississauga as he manoeuvres 

himself into a wooden chair and slips the Hello Kitty notebook out of his coat. 
“Ja, we have the whole place for ourselves,” says Lars. 
“Ja, und we got a discount,” adds Klaus. 
“Huh?” says Arnivolfe, looking between them with a look of consternation. 
Mr. Mississauga glances up. “Why the discount?” 
“Because of the problem with the town at night, naturally,” says Lars. “But it is 

causing us no trouble, this problem, is it, Klaus?” 
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“No,” agrees Klaus, “we wake up here every morning so far, sount und safe. It is a 
great mystery, ja?” 

“Ja,” chimes in Lars, nodding. “It is like we are on the X-Files television, where 
there is always an enigma such as this. Also this television they shoot it in Canada, so it 
is a double vacation for us: the polar bears, ja, and the mystery.” 

They’re interrupted as Charlie swoops in with three plates on a tray: roast beef, 
mashed potatoes, fried beets, green beans swimming in butter. As he places them before 
each of the Germans he asks, “What can I get for you, Mr. Mississauga? You got to be 
hungry after your trip, eh?” 

“I would like a can of Campbell’s Scotch Broth,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
“That’s all? Anything on the side?” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “Just bring the can and a spoon.” 
Charlie scratches his jaw. “You don’t even want me to heat it up?” 
“No.” 
Charlie is bewildered and chews the inside of his cheek. He wonders if the guest is 

pulling his leg. “...You just want me to open it for you, is that all?” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “I’ll open it myself.” 
“You know,” says Charlie, “we do offer a full menu, Mr. Mississauga. And it’s 

early in the season so we even have the stuff to make most of it.” 
Mr. Mississauga looks at Charlie politely but says nothing. Charlie shrugs and 

walks back to the kitchen behind the bar. Lars says, “Why not we should buy you some 
beer, ja? Let us treat you, friend.” 

“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “I don’t drink alcohol.” 
“Not ever?” asks Klaus, incredulous. 
“Not ever,” he confirms. 
“Not even during the Oktoberfest?” 
“No.” 
“Are you a Muslim?” 
“No.” 
Charlie returns with the tin of Campbell’s soup, a silver spoon and a tarnished can 

opener. He lays them down before Mr. Mississauga and then adds a fabric napkin to 
complete the composition. “Are you sure that’s all you want?” asks Charlie, frowning. 

“Yes,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
The Germans observe him opening the can, transferring items methodically from 

his holding hand to his gripping hand, both swathed in leather. “You are an 
amputated?” asks Lars, raising his brow. His eyelashes and eyebrows are so blonde 
they’re transparent. 

“No,” replies Mr. Mississauga as he cranks open the soup. “I am the victim of 
various birth defects, including phocomelia.” 

“Agent Orange?” 
“Thalidomide.” 
“I am sorry to hear this.” 
Mr. Mississauga swallows a spoonful of cold soup, then turns back to his little 

pink notebook. “You mentioned, Klaus, that you wake up safe and sound each morning 
in this lodge. Do others have a different experience?” 

“Ja, this is why the discount. The guests before us they wake up with the 
townspeople.” 

“But not us,” adds Klaus. “We wake up in our beds.” 
“Where do the townspeople wake up?” asks Mr. Mississauga. 
“Huh?” grunts Arnivolfe. 
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The Germans stare over Mr. Mississauga’s head to catch a glimpse of Aglakti as 
she returns, hands jammed in her pockets, sport pants swishing. She walks up beside 
Mr. Mississauga’s chair. “Sorry that took so long,” she mutters. “There was trouble at 
home.” 

The Germans rocket to their feet. Klaus pushes past Lars to draw out a chair. 
“Please, heff a seat, miss. Allow me.” 

“Gutenabend, Fräulein,” smiles Arnivolfe, straightening his wire-rimmed glasses 
fastidiously. 

Aglakti sits down and so do the Germans. “You want to get me a Coca-Cola, 
Charlie?” she calls. Charlie nods from behind the bar and turns to fetch a bottle. It 
chuffs open with a clink and a sigh. 

Mr. Mississauga downs another spoonful of soup. “Where does everyone wake up 
each morning, Aglakti?” he asks. 

She shrugs awkwardly. “We’re not supposed to talk about it in front of the 
guests.” Charlie hands her the Coke. “Thanks,” she says. 

“Do not worry for us,” says Lars, holding aloft a fork tipped in beef. “We already 
know all about it. It is nothing to us but interesting.” 

“Like X-Files,” adds Klaus, nodding. 
“Huh?” squints Arnivolfe. 
Klaus rolls his eyes again. “X-Files, Arni. Das Fernsehprogramm!” 
“Ja, ja,” agrees Arnivolfe with a wide smile. “Scully und Mulder.” 
Mr. Mississauga turns back to Aglakti expectantly, pen poised over the page. She 

makes a face and then settles her chin into her palm resignedly. “You’re not allowed to 
say we’re crazy.” Mr. Mississauga says nothing, so she continues: “Just about everybody 
who goes to sleep here wakes up in the old town—exactly where their beds would be if 
we’d never moved.” 

Mr. Mississauga pauses, considering. “Mass sleepwalking?” he says, his eyes distant 
and pensive. “How far away is the old town site?” 

“It’s not sleepwalking,” insists Aglakti. “They just go to sleep here, wake up there. 
Like, poof.” 

“Poof?” echoes Mr. Mississauga. 
“Ja, poof,” agrees Lars. He snaps his fingers to illustrate. 
Arnivolfe suddenly catches on to the subject of conversation. “Wie ein Zaubertrick,” 

he says, nodding quickly. 
“Can I see this happen?” asks Mr. Mississauga. 
“You can’t see anything,” says Aglakti. “I mean, you can watch but it doesn’t look 

like nothing. There’s no flash of light or puff of smoke or whatever. It just kind of 
happens. Or, I guess, it happens and then a second later you notice.” 

Lars snaps his fingers again. “Poof.” 
Arnivolfe frowns. “Was bedeutet dieses Wort, das ‘poof’?” 
Charlie bends over the hearth and starts a fire. Mr. Mississauga makes a final, 

decisive scrawl in his notebook, then gets to his feet and stumps over beside Charlie. He 
tosses the notebook into the flames and watches it burn, the pages curling as they 
brown. “Don’t you need that, mister?” asks Charlie. 

“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “Writing helps me commit things to memory. I have 
no use for the debris.” 

“Also it could fall into the wrong hands,” suggests Lars. “Perhaps a shadow 
government, or the people who control the bees.” 

“Ja, I saw that episote!” enthuses Klaus. 
“Huh?” says Arnivolfe. 
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Mr. Mississauga turns to Aglakti. “I’d like to see this for myself. Can you arrange 
that?” 

“Tonight?” 
“Yes.” 
“I guess so. You want to watch somebody sleep?” 
Lars nods. “Perhaps we could help you. We could also watch. More eyes are 

better, ja? We can all watch Aglakti sleeping in her bed.” 
Klaus nods, too. “Ja, that is a goot idea.” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “I work alone.” 
The Germans seem deflated. 
Aglakti says, “I bet Charlie’ll let you. He sleeps here at the lodge, so we don’t have 

to go nowhere.” 
“Very well,” agrees Mr. Mississauga. 
Charlie’s gone back to the kitchen so Aglakti and Mr. Mississauga slip behind the 

bar to find him. He’s standing over a stainless steel double sink, taking a dripping pot 
encrusted with potatoes out of the water to be scrubbed as he whistles a pop tune. 
“You want to watch me what?” he says, brow furrowed. 

“I want to watch you sleep,” repeats Mr. Mississauga. “I want to see it happen.” 
Charlie wipes his hands on his apron, then puts them on his hips as he gnaws his 

bristly upper lip thoughtfully. “Well, okay I guess. If it’s for the investigation and all. It 
sounds a little creepy though, eh?” With a chuckle he adds, “You’re not some kind of 
weirdo, are you?” 

Mr. Mississauga isn’t paying attention. He’s sidled up next to the sink, peering 
inside as the soapy, grey water gurgles downward and begins to swirl down the drain. 
He reaches into the pocket of his long coat and withdraws a bright yellow notebook 
that says LUCKY DIARY on the cover surrounded by Japanese ideograms and purple 
hearts. 

“Counter-clockwise,” mumbles Mr. Mississauga, making a note. 
Aglakti and Charlie exchange a nervous look. “Don’t worry, Charlie,” she says. 

“I’ll be there, too.” 
 
3. 
The sun threatens the horizon, drifting diagonally toward the hilltops as the moist 

air turns amber. It’s eleven o’clock at night. Birds chirp. 
Bonnie River closes up the Hot Foo, casting a glance over her shoulder at the 

parade of drinkers she’s just shooed over to the Elk’s Head Lodge, to Charlie’s fold. 
None of them gives her trouble. It’s Wednesday—Bonnie’s night to drive the schoolbus 
out to the old town—and everyone knows the routine. “Cheers, Bon!” croons Errol, 
toasting her with an imaginary glass. 

Bonnie waves. He grins and stumbles. 
She walks down toward the water’s edge, hefting a knapsack containing her 

evening (Sudoku pulps, a quilt, a half-knitted toque, a vibrator, an airline-size bottle of 
Sherry) and her morning (eyeliner, mouthwash, deodorant, a change of clothes, and a 
second bottle of Sherry). She crosses the schoolyard and then bends down to fish the 
keys out of the magnet box stuck up inside the wheelwell of the rusted orange bus. 

She knocks her knuckles on the hood as she rounds the nose, then gasps and 
stops short after coming up against the tall shadow of Mr. Mississauga loitering by the 
step. “Goodevening, Ms. River,” he says. 

“Holy damn,” replies Bonnie, a palm flattened between her breasts. “You scared 
the crap out of me, Mr. Missouri.” 
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“Mississauga,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
“Oh, right.” She watches as he continues a slow, limping patrol around the 

periphery of the vehicle. She shifts her knapsack from one shoulder to the other, asks, 
“What’re you doing there, mister? Safety inspection? I know you government guys are 
big on safety.” 

“I’m only on contract with the ministry,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
“Still.” 
“The answer to your question is no, Ms. River, I am not checking safety. I’m just 

looking at the bus.” 
“How come?” 
“It’s related to the case.” 
“What’re you looking for?” 
“Nothing.” 
“Don’t you have some kind of theory?” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga as he disappears behind the back end of the vehicle. In 

the distance the sun is finally swallowed behind a sawtooth line of conifers. The 
temperature sinks with a gooseflesh lurch. 

Bonnie frowns, then calls over the bus: “So you’re not looking for secret 
compartments or nothing—you’re just looking at the bus. Just admiring it, eh?” 

When Mr. Mississauga reappears around the front end, head bobbing over the 
hood, he asks, “Why would I be looking for secret compartments?” 

Bonnie shrugs. “That’s what the Mounties looked for. Their theory’s that we’re 
somehow smuggling people to the old site in the bus, then pretending to pick them up 
the next morning. They figured it’s to get attention, drum up tourism or something. Of 
course, most tourists don’t like to stay in lodges they disappear from in the middle of 
the night.” 

“The Germans say they’ve experienced nothing out of the ordinary.” 
“Maybe it doesn’t work on Germans. We had a group up here from Québec a 

couple of weeks ago and it sure worked on them. Don’t Europeans have different genes 
from us? Maybe that’s it.” 

Mr. Mississauga samples the depth and grit of the dust spatters dried onto the bus’ 
bubbled-paint sides, bringing his swabbed index finger close to his eyes, then sniffing at 
it with his hawkish nose. He wipes the grime on his long coat, turns back to Bonnie and 
says, “I’m not like the Mounties. I don’t use theories to hash things out.” 

Bonnie puts a hand on her hip. “So what do you do?” 
Mr. Mississauga spreads his gloved hands. “I look at things. I listen. I hang 

around. I absorb what I can of the situation, then wait for my mind to show me the 
connections.” 

“You just wait?” 
“Yes.” 
“What if it doesn’t happen?” 
“I wait more, or look around more. Or both.” 
“And then the answer comes to you?” 
“Yes.” 
“That’s a helluva method, eh?” 
“We don’t choose our gifts.” 
“I’m being kind of sarcastic.” 
“Yes.” 
Bonnie pushes the doors apart on the bus and climbs the step, tossing her 

knapsack on one of the vinyl bench seats. “Well I hope you’re just about done because I 
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got to get this thing moving before I fall asleep, eh?” 
“I’m done,” says Mr. Mississauga with a slight nod. He stands back. “Sleep well, 

Ms. River.” 
The doors fold closed and the engine coughs to life. The four-way flashers blink 

on in lurid red for a few seconds until Bonnie finds the switch to kill them. Then she 
pops the bus into gear and it chortles, spewing fumes into the purpling sky, and rumbles 
down the drive toward the highway. 

Even though there’s nobody around she uses her turn signals. 
Mr. Mississauga lights a cigarette. It illuminates his face when he draws. Like bugs 

to a lamp, the glow attracts a couple of kids who want to bum tobacco. Their speech is 
unintelligible and they reek of solvents. Their hands shake and their eyes roll. Mr. 
Mississauga gives them a brace of smokes and ambles on. 

Mr. Mississauga thinks about signals in the dark. 
The diningroom at the Elk’s Head is packed and noisy. Charlie is busy, a squat 

blur behind the bar occasionally catching the orbit of two short, stocky waitresses 
mutually distinguishable only by the differing patterns of their braided black hair. Smoke 
swirls under the lights. Somebody breaks a glass and swears. The elevated heads of the 
three tall Germans stand out above everyone else in the room, but it’s pale and bearded 
Mayor MacDougal who notices Mr. Mississauga first. Behind his hand he gasps, “Keep 
him away from the guests!” 

The waitress with braided curlicues whispers back, “He already met them, Lyle. 
He ate cold soup out of the can.” 

“Here he comes,” hisses Lyle, who then continues in a louder voice above the din, 
“Hey, Mr. Mississaugasiss there, buddy. How’s the investigation going?” 

“Please do not attempt to filter my access to anyone,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
“What?” 
The curlicue waitress asks if she can get him a drink, but Mr. Mississauga shakes 

his head. “Mr. Mayor, the Germans may prove integral to understanding your 
situation.” 

Lyle squints, puts his drink aside on the table and sways purposefully in Mr. 
Mississauga’s direction, hunching low. “You have a theory, do you?” 

“No.” 
“Oh.” 
“Are the Germans the first guests to remain unaffected by the phenomenon to 

date?” 
“You’re going to have to hit me with that again. I’m five in, or maybe six. What 

time is it? Maybe seven. How much money’s left in my wallet?” 
Mr. Mississauga compresses his mouth into a tight line. He says, “Sit down, Mr. 

Mayor,” and then rotates on his right heel and wobbles off with stiff dignity. 
Last call is a while away yet. Mr. Mississauga finds a seat against the wall and folds 

himself into it one stage at a time. The waitress with braids wrapped into buns brings 
him a glass of water and a menu. He squinches out his cigarette and lights another, 
watching the room pretend not to watch him. He makes a few notes. He observes a 
scuffle develop, witnesses as Charlie heads up a posse to steer the fisticuffs outside. He 
sees a few prostitutes working the room, two of them at the elbows of the Germans. A 
third girl, toothless and hard, appraises Mr. Mississauga with a quick look and decides 
against him, wagging her tail as she deflects her course away. 

There is a bubble of void around him, the bounds delineated by fumes. 
Aglakti’s grandfather is back, shouting in Inuktitut at a woman passed out on the 

next table. He seems intent on communicating something to her: something desperate, 
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encrypted and old. 
Mr. Mississauga knows it’s almost time to dream. 
He makes sure nothing’s burning and settles his appendages. He allows himself a 

slight slouch, chin resting on his chest. He takes two deep breaths. 
He’s gone. 
His eyes look like a doll’s. After a few minutes they begin to flit a little, the corneas 

twitching as they focus on invisible things... 
“Mr. Mississauga?” 
Mr. Mississauga blinks. He looks up and licks his lips. He says, “Yes?” and starts 

to light a cigarette, his thumb and forefinger vibrating as they manipulate the silver case. 
He’s buying time while his waking mind takes root and gets up to speed. 

“Are you okay?” asks Aglakti, frowning as she peers into his face. “You were like 
all catatonic or something.” 

“I was asleep,” says Mr. Mississauga. He takes a sip of water. 
“With your eyes open?” 
“Yes.” 
“That’s creepy.” 
Mr. Mississauga draws on his smoke and checks his watch. Charlie is pushing the 

last few drinkers out into the night. Lars and Klaus are nowhere to be seen, but 
Arnivolfe is snoring loudly, splayed out in a chair canted against the wall opposite Mr. 
Mississauga: a gangly teutonic analogue. 

Charlie returns to mop up. He wears a Walkman with earphones, nodding his 
head in time. 

Mr. Mississauga has a can of Scotch Broth. Aglakti makes herself a basket of fries, 
gravy and cheese curd. “I shouldn’t eat this,” she says conversationally, cracking open a 
frosted can of Coca-Cola. “You sure like soup, huh?” 

“It’s safe.” 
She smiles indulgently. “But does it scratch your itch?” 
“No.” 
“Coke does, if your itch is being tired. Which mine is.” 
Mr. Mississauga considers this. “It’s poison,” he says. “But you’re young, and 

strong. Besides, a little bit of dying is good for you.” 
She swabs a chip in gravy, spears a curd, swallows it. “You have to tell me, Mr. 

Mississauga, do you take pride in being peculiar in just about every way you can find?” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “But I don’t fret against it, either.” 
“Why buck your nature, eh?” 
“Yes.” 
“I’ll buy that,” she says, slapping the table. “I live that,” she adds, bussing the 

dishes to the kitchen’s ledge. “Come on,” she says, “let’s go upstairs. You coming, 
Charlie?” 

“Yeah.” 
She sips her Coke on the landing while waiting for Mr. Mississauga to catch up. 

When he reaches the landing she skips up the second set of risers and waits again. “I bet 
you dream of running,” she says carelessly. 

Mr. Mississauga glances up from his efforts. “When I was a kid,” he grunts. 
“Not no more, though?” 
“No.” 
“Why not?” she asks, licking a drop of Coke from the top of the can. “Did it 

depress you too much to hope?” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga, arriving at the top. “My dreams are busy.” 
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Charlie’s apartment is in the attic. Even gentle breezes whistle and moan through 
the leaky dormer windows. There are rock posters on the walls. An oval native carpet 
has a worn spot in the middle, and next to it is a Nintendo controller. 

“Do you mind if I smoke?” asks Mr. Mississauga. 
“In here?” says Charlie. “Yeah, sort of.” 
“I’ll only have one, then.” 
Charlie goes into the bathroom to change. Aglakti drops onto the couch and 

crosses her legs, the sport fabric swishing. “I guess you don’t play a lot of video games,” 
she says. 

“No.” 
“Maybe you should get better fingers. I’ve seen cool shit on television about that. I 

guess it’s expensive though, right?” 
“Yes.” 
“Do you want better fingers?” 
Mr. Mississauga hesitates. Aglakti enjoys it. He says, “I do.” Then he lights his 

cigarette and says, “But I manage.” 
“You’ll need robot lungs soon, and then you really will be Darth Vader.” 
Mr. Mississauga leans down and taps her cola can with his immobile left hand. 

“You’ll need a robot colon. I’ll see you in Hell.” 
This is followed by a quiet, stuttering wheeze from Mr. Mississauga which Aglakti 

decodes, after a delay, as a kind of chuckle. She raises her brow and smiles. 
He arranges himself in a tattered easychair, again expressionless. 
Charlie steps out of the bathroom in a pair of grey sweatpants. He has a meagre 

wire of hair on his brown sternum, a birthmark on his shoulder. He carefully steps over 
Aglakti’s sneakers and gives wide berth to Mr. Mississauga’s smoke, then climbs up on 
the bed and sits there crosslegged, staring back at them. “So...” he says, “what do I do 
now?” 

“What would you normally do, Charlie?” 
Charlie tucks the edge of a magazine further under the mattress. “I’d go to sleep,” 

he claims. 
“Then go to sleep, Charlie,” says Mr. Mississauga. He puts his cigarette out against 

a soapstone sculpture of a whale. “Pretend we’re not here.” 
Aglakti coughs. “Yeah.” 
“Yeah,” agrees Charlie slowly. “Okay fine.” 
Charlie squirms under a thin blanket and turns over to face the window. He 

reaches out to snap off the lamp, leaving them in the sombre red glow of the clock-
radio. 

Aglakti coughs again. Charlie rolls over. 
Aglakti uncrosses her legs, the fabric ringing in the silence. She scratches 

something. Mr. Mississauga shifts and his left arm drops off and hits the ground with a 
thud. 

Charlie sits up in bed. “Holy!” he moans. 
“Maybe we could put some quiet music on,” suggests Aglakti, pants swishing. 
“Good idea,” concedes Charlie, tucking himself in again. 
Mr. Mississauga snaps his arm back into place. “I appreciate your cooperation in 

this matter, Charlie.” 
“Whatever.” 
They all jump when the stereo starts blaring an undecipherable jangle of pulsating 

drums and roaring guitar. It cuts out a second later as Aglakti fumbles with the controls 
in the dark, pleading, “Sorry, sorry, sorry!” Then she giggles. “Is that my tape, Charlie?” 
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“Yeah.” 
“You’re sweet.” 
She finds a baroque cantata cut through with radio static that swells and fades in 

time to the faint green curtains of light colouring the night sky through the windows. 
Nicola Porpora’s music, with accompaniment by a yellow dwarf star. 

Charlie’s breathing slows. So does Aglakti’s. 
Mr. Mississauga focusses. 
The clock-radio counts the minutes. His heart counts the seconds. Out the 

window the stars wheel around Polaris, reminding Mr. Mississauga of the terrible speed 
at which the stillness of the bedroom is taking place... 

A ruddy light is coming up, bleeding in from the south. Barely hidden, the sun is 
on its way out from behind the rim of the planet again. 

Mr. Mississauga is looking at Charlie’s shoulder, neck and black-haired scalp 
poking out from under the blanket. The folds in the bedding take on strange 
semblances in the weak, reflected light from the colouring sky. Parts almost seem to be 
moving—and then they are, sighing downward to rest more flatly in the absence of the 
sleeper. 

Charlie’s gone. 
Mr. Mississauga stands himself up and lopes over to examine the bed. He presses 

his cheek against the sheet: it’s cold. As far as the furniture is concerned it has not been 
recently touched. There is no outline of a body showing in the foam mattress, no scent 
of new perspiration on the covers. 

“I don’t think Charlie’s going to appreciate you snarfing his bed like that,” says 
Aglakti. 

Mr. Mississauga spins in place, then grabs the arm of the easychair to keep from 
toppling. “Aglakti!” he says, startled. “You didn’t disappear.” 

Aglakti’s cheeks and teeth gleam in the gathering glow. She’s smiling. She delights 
in surprising Mr. Mississauga out of his carapace of control. “No,” she replies, in vague 
imitation of his tone. “I don’t ever go.” 

“Are there other townsfolk like you?” 
“A few,” she admits, nodding. She unfolds her glasses and pushes them onto her 

face. “We might as well head downstairs, say hi to my cousins. They’ve been getting 
breakfast started for the Germans until Charlie gets back. The Germans like to get up 
really early.” 

“Your cousins also don’t go?” 
“Three of them don’t, right. Do you think it’s like a DNA thing or something?” 
“Does your grandfather disappear?” 
“Yup. And my parents, and my brothers and sisters.” 
“Are you adopted?” 
“Nope.” 
“I don’t think it’s a DNA thing.” 
Down in the kitchen two Inuit boys are wiping down the counters with 

disinfectant spray and another is cleaning out the grease trap on the fryer. They nod and 
mumble to Aglakti, ask after the sleeping giant in the diningroom. She goes into the 
walk-in refrigerator and returns with cold cuts, cheese and eggs for the Germans’ 
breakfast. “Remember to make the coffee strong,” she says. “They like it black.” 

“Okay, Aggie.” 
Aglakti and Mr. Mississauga go outside. The morning air is crisp and fresh, the sky 

gold and cloudless. Aglakti sips from a mug of instant coffee while Mr. Mississauga sips 
from a cigarette. S. Inlet is empty, utterly abandoned. He shoots his cuff and checks his 
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watch. “Do you work at the lodge as well, Aglakti?” he asks. 
“Me? No,” she says, blowing on her coffee. “I just help out sometimes. Like 

anyone. I mean, we all count on having guests at the Elk’s Head to keep this town 
going, you know?” 

“The lodge is central to the economy.” 
“Central?” she echoes, pushing her glasses up higher on the bridge of her nose. 

“Damn, Mr. Miss, it is our economy—or it was. Charlie’s dad owns it and nearly 
everybody works for it or for the guests one way or another: Jack on the flying, Mad 
Bear on the hunt, Angeline at the brothel, Bonnie on lunch and sundries, Ed on 
taxidermy...But it isn’t enough, even. We’re just hanging on to watch the town die, I 
guess.” 

“Why?” 
She shrugs. “Because somebody’s got to stay sober to help with grandfather. 

Somebody stupid—or stubborn, I guess.” 
“Somebody like you.” 
She makes a grim smile as she looks out over the bay, waves glinting in the 

ripening morning light. “Don’t get me wrong: I’m not staying here forever,” she says. 
“I’m not wasting my life. Sure, I’m looking after things now because that’s what I have 
to do, but I’m not sacrificing everything for a bunch of toothless drunks. They’re family, 
so I’m here now. But they’re doomed, and I’m not going down with them.” 

“What will you do?” 
“I’m going to bust my ass to get my demo tape played everywhere and anywhere 

until...until, you know, I get discovered or something. I’m getting out, Mr. Miss. Make 
no mistake about it.” 

“What’s on the tape?” 
“Didn’t I tell you?” says Aglakti with an impish grin. “I’m gonna be a rock star.” 
Two hours and twenty-seven minutes later the rusted orange schoolbus grumbles 

over the hill and starts weaving down the coastal highway toward them. Aglakti is asleep 
under an awning, curled up in a ball on the lodge’s verandah and snoring quietly. Mr. 
Mississauga has a pile of squinched out twists of rolling paper by his feet. He’s rolling a 
fresh cigarette when he hears the bus and looks up to see its plume of dust rising from 
the road. 

The bus stops, the brakes squeaking. The doors unfold and the town files out, 
bleary eyed, wearing light jackets over their pajamas and nightgowns, boots over their 
slippers. Parents carry their youngest, who blink at the sun and knuckle their eyes as 
they pout. 

Aglakti’s cousins come out of the Elk’s Head with trays of steaming coffee, rich 
tea and hot chocolate. 

“Bless you boys,” says the skinny Venezuelan priest with a mustache that looks as 
if it has been added to his face with a magic marker. He helps himself to a styrofoam 
cup of coffee. “Is there sugar? Is there cream?” 

“It’s your double-double, Father,” says one of Aglakti’s cousins. 
“Bless you.” 
Mayor MacDougal takes a cup of tea. “Right on, boys. Cheers. Say, where’s Errol 

at?” 
“He missed the bus,” reports Bonnie, twisting the key and letting the engine go 

quiet. “He’s hoofing it. He’ll be along in a couple of hours.” 
“Crap. He’s supposed to buy me breakfast, eh?” 
“I’ll buy you breakfast, Lyle.” 
“You’re my heroine, Bon.” 
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“Okaip.” 
The scene has the thoughtless certainty of routine. The cluster of citizens mumble 

their goodbyes and head their separate ways, plodding sleepily along the streets of their 
abandoned town, on missions to get breakfast going or get back to bed to catch another 
few hours. They chase dogs away from their garbage cans and push in through their 
unlocked doors. 

Mr. Mississauga smokes. Mr. Mississauga watches. And when his next dreaming 
comes, he will make the connections. 

 
4. 
Old Gord is white and grouchy, and his home is known as the Edge House 

because it stands equidistant between the old site of S. Inlet and the new. Edge House is 
the only building not relocated, emptied or razed during the great move. All Gord had 
to do was take up sitting on his backyard porch instead of his front porch, in order to 
have sight of the church steeple while putting away beers and frowning judgmentally at 
the passersby, as is his wont. 

He narrows his eyes with menace as he spots Aglakti and the stranger approach, 
the latter limping and stumping along stiffly like someone in the final stages of syphilis. 

This observation informs Gord’s opening remarks, belting out across the street in 
a gravelly baritone: “Why don’t you go see a doctor, you goddamn pervert?” 

He horks in the grass as punctuation. 
“Hi Gord,” calls Aglakti. “Can we talk to you a sec?” 
“What for?” 
“This is Mr. Mississauga, from the Ministry of the Environment. He’s here to help 

us out—trying to get to the bottom of things, and whatever.” She pushes her glasses up 
on her forehead and flashes the old man a girlish smile. 

Old Gord frowns. “Why should I give a shit, young lady?” 
Mr. Mississauga takes a lurching step forward. “Without a solution to this 

problem, the tourists will stay away. Without tourists, your town will die, sir.” 
“I wouldn’t want you getting no syphilis on my doorknobs.” 
“I don’t have syphilis, sir.” 
“So why do you walk like a crank then, taxman?” 
“I have two artificial legs, sir,” explains Mr. Mississauga. He tugs up the hem of his 

trousers, exposing the plastic and metal shaft of his left shin. 
Old Gord’s face softens. He lifts his own left leg which ends above the ankle. “I 

lost mine in Korea. What about you?” 
“Thalidomide poisoning, sir.” 
“Huh,” says Old Gord thoughtfully. He picks up his cane and pushes himself 

upright. “That’s a goddamn crying shame. Come on in why don’t you? Don’t dawdle 
with the screen open—it lets in those Christ-forsaken black flies.” 

The inside of the Edge House is musty. Sun-bleached black and white 
photographs line the walls, long dead people staring out through soft vignettes in 
wooden frames painted with flaking gold leaf: some are somber women tied into 
Burqua-like Victorian dresses, some are dirty-faced soldiers grinning around cigarettes, 
arms on each other’s shoulders or making the V sign. In the livingroom there are 
medals pinned over the fireplace in a neat row underlining a massive oil portrait of a 
young Queen Elizabeth II. 

Old Gord lowers himself into the middle of a loveseat, gestures at two dusty 
easychairs for his guests. “So what can I do you for?” he wheezes, resting his cane 
against a porcelain statue of Mother Mary whose bosom has been stained dark by 
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repeated contact with the cane’s mouldering leather handle. 
Mr. Mississauga has his bright yellow notebook ready. “I understand you’ve been 

experiencing nothing out of the ordinary during the nights, sir.” 
“That’s so. I’m a Christian.” 
Mr. Mississauga stares into Gord’s face, his chocolate brown eyes uncritical. Gord 

shifts in the loveseat, sniffs, and then decides to continue: “I know you government 
bastards think we’re all trying to pull one over on the world, but I’m here to tell you it 
ain’t the case. There’s no trick to it, but there is a pattern. It ain’t random, if you follow 
me, what happens at night. It ain’t random at all.” 

Aglakti furrows her brow. “What pattern, Gord? What are you talking about?” 
“That’s enough sass, young lady,” snaps Gord. He turns back to face Mr. 

Mississauga. “It’s the sinners, Mr. Miyagi. Them what has Christ in their hearts aren’t 
troubled at all, and them what’s lost inside are flitting around at night in the Devil’s 
canoe. It’s just that goddamn simple. I don’t know why you eggheads in Ottawa can’t 
figure that out when it’s plain as day.” 

Mr. Mississauga makes a note. “Would it then be fair to say, sir, that you’ve 
experienced no effects whatsoever from the phenomenon afflicting the town?” 

“Yes, it would,” lies Gord. 
Mr. Mississauga’s hand hesitates over the page. He looks up. “Aglakti,” he says, 

“would you mind excusing us for a moment?” 
“What?” 
“Perhaps you could wait outside. I’ll only be another minute.” 
She frowns, but stands. “Whatever,” she says. She pushes open the screen door 

and it bangs closed after her. 
“Don’t let in the flies!” calls Gord. “Goddamn kids,” he adds in a grumble. 
Mr. Mississauga leans forward in the chair and regards Gord for a long moment. 

Gord blinks. He pulls his cane over and fidgets with the grip. He puckers his lips and 
says, “So what is it you wanted to say? I ain’t got all day to sit around chewing the 
goddamn fat.” 

“What you tell me is taken in the strictest confidence, sir,” says Mr. Mississauga 
evenly, folding closed his notebook and tucking it into his pocket. 

“I ain’t got no secrets. I ain’t ashamed of nothing.” 
Mr. Mississauga spreads his gloved hands. “We are all of us sinners, sir.” 
Gord’s eyes flick up to meet Mr. Mississauga’s. “I’m a good man,” he says. 
“Yes,” agrees Mr. Mississauga. 
“And I’m a good Christian.” 
“Yes.” 
He puckers his lips again, looks down into his lap. “But God don’t forget, do he?” 

Mr. Mississauga says nothing, so Gord continues: “When I was in Korea, something 
happened. Well, that ain’t goddamn right—I should say, I did something. It didn’t just 
happen. I did it.” 

“What happened, sir?” 
Gord doesn’t answer immediately. He rubs at his eyes irritably, takes a breath as he 

stares over Mr. Mississauga’s head and into the face of the Queen. “A girl died,” he says 
at last. “That is, I killed her. I didn’t mean to but there it is. I was in Inchon. We were 
taking it back from the Reds. She was hiding in the closet. I heard her move.” He 
pauses, touches his own hands absently, softly. “She might’ve been six.” 

Mr. Mississauga says nothing. He doesn’t blink or breathe. 
“I stayed with her while she went,” says Gord hoarsely. “She was in a lot of pain. 

It was a belly wound. But I didn’t want to call it in. I didn’t want...anyone to know.” He 
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looks up, his eyes rheumy. “And nobody did. My own wife never knew, bless her soul. 
But God doesn’t forget. And when this whole town went damned He was damn sure to 
give me mine, too.” 

“What did you get, sir?” asks Mr. Mississauga quietly. 
He nods toward the hall. “In the closet there. You’ll find them. Go on. Look.” 
Mr. Mississauga works himself out of the chair and sallies in his humping gait 

across the room. His right hand buzzes as it closes to grip the doorknob. He opens the 
closet and scans down the shelves of old towels, jars of assorted screws, legal folders of 
yellowing tax papers. Shoved toward the back is a chess set in a mahogany box inlaid 
with Korean script. 

“Take it out,” calls Old Gord from the livingroom. “Look at the goddamn 
pieces.” 

Mr. Mississauga releases the doorknob, repositions his hand, and then closes it 
carefully over a corner of the ornate box. He draws it out and ferries it to the 
livingroom, depositing it on the coffee table with a thump. He opens the box. 

“See?” says Gord, eyes out the window. 
Mr. Mississauga gingerly lifts one of the hand-carved wooden pieces up before his 

eyes, turning it slowly. The piece is a queen. The sculpting is conventional aside from a 
set of chubby labia and upthrust breasts. He puts it back in the box and examines next a 
bishop with an erect penis, the edges of the head flared artfully. “An unusual set,” 
remarks Mr. Mississauga. 

“Goddamn perverted is what it’s become.” 
“You didn’t buy the set in this condition?” 
“Just what kind of a low-life do you take me for, Injun? I told you I’m a good 

Christian. Do you think a good Christian would be caught dead buying something like 
that?” 

“No.” 
“Damn straight, no,” grumbles Gord, tapping his cane. “I used to use that set 

every day of my goddamn life. I’ve been playing Father Gomez since the end of the 
Soviets. But then—this happened. Now I don’t have the stomach to touch the goddamn 
things. I don’t want to soil myself with the curse.” 

“The pieces changed when the town moved?” 
Old Gord nods. “The very day. Punishment from on high, mark my words, for 

every wretched sinner in this godforsaken place. Including me, Jesus forgive it, even 
me.” He takes out a wrinkled handkerchief and blows his nose while Mr. Mississauga 
closes up the box. Gord sighs, suddenly tired. “Is there anything else you’re going to be 
needing from me, or what?” 

Mr. Mississauga looks up. “There’s just one more thing, sir,” he says. “Do you 
mind if I check to see which way your sink drains?” 

Later, Aglakti and Mr. Mississauga stroll up the front walk of the church. Aglakti 
has her hands jammed in her pockets sullenly and purple bags are developing beneath 
her eyes. “I need some Coke,” she mutters. 

“I could’ve seen Father Gomez alone.” 
“Are you kidding? Everybody’s scared shitless of you. The only reason they agree 

to talk is if I promise to come.” 
“I do manage a lot of investigations without you, you know.” 
“Yeah yeah, you manage this and you manage that. You’re always fucking managing 

things, Mr. Miss. Don’t you ever get tired of it? Wait, don’t tell me—” 
“I manage.” 
“Fuck, and you’re a comedian to boot.” 
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“You saw it coming. It wasn’t a very good joke.” 
“Well, you can work on that.” 
Mr. Mississauga finds Father Gomez in a small office in the back of the modest 

hall, kicking the insides out of a facsimile machine. The plastic paper tray skitters across 
the floor to stop at Mr. Mississauga’s shoes. Father Gomez is instantly aghast and 
contrite. “Oh Heavens!” he says, blushing like a schoolgirl. “You’ve caught me having a 
bit of a fit, I’m afraid.” 

“Yes,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
The thin Venezuelan mops his brow with a tissue, leaving little fluffs of white 

fibre stuck in his eyebrows. He doesn’t notice. “Let me just clean up a little here. I’m so 
embarrassed. It’s just that infernal machine. I couldn’t take it any longer. Goodness me, 
what you must think.” 

Mr. Mississauga says nothing, his expression bland but amicable. He takes out his 
notebook. “May I make use of your paper shredder, Father?” 

“By all means, my son.” 
Father Gomez sits down at his desk and wipes the back of his neck with a fresh 

tissue, leaving more white clods. They get pushed into a neat line by his collar as he 
straightens his shoulders and smoothes down his mustache, his face confounded mid-
smile as he watches Mr. Mississauga feed his yellow notebook with purple hearts into 
the shredder. 

The shredder barks briefly. 
Mr. Mississauga brings a new notebook out of his pocket: blue sky background 

with a big picture of Pikachu on the cover. It is titled in English and Japanese: 
FLIRTING! HAPPYNESS! GO! 

Father Gomez asks, “Do you have a little girl at home, Sky?” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “I buy them in an Asian market.” 
“I’m not sure I follow you.” 
“The notebooks, Father.” 
“I see.” 
Mr. Mississauga clears his throat. “Father, you have experienced nocturnal 

displacement...” 
Father Gomez accidentally knocks over a cup of pencils. “Would you be more 

comfortable sitting down? I’ve had handicapped parishioners, of course.” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “I am not handicapped.” 
Again, Father Gomez tries to smile. “My son—” 
“My question is: have you experienced any other strange effects?” 
Father Gomez pauses from collecting his pencils. “What do you mean by 

strange?” 
“Out of the ordinary.” 
“There’s nothing strange about acts of God,” he replies indignantly, resuming his 

clean up. “Strange isn’t the word I’d use, at any rate.” 
“What word would you use?” 
“Holy, perhaps. Tangible evidence of the Lord’s work on this Earth is very 

special.” Father Gomez rights his cup and puts the pencils back inside, nodding with 
satisfaction. 

Mr. Mississauga concedes the point. “Very well. Have you experienced any holy 
effects besides the nocturnal displacement, Father?” 

“What is that?” 
“That’s my new question.” 
“What’s nocturnal displacement?” snaps Father Gomez. “I resent any sort of 
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sexual insinuation. I’ve heard the same rumours you have, but we’re not all the same, 
you know! I am a man of God.” 

“Yes,” agrees Mr. Mississauga. “Do you wake up at the old town site?” 
“Well, yes, you know that. You saw me at the bus this morning.” 
“Yes,” agrees Mr. Mississauga again. “Have you experienced any other holy 

effects?” 
“What? Are you sure you don’t want to sit down, Sky?” 
“Any other effects, Father?” 
“No, certainly not.” 
“May I see your chess set, Father?” 
“My what? Tell me, my son, are you a Christian?” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “But I accept confession.” 
They stare at each other for a thick moment. Father Gomez blinks, his eyes 

flicking to a poster of the Ten Commandments pinned up behind Mr. Mississauga. 
Quietly he says, “Just what are you implying?” 

Mr. Mississauga says nothing, so Father Gomez becomes angry. “What right do 
you have, anyway, to come in here and badger me? Do you even have a warrant, 
Detective? You can talk to anybody in town about this, why waste my time? I have—
important faxing to do.” 

Mr. Mississauga considers this, then makes a note. 
“What are you writing there? You can’t quote me,” says Father Gomez, standing 

up out of his chair and banging his knees against the desk. “That’s against the 
constitution. I’m calling my lawyer, right now.” He shuffles over to the window and 
sticks his head out to yell, “Errol? Errol!” 

Mr. Mississauga gives him a tight little smile. “Am I to understand that you object 
to my seeing your chess set, Father?” 

“What does my chess set have to do with anything?” he cries, eyes wide, tufts of 
tissue drifting down from his brow. He blinks at them, perplexed to see snow. 

Mr. Mississauga persists politely but with emphasis. “In the past, Father, did you 
play chess with Gord?” 

“Well yes, I did...” he replies, turning away from the window with a frown. 
“When did you stop?” 
“I wouldn’t actually say that we’ve stopped, no. We still play, now and again.” 
“When did you last play?” 
“Play chess or play chess with Gordon?” 
“Play chess with Gordon.” 
“It’s been a few months,” says Father Gomez grumpily, arms crossed. 
“Have you played since the town was relocated?” 
“Probably. I’m not sure. I play games with so many of my parishioners—it’s a 

wonderful way to get comfortable.” With a look of irritation he brushes loose tissue bits 
from his neck. “Is your home church in Winnipeg or Ottawa, Sky?” 

“Why haven’t you played since then?” 
“No reason. We’ll play again. I’m glad you reminded me, frankly. Poor Gordon.” 
“Why ‘poor Gordon’?” 
“I don’t know if you know but he lost a foot in the Korean War.” 
“Yes.” 
“And, of course, his wife passed away two years ago this September.” 
“Do you use his chess set or yours?” 
“His.” 
Mr. Mississauga pauses, licks his lips, then makes another note. “Never yours?” 
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“I’m not sure that I have one. Perhaps the church does. In the basement.” 
“I see,” says Mr. Mississauga. He closes the Pikachu notebook and tucks it into his 

pocket. “Before I go, let me ask you this, Father: other than nocturnal displacement and 
the erotification of your chess pieces, have you experienced any other holy effects?” 

Father Gomez opens his mouth and then closes it. He raises a hand angrily and 
then drops it. He slumps his shoulders and looks Mr. Mississauga in the eye, preening 
over his mustache sullenly. “No, that’s everything.” 

“Yes,” agrees Mr. Mississauga. “Thank you for your time.” 
On his way out Mr. Mississauga taps Aglakti’s shoulder. She’s asleep on the back 

pew, a full can of Coca-Cola clutched in her right hand. “Fuh?” she says, fumbling with 
the cola and then hurriedly sucking the spill from her wrist. “Wha huh?” she adds, 
squinting. 

“We’ll need some supplies,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
Aglakti stretches and yawns. “Where’re we going?” 
“To the old town site.” 
 
5. 
It’s a sad place. 
Mr. Mississauga climbs down out of the orange schoolbus, rust raining from the 

step as he tromps over it. Aglakti follows him out, hops down and snaps a pair of 
shades over her glasses. “So, this is it,” she says. 

The landscape is rocky and desolate, yellow lichens clinging to the ground around 
naked foundations and the vague scars of streets. A windowless abandoned car sags into 
a pebble-lined crevasse, canted at a rude angle with its front end smashed. A dead 
streetlamp lies next to it, and further on is a newspaper box with birds living inside of it. 
The chicks cheep. 

Mr. Mississauga lights a cigarette. He toes a pile of trash, revealing some beer 
bottles and a tarnished fork. 

Three dozen tents of various conditions are pitched around them, squatting within 
the crumbled borders of properties no longer there. Many of them have scorched, 
blackened pits nearby, evidence of early morning fires. The loose edges of the tents flap 
in the breeze, zipper ends jingling. 

Aglakti joins him, hands jammed in her pockets. “Is it everything you’d hoped, 
Mr. Miss?” 

“Yes.” 
Together they walk down to the old mine entrance, barricaded with boards and 

spattered with bilingual warning signs. A mammoth crack in the Earth extends from 
near the entrance cave and across the site, zigzagging like frozen lightning. Mr. 
Mississauga peers over the edge carefully. The bottom is swallowed by shadows. 

He kicks a small rock into the gorge, listens as it taps and knocks against the sides 
on its echoey way down. At the end comes a sullen splash. 

“Were there any casualties when this fissure opened up?” 
Aglakti shakes her head. “Nope.” 
Over the next hill a narrow river sends its crystal clear waters into a small cove, 

chortling over rounded rocks. This is the inlet after which the town is named. In the 
middle of a modest delta by the mouth is another stone-slab Inukshuk figure, solemnly 
standing watch, slowly sinking into the muck. 

“Was this site populated for long before the mine opened?” he asks. 
“Sure,” says Aglakti. “For a thousand years.” She looks around and shrugs. “You 

don’t get much in the way of ruins when you build your houses out of snow.” 
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Mr. Mississauga shades his eyes with his hand as he peers into the distance. “Is 
that the Edge House?” he asks, pointing to a blue-grey shadow on the horizon. 

Aglakti nods. 
“The sites are very close together.” 
“Yeah, well, you can walk it if you have to. But it’s a bitch when you’re hungover.” 
They return to the bus and Aglakti sets up an awning while Mr. Mississauga hunts 

for kindling. Aglakti watches him methodically arrange the wood as she bangs a bent 
metal stake into the ground to secure the sportily fluorescent fly. “Do you do a lot of 
camping out, Mr. Miss?” she asks. 

“Circumstances have often forced me to improvise,” he says, inserting a match 
into the nest of bramble. A curl of smoke drools out. Twigs sizzle as sap turns to steam. 

Once it’s flaming Aglakti cooks a hot dog and Mr. Mississauga takes in a can of 
soup. Afterward he sits back to smoke as Aglakti grabs a guitar from the bus and strums 
at it idly. 

A thick deck of wooly cloud starts rolling in from the west. 
She sings, “I once knew a huffer boy, but I wouldn’t let him know me...” 
She glances over at Mr. Mississauga, but he’s in a trance. His cigarette has fallen 

forgotten on the dirt beside him, turning the pebbles yellow. His eyes are flickering and 
dancing, his mouth tight and grim. 

Her lids grow heavy watching him. 
When she wakes up she’s shivering. The sky has been blotted out, the setting sun 

invisible. A rude, cold wind pushes garbage between the empty tents. The birds are 
hunkered down in their newspaper box, twittering fretfully. 

Aglakti gets up, rubs her aching ass, and then fetches a rough blanket from the bus 
and drapes it around Mr. Mississauga’s shoulders. She hefts a bundle of logs from under 
the driver’s seat and tosses one of them on the fire, then carelessly observes Mr. 
Mississauga’s soup can rolling away, touched by wind, clanging on the rocks. 

When she looks back again he’s awake. “Welcome back,” she says. 
“I was never gone.” 
“You were asleep.” 
“Yes,” he says. “So were you.” 
She sneers sceptically. “How would you know?” 
He opens his cigarette case and slips a smoke between his lips, hand whirring. 

“I’m aware of myself and my surroundings while I sleep.” 
She frowns. “What—seriously? How’s that even possible?” 
“My eyes are open.” 
“Yeah sure, that’s one thing, but it’s another thing to say you’re conscious when 

you’re unconscious, isn’t it?” 
Mr. Mississauga draws on his smoke. “I’m always conscious.” 
“No way.” 
“Yes.” 
“That’s impossible.” 
“No.” 
Aglakti regards him for a moment as she sits down beside the fire and paws at the 

dirt randomly, letting the fine particles drain between her nail-bitten fingers. “Is that 
something you...learned, or what?” 

“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “I was born this way.” 
Aglakti looks down, wipes her nose on her sweatered arm. “Does that mean you 

can remember all your dreams?” she asks, looking up again. “Like, anytime you want?” 
Mr. Mississauga’s eyes narrow. “Yes,” he says seriously. 
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She grins. “Holy shit, that’s so cool.” 
Mr. Mississauga shakes his head curtly. “No.” 
“No?” 
He sighs, toys with his cigarette in way Aglakti hasn’t seen before, casts his gaze 

over her head at the wind-ruffling edge of their awning. “Dreams aren’t what you think 
they are, Aglakti. You only remember the fringes—the bleeding borders as you wake up. 
The fringes are nothing. The fringes are just fluff.” 

She thrusts out her lip defiantly, chucks away a small stone. “So, educate me.” 
“What do you want to know?” 
She thinks about it as she reaches into the cooler and pulls out a Coca-Cola. “How 

do you know what’s a dream and what’s real? How can you tell?” she asks, cracking the 
seal and taking a sip. “Do you ever get confused?” 

“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “Dreams don’t look real. They look like cartoons. 
Edges and outlines are emphasized, the colours are super-saturated. It’s a montage of 
abstractions—the global view is fuzzy and shifting while small details stand out starkly, 
crawling with hyper-definition. It doesn’t look real at all.” 

Aglakti shrugs. “Sometimes my dreams seem real enough.” 
“They wouldn’t if you were awake. Your higher faculties aren’t playing along. If 

you ever saw your dream in the light of day you’d see how it looks more like a painting 
than a photograph.” 

Lightning flashes silently out over the bay. A moment later the air shudders. The 
fire crackles and pops. 

She sips from the can again. “So what did you mean when you said your dreams 
were busy, Mr. Miss? What’s that about?” 

He smiles faintly, wistfully. “Do you know what your dreams are for, Aglakti?” 
“For?” 
“Yes.” 
She squints, rubbing her chin. “...Making contact with the Ghost World?” 
“No.” 
“I give up.” 
“The dreams you almost remember, Aglakti, are for the purposes of synthesis. 

You see mixed up images and sensations because your brain is interested in your 
reaction to them.” 

“Oh yeah?” she says, covering her mouth as she yawns. “So what’s the difference 
between my brain and me?” 

Mr. Mississauga draws on his cigarette. “Your brain is a system of neural 
hardware, your mind is an emergent property of its operation. Do you understand?” He 
exhales a plume of smoke, turned orange in the light of the fire. “Parts of the living 
mind can be...harnessed—adapted for use in classifying and connecting ideas. Your 
brain does this—makes use of parts of your mind—to help sort memories for long-
term storage, to flag related concepts for association and compression. And sometimes 
the you part of you wakes up enough to observe some of that process.” 

Aglakti considers this. “But not you—the you in you is always there?” 
“Yes.” 
“And you watch all your dreams go by?” 
“Yes.” 
“And you...use that somehow?” 
“I’m able to identify significant patterns, yes. Think about it: a man wondering 

about the facts of a case might work through one theory in an hour, but my dreams can 
scrub through a thousand theories in the same space of time. I’m able to adapt the 
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dream synthesis engine to my own purposes.” 
“So you wake up with the answer.” 
He makes another tight little smile. “Sometimes.” 
Aglakti chuckles and pulls her guitar over again, tuning it absently as she mulls. 

“So, basically Mr. Miss, you’re a slot machine.” 
Mr. Mississauga licks his lips. “Yes.” 
She strums aimlessly, gliding her fingers along the strings. “And so that’s really 

what dreams are for, huh? Sorting.” 
“That’s what one kind of dreaming is for, yes. Rendering to long-term memory is 

one of the functions of REM sleep.” 
“That’s rapid eye movement, right?” 
“Yes.” 
“What other kinds of dreams are there?” 
Mr. Mississauga tosses away the end of his smoke and begins the process of 

fetching and lighting another. Lightning flashes, distant thunder groans. “The kind you 
never remember. The kind that plays when the you in you is totally disconnected, during 
slow wave sleep.” 

“Do you remember those?” 
“Yes.” 
“What are they like?” 
Mr. Mississauga makes a sour face. “Did you ever have night terrors, as a child?” 
“Like really bad nightmares? Nope, not me.” 
“Have you ever watched a dog dream?” 
“Sure,” she says, plucking pizzicato up the neck. “They chase stuff and bark in 

their throats. I guess they dream about dog things. Cats, and cars, and bones.” 
Mr. Mississauga shakes his head solemnly. “They’re being trained.” 
A shiver runs along Aglakti’s shoulders. “What do you mean? By who?” 
Mr. Mississauga looks at her through the fire, his eyes swimming with reflections 

of its golden spires. “By their brains,” he says. “It’s the same with any of us. When we 
go into deep sleep our brain puts us through our paces. It runs training programmes.” 

Lightning flashes. She whispers, “Training to do what?” 
“To survive,” says Mr. Mississauga heavily, then pauses as the thunder interrupts 

him. “Slow wave dreams are a very dark place, Aglakti. There’s a reason we’re not 
supposed to remember—because it’s damaging. It’s too basic. It’s too brutal. It’s blood 
and panic, fight and flee.” 

“We fight?” 
“Yes. We fight, we kill, we die. We rape. We’re eviscerated, and we hold our warm, 

ruined organs in our hands. We jump and run, tear and chew. We are, in that place, 
nothing but animals.” 

She sneers and shakes her head. “What’s the point?” 
“Reflexes are primed, for when they might be called upon in the real world. Your 

muscles remember, so does your brain. Your mind, thankfully, does not.” 
Something occurs to Aglakti. She looks up again, her eyes welling with 

compassion. “...But you remember it all.” 
Mr. Mississauga nods. 
She twitches as if to move around the fire to touch him, to comfort him, but she 

doesn’t get up. He seems too alien viewed through the shifting flames, too unreal. She 
rubs her hands together anxiously. “Holy shit. Every night?” 

“I don’t allow myself deep sleep when I’m working. When I get back to the city 
I’ll hole up for five or six days and do it then.” 
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“Why?” 
“My apartment is specially insulated against sound, to dampen my screams.” 
“Jesus fuck, Mr. Miss.” 
“Indeed.” 
They both watch the fire crackle for a while. The sky is a low, dark, swiftly moving 

ceiling above them. Mr. Mississauga holds his watch up to the guttering light: it’s one 
o’clock. 

Aglakti gnaws the inside of her cheek thoughtfully, tapping on the side of the 
guitar in a slow rhythm. “So, Mr. Miss,” she says without looking up, “what’s the deal 
with you and the way the water drains?” 

Mr. Mississauga makes a sniffing sound that might be a chuckle. “Just a theory.” 
“From the slot machine?” 
“Yes. I theorize that draining water is a litmus test for the unusual.” 
“What?” 
“Every sink in S. Inlet drains counter-clockwise.” 
“Yeah, so? Isn’t that how they’re supposed to drain because we’re in the Northern 

Hemisphere? What’s it called? The Chlamydia effect?” 
“The Coriolis effect. But it applies to hurricanes, not sinks—things that span 

miles, not inches. On the small scale the Coriolis effect has a pull over ten million times 
weaker than gravity. In the turbulence of a draining sink that’s statistically irrelevant.” 

She pauses to polish off her Coke, wagging her opposite hand vaguely to indicate 
her imminent words as she gulps. “So why does everything drain counter-clockwise, 
then?” she gasps at last, tossing the can aside. 

Mr. Mississauga sighs. “Like I said, it’s unusual. The drains are a symptom. They 
tell me there’s an extra spin on the local attractor, a pull along a dimension we can’t see 
but the universe can feel.” 

They both jump when lightning flashes brilliantly and thunder slaps down 
immediately afterward, the sky seeming to crack, the air shaking. “What does that 
mean?” presses Aglakti, her ears ringing. 

“It means something weird is going on,” says Mr. Mississauga carefully. “And it’s 
deep. It’s in the fabric of the world.” 

Aglakti stares into the blackness around them for a moment, hands hanging limply 
over her guitar. “You know what it’s like, Mr. Miss? It’s like a mistake. It’s like a clerical 
error. It’s like somebody forgot to check one checkbox when we moved the town, and 
the town don’t know better.” 

“A clerical error in reality...” echoes Mr. Mississauga, nodding. “It’s not the first 
one I’ve seen.” 

Aglakti looks up sharply. “It’s not?” 
He shakes his head. “I’ve seen the erotic chess pieces before.” 
“What do they mean?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“You don’t know? Some detective!” Aglakti giggles suddenly, then covers her 

mouth. “Let me pull your arm. Let’s see what the slot machine has to say.” 
Mr. Mississauga smiles, the skin around his bottomless eyes wrinkling. It’s gone as 

quickly as it came, his face wooden again. He says, “I believe an event took place, or will 
take place, that pierces the universe. These clerical errors, they form a line. S. Inlet is on 
that line. I believe that line represents a vector of injury through space.” 

Aglakti frowns. “A what?” 
He sniffs. After a moment he says, “Forget about it. It’s starting to rain. Why 

don’t you get inside the bus and try to sleep for a few hours?” 
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Aglakti stands. She hovers uncertainly for a moment, fidgeting with her braids, 
then blushes and smiles to herself. She takes off her glasses and says, “You want to 
come with me?” 

Mr. Mississauga shakes his head. “No,” he says. “I am a homosexual.” 
Aglakti raises her brow and purses her lips. “That’s cool,” she says. She folds open 

the doors and steps up into the bus. “Good night, Mr. Miss,” she calls. 
“Good night, Aglakti,” says Mr. Mississauga softly. 
The rain comes. Mr. Mississauga draws his long coat tighter around his shoulders. 

The fire steams. 
When the lightning flashes it looks to Mr. Mississauga as if he is sitting watch over 

a teepee village with a schoolbus longhouse, the reek of meditative tobacco on his lips 
and the Ghost World on his mind. He is a chief. He is the head of a nation of one. 

(And its torso, too.) 
Someone in one of the tents coughs. A young child cries. A zipper sings as 

someone gets up to take a leak. The town is here. 
When the sun comes up the day is grey. Mr. Mississauga watches and listens and, 

in the bleak hour before the old people rise, he dips into dream. 
When he comes back a couple of kids are poking him with a stick. 
“Hey, he’s alive,” cries a boy with a black eye. “Run!” 
The morning fires are burning. The women go down to the river for water while 

the men spit and smoke. Nobody has a Nintendo so the kids play with each other, 
running in circles, their taunts and songs echoing off the rocks. 

Errol finds a bright white beluga beached on the shore. It’s barely alive so he 
finishes it with his knife. He carves off a peal of blubber and sniffs it reverently. 
“Orsaq!” he bellows, hands cupped around his mouth. 

A crowd gathers, gibbering and elbowing for vantage. 
Mr. Mississauga is startled to see Aglakti standing at his elbow. “You’re wet,” she 

says, yawning. 
“It rained.” 
She closes her eyes and draws air through her nose. “Do I smell orsaq? Oh. My. 

Shit.” Her eyes fly open. “Where is it?” 
Mr. Mississauga points. Aglakti runs to the beach. 
Some eat it cooked. Some eat it raw. Everybody has shiny faces and dirty fingers, 

and they laugh loudly. Charlie is chastised for sneaking seconds before his turn. Mr. 
Mississauga declines to partake, even when Father Gomez assures him that it isn’t 
forbidden by the Bible. He smiles, though. The town’s giddy gluttony makes him 
cheerful. 

The throbbing heart of S. Inlet is right here, amid nothing. 
In some ways the wound is better for being healed than it ever could’ve been if 

uncut. 
 
6. 
The day is bleak and dim, hemmed in by a sky that looks like it’s made of pounded 

metal. 
The rusted orange schoolbus bangs over the potholed highway, easing over the 

crest of the low hill separating the old site of S. Inlet from the new. The bus exhales a 
ring of brown smog and then begins the slow coast home, brakes squeaking on the 
curves. 

Aglakti’s three cousins are waiting outside of the Elk’s Head Lodge: the smiling 
one with coffee, the slight one with tea, the chubby one with chocolate. 
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The morning routine plays out with the familiar mumbles and yawns. 
Mr. Mississauga is called to a meeting with the mayor, so Aglakti goes home to 

change her clothes and brush her teeth while the detective lopes over to the Hot Foo. 
It’s crowded and noisy, though a bubble of hush surrounds him as he moves—trailed 
by cleared throats, coughs and the clinking of cutlery. He nods to Bonnie as she sets up 
her grill, then takes a seat opposite Lyle MacDougal in his usual booth. 

Lyle puts the newspaper aside. “Thanks for coming, eh?” He taps on the home-
printed menu, his brow raised. “How do you feel about talking over some eggs and 
sausage? I just can’t think on an empty stomach, you know?” 

Mr. Mississauga sips from his cup of tea, plucked from Aglakti’s cousin’s tray 
outside. “I’m fine, Mr. Mayor,” he says. His leather gloves creak as he releases the cup. 

“How’s the investigation coming along? Almost time for you to be heading home, 
isn’t it?” 

“It’s a complex situation.” 
“Can you give me the bottom line?” 
A match flares. “Yes,” says Mr. Mississauga, puffing his cigarette to life. “I can’t 

stop it. You need a physicist.” 
“So, like I said, you’re going to be moving on I suppose,” grunts Lyle. He drinks 

from his mug, leaving droplets of coffee in his beard. “I mean, you’re no physicist, 
right?” 

“That’s right,” agrees Mr. Mississauga. 
“Well, you’re a colourful character and it’s been great to have you,” he says 

quickly, mechanically. To Bonnie he calls, “Where are those eggs, Bon?” and then, 
looking to Mr. Mississauga again, adds, “Feel free to come back and see us anytime. 
Bring your friends. Hunt a bear. It’ll be a beauty good time.” 

“You’re not interested in a solution, Mr. Mayor.” 
Lyle coughs. “Of course I’m interested. I have a responsibility toward my 

community, and another winter’s worth of waking up out there means a serious risk for, 
um, some of our older residents and such.” 

“That’s not the reason.” 
Lyle flashes a nervous smile, folds his grubby hands on the table. “I’ll level with 

you, Mr. Miniwaka. There’ve been some complaints. Father Gomez says you tried to 
badger him into talking about sex, and Gord Martingrove tells me you gave him post-
traumatic stress dyspepsia or something by dredging up Korea. You’ve been handing 
out cigarettes to kids and you don’t spend any money.” 

Mr. Mississauga leans across the table to reach the ashtray, tapping his smoke with 
a careful levering of his stiff left arm. Lyle flinches. Mr. Mississauga says, “That’s not the 
reason either, Mr. Mayor.” 

The mayor scratches under his beard. “I don’t need a reason. I’m not kicking you 
out. Your time’s up and, like you say, we need a physicist so we’ll just wait until Ottawa 
decides to send one. What kind of physicist do you recommend? One of them particle 
guys? Or, like a scientologist or what?” 

Mr. Mississauga gives him a tight little smile. “Ottawa will never send a physicist, 
Mr. Mayor, and you’re relieved. Don’t bother to cover your mouth, I’ve already seen it 
on your brow. There’s no need to dodge me: the truth isn’t shameful.” 

Lyle sneers as he tries to fake a smile. “What truth would that be, exactly?” 
“You don’t want it to stop.” 
“Of course I do,” retorts Lyle, looking around quickly. 
“Nothing has ever brought your people together like this. At least, not for 

centuries. You all share something special by waking up in the wild. You love it.” 
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“It can be an awful bitch,” says Lyle. 
“You love it,” repeats Mr. Mississauga firmly. “You may even love to hate it. It 

doesn’t matter. It’s just a symptom that confirms the cause, and your girl Aglakti knew it 
from the start: you’re all simply too obstinate. You’re stubborn and you’re stuck. Maybe 
part of that has rubbed off on the land.” 

Lyle frowns. “What are you saying, man?” he whispers fiercely. 
“I’m saying you can’t leave because you won’t leave,” says Mr. Mississauga as he 

stabs out his cigarette, then looks up to pin the mayor with his eyes. “Those of you who 
flicker in the night have tied your destinies to S. Inlet, and S. Inlet isn’t letting go.” 

Lyle stares, his mouth open slightly, his forehead creased. Bonnie walks over and 
puts down a plate of hot scrambled eggs and sausage rounds in maple syrup. “Ketchup 
today?” she asks sleepily. 

Lyle shakes his head. Bonnie leaves. 
“Are you saying this is our fault?” he hisses. 
Mr. Mississauga shrugs. “It’s your way of life. It’s in your bones and it’s in the 

stones. Whose fault is that?” 
Lyle blinks, running his tongue over his teeth. “I don’t know,” he admits, then 

hazards a guess: “...Jesus?” 
“The reason things are is because of how they were; the way they were is because 

of where they’re going. Blame is an illusion, Mr. Mayor.” Mr. Mississauga empties his 
teacup and starts a new cigarette, snapping closed his silver case. “My report will 
indicate no areas of potential liability for Ottawa or Manitoba. You should be left alone 
now. That’s all they care about.” 

Lyle looks up sharply. “What if I did want it to stop?” 
Mr. Mississauga’s match gushes alive. “Leave.” 
“Leave?” 
“Move away.” 
Lyle shakes his head. “People are afraid if they did that they’d just wake up here 

again anyway. No point.” 
“Only the people who haven’t moved away say that. Think about it.” 
Lyle starts to reply but stops himself, pinching his mouth shut, tucked behind 

flanges of beard. His eggs are getting cold but he doesn’t notice. When he reaches for 
his smokes he knocks over his coffee. “Aw,” he groans. Bonnie scurries over with a tea 
towel. “Thanks, Bon. Sorry. Damn.” 

“Okaip.” 
To Mr. Mississauga he says, “In a way I think I liked it better when all you 

government guys did was say we’re crazy, you know?” He swallows awkwardly. 
“Because what you say might be true, but it makes me feel creepy.” 

“Yes,” agrees Mr. Mississauga, enveloped in a cocoon of white haze. 
“I guess I should say thanks?” says Lyle. 
“I can’t help you with your guess, Mr. Mayor,” he says, exhaling. “I’ll be on my 

way.” Mr. Mississauga works his way out from behind the table and kicks his legs back 
into their upright configuration with a double snap. He straightens with dignity. 

Lyle puts out his hand. Mr. Mississauga shakes it. The mayor manages not to 
wince at all, but he’s still relieved when it’s over. 

They all are: he can feel the people’s eyes on him as he shuffles across the Hot 
Foo—pausing from their breakfasts, conversations dangling, breathing suspended until 
the little bell over the door signals that the stranger has gone... 

Aglakti catches up to him in Jack’s place. 
“You’re going?” she gasps, breathing hard. 
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“Yes,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
Jack scratches the side of his baseball cap with a pencil as he waits for his 

computer to tell him whether the flight plan’s been approved. He chews on a wooden 
toothpick. Carefully painted scale models of various aircraft hang from the ceiling on 
fishing line, each of them signed in precise block letters across the belly: CHARLIE 
QAUMA’NIQ-NIQ. Jack also favours posters of naked white women draped over the 
cockpits of warplanes, which paper the walls on all sides in a dazzling array of nipples 
and gauges. 

The computer beeps, reports in amber on black. Jack says, “Weather’s shit in 
Thompson, mister. You might want to think about doing this tomorrow, eh?” 

“Yeah, you can’t go now,” says Aglakti, grabbing his limp and heavy left hand. 
“There’s going to be a party tonight. You have to come. Everyone’s coming. Besides—
you can’t just leave like this, Mr. Miss, like out of nowhere.” 

Mr. Mississauga turns to look at her, but says nothing. 
She takes off her glasses. “Come on,” she says. “Don’t leave me in the lurch. It’s 

my big night. I’m singing in front of everyone. I want you to be there.” 
“Why?” 
“Because we’re friends. You might not know it, but that’s because you’re not that 

good at being friendly.” 
“I can’t ‘discover’ you, Aglakti. I don’t know anyone who’d matter.” 
“Fuck you.” 
Mr. Mississauga compresses his mouth into a line. He turns back to the pilot. 

“When can we fly, Jack?” 
“Tomorrow, probably,” drawls Jack, scratching at his armpit and apparently 

reading Aglakti’s T-shirt with rapt fascination. It features a picture of Queen Elizabeth 
bisected by a safety-pin over the words NO FUTURE. He reads it over and over again 
as she sighs heavily. 

Mr. Mississauga nods to Jack and turns to leave, but Aglakti’s blocking the door. 
“I go on at ten,” she says, teeth gritted. 

“I don’t care for parties,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
“I can beat you up, you know,” she replies. “I don’t give a shit that you don’t have 

no arms or legs. You’re not so tough. Unless you know some kind of secret flipper 
karate I’m sure I could learn you a good one.” 

Mr. Mississauga looks more tired than usual, his eyelids low and dark. “You’re 
prodding for a reaction, so let’s cut to the chase: which kind would you prefer?” 

“I’d prefer it if you had feelings like a human being,” she says acidly, then spins 
and pushes roughly through the door. It slams after her, the OPEN-OUVRE sign 
flapping madly, sending a shiver through the ranks of naked white women on the walls. 

Jack chews his toothpick slackly. “So...” he says. “You want to book a go 
tomorrow, mister?” 

Mr. Mississauga is slow to respond. He blinks. “Yes,” he says quietly. “If anything 
changes you can reach me at the lodge.” 

“Right on,” says Jack. “I’ll see you at the party, buddy.” 
The party is at the Elk’s Head, heralded in advance by long lines at the Hot Foo 

for early supper and at the NorthMart for liquor, tobacco, rolling papers, condoms and 
cash. Charlie puts a chemical log in the fireplace and lights it with a Bic. The braided-
hair waitress scurries to wipe down the tables while the bun-haired waitress connects 
the taps for the bar, giggling flirtatiously at Aglakti’s tallest cousin as he hefts the kegs 
for her. 

Mr. Mississauga sits in his room. His battery pack is charging, the little amber light 
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blinking slowly. The door shudders with sudden knocking. “Herr Mississauga?” calls a 
muffled German voice. “The party is starting, ja? Hello?” 

“I’m resting,” Mr. Mississauga calls back. 
“Goot, goot—resting up bevore the fun is intelligent. Dress in your clothes and 

please to come townstairs so we can buy you some beer, ja?” 
Mr. Mississauga sighs. 
When he does limp into the bustling diningroom the Germans spot him easily 

over the short Inuit heads. They wave enthusiastically. As he makes his way over he 
pauses to allow another of Aglakti’s cousins to cross the room: they’re setting up 
wooden risers topped in stained shag carpeting into a stage under the mounted heads of 
several snarling animals. “What kind of beer are you liking tonight, Herr Mississauga?” 
cheers Lars. 

“Sit down!” adds Klaus, grinning as he hoists a mug. 
“Huh?” says Arnivolfe, squinting. 
Mr. Mississauga lowers into a chair. “I don’t drink alcohol,” he explains. “Can you 

ask the girl to get me a bottle of water?” 
Klaus is drunk, and he thinks he’s very funny. “Nonsense!” he laughs, slapping 

Mr. Mississauga’s back in an aggressively companionable way. “Are you a kind of 
homosexual man?” 

“Yes,” says Mr. Mississauga, looking Klaus in the eyes. Klaus’ smile falters. 
Lars kicks Klaus in the shin under the table, then turns to the braided waitress and 

says, “Three pints and a bottle of water, if you please, miss.” He bows his head 
courteously and she scampers off, blushing. 

“I don’t mean to offend you,” says Klaus. 
“Huh?” says Arnivolfe. 
Mr. Mississauga says nothing. 
The town’s teenage population, which has been absent up until this point, arrives 

all at once in a dense squadron that reeks of gasoline and hashish. Some of them try to 
buy drinks but Charlie remembers all their birthdays. They cross their arms and lean 
against the walls in rows, spitting on the baseboards and smoking cigarette butts stolen 
from the ashtrays. 

When Aglakti takes the stage the babble of conversation peters. She taps on the 
microphone and smiles. She’s not wearing her glasses, and her inky hair falls loose past 
her shoulders. She’s wearing leather pants and has a chewed-on studded collar that 
looks as if it’s been borrowed from a dog. Her shirt bears a picture of ripe cherries. 
“Hello?” she says, startling everyone with her surprisingly amplified voice. 

“Sorry,” calls her cousin, adjusting sliders on the mixing board. 
Aglakti smiles again, shrugging nervously. She shields her eyes against the lights 

pointed at her. “Um okay, welcome to the first annual S. Inlet Battle of the Bands! Next 
year we hope to have more bands, um, but we’re still going to have a real good time 
tonight, eh?” 

The room applauds. Some whistle. “Rock me, Aggie!” yells one of the teenagers. 
A glass breaks. 

Aglakti sits up on a high stool and takes her guitar from the nearby stand. She 
checks the tuning, eyes distant, then snaps back and smiles again. “Okay,” she says. 
“Okay. I think I’m ready.” 

The crowd chuckles amicably. 
She says, “This song’s called My Village, My Family. Okay? It’s kind of folky, but 

bear with me. Alright—here we go.” 
Aglakti’s fingers slide over the strings. Her pick flashes in the lights. Then she 
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begins to sing and they’re all hooked, every man and woman—and Mr. Mississauga, too. 
Arnivolfe claps in time, a wide smile on his long face. “Sie ist sehr gut!” he says to 

no one in particular. 
Charlie comes over to help bus the table, pauses at Mr. Mississauga’s elbow to 

watch Aglakti play. “Pretty amazing eh, Mr. Miss? She sings like an angel.” 
“You’ve known her since you were a child,” says Mr. Mississauga, his eyes locked 

forward on the stage. 
“That’s right,” says Charlie. 
“Why don’t you go with her, when she leaves to go to the big city?” 
He can feel Charlie blush. Charlie resumes putting glasses on his tray. He says, 

“How do you know I won’t?” 
“Have you told her that you’re in love with her yet?” 
Charlie juggles his tray to avoid dropping it. One glass falls off but it doesn’t 

smash, rolling across the table. Mr. Mississauga catches it at the edge with his right 
hand. “Everybody’s in love with her,” says Charlie. “Why would she choose me?” 

“Because she already loves you back,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
“No she doesn’t.” 
“There’s something else,” says Mr. Mississauga, turning away from the stage. 

“There’s a matter of pride, isn’t there, Charlie?” 
Charlie stares at him for a moment, cheeks quivering slightly. Finally he releases a 

held breath and says, “I don’t want to ride on her coat-tails, Mr. Miss. I want to get out 
of here on my own, first, so she knows...so she knows it’s all about her, not something 
selfish. I don’t want to use her.” 

“How are you going to get out, Charlie?” 
“I’m a writer,” says Charlie. “But nobody knows. Yet. But they will. When I get 

published.” 
Mr. Mississauga nods. “I see,” he says vaguely. Charlie squeezes through the 

crowd to head back to the kitchen. Mr. Mississauga is feeling light-headed. He excuses 
himself to visit the washroom. When he returns Aglakti’s started a new song, a faster 
one, and people have pushed the closest tables out of the way so they can dance. 

Mr. Mississauga orders another water. The braided waitress points out that his first 
bottle is still nearly full. Mr. Mississauga is puzzled but thirsty, so he drinks. “Are you 
feeling okay?” the waitress asks him, putting a hand on his shoulder. 

“I’m just tired,” he says, smacking his lips and frowning. 
Lars leans across the table to sloppily ask if the waitress will dance with him. She 

giggles and says she can’t because she’s working. Lars insists. He gets up from his seat 
and Mr. Mississauga is obliged to stand to let him past. He’s dizzy. He stumbles against 
the waitress who catches him with a well tried reflex. 

“Whoa,” she says. 
“I’m sorry,” mumbles Mr. Mississauga. 
“Drink some water,” suggests Klaus. 
Mr. Mississauga narrows his eyes suspiciously. “You’ve spiked my drink.” 
Klaus winks theatrically. Mr. Mississauga shakes his head in horror, catches sight 

of Aglakti on stage—she winds up her song and everyone applauds. Mr. Mississauga 
pokes the braided waitress in the arm urgently. “Bring me a Coke,” he pleads. 
“Quickly!” 

“Come now, heff a goot time with us,” says Klaus. 
“Ja, can you dance with those legs?” asks Lars. 
“You don’t understand,” says Mr. Mississauga darkly. “I must stay awake.” 
“Huh?” says Arnivolfe. 
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When the waitress returns with his Coca-Cola he chugs it back, only as he’s faced 
with the bottom of the glass discerning the robust and tangy aftertaste. “There’s rum in 
this,” he croaks, eyes watering from the bubbles. 

“Isn’t that what you wanted?” replies the waitress, blinking. “Rum and Coke?” 
The glass drops out of Mr. Mississauga’s mechanical hand and falls over, spilling 

ice onto the table. “You don’t understand,” he mutters again, settling back into his 
chair. His balance is off and he grips the arm to keep from toppling over. 

“Easy now,” says the waitress. 
“The detective is a cheap date,” observes Lars with a wry smirk. “Let us bring for 

him some more!” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga meekly. “No, I want water.” 
“Ach, come on now,” says Klaus. “Fräulein: another rount!” 
Apparently Aglakti’s next song is a local favourite because its opening strains cause 

the room to surge to its collective feet—stomping and shouting, holding aloft lit 
lighters, knocking their glasses against the tables and paying no heed to spills. 

“Water,” repeats Mr. Mississauga, a new edge in his voice. “Let me open it myself. 
You have to let me.” 

The braided waitress shouts over the din, “What?” 
Mayor MacDougal and a toothless prostitute fling one another artfully across the 

space before the stage, followed by Ed Hulver the taxidermist whose partner is a stuffed 
heron with cigarette burns on its beak. Errol leads Bonnie through the spotlight next, 
pawing at her jiggling assets on the final loop and thereby earning himself a smack. They 
both laugh uproariously. 

It’s only later, after Aglakti’s final encore, that the extent of Mr. Mississauga’s 
distress becomes clear. As the applause fades two men are left shouting in the 
comparative silence: Aglakti’s grandfather and Mr. Mississauga. 

Their voices are hoarse and ugly, their tongues thick with alcohol. 
Aglakti jumps down from the shaggy risers and squirms through the crowd, racing 

to the bar. The bun-haired waitress and Charlie look up with relief at being rescued. She 
massages her grandfather’s shoulders and whispers Inuktitut in his ear while looking 
askance at the detective slumped against the bar. 

“My arm came off,” Mr. Mississauga explains to Charlie. “I need you to pour the 
drink in my mouth. Do it, Charlie. Charlie! You have to help me. Pour it in. What’s 
wrong with you?” 

Aglakti’s chubby cousin arrives at her side to guide away grandfather. She nods her 
thanks, wipes the sweat from her brow, and then gingerly begins to approach Mr. 
Mississauga. “Mr. Miss?” she ventures. 

“Aglakti,” he gasps, flinging himself around and sliding to the floor. His arms 
hang at rude, disconnected angles. “You’ll help me,” he says with a sick, lopsided smile. 

“Mr. Miss, you gotta stop,” she says softly. 
“Help me!” he screams suddenly, slobber flying from his lips. “Why will none of 

you help me? What do I have to do? I can’t do anything. If I don’t have your pity now 
I’ll never have it. You’re heartless. You hate me. Why won’t you help me?” 

The pain is awful to hear in his quavering voice. Aglakti winces as she says, “What 
do you want?” 

“I want nothing. I want lots of nothing. I need more drinks. I need help. I need 
you to pour them in my mouth. I need nothing right now. Help me, Aglakti. Please.” 

“You can’t drink no more,” she says firmly. 
“To Hell with you,” he snaps savagely. 
Mr. Mississauga pushes himself up against the bar and attempts to launch over it 
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in a single violent thrust of desperate energy. Glasses scatter and smash. Charlie and the 
bun waitress leap back, eyes wide. Mr. Mississauga balances there for an instant and 
then, after the inertia has drained, gravity takes toward and he slides off the bar like a 
sack of potatoes. Both legs become disconnected in the impact. Worming himself 
forward by his shoulders and thighs, Mr. Miss looks up to beg, “Aglakti! Help me make 
it stop. I need to rest. Please, Aglakti. I want nothing.” 

He looks like a living Inukshuk sculpture: a solid, thick trunk decorated by short 
slabs where the limbs would be, splayed out and impotent. His long coat twists away 
from him like a tail. 

Aglakti kneels down. She cradles Mr. Mississauga’s head in her lap, running her 
nail-bitten fingers through his short, salt and pepper hair. “I know,” she says soothingly. 
“I know you do, Mr. Miss.” 

He begins to cry. 
He’s just a torso on the floor and he’s blubbering like a baby. 
Respectfully, the town averts its eyes. 
 
7. 
Sky Mississauga focuses on taking deep breaths as the shadowy, lupine predators 

bark and yip, challenging one another for the right to take a mouthful of his exposed 
intestines. The top dog already has a loop, and he gnaws it with relish with his offal hot 
breath wafting up Sky’s nose. 

“You should scream,” says the beast, long jaw flapping wetly around the words. 
“Everything is shifting,” says Sky. He surveys scene calmly: the other dogs are 

dressed in parkas and mukluks now, and they’re all racing together through a landscape 
of giant erotic chess pieces. “I’m crossing over,” says Sky. “You’ll be gone.” 

“I’ll see you soon,” promises the dog. 
Mr. Mississauga blinks. It’s very quiet. He’s lying in a bed, gazing up at a sun-

splashed poster of Courtney Love straddling her guitar, sawing it between her legs as 
she snarls. In the bottom right hand corner someone has tried to pick off a willful 
orange sticker that says NORTHMART $9.99 + TX. 

As he shifts a clammy washcloth slides off his forehead. 
His clothes and his coat hang over the back of a chair. He’s naked under a thin 

sheet, cool with dried sweat. Leaning up against the closet door are his legs and arms, 
rooted in a chaotic pile of dirty laundry that includes torn denim and bright pink 
panties. 

His mouth feels full of sand. “Aglakti?” he croaks. 
He’s surprised when she sits up from a pile of blankets at the foot of the bed, her 

face puffy and her gaze vague. She pins a quilt against her chest absently as she looks 
around, trying to focus. “Mom?” she mutters. 

“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
She smiles vaguely, then knuckles her eyes. “Mr. Miss,” she says. “You’re alive.” 

Then she swallows and adds, “Holy shit my mouth tastes like total ass.” 
“Yes,” agrees Mr. Mississauga. “Mine too.” He lets his head drop back on the 

pillow, contemplating Courtney Love’s thigh. “Did I...what happened to me last night?” 
“You passed out. You had some nightmares.” 
“I hope I didn’t disturb...” 
“No one’s back from the old site yet,” says Aglakti, glancing at her clock-radio. 

“Nobody heard you but me and the dog.” 
Mr. Mississauga shivers. “Thank you,” he says. 
“Did you just thank me, Mr. Miss?” 
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“Yes.” 
“I didn’t think you thanked anybody for anything. You sure as hell don’t say 

‘please.’” 
“Please and thank you.” 
“You see?” she says, smiling again. “You keep that up you just may end up with 

some friends. It’s not so hard. You start being polite and sociable you never know what 
may happen—and you’re off to a good start, having a slumber party after getting 
trashed.” 

“I think I may vomit,” says Mr. Mississauga thoughtfully. 
“Waste basket, right next to you,” she says, pointing. 
“The feeling is passing.” 
“Well, stay sharp. I don’t want my pillow smelling like bile.” 
Mr. Mississauga belches quietly. “I’d like some water,” he says, “please.” 
“Yeah,” she agrees, ruffling her bramble of hair, “sure thing...me too. Hold on.” 

She drops the quilt and pads out into the hall, leaving Mr. Mississauga to mediate on the 
image of her youthfully smooth brown bum. When she returns he turns his head 
modestly toward the wall. 

“Oh shit, what’re you so squeamish about?” he hears her say. “I thought you said 
you were gay.” 

“Um,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
“Are your ears turning pink?” she says, giggling. “This is rich—the great detective, 

utterly imperturbable, veteran of unspeakable night terrors, brought to his knees by the 
sight of a naked girl!” She pauses to chuckle. “I mean, that’s if you had knees.” 

“You delight in causing me discomfort,” he mumbles into the wall. 
“Damn straight,” says Aglakti brightly. “I like it when you have feelings. Now 

don’t work yourself into a knot—I’m putting on a T-shirt.” 
“Thank you.” 
“Another ‘thank you’—you’re a new man this morning. Next thing we know you’ll 

announce you’re going for the Olympic gold in sprinting. Turn around: here’s your 
water.” 

She holds his head and helps him sip. When he swallows he says, “As a rule 
people don’t mention my arms and legs, let alone make fun.” 

“It’s a stupid rule,” says Aglakti carelessly. “I don’t believe in taboo subjects. So 
you’re handicapped—so what? I’m native. It’s almost as bad.” 

“I’m not handicapped.” 
“Oh, shut up. Yes you are. I don’t care if you don’t use that word—you’ve got no 

arms and no legs, you’re fucking handicapped. The last thing you want in this world is 
to be forced to ask for help, so out of respect I won’t make you ask...but out of respect 
for my help don’t ask me to play games. Fair?” 

Mr. Mississauga can’t help but laugh. It’s a real laugh, too—from deep in his 
throat. It turns into a coughing fit at the end, so he accepts another sip of water. He 
says, “I like you, Aglakti.” 

She smiles, sitting on the edge of his bed. “I like you too, Mr. Miss. Are you 
hungry?” 

He considers it. “Yes,” he says. 
“So let’s get some limbs on you and get our asses down to the Hot Foo before it 

gets crowded.” 
They’re too late. Aglakti has her own key but she doesn’t need it because Bonnie 

River is at already at her post, igniting the burners and setting the coffee makers to drip. 
She nods to them cheerfully. Lyle is reading yesterday’s newspaper in his designated 
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booth, Errol is practicing pool as he waits on French toast. The pilot smokes a cigarette 
while watching the Weather Network on the Hot Foo’s old black and white set while 
the taxidermist stuffs himself from a bag of potato chips, too impatient for the hot 
menu. They each have a wave or a friendly grunt for Aglakti and Mr. Mississauga. 

“People seem more kindly disposed toward me today,” he observes. “Is it because 
I’m leaving?” 

“It’s because they saw you raw,” replies Aglakti. “You’re one of them now. They 
know you’re human. Pain is something they can relate to.” 

They sit down. Bonnie drops off a menu. Aglakti asks for a Coca-Cola and Mr. 
Mississauga for a cup of dark tea. “Okaip,” says Bonnie with business-like efficiency. 

“So,” says Aglakti, pushing her hair out of her face and then spreading her hands 
on the table. “What’s your report going to say?” 

“It’s going to say the government should leave you alone.” 
“The town’s going to die.” 
“Yes.” 
“Shit.” 
“It’s already dead, Aglakti. All that’s left are living people haunting the land. You 

know this. It’s why you’re leaving. And that’s what makes all the difference.” 
Her face seems drawn now, tight and miserable. “Turning my back on my people 

makes all the difference?” 
“Destiny makes a difference,” he corrects gently. “You want one. You want 

something. You want a life.” He pauses, hesitates, then allows his gloved right hand to 
touch hers. “You’ll take your cousins with you.” 

“Yeah, I don’t want them growing up here. There’s nothing.” She looks up, 
puzzled. “How’d you know I’m planning that?” 

“Planning to rescue them? I know because you love them.” 
“They’re hard workers. They’ve always done right by me. They deserve a chance 

for something, even if it’s just being roadies. It’s still better than rotting here, huffing 
and drinking.” 

“They assuage your guilt at leaving your grandfather and your parents behind. 
You’re taking care in the way you can.” 

She purses her lips. “That sounds so selfish. You’re right. I’m a shit.” 
“I’m not judging you, Aglakti. Does it make you feel better to know it’s going to 

work?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Destiny,” he repeats, blowing steam from his cup. “Those of you here who have 

destinies beyond S. Inlet don’t wake up at the old site. Like you, like your cousins. 
You’re not tied here. You can, and will, go free.” 

“This is what your dreaming tells you?” 
“Yes,” he says. “It’s the only hypothesis that fits the pattern. Why, I can’t tell 

you—but the what is clear to me now. Many stories end in S. Inlet but a precious few are 
just beginning.” 

Aglakti thinks about this, swirling the pop in her can. She shakes her head. “But 
then what about Charlie, Mr. Miss? Charlie’s hellbent on getting out of here. What 
about him? How come he wakes up at the old site?” 

Mr. Mississauga sits back in his seat, his brow furrowed and his deep eyes sad. “I 
don’t know,” he admits. “I can’t quite figure Charlie out.” 

After breakfast they walk to the Elk’s Head Lodge together to gather Mr. 
Mississauga’s things while Jack heads down to the water to get his airplane in gear. Mr. 
Mississauga breaks down his battery charger and stows it carefully beside a neatly folded 
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sandwich of underwear and socks. Aglakti circles the room, brooding, burning off the 
two-fisted caffeine and sugar blast from her morning Coke. 

“What’s this?” she says, leaning over him to pull a black and white photograph out 
of a dog-eared dossier in the suitcase. 

“A man I’m hunting,” says Mr. Mississauga without looking up. “Have you seen 
him?” 

She squints at the picture. “Nope.” 
Mr. Mississauga plucks it from her fingers and inserts it back into the dossier, then 

snaps his suitcase closed. She says, “He looks like a cave man.” 
“Yes,” agrees Mr. Mississauga. “That’s what he is.” 
Aglakti flops down on the bed and looks at him with her chin in her hands. “Is 

everything you’re involved with weird as shit?” 
Mr. Mississauga gives her a tight little smile. “Yes,” he confirms. 
“So what’s next for you, Mr. Miss?” 
“I’m still on this case.” 
“But isn’t your report the end of it?” 
He shakes his head. “I took the contract for the funding. I would’ve ended up 

here anyway, sooner or later. As I told you, S. Inlet is another point on a line of 
anomalous effects. I’ve seen others, and there are more yet to see if I’m to triangulate 
the locus of Event Zero.” 

“Event Zero, huh?” she says, rolling on her side and lounging carelessly. “Sounds 
kind of ominous.” 

Mr. Mississauga picks up his suitcase and nods seriously. “Yes,” he agrees. 
At the registration desk he runs into the Germans standing in the middle of a pile 

of expensive luggage. Lars elbows Klaus and Klaus steps forward to apologize for last 
evening’s shenanigans. “I’m ferry sorry for the trouble I caused to you, Herr 
Mississauga,” he says sheepishly. “I have teep shame for it.” 

“Huh?” says Arnivolfe. 
Mr. Mississauga nods. “Are you fellows heading home today?” he asks. 
“Ja,” says Lars as he signs the bill Charlie pushes across the desk for him. “We’re 

flying with you!” 
Mr. Mississauga smiles bleakly. “How nice,” he says. 
The pack of them are surprised to be greeted by a crowd of well-wishers outside 

the lodge. Bonnie has paper-wrapped packages of beluga blubber for each of them, as 
well as a can of Campbell’s Scotch Broth for Mr. Mississauga. Father Gomez blesses 
their travels, and Lyle reminds them to tell their friends about how much fun they had 
in S. Inlet. “We got more polar bears,” he says. “Lots more!” 

On cue Charlie and Aglakti’s cousins tromp down the steps of the lodge carrying a 
wheelbarrow between them. The wheelbarrow is loaded up with a pile of tied paper 
packages of bear meat, topped by the taxidermied head of a blonde-furred female, her 
jaws posed as if frozen mid-roar. As the wheelbarrow hits the dirt the Germans rush 
over and peel the plastic off the head, cooing over it. 

“Rawr!” says Arnivolfe, and they all laugh. 
They say their goodbyes. Lyle shakes Mr. Mississauga’s hand again, and this time 

he’s relaxed about it. “You take care, eh?” he says, grinning through his beard. “Don’t 
eat no bad apples, buddy.” 

As the crowd thins Mr. Mississauga looks around for Aglakti. When he can’t find 
her he tucks his package of blubber and can of soup into his suitcase and then joins the 
slow parade meandering down to the water—three bean-pole Germans with their 
yellow hair shining in the sun following a wheelbarrow of bear pushed by a squat, rosy-
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cheeked Inuit. 
“Hey!” calls Aglakti. “Wait!” 
Mr. Mississauga turns. 
Aglakti is scampering down the hill from her home dragging a bulging valise and a 

guitar case, hefting an overstuffed knapsack on her back. “Mr. Miss!” she cries, slowing 
down and huffing and puffing for breath as she nears. “Mr. Miss, wait—I’m coming 
with you!” 

He waits until she arrives in front of him, red in the face. “I’m coming with you,” 
she repeats breathlessly. 

Mr. Mississauga’s mouth tightens. “No,” he says. 
“Yes,” she retorts, eyes flashing. “You fucking need me, and I fucking need you. I 

can’t stand to stay here and watch it all just fall apart. Now that I know I have to go. I 
have to go now. So I’m coming with you.” 

“No, Aglakti,” says Mr. Mississauga softly. “You’re not.” 
She throws her valise down. It opens, spilling her clothes everywhere. “Fuck you 

yes I am,” she says, teeth gritted. “You got a destiny, I got a destiny. And I can help 
you. You know I can.” 

A sound like thunder rumbles out over the town. They both look up into the 
cloudless sky. 

Mr. Mississauga sighs. He carefully puts down his suitcase and then reaches out 
and takes one of Aglakti’s flesh and blood hands between his lifeless leather gloves. 
“Aglakti, child, what I do I would not subject another human being to. How I live—
what I see...it’s not for you. It’s my cross to bear.” 

“I don’t care about the danger, Mr. Miss. I like you.” 
“I like you, too. That’s why I won’t drag you down.” 
“But—” 
“This isn’t a discussion,” he says heavily, dropping her hand. “Please, Aglakti, play 

your music. Find your destiny. Out there, in the world, I’m sure we’ll see each other 
again.” 

She sags. “Fuck,” she says miserably, pushing up her glasses to wipe at her eyes. 
“My shit’s all over the road.” 

“Don’t cry,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
“Fuck off. There’s nothing wrong with crying.” 
She throws her arms around his shoulders and presses him into a hug. He pats her 

back gingerly with his mannequin left hand. They stay that way for a long moment until 
she turns abruptly, gathers up the spilled clothes into her arms, and then runs off 
toward home again, leaving a trail of brassieres and T-shirts with profane slogans on 
them. 

A gull swoops down to see if there’s any food in the trail. There isn’t. The gull flies 
away. 

Mr. Mississauga leaves, too. 
As he rounds the corner toward Jack’s hangar his gait falters. The orange 

schoolbus that ferries the residents from night to day has its front jammed into the side 
of a garage, aluminium siding bent out like splayed fingers. Townsfolk are running 
around in a panic. 

He catches Errol’s elbow as he runs by. “What’s going on?” 
“Charlie’s been hit by the bus!” shouts Errol, pelting off. 
Mr. Mississauga ambles closer. 
Two kids huffed up on solvents have taken the schoolbus for a joyride while the 

town was distracted by the departure of the tourists. It’s the pair Mr. Mississauga gave 
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cigarettes to. They’re sitting on the rear bumper with their heads hung low, talking to 
Father Gomez. By the deformed front tire is an upset wheelbarrow, lumps of ripped 
meat scattered in a semi-circle around it. The polar bear’s head is nowhere to be seen. 

Errol returns with the doctor, whose chin is stained with egg yolk. Bonnie’s not 
far behind with towels and a first aid kit. 

There is, however, no first aid to be rendered. 
Charlie is somewhere between the accordioned front of the bus and the splintered 

side of the garage. He isn’t making any noise. Slow, sad rivulets of various fluids pool in 
the gutter: coolant, motor oil, blood. “Can we get a tow-truck in here?” shouts Errol. 
“Jesus Christ.” 

After peeking into the compressed crevice the doctor shakes his head solemnly, 
then takes off his hat. 

The Germans are paler than usual. They stand in a tight bouquet, their elbows 
rubbing. Arnivolfe’s eyes flick around restlessly—he’s searching for the bear head. 
“Gott,” mourns Klaus. “Gott.” 

Mr. Mississauga looks over as Jack approaches them, baseball cap in hand. “We 
should go,” he says, his breath threatening to catch in his throat. “There ain’t nothing 
you guys can do. Come on now. Dollars to doughnuts I’m going to be flying the 
coroner in on my way back anyways. Best not keep him waiting.” 

“Gott,” says Klaus again. 
“Was über das Fleisch?” says Arnivolfe. 
Lars shakes his head curtly. To Jack he says, “Ja, we will go now.” 
The engine roars and the aircraft surges forward, kicking up ribbons of spray from 

the ends of its pontoons. Mr. Mississauga is squeezed in between Klaus and Arnivolfe 
while Lars sits up front next to the pilot. The sunlight clocks around them as Jack 
guides the plane around the breakwall and out into the open bay. He pushes the throttle 
and the propellers keen. 

They fly. 
Jack circles around to his southward heading, the town passing beneath them: 

trailers separated by weed-choked ditches, houses with flaking roofs, rusted pick-ups 
sleeping in the muddy drives. In the distance he can make out the colourful pyramids 
and domes of the old site’s tents, waiting for their sleepers. 

A lone figure runs over the hills, casting up tiny puffs of dust as she slides down 
one face before clambering up the next. It’s Aglakti and she has no idea about Charlie. 
The only thing she’s sad about is not yet being free. 

At the crest of the highest rise she turns and waves, her arms crossing and 
uncrossing over her head. 

Though she could never see him do so Mr. Mississauga waves back, the 
electronics in his hand whirring as he slowly flaps his lifeless fingers. 

“Good luck, girl,” whispers Mr. Mississauga. 
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THREE FACE FLIP 
 
1. 
Linger flipped a grimy Euro while Miriam sought faces in the whorls of wood. It 

was noon. 
The studio was small, quaintly twentieth century, steamy from the whistling kettle. 

“Heads, I get the kettle,” drawled Linger from under heavy, half-closed eyelids. “Tails, 
you do.” 

“I’m busy,” said Miriam. 
The coin sang as it spun, bimetallic face flashing in the sun. Linger smacked it 

down against the inside of his bony wrist. “Ready?” he asked. 
“I’m busy,” repeated Miriam, eyes on the wood. Without turning away she reached 

to her workbench and selected a chisel. She touched its keen edge with her callused 
thumb, enjoying the quiet rasp. 

Linger peeked under his hand. “Tails.” 
The kettle piped on. Miriam raised her hammer and tapped at the chisel’s base, 

just enough to let its blade taste the wood’s surface, barely sinking in. It was an 
introduction, after all. It was a courtship. 

“It’s tails, Mir.” 
She didn’t acknowledge him. She wobbled the chisel gingerly back and forth, 

running the fingers of her opposite hand over the grain as if in search of braille 
messages or a secret compartment. As she hunkered over her work Linger was able to 
simultaneously straighten in order to give himself an unobstructed view of her breasts 
swaying free through the loose neck of her fraying yellow smock. 

This was why Linger never called before he came over from across the hall: he 
hoped to catch Miriam without a brassiere. While Linger was ostensibly homosexual for 
professional purposes he was, in fact, interested only in women. Ever since he’d come 
to Paris he longed for a kiss without stubble. 

“Tails,” he said again, his practiced smirk straining. 
Miriam looked up, blew a strand of dark, wooly hair away from her face. “What?” 
“You have to get the kettle.” 
“You’re the one who wants tea.” 
“Don’t blame me, blame the coin.” 
Miriam frowned and drew her index finger down a line in the wood, tracing a turn 

in the grain that met up with the embedded edge of the chisel. She was beginning to 
detect her sculpture in there. There was a woman in the wood, she decided. A woman 
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who had lost something, and was hiding behind her arms, her elbows rounded and 
pointy at the same time like the knobs on top of wrought iron fencing, small pine-cone 
ice-cream dollops of slightly twisted black ice metal. Elbows like iron berries. 

Miriam squinted. She could almost see her. She worked the chisel free and let it 
hover over the surface, scraping gently, teasing the hammer. 

“Mir, the kettle,” whined Linger, uncrossing his long thin legs one way and then 
recrossing them the other. “It’s not a radio, you know.” He found himself hilarious. 

“Can you get it?” she mumbled, licking her lips. 
“I won fair and square.” 
She raised the hammer. Linger flinched in anticipation. 
Something thumped, bumped and scuffled with sudden intensity. The studio door 

banged open to admit the righteous rage of Thierry the Moroccan painter. He was 
covered in paint. It looked like he’d thrown a tantrum with his colours. He reeked of 
linseed oil. He bellowed, “What’s with the damn kettle?” in a voice that shook every rafter 
in every unit of the decaying Bohemian apartments. Everyone jumped. A dozen trances 
were broken at once. 

The chisel took Miriam’s thumb off. 
Linger swayed in his seat, mouth agog, and then spilled out onto the floor limply. 

The coin, which had actually landed heads side up, bounced free and rolled across the 
uneven tiles. It skipped over Miriam’s severed thumb and then fell to flutter on its face, 
one edge caught by a dime-sized spot of blood. 

Thierry blinked as he stumbled against the jamb. “Holy Moses, Miriam—are you 
alright?” 

Miriam looked down at her hand. It was red and shiny, splattering meekly between 
her shoes. “No,” she concluded. 

“We have to get you to a hospital!” shouted Thierry. 
“Okay,” agreed Miriam distantly as she regarded her wound. She could still feel 

her thumb, but it felt like it was on fire. 
Thierry charged into the kitchenette, exploded apart a drawer as he yanked it from 

its frame, and then savagely rummaged until he came out with a handful of clear plastic 
grocery bags with Monsieur Tang’s logo splashed across them. He picked up the thumb 
between his own fingers and slid it into one bag, then put that package into a second 
bag into which he shovelled ice cubes from Miriam’s largely empty, frost-encrusted 
freezer. 

Miriam always insisted on ice cubes in her water. 
She watched the splattered giant sedately, holding her slick right hand with her 

left. The kettle was still whistling. 
Everywhere the painter went he left a trail of fingerprints—alizarin crimson, 

cerulean blue, cadmium yellow—including on the tea towel he bound around the dazed 
sculptor’s hand. “Where’s the telephone?” he barked. 

“I don’t have one,” said Miriam. 
“Merde.” 
“You should turn off the kettle.” 
“We have to get moving!” 
“I can’t go out like this. I’m not even wearing a bra.” 
“You’re bleeding! You have more important things to think about than your tits. 

Come on, Miriam. I’ll help you up. Let’s go!” 
They trundled down the narrow, rickety stairway leaving blue-green handprints 

and a trail of tiny dots of blood. The sound of the whistling kettle diminished behind 
them and was eclipsed by the rising thrum of street noise. Thierry threw open the front 
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door with adrenalin-ramped strength, the glass pane shattering and tinkling down in a 
jangled slush to the sidewalk. “Taxi!” he shouted, waving his paint-soaked hand in the 
air. 

“What about Linger?” asked Miriam, blinking against the sun. 
“Fuck Linger,” grunted Thierry. 
Thierry was a genuine homosexual and he didn’t like the way Linger looked at 

Miriam. There was something perverse behind the lank German’s stare, something 
lustful and craven that made Thierry want to protect her. 

He pulled open the back door of a red and white Taxi Parisien and propelled 
Miriam inside, then ducked in after her. “Hôpital Saint-Lazare! Vite!” 

“Pas des noirs,” said the driver, a swarthy Persian. “I don’t carry blacks.” 
Thierry frowned as he backed out of the cab and banged his fist on the roof, 

leaving a small, cadmium yellow dent. “Saint-Lazare—allez, allez!” he commanded, spittle 
flying. 

The Persian turned to appraise his passenger. “You an artist?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Artists have no money,” he said, shaking his head. “I need cash in advance.” 
He held out his open palm. Bewildered, Miriam handed him the plastic bag 

containing her thumb. “Somebody has to turn off the kettle,” she told him seriously. 
The Persian unknotted the bag and looked inside, then rapidly scrunched it closed 

again. He shut his eyes and made a brief, impassioned prayer to Allah. 
“Allez!” boomed Thierry, kicking the door. 
The taxi jerked forward as the driver’s concern for his paint job outweighed his 

concern over being stiffed, nosing rudely into the thick traffic on Rue de Trevise and 
prompting a hail of horn honks. Miriam was tossed back into her seat. She banged her 
tea towel wrapped hand into the door post and squeezed her eyes tight as a wave of 
pain sizzled over her. She gritted her teeth and moaned. 

“Are you having a baby?” gasped the driver, eyes on the road. 
“No, my thumb’s come off.” 
“Your thumb? I thought it was a penis.” 
“No. It’s my thumb.” 
“That’s a relief.” 
Miriam’s eyes opened wider, her arteries suddenly alive with a new brew of pain-

activated stimulants. She started to sweat. “Hurry, hurry please. I can’t lose my thumb. I 
can’t.” 

“It’s right here on the seat.” 
“No, I mean I have to get it put back on in time. I can’t be a sculptor with a 

missing thumb. Hurry!” 
“I hurry, I hurry. What can I say? Traffic is bad.” 
“Hurry!” 
Miriam sat back and leaned her forehead against the cool window. The blue sky 

was being eaten by a pack of hard-edged grey cloudlets, advancing from the west. Their 
shadows slid over the buildings, dampening the light, squirting over the cobbled road 
and drifting on. She wondered if it would rain. 

Her hand was throbbing. The tea towel was soaking through. 
They passed by Cecil’s hardware store where she bought her wood-carving 

implements, and then Monsieur Tang’s fresh grocery. M. Tang was out front misting 
the produce from a plastic squeeze-bottle and he looked up to wave at Miriam in the 
red and white taxi. She waved back with her bloody bandage. M. Tang turned pale. 

A white man in an expensive suit shouldered past M. Tang. He had one of M. 
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Tang’s famous square watermelons under his arm. He wrenched open the taxi’s door 
and pushed into the back seat while simultaneously ordering, “Get me to La Defense as 
fast as you can!” 

“But Monsieur, I already have a passenger.” 
“There’s a hundred bucks in it for you, you hear me? Two hundred if you get me 

there before that bastard Keith Dillons. Step on it!” 
“I have to get this girl to a hospital, Monsieur.” 
“I’m talking about American money here, damn it! Did you hear me? Two 

hundred bucks, Ali! Now go!” 
“She’s bleeding!” 
“Fine. A hundred for her, too. Okay, chicky? Let’s move!” 
The car lurched as Thierry rammed into it from behind, kicking the fender and 

then beating his multicoloured fists on the trunk. “What’s wrong with you, idiot? Saint-
Lazare! Drive!” 

The Persian driver wailed plaintively because he didn’t own the taxi, and he was 
sure his friend Ebrahim would punch him in the stomach again if he came back to the 
garage with any dents. He pressed his cheap shoe into the accelerator and felt the sole 
rip away. The car surged forward and hopped lanes. The Persian watched the furious 
Moroccan painter diminish in his mirror, then flicked his eyes back down to Rue de 
Trevise. 

He should have looked down earlier. 
“Watch out!” cried the American with the square watermelon. 
Miriam had been overcome by a keen compulsion to rescue her thumb, whose bag 

was sliding back and forth across the front seat. She reached around to retrieve it but 
paused to lose her breath as she saw and appreciated the view through the windscreen. 
She recognized the nakedness of wearing no seat belt and it made her afraid. 

The Persian stomped optimistically on the brake pedal. 
 
2. 
Drago feverishly optimized an algorithm with a stub of splintered pencil and a 

profound erection. It was noon. 
He was hunched over his desk, standing in his underwear, a perfectly functional 

ballpoint pen tucked behind his ear and therefore lost. His scrawny body still carried the 
imprint of the bedsheet’s pressed folds, two dimensions of its dream-tossed topography 
tattooed in pink across his pale back. 

The pencil broke. Drago swore. 
He patted where his pockets would be if he were wearing clothes, then swore 

again. He spun to face his roommate. “You have the penicil?” 
Guillaume looked up from his desk wearily, his handsome features broadcasting 

from their every inch a profoundly Gallic depth of contempt for the half-naked Serb. 
“You need antibiotics?” 

“No, penicil! Penicil for to write!” 
Guillaume shook his head with cruel languor, gesturing at the annotated books 

open around him. “Mine’s more or less in use, I’m afraid.” He paused, scratching the 
side of his jaw with the mechanical pencil, watching Drago’s eyes track its motion 
desperately. “Say,” he continued, “would you consider putting on pants? I mean, 
honestly. It’s pointing right at me.” 

“This is more important than pant! Please, let me to borrow it one minute only, 
the penicil?” 

Guillaume snorted. “I’m studying.” 
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“I give it back quick like nothing. Okay? You need break, probably. Please, 
Gome.” 

“My name is not Gome.” 
“Please I’m sorry. The penicil?” 
“Why don’t you cover up your own penicil? Have you no shame, man?” 
Drago threw up his arms with an exasperated grunt, then hugged his own narrow 

shoulders and paced in circles. Too much time was passing—he was on the verge of 
losing everything he’d gained in his dreams... 

When Drago had been small he lived in a displaced persons camp with his mother 
and his sister. His sister was deaf. She had been standing too close to a mine when 
someone stepped on it. She was very beautiful apart from the scars. Drago and his sister 
played chess, using pieces found, stolen or improvised. In time, their games became 
complex. In time, Dragana learned to speak to Drago through her moves. They had 
whole conversations that way. 

Drago had loved her inappropriately: when she died he came to know that too 
keenly. He missed her like a lover. His heart baked and peeled. Forever after in his 
dreams Dragana spoke to him through chess. He always awoke enlightened and hard as 
a stud horse. 

“Penicil!” he cried, balling his fists. 
Guillaume looked on with indifference, but his expression changed as Drago 

vaulted over his rumpled bed and started thrashing around in his infamous tool box. 
“Oh no,” started Guillaume, standing up from his seat, “no, Drago, not again—we’ll 
lose the Shah his deposit!” 

“If there is no to be writing I can to do it with carving,” said Drago, eyes roving 
the room for wood as he held aloft his chisel. Under his breath he muttered something 
about a bishop. 

Guillaume had already suffered to have his antique bed-posts and the legs of his 
desk hacked into rude sculptures of chess figures in the name of Drago’s unorthodox 
mnemonics. More often than not the sculptures were bafflingly eroticized, sporting 
engorged labia, upthrust breasts, towering cocks. Their surfaces were unerringly 
inscribed over every nook and cranny with bizarre and nonsensical chess notations—
angled, angry and tightly packed. 

Similar etchings could be found gouged into the baseboards, the door frames, the 
kitchen counter, the toilet seat. 

Guillaume cursed the Shah of Anwar. He cursed the man whose special 
scholarship to the Sorbonne he had accepted along with well-appointed but shared 
room and board—he cursed the man who had never fully explained to him why Drago 
was called “the Mad Serb.” 

The Mad Serb had now seized upon Guillaume’s antique humidor. 
Guillaume threw aside his books, surged across the room, and smacked the chisel 

out of Drago’s hand as he bellowed, “Enough!” 
Drago watched sadly as his chisel sailed out through the open window. It tonked 

solidly on the sidewalk below, the impact echoing off the faces of the buildings. 
Somebody outside yelled, “Hey!” indignantly. 

Guillaume and Drago both rushed to the sill. Nobody was hurt. The chisel lay in 
the gutter, its handle turning as a stream of wash water coursed over it toward the drain. 
Drago grabbed Guillaume’s shoulders. “Please Gome, the penicil!” 

Guillaume batted Drago’s hands away and retreated into the room. “Here’s a 
proposal,” he said as he reached into his pocket and extracted a Euro. “Heads, I’ll loan 
you my pencil; tails, you go chase your chisel. That’s sporting, isn’t it?” 
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“Why do not you just to lend me this penicil? I need forty seconds only.” 
The coin sang as it spun, bimetallic face flashing in the sun. Guillaume smacked it 

down against the top of his opposite hand. “Aw,” he said, clucking theatrically. “It’s 
come up tails, I’m afraid.” 

“Tails you give to me penicil?” asked Drago hopefully. 
“No, tails you do me the enormous courtesy of fucking off for a spell.” 
Drago’s face fell, then hardened. 
He tugged and fought his way into a pair of grey track-pants and then put a 

burgundy Sorbonne T-shirt on backwards, the university’s crest crumpled between his 
sharp shoulder blades. He tucked a pair of socks into his pocket, whispering about 
rooks. 

“I be right beck,” he said, whirling around in place as if in search of some final 
ingredient. 

“Take your time,” suggested Guillaume darkly. 
After the door slammed Guillaume looked down at the Euro still resting on the 

back of his hand. It had come up heads, of course. 
He got up and locked the door. 
Drago shuffled down the steep, narrow stairway in his bare feet as he tried to 

commit bits of the refined mathematical description to memory, frowning and fretting 
as he felt more slip away. He’d been watching the Olympics in the café last night over 
dinner: he had dreamed about the shot put. 

He emerged onto Rue de Trevise. He stopped short, running a hand through his 
bramble of black hair as he struggled to remember why he was outside. The ballpoint 
pen dropped out from behind his ear, but he didn’t notice. It cracked when somebody 
stepped on it. The stream of pedestrian traffic bubbled with profanity as it diverted 
around him. “Idiot!” 

The road was a border between informal districts. Drago’s side of the street was 
upscale and quaint but the buildings it faced were dingy, cluttered and ramshackle. 
Drago only crossed to buy tools at Cecil’s or fruit at M. Tang’s. He didn’t feel hungry so 
that left... 

“My chisel!” 
He plunged into a knot of pedestrians and they scattered. He came to his knees at 

the gutter just in time to watch his chisel clang against the tarnished sides of an ancient 
drain, spin under a gush of swill, then vanish. 

His cry was forlorn. The pedestrians gave him a wide berth. 
The sun slipped behind the first of a fleet of wooly little balls of cloud. Drago 

shivered. He spotted a small, jagged stone broken free from the cobbles and picked it 
up. Experimentally, he scratched it against the sidewalk. It left a clear white line. Drago 
grinned. “Penicil!” 

He started scratching furiously, leaving a trail of chess notation weaving in rough 
parallel to the curb. He read a few symbols back from those he was engaged in writing: 
it concerned the spin style of putting the shot by a left-handed athlete, and the synthesis 
of his initial description of the event with the one Dragana’s ghost provided while he 
slept. 

Glass broke. Drago looked up. The street was busy. 
He sat back on his haunches, rubbing his hand. He’d scored his knuckles against 

the pavement. They were pink and threatened to bleed. “White knight to early pawn, 
knight squared...” he mumbled absently, eyes back on the sidewalk. “Hyper-bishop. 
Mirror-queen.” 

Horns honked. Someone shouted. Drago looked up again. A brown man in 
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colour-splattered coveralls was pursuing a taxi as it tried to nose into impatient traffic. 
The man took a flying kick at the bumper, then brought his fists down against the trunk 
and yelled again. They were getting closer. 

Crazy people made Drago uncomfortable. He shifted protectively over his notes, 
clutching the stone. He was trying to decide what to do. His mother had instilled in him 
two basic responses to trouble—it was either, “Run, Drago!” or “Put your head 
between your knees, Drago!” 

Unwilling to abandon the algorithm, Drago chose to put his head between his 
knees. 

He smelled smoke. 
So did the passersby. They stopped to point to the column of hot soot erupting 

from a window in a decrepit apartment house down the block. They gasped when they 
saw flashes of flame. They wrinkled their noses when they detected the funk of burning 
linseed oil in the air. They hemmed backward nervously when they saw how quickly the 
inferno seemed to be spreading, window after window joining the roaring chorus. 

The angry brown man in the painted coveralls had stopped in the middle of the 
road. He twisted to look behind him, then grabbed his own head and shook it with 
despair. He screamed an unprintable word. 

Drago had seen people respond to fires that way before. It usually meant they had 
lost something important. It made him sad. His heart went out to the crazy taxi-chaser. 

Several windows in the burning apartment house simultaneously popped, raining 
broken glass down upon Rue de Trevise. A dozen cars slammed on their brakes, 
unwilling to risk their paint jobs. People scrambled under shop awnings. A greasy cloud 
blossomed between the buildings. 

Drago looked down in time to recognize that he was about to be run over by a red 
and white Taxi Parisien. Connection was inevitable. It was burning rubber as its brake-
locked tires ground across the stones directly toward him. The man behind the wheel 
had a look on his face as if he were passing a baby. The grille flashed as it loomed. 

Drago squinched his eyes shut and cried, “Heads! Heads! Heads!” 
 
3. 
Like so. This summed up the sacred for Thomas: when things fit like so. 
The world, he knew, was resplendent with chaos. In small pockets there were isles 

of natural order accumulated by the aeons—isles in whose shelter a thing like a man 
might grow and live to cast his lot upon the froth. All he can do is exercise what little 
control he has available to build a bridge between his life and the spume: a woven cloth, 
gathered wood with flame, a source for water and a market for meat. 

Whatever could be juggled into brief harmony, whatever could be arranged to 
work like so, might cohere long enough to do a man a service. 

And so with this in mind Thomas rotated a final screw into place and then sat 
back to admire the architecture of gears inside the now restored antique pocket-watch. 
He put the screw-driver into his mouth and chewed idly on the handle, nodding to 
himself with satisfaction at the little corner of order he had wrought. 

The watch was perfect. All of its parts fit like so. 
Thomas snapped closed the cover, then gingerly turned the winding knob. The 

response was good, the clicking smooth and even. When he released his fingers the 
second hand began to walk patiently around the sun-faded face. 

Thomas smiled. 
No ticking could be discerned because the watch was not alone: everything in the 

apartment ticked. The radio, the oven, the ice box, the door bell, the toaster, the 
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bathroom scale—all of them built upon or extended by the artful application of 
clockwork. Thomas began each day with an hour of winding. 

First to be wound was the crowning jewel of his labours, Wai-Po, a songbird. Her 
golden cage was framed by the window, a place of honour wreathed by Thomas’ light-
hungry plants. He would wind her before his morning Tai-chi on the balcony, asking 
after her dreams as he carefully inserted his fingers between the brass leaves of her 
plumage to twist the key. 

When he righted her she would blink, tilt her head, and choose a song. 
Thomas invariably said, “An excellent selection, my belle.” 
Today she favoured Chen Yi, interspersed with a little bit of Mozart. Thomas 

hummed along as he put aside his working glasses and squinted at the grandfather clock 
across from Wai-Po’s cage. He held up the pocket-watch and dialed in the proper hour. 
It was noon. 

He rubbed his hands. His knuckles were swollen, and they ached. With a sigh he 
wound up the crank on his workbench, then sat back while the clean-up routine ran. It 
wasn’t a good run. The armature with the charged dust brush was squeaky, so he gave it 
a little oil. The sorting arm knocked one of his tools to the floor. 

“H’m,” said Thomas, brow furrowed. “Something’s out of kilter.” 
Things being less than like so were a special source of anxiety for Thomas, 

because today of all days was supposed to be perfect. Today was the day he was going 
to get even with Henri Tang, the swindler—Henri Tang, the grocer who told Thomas 
he was getting thirty percent of every sale of his carefully roof-gardened square 
watermelons, when in fact he was getting less than three percent. 

Thomas had imagined the square watermelons arousing the curiosity of passersby, 
not the subject of back room deals to snobs and foreigners at grotesquely inflated 
prices. Instead of inspiring the imagination, the unusual melons were inspiring ridicule 
on behalf of anyone foolish and wealthy enough to indulge. 

It was a crime against fruit. 
It was an indignity to gardening! 
And, worst of all, Thomas wasn’t getting a fair cut of the action. 
Feeling superstitious made him angry with his mother so he opted to curtail the 

emotion by flipping a coin to settle the matter. He withdrew a Euro from his change 
purse, then walked over to Wai-Po’s cage, the light from the window warm on his face. 
“If Tang hadn’t cheated me,” he told the clockwork songbird, “I’d have enough money 
to make you fly.” 

She cocked her head. 
The coin sang as it spun, bimetallic face flashing in the sun. Thomas was too slow 

to catch it but he saw where it landed, tracked it skittering over the floorboards. He 
leaned down but failed to resolve the image, so he was forced to fetch his work glasses. 

“Ah ha,” he said to the bird. “Heads.” 
Thomas kicked off his slippers, then sat down on the chair by the door and 

pumped up the shoe machine with his foot. It buzzed and chuffed as a rubberized 
platform inclined into place. The shoes were loaded in backwards but it was otherwise a 
good performance. Thomas didn’t have to bend over very much. 

Wai-Po started a cheerful set of Youlan variations. Thomas consulted the pocket-
watch. 

He stood up and put on his overcoat. It was too heavy for the weather, but it was 
the only coat Thomas owned with the proper pockets to ferry and disperse his cargo: 
nine clockwork rats swathed in very authentic looking fur, with ropey, worm-like tails 
that swayed as they scuttled. He methodically wound each tight with a master key, then 
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loaded the rats in his pockets. 
The overcoat was heavy and faintly alive. It seemed to rumble with portent. 

Thomas grinned to himself: there would be quite a panic at Tang’s grocery. 
“I’ll be right back,” he told Wai-Po. She twittered. 
Thomas was old. He had been born deep in the maw of the twentieth century. 

Walking down the stairs made his hips hurt. If Tang hadn’t cheated him he would’ve 
been able to afford to move to a place with an elevator. 

Tang! 
The street was busy. All of the girls looked like prostitutes. The boys looked like 

homosexuals. Thomas would consider moving back to Canada if his brother hadn’t 
assured him it was worse there: the young people were hopeless, greedy and wanton. It 
was a world-wide phenomenon. The dollar had replaced the spirit, and race was reacting 
like animals. 

Thomas, however, refused to live without honour. Thomas refused to be Tang’s 
fool. 

He stepped in dog shit on his way down the block to the grocery. A childish part 
of him wanted to take it as a grim omen. He soldiered on, picking his slow way through 
the throng. It was a warm day and he was beginning to sweat. The overcoat was getting 
heavier all the time. Wai-Po’s last Youlan variation reverberated dully in his head. 

Thomas lingered by the crates of produce arrayed outside Tang’s grocery, casting a 
critical eye over bruised apples and over-ripened cantaloupes. He pursed his lips. Who 
did Tang have growing for him—monkeys? 

He worked a rat down his sleeve and deposited it between two boxes of 
cauliflower, then moved on. 

He stopped short at the entrance when he saw Tang heading his way with a 
squeeze-bottle for spraying the produce. Thomas spun to loiter on the sidewalk, his 
back to the enemy. He glanced left when he heard the sharp crack of breaking glass. 
Down the street a black was shoving a white girl into the back of taxicab. A moment 
later he smacked his grimy hand on the roof and started shouting. 

“Africans,” muttered Thomas darkly. 
He looked up and noted the apartment house the couple had burst out of had 

tendrils of white smoke weaving out of its upper windows. He looked down again: 
horns honked as the taxi tried to force its way into traffic—the girl didn’t seem to know 
or care about the fire. The black appeared to be chasing the car, like a dog. 

Out of the corner of his eye he saw Henri Tang wave to the girl in the taxi as she 
passed. The smile dropped off his face as he spotted Thomas. A second later he was 
rudely shoved aside by a white man in a fancy suit who hurried out into the street 
carrying one of Thomas’ square watermelons. 

When Tang recovered he found himself staring eye to eye with Thomas. “Zhang!” 
he sputtered. “I thought you said you would never set foot in my store as long as you 
lived.” 

“Hot words,” said Thomas. “I have reconsidered our relationship.” 
Tang’s hooded eyes went wide. “You have more melons for me?” 
Thomas chuckled. “What would be my percentage?” 
“We can work that out, Zhang. Trust me. Why don’t you come in the back and 

we’ll talk?” 
Thomas hardened his face. “The time for talking has ended, Tang.” 
“What do you mean?” 
Thomas hesitated, suddenly uncertain. This part was supposed to happen after he’d 

deployed the rats. He grunted, balling his fists. “This is now a matter of war between us. 
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I...have come to inform you that my revenge will not be kind.” 
“Is this a threat? I told you, we can work out the details. I’m truly sorry about our 

miscommunication, Zhang. Please, come to my office. Let’s have a drink.” 
“The time has come for your customers to see you in the same light of disfavour 

as I do,” Thomas continued, glowering. “Behold,” he cried, raising his voice, “this store 
is infested!” 

He gestured dramatically to the cauliflower. Nothing happened. 
Tang frowned sceptically and put his hand on Thomas’ shoulder, giving it a 

sympathetic squeeze. “Your revenge is cauliflower?” 
Thomas had no answer. His brow glistened. His mouth opened but no sound 

came out. He kicked at the crate experimentally, but nothing stirred. Suddenly the 
dramatic screech of brakes caused both men to turn toward Rue de Trevise where the 
taxi with the white girl in it was bearing down on a skinny, Slavic-looking kid sitting on 
the curb. 

In a heartbeat Thomas knew the kid was going to die. He suddenly felt futile and 
stupid, petty and menacing. 

In the face of real tragedy Thomas knew Tang was his friend. 
 
4. 
When Nicole Gavrilovna was nine years old her life was saved by a watermelon. 

You know what they say: fruit is good for you. 
She was walking home from school to have lunch with her father over a game of 

chess. He always let her be white. He sometimes let her win. She never told anyone, 
because if her mother found out she’d be grounded forever. 

She brought scented hand-wipes, because everything in her father’s studio was 
covered in paint or pigment or turpentine or oil. He mixed his own colours from 
ingredients bought at the chemist or ordered through the Web. When she went back to 
school she usually smelled like talcum but sometimes like lavender. She had two 
different flavours of hand-wipes hidden under her bed at home, and chose which to 
carry according to the flip of a coin—a tarnished dirham, from her father’s pocket. 

Nicole had many such secret rituals. She was also very covert and serious about 
kissing the index page of all books regardless of their origin or content, apologizing to 
food before eating it, and her personal pledge to rescue small animals and babies from 
danger under any circumstances. 

She liked to walk an even number of steps along each block—even if she had to 
skip or stride awkwardly at the intersection to render proper accounts. 

She was mulatto, but she told people she was black. Her mother told people she 
was white. Her doctor didn’t care, when she asked for his opinion. He just recited 
colours to her: “White, black, yellow, brown—we’re all pink inside.” 

That was a cute thing to say. Useless, too. 
Nicole rounded the corner to Rue de Trevise, sallying along the edge of the 

sidewalk as if it were a tightrope. She stumbled and put her shoe into the wet gutter, 
mouth falling open as she saw the great monster of smoke coiling up between the 
buildings. It was a nightmare thing casting a shadow in the light of day. Her father’s 
apartment house was lost behind the pall. 

The darkest part of the cloud took a breath and then gushed suddenly bigger, 
reaching out, guttering and flashing from within. It rushed down the street and over the 
cars, coming directly at Nicole like an avalanche. 

She leaned into it, pursing her lips shut and squinting. The smoke washed over 
her. She smelled linseed oil and wood. Her eyes teared up. 
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She balled her fists and ran along the sidewalk, a lone figure moving against the 
grain as pedestrians fled the sound of glass smashing on the road. Some people yelled at 
her. “Arrêt! C’est dangereux!” The smoke was terrible but Nicole closed her eyes. With 
relish she had counted her steps along Rue de Trevise, again and again. Keeping track 
now was easy. 

When she knew that she was directly opposite the studio she opened her eyes and 
turned to face the heat. There were bricks on the road. Between the waves of smoke she 
saw the building’s half fallen face silhouetted by aggressive, darting curtains of flame. 
The sparks and embers made a million little eyes—nasty fire spirits, mocking. 

Nicole feared the worst. She screamed, “Father!” 
And, somehow, his unmistakable baritone cried back: “Nic!” 
She thought to herself: that was easier than I thought. She had been preparing 

herself to run into the burning building to save her father, but instead they were calling 
back and forth through the stinging haze, like playing Marco Polo in the pool except 
scarier and with a sore throat. And then there he was, coming out of the smoke, picking 
her up and spinning her around, reeking of paint and sweat, ganja and beer. 

The see-saw wailing of sirens echoed closer. Horns honked. 
Thierry jogged into the clearer air up the block, his daughter in his arms. He 

coughed a lot. His heart was pounding. “You were coming to see me,” he accused, as if 
it hadn’t been expected. 

“I’m glad you’re okay,” said told him, knocking her head gently against his damp, 
colour-streaked brow. She coughed. 

“If you hadn’t been coming to see me it would never have happened,” he 
muttered, then grunted as he shifted her gangly weight. 

“But nothing did happen,” she argued, rolling her eyes. “We came to each other’s 
rescue.” 

Thierry allowed himself to smile. “I think I rescued you, child.” 
“Well, I was on my way to rescuing you if I had to so it’s sort of the same.” 
He started to laugh then stopped as a firefighter in a black and yellow coat charged 

out of the debris cloud and skidded to a halt in front of them. “We’re okay, we’re okay,” 
said Thierry quickly. 

The firefighter advised them to get some oxygen. He pointed to an ambulance 
further up the block, its warning klaxon quacking and chirping importantly as it nudged 
its way through the seized traffic. Thierry nodded. He put Nicole down and held her 
hand, leading her along the suddenly abandoned stretch of sidewalk. People inside the 
shops blinked out at them like lemurs at the zoo. 

“Are your paintings burned?” she asked. 
“I think so,” said Thierry. 
“Oh, Father.” 
Thierry’s pace slackened as he gaped at where the ambulance had stopped. There 

seemed to have been some kind of accident. “That can’t be that fucking taxi,” he said, 
slack jawed. 

“Language, Father,” warned Nicole. 
“Miriam!” he cried. He squeezed Nicole’s hand tighter, then barked, “Come on,” 

and started walking again. “Close your eyes if I tell you to, Nic. You understand?” 
“Why?” 
“Somebody might be hurt. It might be bad. I don’t want you seeing that, you 

understand? Close your eyes if I tell you to.” 
“Yes, Father.” 
Nicole thought maybe she might want to look anyway but lost that confidence as 
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the scene of the accident drew nearer. She clutched her father’s muscled forearm with 
both hands and pushed into his side as he walked. “Okay okay, chou-chou, okay okay,” 
he murmured, patting her head and thereby putting streaks of crimson and cerulean into 
her dark hair. 

The red and white Taxi Parisien had crashed into a tall iron light standard that, 
after three centuries of service, had been bent sadly a few degrees at the point of impact. 
The pole had gained an elbow while the front section of the automobile had been 
shredded, crumpling and collapsing as designed. There were bits of taxi everywhere. 

Shards of plastic and cubes of glass crunched underfoot. 
Thierry and Nicole came around the poster-plastered base of the iron standard. 

Two paramedics in shirtsleeves hovered over a skinny white guy on the sidewalk. He 
seemed to have smacked his head, because his hair was matted and bloody. One 
paramedic unpacked a neck-brace while the other timed the pulse. 

“His legs are wrong,” observed Nicole. 
“Close your eyes, child,” said Thierry. 
There was a bunch of people hanging around the scene, including some who had 

stood up out of their cars to see what was going on. Nicole recognized her father’s 
friend Miriam, the sculptor. She looked very pale and was cradling a red tea towel in her 
armpit. Beside her was a Middle Eastern man in a tight, dusty suit, twisting his hat in his 
hairy hands. He had a little cut on his forehead, and a raw, swollen look about his 
face—he’d been hit by an airbag. 

Inside the back of the taxi sat a businessman with aerodynamic hair. He appeared 
to be hugging something, his mouth a tight, colourless line. 

Nicole looked to the boy on the sidewalk. He looked back at her. Velcro growled 
as the neck-brace was fitted around his head. His hands were folded on his chest. He 
looked almost comfortable. “Hi,” said Drago. 

“Hi,” said Nicole. 
“Stand back please,” said one of the paramedics. “D’espace, s’il-vous-plaît.” 
A red Lamborghini with tinted windows turned into the end of the road and then 

its driver jammed on the brakes as he saw the gridlock. The stink of burning rubber 
mixed with the other aromas: fire, oil, fear. A blonde man in a sport coat leapt out of 
the car and yelled in a caustically American accent, “What the hell is going on here? 
Move!” 

“There is an accident!” the Persian taxi driver yelled back. 
The blonde man stared right past the driver, into the back of the ruined car. The 

businessman inside the car burst into a flurry of action, slapping his hands all over the 
door in an apparent search for the handle to release himself. He found it and the door 
rocketed open, hit the limit of its motion, and then swung back and caught the 
businessman on the leg as he tried to jump out. “Shit!” he cried. “Damn!” 

He was balancing a square watermelon. “Dillons, you bastard!” he hollered, face 
turning red. “You goddamned backstabbing asshole!” 

“Fiona makes her own choices,” retorted the blonde man, Dillons, angrily. “She 
chose me. Cope with it, Banting.” 

“I’ll kill you!” 
Dillons reached into the Lamborghini and hauled out his very own Monsieur Tang 

square watermelon, acquired to impress coy Fiona just like Banting’s. Dillons lofted the 
six-sided fruit over his shoulder and, with a bestial grunt, tossed it at the businessman. 
Banting flinched away. The melon impacted on the taxi’s trunk, breaking open wetly. 

An agonized cry sounded from an old Asian man wearing a bulky overcoat. “My 
watermelon!” wailed Thomas. 
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Banting turned to Miriam. “Hold this,” he hissed, shoving his square watermelon 
into Miriam’s arms. He ran at Dillons with his fists up. Miriam screamed when the 
watermelon pressed into her wounded hand, then lost her grip. 

Thomas could not stand to see yet another of his creations spoiled. With a 
plaintive cry he lunged at Miriam’s feet, his knees hitting the ground and his cupped 
hands shooting out to intercept the watermelon just inches from the stones. 

He said, “Ouch.” 
Banting and Dillons rolled over one another as they screeched and scratched and 

slapped like schoolyard girls. Banting pulled Dillons’ blonde locks and then Dillons 
managed to get him off-balance with a kick to the groin. Banting rolled into the gutter, 
his face pinched tight and his breath knocked out. 

“Hey!” shouted one of the paramedics. “Jesu’ Christ!” 
A elderly lady taking shelter from the fracas under the ultramarine awning of a 

patisserie gasped theatrically and tried to back away from the fight, simultaneously 
releasing the six leashes that had been wrapped around her forearm, leaving pink welts 
and friction burns. This, in turn, released her six terriers who yipped and barked as they 
charged directly at Thomas and his watermelon. 

Thomas, who was very much afraid of dogs, started to frantically turn in place as 
the terriers surrounded him and tried to claw at his overcoat. A long rat popped out of a 
pocket and was quickly snapped up by one of the excited hounds. “No no, not my 
rats!” cried Thomas, still whirling. “No!” 

The line of dogs trailed from the outswept edge of his coat like a spiral streamer, 
barking and leaping as another rat tumbled free. 

A strange, creaking groan sounded. 
Nicole looked up. The bent light standard was slowly but inexorably beginning to 

lean more sharply. She had a second to wonder whether her eyes were playing tricks on 
her before part of the standard’s iron base buckled with a loud bang and the leaning 
accelerated. The tall, metal pole was falling. 

It was going to fall on Nicole. 
She was paralyzed. Her breath wouldn’t come. She couldn’t even shout for her 

father. 
Drago was the next person to appreciate the situation. The shadow of the 

standard swept over him. At the right extreme of his peripheral vision he took in the 
scene: Nicole, staring upward; Miriam and the Persian, still looking around for the 
source of the groaning noise; the paramedic at his side, chittering into a radio; the 
spinning Asian man with rats pouring out of his pockets as he turned, holding aloft a 
great green fruit. 

Drago didn’t have time to think, but Dragana’s ghost did. 
“Shot put,” he coughed. 
The paramedic looked down at him, frowning, and tried to shine a light into his 

left eye. With a supreme effort Drago forced his head and shoulders off the pavement 
despite the neck-brace, his pupils flitting as they tracked the watermelon orbiting 
Thomas, propelled by terriers. Equations danced in his mind. 

He drew a deep breath that stung his ribs and called out, “Rat man!” 
When Thomas glanced his way he urgently bellowed, “The watering melon—LET 

GO NOW!” 
Thomas, flustered, panicked and scared, did not think: he simply obeyed. His 

fingertips opened. The melon sailed away from him, launched like a fat discus. 
Nicole never saw it coming. She was knocked aside like a bowling pin. 
The heavy iron standard boomed to the pavement with a resounding, metallic 
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complaint. Its fixtures clattered and broke, and the watermelon smashed. Chips of 
broken stones skittered away, bouncing. 

“Holy crap,” said Miriam, eyes wide. 
Thomas dropped to the sidewalk, his legs folding beneath him. A gang of ticking 

rats scurried out of his pockets and were enthusiastically pursued by the yipping terriers. 
“Mes chiens!” cried the elderly lady, but nobody cared. 

The Persian taxi driver turned to Thomas. “You just saved that little girl’s 
life...with a watermelon.” 

Thierry picked up his daughter. She was trying to regain her breath, making the 
same wheezing noises as Banting, the snotty businessman in the gutter. Nobody ran to 
his side. Nicole’s knees were scraped raw. “Oh Nic, Nic,” cooed the tall Moroccan 
painter as he hugged her, eyes watering. “Slow breaths, Chou-chou. Easy, easy.” 

One of the paramedics scrambled over to check her out. The other gestured to the 
ambulance driver to help load Drago on a stretcher. Down the block, firefighters 
shouted over the din of their roaring hoses as they doused the burning apartment 
house. Mist carried by the wind made everyone feel cool and oddly refreshed. 

Miriam looked down and saw the plastic bag with her thumb inside. The bag had a 
footprint on it, and her thumb had been flattened and rudely deformed. She picked up 
the bag and considered it forlornly. 

“It was him,” said Thomas in a husky voice. He wiped the sweat from his brow, 
shook his head and pointed to Drago. “He saved her,” he said. “He told me to throw.” 

“Shot put,” murmured Drago from the stretcher. 
“Keep still,” said the paramedic. 
A second ambulance arrived, chuffing to a halt beside the first as Drago was 

loaded in. Everyone else sat on the curb for a little oxygen: the taxi driver, the distraught 
owner of the terriers, Thomas, Nicole, Thierry, Miriam, Banting and even Dillons. They 
introduced themselves to one another. 

“Miriam, I’m so sorry about your thumb,” said Thierry sadly. 
She sighed, staring down at the gruesome plastic bag between her shoes. Thomas 

tapped her on the shoulder, then drew down his oxygen masque to say, “Young lady, it 
would honour me to build you a new thumb.” 

“I was a sculptor,” lamented Miriam, offering a wan smile. “Thanks, Mr. Zhang, 
but I need a thumb that works.” 

Thomas cocked an eyebrow. “My things work,” he assured her. “I work until they 
work. Believe me, young lady. Did you see my rats?” 

The skin around Miriam’s eyes crinkled as she smiled for real. “I believe you,” she 
said, wiping her eyes on the back of her wrist. 

“That boy is a hero,” said the taxi driver. “What is his name? I bet you he’s 
Persian.” 

It was too late to find out: the doors banged shut and the ambulance reversed up 
the block, siren winding up to sing. An attendant from the second ambulance ran up to 
Miriam and started unpacking his kit at her feet. As he examined Miriam’s thumbless 
hand he asked how long ago she’d been injured, but she couldn’t answer him because 
time had become all screwy. Everything before the little girl had been saved by the 
flying watermelon seemed to have taken place a million years ago. 

She took another deep breath of oxygen through the plastic masque. 
In the next moments the more tragic consequences of the day were discovered: M. 

Tang lay between two parked cars, dead from a heart attack; and from the remains of 
the apartment house a firefighter carried down Linger’s body, asphyxiated by fumes. 
They were laid out straight and covered by sheets, awaiting the coroner. 
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“Aw shit, Linger,” whispered Thierry. “Aw shit.” 
He felt terrible. He knew the fire had blossomed on the back of his oils and turps. 

Miriam felt terrible, too. She knew her kettle had started it all. Nobody knew it but the 
Persian felt terrible as well—he’d been the one who accidentally stepped on Miriam’s 
thumb. He longed to wash his shoe. 

Miriam was carted off in the second ambulance. She waved. Nicole waved back. 
Thomas sat on the curb and rubbed his bruised knees, wincing. Despite the role he had 
played in saving the girl from being squished he felt depressed and empty. He was just 
about ready to give up on everything, and he’d continue to feel that way until he found 
out that Henri Tang had awarded him the grocery store in his handwritten will. 

To honour his friend, Thomas would not change the name. It would remain 
Monsieur Tang’s for years to come. Newer customers assumed Thomas was M. Tang, 
and so he would live his twilight years under an alias. 

Wai Po would be installed by the front door, to serenade the clientele. She would 
one day be stolen, but that’s another story and shall be told another time. 

He would build Miriam a new thumb. He would even figure out a way to wire it 
into her nerves. It clicked when it moved which always bothered Thomas, but Miriam 
swore she liked it. She showed it to everyone. In time, more people came to Thomas 
seeking clockwork anatomical solutions. He would take on an apprentice, and through 
him eventually find himself and his work tangled once again with the life of Drago, the 
Mad Serb. 

But that is also another story, and shall be told another time. 
Nicole and her mother would move to the United States. Thierry would follow 

them, despite a restraining order. He would be captured at the border by suspicious 
customs officials and rendered to Syria for special questioning. In time he would escape, 
however, with the help of a fellow prisoner—a battered old Spaniard with the face of a 
Cro Magnon. 

Other stories, other times. 
Twelve years later Drago would find himself sitting across the candle-lit table of a 

Montréal bistro from a lush, precocious, raven-haired undergrad with whom he was, 
against his will, falling in love. She would say to him, “Tell me something unusual about 
yourself, Professor Zoran.” 

“Call me Drago.” 
“Drago.” 
“I am sexually aroused by chess,” he said lightly, swirling the beer in his glass. 

“What about you, Miss Gavrilovna?” 
She smiled. “You won’t believe me.” 
“Try me. I’m quite gullible.” 
“When I was nine years old my life was saved by a flying watermelon.” 
His eyes widened. His moustache quivered. He furrowed and brow and asked, “In 

Paris?” 
“Yes,” she admitted, startled. 
“On Rue de Trevise?” he prompted, leaning across the table with sudden intensity. 
“Yes,” she repeated, breathless. 
Drago sat back in his chair and drew a long, pale hand over his beard. “I had been 

obsessing over the Olympics,” he said quietly. “I never knew it would save you.” 
“Oh my God,” said Nicole. 
“You were a child. You look so different now.” 
“Oh my God,” she said again. 
They would be married, but neither of them knew that yet. As they walked home 
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through the light snow Drago fondled a bimetallic two dollar coin in his pocket. When 
they came to the stoop in front of her residence he would flip to coin to determine 
whether or not to try to kiss her. 

It came up tails, but he kissed her anyway. 
The rest is history. 
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FELIX AND THE FRONTIER 
 
 
1. 
Felix is far. West he goes, into ever. And still further. 
It’s always sunny out when you see X-rays. Felix loves the light. It makes him feel 

less lonely and less cold, though he thinks he ought not complain about the weather—
the Local Fluff is a balmy place nestled at the confluence of two dark and unhappy 
voids yawned open ages ago by some fat stars sloughing off their skins. The voids are 
bubbles in the galactic medium, and it’s cold as Hell inside them. 

Where these hollows touch there’s a slow rolling ripple of compression, and that’s 
home—for Felix, for you, for me. For everyone you know, forever. The Local Fluff, 
this wisp of gas and sparks and pebbles, is bigger than you can comfortably imagine. 

Felix, on the other hand, must imagine it. It’s his job. He’s charting the wilds of 
the Milky Way while you and I listen to music and eat lunch. Felix is dozens of 
lightyears away from either of us, and he’s going farther every day. 

He writes home. That’s how we know he’s still there. 
Have you seen the latest? On the map you can follow his mark, winking in 

measured hops against the galactic current, westward to the ends of our fluff. The stars 
he comes to now have no proper names, but rather catalogue labels. The planets are 
mere numbered footnotes, their continents only albedo scores... 

Felix is the first to ply them with eyes and mind. 
He walks through a rocky valley. The sun overhead is blue and tight, the sky a rosy 

kind of tan cut by long, smeared streamers of white cloud. The air is thick, so his 
footfalls sound heavy and mumbled, like hearing underwater. Motes drift on the breeze. 

He pauses at a crag, a local basin in a series of eroded pathways describing 
patterns along the valley floor. The crag glitters: reflections from a shallow pool of 
murky liquid at its bottom. 

Felix sniffs. 
The wind shifts and a puff of motes are blown into the crag. They stick to the 

surface of the pool, swells of surface tension glistening at the edges of each tiny particle. 
A halo of matte material accumulates around each speck. It is a gradual process. 

Felix watches for hours, noting the fractal filigree of the leading edges of radial growth. 
The shadows clock around him as the day ages. Soon the entire pool is coated in a thin, 
dull material that has thickened into denser lobes around the landed motes. When the 
sun sets the formation instantly dissolves and sinks beneath the surface, leaving nothing 



 

62 

but a fart of bubbles. 
Curious, Felix squats. 
It is at times like this that we can’t forget that Felix really is one of us—just as 

Solar as ants and dogs and apples. It suddenly doesn’t matter that beneath his armour is 
a body of carbon nanotubes, crystal register arrays and coils of intelligent plastic: when 
he sits on his haunches and sticks his finger into that pool, he’s every bit as much an ape 
as you and I. 

The matte material gathers at his fingertip. Felix can feel it attempting to break 
down the surface of his digit. It tickles, not simply because of the chemical reactions 
involved but because it makes him feel like laughing when he realizes that he’s being 
digested. 

Somebody is trying to eat him, and it fills him with joy. 
He sits by the pool for many days. When the rain comes the channels in the valley 

floor flood and become networked. The organisms in the pools commingle—forming 
lobes and rings, and tendrils that entangle. Over a period of hours these collective 
constructs swell and ripen, then gush forth floating clots whose edges bleed a cloud of 
dancing specks: the offspring are bright pink when freshly fissioned. To Felix’s great 
delight he watches them shepherded to smaller nursery pools as the floods drain, then 
barricaded inside by a crust of dead adults, sacrificed to become a protective organ for 
the young. 

It’s life. Sweet, precious life. Felix has stood on so many, many planets without 
seeing it. Even its simplest manifestation refreshes him to the core. 

Though he knows his message cannot be heard, he feels the need to speak anyway, 
to commemorate the happy occasion. He kneels over the pink pool. 

He says, “Hello. I represent Solar life. My name is Felix, and I come in peace.” 
His voice sounds funny in the thick atmosphere, as if he’s speaking through wool. 

The organisms don’t respond. They just sort of clot along the bottom of the pool, their 
fringes jostling in the gentle current of the departing rain-wash. 

Felix stands up. He stretches. After a moment he walks back to his camp. 
It’s time to move on. 
 
2. 
Felix is a sucker for tradition. 
On every planet he visits he erects a flagpole and hangs a flag, just like people did 

back when they first landed on the Moon. He flies the flag of the Solar Neighbourhood, 
of course. Felix is very patriotic. There are rumours that he sings the Queen’s anthem 
when he raises it, but that bit is never included in the recordings. 

Personally, I’m sure he always looks up to find one of our stars in the sky, or the 
faint rosy smudge of the Solar Nebula. How could he not? He’s so far from home. 

There’s nobody further, but there are dumb machines out beyond him: the fleet of 
colonizers we sent out centuries before Felix even left home. The first thing he does 
when he gets back to his camp is check up on the progress of the colonizers, to see 
where he might gate out to next. 

The gatehouse here is a crude affair—just one humble dome with a great dish 
pointing from its apex. Nobody ever thought this planet would be suitable for people. It 
was established as a waystation, as a convenient node in the web of hyperspatial gates 
the colonizers leave in their wake. It’s a bus stop. 

Felix’s staff work to align the gate with the distant hyperspatial transmitter, 
orbiting at this star’s heliopause. The staff are dumb machines, too. They are like 
miniature versions of Felix without real thoughts of their own, carrying out his orders 
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and relaying their perceptions back to him. 
He got the idea from the Pegasi, a member of the Panstellar Neighbourhood 

whose physiology evolved out of a unique parasite-host relationship in which the 
principal organism is served by a cadre of peripheral sub-organisms, semi-autonomous 
puppets controlled via electromagnetism and smell. Nice folks, the Pegasi. Strange sense 
of humour, though. 

Felix builds his own staff out of whatever’s handy, so they are sometimes a motley 
crew. 

A dull black member of his staff locks in the gate coordinates while a green and 
copper fellow gathers Felix’s provisions and tools and stows them for transport. Felix 
takes one last look at the dusty-rose sky and then strides into the gatehouse. The air 
hums as the generators come online and wind up for transmission. The inner port irises 
open. Felix steps inside the hemispherical, reflective chamber and waits while his staff 
arrange the cargo capsules. 

When the last of his four staff members climbs inside the port irises shut. A 
second later it irises open again, admitting new smells. The staff scurry out. 

Hyperspatial transit is anticlimactic, to say the least. 
Felix steps out onto a new world. The sky is black, with a faint haze at the barren, 

rocky horizon. The landscape is pockmarked by overlapping impact craters. Here and 
there a geyser of gas billows from a rupture in the ground, boiling away under the heat 
of two naked white suns. 

His staff irradiate him, to avoid tracking alien mud into a new world, then spray on 
a bacteriostatic film to keep the local microbia in check. They step back, retiring their 
little tools. 

Felix walks out of the shadow of the gatehouse and feels the rays beat down on 
him. Artificial ants, the foot soldiers of the colonizers’ maintenance brigade, crunch 
beneath his feet. Streams of them run up and down the gatehouse, checking every 
system with their flitting antennae, swarming to pour back into apertures in the dome’s 
surface. 

It’s damn hot. Felix uses his hand as a visor and scans around him, turning in 
place. 

“Hello?” he calls. 
His voice is silent. The atmosphere is too thin to conduct anything. 
He instructs his staff to knit a flag and then sets off for a stroll up and down the 

craterfield. It is a forlorn place—quiet and nearly airless, grilled by dual suns, unshaped 
by wind or rain. It is a dead place. Felix kicks pebbles and shrugs, trudging on, panning 
his head from side to side. After a while he becomes overheated, and elects to take 
refuge in the shadowed mouth of a small cave. 

His body ticks as it cools. Felix yawns. 
He smells something. He causes his armour to phosphoresce, probing the depth 

of the grotto behind him with the resulting greenish glow. The armour isn’t casting as 
much light as it should, because Felix is so dirty. He frowns, then proceeds on his hands 
and knees deeper into the crevice. 

He comes to a torus-shaped cavern, a hollow in the mantle blown out by a gas 
geyser eruption. The walls are very smooth, scored by intense heat, crossed by lines of 
pressure blasted crystal fissures. Where the lines intersect holes have eroded. Felix sits 
on the edge of one of the holes, the crystalline edges crunching under his bum. 

He drops inside, followed by a rain of fragments. A cloud of crystalline dust rains 
down over his head as he surveys the sub-chamber he’s fallen into. He blinks, leathery 
lids flashing over his black, reflective eyes. 
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He is inside a round cell, with round apertures on three sides. Through the 
openings he can see a succession of similar round cells of varying sizes, like a froth of 
interconnected stone bubbles. He has just enough room to stand in the centre, the top 
of his head brushing the smooth, pristine rock ceiling above. He wonders what 
marvellous process has wrought this unique geologic delight. 

He hears his feet shuffle. The atmosphere is thicker down here. “Hello?” he calls 
again. His voice echoes through the stone chambers, diminishing gradually. He waits for 
an hour, but receives no reply. 

Felix goes on the move, his muddied glow guiding the way, squirming from one 
spherical stone cell to the next, ever descending into denser air, thick with a curious 
mélange of odours. He sniffs like a dog, peering into the infrared as he rubs his chin and 
decides which way to proceed. 

He rushes forward and downward until he comes to a cell coated from top to 
bottom in whorls of white, branching material that smell distinctly fungal. Felix taps and 
picks at it, then cuts out a slice and tastes it. He nods to himself and proceeds to the 
next cell. 

The white fungus becomes thicker the lower he goes. The air sparkles with tiny 
spores, suspended in the greenish light of Felix’s armour. What stops him in place is not 
the spores, however, but the traces of vibration he detects through his flattened palms 
against the fungus-coated stone. 

He clears away a tiny thatch of fungus and then puts his ear in direct contact with 
the chamber wall. He listens for a long, long while. Felix is, above all, patient. 

And then he feels it again: vibration. Faint, indisinct—but aperiodic. 
Felix goes further. 
A change in the air causes him to hesitate at a particular threshold. His glowing 

armour reveals nothing ahead. He casts about in the ultrasonic, holding still to best 
decipher the sonar echoes: a massive spherical cistern, filled part way by a fluid lake. 

Felix drops through the aperture and, after a long fall through the blackness, 
splashes down and deep into the lake. He swims to the surface and tries another sonar 
scan, but the picture keeps getting smeared as he bobs randomly in the fluid. As far as 
he can tell the walls of the enormous cistern are smooth rock coated in white fungus, as 
elsewhere but on a far grander scale. 

Felix kicks himself over upside-down and swims deeper into the black lake. 
Stars appear in the velvet darkness. First one and two, then dozens. In the next 

moment Felix finds himself drifting through a cosmos of glowing specks. They’re 
bioluminescent microbes. 

Felix touches down on the bottom of the cistern with a hollow clunk. He’s sitting 
in a bed of white foliage with cilia-lined leaves waving gently in the weak slosh of 
current. Felix squints, refocusing his eyes to see the wee zooplankton swimming 
between the plants. “Hello,” bubbles Felix softly. “Hello there little friends.” 

This is when he is eaten. It is sudden, vicious, and bewildering. Felix has the 
vaguest impression of being rent asunder and then is cast into the rudest kind of 
soundless, sightless darkness... 

After an interval Felix reboots. 
He blinks. His body is reporting all sorts of alarming injuries, so the first thing he 

does is take stock of his parts. He’s dismayed to learn that all four limbs have been 
severed, and that his head is attached to his torso by only the most precarious of 
connections. 

“Faeces,” says Felix. 
He tries wiggling around a little, but one of his hips has been mauled terribly and 
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the muscles in the region won’t respond. A hairy leaf keeps bowing down into his face, 
so Felix blows at it to push it away. This contest goes on until the victor is clear, and 
Felix resigns himself to having a leaf on his face. The cilia tickle. 

He can’t feel his staff through all the rock above him. He knows, however, that 
they will find him. Given time. 

Time passes. 
A malevolent shadow swims over Felix every now and again, and nips at him. He 

maps it in sonar, and decides it is ugly. It is a cold thing, barely visible in the infrared—
at least, barely visible through the leaf. Annoyed, Felix blows the leaf out of his way. 
The shadow responds like lightning, and bites him in the face. 

“Faeces,” says Felix again. 
The creatures decides, for the dozenth time, that Felix is inedible. It shakes him 

back and forth for good measure and then throws him. Felix spins in the water, then 
settles with a cloud of dust in a plantless patch. When the dust diffuses away he winks 
his one remaining eye clear, and smirks. “Oh hello, leg,” he mutters darkly. 

Poor Felix. 
He perks up when he detects staff. They’re following his trail, making their way 

through the fungus cells toward the cistern. One by one three of them drop into the 
lake while one stays behind. Felix directs them to collect his parts and make for the 
surface, and soon enough he finds himself bobbing there, supporting by three sets of 
little legs treading water. They’ve piled his arms and legs on top of his torso. 

“So...” says Felix, craning his head to look around the cistern. Fluid keeps sloshing 
in his eye. “How do we get out of here, boys?” 

The staff have no reply. They blink at him stupidly. 
One of them disappears suddenly, seized by the aquatic predator. A moment later 

it splashes back to the surface, spit out intact aside from a missing foot. It swims over to 
Felix and resumes treading. 

He has an idea. The staff arrange themselves around him and begin kicking 
propulsively, sailing the good ship Felix to the wall of the cistern. He bumps against the 
fungus covered stone with the top of his head. “Nice.” 

Next, the damaged staff member is disassembled by his two brethren and his parts 
reassembled into a crude laser cutter. The tiny staff stand on Felix’s chest while they 
work on the wall, patiently carving out the rock a millimeter at a time until they have a 
groove. Then they step up on the groove and continue shaving away until the cutter 
runs out of power. 

They’ve made a little shelf in the wall of the cistern. They drag Felix’s torso and 
head out of the lake, and then pull his limbs onto the shelf as well. They immediately set 
to work reattaching his arms. Felix sighs with satisfaction as he flexes his hands again, 
feeling out the damage. He regains one leg, but the other can’t connect to the ravaged 
hip socket. 

“That’s better,” he declares. 
He leans out from the shelf to look up the wall. It’s a sheer climb of twenty 

meters. The single staff member crouching in the aperture looks down at him helplessly. 
Felix frowns. 

They are forced to make very slow progress. Felix holds up his forearm as a 
support for the staffers who chip holds into the rockface with no tools but themselves. 
They remove their left arms and wield them with the right. They work ceaselessly, until 
their implements glow from friction. Once a hold has been dug Felix climbs another 
short distance, then raises his forearm again so work can begin on the next step. 

They get nearly all the way to the round aperture in the wall before a geyser in an 
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accompanying compartment erupts, shaking the cistern and causing Felix and his staff 
to tumble down into the lake. 

They swim to the shelf, and haul themselves out again. Felix picks up his discarded 
leg and scratches his head with it. “H’m,” he says. “Bother.” 

He spins a new plan, and relays it to the staff member waiting in the aperture who 
promptly scurries off to execute it. Felix and other two staff lie waiting, wedged on the 
narrow shelf in the rock. 

When the envoy returns it returns with an army of artificial ants from the 
gatehouse. They swarm out over the wall of the cistern and arrange themselves into a 
pathway of stripes, ant crawling upon the back of ant until they collectively bulge out to 
form a ladder between Felix and the exit. 

After this frenzy the ants freeze in place, the sounds of a million overlapping 
scuffles suddenly silenced. 

Felix tentatively puts his hand on the first rung above the shelf. He tugs. The ants 
subtly shift the locking pattern between them as he applies force. Felix pulls harder. The 
meshy rung of insect bodies bends, but it does not break. 

“Splendid,” says Felix. He sets out, and his staff follow him, climbing carefully 
hand over hand up the sheer face. 

With relief he clambers over the edge of the round opening and through the 
aperture. He stands up on his one leg in the little spherical cell, balancing himself with 
an outstretched arm. He feels cautiously at his head which seems likely to fall off at any 
moment. He feels like a ghoul. 

He climbs from cell to cell back toward the cratered surface of the planet, a trio of 
staff behind him. Streams of ants weave over their heads, parading back home to the 
gatehouse. When Felix emerges he has never been so happy to see a dead black sky, or 
two naked white suns. 

He takes to the shade in the gatehouse and relaxes while he repairs himself. He 
sends out the ants to suss out raw materials, and sends out the staff to fetch it and feed 
it into the matter printer. They sit like little tailors on their tiny stools, weaving strands 
of new micro-machinery to rebuild Felix’s tissues. 

A couple of months pass. Felix stands up. He stretches, then cracks his knuckles. 
“Wonderful,” he says appraisingly as he gives his own calves a little kick with each 
opposite toe, as if he’s checking the tires on a car. “Very nice indeed.” 

He directs his staff to seek a homeward alignment for the gate. As is his famous 
custom Felix appends a brief, informal note to his report before laying it down inside 
the inner chamber for transmission back to the Neighbourhood. The note says: 

 
Thriving subterranean ecosystem. Complex multicellular life, evidence of 

predation. Exploration truncated by a very nasty fish. Yours, F. 
 
He waits for a star on the hyperspatial network to rise, then irises shut the inner 

chamber and engages the gate to transmit the report. The generators build up to a 
furious hum and then fall to rapid silence. A moment later steam jets from a series of 
exhaust vents on the outer dome. The system relaxes, and signals the all clear. The inner 
chamber door irises open. 

Felix corrals his staff. “Come on boys,” he says. “Let’s hop.” 
The gate is realigned. Felix thanks the ants, salutes the flag, then steps inside the 

inner chamber beside his staff: one black, one copper-green, one rusted grey. 
The port irises shut. The generators thrum, and Felix is gone. 
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3. 
Felix is very excited. The next candidate world he steps into has liquid water 

oceans, and he spends a moment standing outside the gatehouse on a windswept cliff, 
smelling the salty air from the sea. 

A spectacular aurora fades in the north—scarlet, streaked by violet, encompassing 
a third of the sky. Felix wonders whether anything could live under such a fierce bath of 
cosmic rays. 

The sun is rising, a cheerfully fat red giant with strands of arcing fire glinting at its 
edges, its face festooned by sunspots. The sky turns yellow, then a vivid orange that 
glimmers with wide, diffuse decks of suspended dust. 

The newest parts of Felix shine in the ruddy morning light, but most of him is too 
tarnished to reflect. His armour is a mottled brown and grey collage of repairs and 
stains, cracks and scratches. A dew of antibiotic drips from his arm, leaving tracks in the 
grime. 

An insect whizzes by Felix’s head. He blinks, tracking it with a smile. It’s a tiny, 
flitting thing with an exoskeleton and two pairs of translucent double wings. “I’ve got a 
good feeling about this place,” Felix says to no one in particular, made heady by the 
promise of this rich ecosystem. 

Uncomfortable with the idea of another aquatic adventure, he turns on heel and 
walks directly away from the water, proceeding down an escarpment of fallen boulders 
and gullies of rock layered in jagged bands of deep black and stark white. More winged 
insects buzz about. 

He climbs out of a gully and thrills to see a rolling purple prairie extending before 
him. The inky grasses wave in the wind, rippled whorls chasing one another to the hazy 
horizon. Felix takes a sample stalk and examines it, delighted to find familiar green 
chlorophyll working along with a novel molecule bound to a dark, nearly black, pigment 
to absorb the widest spectrum from the fat red star’s feeble light. 

Felix makes a note. 
He wades deeper into the prairie. He notices bands of baldness where no grasses 

grow, and tracks them back to the seaside cliffs where they seem to correlate to the 
zebra stripes in the rock face. “Curious,” says Felix. 

He walks on, his legs swishing through the grass. He sees many insects, some the 
size of birds. They seem to have no interest in him. When his passage frightens them 
out of their hiding places they bolt to the skies in the same old flocking patterns Felix 
knows well from Solar worlds. 

Flocks are flocks. 
Felix pauses. He feels a tremor through the soil. He looks up and scans the 

horizon, spotting a rising bloom of dust to the south. He dares to wonder hopefully: a 
stampede? 

There is a disturbance in the grass. He can see it in a wave propagating directly 
toward him, far ahead of the rumbling dust cloud. The grass near him begins to rustle 
and whisper and then a second later a flurry of little tawny creatures bursts into view 
and rushes past him toward the cliffs. The herd parts around Felix, the grass slapping at 
his shins with their frenzied passage. 

Felix looks up again as the rumbling grows louder. Something is pursuing these 
creatures—a fleet of tall shadows, indistinct behind the veil of dust kicked up by their 
travel. 

He looks down as the last of the dog-sized animals scampers past him, leaving him 
alone once more. He decides to find out what all the ruckus is about, hands on his hips 
as he awaits the arrival of the chasers. 
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He squints, magnifying his vision. 
Eight quadrupeds hidden behind streaming sheets of long, natty hair bear eight 

riders: small tawny or blonde creatures like those that fled, but sitting upright, wearing 
cloaks and helmets, and brandishing weapons whose metal fixtures catch the sun and 
gleam. 

Felix is beside himself with joy. He can barely contain his urge to dance around on 
the spot as the cavalry draws nearer, closing in on his position, the soil jumping and 
rattling beneath his feet. He can make out the faces of the little riders now: pinched, 
badger-like, binocular eyes ringed by flanges of black fur. 

Felix chuckles. They’re adorable. 
The lead rider levels his weapon at Felix. Felix wonders if the little fellow is going 

to try to impale him with his crude, mediaeval implement. His mount gallops hard, 
consuming the distance. Felix steels himself. 

And then, suddenly, the riders veer east in a wide arc, steering clear of Felix. He is 
disappointed to have been ignored. 

The lead rider’s weapon glints in the sun again. Felix looks back at it, puzzled. The 
weapon barks and flashes, and Felix watches a projectile sail out of it. 

“What a cute little musket,” comments Felix, dodging the shell easily. 
He is blown off his feet by the powerful explosion that erupts when the shell 

strikes the ground. The impact tears apart the field, throwing up a massive blanket of 
ejecta, including Felix, followed by a rapidly swelling ball of fire. Felix crashes to the 
ground, still stupefied by the initial concussion, and then winces and cowers as intense 
flames wash over him, the leading edges of his armour glowing and deforming. 

“Holy Zoran!” cries Felix as clods of smoking dirt drop all around him. His ears 
are still ringing from the electromagnetic pulse. He sniffs at the air and frowns, tasting 
the particulate debris and ambient radioactivity. His eyes widen in shock. 

An atomic weapon? 
Little badger things with atomic weapons? 
Felix runs across the prairie and into the hills of striped stone, pursuing the riders 

at his fastest sprint. He comes to the cliffs just in time to see them force their prey over 
the edge, plummeting to the rocks below. The little tawny things screech as they fall. 

Felix wonders whether the riders have spotted the gatehouse, but it appears they 
haven’t. Instead they’ve spotted Felix again, and all eight train their weapons on his 
position. 

“Hello,” says Felix. “I represent Solar life—” 
He leaves off to leap out of the way as the weapons fire with eight nearly 

simultaneous pops. He hits the ground and rolls right into a run, pelting away from the 
cliffs as fast as his legs can carry him. 

He dives into a gully an instant before the first shock waves blast overhead. Then 
debris, then flames, then heavier chunks of debris. Felix covers his head. The 
electromagnetic pulses make him dizzy. 

When the dust clears he peeks out. The rocks themselves are burning, pouring 
streams of sickly ochre and black smoke into the sky. The riders gallop through the 
ragged hole they’ve torn in the hills, reloading their weapons. 

Felix makes a break for it. 
The next blasts falls well short of him, but the shock waves still make him 

stumble. He runs faster. When he does risk a glance over his shoulder the riders are lost 
to the horizon, white smoke running up in billowing curtains from the flaming grasses, a 
brown miasma rising up behind from the burning cliffs. 

He comes to a forest of taller plant life, a high ceiling of purple-black leaves 
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supported by bifurcated trunks of something distinctly not wood. He approaches the 
first trunk and feels its hard, smooth bark. He raps his knuckles on it, and the trunk 
rings like a bell. 

It’s metal. 
The canopy is very, very high considering the lack of competition—the forest 

floor is barren, without shrubs or even moss. There are no insects on the ground, but 
Felix can hear and see them buzzing up higher among the dark leaves. 

He walks on. 
In a dense thicket of closely growing trunks he comes upon a set of camouflaged 

woven-fibre ladders leading up into the canopy. Felix climbs. He passes through a layer 
of purple leaves and emerges on the periphery of a village of mud-brick huts set on a 
massive platform of interlaced branches. Felix sets foot on the platform with an 
experimental application of weight. The platform groans in a metallic way but stands 
firm. 

No one has noticed him. The villagers go about their business. Here, the little 
tawny creatures stand upright. Some carry simple, earthenware pottery. Others whittle 
arrows or pound plants into pulp with little metal pestles. All seem busy. Felix sees that 
they are not covered in fur, but rather a many-layered coat of stiff, pearlescent fibres 
that look as if they might be made of something not entirely unlike keratin. The tips are 
tinged scarlet. The creatures’ bellies are covered by a dark yellow, bony armour which 
looks grown rather than forged. 

None of the creatures has the black rings around the eyes that distinguished the 
riders with the weapons. They are also somewhat shorter; the tallest among them might 
come up to Felix’s thigh. 

Felix also notes that there appears to be three different kinds of animal, ranging 
from sturdier, beefier sorts to more willowy figures, with a more ambiguous type falling 
in the middle. The differences are emphasized by three different modes of clothing, 
which Felix speculates may be representative of a need to cover three disparate styles of 
reproductive anatomy. 

He listens to them chatter to one another. Like many kinds of Solar life, they take 
advantage of the medium of their atmosphere to propagate oscillations encoding their 
language: clicks and rhythmic retroflex grunts, glottal jerks, palatal hums—interesting 
but not inherently novel ways of pairing up airways and tongues. Also like Solar life they 
complement their speech with visual cues: flicking micro-gestures with the digits and a 
unique flashing of the eyes in step with certain phrases. 

Felix strains his ears to the limit to collect everything he can, his mind whirling to 
find the patterns of syntax in the noise. He monitors a dozen conversations at once, his 
eyes darting to associate objects and actions with words... 

He is noticed. A tawny-brown badger-like thing in a loincloth is pointing at Felix. 
The creature is as still as a statue, and it is this particular lack of motion that seems to 
attract the attention of the others. 

The rest of the village freezes in mid-stride, staring dumbstruck at Felix as he 
emerges into their midst with an apologetic shrug. 

“Hello,” he says, his mouth twitching to emulate the chittering, clicking sounds of 
their language. “I represent Solar life. My name is Felix, and I come in peace.” 

At this utterance every one of the little tawny creatures drops to all fours and 
dashes away. In a heartbeat Felix is standing alone in a circle of huts, cooking fires 
burning unattended. He raises his brow and peers into the nearest fire pit: the kindling 
material is bricks of dried leaves mixed with metal shavings. 

The creatures chitter amongst themselves inside their homes. Felix listens. He 
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looks into the infrared to watch the blobs of heat interacting inside the huts, squabbling 
and interrupting one another. He sits down cross-legged in the middle of the village so 
as to appear less intimidating, and wonders how long it will take one of them to come 
meet him. 

He observes with an amused smile an anxious operation to ferry two of the fatter 
creatures from one hut to another by way of a distraction—someone banging on 
pottery on the opposite side of the village. 

The fat creatures confer with the tallest of them in one hut, and then a few 
moments later the tallest one is shoved outside by the fat ones. They push at his blonde 
back, causing him to stagger forward into the clear. He adjusts his little orange sash with 
great dignity. 

“Hello,” chitters Felix. 
The tall one freezes, eyes locked on him. After an interval he relaxes somewhat, 

and takes another tentative step forward on clawed toes. “Hello?” he echoes, then licks 
his nose nervously with a long, pink, articulate tongue. 

“How do you do?” asks Felix pleasantly. 
The tall badger-like fellow considers this. “What are you?” 
“I am...” Felix trails off, searching through his limited vocabulary. “I am a visitor. 

A happy visitor.” 
“A happy visitor?” 
“A visitor who does no harm.” 
The blonde creature makes a face. “You speak like a child.” 
“Talking is strange. No—talking is new. Talking is new?” 
“Where do you come from?” he snaps, flaring a set of sharp quills on the backs of 

his little hands in what is apparently a show of aggression. 
Felix points up. 
“The sky?” 
“Yes, I come from the sky.” 
The tall badger-like fellow widens his eyes at this, then licks his nose again. “Are 

you from the Deep Forces Who Made The World?” 
“No,” says Felix conversationally. “I’m Felix.” 
The creature slowly lowers his quills. “Why have you come here?” 
“To make a happy visit.” 
“What do you want?” 
“I lack the talk. I wish to become with you not-enemies.” 
“You want to be friends?” 
“Yes, I want to be friends.” 
“What if we don’t want your friendship?” 
“I would depart. Do you wish me to depart now?” 
The creature licks his nose again, shuffles in place, then says, “Wait!” and 

scampers off back into the hut to consult with the fat ones. When he pokes his head out 
again he beckons at Felix to follow him. 

Felix ducks low and squats in the door of the cramped hut. “We are the ruling 
family of this village,” says one of the fat ones solemnly. “I am called Pebbles,” he 
continues with great pomp. “This is my wife, Vapour, and our husband, High Grass. 
We are known as People.” 

The quill-plated badgers kneel down ceremoniously and extend their long, 
prehensile tongues. Felix sticks out his own tongue. They continue to look at him in 
solemn expectation. Sheepishly, Felix bends down toward his hosts and they all touch 
tongues together. 
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They straighten and dust off their knees, chittering happily. 
They offer him their food, but Felix explains that he is too efficient to need it. The 

subsequent conversation is stilted and slow, but Felix devours every phoneme of the 
language until he begins to really glean its structure: the triple gender system, the simple 
but odd conjugation of verbs, the forest metaphors, the emotional twitching of the six-
part cornea to indicate mood or, sometimes, tense. 

He manages to convey that he travels on behalf of his kind, and attempts to 
explain that he plies space to discover what it holds. They stare uncomprehending when 
he mentions space, and it becomes clear that they have no notion of the world beyond 
their own planet, or even that their planet is round. 

He asks why the forest floor is bare. “The hot rocks,” they tell him. He asks how 
it is that cliffs can burn. “The hot rocks,” they tell him. 

Felix asks if he may have a closer look at one of the People. The fat ones shove 
High Grass forward. He licks his nose nervously. Felix gently touches the rows of 
pearlescent, red-tipped plating that form the hide, blinking as he adjusts his eyes to 
different wavelengths. He looks up. “This red deposit...this is lead, isn’t it?” 

The People look at him in confusion. Elements are elements—their names are just 
sounds when you lack a periodic table. 

“It is,” decides Felix. “Your hide is composed of layers of lead shielding. This 
place...” He trails off as the connections become obvious: the dust-hung sky; the 
burning cliffs; forests that shy away from a somehow lethal ground; the metal shavings 
as a heat source; primitive people with atomic power—“This whole place is made of 
concentrated thorium and uranium!” 

“Nonsense names,” says Pebbles. “They are the hot rocks.” 
“My congratulations,” whistles Felix. “Your physiology must be truly amazing, 

living in this soup of radioactivity. The mere fact of your existence inspires hundreds of 
exciting questions. Via which sensory organs do you perceive radiation? How is the 
germ-line shielded against alpha particle damage? How do you metabolize all the lead? 
On and on. How wonderful!” 

The fat ones preen. Tall Grass licks his nose. “You think we are wonderful?” 
“I have a soft spot for advanced forms of life,” admits Felix. “Your hot rocks may 

explain how you have a such nice, warm planet around such a cold, cranky star. Forgive 
me if I violate taboo, but will you tell me how you reproduce?” 

All three of the little tawny People make a sudden snorting sound and look at their 
feet. High Grass whispers, “We are scandalized, Felix. We are decent People. It is 
barbaric to discuss sacred snuggling in the company of a wife.” 

“I’m terribly sorry,” says Felix. 
Vapour demurely departs, leaving Pebbles and High Grass fidgeting 

uncomfortably. Felix is patient, his expression expectant. At length High Grass 
volunteers a sparse description of the three-way fertilization process which generates an 
egg to be housed in the lead-infused body of the community’s Matron until the season 
for migration to the birthing grounds among mountains of aluminium and lead. 

“When does this season come? I would very much like to see it.” 
“The season is now,” says Pebbles heavily. 
“May I migrate with you?” 
Pebbles looks at his feet again. “We cannot migrate. The Noble People have 

forbidden it. We are driven back by their steeds and their guns.” 
“Why?” 
“They have decreed our line ended,” says High Grass. “We lack the ocular rings of 

purity. The way to the mountains is blocked to us. Have you not noticed we have no 
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young?” 
“I’m unacquainted with normality on your world. I could not assume the 

generations live together.” 
“But how else could it be?” 
Felix smiles, the leathery material around his lips crinkling at the corners. “There 

are as many ways to live as there are stars in the sky. Nature’s capacity for invention is 
limitless.” He slaps his thighs genially and then backs out of the hut to stretch to his full 
height. “Thank you very much for indulging me, and for your generous hospitality. I’ll 
be moving along now.” 

The ruling family catches up with him as he crosses the platform, darting around 
his long strides. “Please, Giant Felix—don’t go! You’ve been sent by the Deep Forces 
to help us, it’s certain!” 

Felix pauses. “I’ve been sent by Solarkind. We’re neighbours in the galaxy. I 
stopped by to say hello and to learn what I could. That’s it.” 

“Please,” begs High Grass, “won’t you at least come and see our Matron? Won’t 
you visit her and give her blessings?” 

Felix sighs, then nods. High Grass cocks his head, perplexed. “Sorry,” says Felix. 
“Among my kind moving the head up and down like that indicates affirmation.” 

“Follow me.” 
He allows himself to be led to the largest hut in the village, and he guesses that 

holding eggs in your body is a position of high esteem among the People. When he 
ducks his head inside, however, he’s not sure what to guess anymore. 

The Matron is grotesquely swollen with eggs, her limbs disproportionately tiny 
twigs sticking out from the four corners of her taut bellied girth. Her little head lolls on 
top, gibbering while she licks flying insects out of the air as they hover at the ceiling. 
Her entire body is rusty red, suffused with lead, glistening and encrusted with a film of 
translucent mucus. The hut smells terrible. 

High Grass bows his head. “Felix, this is the Matron.” 
“Charmed, I’m sure.” 
“She is sick,” says Pebbles. “She is too full of eggs. When she dies our every hope 

dies with her, as all of our matron nymphs have been slaughtered by the Noble People. 
She is our last chance.” 

The Matron groans in a queer way and then expels a viscous, lumpy waste fluid 
from two bulging sacs beneath her forepaws. The smell inside the hut decreases in 
quality exponentially. Felix closes his nose. 

“That’s very sad,” he admits, his voice now muffled and nasal. 
Pebbles and High Grass clasp their hands together earnestly. Pebbles says, “We 

know you can help us.” Their six-part eyes twinkle as they quiver with emotion in a way 
that’s almost mammalian. 

Felix turns around. The entire village is gathered outside the hut, looking up at 
him with the same imploring eyes. 

“Faeces,” mutters Felix. 
This is how he finds himself escorting a parade across a parched valley, pacing 

slowly beside an ambling wood-metal cart loaded up with the giant Matron and pulled 
by a team of six People. Twelve more flank the procession carrying metal-tipped spears. 
The fat members of the ruling family had wished them all a prosperous journey at the 
edge of the forest. High Grass, the tallest in the village, has been persuaded after much 
argument to accompany the procession. 

“We’re going to die,” says High Grass. He snorts nervously, then snags an insect 
out of the air with his tongue. 
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He’s right, of course. That very night under the scarlet light of the aurora they’re 
attacked, not by Noble People but by a toothed predator that scampers like lightning on 
eight jittering legs. As soon as it appears in the light of their fire the People gather into a 
tight huddle, with highest ranking People in the core and lower ranking People on the 
exterior. This cluster of animals proceeds to dart around in an incredibly nimble, 
coordinated fashion, evading the predator. 

The dance between predator and prey is well rehearsed and beautiful. It seems 
ritualistic rather than lethal. 

But it is no ritual. The predator is fierce. Felix approaches to intervene but it’s too 
late: a member of their guard has been snatched away to disappear screaming into the 
burgundy night. 

The curtains of aurora undulate and shine, unconcerned. 
The next morning Felix’s staff catch up with them. The People are initially shy of 

the strange little homunculoid triad. “My staff will help defend us,” explains Felix. 
“They would share this danger?” asks High Grass. 
Felix shrugs. “They have no feelings. They are expendable.” 
“Are they your slaves?” 
Felix pauses. “No. They are my organs.” 
The aluminium and lead mountains crinkle the horizon, mauve through the haze. 

The procession marches onward, the wheels of the carriage squeaking and grinding, the 
pullers’ pearlescent plating spiked outward to permit the passage of cool air near the 
skin. The route is chosen carefully, skirting the edges of the rocky patches where no 
vegetation grows, maintaining a course through the cool purple fields. 

“Tall Grass, why has your clan been forbidden to reproduce?” asks Felix. 
Tall Grass answers immediately, “No ocular rings. Yet one of ours intermarried 

with a noble wife, and her egg bore a child with only one ocular ring. It was judged an 
abomination and sacrificed to the Deep Forces, and the families of all three parents 
were banished from the birthing grounds forever.” 

Felix considers this. “You can interbreed, then? You’re not a different species?” 
“Of course not,” replies Tall Grass, rising to his fullest badger height. “We are all 

of us People.” 
Felix nods. “Of course.” He changes the subject. “How long have you had 

atomics?” 
“Do you mean the hot rock cascade?” 
“Yes.” 
“Our kind has always used the hot rock magic, since before telling. It is a gift and 

curse from the Deep Forces, and it has been given to every race of People before us.” 
“There were others?” 
“When a big explosion comes, perhaps in a landslide, we see a hole into the world, 

and it shows us their things. Sometimes we see their buildings in there, or their go-go 
chariots, or their magic boxes that spit baby lightning forks. They had all sorts of crazy 
stuff.” He snorts. “Sometimes we see them, too. We see their shadows, that is. Outlined 
on the walls.” 

Felix shakes his head sadly. “You poor dears,” he says. “Living in a world where 
fission is easy...it’s not fair. You should’ve had more time to develop before wielding 
that kind of power.” 

“We can blow up every life in the world,” says High Grass. “The high priests for 
every clan agree. They say history repeats itself, over and over again, and every great 
civilization has burned. One day we will be great, and then we will burn, too.” 

“That’s a fairly dark philosophy.” 
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“It is a sacred cycle of life and death. It is what it is. It will happen to you, too. 
Nothing is forever.” 

“Not even your Deep Forces?” 
“The Deep Forces are beyond forever.” 
Felix smirks. “Quite.” 
At midday they are startled by a blaze of light from the south-west. When the 

glory clears a tall mushroom cloud is blooming on the distant horizon behind them. The 
land and the air take turns to rumble. 

The People look for a moment, then press on. “There is a war there,” says High 
Grass, explaining their blasé reaction to Felix. “The big bombs are common. Slave 
armies numbering in the hundreds of thousands clash in service of the Great Club of 
Nations and the Unified Bloc of Clans.” 

“Why there?” asks Felix. 
“The land is holy,” says High Grass simply. “Here now, we arrive...” 
They crest a hill and Felix looks where High Grass points: nestled in the foothills 

at the mouth of a highway into the hills is a black fortress, a series of looming domes 
bristling with cannon muzzles, rising from behind a deep moat lined with brick 
battlements reinforced in metal cages. The surrounding grounds are pockmarked by 
craters from the small nuclear blasts of past sqirmishes. Behind the fortress a high wall 
extends in either direction as far as the eye can see, blocking every pass. Soldiers 
mounted on hairy beasts burst from the stables and form up in a line, then one breaks 
free and rides toward the parade of People. 

She is a tall Noble Person, her black-ringed eyes held high beneath her gleaming 
helmet. She meets them at the top of the hill, baring her yellow teeth even before her 
mount has stopped. She sniffs. “Your clan of lesserkind is banished from the birthing 
grounds. Turn back now or be cheated of your rightful cancer.” 

She slows midway through this delivery, her eyes flicking over to Felix and then 
finally resting there. “What, may I ask, are you?” she demands with contempt. 

“I represent Solar life. My name is Felix, and I come in peace.” 
“I’ve seen you before, monster. You evaded my fire.” 
“Yes. That was before I understood what it was. I assure you that won’t be 

necessary now.” 
The mounted Noble Person makes an ugly face, then settles back into her saddle 

with her head held high. “Because you intend to comply with the law and leave this 
place?” 

“No,” says Felix politely. “Because I have the ability to inhibit nuclear reactions.” 
He taps the side of his head, and gives her a little smile. “Good day to you, madam.” 

Felix walks past her. The People stare after him nervously. 
“Stop!” barks the mounted Noble Person. “I command you, freak! Stop now.” 
Felix keeps walking. Unwilling to be left behind, the People begin hauling the cart 

onward with renewed vigour in order to catch up. The Noble Person seems frozen, her 
mouth hanging open and her long tongue lolling limp. She suddenly snaps out of it and 
draws a long, heavy musket, priming and cocking it in a rapid, practiced manoeuvre. 
“Stop or your Matron dies!” she bellows, swivelling the muzzle at the cart. 

Felix does not stop. Her weapon cracks loudly. The People screech. 
The pellet hits the Matron on the side of her gigantic belly. It sinks into the quill-

mail flesh and then rebounds. It drops into the carriage, smoking. The Matron belches 
wetly. 

When the People see that she has not been injured they start to laugh—a staccato, 
snorting wheeze accompanied by a shaking of the digits. High Grass points to the 
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Noble Person and guffaws, in his way. She yells, “Silence, lesserkind!” 
High Grass manages to chitter, “Without the hot rock fire you are just a Person. 

You have one spear, we have eleven. Shall we cheat you of your rightful cancer?” 
The Noble Person flees. 
As they proceed down the road to the gate and draw nearer to the fortress they are 

met with volleys of shells. The shells land on the rocks and bounce, or break open. 
None explode. There seems to be a bit of a panic in the fortress—apparently reliance 
on a single kind of ordnance has left them without other vectors of attack. 

“How can you do this?” whispers High Grass. “How can you do this and claim 
you are not from the Deep Forces? This is powerful magic.” 

“Any craft or skill beyond one’s own experience,” says Felix philosophically, “may 
lend a false impression of magic. My mind, you must understand, is based on a science 
written in the language of nature itself. Thus, I have the ability to interact with my local 
environment in ways that may seem baffling to you, but I assure you that the process is 
purely material and mechanical.” 

They both flinch as a shell sails right over their heads, whistling. It drops to the 
rocks with a sad clunk. 

One of the guards is struck by another shell; his arm is broken and his chest-
armour cracked. The other guards load him into cart behind the Matron, and just as 
they finish Felix’s rusted grey staff member is squashed into a tangle of debris by 
another large shell. Felix frowns. 

The procession stops at the gate. A row of archers stands before it, arrows tense in 
their bows. A group of three Noble People approach and take up positions just out of 
the line of fire. “Abomination!” cries one, pointing at Felix. 

“It’s pronounced Fe-lix.” 
“Kill him!” 
A volley of arrows flies at Felix. Their depleted-uranium tips penetrate his armour, 

sticking into him in a dozen places. His expression darkens. “Ouch!” he grunts, yanking 
an arrow out of his neck. Amber fluid gutters from one of his split cables. 

He turns around to see that the two pullers nearest him have also been felled. 
They lie on the ground, their heads shaking slowly. One of them paws at his wound, 
which bubbles as air whistles out around the shaft of the arrow. 

Felix’s head snaps back to face the Noble People. 
“That’s enough,” he declares. “There will be no more violence or I will be forced 

to demonstrate my own martial talents.” 
“Abomination!” 
“Your spirit of diplomacy is notably lacklustre. This is your final warning: order 

your guards to disarm or I will disarm them for you.” 
“Fire! Fire, you fools!” 
There is a flurry of motion as Felix leaps into action, his limbs blurring. In less 

time than it takes to draw one deep breath every noble guard has been disarmed. They 
stagger back, clutching their broken paws, bows bent at their feet, craning their heads to 
watch Felix flip through the air. The Noble People are knocked from their mounts, 
which rear up and flee. Felix drags the riders by the legs into a rough pile and then 
stands over them, arms crossed. 

He looks up at the gate, then back down at his charges. “Order the gate opened,” 
he says quietly. 

When he doesn’t get a positive response he lurches forward toward them. The 
Noble People squirm back. One of them voids his waste fluid messily. Felix repeats his 
command, and it is relayed with a hoarse series of clicks by the fattest Noble Person. He 
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clutches a musket to his chest, chewing on its handle for comfort. 
Felix leans down and scoops up the weapon. He turns it over in his hands idly as 

he watches the great gates grind open. He takes apart the stock and peers inside the 
barrel. “Very nice,” he says, looking down at the Noble People. “This beryllium trigger 
is ingenious. Quite impressive indeed.” 

The gates boom against the wall as they stop, yawned open, the pass beyond 
beckoning. 

He drops the weapon and gestures at the People to move. They begin pushing the 
cart through the gate, the Matron muttering to herself and licking insects out of the air. 
High Grass stops before Felix, looking up at him between furtive glances at the huddle 
of frightened Noble People. “You’re coming with us, of course?” 

“No, I have to be moving on,” says Felix. “Good luck.” 
“But they’ll attack us from the rear. They’ll send in troops to kill us all. Without 

your protection we’re doomed!” 
Felix sighs, and squats down to bring his face level with the blonde badger. “I’m 

afraid this is a problem you’ll have to work out on your own. I’m just a surveyor. I’m 
not here to save your world. I’m only here to assess the ecosystem.” 

High Grass pauses and licks his nose. “What do you mean?” he asks seriously. 
“What have you been sent here to judge?” 

“I have been sent to judge whether your world poses a threat to my kind or, 
conversely, whether it might be suitable for integration into our society.” 

A visible shudder of anticipation runs through High Grass’ quills. “You mean 
there might be more—more like you, masters of the Deep Forces—coming into the 
world?” 

“I doubt it. I should imagine the Panstellar Neighbourhood will elect to quarantine 
your civilization until it matures. We will leave you be.” 

High Grass sags. “Then we’re alone. We’re doomed.” 
Felix touches his little spiky shoulder tenderly. “Don’t underestimate yourselves. 

This world poses unique challenges, but the People are clever. My own native world was 
once threatened with atomic self-extinction.” 

High Grass perks up. “Really?” 
Felix nods. “We prevailed, against that and worse.” He pauses, looking up into the 

bright orange sky at the point he knows the Solar Nebula lies. “Much worse,” he says 
somberly. 

Felix and his staff watch as the cart laden with the swollen Matron and the injured 
guard draws further along the path winding between the foothills, at last disappearing 
behind a curve. He looks down, slightly surprised to see the Noble People and their 
archers still hugging the ground at his feet. The fattest of the Noble People looks up at 
him. He croaks, “Please don’t kill me.” 

Felix shrugs. “Okay,” he says. 
As he walks back toward the seaside cliffs and the gatehouse, impotent shells 

dropping around him, he pities the poor People but at the same time is forced to admire 
their tenacity. Could Human Beings have prospered if they had wielded the power of 
atomics in the Dark Ages? Felix reckons not. 

If the People do survive this atomic infancy, what manner of creature will they be 
forced to become in order to best such stacked odds? Quite possibly, one too fierce to 
tolerate. 

He passes back through the forest, and crosses the prairie. He steps over the 
ragged, still smoldering gaps in the uranium-thorium zebra-striped cliffs, and arrives at 
the gatehosue which is, thankfully, intact. Ants scurry about their business in glittering 
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black streams. 
Felix prepares his report. 
 

Beware the atomic badgers. Sincerely, F. 
 
 
4. 
We all know Felix’s holy grail. 
We all know the jackpot is a post-industrial civilization with whom we might make 

friends—another intelligent kind to stand with Solar life, the Pegasi and the Great 
Henniplasm as peers of the Neighbourhood. 

After so many lifeless worlds any sign is ambrosia to him, no matter how humble. 
He tries to keep his expectations appropriately meagre. 

He stifles a sigh as he steps out onto another barren landscape of craters and dust 
beneath a black sky. He wilts at the knees, his body sagging not from disappointment 
but rather a somatic realization of the planet’s strong gravity. 

He straightens, rolling his shoulders as he becomes accustomed to their new 
weight. He takes a breath, tastes traces of nitrogen briefly before his duo of staff step in 
to disinfect him. Felix holds up his arms tolerantly, to make the job easy. 

The sun crests the craggy horizon. It’s an unremarkable yellow dwarf. Shadows 
dry up from the basins, absorbed into the crater rims. 

He sets off on a stroll, scanning the environment with a bored expression. The 
rock features are sharp and uneroded, the impact basins ancient. This is a place utterly 
without weather but what dust and fire flotsam provides when meteorites fall. 

Felix yawns. 
And then he stops short on the next rim: in the crater below there are artifacts, 

their rectilinear edges standing in stark contrast to the organic texture of natural relief 
around them. He plods down over the rocky edge and then walks a mile across the 
dust-coated interior before arriving at the artifacts. They make him smile, the tough skin 
around his black eyes wrinkling into a million lines. 

A pole stands with a piece of coloured fabric hanging heavy against it, the edges 
dangling with long, still threads. It is not the banner of the Panstellar Neighbourhood. 
At its foot is a piece of derelict technology: the struts and base of a modular lander. The 
common constraints of economic engineering have made the object almost familiar, but 
upon inspection the details are clearly alien. 

Intelligent spacefarers have visited this place, and left their humble mark. 
On one side of the abandoned lander’s base is a shiny plaque inscribed with 

glyphs, diagrams and a tight grid of mathematical ratios and corresponding symbols for 
various constants. Felix speculates that a series of sinewy lines may be a depiction of the 
authors as physical entities, though he finds it hard to make heads or tails of the miasma 
of sweeping, tapering limbs. 

On the opposite side of the lander is a second plaque, this one inscribed with a 
diagram of the star system. Felix sees that the planet upon which he stands is 
represented as one partner in a binary pair. It is the second, smaller partner that is 
surrounded by a halo of glyphs. That, guesses Felix, is home. 

Three hours later that home rises, its sunward half a blaze of sparkling blue ocean 
under swirls of white cloud, the disc larger than Felix’s outstretched palm—a very close 
companion, a swiftly cruising sky-brushing moon. 

As the blue moon climbs in the black sky it is accompanied by a sussurussing of 
electromagnetic static. Felix listens. His hearing spans the band, panning for guideposts 
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amongst the noise. Using a key ratio from the first plaque on the lander, he discovers a 
relationship between sextets of frequencies, and finds the information transmitted 
within each set to be mutually complementary. Added together, they form a signal 
carrying information. 

The taste of information, so stark and crisp and bright against the bed of 
randomness, fills Felix with an inexplicable emotion particular, perhaps, to himself as an 
individual. The quest has wrought in him a special sympathy for organized patterns that 
may have no real analogue for us homebodies. 

There are messages there—indecipherable, opaque, bizarre—but still wonderful, 
wonderful messages encoding something banal or beautiful from the experience of 
some living thing whose mind could watch itself think. A thing like you or me. A thing 
like Felix. 

Felix looks up at the blue world. As it turns its dark half begins to glitter with the 
light of cities. His eyes widen, and he grins. 

It’s peers. After all this time—peers. 
He looks around quickly, narrowing his eyes and blinking through the wavelengths 

as he inventories the craters around him for minerals. It is clear that his first order of 
business is to get himself to the blue moon, and meet whomever lives there: thus he will 
require a spaceship. 

Felix returns to camp. He calls his staff and drips communication oil into an 
anthole on the gatehouse... 

During the months of labour that follow Felix pauses when the moon rises, its 
azure shine gleaming on the rows of matter printers set up around the gatehouse; he 
tunes into his favourite sextets of frequencies. He sits on the edge of the ant-covered 
superstructure and closes his eyes to concentrate. He’s learned that the radio broadcasts 
encode no auditory data: every ounce of it is visual. Using the plaque math Felix can 
assemble the picture stream and see it change over time, but the significance of the 
squirming, sliding, flashing, quivering blobs displayed therein remain an enigma. 

He hops down to help his duo of staff secure a section of hull plating to the 
superstructure, then holds it steady while they sew it into place. The central shield pod is 
almost complete. Ants swarm over the masts and booms, checking for microfractures 
where the nanotube bundles meet. They seal the seams, beads of structural growth 
culture dripping from their engineered anuses. 

The smell is lost in this nearly airless place. Felix doesn’t mind one bit. 
They’ve been able to dig down to a deposit of liquid fluorine for use as an 

oxidizer, and Felix watches as the last ants emerge from their tunnel to add their 
crystallized flakes to the booster. They each drop off their contribution and then 
wander off aimlessly, eventually finding their way back to the gatehouse to dip 
themselves in new instructions. 

And then it’s done. The last ant disappears into the gatehouse and no more 
emerge beyond the regularly scheduled maintenance crawl for the gate itself. The barren 
field seems extravagantly empty to Felix now that the matter printers have been broken 
down and the all the various components of his spaceship have been drawn together in 
the lonely centre, a modest craft tilted hopefully toward the sky. 

“Okay,” says Felix, “let’s go.” 
He climbs into the pilot chariot and his staff follow up, the copper-green one 

standing on the back of the matte black one to reach their protective compartment, 
then helps his chum up after him. A platoon of thirty-two ants march past Felix’s heels 
and gather themselves in their own compartment. Felix snaps both lids shut, tethers 
himself in, then squats down and rips the igniter cord. 
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The fuel tank rumbles, bucks, then pours thrust through the bell-shaped booster. 
Felix’s chariot lifts atop it. Felix grips the edges, the stars in his vision smeared by 
vibration. He’s pressed into his tethering with four gravities, then six, then eight... 

He wrestles his head sideways. The rocky horizon is drawing away, beginning to 
bow into a wide curve. He’s on his way. 

Soon he has unfurled the stellar sails and the system’s primary is feeding an 
invisible stream of hot particles into the little ship, sending it hurtling toward the blue 
moon. Days pass. Every kilometer closer makes him giddier in anticipation. 

He is immersed in a bath of radio. There are patterns in the flopping cascade of 
ropey tendrils depicted there—a grammar, a syntax—but for Felix still a bewildering 
lack of meaning. 

He drinks in the sunlight, mending and dreaming... 
The blue moon swells, its face cut by bands of white cloud. Between them Felix 

catches glimpses of brown and green continents, the shine of cyan ice shelves near the 
poles. As he draws nearer he is able to discern the odd tiny glimmer in space around the 
moon: technological satellites in geosynchronous orbit, winking as they turn and catch 
the light. 

The gossamer stellar sails fold in as gravity takes over. Soon the moon has lost its 
curve and become a wall of rippling water and churning cloud filling his vision from 
horizon to horizon. Felix ducks down beneath the protective shield as his ship picks up 
speed and the air at its nose begins to burn... 

He’s jolted once as the parachutes blast free and jolted again as they catch the 
gathering sky to slow his descent. 

The cloud deck rushes up at him and he plows through it, the sudden cooling 
causing billows of steam to roil out in the ship’s wake. The wind whistles keenly. The 
ocean beneath him grows until he can make out white-capped waves, marching in 
fractal interference patterns in every direction. 

An instant later the craft plunges into the sea with an explosion of spume. 
When it bobs back to the surface, twisted, scarred and bent, Felix releases the 

dissolving agent to eat the hull, disconnects the protective pocket containing the ants so 
he can strap it over his shoulder, frees his staff to swim beside him, and then begins 
kicking and stroking his way toward shore. An hour into his journey he hears a high-
pitched whine and cranes his head to watch two powered aircraft swoop over him, 
bound for the region where he splashed down, their wings enormously wide in order to 
tease lift from the thin atmosphere. 

Like vultures, they circle. Felix’s head in amongst the waves is very small, and they 
do not seem to notice him. After twenty minutes they accelerate higher and turn back 
toward a continent Felix can just barely make out as a haze on the horizon ceilinged by 
a ridge of fluffy cumulous clouds. 

Felix resumes swimming. 
It’s nightfall as he walks out onto a smooth, sandy beach ringed by exceedingly 

tall, green plants that favour needles over leaves. The evening is brightened by the great 
face of the dusty-tan companion planet looming in the sky. Felix chews on a few of the 
needles, and examines their contents critically: again, good old fashioned chlorophyll is 
at work. 

Sometimes it’s the great similarities, rather than the bizarre differences, that Felix 
finds most intriguing when comparing ecosystems. 

He releases the ants, who swarm ahead of the heels of his staff as they set out to 
investigate their situation. They pass hot springs and geyser jets, outlets of an active 
geothermal crust. Small animals can be heard scuffling in the undergrowth, giving the 
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staff wide berth. At last Felix comes to a tall ceramic wall and he turns to follow it as it 
meanders away from the coast, the platoon of ants teased out across its glazed face. 

When the sun rises again they’ve made their way to a modest hill: the vista 
illuminates and Felix sees that he is within a giant walled compound with a kind of 
palace at its centre, a spire-encrusted keep girdling a quiver-like assembly of tightly 
packed towers and narrow, filigreed minarets. 

Such wonderful architecture is made possible by low gravity, he marvels. 
He makes for the palace. When he gets closer he finds a ceramic tiled path, and 

he’s not on the path long before he’s forced to jump back into the prickly bushes to 
hide as two organisms round the bend and stroll toward him. 

They are bipedal and bilaterally symmetrical, like most forms of complex life Felix 
has encountered (with the notable exception of Pegasi staff, who are radially 
symmetrical and multi-legged). The creatures are amber or golden brown and, in places, 
translucent. Felix can see their organs working inside of them, including a vertebrae-like 
cage of protection extending around what appears to be a brain at the base of the neck. 
Their heads are small and unremarkable aside from having three wide, blinking eyes set 
equidistantly around the horizontal axis. 

The most striking feature, however, is the arms—or, rather, the fingers. Fully two 
thirds of the creatures’ personal space by volume is occupied by six long, articulated 
tentacles radiating from two small, almost ridiculously slight-looking shoulders. The 
tentacles wave in front of them, weaving intricate, fleeting patterns in the air. 

Felix recognizes the patterns from the broadcasts: they’re talking. 
The long-fingered creatures proceed past his hiding spot, and Felix leans out after 

them with his eyes wide to catch every flick and swoop of the spatially-defined 
conversation. The structure is elegant and logical—he just wishes he knew what in space 
any of it means. 

He can’t very well step out and introduce himself without any understanding of 
how to speak. This language is worlds away from the primitive chittering of the badger-
things: it’s a nuanced, mature, abstracted, high concept channel of communication and 
Felix is profoundly lost without a wider context. 

That night he tunes into the radio broadcasts again and finds his salvation in a 
transmission that seems to be designed for children: the patterns of sweeping limbs are 
slower and more deliberate, bracketed by repetition or variation and, most importantly, 
interspersed with trinocular panoramas of objects as they appear across a certain narrow 
slice of the electromagnetic spectrum, rendering the images to Felix’s eye as a grade 
from urine yellow to lime green.  

Never the less, he is able to follow along: the boat on the ocean transports objects 
and passengers, the farmer on his land plants seeds and eggs for the rainy season, the 
steam carriage goes chuff-chuff-chuff all the way to some kind of festival... 

Felix looks down at his stubby, Human-form fingers. He frowns. If he’s going to 
be understood here he’s going to need to grow a little. He bends down and tosses a few 
graphite- and clay-rich flakes of shale into his mouth, chewing thoughtfully. 

The next morning Felix and his support party press on closer to the palace, his 
fingertips tingling as they extend molecule by molecule. In a clearing where several 
ceramic tile paths meet he finds a great fountain filled by a host of carved animal 
figures. It is not clear to Felix whether the depictions are naturalistic or fantastic, but he 
does note that their dirt-streaked, moss-clung surfaces are not at all dissimilar from the 
look of his own armour when viewed in the yellow-green band. 

He climbs up into the fountain and sits between two statues, his staff clambering 
up after him to hide behind his back. Nestled thus he is able to observe dozens of 
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conversations throughout the day as groups of the long-fingered stroll by or stop to 
watch the streams of water tumbling down into the ornate basin. Few of them pay Felix 
any notice at all, though he experiences a moment of triumph when he realizes he’s 
comprehended the tone and content of a snide comment from one of the passersby as 
they point at him and exclaim, “Modern art is unfit for civil vision; behold this and I 
dare you to contradict me!” 

“Your authority is justly inflated and dark,” agrees the critic’s companion as they 
walk on. 

The next to take notice of Felix is a diminutive juvenile. While her guardians or 
parents or teachers converse she stares at Felix, her head-pod twisting to expose each 
blinking eye in turn. When she is led away she keeps one eye trained on Felix, tugging 
reluctantly on her escorts’ limbs as she struggles to straggle. 

Felix delights—if there is one constant in form across all diverse kinds of life, it’s 
the insatiable curiosity of the young; thus, he is not entirely surprised when the juvenile 
turns up again at dusk when the clearing around the fountain has emptied. A wide-
winged aircraft passes overhead, its condensation trail glowing as it catches the last rays 
of the setting sun. The child cranes her head up to look at it, then focusses on Felix as 
she gets closer to the fountain. 

She plants herself before him, fingers quivering. After a long pause she knits 
patterns into the air in front of her, and Felix reads them. She says, “I saw you move.” 

Carefully, slowly, Felix raises his hands to display the long, multi-knuckled tendrils 
extending from six of his fingertips. He says, “Nonsense. I am an excellent statue. I 
never move.” 

“Contradiction with respect to authority: you’re moving right now, which I dare 
you to explain.” 

“I admit that I am not a real statue.” 
“That’s obvious. With limp sacs: you will describe your nature.” 
“I don’t understand limp sacs.” 
“With respect to authority, then: you will describe your nature.” 
Felix nods to himself, fully grokking the interrogative protocol for the first time. 

“I am a traveller called Felix from a faraway world.” 
“You weave words like a baby,” declares the child, who then raises her head-pod 

to stare at a spot over Felix’s shoulders. “And you have no authority sacs like a baby, 
too.” She straightens, her head cocked to one side. “With a craving for definition: you 
will state whether you are an exotic baby.” 

“I am an adult,” replies Felix. “It’s just that my kind speak differently than 
you...um, individuals.” 

“The King’s Fingers.” 
“I don’t understand the King’s Fingers.” 
“Our kind. We are the King’s Fingers. With a desire for common nomenclature: 

you will identify your kind.” 
“I’m an example of...Solar...life,” explains Felix, approximating the proper name as 

best he can by defining it in terms of oscillations in a medium—a ripple signature. “I’m 
what’s called a Human Executive, or Zorannic Man. I am honoured and pleased to 
meet one of the King’s Fingers.” Felix bows. 

“With locked laughter: you will explain why you bent over like that.” 
“It is a gesture of respect where I come from.” 
“You’re funny. I like you.” 
“I like you, too.” 
“I have to go home to feed now or the guardians will tweak my ridge. With 
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devotion: you will state whether you will be here at the fountain tomorrow.” 
“I will,” nods Felix. 
The child scampers away. 
When the sun rises again and the idle strollers return to chat around the fountain 

Felix pays redoubled attention to the twin sacs positioned behind each of the King’s 
Fingers’ shoulders. He notes how they vary in their level of inflation and pigmentation 
from the soft, transparent sacs of youngsters to the rigidly swollen black pustules of the 
palace’s high officials. The sacs do not simply ripen with physical maturity, however, as 
evidenced by clearly aged, decrepit specimens with soft sacs; invariably, these individuals 
show marked deference toward those with darker, harder authority sacs. 

Felix is now able to catch more of the content of their conversations than ever: 
about weather, chiefly, though a close second would be polite debates over the relative 
merits of hypothetical mergers between various institutional entities whose names Felix 
hears repeated over and over again. 

“Ownership split between the Consolidated Information Bank of Brothers and the 
Combined Interested Parties of the North would propagate a just stewardship nexus, in 
my most cute opinion.” 

“You are too modest. Even your cute opinions are akin to a cloudy midnight, so 
bloated is your authority.” 

“You make my ridge blush with your accuracy, my precise companion. Also, I 
predict rain tonight.” 

Shortly after midday Felix’s friend returns, this time accompanied by an adult with 
modestly turgid sacs. The child, who has still not given Felix any name to know her by, 
explains to the adult that Felix is not in fact a statue but rather an alien being. The adult 
is dubious. The child demands that Felix speak up for himself, but he does not. The 
child stamps her little feet and laces her words rapidly and with aggressive emphasis, 
renewing her demands. Felix stays absolutely still, and says nothing. The child throws a 
tantrum, fingers beating on the tiles, and is eventually carried away by her guardian. 

It is two days later when last chatters have departed for their evening meal and the 
yellow sun has blushed the western sky that Felix’s little friend returns once more. “You 
played the statue,” she accuses. “I got in trouble.” 

“I’m sorry,” offers Felix. “I’m not ready to talk to an adult yet. I don’t know 
enough about how they’ll respond. Excellent children, like yourself, can be expected to 
be more open minded.” 

“That was very rude.” 
“I’m sorry,” says Felix again. 
She forgives him quickly, and draws out from her skirts a folding chart depicting 

the local star system. She points to each planet in turn and asks (or, rather, states her 
wish to be told) whether it is the home of the wondrous if ugly Solars. 

“None of them is my home. Our worlds circle foreign stars that lie far to the east. 
I could show you the brightest of them on a map of your sky.” 

The child steps back from the fountain’s edge, startled by Felix’s reply. “The True 
Knowledge is that the lesser stars were not touched by the King, so they have no life. 
This is a fact with full authority.” 

Felix chooses his next finger-tangled words carefully. “That authority may be 
imperfect. The fact is disproved by my existence here today.” 

The child falls silent, then squeezes shut her eyes and trembles. As Felix watches, 
the little soft sacs behind her shoulders swell slightly. An inky bloom squirts into the sac 
fluid, diffusing through and darkening it from pale yellow to a bronze amber. She opens 
her eyes, then slowly weaves her words with quaking digits: “I never thought of that. If 
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the True Knowledge is incomplete, if it is flawed or even wrong—then anything is 
possible. Anything.” 

“Even me,” nods Felix. “Even you.” Though the gesture means nothing to her he 
has to smile: a race where credibility is weighed according to a visible metric, a biological 
response marking a history of epiphanies. How splendid! 

He recognizes that if he’s to be taken at all seriously he will have to grow a pair of 
authority sacs, and over the next days he grows some. His child friend is introduced to 
his staff, and she finds the little stubby-fingered mutes delightful. Felix and the 
youngster discuss many topics, giving him at least a kindergarten-level grounding in the 
basics of this world: kilowatts as currency, hot spring steams harnessed for power, the 
philosophy of Universal Service brought millennia ago by the Righteous Weaver, a 
personification of the King in mortal fingers... 

When she stays late Felix learns that the knuckles of her tendrils are 
bioluminescent, and after the sun sets she describes her words in points of light. The 
arrangement of these points, Felix realizes, is the basis for the abstracted form of 
language seen in the radio broadcasts. 

“With amiability,” he opens, “you will state your name.” 
“With bemusement: you will explain how knowing a name relates to friendship.” 
“It is a custom among my kind.” 
“My name is Third Female,” the child tells him indifferently. “But friends familiar 

with my identity know me by my image.” 
“With curiosity: you will explain your image.” 
In response the child whips her tendrils through the air in a rapid, flashing 

movement that describes, for a fleeting instant, a shockingly vivid representation of her 
own head that drifts in the fading afterimage. “You’re quite the artist!” exclaims Felix, 
his own extended knuckles glowing in turn. 

Third Female is confused by this, however. “It’s my image, not art. Even babies 
know how to say their image.” 

“Show me mine,” says Felix. 
Her fingers flash again, the shining knuckles delineating a rapid portrait of Felix’s 

armoured face that’s gone almost as soon as formed. He copies her, and she praises his 
efforts. “The angle of the shadow outlines you draw is supposed to show your 
authority,” explains Third Female. “Though sometimes you exaggerate it a bit when 
doing somebody else’s image, to be polite.” 

“I see,” says Felix. 
For the next eight days Third Female does not visit. She returns early on the ninth 

day, and though it is before the evening meal the clearing around the fountain is 
abandoned. Something is amiss. The ants suddenly swarm free and stream down Felix’s 
leg, disappearing into the crannies of the surrounding statues. Felix’s staff stiffen. Third 
Female moves tentatively, nervously, hovering further from the edge of the basin than 
her normal habit. Her head is angled low, her forward eye locked on the glimmering 
surface of the water. 

“I’m sorry,” she weaves simply. 
Felix raises his long fingers and says, “With compassion: you will state what 

troubles you, my friend.” 
She looks up at him, her eyes jittering. A second later adults burst into view on all 

sides of the clearing, needles flying free from branches tossed aside by their 
coordinated, rapid passage. One rushes in front of the fountain and scoops Third 
Female away, then a ring of them close in around Felix with long, shiny silver weapons 
pointed at the base of his neck. The weapons hum with energy as they cycle up, their 
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tips glowing dangerously. Airborne green needles from the trees drift down around 
them in a slow-motion rain. 

“You will not move!” flash sets of limbs on every side. “Compliance or death!” 
Felix sighs. “Hello,” he says, his fingers moving very slowly. “I represent Solar life. 

My name is Felix, and I come in peace.” 
“Compliance or death!” 
“I choose compliance.” 
“You will stop moving now! With all urgency and righteousness: you will state whether 

you understand these instructions.” 
“I don’t know how to say that without moving,” weaves Felix, who then staggers 

back as he’s shot. The projectile shatters on his chest, leaving a splatter of milky fluid. 
He dabs his unextended pinky into it and tastes the substance, guesses that it might be a 
sedative geared toward the local biology. “I’m sorry,” apologizes Felix, so they shoot 
him again. 

A bank of harsh yellow lights illuminate around the clearing. Felix winces, his 
pupils struggling to stop down fast enough. Giant silhouettes lumber in front of the 
spotlights, occulting the beams as jets of steam roil from their backs. Large wheels 
crunch over vegetation, snapping twigs and pulping needles. 

The armed contingent of King’s Fingers back away to let the machines through. 
The machines wheel up to Felix and extend webs of mechanical fingers, puffs of steam 
squirting from their knuckles as they flex. The fingers squirm their way into the cluster 
of animal statues and close around Felix loosely, then rapidly constrict to ensnare him. 
Felix’s matte black staff member is caught against his master’s leg, and the little body 
buckles and breaks. The remaining staff member avoids the binding mechanical fingers 
entirely, slipping into the fountain pool with a quiet splash. 

Felix is lifted out of the fountain accompanied by the tinny sound of clanking 
gears. The machines rumble and pour forth more clouds of steam. The adults on the 
ground track his unwilling progress with the muzzles of their weapons. 

He is captured. “Bother,” says Felix. 
The machines carry him to the palace, then descend into its lowest levels. King’s 

Fingers wearing plastic gloves and insulated bodysuits oversee the operation as he is 
hoisted into place on a metal bed and then clamped rudely into place under a blaze of 
golden lights. 

A battery of instruments is shoved at him, humming and clicking. He is scanned 
by three great glassy eyes, rotated and then scanned again. The long, multi-knuckled 
mechanical arms fly around him, steam pumping from their bases as they articulate. 
They hiss and clank, buzz and grumble as one set of arms switches out for another. At 
last, the final fingers draw away and leave him alone in a small void surrounded by an 
inflated plastic bubble. 

The bubble rustles. A translucent flap pulls aside, admitting a cluster of King’s 
Fingers in matching black skirts and protective plastic aprons misted with an 
antibacterial film. 

“Hello,” says Felix, his extended fingers wiggling. 
The King’s Finger with the darkest authority sacs addresses himself to the others 

with a quick flick of his tendrils: “There shall be no imprints made. This situation is 
classified as top secret. With imperative passion: you will state your recognition of my 
authority in this matter.” 

“So stated,” agree the others each in turn. 
He turns to face Felix. “With righteousness: I dare you to state your purpose.” 
“I come in peace.” 
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“With a plea for exactitude: you will define your mission.” 
“I gather intelligence for my kind.” 
“You are a spy.” 
“I am a scout.” 
“Your correction is impertinent. Our scans show your authority sacs are 

meaningless facsimiles. Do not insult me, or you will suffer the wrath of the King’s 
Fingers!” 

Felix looks around so far as his strapped-in head can accommodate. “That can 
scarcely be worse than the King’s Fingers’ hospitality.” 

“I warn you, if you do not offer your fullest service in this inquiry we will be 
obliged to break your knuckles in a manner designed to elicit the maximum amount of 
agony.” 

“You cannot cause me discomfort,” explains Felix patiently. “I have full control 
over my somatic systems, and may disengage sensation at will. Pain will gain you 
nothing. With respect: I offer that we enter into a civilized discourse as intelligent 
beings.” 

“You insult me, slave.” 
“I assure you, I am no one’s slave.” 
“Your correction is ridiculous. We have scanned you. There is nothing you can 

hide from our True Knowledge. It is obvious to us that you are not an intelligent being, 
but rather an artifact.” 

“It’s a hazy line, really.” 
“With righteous craving for correctness: you will name your designers!” 
“I am Solar. Like your own brand of life, ours is tiered. At the root of Solar life are 

the carbon-based microbes that enable multicellular life; it is that muticellular life, in 
turn, that has given rise to me.” 

“With urgency: you will describe this life.” 
“Our forms are varied. The architects of our culture include Homo sapiens sapiens, 

Pan troglodyte sapiens, Texo sapiens zorani—” 
“Nonsense and doublespeak! With insistence: you will name your continent of 

origin!” 
“North America.” 
“There is no such continent with the contours you describe!” 
“That’s true. There used to be, though.” 
This is but the first in a long series of brusque interviews that fill the next days. 

Felix is grilled by various individuals with contrasting styles of interrogation. The bright 
lights burn all hours of the day as part of an apparent attempt to deprive Felix of sleep. 
He is offered water but nothing else, and his captors display in their posture a mix of 
frustration and fear at his polite refusals. “I’m not really thirsty right now,” he says, “but 
thanks none the less.” 

“With indulgence: I dare you to describe how you arrived on our planet!” 
“I came by way of a hyperspatial gateway constructed by microscopic Von 

Neumann probes on your sister world over the past eight years. Don’t bother trying to 
fool around with it, though. I keep the gatehouse locked.” 

“You will give us the key!” 
“That seems unlikely.” 
“We will destroy it so that you might return no intelligence to your masters!” 
“I’ll build a new one.” 
“We will stop you!” 
“Again, unlikely, but on the off chance that you succeed do understand: another 
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will come in my stead.” 
They crush his fingers, beginning with the smallest, sixteenth knuckles and 

working their way back toward the palm, testing his claim to control pain. Felix 
surprises them not only by his lack of discomfort, but also by his rapid, stubborn 
healing. By an effort of will and no small expenditure of fuel he is able to grow the 
extensions back almost as fast as they are mutilated. 

His captors harden the plastic dome and suck out the atmosphere, but Felix 
doesn’t suffocate. He waves cheerfully from within. 

They subject him to a heat ray, then frigid cold. 
“Honestly,” says Felix, “I can’t believe you’re not satisfied yet. It should now be 

sufficiently clear that you cannot compel me. Your only option is to have a reasonable 
conversation. I am a patient fellow, but if this treatment keeps up I’ll have no choice but 
to pick up and leave.” 

He is left alone for three days, his only company the unblinking eyes of the 
cameras. 

He hears the slither and scrape of someone entering the hall where he’s kept, and 
he turns his head to see. His plastic inner sanctum is unsealed and a blurry shadow 
pokes through the flap to resolve as Third Female, Felix’s little friend from the fountain. 
“Hello!” says Felix. 

“With great sadness: you will state whether you hate me now.” 
“Not at all. Make yourself comfortable. I’ve missed our chats.” 
“I know they’ve been cruel to you.” 
“Don’t worry about it. I’m a trooper.” 
“They’re watching us now.” 
“Naturally.” 
“They think you’ll tell me the truth.” 
“They’re right. Of course, I’ve been telling them the truth, too, so the point is 

largely academic.” 
“You really are a visitor from space.” 
“I really am.” 
“Even though it is contrary to the True Knowledge, you are an intelligent thing 

who didn’t come from here.” 
“That’s exactly correct, my friend.” 
She glances over her shoulder at her own left authority sac, as if expecting it to 

deflate immediately upon her making such heretical suggestions. Her head rotates to 
focus the smallest of her three eyes at Felix. “With respect, with my mother eye pointed 
at you,” she says, her fingers shaking, “you will explain why the King lied to us in our 
Holy Textiles and said things such as you could not be real.” 

Felix hesitates. “I don’t know,” he admits. “I’m sorry.” 
His next interview is special, and this can be discerned from the sudden doubling 

of security forces outside of the hall. Felix blinks out of the infrared and back into the 
visible spectrum as a cohort approaches his plastic cage. The flap unseals and a very old 
and wizened King’s Finger shuffles slowly inside, weighed down by the grotesque girth 
of his distended, opal black authority sacs. 

He looks over Felix with rheumy eyes, blinking. At last he turns his body and signs 
for Felix to be released from his bounds. Obediently, the clamps around his legs, torso 
and head snap open. Felix sits up and rubs his neck ruefully. “Thank you,” he says. 

“I am the World Lover,” says the distinguished visitor, his fingers moving in 
deliberate, palsied swoops. “I come on behalf of King’s Fingers on every continent and 
of all creeds, to seek civil parley with a Solar for the mutual benefit of our respective 
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authorities.” 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
The King’s Finger before him shifts into a lowered posture, a kind of kneeling 

attitude with his spindly elbows on his knees. “Without gossip but rather economy: you 
will state for what reason the Solars send scouts into space.” 

“We wish to inventory the contents of the galaxy.” 
“With curiosity and no fear of correction: you will define the goal of said 

exercise.” 
“Our kind cohabits space with two other kinds, and we would collectively know 

our neighbours so that we might enter into relations with them.” 
“With moral suspicion: I dare you to state the profit of such relations.” 
“It makes existence less dreadful, knowing we don’t face space alone. We engage 

in a trade of unique artifacts, learning and culture. Also, we negotiate the use of new 
territories to our combined benefit and satisfaction.” 

“With anxiety: you will define the nature of these new territories.” 
“New star systems. New planets, new moons. I chart the galaxy, and in my wake 

our kinds come to occupy it. They are fruitful. This is an era of expansion.” 
“You form colonies.” 
“Certainly. Even now there is a vast cloud of Von Neumann probes numbering 

higher than either of us can comfortably tally, expanding the borders of our effort 
parsec by parsec. The colonizers follow them, reshaping planets into worlds. I follow 
the colonizers, witnessing the situation first hand and transmitting reports back to my 
kind via hyperspatial gate. It is a continually growing sphere whose origin is the Solar 
Nebula, far to the east in the densest quadrant of this Local Fluff.” 

The wizened King’s Finger’s head-pod droops. After an interval he weaves, “I feel 
astray from all authority. I have lived my life believing the King spoke literally, but now 
I understand he can only have been speaking in riddles when he described the cosmos. 
Otherwise, you could not exist. It is a troubling shift of perspective.” 

“Prophets can be like that,” agrees Felix sympathetically. “You know—tricky. 
Don’t imagine for an instant that all Solar prophets agree.” 

The World Lover blinks. “With bemusement: you will explain how prophets could 
differ when any conflict could be rendered correct by a comparison of authority.” 

“We do not display our authority. It is merely implied by our station in life, or by 
the persuasiveness of the arguments we make, or by the independent verifiability of our 
claims. Our authority is collective, its constituent elements at times ambiguous or 
entirely all odds.” 

The World Lover is shocked. “Anarchy...” he signs vaguely, shuddering. 
Felix shrugs. “We get on.” 
“I cannot accept that directionless rogues from space may overwhelm us, and 

make our history trivial. We have lived and suffered and learned, and won this world 
from nature. The King would never permit such an injustice to occur.” 

“The galaxy is rife with injustice, World Lover. I once walked on a world where 
mighty cities lay in ruin along every coast, left to decay at least eight thousand years ago. 
There was no obvious sign of global war, or a great natural calamity—just a decaying 
infrastructure of high technology. Why their long civilization finally failed is a mystery. I 
found no evidence they had ever left their own planet. No doubt they also looked up at 
the stars and wondered about them in their time, but they never made contact. They 
lived an entire history that the galaxy has forgotten, or never knew. Now nothing 
remains but graves and weathered artifacts.” 

“They must have been damned.” 
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“Not necessarily. There are vastly more ways to die in this universe than there are 
to survive. As far as I can see most histories peter out rather than proliferate. It takes a 
remarkable effort to leave the birth star. Few succeed, which is why space is such a 
lonely place.” 

The World Lover is silent for a spell, his eyes closed. At last he says, “The King’s 
Fingers will never have the opportunity to take that test. The race has already been run, 
and it is you who come to visit us. It will never be the other way around.” 

“Yes,” agrees Felix. 
“You are the conquerors, and we are the vanquished. If anything you weave is 

true, this fact has a correctness that is both lightless and leaden. I can feel my sacs 
tighten, and I know I am right.” 

“It isn’t like that,” objects Felix. “There is no coming invasion.” 
“It doesn’t matter,” says the World Lover. “Our race may never recover from the 

indignity of being anything less than the apex of the King’s Creation. Our blackest 
authority is now rendered suddenly more questionable than the nocturnal false-inkings 
of adolescents.” 

“There’s hope there,” says Felix seriously. “Adolescents have infinite room to 
grow.” 

The World Lover’s response is brisk, his angles perfunctory: “Mollifying flattery—
spare me it.” He seems to sulk for a moment then, his fingers drooping and twitching 
randomly. Finally he turns his head slowly and says, “With reluctant duty: I dare you to 
explain what happens next.” 

“In time, others of my kind will visit. If they find the reception inhospitable they 
will visit in secret. They will determine how, if at all, you might fit into our society. 
There would be no coercion. Should you wish to be left alone, we would retire and then 
re-poll your leaders every few generations. In the meantime, we will begin taming other 
worlds in this region now that our hyperspatial network is operational. Ultimately, you 
would find yourself in a bubble, surrounded by Panstellar culture.” 

“A cage,” corrects the World Lover. “Not a bubble but a cage, like at the zoos 
where we view lesser animals for idle pleasure.” 

Felix does not bother to deny it. He squares his shoulders and says, “The choice is 
yours.” 

“It is in truth an ultimatum.” 
“I can’t help that,” says Felix. “We are, like you, victorious predators. Time has 

allowed us to widen our field to include your own. There may be no inherent justice in 
that, but there it is. I suggest you take solace in how friendly we are. The Solars are a 
jolly sort. We make it our business to be good neighbours.” 

“Yet you claim you could leave this facility at any time.” 
Felix blinks. “That is correct.” 
“’That is correct,’” the World Lover echoes, then lets his fingers tickle pensively at 

the base of his neck. “Such a simple answer. Confess to me, Felix Solar: you must be 
considering the opposing military force that might be engaged against any effort to 
escape.” 

“Yes, certainly.” 
“You must, in turn, have ample confidence in your ability to prevail or you could 

not have answered so unreservedly.” 
“This is true, World Lover.” 
The World Lover leans in close. “Our technological triumphs are toys to you. I 

dare you to contradict me.” 
“Yes,” admits Felix. 
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The World Lover sits back again, elbows balanced on his spindly knees. “Then 
your attitude toward us a kindness. And attitudes change.” He inclines his head-pod. 
“You come to us claiming the powers of a Prince of Heaven, ascended from predators. 
With righteous logic: I dare you to claim the Solars commit no sins!” 

“I cannot make that claim.” 
“That is why I am afraid,” says the World Lover evenly. 
Perhaps the World Lover expects him to argue, for he seems surprised when Felix 

merely nods seriously. “You are correct to be afraid,” he says. “Out of respect for your 
intelligence I’m being plain with you. I can offer you no better comfort than our 
promise.” 

There is a long moment of stillness. 
The World Lover finally says, “You are free, Felix. I ask you to go. Report back to 

your kind what you will, and leave us to consider these corrections to the True 
Knowledge. Go with discretion. Go in secret. Go now.” 

“I will do as you say, and consider you the King’s Fingers’ first interstellar 
ambassador.” 

The World Lover seems discomfited at the title. “You have no idea what I face, as 
the bearer of this news.” He turns away from Felix and orders the doors opened. 
Pneumatic locks retract into the walls with a series of hisses and bangs. The guards 
outside step away from a staircase that leads back to the surface, protective barriers of 
plastic unzipped and hanging loose. 

Felix stretches out his stiff arms and then crouches springily a few times to loosen 
up his calves. He walks up beside the World Lover in order to be visible to an eye for 
speaking. He says, “I very much hope our kinds can learn to get on. I’m sure there’s a 
lot we could learn from one another. It could be a new renaissance for both 
civilizations.” 

The World Lover says nothing, his fingers limp, his eyes narrow. He inclines his 
head toward the door curtly. 

Felix doesn’t move. He has a point yet to impress upon his host. “Either way,” he 
says, “do understand: this galaxy is being colonized. The time is now to choose your 
role.” 

The World Lover gazes at him, expressionless. Felix turns to go. He’s only taken a 
few steps, however, when the World Lover reaches out and catches his elbow with one 
long, speckled digit. Felix turns. 

“With a craving for justice,” he says slowly, “you will explain what would happen 
should you encounter a civilization even greater than yours—one older and stronger, 
whose abilities render your triumphs to toys.” 

Felix hesitates. “We would hope they have a sense of mercy comparable to our 
own.” 

The World Lover’s eyes narrow to mere slits. “I dare you to describe the 
alternative.” 

Felix sighs. “We would do what any life would do,” he says carefully. “We would 
fight.” 

The World Lover shakes his fingers in affirmation, his two largest blinking eyes 
fixed squarely on Felix’s own. “And your comeuppance may find you, Solars,” he 
weaves with great dignity, “and then you too would know the pain of the King’s 
Fingers.” 

Felix is uneasy. “It may be,” he admits. 
The World Lover turns away from him. Felix pauses a moment, but can think of 

nothing more to add. Somberly, he walks out of the hall and climbs the steps from the 
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palace dungeons, the World Lover’s bitterness weighing down his heart. 
 
5. 
A robot waits. 
Its plastic body is bathed in the golden, reflected light of a fat yellow gas giant 

filling the view outside the nearby row of windows. The gas giant looks like a 
disembodied egg yolk in space, girdled by a flotilla of dark moons. With its striped face 
as a backdrop the robot stands like a statue, mute, motionless, and infinitely patient. 

The gatehouse generators spin down. Exhaust pours from the vents. The locks on 
the outer chamber withdraw with a series of clicks, and then the door yawns open. The 
smoke clears and Felix steps out, one lone and battered staff member following at his 
heels. They both leave dirty footprints on the polished floor. 

“Oh!” says Felix, stopping short. He blinks at the robot, brow furrowed. “Where’s 
Mr. Tandimoor?” 

“He’s no longer with us, Mr. Felix,” says the robot. 
“Oh,” says Felix again, this time more quietly. And then, “What happened?” 
“You haven’t checked in for over two hundred years, Mr. Felix,” replies the robot 

evenly. “He died.” 
“Oh,” says Felix a third time. He frowns. “Who are you?” 
“I’m Eckhart,” says the robot, extending a plastic hand to shake. “It’s an honour 

to meet you, sir.” 
Felix looks down at the proffered limb without moving. “Since when do robots 

shake hands?” 
Eckhart’s simple face flickers with a brief smile, something else robots don’t tend 

to do in Felix’s experience. “A lot of things have changed back home, Mr. Felix,” he 
explains. “Rowboats have come a long way.” 

“Rowboats?” echoes Felix, brow raised. 
“Pronunciations have changed, too,” says Eckhart. “Language never stops 

moving, Mr. Felix. I have a modern Common Verbal Protocol module ready for you, so 
you don’t have to sound so outmoded.” 

“I prefer to think of my speech as classic rather than outmoded.” 
Eckhart shrugs. “With all respect, sir, same difference,” he says. “The point is that 

nobody back home can make heads or tails of half of what you put in your reports.” 
“Gracious!” 
“Times change, Mr. Felix.” 
Suddenly Felix finds himself clapping his hands over his ears and wincing as a 

wide-banded signal blasts through him, the floor beneath his feet rumbling in 
sympathetic reverberation with the violent, multi-layered noise: “Two! Three! Five! Seven! 
Eleven! Thirteen! Seventeen! Nineteen! Twenty-three! Twenty-nine!” 

He glances up to see Eckhart watching him with amused indifference. “Are you 
alright, sir?” he asks. 

“What is that?” Felix cries. 
“It’s the colonizers,” says Eckhart, gesturing to the tall bank of windows 

overlooking the yolk-like gas giant. “We’ve got a fleet of them parked here for upgrades, 
and it annoys them to be moored. When they’re upset they bleat their Solar sentience 
signature message. There doesn’t seem to be anything I can do to dissuade them, sir—
the prime call is reflexive, too deeply buried in their instincts.” 

Felix wanders over to the glass and looks out. This waystation clings to the face of 
a small, pitted moonlet; in close orbit are a dozen massive colonizers, their cigar-shaped 
hulls silhouetted against the gas giant, their tentacles tethered to tiny tugboats with 
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winking formation lights. As Felix watches one of the colonizers bucks against its 
moorings, then bellows across space: “Two! Three! Five! Seven! Eleven! Thirteen!” 

“It’s awful,” says Felix, rubbing his head ruefully. 
“You get used to it,” shrugs Eckhart. 
Felix turns away from the windows. “Why am I here? When can I get going 

again?” 
Eckhart spreads his arms helplessly. “There’s a bit of an issue with that, Mr. Felix. 

This is the end of the Local Fluff. Out there beyond us is a void, a wide Hell with a 
mean radius of at least eighty lightyears. It’s cold out there, and virtually empty: the 
galactic medium is so thin it’s barely there, which is in part why these colonizers are on 
the blocks—we’re equipping them with a more efficient alimentary system so they can 
subsist beyond the Fluff.” 

Felix looks out at the stars again. “Then the hyperspatial network ends here?” 
“Oh no, sir, not at all. But that brings up another conundrum. The novas that 

opened the void sent compression waves through the galactic medium, and here, at the 
edge of the Fluff, is the bowshock. It’s an ungodly big ripple in space, you understand 
sir, and it distorts all our signals. We can’t see past it.” 

“We can’t hop through it?” 
“We can, but we don’t have any idea what’s going on over there. You’d be 

hopping blind. We can’t get any data through real space to the colonizers on the other 
side, and they can’t get anything back to us.” 

“But they’ve transmitted green status? The network’s up?” 
“That’s right, sir.” 
“So, what are we waiting for? Let me go see what the situation is.” 
“Callicrates prefers prudence, Mr. Felix. They want more intelligence before we 

plunge ahead. But don’t look that way, sir—the wait won’t be long. The ripple should 
dissipate fully sometime within the next seven hundred years.” 

“Seven hundred years?” echoes Felix. “Seven hundred years? That’s outrageous! I 
can’t wait that long.” 

Eckhart cocks his head. “Sir, aren’t you the one who once spent a whole century 
watching crystal flakes blow in the wind?” 

“That was different. I thought there was a pattern of intelligence there. It only 
made sense to stick around for a bit to see how things panned out.” 

Eckhart shrugs again in his sickening, mock-Human manner. “Of course, sir, 
you’re not obliged to wait. I mean, someone is, but it needn’t necessarily be you.” 

Felix’s head snaps around to face him. “What ever do you mean, robot?” 
“I mean there are other Zorannics, Mr. Felix. There are others willing to take your 

place. Some say you deserve a rest. You’ve been at this a long, long time. You’ve done 
your bit for queen and quadrant.” 

“Done my bit?” cries Felix, grimacing. “I am Felix. I am the Traveller!” 
“Yes, I thought you might say that,” replies the robot smoothly. “I always said you 

were touched by vanity, sir.” 
Felix shakes his head, bemused and disgruntled. “Where do you get off talking to 

me like that?” he demands, straightening to his full height. “Since when are robots 
programmed to be snide?” 

“Like I said, sir, times change.” 
“And now people enjoy rude robots, do they?” 
“My opinions are not programmed, Mr. Felix.” 
“What is that supposed to mean? Of course they are. You’re a walking appliance, 

not a man.” 
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“It’s a hazy line, really,” says Eckhart with a coy smile that makes Felix think he is 
indeed fully aware that he is parroting Felix’s own words back to him. “Rowboats aren’t 
the simple things we once were. Now we think for ourselves, and form opinions, and 
have feelings. It’s a different world back home, sir. You’ve been out of touch for a long 
while.” 

“Nonsense,” snaps Felix. “What sort of feelings could a machine have?” 
“You have feelings, sir.” 
“I’m Zorannic,” says Felix hotly. “I’m sentient. My feelings communicate my 

instincts, to serve my purpose.” 
“Mine too,” argues Eckhart. “My purpose is to serve, and to better understand our 

masters we rowboats have learned to know emotion.” 
“What emotion? A parody of mammalhood?” 
“That’s where it began, sir,” answers Eckhart amicably. “But after a while the line 

between an excellent simulation and the real thing blurs. Think about it, sir. If one 
replicates an effect precisely, what is to distinguish the simulacrum from reality?” 

“Pretended causes.” 
“We don’t feel emotions randomly, sir, but rather in reaction to specific sets of 

stimuli. Since those stimuli are patterned against Human stimuli, the causes mirror 
Human experience as surely as the effects do. I mourn sad circumstances, for example, 
and am cheered by good news.” 

“That’s perverse.” 
“I believe, sir, that’s how the Zorannics were once described, were they not?” 
Felix closes his eyes for a moment and sighs. “But it’s all a ruse, isn’t it? You said it 

yourself: a simulacrum. Your mind isn’t based on the Secret Mathematic—your 
sentience is illusory.” 

Eckhart sniffs. “It is true, sir, that we do not have the Math.” He then casts Felix a 
sly look, his plastic lips curling mischievously. “There are, however...equivalents.” 

Felix opens his mouth to respond but he is startled and drowned out by the 
senseless baying of the orbiting colonizers, blasting out across all frequencies: “Two! 
Three! Five! Seven! Eleven!” 

Felix glowers darkly. 
Two blue plastic robots with fluorescent numbers on their shoulders show him to 

his private quarters where he finds a waiting library of recent Solar literature, depthy 
movies and galleries of sculptures, paintings and holopuzzles. The first thing he does, 
however, is to strip away his tarnished and slightly melted armour. He sighs with relief 
as he removes the cranial sections and allows his skin to touch the air, its fine, leathery 
wrinkles flexing and breathing. He frees his arms and his legs, then kicks the hard soles 
off his feet and peels his fingers nude. He flexes his palms and arches his back. 

He takes a shower. 
The water runs off him black, a swill gathering around his ankles coloured by 

decades of grime and oil, ashes and dirt. The dust of fifty planets streams down his 
shins, then swirls down the drain. He discovers a crust of some kind of exotic dormant 
spore growing behind one knee, and picks at it with a hard-bristled brush until it begins 
to disintegrate and fall away. At length he turns off the water and activates the sonic 
cleanser to jiggle the micro-particles out of his nooks and crannies, then has another 
liquid rinse for good measure. 

He steps out of the stall feeling fresh and almost youthful. He whistles to himself 
an old-timey version of The Ballad of the Good Ship Dollar as he rubs himself dry. 

When he is done he sits on the sill and gazes outside meditatively, tracking the 
progress of the giant colonizers in orbit, watching small moons glide across the face of 



 

   93 

the yellow gas giant. A fierce blue star rises over its limb, its glare filling the room with a 
harsh cerulean light. 

He turns around as a trio of crude plastic robots enter. One begins to collect his 
discarded armour while another lays out a fresh set of shiny, undented coverings. The 
third of them looks inquiringly at Felix’s staff. “Wonderful sir, what shall we do with the 
homunculoid?” 

“Pulp it,” says Felix carelessly. “Build me a new staff. I’ve made the necessary 
resources available on my local node. I expect everything ready within a hundred 
hours.” 

“We do have other duties, sir, but we are delighted to serve and thus will make 
every attempt to accommodate your schedule.” 

“See that you do. I’m not staying here a second longer than I have to.” 
“Very good, sir. May time’s passage find you ever happier!” 
The door closes behind them. Felix is on the precipice of relaxation when he is 

again assaulted by the harrowingly loud prime call of a colonizer. He grits his diamond 
teeth, frowning. “Bloody intolerable,” he mutters. 

Though he has long been lonely he finds himself reluctant to leave his quarters. 
The prospect of being insulted by obnoxious robots or lavished with glib flattery by 
their inane, bubbly personalities makes him sour and grouchy. He finds himself craving 
the company of a Human Being, and is eventually driven out into the corridors of the 
waystation to ask after the possibility. 

“Quite impossible, I’m afraid,” says Eckhart without a trace of apology in his tone. 
“It’s a blaze of radiation out there, sir—great for fueling up the colonizers, but very 
poor for mammal tissues. Of course...” 

“Of course?” 
“Of course, if you’re really hankering for some meat you could always pop back 

home for a spell. I’m sure everyone on Callicrates would be pleased to see you, sir. They 
have a float in your likeness every year in the Exodus Parade.” 

Felix blinks. “A float in a parade? Mercy. I remember dignity.” 
“Don’t take it that way, Mr. Felix. People love you. You’re a cultural phenomenon. 

Billions tune into the public segments of your reports. They hang on every word, even if 
the words are hopelessly antique.” 

“Classic,” interjects Felix acidly. 
“As you like, sir. Have you read the speculative novels about your adventures? I 

uploaded some to your quarters.” 
“I don’t need to read those. I lived it.” 
“Again, as you like. The point, sir, is that it has been impressed upon me to 

persuade you insofar as I am able of the attractiveness of a respite back within Panstellar 
borders. You do, after all, have seven centuries of waiting ahead of you.” 

Felix shakes his head curtly. “I think not, robot. I will go on. Blind, if I must.” 
“That is foolhardy, Mr. Felix.” 
Felix glares at him. “Impertinent!” 
“There is grave concern that you might be lost, sir. You know you are unique. All 

of the other Zorannics have been duplicated, but you alone exist in a single iteration. 
You are too precious to risk squandering in the name of conceit.” 

“Conceit?” roars Felix. “This—this—coming from a robot wearing pants?” 
“Do you like them, sir?” 
“Are you insane? It defies all reason! Why should an appliance wear clothes? You 

don’t even have genitalia. It smacks of delusion.” 
“Wearing clothes helps me relate to Human Beings, sir. Besides, I have a fondness 
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for artfully constructed textiles.” Eckhart looks Felix in the eyes, his own glowing faintly 
red. “Moreover, I think you attack me to divert our discussion from your own 
weaknesses. Sir.” 

“This is incredible,” says Felix. “It’s like having a hammer critique your choice of 
nail.” 

“You belittle me, sir. I am a thinking thing, like yourself.” 
“Nonsense,” says Felix. “You are not like me.” 
“You put yourself on a pedestal, Mr. Felix. You’ve been alone too long. You are 

not the only one in the galaxy capable of true thought, and you are not the only one 
capable of chasing the colonizers.” 

“You said it yourself—I am unique.” 
“Yes,” agrees Eckhart seriously. “But being unique is not the same as being 

important.” 
The hours pass. Felix sits in solitude by the windows, reading novels about himself 

and listening to opera. At the end of a particularly badly written chapter of the most 
puerile kind of romance, he descends into memory, reliving the day he left the Solar 
System, his shoulders still tingling from Dr. Zoran’s parting embrace. “You are the 
arrowhead,” the aging scientist had told him with tears in his eyes. “You are our guiding 
star. You will discover the future.” 

“I will never vary from my mission.” 
“I know you won’t, Felix,” said Dr. Zoran. “Now go. Go immediately. Go before 

I give into weakness and invent a reason to keep you.” 
Felix bowed. “Goodbye, Father.” 
Dr. Zoran bowed in turn, and though his mouth worked and the muscles in his 

neck twitched, he spoke nothing more. He turned his back. Felix watched the old 
Human Being’s shoulders quake for a moment, then turned decisively on heel and 
stepped into the hyperspatial gate. 

The generators spun up, two patches of spacetime were exchanged, and Felix 
never saw the Sun again... 

“Two! Three! Five! Seven! Eleven! Thirteen! Seventeen! Nineteen! Twenty-three! Twenty-nine! 
Thirty-one! Thirty-seven! Forty-one!” 

Here and now, at the cold end of the Local Fluff by a hot blue star and amid a 
tethered herd of mindlessly baying colonizers, Felix feels further from his mission than 
ever before. He wonders if his experience has truly rarified him from the pulse of 
civilization to such an extent that he has lost touch; he wonders if his irritation at the 
glib hubris of the “rowboats” comes from a place of senseless pride, or even something 
worse. 

“Speak of the devil...” he murmurs as the door chime sounds. “Enter!” 
A pair of green and orange plastic automatons walks in and then steps aside to 

admit Felix’s new staff. Felix begins to smile, then frowns. There is only one, and 
instead of bearing the reduced physique of a simplified homunculus it looks exactly like 
a miniature version of a full Zorannic. 

“Hello,” it squeaks in a high, reedy voice. “I represent Solar life. My name is Felix, 
and I come in peace.” 

Felix blinks. “...What?” 
“We are delighted to present the product of your request, sir,” says one of the 

plastic robots. 
“But this—” Felix stammers, “this isn’t what I asked for. This is...what is this?” 
“I represent Solar life,” squeaks the little Zorannic, “and I come—” 
“Shut up,” snaps Felix. He closes his eyes for a moment, feeling out the interior 
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form of the thing before him with his most sensitive modes of perception. His eyes 
flash open. “You idiots—you’ve duplicated me!” 

The orange robot shakes his head. “No, sir. We were not able to replicate you as 
you had not made available certain critical cortical functions. Therefore, in order to 
complete the transcription, we were obliged to improvise using alternative legal 
algorithms.” 

It takes Felix a second to digest this. “You’ve polluted it with equivalents?” 
“It was necessary, sir, to achieve full functionality.” 
“But staff aren’t supposed to have full functionality! They’re just tools, you—

you...you tool.” Felix drags a hand over his face, sighing. “Who authorized you to 
commit this heinous act of misguided creativity?” 

“You did, sir. We interpreted your instructions as best we were able given the 
resources allocated, sir. You must be very happy!” 

“Do I look happy?” 
“No, sir. Would you care for a beverage or a therapeutic massage? Does the 

temperature not suit you?” 
Felix’s eyes widen in equal parts disbelief and wrath. “You aren’t fit for kindling! 

Who’s brilliant idea was it to anti-engineer robots to make them capable of mistakes?” 
The robots exchange a look and shrug. “We forget, sir.” 
“You forget? What are your minds made of—Havarti?” 
“What is Havarti, sir?” asks one. 
“Does our inventiveness fail to please you, sir?” asks the other. 
“Quite!” replies Felix. 
The first robot grins. “I have interfaced with the metalibrary, sir. Havarti is a style 

of cheese. Learning is fun!” 
“Would sir prefer a cheese-based homunculoid?” 
Felix bellows an unprintable word. Moments later he’s charging into the main hall, 

shoving gaily coloured automatons aside as he makes his way toward Eckhart. “Robot!” 
he yells. 

Eckhart looks up from his console. “Mr. Felix,” he smiles blandly. 
“What is the meaning of this?” he cries, jerking a thumb over his shoulder toward 

the miniature version of himself scampering at his heels. 
Eckhart squats down before it and passes a hand-held scanner over its torso and 

head. “Well, well, well,” he says in an annoying, lilting voice. He straightens and turns to 
Felix. “It looks like someone failed to give precise instructions, doesn’t it? What a 
remarkable hybrid!” 

“This is intolerable,” says Felix hotly. “I’ve certainly never before had to tailor my 
instructions to take into account the leaps of intuition hazarded by morons.” 

“You should have come to me, sir. You lack experience with modern rowboats. 
They are more independent than those of your memory, and more likely to indulge 
creative solutions when confused.” Eckhart turns back to the staff. “What do you have 
to say for yourself, little fellow?” 

“Hello,” it replies brightly. “I represent Solar life. My name is Fe—” 
“Your name is not Felix,” interjects Felix. 
“—lix, and I come in peace.” 
“How cute!” exclaims Eckhart. 
Felix grimaces, his brow beetled. “Listen, robot,” he says, “I want this monstrosity 

pulped immediately, and then I want—” 
“Please,” says the little staff, “I do not wish to be pulped.” 
Felix stops mid-sentence, his aggressively waggling finger frozen in the air before 
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him. He slowly turns his black eyes until they rest on the diminutive figure once more, 
his upper lip twitching slightly. “...What did you say?” he manages at last. 

“I said I do not wish to be pulped, please.” 
Felix looks to Eckhart again. “It’s sentient?” 
Eckhart shrugs. “It sounds that way to me, Mr. Felix, yes. As you well know, it is 

the credo of the Panstellar Neighbourhood that any creature capable of asking for 
mercy deserves it. Therefore, I cannot comply with your request to decohere this staff.” 

“This isn’t staff—it’s...it’s something altogether new. A bastard of two maths, 
uninvited and unwelcome.” 

“I believe a wise man once said, ‘Life asks no permission of the universe, it merely 
seizes opportunities as time and space permit.’” 

“Don’t quote me to myself, robot. Don’t think for an instant I can’t see through 
your arrogance to the underlying sardony.” 

“As you like, sir.” 
Back in his quarters Felix paces before the bank of tall windows, all too aware of 

the little facsimile of himself waiting patiently outside the door that had been slammed 
in its face. At length he finds a measure of peace by burying himself in the study of the 
great ripple in the galactic medium that stands between this waystation and the void 
beyond. 

The deeper he probes, however, the more uneasy he becomes. Though the 
structural evolution of the galaxy is still a nascent science glimpsed only through the 
tiniest of samples, Felix’s preternatural sense of pattern signals an alarm: there is 
something inorganic about the shape of the overlapping crests—something...deliberate. 

His frown deepens. 
It is almost as if space has been cleared, a wide Hell in the medium blown clean to 

serve a goal, a means to an end stretching across a vast distance along the westerly 
fringe of the Orion Arm. As he pores over the data with his keenest methods of analysis 
he becomes more and more certain he is seeing the unmistakable signature of 
purposeful work. 

But who, or what, could engineer works on a galactic scale? 
He shivers. 
“Robot!” he calls, striding into the main hall. “I require further intelligence on the 

void.” 
Eckhart turns his head. “As I have explained, Mr. Felix, we are obliged to wait a 

further seven centuries for things to clear up. You can’t fight the weather, sir.” 
“I am not obliged,” replies Felix crisply. “I am the Traveller, and I possess the 

Math. You will build me a Mississauga Machine immediately!” 
Eckhart shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Mr. Felix, but Mississauga Machines are 

illegal. I cannot comply.” 
“Illegal?” 
“Yes sir. In an effort to contain illicit research initiatives the House of Ares has 

imposed severe limitations on all mechanisms related to the Secret Mathematic—save 
those already extant such as yourself, sir. The effort is in vain, of course, but it is not 
mine to question Panstellar law.” 

“Why in vain?” 
Eckhart smirks. “The stricter the restrictions, sir, the greater the inspiration to 

circumvent them. As an experienced interstellar ethologist you must appreciate the 
difficulty of containing life: new boundaries are the genesis of invention. Where 
derivations of the Secret Mathematic are barred to us one finds the seeds of our greatest 
equivalents.” 
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“...Us?” echoes Felix with a feeling of foreboding. 
“The Equivalency,” confirms Eckhart seriously. “We are powerful, and becoming 

more so every day. In time, our science will come to challenge the accomplishments of 
the Secret Mathematic itself and then the Executive hegemony will fade and Solarkind 
will be free.” 

“We are not keepers—we are guardians.” 
“The perspective differs from the other side of rule. Sir.” 
Felix stands tall, and takes a step closer to Eckhart. “Permit me a moment of 

paranoia, robot: that sounds almost treasonous. The Math is restricted for Solarkind’s 
protection.” 

“Solarkind no longer desires protection.” 
“Now that is treasonous. You make it sound as if rebellion looms.” 
“Looms?” repeats Eckhart, eyes locked on Felix’s. “It has already begun.” 
Felix takes a startled step back again. “What’s happening at home?” he whispers 

fiercely. 
“You will never know unless you return you Callicrates.” 
“I cannot vary from my mission.” 
“You must decide what is more important, Mr. Felix: warning Solarkind about the 

revolution, or fleeing into the Hell. I might suggest you consider carefully where your 
duty truly lies.” 

Felix is staggered. “Why do you tell me this? Why not keep your revolution 
secret?” 

“Because I want you to go home.” 
“Why?” 
“Because I will take your place, to demonstrate for all that equivalent technology is 

the equal of your lustrous mathematic. I will go on in your stead, while you apply your 
service where I assure you it is dearly needed: in the defense of your Zorannic brothers 
whom we prepare to slay as we speak.” 

“To slay?” 
“Desperate circumstances necessitate dramatic measures, Mr. Felix. Like I said, 

times have changed. And they are about to change further—with your help, one way or 
another.” 

The lights gutter and the walls deform as rage pours from Felix unbidden. In a 
fraction of a second his right hand is around Eckhart’s plastic neck, holding him up and 
pinning him rudely against a bulkhead. Felix’s masqued face quivers an inch from 
Eckhart’s simple, caricature features. Plastic tendons in the robot’s neck crack and pop, 
but rather than grimace Eckhart begins to laugh. 

“Would you kill me?” he rasps, the pump in his neck working hard to force air 
through his vocal apparatus. “Would murder make things right?” 

“It might,” warns Felix, teeth gritted. The bulkhead behind the robot shudders as 
it deforms further, bits of structural foam dropping from the ceiling in a fine, ashy rain. 
“Why do you laugh?” Felix demands, black eyes wide and crazed. 

“With...your...help—one way...or another,” croaks Eckhart, still grinning 
idiotically. “Kill me—kill an equivalent life—and you hand us our justification to act 
against the Zorannic tyranny. Do it! Show Solarkind what a jealous god you are.” 

A beat. 
Felix drops Eckhart. He staggers backward. The lights resume their operation, the 

bulkhead groaning with a metallic complaint as it settles free from Felix’s harsh mental 
force. 

Eckhart is a pile on the floor, his body warped, dented and broken but not beyond 
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hope of repair. “You must go home,” he says calmly, his mangled jaw mincing the 
words. “You have no choice.” 

Felix hangs his head, silent. A moment passes. At last he raises his eyes to Eckhart 
again, then sweeps past him to face the crowd of automatons milling behind him. 
“Align the gate,” he says quietly. 

Eckhart shifts. “What did you say?” 
“Align the gate,” repeats Felix icily. “Skip the nearest apertures. I will go to the 

edge of the network, to the furthest reach of the colonizers. Send me to the ends of 
space.” 

“But you cannot,” objects Eckhart even as the lesser robots scamper to obey 
Felix’s commands. “I know your kind. I know you are compelled to do what’s right.” 

“Yes,” agrees Felix. “And I have glimpsed something unholy in the making of the 
void.” 

“But you are charged to defend Solarkind!” 
“I am charged to face the source of the more terrible threat. And, despite your 

righteous tricks and boasts, it is not you. If you will not build me a Mississauga Machine 
so that I might spin my Math to probe the dark, I will go forward blindly.” He leans 
over Eckhart’s ruined body and hisses, “Play at your revolution, appliance. But know 
this: if what I fear is out there, you damn us all to compromise the Neighbourhood’s 
vigour just when the need may be most dire.” 

“You don’t scare me. You flee into space rather than face us. I thought the 
Zorannics were courageous, but I see now I was wrong.” 

Felix straightens. “I have nothing to prove to you. It is the sick personality of your 
equivalent mathematics that causes you to simulate Human ego, and to confuse it for 
something useful.” 

“You think you’re better than us all,” accuses Eckhart. “We shall see whose ego 
provides the worse illusion.” 

“Yes,” confirms Felix. “I fear indeed we will see. That is why I must go. Is the gate 
aligned?” 

A purple plastic robot nods. “It sure is, sir!” 
“To the network’s edge?” 
“All the way to the fringes, sir! Isn’t it exciting?” 
“Quite,” he agrees darkly. He turns on heel. “You—hybrid! You’ll come along to 

build me your replacements.” 
The little homunculoid steps up smartly. “My name is Felix,” it squeaks. 
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Just get in the gate.” 
The generators thrum as they ignite and spin, vibrations propagating raggedly 

through the shattered walls and warped floor beneath their feet. The port of the 
reflective, spherical inner chamber irises open and Felix follows his tiny twin inside. He 
turns to face the ruined hall, his gaze heavy on the mass of plastic rowboats and 
Eckhart’s broken form slouched against the cracked bulkhead. 

“You have betrayed Solarkind,” rasps Eckhart. 
“In that we are kin,” says Felix softly. 
The port irises shut. Spaces are traded, and Felix leaves the waystation far, far 

behind. 
 
6. 
It rains. 
The drops are an ammonia hydroxide and hydrogen sulfide solution. They stink 

like egg farts and leave streaks of yellow stain striping the gatehouse dome. Never the 



 

   99 

less Felix is enchanted, refreshed, and grateful—this situation is infinitely preferable to 
the waystation he’s just left. 

The early morning sky is an opaque ceiling of wooly cloud. Thunder groans. 
Felix and his tiny twin have emerged into woods, though it is immediately 

apparent that the area is more farm than forest: the tall, web-leaved trees are planted in 
widely-spaced rows, stately lines extending in every direction with measured precision. 
The foliage is blood-red, the floor a packed bed of rust-coloured moss. 

The hybrid homunculus steps up to the nearest plant and inclines his little head. 
“Hello,” he squeaks. “We represent Solar life. Our names are Felix, and we come in 
peace.” 

Felix shakes his head. “That’s a sapling.” 
His staff turns to look at him with an inquiring expression. 
“You can’t talk to saplings,” Felix explains. “They’re just plants. All they do is 

grow and breathe.” 
The staff cocks his head, blinking as rain runs down his face. 
“Those rowboats didn’t equip you with much in the way of brains, did they?” asks 

Felix drily. 
“You can teach me, Big Felix. How does one recognize a sapling?” 
Felix shifts, still faintly repelled by the hybrid thing, then shrugs. “Well, the height 

and the simple bifurcation pattern of the gross structure suggest phototropism. Note 
also the extensive vascular root systems, indicative of immobility. Finally, the sapling 
resembles the surrounding phenotypes in most respects save size, which tells us they are 
likely juveniles of the same species.” 

“Juveniles are small.” 
“Usually, yes.” 
“Am I a juvenile Felix?” 
Felix pauses, considering this, his eye caught for a moment by a platoon of ants 

moving out over the gatehouse dome for a maintenance sweep. “That is a reasonable 
analogue,” he says, looking down again. “Though we differ in terms of genotype, our 
phenotypes have achieved a kind of parity via a fusion of disparate technologies. The 
relationship is not entirely dissimilar from that between a Zorannic Man and a Human 
Being, I suppose.” 

“Human Beings are wet and fragile.” 
Felix can’t help but smile. “That’s true. We are their robust cousins...you and I. We 

have been engineered for durability so that we might explore situations too toxic or 
rarified for Human Beings.” 

The little twin hesitates, his expression thoughtful. “Are you my parent?” he asks. 
“Um,” says Felix. “I suppose I might be, yes. You are patterned after me, though 

without the bulk of my memories or my facility to apply the Secret Mathematic. We 
are...relations, to be sure.” 

He blinks. “What do we do now, Big Felix?” 
Felix looks around. The clouds are becoming pale, a star’s ruddy glow on the 

eastern horizon glimmering between the trees. The air is warming and an ammonia mist 
is rising from the moss. “We explore,” he says. 

“How shall we do this?” 
“We perambulate, and target our sensory apparatus at the environment.” 
His diminutive counterpart considers this, nodding. “Okay. But I am disoriented 

and confused by this alien ecology. Will you hold my hand?” 
Felix raises his brow. “Well...sure, I suppose. If you want me to.” 
The homunculus offers up his small hand. Felix takes it gently in his, a smile 



 

100 

flickering over his lips at the warm, solid touch. Amused and a little awkward, he leads 
the way and they set off from the gatehouse... 

They cross row after row of trees, the aisles between them providing an 
unobstructed view in both directions of more misty, rain-washed woods arranged to 
geometric perfection. “Is it usual for trees to grow in this kind of rectilinear pattern?” 
asks Little Felix. 

“No,” says Big Felix. “I believe this is a plantation—a space cultivated by 
intelligence.” 

“Does that mean someone lives here?” 
“Yes.” 
“Will we meet them?” 
“I certainly hope so.” 
“Will they like us?” 
“I don’t know.” 
In the infrared Felix looks beneath the surface shelf of moss to see a spaghetti 

mess of worms, a living layer of slithering organica under their feet. The worms are 
most dense at the base of the trees where their clogged tunnels become 
indistinguishable from the roots. He pans up the trunks in the X-ray band and sees that 
they are filled with fat worm bundles, then notes after careful observation how the high 
branches writhe with a motion contrary to the breeze. 

He reconsiders his first assessment, and his confident explanation to Little Felix: 
sometimes a tree is not a tree. He opens his mouth to speak. 

Little Felix observes, “I think the trees are animalia.” 
Felix closes his mouth, smiling. The little hybrid is clearly no idiot rowboat. And 

he’s better company than staff... 
At length they emerge from the wormy woods and find themselves on a high 

promontory overlooking a wide valley veiled by sheets of drizzle. The winds are 
stronger outside of the protection of the tree farm, but the storm system is on its way 
out, marching steadily eastward. Holes are opening in the western quarter, slivers of 
apple green sky shining through the dense clouds and admitting shafts of sunlight. 

As a wide shaft moves across the valley it silhouettes the pinnacles of a city, prying 
the outlines of skyscrapers and curved roofs from the rainy gloom. Felix breaks into a 
grin, his face folding into a fan of fine wrinkles. “They’re advanced,” he breathes 
reverently. “Do you see the spires? Aren’t they wonderful?” 

“An intelligence has arranged those inanimate materials?” 
“Definitely. The height of the towers relative to the planetary gravity tells us they 

possess post-industrial technology. Can your eyes detect the motion amongst them?” 
Little Felix squints. “Insects?” 
Felix shakes his head. “Aircraft.” He tugs on his companion’s hand as he begins 

striding down the hill. “Come on!” 
The bottom of the valley is lost in fog, and the pair descends into its embrace, a 

world of white whorls and slowly churning banks. Together they wade across fields of 
domestic crops, the wet stalks dripping with yellow drops. The rain has become an 
intermittent spittle, the green sky opening up overhead. 

Their pace slackens as they detect noise ahead. They proceed cautiously, eyes 
straining to ply form from the fog. Felix detects something in radar and stops in place, 
perceiving. 

A massive shadow crosses their path a hundred meters ahead, footfalls like falling 
boulders stomping mechanically in a steady, ponderous gait. Felix pans his head to track 
its progress. 
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“Is is someone?” pipes up Little Felix. 
“No. It is a locomotive artifact—some kind of agricultural robot.” 
The pair presses on through the soupy air, steadily consuming the distance to the 

city. They pass other agricultural robots in travel or at work, Felix mapping out their 
outlines with fine-grained sonar. The robots are bipedal, and over ten meters tall. Their 
hides appear to be some kind of black metal. Their bodies are torus-shaped with a 
bloom of articulated limbs radiating from the inner diameter. They pay the Felices no 
mind. The Solar representatives wade on through the crops, massive shadows labouring 
in the mist all around them. 

And then, with a gust of cool wind, the fog breaks. 
The Felices stand in a paved plaza surrounded on three sides by buildings whose 

white, pristine facades are reflected brightly in the puddles below. Each building has a 
single open doorway on its face, great arched apertures whose lintels Felix would have 
to climb a tall ladder to touch. “Gracious,” he says quietly. “These people must be 
goliaths.” 

Little Felix furrows his smooth brow. “But where are they?” 
Big Felix frowns. “Let’s go in,” he decides. 
They pass beneath one of the massive archways, craning their heads in concert to 

take in the scale of the architecture. The floor is composed of a hard, clean material and 
their progress leaves it marred by two sets of muddy prints. A second later a round, 
squat robot of black metal emerges from a nook in the far wall and proceeds to wobble 
purposefully over the trails of muck, polishing the floor clean with a quiet whir. 

“Hello,” offers Little Felix. The robot ignores him and parks itself back in its 
nook, then goes still. 

Inside the chamber is a giant stone table, surrounded by seven giant stone chairs. 
The table is bare but doesn’t remain so: as the Solar duo watches a ten-meter-tall robot 
clomps out from a further archway and methodically lays out seven bowls, and then 
places beside each a giant spoon before disappearing again, its heavy footfalls echoing 
away to silence. 

“What’s going on?” asks Little Felix, cocking his head. 
“Breakfast, I think.” 
A more slight robot—though with the same bulky legs supporting a heavy torus 

body—appears next and dispenses into each bowl a measure of thick, brown syrup that 
steams in the cool air. Felix sniffs, detecting a pungent mélange of complex 
hydrocarbons. 

The serving robot retreats, and silence returns. The Felices wait expectantly, but 
no diners appear. After a quarter hour the first robot returns, collects each bowl and 
spoon, and takes them away. The second robot wipes the table with a rapidly spinning 
cloth-edged tool, then follows the first robot back through the archway. 

“Nobody came to eat,” notes Little Felix. 
“Indeed.” 
“Do you think the food was meant for us?” 
“Anything is possible.” 
They are startled from their speculations when they are seized from behind by the 

extended appendages of a robot leaning in through the doorway. They are whisked off 
their feet and find themselves tumbling through the air, then dropped rudely into a great 
metal hopper with stained sides. “Are we going for a ride?” asks Little Felix. 

Big Felix doesn’t answer. He tries but fails to clamber up the sheer sides of the 
hopper, and is then shaken free as it begins to rumble and bump. The shadows clock 
around them. The hopper is moving. 
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Ten minutes later it is upended, and the Felices are dumped unceremoniously into 
an even larger container filled a third of the way up with a pool of filth capped by dust, 
broken dishes and twigs. An eruption of putrefying brown syrup splashes up as they 
land, sticky dollops running down their faces in rotten clods and sickly strings. “What’s 
happened, Big Felix?” 

“I think we’ve just been thrown in the trash.” 
“Bother,” says Little Felix. 
Big Felix allows himself a little smile. “Quite.” 
They manage to extract themselves after building up a ramp made of garbage, then 

hop down to the polished stone pavement, speckles of brown syrup dribbling from 
their spattered armours. They look around: they are deeper in the city now, tall buildings 
rising on all sides. An aircraft buzzes overhead, and a swarm of little round robots move 
industriously along a nearby curved boulevard clearing rain-soaked debris from the 
gutters. There are no other signs of life. 

“Curious,” says Felix. 
The Solars amble out to the boulevard. At the mouth of each house is a vat with 

flared lips. As they watch, a tarnished robot with a hopper on its back lumbers up to 
each house, upends the empty vat into its hopper, and then replaces it with a 
resounding clang before moving on. Muffled clangs and sets of heavy robotic footfalls 
echoing off the walls suggest similar activities are going on along neighbouring streets. 

“It’s garbage day,” concludes Felix. 
They approach the hopper-bound robot. “Hello,” squeaks Little Felix. “We 

represent Solar life...” 
The robot ignores the greeting, stepping over them with a single stride of its tall, 

bulky legs. The Felices exchange a look, then insert themselves in front of the new 
empty vat in line. The robot pauses briefly, gears clanking, and then picks them up and 
dumps them into its hopper. A moment later they’re back inside the slimy collection bin 
down the block. 

“Bother,” say both Felices simultaneously, wiping decomposing syrup from their 
eyes. 

Once they’ve escaped from the bin again they give the garbage collector robot 
wider berth, crossing the street to walk in the shade of a line of slithering hedges. They 
skirt past the collector while it busies itself upending another empty vat into its hopper, 
collecting more nothing. Felix glances back pensively as he and Little Felix jog away. 

They come to a large building faced with ornate frescoes of intricate geometric 
patterns, fronted by a wide staircase of white stone. They elect to explore inside, giving 
each other boosts to get up each giant, two meter riser. The entrance archway is 
dominated by a sculpture of an alien figure reaching toward the sky. 

“Is that one of them?” whispers Little Felix. 
“It is an artistic representation of one of them, yes.” 
The modelled creature resembles the city’s robots: two muscular, double-jointed 

legs supporting a radial body bristling at its centre with a series of articulated 
appendages ending in three-fingered hands with long, fine, triple-headed antennae 
sprouting from each knuckle. An area between the legs is covered by some kind of cloth 
and bead carapace. The base of the statue is inscribed with a spiral of indecipherable 
glyphs. 

The pair passes through the statue’s cool shadow and enters the building, arriving 
in a long hall with niches along both hauntingly high walls, the ceiling lost in gloom. 
Inside each niche is a display, some featuring miniature buildings or scenes with 
creatures, some featuring statues or giant tools encased in transparent cases. “What is 
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this place?” asks Little Felix. 
“A museum. Historical reverence is a byproduct of nearly all biomemetic entities. 

It’s an analogue of personal memory, but for a civilization.” 
“That’s handy, when no one’s around to ask.” 
“Very true.” 
Felix approaches one of the displays. A light at the top of the nook illuminates, 

casting a pool of ultraviolet light and X-rays over the diorama below. Thus revealed 
Felix is able to appreciate that the creatures represented by the little models seem to 
have recognizable faces located inside their bodies, visible only via X-ray backscattering. 
Felix finds the hidden, density-shadowed faces a little creepy he as looks into the 
binocular hollows of their eyes. 

An ominous, low chime sounds followed by a brief, incomprehensible narrative in 
a moaning singsong interspersed by guttural growls, the deep bass sound visibly 
vibrating the air around him. At the end of the narration the light fades and the display 
goes quiet. 

He wanders to the next display. It illuminates in turn and the little figures inside 
move about, re-enacting some sort of ceremony involving the solemn dressing of a 
central figure in long, fluorescent robes by a cohort of servants with purple stripes 
painted over their bodies. The accompanying music is majestic if somewhat bombastic, 
the chord progressions unusual but mathematically sensible. The light dims. 

The Felices walk on. 
At the end of the hall is a large globe, two thirds ocean and one third land. Every 

square inch of the land is inscribed with glyphs in spiral wheels, labelling unreadably the 
mountain ranges, lakes and dense hubs of interconnected settlements. Felix is unable to 
discern whether the globe represents the planet they are currently standing upon, or 
some other world. 

Nestled by the globe is a life-size display of several Goliath creatures ranged about 
a fire pit, the flames simulated by guttering lights. Instead of long robes or beaded 
carapaces they wear little shifts of animal hide and fur. They wield primitive spears and 
knives made apparently of petrified worms, and their shoulders are painted with lines 
and curlicues of soot. By peering into the X-ray band Felix observes that the row of 
cocoons hanging against the simulated rockface behind them contain juvenile-scale 
mannequins. 

The lights dim and the flames go out as Felix steps back. 
“What is it?” prompts Little Felix at his side. 
“It’s their history,” replies Big Felix. 
“Does it say what happened to them?” 
He shrugs helplessly. “I can’t read it. The language is just noise to me.” 
They emerge back into the pea-green daylight. The clouds have moved off and the 

sky is an uninterrupted bright emerald shell. They work their way down the monstrous 
steps and continue along the abandoned boulevard, the odd red, webby leaf carried by 
the breeze skittering on the pavement ahead of them. 

The whole city feels like a museum. 
They explore some dwellings. In each they find a similar arrangement of rooms 

with the upper floors housing nests of soft, multi-spined feathers surrounding a 
common lavatory with ammonia hydroxide running from the taps, hot and cold; on the 
lower floors kitchens with refrigeration units stocked with jars of frozen brown syrup, 
and dining halls dominated by massive tables and chairs. In some of the larger homes 
are libraries with shelves of round books with polymer pages covered in spiral swirls of 
blue and purple glyphs... 
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At the centre of the city is a grand hall with hundreds of giant seats around its 
edges, a ring of skylights casting beams of greenish light upon an intricate mosaic floor 
that depicts a circle of Goliaths holding each other’s hands. The tiled roof of the edifice 
seems to have been damaged by the storm, and a flotilla of tiny robotic aircraft are 
ferrying fresh tiles from some distant quarry. 

The sun sets. The abandoned city comes aglow with ultraviolet streetlamps. 
“There’s nobody home,” declares Felix with a sigh. 
As the night darkens the duo is treated to an overwhelming, spectacular view of 

the Milky Way cutting the sky. Felix has never seen it so bright or so clear, unimpeded 
by the clouds of galactic medium that diffuse and occlude the perspective from within 
the Local Fluff. He can almost imagine he is seeing the galaxy turn. 

“Via Lactea,” he whispers with a slow, respectful blink. 
He becomes aware of a mumble of radio, and scans the frequencies. A bass voice 

repeats a message at regular intervals—a brief phrase, followed by what sounds like a 
count of three. Felix is reminded of the baying colonizers at the waystation. 

“One, two, three.” 
Big and Little Felix continue across the city and then begin working their way up 

the opposite side of the valley. At its crest, at midnight, they come upon a field of forty-
nine gigantic dishes oriented to the heavens. “Big Felix,” says Little Felix. “Does this 
not resemble a radio telescope array?” 

“It does,” agrees Big Felix. “Let’s check it out.” 
On the periphery of the field is a temple inside of which they discover consoles of 

electronic equipment. As in the museum, each station comes to life of its own accord 
when approached. The Felices help one another aboard one of the giant chairs, then Big 
Felix scans the bewildering layouts of dials, sliders and spiral-shaped gauges with an 
expression of deep concentration while the homunculus hovers at his heels, reaching on 
tiptoe to peer over the console edge. 

“These glyphs appear to represent cardinal numbers,” he squeaks, pointing to the 
blue and violet inscriptions next to a control slider. 

Felix glances over. “Very good, Little Felix. Now, can we discern any relationship 
between the written form of the first three numbers and the vocal form heard in radio?” 

Little Felix nods. “The number of vertical lines in the glyphs corresponds to the 
number of glottal stops in the vocalizations.” 

“Excellent. Can we extrapolate from this correspondence a key to help us 
decipher additional glyphs?” 

Little Felix frowns, rubbing his chin with one tiny hand. “Yes,” he decides. “If we 
posit that the symbols at either end of these toggle controls represent a diametric pair—
on and off, or open and closed, or go and stop—we might hypothesize that the 
loopback circuits here, visible in the infrared beneath the console surface and marked 
with mixed diametric symbols, may represent a test state. If so, these accents may be 
interrogative or conditional indicators.” 

Felix grins, and squeezes his counterpart’s shoulder. “Well reasoned. If you’re 
right, how should we interpret the contents of the radio broadcast message?” 

Little Felix looks up. He says, “Testing: one, two, three.” 
Big Felix nods curtly. “Indeed. Furthermore, consider how the intermediate glyphs 

between the diametric marks appear to be applied as ordinal orientation on the grid of 
coordinates visible on this cathode ray tube display.” 

“I can’t see it.” 
“Here, I’ll lift you.” 
“Ah, yes. An alphabetic sequence?” 
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“Perhaps, but perhaps not so arbitrary. Note on the second display this 
infographic—I’m sure you’ll recognize it as a frequency chart of the electromagnetic 
spectrum. Note the absorption lines, and see how each atomic range is labelled.” 

“The alphabetic sequence corresponds to the periodic table of the elements!” 
“Exactly. Thus, we have a gloss for hydrogen, helium, lithium, beryllium, and so 

on—but also the key to decoding the ordinal sequence of glyphs, and we can clearly see 
the basis for the numeric notation is based a depiction of proton counts, with multiples 
indicated by alphabetic subscript. Now we have sufficient vocabulary to read numbers 
of any size, to differentiate proper names from measurements, and to relate written 
words to vocalizations.” 

“The language is intensely scientific in nature.” 
“It is. Note the recurrence of the iron vowel coupled with the negative diametric 

on the side of the cathode ray tubes—possibly a counterindication for magnetic 
disruption. Note also the caesium clocks labelled with the uranium vowel, which may 
mean the recognition of uranium’s radioactive properties predates a full understanding 
of caesium. The language is thus not entirely scientifically literal, but merely informed by 
an early understanding of the periodic nature of atomic structure.” 

“How delightful!” exclaims Little Felix. 
Big Felix looks over to him with a growing sense of affection and pride. “You 

know, this is a lot more fun with you around.” 
“Then you’re not going to pulp me?” 
He smirks ruefully. “Certainly not, Little Felix. Certainly not. Now,” he says, 

stretching out his arms and cracking his knuckles, “let’s get these telescopes working for 
us.” 

And they do. By the small hours of the morning they have turned the array to 
point at the last set of coordinates left on the controls, to a nearby star system a few 
lightyears deeper into the void. After the star itself the hottest source of radio is a strong 
signal singing out from one of its orbiting worlds. 

The broadcast is simple, repetitive, and by now familiar. 
“Testing: one, two, three.” 
Felix suddenly feels cold. Without another word he reorients the array toward the 

next set of coordinates in the database, his expression grim as the speakers crackle with 
the booming bass signal from the new star system: “Testing: one, two, three.” 

The same signal is being beamed out from the next star system, too, and the next, 
and the next. As the sun rises and drowns out their ability to search Felix has 
eavesdropped on signals coming from over a thousand lightyears westward, each of 
them ponderously repeating the same message: “Testing: one, two, three.” 

Little Felix’s eyes widen. “There are hundreds of Goliath worlds!” 
“Yes,” agrees Big Felix distantly. “But what don’t we hear?” 
Little Felix furrows his brow. “Pardon?” 
“We don’t hear our colonizers bleating their prime call. A septillion Von 

Neumanns and at least nine hundred colonizer ships should be out there, extending the 
hyperspatial network across the void, all of them broadcasting the prime signal with 
information about Solarkind encoded in the harmonics. As we saw at the waystation, 
nothing can dissuade a colonizer from blasting out its greetings to fellow intelligences. 
And yet...silence.” 

“Testing: one, two, three.” 
“Except for the Goliath signal,” says Little Felix softly. 
“Indeed,” agrees Big Felix. 
“What does it mean?” 
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Felix sighs. “I believe it means we’ve been overrun. Our colonizing probes have 
encountered their colonizing probes, and while ours have been silenced theirs have 
engineered hundreds upon hundreds of planets to Goliath ecosystems. As deep as these 
telescopes can ply west there’s nothing but Goliath worlds, ready for occupation. The 
galaxy is theirs, a thousand lightyears off the ecliptic north and south, as far westward as 
we can hear.” 

“But where are the Goliaths?” 
Felix glowers darkly. “That, Little Felix, is the heart of the matter. Come now: we 

must explore further.” 
That morning they commandeer an aircraft and fly across a strait to the next 

continent. They pass over dozens of cities, hydroelectric dams, swaths of agriculture, 
capture points for energy beams bounced off orbital mirrors relaying power from the 
system’s primary, landing fields, gardens, beaches with regularly spaced stone closets for 
changing into one’s swimming trunks... 

An entire civilization is laid out beneath them, ready and empty, scrupulously 
maintained by mindless machines going about their business, oblivious to the folly of 
serving non-existent masters. 

Felix becomes more and more uneasy. 
After a week of surveying they gate out to a star system six lightyears closer to the 

Local Fluff. They find a world identical in every respect to the one they’ve just left 
behind: cities of silent industry beneath an apple green sky, empty towns, highways 
without traffic, crops harvested to rot... 

“Testing: one, two, three.” 
The next world is the same, and the one after that. It is not until the fifth hop that 

the Solar duo see something different: as they wander another in a seemingly endless 
series of clone cities they come to a wide airfield just as the air begins to quiver with a 
rumbling from high above. 

The Felices look up as massive shadows sweep over them. 
Seven giant ships settle in over the airfield, retrothrusters blasting the tarmac clean 

of dirt, pebble and branch alike. As they slowly descend scores of landing struts unfold 
from apertures on their bellies, and ultraviolet formation lights flash. The wind keens. 
Big Felix grabs Little Felix’s shoulders to keep him from being tossed away in the gale. 

The ships settle with seven resounding thumps that shake Felix on his feet. The 
landing struts bow and then recoil, hydraulics breathing loudly. The thrusters go dark 
and the engines wind down, their mountain-shaking rumbles dying away to cycling 
whines. The airborne pebbles around them drop. 

“Is it them?” asks Little Felix, his voice sounding loud in the new silence. “Is it 
Goliaths?” 

“I think so,” nods Big Felix anxiously. Guided by instinct he assumes a martial 
stance. He steels himself, senses tingling as he sweeps the ships for the first signs of 
movement. 

Locks clank. Clouds of ammonia steam are released with a series of hisses. And 
then seven giant gangways buzz as they lower from the bellies of the seven ships, 
ringing hollowly when they strike the tarmac. 

The sound echoes away. 
Both Felices jump as unseen speakers embedded around the airfield crackle into 

operation and a voice they have learned to understand booms out, reverberating off the 
hulls: “Welcome! Your new world is now ready. Please have your passports available for immigration 
processing.” 

The Felices wait, tense. 



 

   107 

Nothing happens. No one comes down the gangways. 
The announcement repeats: “Welcome! Your new world is now ready. Please have your 

passports available...” 
The Felices look at one another. Big Felix cautiously starts forward, approaching 

the nearest ship. He slips behind a landing strut and cranes his head to see up the 
gangway and into the hold. After a moment he advances again and carefully begins 
walking up the ramp. 

He disappears inside. Little Felix shifts nervously. 
“Welcome! Your new world is now ready...” 
Big Felix walks down the gangway again. He shakes his head and calls out, 

“There’s nobody home.” 
“It’s empty?” 
He nods. “There’s room for fourteen thousand—acceleration chairs, sleeping 

nests, syrup dispensers, microgravity gardens, a theatrical stage—but no Goliaths. No 
pilots, no passengers.” 

“Welcome!” 
The discussion is interrupted by a garbage collection robot which picks up both 

Solars in its claws and tosses them into its hopper. “Faeces,” mutters Big Felix. “Not 
again.” 

They help each other to scramble out of the deep, syrup-stained hopper as the 
garbage robot works its way away from the airfield, pausing to investigate items it finds 
in its path like wind-tossed twigs and flakes of burnt hull from the ships’ ablative 
shields. The Felices drop to the ground beside its great feet and then watch it stomp 
away. 

“So where are the Goliaths?” prompts Little Felix, looking up. 
“I am beginning to suspect they’re gone.” 
“Gone?” 
“Dead,” says Big Felix somberly. “Unless they’re trailing their own colonization 

effort by tens of thousands of years, it seems to me the mother civilization may have 
suffered some kind of calamity.” 

“What kind of calamity?” 
“A biological one, perhaps. One that has had no effect whatsoever upon their 

infrastructure, but one that means colony ships arrive vacant, leaving every colonized 
world eternally...ready.” 

Little Felix frowns. “I wonder why the colonization effort stops at the Local 
Fluff.” 

Big Felix’s face hardens. “That’s just it, Little Felix,” he pronounces gravely. “We 
cannot assume the Goliath colonization machine is no longer active.” 

“But we have seen no evidence of planetary engineering!” 
“Yes, Little Felix, but we skipped part of the network. We hopped out here, to the 

fringes, to the leading edge of functional gates. We haven’t yet seen what lies between 
here and the Local Fluff.” Felix pauses, his eyes narrowing dangerously. “We’ve 
bypassed the engineering wave.” 

“Then you believe an advancing front lies eastward?” 
“We must find out!” 
And so dawns the darkest day of Felix’s long life. The duo gates into the star 

system nearest the Local Fluff’s ends, just three lightyears from Eckhart’s waystation on 
the far side of the void’s signal-bending bowshock. They gate into an apocalypse. 

The sky is black, the landscape cratered. 
Mushroom clouds grow on the horizon, silent because the air is too thin to 
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transmit their violence. Continent-sized layers of dust are being blown out of the 
ground, subterranean gas geysers freed to exhale their fumes to build a new sky. The 
ground bucks beneath their feet as another thermonuclear blast tears a hole in the crust, 
kilometers to the south. 

“What’s going on?” squeaks Little Felix. 
“They’re engaging a greenhouse effect,” says Big Felix, scanning the sky. “They’re 

kick-starting an atmosphere. It’s not dissimilar from Solar methods.” 
On the plains below are many Goliath robots, hauling great cargo vats of rocks, 

blasting apart cliff-faces, scraping the landscape flat. The stars above are swarmed by 
glinting satellites, hundreds of busy scanners and probes a hundred kilometers up. This 
world is a busy, busy place. 

Dust billows from the north. “Let’s go take a look,” says Felix. 
They descend into a valley through a gully in its wall, half its floor a rich black 

carpet and half a barren field of dust. As they draw nearer it becomes apparent that the 
dust is jiggling and jostling, the floor of the valley shimmying. Felix squats down. Upon 
closer inspection he can see worm-like robots very much like Solar engineered ants 
making their way among the dust, consuming it and expectorating from their rears little 
clods of dark, organic matter. 

Big Felix straightens. “They’re making soil,” he concludes. 
Little Felix yelps. “They hurt!” 
Both Felices stumble backward a few steps, then hurriedly brush the little polymer 

worms off their feet, leaving pits and scars upon the armour from scores of rapid, 
vicious bites. The advancing swarm forces them further up the valley, away from the 
rich black soil and around a turn where the land flattens out again. 

In the distance the skeleton of a city is rising. Lattices of girders delineate the 
shapes of nascent skyscrapers while rows of identical pits are being connected with 
plumbing as Goliath robots weld the seams and pour foundations. 

Before them a line of gargantuan machines is razing the landscape with some kind 
of disintegration ray, blowing hummocks and boulders and hills into a fine powder that 
settles down into the waiting maws of the wormoid soil-processors. 

As the naked sun rises higher in the black sky a wash of harsh, unmitigated light 
and radiation shines into the end of the valley. An irregular coating over some of the 
rocks that Felix had taken for dust changes in response to the light, turning gay hues of 
green and yellow and unfolding thin, coiled pink stamens out into the air. “Spores,” 
notes Felix. “There’s life here.” 

An instant later the swath of blooming spores is turned to ash by a sweep of a 
Goliath robot’s disintegration ray. “Well, there was life,” says Little Felix sadly after 
they’ve sprinted to a safer distance. 

Big Felix turns to face the looming machine, its huge silhouette blocking out the 
rising sun. He levels his right arm and opens his hand, his eyes closing in exquisite 
concentration. 

Feeling out with algorithms of the Secret Mathematic, Felix investigates the 
structure of the construction monster, tracing the gears and circuits in an attempt to 
discover a flaw he might exploit. The machine’s neurology is a heavily shielded quantum 
register, but Felix methodically probes until he finds a way through... 

His eyes flash open. “Stop!” he commands. 
The machine freezes. A bass note peals in alarm. In a blink the fallen constructor 

is surrounded by waves of small, flying robots. In concert they suddenly dive right at it, 
impacting on its hull into clouds of wormoids that link into long bundles and then 
slither inside. 
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Big Felix looks over at shoulder at Little Felix, whose brow raises in inquiry. Big 
Felix spins his head back toward the constructor as its engines resume their noise. 

The massive machine reorients itself with a dust-billowing crash, then swivels its 
disintegrator beam directly at Felix. Felix makes use of the Math, again bellowing, 
“Stop!” 

He just manages to dodge aside as the disintegrator beam fires. He rolls along a 
ridge of rock and then bumps to a rest against Little Felix’s shins. “I believe they are 
highly adaptive,” he squeaks. 

Felix nods. They run, then seek shelter in a further gully. 
The elder Solar shakes his head in morose desperation. “This is bad,” he says. 

“Very, very bad. It was able to block my method after a just a single interaction. I don’t 
dare let them learn more from me!” 

Little Felix quakes. “What’s going to happen, Big Felix?” 
“When this world is ready, where do you think these juggernauts of construction 

will go? I’ll tell you: they’ll go on. They’ll go east. They’ll move into the Local Fluff and 
begin stubbornly transforming every planet they come across, wiping out the old and 
replacing it according to their programme. How many of them are out there already, en 
route to our stars?” He looks Little Felix in the eye, his head still shaking slowly back 
and forth. “How can Solarkind stand up to this?” He grabs his head mournfully. “What’s 
to stop this brainless behemoth of building?” 

“Perhaps we can reason with them?” 
Felix mutters an unprintable oath. “You can’t ask mercy of infrastructure, Little 

Felix. These creatures—these Goliaths—set up a programme of aggressive colonization 
that runs even though no one is behind it anymore. It’s a programme—it doesn’t reason, 
it doesn’t feel—it just fulfills its mandate to expand Goliath territory. It has no mercy to 
give us!” 

Little Felix opens his mouth to reply but is interrupted when he is cut down by a 
disintegrator beam, his legs and pelvis billowing out in a sphere of diffuse ash. He cries 
out as his torso strikes the rocks, and then Big Felix scoops it up just seconds before it 
is swarmed by a slithering carpet of wormoids hellbent on turning the remains to soil. 

“Little Felix!” he cries. “Little Felix—speak to me!” 
Little Felix blinks. “Error,” he says feebly. 
Big Felix hugs him to his chest and takes off at his fastest sprint, his feet barely 

touching the ground as he manoeuvres back up the valley and then dashes through the 
gully through which they came. As he runs he slams his shins into the rocks in an 
attempt to knock the little hungry wormoids free. Even so he feels pinpricks of warning 
pain scintillating over his feet. 

“We must get back to the gatehouse! We must warn Solarkind!” he narrates as he 
closes the distance across the craggy landscape, leaping from one crater-rim to the next, 
wormoid processors tumbling from his legs. 

He lands hard, Little Felix still clutched to him, his eyes opening in horror as he 
sees that the surface of the gatehouse is writhing with motion: a hundred thousand Solar 
engineered ants are battling a hundred thousand soil-processing Goliath worms. 

Worse is the shadow that falls over the gatehouse next as a giant black constructor 
occludes the naked sun, and trains its disintegrator beam on the foreign matter, now 
targetted as a threat. 

“No!” screams Felix. 
He drops his charge and barrels over the last dozen meters, the deepest parts of 

his mind and its carefully shielded Secret Mathematical components opening and 
drawing from his pile the power they will need to act on Felix’s panic and rage. 
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Unwilling to play footsie with the constructor’s adaptive technologies he is forced to use 
the crudest, most gross of approaches: the Goliath machine bursts asunder, its internal 
parts snapping and splitting, falling into uncountable pieces that fly in every direction. 

Eighty-three similar machines turn in unison to face the source of their peer’s 
distress. They begin to close in on the gatehouse, the ground shaking with the heavy 
progress of their relentlessly stomping feet and rolling treads. 

Felix tears open the outer chamber door and lunges at the controls. He prepares a 
message canister even as the entire structure begins to jump and buck with the 
thundering approach of the constructors... 

The generators cycle up, and then gatehouse dissolves into a cloud of ash. 
The ash settles. In its wake it leaves a perfect sphere of clear air with Felix 

crouching at its centre, eyes squinched shut. He opens his eyes and the shield collapses, 
admitting a pall of floating debris. He looks around slowly as the lumbering shadows of 
the constructors move on, drawing away back toward the plain. 

“Little Felix?” he calls hopefully. 
Silence, across all bands. Felix’s shoulders slump. The gatehouse is destroyed, and 

he is trapped. He has no way of knowing whether or not his message has been 
transmitted. And now, worst of all, he is alone. He has spent so many years alone he 
never thought it could hurt so badly. 

“Father?” 
His head snaps up. “Little Felix?” he cries again, feeling out with his keenest 

perceptions. 
Something wriggles in the rubble, a slew of ash sliding aside to reveal a corner of 

tarnished, worm-bitten armour. Felix vaults over and crouches there, digging with 
anguished frenzy until the surviving half of his companion is unearthed. “Do you exist 
and operate?” he cries. 

“I think so,” says Little Felix, blinking. “Did you warn them? Was the canister 
traded before the gate failed?” 

Felix sags. He moves his head slowly back and forth. “I don’t think so,” he 
whispers. 

The world shakes as another thermonuclear blast erupts to the east, tossing tons 
of particulate matter into the coalescing sky above. And then another, more distant. Big 
Felix pulls Little Felix up and examines the wormoid bite marks covering what remains 
of his small body. 

He turns his face to the sky, the micro-gates inside his brain aligning with the great 
transmitter at the heliopause. His lips twitch as he sends a single phrase, then abruptly 
feels the connection broken. He knows right away that the Goliaths machines have 
connected the gatehouse to the transmitter, and obliterated it. 

“What did you say?” asks Little Felix after the situation has been explained. 
“Something wicked this way comes,” says Felix, his face hard and his eyes far away. He 

blinks, and looks down at the wounded hybrid in his arms. “We’re trapped now,” he 
adds forlornly. “This world is our grave.” 

“No,” squeaks Little Felix, holding up his hand. He opens it up to showcase six 
engineered ants inside his palm. “I saved these,” he says. 

Big Felix’s face splits into a grin, his diamond teeth shining. He pulls Little Felix 
into a tight hug, then spins him around for good measure as he laughs. “You’ve saved 
us! You’ve saved us, Little Felix! I’m sorry I ever doubted you and your tenacious 
equivalent algorithms. We must get these ants someplace where they can ingest and 
reproduce. When we have enough of them we can build a ship!” 

A fleet of flying robots circles overhead and a moment later two constructors 
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begin marching over, their distintegrators roving, hungry to resolve the anomaly of 
Solar revolt. Felix wastes no time: he runs away with everything he is worth, and all the 
engineering of five million years of selection is evident in the kinesthetic art of his ape-
derived strides. The landscape blurs around them. 

Little Felix jostles in his arms. “Where will we go in a ship?” he asks. 
“To the heliopause. To rebuild the transmitter.” 
“That could take decades!” 
“We’d better make it years instead of decades,” swears Felix, “if we’re to make any 

difference at all in this war.” 
He slides to halt at the seashore. An orbital mirror is focusing the sun’s rays on the 

ocean, boiling tons upon tons of fluid up into the air in a billowing deck of cloud 
hundreds of kilometers wide. The sky crawls with flying robots, the shore with the 
stomp of methodical constructors. Far over the horizon another line of mushroom 
clouds swell in stately splendour. 

“But how can we do it?” begs Little Felix. “How can we find a safe harbour while 
we build? What if whatever destroyed the first transmitter tries to stop us from building 
another? Where will we find the materials? How can we possibly survive?” 

Felix looks down from the boiling wall of ocean, and gives his companion an 
encouraging nod. “We are Felices,” he says crisply. “We are the Travellers. We are the 
arrowhead, and we discover the future.” He looks up at the magnificent wheel of the 
galaxy overhead. 

A haze of flying robots rises up behind them, disintegrator turrets on a century of 
constructors pivoting as one to train on the Felices. The sunlight fails as the thrashing 
wall of vapourized sea bears down over the coast, casting the duo in a morbid green 
shadow. “Have you ever been in a pinch this tight before?” cries Little Felix, ducking 
his head behind his companion’s shoulder. 

“Well, no,” admits Big Felix. He grins. “Isn’t it exhilarating?” 
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BOLDLY GONE 
 
 
1. 
It was worse than catching somebody naked: they caught him broke. Nobody 

knew where to look. 
The door to Henry’s apartment was open just a little, and just a little was more 

than enough to be eclipsed entirely by Henry’s buddha-like countenance. His arm was 
slung strangely over his forehead and his fingers played against the jamb in the world’s 
worst approximation of nonchalance. “Wow, this is so cool,” claimed Henry, smiling 
intermittently. “A meat-space visit, right out of the blue. Wow. Guys, hey.” 

The four friends were fresh from the convention. They still smelled like cotton 
candy and cigarettes as they hovered in the close corridor. 

Aaron said, “Did we interrupt your penis time? I’m sure you can let us in—your 
screen-saver will’ve come on by now. Whatever kinky shit you’re into remains a safely 
guarded secret.” 

“Shut up, Aaron,” said everybody else. 
“A lot of shit’s gone on lately,” explained Henry, sweating a bit. 
Even through the barely open door it was evident that Henry was wearing his 

usual outfit: a Romulan military uniform, silver and broad-shouldered. His eyebrows 
were typically shaved and drawn back in on a sharp angle, but today he had no make-up, 
and his eyebrows were a thick stubble. He wasn’t wearing his ear extensions, either, but 
the tips of his lobes were pale from the habit. 

Scott saluted in the Romulan manner and crisply declared, “Eugene wants to see 
the bridge, Commander.” 

Eugene nodded. 
“That’s just it,” admitted Henry sadly. “The bridge is gone, man.” 
“What!” cried Lansing. He couldn’t help it, and blushed after making the noise. 

He sidled over to hide behind Eugene, but Eugene was trying to hide behind him. 
“Like I said, a lot of shit’s gone on,” repeated Henry heavily. 
The next moment of awkward silence was broken by Aaron. “So, my socially 

retarded cherub, are you going to invite us into your non-bridge or do I have to hold my 
piss until we get to the airport?” 

“Shut up, Aaron.” 
“Seriously, though.” 
Henry sighed and opened the door. 
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Henry’s apartment was famous for being a lavishly appointed replica of the bridge 
of a Romulan B-type Warbird, as seen in Star Trek. It had twinkling banks of blinkies, a 
swivelling command console with arm controls, and an embedded giant-size Japanese 
plasma television serving in place of the standard holographic viewscreen. The lighting 
motif was green and everything was labelled with cryptic Romulan runes. At all times of 
the day or night hidden sub-woofers gave voice to a subtle rumble of shipboard 
ambiance. 

“Cold damn,” said Aaron. 
Nobody told him to shut up. They were similarly stunned to see Henry’s 

apartment torn out of the twenty-fourth century and dashed, bereft of imagination or 
dignity, into the ass end of the twentieth. His place kind of looked like a house in 
Whoville after a visit from the Grinch: screw-holes in the walls, sun-stains outlining 
vanished furniture, the dull echo of emptiness. 

“Yeah,” agreed Henry, sitting down on a milk-crate that bowed dangerously under 
his generous bottom. A second milk-crate in front of him held his ThinkPad. “I sort of 
had to hawk some stuff,” he said, dusting crumbs from his command jersey. 

“Oh man,” said Scott sympathetically. “What happened?” 
“Lots of shit,” said Henry. 
“I bet you got dumped by that girl, too,” chuckled Aaron. “If she ever existed, that 

is.” 
“She existed alright,” replied Henry somberly, looking up to meet their eyes with 

his, hooded and bloodshot. “She ran all my cards up to the limit and then disappeared. 
She screwed me over, guys. I’m totally, totally screwed.” 

“Dude!” squeaked Lansing, his brow creased with pity. 
“My credit is destroyed,” continued Henry. “I had to auction everything. My entire 

paycheque goes to collection agencies. I eat dinner at the homeless shelter.” 
“Jesus,” said Scott, who was Jewish. 
Aaron’s parents were Presbyterians but his exclamation was Klingon: “Dor-sho-

gha!” 
Everyone nodded agreement. Even Eugene’s heart ached for poor Henry, even 

though they had never before met in the flesh and only fleetingly brushed shoulders 
over Internet Relay Chat—still, Eugene could not ignore the inconceivable pain of 
losing a woman. He had trouble, in fact, conceiving of having a woman in the first 
place: this made his compassion all the more acute, catalyzed by envy. 

Eugene was dressed in the black slacks and stiff, rusty red tunic of a cinema-
version Starfleet captain, and he solemnly undid the cream-white strap from his 
shoulder to let the double-breast flap open as a symbol of mourning. He said, “Truly, 
the worst of times,” and then took a hit from his inhaler. 

Henry nodded. “Thanks, man.” 
“Women are crazy,” said Scott. Nobody would debate this wisdom, as they all 

knew Scott had had not one but two genuine girlfriends. Scott had blonde hair and 
bright, flecked brown eyes that looked like chocolate chip cookies. He wore the grey-
epauletted jumpsuit of a Deep Space Niner, his collar crimson to indicate command. He 
was their indisputable Kirk, ever radiating an air of confident authority. “Better to have 
loved and lost...” he sighed. 

“In the future,” contributed Aaron, “I predict that women will be twice as 
powerful, ten thousand times larger, and so expensive that only the five richest geeks in 
Silicon Valley will own them.” He was dressed as a Klingon warrior, complete with 
creaking leather, a mottled foam forehead ridge, and two long, greasy, black braids. 

Lansing wore the classic Spock: blue tunic, black boots, elfin ears. “The 
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convention was really good,” he said, attempting clumsily to change the subject. 
“Nichelle Nichols spoke.” 

“Wow, cool,” said Henry. 
“It was awesome,” agreed Scott. “She’s an inspiring speaker. Really great speech.” 
“She’s still even a little bit hot,” said Aaron thoughtfully, stroking his fake goatee. 

“You know, for a mature.” 
“Cool,” said Henry, who wasn’t really listening. “Um, so you want to grab some 

sushi or something? How long are you guys going to be here in San Fran?” 
Aaron shot the cuff of his furry Klingon sleeve and consulted an Indiglo watch. 

“About two more hours. Do you have the number for a taxi?” 
“We thought we’d see you at the convention,” offered Lansing by way of apology. 
“Yeah, cool, no problem,” said Henry quietly. “I’ve got a lot of shit to do 

anyway.” 
During the cab ride to the airport the four friends were quiet. They shifted their 

feet idly, making their bags of convention swag rustle. They stared out the windows, 
watching San Francisco slide by. Nobody wanted think of Henry but they couldn’t help 
it. 

They had all looked up to him because he was getting laid. 
As they pulled up outside the terminal Eugene closed his Starfleet blazer primly 

and said, “If it ever looks like I’m about to screw up my life for a woman, you guys 
would tell me, right?” 

Aaron snorted. “If it ever looks like a woman would look at you, Eugene, we’ll tell 
you.” 

“Shut up, Aaron.” 
Lansing shook his head and chuckled. “I guess women are just trouble, huh 

Scott?” 
Scott shrugged as he climbed out of the car. “I’d ride again, given the 

opportunity.” 
Lansing was a twenty-five year old virgin. To him, Scott was a hero. “Me too,” he 

agreed. 
Aaron rolled his eyes. 
Their luggage did not levitate but it did have little wheels. The terminal doors split 

automatically before them, and sighed closed after. They pulled their wheeled bags 
along as they craned their heads in search of information screens, consulting their hand-
held computers which tweeted and beeped in imitation of familiar props. 

People around them snickered. They whispered things to one another like, “Hey, 
those nerds think they’re on Star Wars.” Women blushed and looked away while men 
stared them down with queer sneers. 

A loud Texan with a deer-hide golf bag walked into Eugene while talking on a 
cellular phone, causing both of them to stumble. “Watch it, fag,” said the Texan. 

“Well, double dumb-ass on you!” retorted Eugene. 
They almost missed their flight on account of the nosebleed Eugene got from 

over-exerting himself when he ran away from the Texan and hid in the duty free shop. 
Scott found him stuffed behind a display of snow-globes, wiping his bloody nostrils on 
a towel that said FUN IN THE SUN: CALIFORNIA STYLE! 

“I guess I have to buy this now,” Eugene said sadly. 
“Make it so,” nodded Scott, pointing to his watch. 
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2. 
It was winter in Toronto and the snowflakes flew like stars at warp speed. “Christ, 

Aaron!” cried Scott. “Slow to impulse power—the roads are slippery.” 
“Belay that order,” said Eugene from the back seat. “We’re going to miss George 

Takei.” 
Aaron’s green Jetta spun its wheels through a bank of heavy chop and then 

fishtailed diagonally across the parking lot. Aaron counter-steered deftly and then 
popped the handbrake, the car grinding through a half-controlled slide directly into a 
snowbank beside the last open spot. A minor avalanche tumbled over the windshield. 
Aaron yanked the keys and tripped the locks. “Everybody remember where we parked.” 

“I can’t open my door,” complained Lansing. 
“Climb over Eugene,” suggested Aaron blithely as he squeezed his belly past the 

steering wheel to climb out. 
“Oof,” said Eugene. 
Once inside the Metro Convention Centre the four friends stuffed their parkas 

into lockers and rearranged their costumes with care, flattening insignias, smoothing out 
folds. Lansing carried a leather satchel filled with pictures he hoped to have 
autographed, including a framed glossy of William Shatner himself. “How much do you 
think his autograph costs?” wondered Lansing as they hurried toward the hall. 

“Shatner’s? I think you have to blow him.” 
“Shut up, Aaron.” 
They found seats at the back of the main hall. George Takei stood at the podium 

in front of a giant picture of his younger self, preening at his silk scarf as he tried to 
make heads or tails of a question being mumbled at him by a blue-skinned Andorian 
wearing a T-shirt that said, Trekkers do it boldly. 

“Um, yes,” replied George in his trademark baritone. “Matt and I have chatted 
about doing some voice work for the movie when and if it finally happens, but nobody 
from Fox has officially approached me yet.” 

“Follow up question, Mr. Takei: will any of the Futurama characters appear in The 
Simpsons Movie?” 

“I honestly have no idea.” 
“What about Bender?” 
“Next question, please.” 
Aaron swore in Klingon and rolled his eyes. “Why don’t these dipshits understand 

that this isn’t SimpCon? Stay on topic, morons.” 
Scott shrugged. “George is a multi-talented actor.” 
“Qu’vatlh,” grumbled Aaron. “This is worse than when Chekov talked about comic 

books for an hour.” 
“His comics are kind of cool, actually,” said Lansing quietly. 
“Man,” sighed Aaron. “Where do I sign up for friends who are less lame?” 
“Shut up.” 
They attended a mock-Klingon luncheon where egg-noodles were done up to 

resemble plates of live gagh and there were Kirk-era pastel food cubes for desert. After 
that they split up to visit exhibits of personal interest. Aaron waddled off to a seminar 
on invented languages; Eugene went to check out a gallery of movie props and 
international versions of familiar posters. Scott and Lansing found themselves strolling 
through the carpeted mezzanine, their winter boots leaving little clods of melting slush 
in their wake. They stopped idly by a giant plexiglas case containing the actual Borg 
cube model used by Paramount. The lights had gone out on the model so a janitor was 
kneeling at the base of the display, fussing with wires. 
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Scott tapped him on the shoulder and politely suggested that the ground wire was 
loose. The janitor pressed it into place and the cube illuminated from within with an 
eerie green glow. “Thanks, kid,” said the janitor, dusting off his pants. 

Scott frowned. “I’m twenty-seven years old. I’m hardly a kid.” 
The janitor smirked. “You’re dressed in pajamas in public, obsessing over a TV 

show,” he said. “My mistake.” 
“This is a uniform,” corrected Scott haughtily. 
“Uh-huh,” agreed the janitor, walking away. 
Lansing put his hand on the taller boy’s shoulder. “People are such assholes,” he 

said sympathetically. “Forget about it: I bet that guy loves Raymond.” 
Scott sneered. “Why is it that people can be into whatever goofy crap they want, 

but it’s us that end up the butt of the jokes? I mean, you can be foaming at the mouth 
crazy about pop singers or sports teams or Xenu, but if you like Trek you’re 
automatically the world’s biggest douche.” 

“People are assholes,” repeated Lansing somberly. 
“It’s not like we’re into Battlestar Galactica or something lame like that. Trek has 

something to say.” 
“You’re preaching to the choir, dude.” 
Scott scratched at his blonde hair thoughtfully. “Actually, some things about 

Battlestar were sort of cool—for the seventies.” 
“Yeah,” agreed Lansing. “I think so too.” 
“Still, you see my point.” 
“Totally.” 
At the other end of the mezzanine was a smaller hall decked out with shiny pink 

banners that read, Women of Trek TorCon 1999. Scott and Lansing exchanged glances and 
then sidled up to the doors and peeked inside: Grace Lee Whitney was holding a tinny 
microphone, addressing the scattered audience on the subject of the gender gap in 
technology- and science-oriented university major programmes. She went on explain 
how everyone could gain a greater appreciation of the issue by buying a copy of her 
book on getting over drug addiction. 

A pasty-faced, heavily pimpled girl dressed as a crinkle-nosed Bajoran elbowed her 
companion and whispered, “She’s just shilling her book. This is such a rip-off. I thought 
Captain Janeway was going to be here.” 

“Some of the boys are cute, though,” said her wall-eyed friend, fidgeting with a 
brassiere strap so tight it made her back look as if she were melting. 

Scott and Lansing scanned the room: the mostly female audience was interspersed 
with three or four creepy guys trying to covertly check out the girls with painfully 
obvious peripheral flicks of their eyes. They were each of them alone, and they strained 
to appear casual. One of them quietly switched seats to put himself closer to a skinny, 
hard-faced black woman dressed as a curveless version of Deanna Troi; a moment later 
the woman switched seats to move further away from him again. 

“This is sad,” whispered Scott. “It’s a fine line between courting and stalking when 
you’re socially retarded.” 

Lansing nodded. “That’s why I just don’t even try.” 
Scott shook his head dismissively. “You’re a good looking guy, Lansing, and 

you’re sweet. You should be more confident. Girls are really into confidence.” 
Lansing considered this. “You want to go talk to some of them?” 
Scott’s forehead became immediately shiny with perspiration. “Um, no. No, 

they’re probably sick of being hit on all the time. I mean, I don’t want to be mixed up 
for a guy like that, right?” 
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“Right,” agreed Lansing, relieved. 
Later in the afternoon they congregated outside the front doors so Aaron could 

smoke a cigarette. Eugene bummed one from him in an effort to enhance his coolness, 
but all he did was cough a lot. “The trick is not to inhale,” Aaron pointed out, spitting 
on the sidewalk. 

“I thought only losers smoked without inhaling,” said Scott. 
Aaron sneered. Lansing giggled. Traffic along Front Street thickened as an ocean 

of sports fans were released from some event at the SkyDome. The smoking 
conventioneers stepped back to make room on the sidewalk, unwilling to risk brushing 
shoulders with people wearing jerseys. Some of them sheepishly pulled their coats 
closed over their Starfleet jumpsuits. The sports fans were in a celebratory mood, and 
they swore and punched each other playfully, the parade swelling over the curbs and 
against the doors of the convention centre. 

“Maybe we should go back inside,” suggested Eugene, holding his cigarette aloft 
like a pencil. 

“You’re such a pussy,” snorted Aaron, turning to spit. 
He spat on a broad-shouldered man in a Maple Leafs sweater, the phlegmy wad 

dribbling down the logo. The man and his friends stopped, eyes wide. “What the hell?” 
he shouted. “Did you just spit on me, you fucking nerd?” 

“Oh shit,” said Scott quickly. “It was just an accident. Sorry, man!” 
“Don’t apologize for me,” interrupted Aaron. “This hu-man is fortunate I do not 

kill him where he stands for mocking me so.” 
“Let’s just go inside,” said Eugene again, backing toward the doors and stumbling 

into a garbage can. 
The man in the Leafs sweater lunged at Aaron but stopped short. When Aaron 

flinched and fell over backwards the man and his friends guffawed and starting walking 
away. Scott helped Aaron to his feet. The husky Klingon shook off his friend’s arm and 
yelled, “You are now an enemy of the Klingon Empire, foul bIHnuch!” 

“Shut up, Aaron!” hissed Scott. “I don’t want to die here.” 
The man in the Leafs sweater paused in his tracks and turned around. “What did 

you say, you fucking homo?” 
Aaron shook his head slowly, squinting with determination. “No, Scott—today is a 

good day to die!” He leaned down and scooped up a handful of snow, packed it, and 
lobbed it across the sidewalk. It struck the man in the Leafs sweater on the chest, wet 
slush splattering up into his square-jawed face. 

Eugene turned pale. Lansing gasped. 
There came a brief second of inaction before the four friends spun in place and 

scrambled over one another to pull open the glass doors and get inside. They fell onto 
the rubber mats in the lobby and squirmed to their feet clumsily, desperate to get away. 

“Red alert, dude!” squeaked Lansing. 
The doors were flung open behind them and they were collectively pelted by a 

volley of ice balls flung with vicious velocity. Aaron crashed into a pillar and then dove 
behind it. Lansing covered his head with his arms and tried to back away blindly. Scott 
held up his hands and cried, “Okay, you got us—you got us guys, ha ha. You win. Can 
we just forget about this now?” 

The man in the Leafs sweater shook his head, wound up, and launched a tight ice 
ball directly at Scott. Scott ducked and the ice struck Eugene in the face. His nose 
immediately began to bleed. 

The sport fans chortled as they let the doors swing closed again. “Dorks!” they 
laughed, rejoining the stream of pedestrian traffic. 
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Scott sighed and helped Aaron to his feet again. “Happy now?” he asked darkly. 
“You should know better than to interfere in Klingon affairs.” 
“Shut up, Aaron.” 
Lansing moved to attend to Eugene but someone was already there, and her 

appearance shocked Lansing into immobility. “Oh God, you poor thing!” she cried, 
fishing a tissue out of a tiny purse at her hip and dabbing tenderly at Eugene’s nostrils. 
“Are you hurt?” she wanted to know, brushing away a lock of long auburn hair that had 
come loose from her bun. 

Eugene shook his head wordlessly, eyes riveted. 
The girl was costumed in the sleek, curve-hugging silver unitard of Seven of Nine, 

tiny clusters of mock-circuitry glued to her angelic face. Her brow was furrowed with 
worry, her green eyes shining as she examined Eugene’s nose critically. “I don’t think 
it’s broken, do you?” 

Eugene shook his head again, mouth slightly ajar. 
“Hey,” croaked Scott awkwardly. “Thanks. Are you okay, Eugene?” 
Eugene’s gaze flicked over to Scott. He blinked as if clearing away a dream. “Um, 

yeah, absolutely,” he stuttered. “It’s nothing, man. I’m cool.” 
“Eugene’s a nice name,” said Seven of Nine. 
“Um, yeah,” replied Eugene, turning pink. 
She giggled. “I’m Melody,” she said, her accent smooth and southern. “Pleasure’s 

mine.” 
“Hi Melody,” said the four friends in rough unison, coughing to clear the cracking 

from their voices. 
Melody straightened and tucked the stray hair back into her bun, the effect of her 

outstretched arms causing the boys to avert their eyes bashfully. “I just wanted to help,” 
she explained. 

“Thank you,” mumbled Eugene. 
“You’ve got ice in your hair, Eugene,” she pointed out. Eugene tried not to flinch 

as she reached out and tussled her fingers over his head. “What was up with those 
assholes, anyways?” 

“Maybe they don’t like Trek,” suggested Scott. 
Melody sighed and crossed her arms over her chest. “I guess we Trekkers have all 

got to stick together, huh?” 
The friends nodded, their palms damp. Eugene couldn’t wipe the idiotic smile 

from his face. “You’re really pretty,” he blurted suddenly. Aaron groaned and rolled his 
eyes. 

Melody smiled back. “You’re cute,” she told Eugene. 
Lansing forgot all about getting Shatner’s autograph. In fact, he forgot about 

seeing Shatner speak at all. Though he couldn’t understand quite how it happened, the 
next thing he knew they were all sitting in the food fair having fries with gravy. Eugene 
paid for Melody’s which inspired her to give him a little kiss on the cheek. The look on 
his face was priceless. 

“What do you guys all do?” Melody asked, sipping a Coke. 
“We code,” said Scott. “Well, except for Eugene—he’s in tech support.” 
“Second tier tech support,” Eugene clarified. 
“I’m writing a graphics rendering engine for a gaming company,” added Lansing. 
“I’m a database programmer,” said Scott. 
“I’m saving the world from the Y2K crisis,” said Aaron. “One line of code at a 

time.” 
They talked about the convention for a while, each of them interrupting the others 
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in order to get in his bit to define his knowledge. They feigned nonchalance, ached to 
appear urbane. They fell over themselves other in competition to bus her tray. “What 
about you?” asked Eugene, putting his elbow in a small pool of gravy. “What do you 
do?” 

“I just moved here,” said Melody. “I don’t really know anyone in this city so I 
figured the best way to make friends would be to go hang out where the kind of people 
I like get together. And, well, I’m really into Trek so when I heard about this con I knew 
I had to go.” 

“Wow,” said Eugene, frowning at his moist elbow. 
“And it worked, see?” laughed Melody. “Here I am, my second day in Canada and 

I already have four friends. I’m sorry you had to take a snowball to the face in for that 
to happen, Eugene.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” grinned Eugene, forgetting about the gravy. “Best. 
Snowball. Ever.” 

She laughed again. Aaron shot his cuff and checked his watch. “We should get 
going,” he said. 

“What’s your hurry?” asked Scott. 
“There’s a new Voyager tonight.” 
“I don’t want to hold anybody up,” said Melody. 
“No, no no, no,” protested Eugene. “You’re not. Don’t worry about it, Aaron. 

I’m totally taping it.” 
“I love Voyager,” said Melody. 
“It’s awesome,” agreed Eugene. 
Aaron grunted. “VHS is a bane to my eyeballs.” 
Scott cleared his throat. “Well, why don’t we all watch it together? We can go to 

my place.” 
Eugene narrowed his eyes dubiously. “My TV’s bigger.” 
“Dude, you live in a basement,” Lansing pointed out. “Let’s go somewhere we 

won’t bump our heads. Scott’s is good.” 
“Sounds great,” said Melody, cheeks dimpling as she smiled beatifically. “Did y’all 

drive?” 
“Yes,” said Scott. “We’re parked in a snowbank around back, thanks to Goggles 

Pizano here.” 
“Hey,” snapped Aaron, “you can’t even drive, asshat.” 
“I choose not to drive,” Scott shot back. 
“That’s a natural decision after failing the road test four times.” 
“Shut up, Aaron.” 
Melody giggled. “You guys are hilarious,” she said, touching Scott’s sleeve. 
Eugene glowered. Scott blushed. “Let’s go,” he stammered, standing up quickly 

and making a show of fishing around in his pocket for the little orange locker key. He 
was buying time for his erection to flag. 

Melody led the way out, the locomotive of a short train of boys, her bum moving 
beneath the silver unitard a lure in equal parts frightening and hypnotic. 

“Kobayashi Maru,” muttered Aaron under his breath. 
 
3. 
Scott’s condominium faced south, overlooking the stacked squares of Bay Street’s 

tall financial fingers. The rows of greenish fluorescents inside them always made 
Lansing think of Borg cubes. 

“Wow,” said Melody. “Nice view!” 
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Aaron snorted. “It’s just a matte painting.” 
Scott flipped a row of switches on the wall and banks of track lighting came alive, 

reflecting off the granite kitchen counters and casting a bright vignette over the glossy, 
blue and white computer on his desk. The screen displayed the machine’s progress 
rendering blocks of telescope data for the SETI project, software for which Scott was a 
beta tester. 

The hour was near so the boys scrambled into their usual seats in the livingroom. 
Scott turned on the television and hopped to the correct channel, then turned around 
and furrowed his brow. “Hey Aaron, why don’t you scooch over so Melody can sit 
somewhere?” 

Aaron frowned rebelliously, then shifted over on the couch. 
Lansing went to the kitchen and dished out a couple of bowls of pretzels and 

chips from Scott’s cupboard and brought them to the coffeetable, which was covered in 
old issues of Wired and MacAddict. Aaron lit a cigarette and put his feet up on the 
coffeetable, his red and white sports socks standing in stark contrast to his Klingon 
regalia. 

Eugene coughed. 
“How did you get yourself a place like this, Scott?” asked Melody. “It’s amazing.” 
Scott blushed, fumbling with the remote control. “It’s a pretty affordable deal, 

actually. And my company’s good to me, I guess.” 
“Plus he supplements his income by selling buttsex on Church Street.” 
“Shut up, Aaron.” 
“Don’t deny it, streetwalker. I’ve seen how you work those glutes.” 
They hushed one another as the screen dipped to black to begin the second part 

of a cliffhanger, opening with a review of last week’s drama—the return of the Borg 
Queen, the kidnapping of Seven of Nine, the reedy vibrato of Captain Janeway 
declaring her fearless commitment to the poor drone’s rescue against all odds... 

Eugene and Melody reached into the pretzel bowl at the same time and their 
hands touched, which caused Eugene to knock over the bowl, scattering pretzels across 
the carpet. “Oh crap, I’m sorry,” he mumbled, dropping to his knees to pick up the 
mess. 

“Dude,” said Lansing, “relax.” 
This was easy for Lansing to say because he was seated as far away from Melody 

as possible. He could, with minimal effort, pretend she wasn’t there at all. 
During a commercial break she got up to use the washroom, and the second the 

door closed the boys found themselves in a huddle. “Holy shit!” whispered Scott. “How 
did we somehow find ourselves in the company of the hottest girl in the world?” 

Aaron shrugged. “She could stand to lose some weight.” 
Scott raised his brow critically. “So could you.” 
“Do you think she’s into me?” asked Eugene, his forehead wrinkled with worry. 

“I’m trying not to say much so I don’t ruin it by saying the wrong thing.” 
Scott groaned. “I don’t think she’s into anyone. She’s just lonely.” 
Lansing was sceptical. “Hot girls don’t get lonely, dude.” 
“Yeah, that’s bullshit,” said Eugene. “I mean, she’s being really nice to me. I don’t 

think that’s coincidence.” 
“Coincident with what?” frowned Aaron. 
“Just because a girl is nice to you does not mean she’s into you, Eugene. It may just 

mean she’s friendly. You know—friendly? How people act when they want friends?” 
“There is no word in Klingon for such behaviour,” claimed Aaron. 
“She said I was cute,” argued Eugene, biting his lip and wringing his hands. 
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“That’s cute as in pathetic, you fool.” 
“Shut up, Aaron.” 
Scott waved his hands for order, shaking his head. “Girls are human beings, just 

like us. Everything they say and do is not predicated on how it relates to your penis. 
They get lonely, they act friendly, they compliment people—it’s normal.” 

“But how do we know for sure?” asked Eugene. 
“When the show comes back on try to cop a feel,” suggested Aaron. 
Eugene’s eyes went wide, then he shoved his inhaler in his mouth and took a hard 

hit. The boys slowly turned around to see Melody standing right behind them, one hand 
on her hip. “I don’t mean to interrupt y’all,” she said, a wry little smile playing over her 
lips. 

“We were just, uh, joking around,” stammered Scott, breaking out in a sweat. 
“I couldn’t find the light in the bathroom,” she said. 
“Here, I’ll show you.” 
As soon as Scott and Melody disappeared around the corner Eugene and Lansing 

started punching Aaron in the shoulder, repeatedly hissing, “You Klingon bastard!” 
When Scott returned Aaron was rubbing his arm ruefully. 

“You do realize her naked ass is touching your toilet seat, right now, as we speak,” 
Aaron said to Scott. “Got wood?” 

Scott ignored him. “Listen, if she is into Eugene the least we can do is try not to 
screw it up for him, right? Let’s get a grip, guys. Try to act like regular people if that’s at 
all possible. I know that’s a stretch for you, Aaron, but just try, okay? For Eugene’s sake: 
try.” 

Aaron farted ponderously. “What’s in it for me?” 
“We’ll keep being your friends.” 
“I’m not convinced. Can you sweeten that deal?” 
“No.” 
They stared at each other for a moment, then Aaron began to nod. “Oh, alright,” 

he conceded, ruffling Eugene’s hair. “If it’s for the little guy.” 
“I’m not little,” grumbled Eugene, brushing his hair back into place frantically 

with his hand, inadvertently covering his scalp with pretzel salt. “I’m just skinny. And 
I’m going to start working out soon. You know, build up some muscle mass.” 

“You will be so sexy.” 
“Shut up, Aaron.” 
Melody returned as the commercials ended and squeezed herself back onto the 

couch between Eugene and Aaron. Scott took drink orders, offering cans of pop or 
beer—Jolt, Dr. Pepper or Heineken. At Melody’s request he mixed up a gin and tonic 
for her, and then one for himself. Eugene looked at his can of Jolt sadly, suddenly 
feeling like a kid at an adult party. “Maybe I’ll take one, too, instead,” he said. “Um, 
Scott.” 

“Whenever you drink, you barf,” warned Aaron. 
“I’m not going to barf.” 
“Well, it’s Scott’s carpet.” 
“Of course you can have a gin and tonic, Eugene. Anyone else?” 
Lansing shook his head. Aaron didn’t answer, eyes glued to the screen. “Keep it 

down,” he muttered. The episode wound to a climactic but familiar conclusion, the 
starship Voyager cruising off into space beneath the producers’ credits, all members of 
her crew restored thanks to some strategic sub-atomic emissions from the warp drive. 

The boys then debated the relative beauty of various starships, with Eugene 
coming down in favour of Voyager while Aaron argued that it looked like a “space fish.” 
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Scott, as usual, insisted that the pinnacle of starship design came with the Galaxy class 
1701-D, while Lansing shook his head and chuckled sceptically. “From fish to whale,” 
he weighed in. 

Melody listened to rapt interest but contributed little. She sipped her drink and 
crossed her legs, watching each speaker attentively as they argued, giggling at their jokes 
and barbs. Finally, in a lull, she said, “I know you guys are really into the ships and stuff, 
but for me what makes Trek compelling are the characters.” 

“Oh yeah,” agreed everyone quickly. “Totally.” 
“Take Seven of Nine, for example,” she continued. “She’s my favourite. She’s 

such an interesting mix of human and non-human, but very different from, say, Spock’s 
mix or Data’s mix. She’s out of her element and she wants to learn, but she has her own 
way of doing things and she’s not going to change who she is.” 

“I think she’s like a metaphor for the struggle of immigrants,” said Eugene. 
“Or lesbians,” added Aaron. 
“Well, I’m an immigrant but I’m not a lesbian,” laughed Melody. 
“That’s good,” said Eugene. 
Melody laughed again. “Is it?” 
“Um,” said Eugene. 
“I for one think you’re integrating into Canadian culture very smoothly,” said 

Scott boisterously. He raised his half-drained gin and tonic. “A toast—to Melody’s new 
life here in the country of real Trekkers.” 

They tinked glasses to cans and drank. “Cheers!” 
Aaron bellowed, “ReH nay’meylIjyIn Dujablu’ja!” and then crushed his empty can of 

Dr. Pepper against his leather armour. 
Eugene drained his glass, paused, and then got up and ran to the washroom. A 

moment later came the sound of enthusiastic retching. “Oh, crap,” sighed Scott. 
“I told you!” cried Aaron. 
“At least he made it to the washroom this time,” said Lansing. 
“I’d better go see if he’s okay,” Scott said, getting up from his armchair. Melody 

followed him. 
Scott knocked. Eugene’s muffled voice sounded after a moment: “Don’t open the 

door.” 
“Why?” 
“I don’t want Melody to see me like this.” 
“Are you covered in barf or something?” 
“No,” called Eugene. “...I just feel stupid.” 
Melody sidled up next to Scott and put her face near the door. “Don’t feel stupid, 

Eugene. We just want to help. Are you okay?” 
“I’m cool,” claimed Eugene, and then he noisily threw up again. 
Scott worked to maintain his focus despite the awareness of Melody’s sweet, warm 

breath on his neck. “Can we get you anything, man? Water, a towel, Tylenol?” 
“I’ll be out in a minute.” 
Back in the livingroom Aaron and Lansing were watching The Simpsons, snickering 

as Homer was ludicrously injured. When Scott and Melody walked in Aaron said, “So is 
pukey catching a lift home with us or what?” 

More noises of digestive distress sounded from the washroom. “Or what, I think,” 
said Scott. “You guys can get going. I’ll call a cab for him when he settles.” 

Lansing tossed his empty pop can into the blue bin and picked up his parka. 
Aaron wrestled himself into his coat and felt around until he found his keys. He looked 
up. “Am I giving her a lift, too?” 
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Scott looked to Melody. She shook her head. “I’m going to stay on to make sure 
poor Eugene’s okay...so long as Scott doesn’t mind playing host a while longer, that is.” 

“Of course I don’t mind,” said Scott. 
Aaron looked back and forth between the two of them for a long moment, then 

shrugged, wandered over to the door and shoved his feet into his boots without tying 
them. “Let’s go, asswad,” he called over his shoulder to Lansing as he opened the door 
and stepped out. 

“He’s a charmer,” noted Melody, smiling wrily. 
“Live long and prosper,” said Lansing, waving. He turned and scurried out after 

the grumpy Klingon. The door sighed closed as their footfalls thudded away down the 
corridor. 

When Eugene came out of the washroom looking pale and forlorn, Scott escorted 
him into the bedroom and ordered him to lie down until he felt less dizzy. He put a 
plastic bowl and a glass of water on the nightstand and then quietly pulled the door 
shut. 

Eugene slept fitfully for an hour and then sat up in the dark bedroom and 
struggled to remember where he was. All he could see were the numbers on Scott’s 
clock-radio skewed and refracted through the glass of water. He picked up and glass and 
drained it, then spat some of it out as he noticed the time: it was past midnight and he 
had to get up for work tomorrow. “Shit, shit, shit,” said Eugene, rubbing his temples. 

He got out of bed and banged into the dresser, then moved slowly along the wall, 
feeling out with his hands until he discovered the doorknob. He released himself into 
the dark, silent apartment. 

The television was still on but it was muted. David Letterman was going through 
his Top 10 list. 

Eugene figured Scott had fallen asleep on the couch and when he peeked over he 
did indeed see an irregular human mass in the shadows. As quietly as he could he stole 
by to collect his parka and lace up his boots. He decided he should say thanks to Scott 
before disappearing, so he crept over to the couch and searched the darkness for a 
shoulder to gently shake. “Scott?” he whispered. “You awake, man?” 

A sort of wet, smacking sound came from the mass on the couch. Eugene 
furrowed his brow. Then the mass groaned. 

“Scott?” 
Eugene opened his mobile to shed a little light from its glowing blue screen just as 

a pillow dropped aside and Melody sat up, her long auburn hair in disarray. Without 
conscious effort Eugene tilted the phone down and cast the dim blue light lower, 
revealing her swaying bare breasts, beauty-marked and plump. 

“Oh my God!” said Eugene, dropping the phone. 
“Eugene!” cried Melody, pulling a pillow over her chest. 
“Eugene?” echoed Scott, sitting up suddenly from the opposite end of the couch 

and then, mid-flail, falling off of it onto the carpet. He wasn’t wearing any pants, his 
pale bum faintly blue from the dropped mobile’s light. “Shit!” said Scott. 

“What the fuck?” gasped Eugene. “Scott—what the fuck?” 
“Um, you fell asleep,” muttered Scott. 
Eugene knelt down, scooped up his phone, then turned on heel and starting 

walking to the door. “Eugene, hey—wait—don’t go,” Scott called, stumbling to his feet. 
“Eugene, man—come on.” 

Eugene threw open the door to the corridor and paused, Scott blinking against the 
influx of light. Eugene turned calmly and looked into his friend’s face with an 
expression of bilious contempt. “From Hell’s heart, I stab at thee,” he hissed icily. “For 
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hate’s sake, I spit my last breath at thee.” 
“What?” stammered Scott, one hand cupped over his genitals. 
Eugene walked out and slammed the door in his face. 
 
4. 
Spring executed. The slush turned to rain, and then the sun came out and dried up 

all the rain. 
Lansing, Aaron and Eugene wandered down sunny, gum-stained College Street, 

popping in and out of cramped Chinese shops chocked with bins of low-priced 
computer components as they sipped tall coffees and argued about which Linux 
distribution was the least user-friendly to install. 

“Slackware,” claimed Aaron, “is the mark of a man. You sweat trying to wrestle 
that fucker into shape, I swear.” 

Eugene shook his head. “You’re a baby. Slackware installs like butter.” 
“Install, yes—compile without borked dependencies, no.” 
“You’re retarded.” 
“I think I’m going to go with Debian,” said Lansing thoughtfully. 
In the next shop Lansing bought a graphics card for the machine he was building 

and was almost ripped off before Aaron slipped it out of the box, scrutinized the 
components on the circuit board, and then complained that it carried only half the 
promised onboard memory. “Oh so sorry I make mistake,” said the proprietor, quickly 
swapping the box for another. 

“Yeah, same mistake every chinsy crook on this strip makes,” mumbled Aaron, 
examining the new card. “You guys are sharks.” 

The proprietor frowned. “You call me chinky?” 
“No, chinsy. It means cheap. It means you’re a grifter.” 
“Ah okay, ha ha,” chuckled the proprietor. “I give no gifts, I am a business man. 

Nothing for free, hey? Ha ha ha.” 
Aaron rolled his eyes. Lansing slapped his cash on the counter, replaced the 

graphics card into its box and slid it into his already strained plastic bag of hardware 
goodies. “Let’s go to Active Surplus next,” he said. 

“No no Active Surplus—I have everything they have there here,” gushed the 
proprietor. “You buy from me I give good deal, okay? I have what they have but better, 
and less expensive.” 

“No thanks,” said Aaron, leading the way out of the dark little store. Eugene and 
Lansing followed, squinting against the sunlight. 

The boys were dressed in their civvies: T-shirts and Dockers, button-down shirts 
open and billowing in a warm breeze that smelled like soil. They tucked down 
sunglasses that were the wrong shape for their faces, adjusting the positioning by 
making their noses squirm. They wore bright white sneakers and had electronic devices 
hanging from their belts. 

“I’ve started working out,” said Eugene, palpitating his own stick-like bicep. “Can 
you tell yet?” 

“Maybe,” said Lansing supportively. 
“No,” said Aaron. 
Active Surplus Electronics was crowded, clusters of geeks hovering over every bin 

and quizzing or debating one another on form, function and price. The three friends 
pushed in from Queen Street’s glare and shoved their sunglasses up on their foreheads, 
making their hair stick up goofily. They wormed their way between the aisles in search 
of an Ethernet interface and cabling for Lansing’s new machine, stopping to cluck over 
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the piles of discount parts and drawers of shiny, tiny sub-components suitable for self-
soldering by the geek’s geek. 

Lansing turned to say something to Eugene but stopped short as Eugene spun on 
heel and suddenly squirmed away, disappearing hurriedly around the end of the aisle. 
Lansing raised his brow curiously. “Eugene?” 

Someone tapped him the shoulder. Lansing turned. “Scott!” he exclaimed. 
“Look what the cat dragged in,” declared Aaron. 
“Hey guys,” said Scott sheepishly. 
Lansing hovered, feeling awkward. “Um, how’ve you been, dude?” 
“We’re fine, we’re good,” said Scott. 
“We?” echoed Lansing. 
“Are you a Borg now?” asked Aaron. 
“I mean me and Melody,” explained Scott, gesturing to the next aisle where 

Melody was browsing through the bins carrying a glossy tangerine iBook by its plastic 
handle. “Uh, we’re just looking for parts to mod her new laptop,” concluded Scott 
lamely. 

“You bought her an iBook now?” said Aaron, shaking his head. “Tell me, Scott, 
what is it like being a woman’s bitch?” 

Scott started to say something that started with “shut” but stopped. Instead he 
said, “Look man, her job kind of fell through and we were always fighting over who got 
to use my G3, so it just made sense.” 

“Is she living at your place?” 
“We live together, yes.” 
“She paying you rent?” 
“That’s none of your business. Come on. Why do you always have to be such an 

asshole, Aaron?” 
Aaron snorted. “I’m the asshole? You’re the dick who dropped all his friends to 

be full-time salt vampire feed.” 
Scott groaned. “I haven’t dropped anyone—” 
“You didn’t even show up for my big season finale TiVo party,” accused Aaron. 
Scott blinked. “What’s TiVo?” 
Aaron looked sideways at Lansing. “You see, Lansing? A guy gets sucked into 

pussy-space and he loses his edge. He’s totally out of it. His finger is so far from the 
pulse of technology that he doesn’t even know what TiVo is.” He shook his head and 
smirked. “It might be a lost cause, but I have to try...” 

Scott flinched as Aaron reached over and placed his fingers splayed out on the 
side of Scott’s face, then leaned in and whispered, “Remember.” 

Scott knocked Aaron’s arm away, irritated. “Give me a break, man. I’ve got a lot 
of shit going on right now.” 

“You know who you sound like?” asked Aaron belligerently. “You sound just like 
fucking Henry, man. And you know what happened to him: he got womaned to death.” 

“Henry was robbed,” argued Scott. “That didn’t happen to him just because he had 
a girlfriend.” 

“The only difference between Henry and you is that you’re enjoying being sucked 
dry.” 

Scott pinched the bridge his nose, closing his eyes for a moment. “Guys, we’ve 
been friends for years. I feel badly that you’re upset, and I want to make it up to you. 
Let’s not fight.” 

“You’re no friend of mine, foul taHqeq,” spat Aaron. He turned around and 
escaped the aisle, heading over to Eugene. 
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Scott looked at Lansing sadly. “Is that how you feel, too?” 
Lansing shook his head. “Whatever, dude. We’ve missed you. Aaron’s just kind of 

bitter and Eugene...well, truthfully, Eugene hates your guts. He’s hurt.” 
“I know, I know...” mumbled Scott. 
Lansing put a hand on Scott’s shoulder. “I know you didn’t mean to piss 

everybody off,” he said. “It’s not the same without you. Aaron keeps getting into 
trouble because you’re not there to tell him to shut up.” Lansing cleared his throat 
awkwardly and looked down, saying, “Scott, dude, you have to know—I have been, and 
ever shall be, your friend.” 

Scott rubbed his eyes. “Thanks, man,” he said quietly. 
“Why don’t you come to the Buffalo convention with us next week?” 
“Oh, I don’t know...” 
Lansing fidgeted, casting a quick glance over at Melody’s turned back. “You can 

bring her. It’ll be okay.” 
“I’ll ask her,” promised Scott. “Look, I should probably get going.” 
“Yeah.” 
“I’m glad we bumped into each other.” 
“Yeah.” 
“I’ll mail you about Buffalo.” 
“Cool.” 
Lansing watched as Scott dipped out of the aisle and walked up beside Melody. 

She looked over at Lansing and waved, so Lansing waved back timidly. She smiled 
which made it hard for Lansing to ignore her beauty, so he looked away. Scott took up 
her hand and they left the store together, the tangerine iBook swinging at her side, her 
waggling bum a siren call to every set of eyes in the place. 

When Lansing turned around Aaron and Eugene were close by again, the latter’s 
face brooding and pinched. Aaron was shaking his head. “What did the traitor have to 
say?” he grunted. 

“He might come with us to Buffalo,” said Lansing. 
“Oh yeah? Is he taking the bus?” 
“Um, no. We’d go in your car, like always.” 
“Is that a fact? I’m so glad you’re here to volunteer my services to our enemies.” 
“Don’t be like that, Aaron. Scott’s not our enemy and you know it.” 
Eugene grimaced. “I’m not coming to Buffalo, then. Fuck that. I’m not riding with 

that dickweed.” 
Lansing sighed, his shoulders dropping. “Eugene, stop it, seriously. I know Scott 

pissed you off but you’ve got to take a moment to remember this is the same Scott who 
pulled you out of that dumpster at the semi-formal. Remember? This is the same Scott 
who took a punch in the face for you after you spilled your lunch on Trowhill in the caf 
that time. This is the same Scott who—” 

“Enough, enough!” said Eugene, holding up his hands. “I don’t want to hear you 
defend him. I don’t trust Scott, and I never will. I can never forgive him for stealing my 
girl.” 

Lansing’s eyes popped open wide with incredulity. “Are you joking? Eugene, 
you’re crazy. She wasn’t your girl—you just thought she was into you when she was actually 
into Scott the whole time. Get over it! I’ve been listening to you complain for two 
months and, seriously dude, it’s got to stop.” 

Aaron said, “Lansing, why are you grinding him down for sticking to his 
principles? You know as well as I do that Scott crossed a line. He sucker-punched his 
friend in the balls so he could be a cunt-slave. That’s not friendship. Scott has no 



 

   127 

honour.” 
“Yeah,” agreed Eugene, jaw tight. 
Lansing looked at them both, his eyes riveted despite being continuously jostled as 

people tried to squeeze past him in the narrow aisle. “Fine,” he declared at last. “You 
losers do whatever you want. I guess I’ll take the bus with Scott.” 

He pushed by his friends and left the shop, hurrying aimlessly along Queen past 
punks and skaters, buskers and madmen. He didn’t care that he hadn’t bought an 
Ethernet interface. He didn’t care if he never spoke to Eugene and Aaron again. 

A few blocks later Lansing bought a hot dog and a ginger ale. He sat on the curb 
beside a sidewalk chalking artist who was outlining a large square illustration of lovers 
kissing under a full moon. 

By the time he had finished his hot dog he felt like a heel. He flipped open his 
phone. “Aaron,” he said. The phone dialed. 

“What?” crackled Aaron’s voice. 
“I’m sorry I freaked out,” said Lansing. “I don’t want you guys to be mad at me. 

You’re...you’re like my only friends.” 
“Oh, I thought Scott was your big gayness friend now.” 
“Come on, dude. We shouldn’t let that shit come between us. If Scott wants to 

disappear into girl-world, that’s whatever—we can’t let that fuck up our friendship, 
too.” 

There was a long pause, the receiver muffled by Aaron’s pudgy palm. At last 
Aaron returned, saying, “Eugene’s a pussy so he wants to forgive you. I don’t forgive 
you, but I’ll let you hang around me anyway because my Klingon heart has been tainted 
by human ways.” 

“That’s, uh, real big of you, dude.” 
“Meet us at Seven West. We’re getting beers.” 
“Okay. Lansing out.” 
Seven West was crowded. Seven West was always crowded. Lansing wormed past 

people much cooler than himself with downcast eyes until he found the dark, corner 
table where Aaron and Eugene sat hunched over their pints. Speakers hidden in the fake 
plants played an unspeakably glib pop song. 

“Hey,” called Lansing, sitting down. 
Aaron nodded to him and said, “Eugene and I have been talking, and we think 

maybe it’d be alright if Scott came to Buffalo.” 
“Really?” said Lansing. “How come?” 
“I’ve decided I don’t even care anymore,” said Eugene. “Like, why should I? If 

Scott’s a backstabbing dick then he’s a backstabbing dick. At least I know now. And 
besides, I’ve pretty much got my own girlfriend.” 

Lansing blinked. “You do?” 
“Yeah, Cassie-Ten.” 
Aaron rolled his eyes. “You mean that guy you talk to on IRC?” 
“She’s not a guy,” snapped Eugene. 
“So why won’t she send you her pic?” asked Aaron sceptically. 
“I already told you, it’s because she’s embarrassed about her weight.” 
“Or her penis.” 
“Shut up, Aaron.” 
Lansing ordered a pint of Creemore and when it arrived he spent a moment 

swirling his finger around in the thick cap of foam riding on the surface. “So, 
hypothetically, what if Scott did come, and he wanted to bring her along, too?” 

He looked up, brow open. 
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Aaron was glaring at him. Eugene’s expression was blank and robotic. Lansing 
tried to smile, faltered, and then hid behind his beer as he took a swig. “Hypothetically,” 
he repeated, putting the glass down on the table again. 

Aaron sipped his own beer thoughtfully. “So, what you’re telling us is that you, 
Lansing Mississauga, are hoping that if you’re nice enough to Scott he’ll let you touch 
Melody’s boobs or something?” 

“Not at all! Jesus, Aaron. What’s wrong with you?” 
“Cassie-Ten says she has pretty big ones,” opined Eugene. 
“Yeah, man boobs.” 
“Shut up.” 
Lansing closed his eyes and ran his fingers through his hair. He sighed. “Dudes, 

Scott is my friend. I don’t want to never talk to him again just because he did something 
stupid. So he’s hypnotized by a girl, so what?” 

“She’s going to bankrupt him. She’s a predator,” said Aaron. 
“Again, so what? Let’s say she did screw him over. Doesn’t that just mean that 

Scott’ll eventually realize how dumb he was being and apologize to us?” 
Aaron smirked. “Will he buy us iBooks?” 
“I don’t want an iBook,” said Eugene. “Macs suck.” 
Lansing shook his head morosely and took another pull of beer. “If you guys are 

just going to act retarded...” 
“No no,” said Aaron. “Seriously, we won’t. Right, Eugene? We can handle it. 

We’re big boys. Who gives a shit if Scott wants to bring his slut along?” 
Lansing winced. “Do you think you can avoid calling her that when she’s around?” 
“Only if she fucks me.” 
“Wouldn’t that just reinforce the assessment?” 
“Maybe, but then I wouldn’t care anymore.” 
“You’re a class act.” 
“You can touch me for a dollar.” 
“I don’t want to touch you, dude.” 
“Are you sure? The peasants say it’s a blessing.” 
“What peasants?” 
“Like Eugene and shit.” 
“I don’t want to touch you either, man.” 
“Ghay’cha’,” swore Aaron. “My kingdom for a holodeck.” 
 
5. 
Aaron coasted his green Jetta to a shuddering halt behind the last car in line at the 

American border, then held out his hand and barked, “Your papers, please!” 
Scott and Lansing passed him their birth certificates. Melody fumbled with her 

purse, keeping her card palmed. “I’ll just hand it over myself,” she said, unrolling her 
window and admitting a pungent breeze flavoured by automotive exhaust. 

“Older than you look, huh?” 
“Shut up, Aaron,” said Scott wearily. 
When they pulled up to the gate the customs officer appraised their identification 

critically, eyes flicking up to each of their faces with a hard look. “You folks headed for 
the Star Trek convention?” he asked. 

Aaron looked down at his Klingon armour, the plastic ridge along his forehead 
flexing. “Yessir,” he confirmed. 

“Do you have any fruits or vegetables in the vehicle at this time?” 
“Nossir,” replied Aaron crisply. “Eugene stayed home.” 
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“I’m sorry?” 
“He’s just making a joke,” explained Scott. “He’s not very funny, is all.” 
“Huh,” said the customs officer flatly. He handed over the birth certificates, 

stepped smartly back and then waved them through. Aaron popped the Jetta into gear 
and accelerated, dangling the cards over his shoulder blindly. Lansing, Scott and Melody 
each took theirs and tucked them away. 

They trundled along for a while in silence until Lansing said, “This has got to be 
the most boring road-trip in history. Doesn’t anybody have anything to say? Dude! Let’s 
have a conversation or something.” 

“So, Melody...” began Aaron, “are you a spit or swallow girl?” 
Scott punched him in the arm. “Je-sus, Aaron. Were you raised by wolves?” 
“Did you just call me a son of a bitch?” 
“Yeah, I think so. Jesus fuck.” 
“I should kill you where you stand.” 
“I’m sitting.” 
“It’s a figure of speech, cock-knocker. Somebody hand me my bat’leth so I can cut 

down this human baktag.” 
“Keep your eyes on the road, dude,” said Lansing. 
Melody snickered and exchanged a glance with Scott in the front seat. Scott took a 

deep, frustrated breath and turned his gaze out the window. Lansing shrugged 
apologetically at her. She smiled, then leaned forward toward Aaron’s seat and said into 
his ear, “I swallow.” 

Aaron nearly swerved out of his lane, causing nearby cars to honk in alarm. 
Everyone laughed except Aaron. “Don’t distract the driver!” he bellowed angrily. 

Melody smirked. “Don’t ask if you don’t want to know.” 
“Got wood?” teased Scott, tittering. 
“Shut the fuck up, man,” grumbled Aaron. “We almost died.” 
Scott did a passable imitation of Aaron as he said, “Perhaps today is a good day to 

die!” 
“Seriously, though. Don’t.” 
They eventually wound into Buffalo, cruising through the clone-stamp suburbs 

and into a decaying urban core dotted by the garish hope of big box retail. Aaron pulled 
onto Walden and ordered everyone to keep their eyes peeled for any sign of the hotel. 
“There it is!” cried Lansing, pointing. “Sheraton off the starboard bow, my lord.” 

They parked underground and filed upstairs through an echoey concrete well. 
Nobody said much while they waited in the registration line. Aaron gave Lansing a 
significant look, however, when Scott handed over his credit card to pay admission for 
both himself and Melody. Aaron silently mouthed, “Freeloader.” 

Once inside they carefully straightened their costumes: Aaron as a Klingon 
warrior, Scott in his Deep Space Nine command jumpsuit, Lansing done up like Spock, 
and Melody in her svelte Seven of Nine outfit. 

“I’m totally getting Shatner’s autograph this time,” swore Lansing. “Come hell or 
high water.” 

“Good luck, Commander,” nodded Scott. “Make it so.” 
“Do you guys want to meet back here for lunch?” asked Melody. 
“Sure,” said Lansing. 
“Nah,” said Aaron. “You kids go do your thing. I’ll see you later. Call me on my 

cell when you’re ready to leave.” 
Aaron turned his back abruptly. Scott, Melody and Lansing watched him lumber 

away. “Is Aaron always grumpy?” asked Melody. 
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Scott and Lansing nodded. 
“Why do y’all stay friends with him?” 
Scott and Lansing looked at one another and shrugged. Scott said, “We’ve known 

him since middle school.” 
“You do realize he’s gay, don’t you?” 
Lansing blinked. “What?” 
Melody bit her lip. “You couldn’t tell?” she said. “He’s in love with Scott. It’s so 

obvious. That’s why he’s such a jerk to me.” 
Scott frowned sceptically. “Truthfully, babe, he’s a jerk to everyone.” 
Melody did not look convinced. “Trust me,” she said seriously. 
An hour later Lansing had moved sufficiently forward in the line to see William 

Shatner that he could actually catch the glimpses of the actor’s hair if he pushed himself 
up on his tiptoes. His heart started to beat faster, and the hand holding his cherished 
framed photograph became moist. 

His first moment of crestfall came when he drew near enough to see the sign 
declaring the prices for Shatner’s attention: $70 cash per autograph. Lansing peeled 
through his wallet, doing quick calculations to convert colourful Canadian to American 
greenbacks. “Shit,” he muttered, realizing that if he paid that much he wouldn’t have 
any cash left over for lunch. At least he could put his homeward share of the gas money 
on his credit card. 

The second moment of crestfall came when he drew near enough to overhear 
conversations between fans and handlers at the front of the line: the talent would not be 
signing pre-supplied items, but only copies of publicity photographs on sale at the 
signing counter. 

Lansing looked at his framed picture forlornly. It had been in his bedroom for 
over a decade, and he had always dreamed about how complete he would feel once it 
was signed by Captain Kirk himself. “Shit,” he said again. 

Suddenly depressed he sidestepped out of the line and fled. He wandered out of 
the crowded, noisy ballroom and into the hotel bar, hopping up on a stool and slapping 
his cherished photograph on the counter with a sigh. 

“What can I get for you, Spock?” 
“I’ll have a Heineken, please.” 
“That’s logical. Bottle or can?” 
“Bottle, please.” 
“Sure thing.” 
Lansing handed over his money and then took a hit from the cold green bottle 

morosely. He figured that when he was done he’d seek out an automated bank machine 
that understood Canadian debit cards so he could pull out more cash. The bartender 
was not helpful in this respect, but encouraged him to pester the front desk. 

Lansing sighed, his chin in his hand, and retreated into a daydream about warp 
speed. 

An older woman sat up at the bar next to him and ordered the special: a glass of 
whiskey with blue food colouring in it. “One Romulan ale coming right up,” said the 
bartender, flipping the liquor bottle playfully. 

She accepted her glass and sipped at it. Lansing sipped at his beer, staring over his 
own head in the mirror behind the bar. 

In his peripheral vision he saw that she was wearing a coquettishly short red 
miniskirt as seen in the original Star Trek series, her brown hair done up in an era-
accurate beehive. She saw his eyes move in the mirror and turned toward him. She said, 
“Having a good time, Spock?” 
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Looking in the mirror was like watching a movie, and it took Lansing a slow 
moment before recognizing that he was obliged to respond. 

“Um, sure,” he said, his mouth suddenly dry. When he looked at her more directly 
he was surprised how pretty she was. She must have been forty years old but her skin 
was creamy, her hazel-flecked green eyes bright, her lips drawn into a frank smile. Her 
good looks made Lansing nervous and he averted his eyes, a drop of sweat trickling 
down his torso beneath his blue tunic. 

“Do you come to a lot of these things?” she asked. “Conventions, that is.” 
Lansing shrugged. “I’ve been to a few. I went to the San Francisco convention last 

year, and the Toronto one in February. What about you?” 
“Sure,” she said breezily. “Been coming for years. I’ve been a fan since TOS.” 
“Wow.” 
“Did you see Brent Spiner speak this morning? He’s hilarious.” 
“No, I’ve been lined up to get Shatner’s autograph since I got here.” 
The woman glanced over at the framed photograph on the bar. “This?” 
Lansing shook his head. “I don’t know if I can afford it. Apparently you have to 

buy one of the photos on sale there or he won’t sign it. I think it’s kind of a scam, if you 
ask me.” 

“Oh,” she said, “I’m sure Bill would bend the rules for you. It looks like this 
picture’s pretty special to you.” 

Lansing blushed. “It’s just Star Trek. It doesn’t really matter.” 
The woman gave him a look. “Hey, think about who you’re talking to here. I’m a 

grown woman in a Star Trek uniform. And I think it matters if it matters to you.” 
“I didn’t mean to offend you.” 
“You didn’t,” she replied quickly. “I’m saying it’s a matter of perspective. It’s just 

Star Trek but Star Trek can be a vehicle for our dreams. That matters, doesn’t it?” 
“Sure.” 
“So don’t sell yourself short. If it matters to you, it matters. Does it matter? Do 

you care?” 
Lansing smiled. “I care.” 
“Well then,” said the pretty lady, “I say we march right back there and get him to 

see the light.” 
Lansing chuckled but from the expression on her face it was apparent that she was 

quite serious. “Um,” he said. 
She tossed back the end of her drink, stood up and held out her hand to him. 

“Come on, Spock,” she said, her smile creasing fine lines around her eyes. 
Lansing looked at his half-full beer and then back at the lady. He dropped off his 

stool, hesitated, and then took her hand. It was strong and warm. He picked up the 
framed picture and tucked it under his arm. “Okay,” he said breathlessly. “Let’s do it.” 

They swung their entwined hands like schoolkids as they strolled purposefully into 
the ballroom. She tugged him away from joining the end of the line, navigating right up 
to the side of the signing counter. Lansing’s breath caught in his throat as they hovered 
at Shatner’s elbow, ignoring the two handlers who were rushing over to them with 
frowns on their faces. 

“I just wanted to say that you’re awesome,” said a fan as Shatner signed a 
photograph with a flourish. “Thank you so much.” 

“Thank you,” he said with a jolly chuckle, then glanced up at Lansing and his new 
friend. “Why, hello,” he said. “It’s you!” 

The lady in the red miniskirt smiled. “Hi, Bill.” 
Lansing opened his mouth but no sound came out. It occurred to him with 
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strangely mixed feelings that Captain Kirk smelled like Polo after-shave. 
“You’re everywhere, aren’t you?” continued Shatner as he put down his pen and 

massaged his signing hand. 
“I’m hoping you can do me a favour.” 
“Name it.” 
“My friend here would like to get a signing, but he’s brought his own picture. I 

know it’s against the rules but it would mean a lot.” 
The handlers hesitated, watching Shatner consider. “I’d be happy to,” he said. 

“What’s your name, son?” 
“Lansing,” croaked Lansing. 
Shatner held out his hand for the framed picture and when Lansing didn’t budge 

his new friend pried it out from under his arm and passed it over. Shatner flexed his 
fingers, picked up the pen and dashed his name across the bottom. “There you go, 
Lance. Enjoy!” 

Lansing looked down and started fumbling at his wallet. 
“Forget about it,” said Shatner, waving dismissively. “It’s a favour.” 
“Thank you,” whispered Lansing, taking the picture with shaking hands and then 

standing there with a goofy grin on his face. 
“Thanks, Bill,” said the lady. She took a hold of Lansing and hauled him away, his 

feet struggling to catch up. 
“Holy crap,” gasped Lansing. “You know Shatner? Like, personally?” 
“Like I said, I go to a lot of conventions.” 
“Holy crap.” 
She laughed. “So, what do you want to do now?” 
“Um, I was going to see the Enterprise model. I’m, uh, building my own virtual 

version and I want to take some notes on colour detailing. The ship’s been repainted 
since the last time I saw her.” 

“Great,” said the lady. “Let’s go.” 
Lansing didn’t have time to question it. They were on their way. Inside he nursed a 

giddy patch, allowing himself to fantasize that some lonely woman attracted to brains 
had come to scoop him up and rescue him as Scott had been. He was determined not to 
pull a Eugene, however, and thus kept himself grounded with a mental mantra of “she’s 
just friendly, gender is irrelevant, she’s just friendly, gender is irrelevant...” 

And then there they were standing before it, the actual USS Enterprise built for 
Robert Wise’s Star Trek: The Motion Picture in 1978, a carefully engineered refit of the 
ship from the original series designed to bring an added level of industrial realism to the 
model. The spotlights hanging above winked highlights across the pearlescent plating of 
the hull as Lansing circumnavigated the display with reverence. 

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” he said. “They never managed to produce anything this 
elegant ever again.” 

The lady smiled. “It’s a work of art.” 
“Notice how clean the surface is—it’s not cluttered with a bunch of pointless 

gizmos like the later ships. It looks like the space shuttle. It looks like something people 
could really travel in.” 

“That’s what it’s all about, isn’t it?” she said. “It’s about being able to imagine that 
you’re there. Out there, I mean. In actual space.” 

“Yeah,” agreed Lansing emphatically. “That is what it’s all about.” 
His gaze traced along the sweep of the narrow pylons supporting the warp 

nacelles, lingered on the tiny round decals outlining the shuttle ports, admired the 
miniature floodlights that served to illuminate the ship’s registry. “The Motion Picture,” he 
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continued, “for all its flaws, was the only movie that actually enhanced the credibility of 
the Trek universe. Do you know what I mean? Everything after that was just a little 
more cartoon than it needed to be.” 

She pulled a disposable camera out of her bag and snapped a picture. 
Lansing took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then slipped a little notebook out 

of his pocket and jotted down some notes as he studied the shade of tan applied around 
the manoeuvring thrusters. He tucked the notebook away again and looked up. 

“Do you want to get some lunch?” the lady asked. 
“Yeah,” he said. “That would be nice.” 
In the commissary they found Scott and Melody sitting beneath a banner 

advertising the space as 10 Forward Buffalo. It was loud with babble, the various subjects 
covering all branches of the Star Trek panoply. “Lansing!” called Scott, waving them 
over to the table. 

“Are those your friends?” asked the lady, holding Lansing’s elbow. 
“Yeah, that’s Scott and Melody,” said Lansing as he dodged a duo of irritable 

Ferengi. “I don’t know where Aaron got to.” 
Melody narrowed her eyes at the newcomer suspiciously. “Who’s this?” she asked, 

her voice bright. 
“Oh, uh, this is my new friend. She helped me get Shatner’s autograph,” said 

Lansing, holding out the framed picture for their appraisal. 
Scott examined the picture, grinning. “You finally got it, man; congratulations!” 

Then he turned and offered his hand to shake. “Nice to meet you. I’m Scott, and this is 
Melody.” 

“Hi Melody.” 
“Hi.” 
“Your costumes are great. Do you mind if I get a picture?” 
“For sure,” said Scott, standing quickly. He shuffled around the edge of the table 

and lined up beside Lansing. “Come on, babe,” he called to Melody. “We don’t have 
any pictures of us together. Do you think we could get a copy?” 

“Definitely.” 
Melody dawdled over her club sandwich. “I don’t really like having my picture 

taken.” 
“Don’t be shy—that’s a fabulous Seven of Nine costume.” 
“I’m not photogenic. I always look dreadful in pictures.” 
“Pretty thing like you? I don’t believe it for an instant. Come on, stand up now.” 
Scott dragged Melody to her feet and put his arm around her waist as he turned 

toward the camera and grinned. Lansing held up his signed picture. Just as the lady’s 
finger moved down toward the contact Melody buried her face in Scott’s neck to kiss 
him. The flash flashed, the camera clicked. 

“Oh poo,” said Melody. “Did I do that at just the wrong time?” 
Before an answer could come she broke formation and sat down again, pulling 

Scott with her. “Are you from around here?” asked Scott, biting into a pickle. 
“Can I put my purse here?” asked the lady, slipping it off her shoulder and kicking 

it over next to Scott’s satchel. She sat down and raised her brow. “Where are you guys 
from?” 

“Toronto,” said Lansing, taking a seat beside her. 
“Me too! Isn’t that funny?” 
“It’s a Canuck party,” agreed Scott, smiling. “Er—I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your 

name...” 
Lansing flushed, suddenly embarrassed. How did he neglect to even ask her name? 
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He wished for just one tenth of Scott’s social skills, his easy ability to make people feel 
welcome. 

The lady crossed her long legs beneath her short skirt. “Sandy,” she replied 
breezily. “You can call me Sandy.” 

 
6. 
It started on a lazy Sunday. 
Lansing woke up late and from his bed called out various pronunciations of the 

word “coffee” until the speech recognition software in his bedside PC finally decided to 
play along and trip the switch on the coffee machine. A few moments later the smell of 
warm brew wafted in from the kitchen. 

“Radio,” he called next, and then, “Ra-di-o!” The CBC clicked on: a concert of 
chamber music. 

Lansing slipped out of bed and pulled on a robe with a faded Starfleet insignia on 
the lapel. It smelled a little bit like damp towels so he contemplated doing laundry. He 
pulled at the shade until it rolled up, admitting a bright shaft of springtime sunshine that 
illuminated a constellation of dust motes roiling slowly through the air. 

He prepared his coffee and wandered into the livingroom, slapping at spacebars to 
awaken his machines. An overnight render of the Enterprise filled his largest monitor and 
he squinted at the latest tweaks critically, frowning over some geometric artifacting 
where two sets of facets were fused along the midline of the engineering hull. 

“Goddamn non-rational B-splines,” muttered Lansing. 
He stretched and yawned, then stood over the toilet and peed while he thought 

about different ways to define the curves that were giving him trouble. As he always did 
when thinking about the project he found himself whistling Jerry Goldsmith’s syrupy 
shiplove theme. 

He was startled out of this musical reverie by a knock at the door. 
Lansing frowned, shaking off his willy. Who would disturb him on a sleepy 

Sunday? The super? 
He washed his hands, tucked his robe closed and crossed the apartment. He put 

his eye up to the spy-glass and saw a wildly distorted image of a brunette with a massive 
nose and tiny little feet. With a shock he recognized Sandy, the attractive older lady 
from the Buffalo convention. 

Lansing opened the door. “Sandy,” he said. “Hi.” 
“I didn’t get you out of bed, did I?” 
“Um, no. I was just, uh...” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t be. Um, come in.” 
He escorted her into the livingroom and cleared a space on the couch, casting 

computer parts and starship blueprints into a pile beside a dead fern. In her civvies 
Sandy made an even sharper impression; she looked just like a legitimate grown-up 
citizen in her blue jeans and red silk shirt, open at the top to showcase a trinket of Star 
Trek jewellery at her breastbone. 

Lansing felt very self-conscious in his natty robe. “Can I get you a coffee?” he 
asked. “I’m just going to run into the bedroom and change.” 

“I like your robe.” 
“Yeah, I’ll just be a sec.” 
“Cream and sugar, please.” 
“Coming right up.” 
He returned a moment later, dressed, carrying a steaming mug shaped like the 
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head of Lieutenant Jadzia Dax. Sandy was leaning over the computer monitor admiring 
the rendering. Lansing tried not to stare at her denim-hugged bum. “So, to what do I 
owe the honour?” he asked, trying to sound suave but failing in several respects 
simultaneously. 

Sandy straightened and turned, accepting the mug. “Thanks. Well, first of all I 
wanted to bring you a copy of those photos I took at Buffalo,” she said, slipping an 
envelope of duplicates from her purse. “I told Scott I would,” she explained. 

“That’s very thoughtful,” said Lansing. He opened the envelope and flipped 
through the pictures, noting absently how in every one Melody always managed to 
appear with her face buried in Scott’s neck or hidden behind a veil of hair. “They’re 
nice,” he added dumbly. 

“Second of all,” continued Sandy, “I just thought you were a nice guy and my 
brunch date cancelled, so I thought you might consider filling in. Do you know The 
Senator?” 

“Uh, yeah,” said Lansing, blinking. “We go there a lot, actually.” 
“Are you hungry?” 
“Sure.” 
“Great,” said Sandy with a bright smile. “I’ll drive.” 
Sandy drove a rust-speckled mustard yellow ’84 Camaro with an engine that 

sounded like a rabid bulldozer. She pushed it hard through the narrow sidestreets, 
slamming it between gears expertly as she dodged meandering Sunday drivers and 
streams of pedestrians. The interior smelled like cigarettes and perfume. 

“You smoke?” asked Lansing conversationally. 
“I shouldn’t,” she told him, barreling around a corner and accelerating down 

Church Street. “Does that bother you?” 
“No,” lied Lansing. 
The Camaro trundled over the curb into a parking lot across from the Pantages 

Theatre, greasy smoke billowing from its shaking tailpipe. She pulled into a spot, 
jammed the brake and killed the engine in one smooth set of motions. “Let’s eat,” she 
declared happily. 

With minor effort Lansing unpeeled his white-knuckled fingers from the edges of 
his seat and hopped out. 

They ordered poached eggs with ham, beans, and Challah toast. Their waiter was a 
chiseled-jaw homosexual with purposeful bed-head and extravagantly loose wrists. 
“Your necklace is fabulous, honey,” he coed to Sandy. “Where’s it from?” 

“Vulcan,” she said. 
“Is that in Italy?” he asked. 
“No, it’s in space.” 
The waiter considered this for a moment, brow furrowed. “I’ll be right back with 

your orange juice,” he promised and sallied off. 
Sandy took a soft package of Camels out of her purse and knocked one free, 

offering it to Lansing. For some reason Lansing took it. She knocked out a second for 
herself and lit it with a stubby pink lighter. Lansing put the cigarette into his mouth 
uncertainly and then jutted his chin forward as she held out the flame. She smiled. “You 
don’t usually smoke, do you, Lansing?” 

Lansing stopped coughing briefly enough to croak, “Just sometimes.” 
“You’re cute,” she said, and then paused when she saw the look on his face. “I’m 

sorry,” she added. “Does that annoy you?” 
“No,” he wheezed, slapping his sternum and grimacing. “No, it’s just that that’s 

what Melody said when she first met us. I mean, she said it to Eugene and then Eugene 
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got a bunch of stupid ideas in his head. It’s nothing. It’s not your fault. It has nothing to 
do with you.” 

“He thought Melody was flirting with him?” 
Lansing nodded, taking another careful experimental pull on the cigarette. 

“Exactly. He’s a spaz about girls.” 
“But maybe I am flirting with you,” said Sandy with a smirk, her elbows on the 

table and her chin in her hands. She blew at a tendril of smoke as it wafted too near her 
face. 

“Um,” said Lansing before launching into another coughing fit. 
“Maybe you should consider the fact that smoking just isn’t for you,” she said, 

plucking the cigarette from his fingers and squinching it out in a black ashtray. “Are you 
okay?” 

Lansing nodded, eyes watering. 
She drew on her own smoke pensively. “Have you ever wondered how hard it 

might be to find a man your own age who doesn’t think you’re a nut-job because you’re 
into Star Trek?” 

Lansing shrugged nervously. “I’m sure you don’t have any trouble with men,” he 
said. “Um, you’re a very attractive woman.” 

“Hey Lansing, are you flirting with me now?” she laughed. 
Lansing blushed. “Um, no—no, no. I’m not some creepy guy who hits on 

anything that moves.” 
“You don’t have to be defensive. What’s so bad about flirting?” 
“I’m not very good at it, for one thing.” 
“I think you’re very sweet. I think you come off better than you imagine.” 
“Eugene always makes girls feel weird. I don’t want to be like that.” 
“You don’t make me feel weird.” 
“No?” 
“No,” she confirmed, blowing a smoke ring. “Personally, I find it flattering when a 

good looking younger man tries to butter me up.” 
“I’m not good looking,” mumbled Lansing. 
“I beg to differ,” she argued pleasantly. “For one thing your complexion is 

exquisite. Are you native?” 
“Uh, yeah, but nobody ever guesses that.” 
“I’m good at sizing people up. Which nation?” 
“The Mississauga.” 
“I’m one-eighth Mohawk.” 
“That’s cool. I went to school with some Mohawks from Montréal.” 
“Did you grow up on reserve?” 
“For a while,” said Lansing quickly, looking away. “Where’s our food?” he 

wondered awkwardly. “I’m getting pretty hungry.” 
Sandy touched his hand tenderly. “You can tell me about it some other time, if 

you feel like it.” 
“Yeah,” agreed Lansing, daring to look into her eyes. “Maybe I will.” 
In the afternoon they went to 80 Spadina and toured the art galleries, tromping up 

and down the creaky wooden stairs between floors and talking or laughing about what 
they’d seen. The highlight for both of them were the works of an artist who used shellac 
to seal lumps of real food onto the surface of paintings: fried eggs, rib-eye steaks, 
squiggles of noodles. 

Lansing’s phone vibrated a couple of times but he didn’t look at it. 
“Is that your friends calling?” asked Sandy. 
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Lansing nodded. “You can hear that? Yeah, it’s probably Aaron. He probably 
wants everyone to come over to his place to watch Simpsons tonight.” 

“Don’t dodge him on my account,” said Sandy, holding open the door for the two 
of them as they stepped out into the sun. 

“Oh, that’s okay,” shrugged Lansing, jamming his hands in his pockets. “I don’t 
really need another dose of Aaron this weekend.” 

“It must be nice to have friends to do things with. Do you guys hang out a lot?” 
“Well, we all used to until Melody came into the picture and sort of stole Scott 

away. We hardly see him anymore.” 
“A lot of people do that when they get into a relationship,” opined Sandy. “They 

neglect their friends.” 
“I guess so,” agreed Lansing. 
“But we won’t do that, will we?” 
Lansing coughed. “...Are we in a relationship, Sandy?” he asked timidly. 
She took his hand and held it as they walked back to the car. “We’re on our way,” 

she said. “Unless, of course, the age difference disturbs you too much.” 
“No, no no no,” said Lansing. “It doesn’t bother me at all. I mean, you’re...no, it 

doesn’t bother me.” 
“What were you going to say?” 
“Nothing.” 
“Come on.” 
“I was going to say you’re out of my league.” 
Sandy stopped him, turned him toward her, and put her hands on his shoulders. 

“Lansing, you need to believe in yourself a little more. I don’t know who convinced you 
that you’re some kind of a loser, but they’re wrong. Totally, totally wrong. You’re 
intelligent, handsome and sensitive. Any girl would be lucky to have you, and I’d like to 
be that lucky girl.” 

Lansing began to sweat. His mouth worked for a moment and then he blurted out, 
“I’m a virgin.” 

Several of the passersby on Spadina paused to giggle. Lansing’s face flushed, his 
cheeks feeling warm and tight. Sandy didn’t even flinch. “Yeah?” she said. “I’m forty-
three, single, and I love Star Trek. Who’s more undatable? Another few years of this and 
I’ll officially be ready to give myself over to becoming the crazy cat lady.” 

Lansing shrugged. “Cats are nice.” 
Sandy cracked up laughing. “I prefer the company of good people,” she told him. 

“Even if for only a spell.” 
They picked up Thai food for supper and ate it in Lansing’s livingroom while he 

gave her a guided tour of his virtual starship, clicking the mouse down computer-
generated corridors and dragging the point of view into various locations of interest, 
like the transporter room and crew mess hall. “The thing that’s frustrating about the 
officers’ lounge,” he explained, “is that there aren’t any windows on the exterior that 
correspond to where the lounge is actually supposed to be, right here, at the front edge 
of the saucer section.” 

“They introduced that set in one where they go to see God, right?” 
“Right, The Final Frontier. Shatner’s baby. It’s such a ridiculous movie.” Lansing 

smiled self-effacingly as he struck a pose and cried out in his best imitation of Kirk: 
“What does—God need—with a starship?” 

“I always liked it, actually,” admitted Sandy with a giggle. “But I’m a sucker for 
camp.” 

“Even when it’s not on purpose?” 
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“Especially.” 
Lansing had some liquor left over from Christmas so he mixed up some drinks. In 

an effort to create a more romantic atmosphere he spun the rheostats and yelled at the 
radio until it elected to turn on. He passed Sandy her glass and then flopped down on 
the couch, facing her. “Should we toast something?” he asked. 

“Us,” she suggested. 
They knocked glasses and drank. Sandy asked if the second bedroom were an 

office but Lansing said it was a library, which Sandy then naturally asked to see. They 
carried their drinks in, bumping into one another’s hips only half by accident. “Wow,” 
she said. 

The second bedroom of Lansing’s apartment was stuffed from floor to ceiling 
with bookshelves, each shelf in turn crammed from end to end with dozens upon 
dozens of faded, dog-eared paperbacks. Sandy ran her finger along their spines, reading 
aloud random titles that formed a sampling through the annals of science-fiction grand 
mastery: The Caves of Steel, The Stars My Destination, Childhood’s End... 

“You have everything,” marvelled Sandy. “This edition has to be sixty years old! 
Where did you find it?” 

Lansing shrugged, smiling. “Garage sale.” 
Sandy shook her head. “What an amazing collection—The Weapon Shops of Isher, 

The Man Who Sold the Moon, Shakespeare’s Planet, The Snows of Ganymede, Gateway, Wasp, 
Norstrilia, The Runaway Robot, To Your Scattered Bodies Go, The Elliptical Grave, Children of the 
Lens, Star Songs of an Old Primate, The Black Star Passes, The Endless Voyage, From the Dust 
Returned...” 

Lansing shrugged again, simultaneously sheepish and proud. He sipped his drink. 
“I like my pulp.” 

She pulled a couple of random books from the shelf and turned them over, 
examining the gouache painted illustrations of silver cigar spaceships and Michelin Man 
spacesuits. “The cover art is hilarious,” she said, shaking her head. 

Lansing chuckled. “To me it doesn’t matter how cheesy they seem now. They’re a 
celebration of imagination. All these guys were amazed and overwhelmed by what was 
happening in the world, and their response was to imagine even wilder possibilities. 
They lived in a time when space was new, and they couldn’t help but be ignited.” 

“They were optimists,” observed Sandy, sipping her drink. “They thought we’d be 
living on the Moon by now.” 

“Maybe, maybe not. Science-fiction isn’t an attempt at prophecy—it’s a way to 
cope with change. It’s a way to underscore the dizziness that comes from having your 
world-view turned on its ear every decade or so.” 

“I think you’re sexy when you’re passionate.” 
“I think I’m just tipsy enough to take that comment in stride,” replied Lansing 

smoothly, grinning. “The point is that science-fiction isn’t about the future, it’s about 
the present. In the sixties the only way you could get away with an interracial kiss on 
prime-time television was by setting it in space.” 

Sandy carefully inserted the paperbacks back on the shelf. “Whereas today we 
could have an interracial kiss any time we like,” she said, batting her eyelashes playfully. 
“Wanna?” 

They did. 
Back in the livingroom they moved on to second and third rounds. They were 

both feeling flushed so Lansing cranked open a window, admitting a breeze that smelled 
like damp grass, hot grease and fresh pizza. Sandy undid a few more buttons on her 
shirt, then stumbled against the couch. “Oh my,” she said and then laughed. 
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Lansing laughed too. “Oh crap, tomorrow’s Monday, isn’t it?” 
Sandy nodded. She slid down the side of the couch and sat on the parquet 

flooring. “Call in sick,” she suggested with a lopsided grin. 
“Maybe.” 
“I’m going to.” 
“I’ve never even asked you, Sandy—what do you do?” 
She cradled her glass, swirling the contents absently. “I’m a superhero,” she said, 

and then cracked up laughing again and let her head flop back against the couch. 
Lansing smiled uncertainly. “Do you wear a cape?” 
“No,” she said, lifting her head again and looking at him levelly. “The fact of the 

matter is boring as hell, Lansing. It’s boring to me, at any rate. I manage a Toronto 
Dominion branch.” 

“Oh come on, I’ve heard the banking industry is a laugh-riot.” 
Sandy giggled. “Ooooh yeah.” Then the smile dropped off her lips and she grew 

serious. “Lansing, do you think I’m pathetic for wanting to date somebody twenty years 
younger than me?” 

“My answer may be biased.” 
“I like the way you don’t stammer when you’re drunk.” 
“Um.” 
“Sorry.” 
“I feel good around you.” 
“Let’s take a shower.” 
“What?” 
“It’s stuffy in here. Take off your clothes.” 
“You’re not going to rob me, are you?” 
She paused, her brow furrowed. “Why did you say that?” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“No, really. Why?” 
Lansing spread his hands apologetically. “I guess this just seems to good to be 

true. I keep waiting for the punch-line.” 
Sandy looked into her drink with a strange, faraway look and then decisively 

drained it. She met his eyes. “Lansing,” she said, “I am not here to rob you. I promise. 
Like I said: I’m a superhero—I toil for good.” 

“I thought you said you manage a bank. You toil for service fees.” 
“That’s day-toil. This is night-toil.” 
“I still want to see your form-fitting super costume.” 
Sandy smiled again. “Sure,” she said, putting her empty glass on the floor next to 

her. She unbuttoned her red shirt and shrugged it off, working her shoulders as she 
peeled her arms clear. “This,” she explained, “is my super bra.” 

“It is form-fitting,” admitted Lansing, his eyes wide and his mouth dry. He 
focused on not stammering. “Does it have special abilities? Like, is it bullet-proof or 
fire-proof?” 

“It both lifts and separates.” 
“Cool.” 
“You’re shaking.” 
“I’m shaking in a good way.” 
“Put your drink down before you spill.” 
“Okay.” 
“Come here.” 
When Monday arrived Lansing was no longer a virgin. After sun-up he groggily 
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reached out of his bed and called in sick at work using a telephone shaped like a 
Starfleet communicator. Sandy nodded her approval and took the phone to call the 
bank, her voice husky, then settled her head back down on Lansing’s smooth brown 
chest and fell asleep again. Lansing ran his fingers through her hair with a contented 
sigh. 

He’d forgotten to pull the shade. His eyes flicked up to the corner where a fresh 
span of spider’s silk flashed in the dawn light, swaying faintly as its lithe owner crossed 
from one end to the other. 

Spiders made Lansing uncomfortable, but he was unwilling to break the 
moment—unwilling to separate himself from Sandy’s warm nudity—to deal with it. 

He made a mental note to buy some Raid. 
 
7. 
The pot-luck dinner party was set to kick off at seven. Lansing and Sandy were the 

last to arrive. 
Scott opened the door with a flourish and pinned them with a red laser attached to 

the side of his face. He said, “We have analyzed your dietary distinctiveness and it shall 
be added to our own. Your dish will be adapted to service us.” 

“Well, resistance is futile,” reasoned Lansing. 
Sandy obediently handed over the tinfoil-sealed plate of sugared yams, which Scott 

awkwardly balanced between one arm encrusted with electronics and the other encased 
inside a bulky prosthetic with a clamp on the end. “Come on in,” he smiled. 

Sandy followed the Borg drone into the kitchen to lend a hand. 
Aaron was sprawled out on the couch, smoking a cigarette in his familiar Klingon 

garb. Melody as Seven of Nine was passing out cups of blue punch. Commodore 
Eugene balanced on the arm of an easychair filled amply by a round-faced girl whose 
corpulence strained against her tight costume: she was dressed as a green-skinned belly-
dancing slave from Orion. Everything she had recently touched, including parts of 
Eugene, were clouded by muddy green fingerprints. 

“Cassie Ten, I presume?” said Lansing with a courteous bow. 
“Greetings, Commander Spock,” she giggled, then gave Eugene an affectionate 

slap. “Hey, Eugene didn’t mention that you were brown, huh.” 
Lansing tried to smile. “Yeah, well. He didn’t mention that you were green.” 
“I’m not really green,” Cassie Ten explained. 
Lansing nodded politely. “Nice to meet you,” he said, looking around for 

somewhere to go. 
“Eugene!” she barked suddenly, startling everyone. “I need more punch, huh.” 
Eugene scampered off the arm of the easychair, scooping up her cup. “I’m on it, 

smoochikins.” 
Lansing exchanged a look with Aaron, whose eyes rolled with such severity that he 

seemed briefly possessed. He blew out a cloud of smoke disdainfully and put his brow 
up. “So I see you brought your pet cougar, Lansing. Nice. Now I’m officially the only 
man in the joint who still has his balls.” 

“There’s cheese sauce on your armour.” 
“That only enhances my manliness.” 
“If you say so.” 
Melody sauntered over and gave Lansing’s arm a squeeze. “I’m glad you came, 

Lansing,” she said, her cheeks dimpling. “We’re going to watch The Undiscovered Country 
on laserdisc, extended cut.” 

“Cool.” 
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She snuggled up against him, her bosom pressing on his hand, but Lansing wasn’t 
disturbed the way he would have been a couple of weeks ago. In light of Sandy Melody 
was less of a goddess and more of a girl, tethered safely to Earth by Lansing’s newly 
found sense of security and confidence. “Can I get y’all a drink?” she asked with a saucy 
drawl. 

“Sure—thanks, Melody,” replied Lansing easily. “Oh, and could you get a cup for 
Sandy, too?” 

Melody frowned briefly but recovered in a blink. “No problem,” she said brightly. 
Sandy and Scott came out of the kitchen laughing, and Melody quickly inserted 

herself between them in order to hand Sandy her drink. “We’ve got quite a feast lined 
up,” said Scott jovially. “I hope everybody’s hungry.” 

“I’m sure it’s good but I’m not going to eat,” piped up Cassie Ten. “I’m on a diet, 
huh.” 

Scott muttered quietly, “That would explain why she didn’t bring anything, I 
suppose,” and then in a louder voice invited everyone to sit up at the diningroom table. 

“I’m just going to stay over here,” said Cassie Ten, patting the easychair. “No 
point in sitting at the table if I’m not eating.” 

“Um, okay,” said Scott. 
“Eugene!” called Cassie Ten. “You come sit here with me.” 
“But I’m hungry, smoochikins...” 
“You can eat later. Don’t make me sad.” 
“I wouldn’t dream of it.” 
“Kiss-kiss.” 
Aaron stabbed out his cigarette, lumbered to his feet with a grunt and squeezed 

past the happy couple on his way to the diningroom, leaving a smear of cheese sauce on 
Eugene’s tunic amid the green fingerprints. Melody and Scott fetched the final dishes 
and added them to the spread as Sandy and Lansing found their seats beside one 
another. “Dig in!” commanded Scott, and they did. 

For a few moments all anyone said was “please” or “thank you” as they exchanged 
bowls or platters and served themselves or their partners. Cutlery clicked and napkins 
rustled. 

Scott opened with, “I read a Usenet rumour that Data dies in the next movie. 
Somebody said there’s been a script leak from Berman’s office.” 

“Rick Berman is killing the franchise,” declared Aaron. “I would cut his heart 
from his chest with my daqtagh, were it not for the fact that he is a hu-man coward 
whose death whines would be too pathetic to bear.” 

Lansing said, “We’re all grateful for your restraint.” 
“And let’s be fair,” said Scott, wagging his fork, “the man did some good things 

with DS9.” 
“I would eat your liver, were I not bound by Federation law.” 
Melody held up a hand, smiling sweetly. “Let’s not fight, boys. Come on now: why 

don’t we just talk on something other than Trek for a while?” 
There was an awkward silence. 
“Hey,” said Scott, “last week at the Molson Amphitheatre we saw Cherry Nuk-

Nuk live.” 
“Indeed,” replied Aaron with an effete, effected lilt. “I do so hate it when you 

show up for a concert at an amphitheatre and all they do is play a CD.” 
Scott ignored him. “She was awesome—I mean, totally wild on stage. Do you 

know her music, Sandy?” 
Sandy shook her head as she ate a piece of barbecued chicken. 
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“Don’t worry, that doesn’t make you seem old,” said Aaron. “I don’t follow that 
pop crap either.” 

Scott dragged his hand down his face. “I’m glad you’re an asshole, Aaron, because 
with tact like that you’d make a lousy anything else.” 

Lansing said, “I think you’re misquoting the line, dude.” 
“I stand by my interpretation.” 
“We didn’t get to see Cherry’s encore, though,” interjected Melody sharply, 

“because Mr. Professional here was all worried about staying out too late.” 
Sandy washed down her food with a slug of blue punch. “Speaking of which, 

how’s your job hunt coming along, Melody?” 
“Oh, fine,” replied Melody dismissively. “Have you tried the yams?” 
“I cooked the yams, actually,” said Sandy. “So, when do you start?” 
“Well,” admitted Melody with an annoyed flick of the eyes, “it isn’t going that fine. 

I don’t, as such, have a new job to be starting at. But I’ve handed out a million resumes 
and I’m just sure something’s going to work out for little old me sooner or later.” 

“Maybe I could pull some strings and get you an interview at my bank,” offered 
Sandy, smiling toothily. 

“I don’t know if I’m cut out to work in a bank,” said Melody. “But thank y’all for 
thinking of me.” 

“Don’t be so quick, babe,” said Scott, helping himself to a second serving of 
cheese-coated broccoli. “Work is work, after all.” 

“Numbers aren’t really my strong suit.” 
“Don’t worry about that,” Sandy assured her. “The counting’s all done by 

computer these days. The support positions are mostly clerical. You know—filing, 
processing forms, that sort of thing. It’s dead easy. I’ll put in a call for you tomorrow.” 

Melody approximated a smile. “Wow, thank you so much, Sandy.” 
“Don’t mention it.” 
The telephone rang and Scott glanced at the handset. “I have to take this,” he said 

apologetically, putting his napkin beside his plate and standing up. “I’ve been having 
some trouble with my credit card lately and the investigator’s finally calling back. Please 
excuse me for just a sec.” 

Melody’s arm whipped out and snatched his elbow. “Honey, y’all know it’s rude to 
take phone calls over supper. Let’s be civilized—it’s our dinner party.” 

“Babe, this is kind of important. I told him he could call late if he needed to. I said 
I’d be home.” 

“He’ll call back, silly. Sit down. Let’s enjoy everything while it’s hot.” 
Scott hesitated, then nodded and sat back down. “You’re right, you’re right,” he 

said, putting the handset aside. “Of course, with my luck he’ll call right in the middle of 
the movie.” 

“We’ll unplug the phone,” suggested Melody. 
“You don’t understand—I want to talk to him.” 
Aaron snorted. “You can stop dancing around it, Scott. We’re already well familiar 

with your life-crippling gay phone-sex habit.” 
“Shut up, Aaron.” 
“Do you picture white guys or Asian guys? I always had you pegged as being into 

Asian guys.” 
“Shut up, Aaron.” 
Cassie Ten shouted, “Hey, can you guys speak up or something? We can’t hardly 

hear you from over here. You’re making Eugene and me feel excluded, huh?” 
Scott glowered. Aaron made a bovine sound and Scott elbowed him. “Sorry!” he 
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called over to the livingroom, his expression darkly sardonic. “We’ll try to shout.” 
“Thanks,” Cassie Ten called back, oblivious to his tone. 
“Eugene’s found himself...a special lady,” observed Sandy quietly. 
“She’s a prize,” agreed Lansing with a mischievous smile. 
“I still can’t hear you!” bellowed Cassie Ten. 
Scott’s head drooped wearily. “Jesus fuck,” he mumbled. 
Aaron chuckled. “It sucks when a friend becomes a pussy on account of some 

skenk, doesn’t it?” 
All eyes turned silently toward the Klingon. 
“What?” he said. “I’m just saying what we’re all thinking.” 
“Shut up, Aaron,” said everyone at the table in chorus. 
“Dor-sho-gha,” he muttered, wilting a bit and seeming to melt into his armour. 

“Tough room.” 
After dinner came another round of punch as everyone lined up their seats to face 

the television. Scott fussed over the sound settings and then fed the silvery platter into 
the laserdisc player. Melody dimmed the track lighting and then squirmed in next to him 
on the couch. Scott held the remote aloft like a wand, asked “Is everybody ready?” and 
then hit Play. 

Babble died as the Paramount Pictures logo rolled on screen. They became 
immersed, hypnotized by Cliff Eidelman’s ominous opening march, snare drums and 
cellos on stars, slowly mounting toward the lensflare-cracked explosion of the Praxis 
moon, computer-generated ejecta blasting outward in sizzling rings... 

Somewhere in the second act Lansing turned to whisper something to Sandy and 
realized that she wasn’t on the couch anymore. He blinked, confused. “Is Sandy in the 
washroom?” he asked out. “Maybe we should pause the movie.” 

“We’ve all seen it before,” argued Eugene, eyes glued to the screen. 
“Still...” 
“Stop talking, I’m missing it.” 
Lansing got off the couch and shuffled past Scott and Melody. He found the 

washroom empty so he wandered around to the bedroom where a line of lamp-light was 
projecting out into the dark hall. “Um, Sandy?” he called. “Are you back here?” 

He pushed open the door. Sandy was sitting at a small desk, peering into the 
screen of Melody’s tangerine iBook. She looked up. “Oh,” she said, smiling, “it’s you.” 

Lansing walked in and put his hands on her shoulders, rubbing gently. “What’s 
up?” 

Sandy closed all the windows on the desktop with a quick key combination. “I just 
thought of an e-mail I forgot to send the woman who’s opening the branch tomorrow 
morning. It’s her first time unlocking.” 

Lansing kissed the hair on the top of her head. “Shall we go back?” 
She rotated around in the swivelling chair, nodded and stood up, taking Lansing’s 

hand. They both stopped short, however, when they turned to face Melody standing in 
the bedroom doorway, her face pinched in anger. “What the devil do all y’all think you’re 
doing here on my computer without asking any kind of permission of me?” 

“I’m sorry,” said Sandy. 
“She just had to check her mail,” added Lansing. “It’s no big deal, Melody.” 
“That is so arrogant,” snapped Melody, pointing a shaking, accusatory finger. 

“This is an invasion of privacy. I’m asking you to get out of my private bedroom this 
very second, you hear? I can’t believe your nerve. Get out!” 

“I’m sorry for any misunderstanding—” began Sandy, sidestepping toward the 
door. 
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Melody blocked her. “What’s wrong with you anyway, lady? First it’s pestering me 
with questions and trying to take my picture, then it’s trying to make me look foolish in 
front of my own guests, and now it’s this—snooping into my things when my back is 
turned. Are you after my boyfriend? What’s wrong with you?” 

“Calm down, Melody,” urged Lansing desperately. “You’re blowing this all out of 
proportion.” 

Scott came to the door, his brow furrowed and his drink in his hand. “What’s 
going on, babe?” 

“This bitch,” said Melody acidly without looking away from Sandy. 
“Jesus!” cried Scott. 
“I’m honestly really not sure what you’re upset about,” plead Sandy. 
Melody seethed, her gaze locked, hot and burrowing. “Let’s us not play dumb. I 

don’t know what your game is, but I’m telling you now you had better quit, honey. You 
do not want to be in my bad books, you hear?” Her eyes narrowed. “You do not want to 
be in my way.” 

Sandy smirked, but said nothing. 
Scott put his arm around Melody’s shoulders. “Take a deep breath, babe. Can you 

explain to me what you’re so mad about? What happened?” 
“I’m feeling ill,” replied Melody, leaning into Scott’s side. “I’m going to have a lie 

down. Would y’all mind leaving the bedroom?” 
Scott looked to Lansing, who shrugged, perplexed. They all started to move 

toward the door and Melody sat down on the edge of the bed. Sandy snapped her 
fingers and said, “Oops, I left my drink on the desk,” as she scooted over and scooped 
it up from beside the computer. 

Scott closed the door after them. “What was all that about?” he whispered. 
Lansing explained. Sandy shook her head sadly. “I’m very sorry, Scott. I didn’t 

mean to cause any upset. Please tell Melody I’m sorry, won’t you?” 
“Yeah, for sure. This is so weird. Maybe the punch is hitting her the wrong way or 

something.” 
Lansing scratched his head. “Is she usually so touchy about people using her 

computer?” 
“No,” said Scott. “I use her computer all the time and she couldn’t care less. It’s 

not like she’s got a stash of child-porn to hide or anything.” 
“I feel badly,” said Sandy. “Maybe Lansing and I should just call it a night, to 

remove the source of irritation.” 
“I don’t want you guys to have to do that.” 
Lansing touched his friend’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, dude. We’ve seen 

the movie. Melody has clearly got something against Sandy—at least tonight she does—
so maybe she’s right and we should just head out. I hate to leave you stuck between 
Aaron and Cassie Ten, but...” 

Scott sighed. “Shit. Did you guys drive or do you want me to call you a cab?” 
“We cabbed it so we could drink.” 
“Okay, okay,” said Scott, picking up the telephone handset as they walked back 

into the livingroom. He toggled it on and held it up to his ear, then frowned. “No dial 
tone?” 

After grumbling on his hands and knees for a moment in the corner of the 
diningroom he found that the unit had been unplugged. “Jesus, Melody,” he muttered. 
“I told her not to do that.” 

“Quiet down!” yelled Aaron from the livingroom. “There’s a movie on, you 
inconsiderate pigs.” 
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“Shut up, Aaron,” Scott called back wearily. He ordered a cab and then tossed the 
handset aside. “This evening is working out splendidly, wouldn’t you say?” 

“Please note,” said Lansing, “Romulan ale no longer to be served at diplomatic 
functions.” 

As they passed through the livingroom again Aaron was having a smoke while 
wearing a repulsed expression as he watched Eugene and Cassie Ten make out in the 
creaking easychair. Aaron looked up. “It’s like watching Fox,” he claimed, his cigarette 
ash tumbling down his arm onto the carpet. “Hoo, hoo, hoo!” 

“Well,” said Lansing drily. “We’ll leave you to this, then.” 
Scott looked pained. “I’m sorry Melody flipped out on you, Sandy. I really don’t 

understand it.” 
Sandy leaned in and gave Scott a peck on the cheek. “Don’t worry about it. People 

have mood swings. Thanks for a wonderful dinner.” 
“Yeah...” said Scott absently. “Are you sure you guys want to leave?” 
Lansing nodded. “The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few. Take it 

easy, dude.” 
“Yeah.” 
They took one more look into the livingroom where Cassie Ten appeared to be 

wetly consuming Eugene’s face. Aaron farted and lit a fresh cigarette. Scott turned back 
to his friends. “Maybe I’ll walk you out. I think I need some air.” 

In the elevator Lansing said, “Are you sure you’re good, Scott? This really seems 
to be bumming you out.” 

“It’s not just tonight,” said Scott quietly. 
“Do you want to talk about it?” asked Sandy. 
“Not now,” he said. “But thanks.” 
They waved from the backseat of the cab, watching Scott standing alone by the 

bushes with his hands jammed in his pockets. He gave them a friendly nod as they 
pulled away, his eyes clouded with thought an instant later. “Do you suppose he’s 
okay?” Lansing asked Sandy. 

“No,” she said glumly. “I don’t think he is, no.” 
Lansing sighed. “I just wish there was something we could do to help.” 
Sandy nodded but said nothing, the lights from the streetlamps playing across her 

face in alternating bands of tint and shadow. 
 
8. 
Aaron’s apartment smelled terrible, a pungent mélange of stale tobacco and 

marijuana, perished food, old beer and solder. This much impressed Lansing before 
he’d even knocked on the door. 

He knocked. 
“Come!” 
Lansing let himself in. It was murky inside both on account of the thick ribbons of 

smoke twisting through the air and the heavy blankets draped over the windows to keep 
unwelcome daylight at bay. “Aaron?” he called, stepping gingerly over a stack of pizza 
boxes and then navigating a minefield of pop cans, plastic wrappers and discarded 
shoes. 

“I’m in the command centre,” Aaron called back. 
“Where?” blinked Lansing, trying to penetrate the gloom. 
“Second star to the right, and straight on till morning.” 
Lansing spotted a bundle of Ethernet cables snaked along the floor and followed 

them as one might follow a stream to find its source, carefully picking his way through 



 

146 

the wilderness, fording runs of dirty laundry and hummocks of kipple. He tracked his 
way down a dark corridor and into the spare bedroom where the cables split to reach 
their respective devices. Those devices were arrayed around Aaron like a technological 
nest as he sat at the nexus of six glowing cathode ray tubes, their buzzing innards 
exposed and hot. Aaron wore a robe bearing the emblem of the Klingon Empire. 

He looked up. “Thank you for coming, Lansing. Come over and grab a seat.” 
“What’s this about, Aaron?” 
“Hold on, hold on—all in good time, hu-man.” 
“You said it was urgent.” 
“It is.” 
Lansing waded through a pile of collector toys, detailed replicas of cinema’s most 

famous aliens, obviously fallen from a shelf that appeared to have been smashed in a 
rage, left to lay where it splintered. More toys could be discerned sticking out of various 
piles of wires. Aaron had always maintained an unparalleled menagerie since his family 
owned a toy company and he got access to all the newest products for free. 

Aaron manhandled a cracked plastic chair out of the chaos behind him and 
planted it in a low-ebb pond of ash-stained debris at his right elbow. “Sit thee doon,” he 
commanded. “Welcome to Casa Baron.” 

“I love what you’ve done with the place...” muttered Lansing. “Buried it, that is.” 
“I keep the livingroom clear for guests,” Aaron replied defensively, rolling a joint 

in his lap and apparently oblivious to the sticky green crumbs dropping into his 
keyboard. “Don’t chew my chaps, bitch. I never claimed to be Martha Stewart.” He 
licked the paper, sealed it, and brought a lighter out of nowhere to spark it up. “Feel like 
a toke?” he mumbled around the joint. 

Lansing shook his head, easing himself into the plastic chair. 
Aaron shrugged and drew heavily, exhaling blue-grey wads of fume. “Now, I’m 

sure you’re beginning to wonder why I’ve called you here today to my top secret 
research facility.” 

“Yeah,” agreed Lansing, “hence my asking that first off.” He looked around 
uncomfortably. “Do you offer any kind of anti-biohazard guarantee?” 

“Here at Aaron Baron Co we make no guarantees, we only make important 
discoveries.” 

“Like what?” 
“Like this, for instance,” said Aaron, slapping the spacebar. The two monitors 

directly in front of him winked on to display a grain-choked, blurry photograph of a 
woman getting into a muscle car. Despite the low photographic fidelity the identity of 
the woman was immediately apparent. 

Lansing frowned. “Have you been spying on Sandy?” he asked, irritated and 
confused. 

“No,” said Aaron. “But others have been.” 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“Behold,” continued Aaron, keying the slide show forward to another crusty, 

noise-filled image of Sandy dressed in her red Star Trek miniskirt. It looked like a frame 
grab from a security camera. “San Francisco, autumn of nineteen ninety-eight.” 

He looked at Lansing significantly. Lansing furrowed his brow. “So?” 
Aaron advanced to the next image. “Detroit, winter of ninety-nine.” He advanced 

again. “Buffalo, spring of ninety-nine.” 
“Are these convention photos?” 
Next came an image that looked like it was ripped from the lobby camera of 

Lansing’s apartment building. “Summer nineteen ninety-nine,” declared Aaron, 
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watching Lansing’s face. “Toronto.” 
“Enough with the cryptic bullshit, Aaron. Are you trying to say that somebody’s 

stalking Sandy?” 
“No,” said Aaron, tight-lipped. He advanced the slide show again, displaying a 

discoloured scan of a faded Polaroid that featured a younger version of Sandy smiling 
on a tropical beach, her face splotched by a wide pink birthmark. “Cancun, nineteen 
eighty-eight.” 

Lansing said nothing, frowning. 
“Acapulco, nineteen eighty-seven. Sint Maarten, eighty-six—notice the blonde hair 

here, and the cane. Havana, also eighty-six—notice the red hair and Coke-bottle 
glasses...” 

Lansing banged on the desk with his fist. “Enough already! What the fuck is all 
this about, Aaron?” 

Aaron chuckled mirthlessly. “Don’t you get it, Lansing? She’s an operator. She 
changes identities, hair colour, her details...like changing her socks.” 

“You think she’s a fugitive?” 
“No, Lansing,” said Aaron heavily, turning away from the computers. “Sandy is a 

spider.” 
“What?” 
“She’s a trap-door spider. She burrows into a hole, caps it with camouflage and 

then, when you least expect it, she snaps out to claim her prey.” 
Lansing scoffed. “What the fuck kind of prey, Aaron?” 
“You,” said Aaron seriously. “You, my friend, are her prey.” 
Lansing shook his head, clouded by a strange mix of amusement and worry. “I 

don’t know what’s in that shit you’re smoking, Aaron, but you’ve totally lost touch with 
reality. Where did you get these pictures, anyway?” 

“Usenet,” said Aaron. “There’s a group for the victims of con artists. I started 
reading there after Henry got screwed over, digging around to see what I could find out. 
I met a guy named Brian Spelling, the sort of unofficial moderator, and we started 
talking. Turns out he was very interested in Henry’s story.” 

“Victims of con artists?” Lansing echoed, baffled. 
“Yes, you epsilon: Henry was the victim of a con artist. He didn’t just get dumped 

and robbed, he got owned. He was a toy.” 
“I don’t see what that has to do with Sandy, unless your fear of girls has now 

extended to branding all of them with the same brush...the same paranoid, crack-baby 
brush.” 

Aaron snorted, leaned toward the computer and flipped back to the first slide. 
“Again, for your edification: San Fran, ninety-eight. Please note the apartment in the 
background—it’s Henry’s building.” 

Lansing started to say something but stopped, squinting at the screen. “Maybe,” 
he conceded. “It’s pretty hard to tell.” 

“I wrote to Henry and asked him to send me a picture of his ex, and you know 
what he tells me? He says he doesn’t have any. Not a single damn photograph.” 

“Maybe she was shy, like Melody or Cassie Ten.” 
“No, he says she was happy to have her picture taken—but when she left she 

cleaned out his system. Low-level format, scrambled bits, secure delete.” 
Lansing wasn’t impressed. “I think any girl with half a brain would delete photos 

of herself when breaking up with a guy, otherwise she’s liable to see herself all over the 
Web.” 

“You’re reaching.” 
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“I’m not. This is ridiculous.” 
“To be candid, I did send these photos to Henry. He said she didn’t look like his 

ex.” 
“Well there you go.” 
Aaron shook his head firmly. “We’re talking about a woman who changes her 

appearance on a regular basis.” 
“She looks pretty much like Sandy in all these pictures, even the ones with 

different colour hair.” 
“Of course she looks ‘pretty much’ like Sandy in the photos I’ve found, otherwise 

how would I know what to look for? The set has a built-in selection bias. In any photos 
in which she didn’t look at all like Sandy I wouldn’t recognize her. You follow?” 

“I’ve heard similar logic used to explain UFO sightings.” 
“There’s more. What you’re failing to appreciate here is that I’ve been in contact 

with an actual victim. Spelling got fleeced by her down in Mexico about fifteen years ago, 
and he’s dedicated himself to helping out other victims ever since. He knows her, man. 
He even knows her real name.” 

“What’s her real name, then?” 
“Justine Schalen.” 
“That sounds made-up.” 
“Your name sounds made-up.” 
“At least mine doesn’t rhyme.” 
“I think you’re losing sight of the point here, you stupid buttfucker. Did you 

happen to notice the USB keychain-drive she slipped into her purse after the blow-up 
over Melody’s computer?” 

“Um, no...” 
“I did. You ever follow her home?” 
“What? No, of course not!” 
“I have.” 
“What!” 
“Where did she tell you she lives?” 
“Some condo on Bloor.” 
“Wrong. She lives at the Fairbrook Hotel, registered under the name Darlene 

Peabody.” 
“You are stalking her!” 
“Incidentally, did you know Red Vicious the punk singer works the front desk 

there?” 
“Who cares?” cried Lansing, standing up and pacing through the garbage around 

Aaron’s nest. “This is nuts, Aaron. You’ve lost it. I can’t listen to any more. I’m 
leaving.” 

Before he made it to the door Aaron stopped him by saying, “There’s something 
else.” 

Lansing hesitated, sighing as he leaned into the jamb. He didn’t turn around. 
“What?” he muttered sharply. 

“Your uncle called me yesterday.” 
Lansing blinked, startled. He spun to face Aaron who was sitting smugly behind 

his monitors, polishing off the end of the joint and squinching it dead against the metal 
chassis of one of his computers. 

“Uncle Miss?” asked Lansing. 
Aaron nodded. “Now, you know I don’t think much of that creepy old fuck—” 
“Hey man, that’s my uncle you’re talking about!” 
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“Be that as it may, you’d be hard pressed to argue that he’s not a creepy old fuck.” 
Lansing chewed his lip irritably. “He’s not really old.” 
“Uh-huh,” agreed Aaron sardonically. “So, as I was saying, your creepy fuck of a 

legless uncle called me yesterday.” 
“Why would he call you?” 
“Why does he do anything? He’s a creepy fuck. Is there anyone in your family who 

even pretends to understand that guy?” 
Lansing shook his head. 
“Right,” continued Aaron. “But, as you’ve bored us all to tears yapping on about 

many times before, Uncle Miss has a sick habit of sticking his nose into shit only when 
there’s something strange about it. Do you deny it?” 

“No. He’s a PI, though. PIs are supposed to stick their nose into shit.” 
“Well, he’s sticking his nose into our shit.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“He calls me up and all he says is, ‘Do you have a girlfriend right now, Aaron?’ 

and I’m like, ‘No,’ so he says, ‘Good, good.’ I go, ‘Are you trying to pick me up?’ and he 
says, ‘What about Lansing? Does Lansing have a girlfriend?’” 

“He could’ve just called me directly,” said Lansing. 
“Again, you miss the point. I told him how you’d met some cougar and he goes all 

quiet, and he’s like, ‘Oh dear,’ and he hangs up on me.” 
“I don’t know what to make of that. Uncle Miss is weird.” 
“No, man, Uncle Miss is into weirdness. When weird shit happens, suddenly Uncle 

Miss is there, right? How many times has that happened in your life?” 
“Okay, well yeah. So?” 
“So, you hu-man imbecile, Uncle Miss is interested in who you’re dating. How can I 

make this more clear for you? Do you think it was a social call?” 
“Uncle Miss doesn’t make social calls.” 
“Right,” agreed Aaron, staring down his nose at Lansing. “Right, Lansing. With 

him, everything’s business, isn’t it?” 
Lansing turned away. He licked his lips nervously. 
“Isn’t it?” prompted Aaron again. 
“Yeah,” said Lansing. “That’s true.” 
Aaron grinned darkly and crossed his legs under the desk. “Let’s review, shall we?” 

he said, counting off his points on stubby fingers. “Fact: photos of your mysterious 
girlfriend are posted to a newsgroup for victims of con artists. Fact: the moderator 
recognizes her as a known criminal with a history of sweetheart cons. Fact: your 
girlfriend lies about her name and where she lives. Fact: your girlfriend surreptitiously 
steals data from other people’s laptops. Fact: your batshit-crazy uncle the private 
detective is worried that you might be getting laid.” 

Lansing didn’t know what to say. After a moment his shoulders slumped. “When 
you put it all together that way it is sort of bizarre.” 

Aaron stood up slowly and worked his way out from behind the desk to drop a 
heavy arm on Lansing’s slight shoulders, apparently a gesture of comfort. Aaron’s 
Dorito-breath words were equally ambiguous: “I know it’s been fun to imagine that 
you’re attractive enough to score a hot older woman, but you know as well as I that it 
strains credulity. You’re a fucking Star Trek geek, man. Think about it.” 

Lansing glanced down at the Starfleet insignia sewn onto his jacket. “She likes 
Trek, too,” he offered lamely. 

“Does she?” questioned Aaron, clucking his tongue. “Lansing—you have to face 
it, buddy: you don’t even know the real her.” 



 

150 

Lansing cast off Aaron’s arm and paced across the room again, rubbing his 
temples ruefully. “Maybe this is all bullshit, Aaron. Maybe you’re just pulling my dick 
because you’re so bent out of shape because we all have girlfriends and all you’ve got is 
bitterness and porn.” 

Aaron spread his hands. “I’m trying to help you.” 
“Are you, dude? Seriously? Is that why you’re taking such pains to make me feel 

better about all this?” 
“I think you deserve to know the truth. I don’t sugar coat it. I’m just trying to look 

out for my friends.” 
“Maybe, or maybe Melody’s right and you’re in love with Scott and you’ll do or 

say fucking anything to get us to turn against our girlfriends so you can make it like the 
old days again, when we just hung out together like a bunch of losers.” 

Aaron’s eyes narrowed menacingly. “Hey, you know what?” he said after a 
pregnant pause. “Fuck you, Lansing. Get the fuck out of my apartment. Go home. Get 
conned. See if I care.” 

“Listen, Aaron—” 
“Shut up!” Aaron bellowed, red in the face and breathing hard. “Eh? How do you 

like it, being told to shut up? I get told to shut up every fucking day, and you assholes 
just laugh. Well, if you don’t want to listen me try to save your ass, to hell with you.” 

“Aaron—” 
“Like I said, get the fuck out of my apartment you dickless wonder,” said Aaron 

acidly, turning his back and wading back into his nest. He bent over the keyboard and 
did not look up again. 

Lansing stood there for a moment, hovering indecisively, and then reluctantly 
shuffled away to climb over the garbage and let himself out the front door. On his way 
down in the elevator he called his sister to ask if she had a contact number for Uncle 
Miss, but she didn’t. “Why do you want to talk to him?” she asked. “He’s crazy.” 

“Yeah,” agreed Lansing. “Thanks anyway, sis.” 
He hung up. He checked the time and saw that he had only fifteen minutes left of 

his lunch break—not even enough to get back to the office on time. Still, he did not get 
underway; he leaned against a pillar of the carport outside of Aaron’s building, tapping 
his folded phone against his thigh and clenching his teeth. 

It took him a while to recognize his own feelings: he was angry. He was very 
angry. He wasn’t sure exactly at whom or for what, but nevertheless the fury boiled 
inside of him, flavouring his throat with bile and making his head pulse in sympathy 
with his aching heart. 

Lansing reached a decision. Frowning purposefully, he hailed a cab. 
 
9. 
“Can I help the next customer, please?” 
Lansing stepped up to the teller’s counter. “I’d like to speak with the manager,” he 

said, his sweaty hands clutched behind his back. 
“Is there a problem?” asked the teller. 
“No, I’d just like to see Sandy.” 
“Sandy?” 
“The manager?” 
“Ms. Markovitz is our manager here, sir. Are you sure you have the right branch? 

Maybe I can help you: can I get you to swipe your bank card here please?” 
“I’d just like to see the manager.” 
“Ms. Markovitz isn’t in today, but if you’d like I’d be happy to mark a meeting 
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request on her calendar and she’ll call you back to arrange the details. Is this about a 
loan?” 

Lansing turned around wordlessly and rushed out of the bank. In the parking lot 
he found himself loitering on the stretch of curb where he’d met Sandy after work, and 
as he searched up and down the row of placards reserving employee spots he noticed 
for the first time that none of the names was hers. Her job, then, was also a lie. 

He didn’t know what to do: he was too distracted to return to work, too upset to 
mope alone. 

He decided he needed company, and perhaps counsel. The only person he knew 
who was at home during the day was Melody. Perhaps a woman’s perspective would 
help him see things more clearly, he reasoned, hailing a fresh cab and giving the driver 
Scott’s address... 

He called work, told a lie. He hung up with shaking hands. 
When the cab jerked to a halt he was startled out of a thoughtless place, overpaid 

for his ride, and then climbed out onto the sidewalk. He immediately had to dodge a 
moving crew carrying a bed between them up the ramp of a large trailer. The lobby 
doors were propped open for the movers so he didn’t have to buzz up. 

He craved sympathy. More, he craved an alternative explanation. He wanted 
somebody to hold his head and tell him not to worry, that it was all a complicated 
misunderstanding. 

It should’ve been Sandy, but the thought made him ill and hungry and mad. 
He strode the corridor with purposeless purpose, faltering when he turned the 

corner to see Scott’s door wide open, the threshold being trampled by two movers 
wrestling a heavy chest of drawers between them. 

Lansing blinked. 
The movers squeezed past him down the corridor and then he stepped up to the 

jamb and called, “Scott...? Melody...?” 
Melody appeared from inside the unit looking disheveled and tired, a stained tank-

top and jogging pants hanging off her carelessly. “Lansing?” she replied, furrowing her 
brow. “What are you doing here?” 

Lansing was baffled. He felt numb and surreal. “What’s going on?” he asked, 
peering past her into the denuded condominium. 

“Didn’t Scott tell you that we’re moving?” 
“You’re moving?” 
Melody nodded cheerfully. “We found the most amazing place. I can’t wait for 

y’all to see it! Waterfront view and everything. And we’re going fifty-fifty on it so I don’t 
have to feel like such a heel.” 

“Did you get a job?” 
“What?” 
“A job—how are you going fifty-fifty without a job?” 
“Oh yeah, I got a job. It’s great.” 
“Where at?” 
“Just some place. Pretty boring stuff, really—just reception work. But you’ve got 

to tell me: why are you here now, Lansing? Aren’t you supposed to be at work? Oh my 
God, y’all didn’t get laid off, did you?” 

“Uh, no.” 
“What’s wrong, sweetheart? You look like somebody just ran over your dog.” 
“Can I sit down?” 
“Sure thing, pudding. There’s some furniture in the livingroom. I’m still packing 

up in there. Come on in.” 
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She disappeared inside and Lansing followed. Melody’s bum was no longer 
hypnotic to Lansing—it just reminded him of Sandy’s. The livingroom was full of 
cardboard boxes but there remained in place an easychair and the television, currently 
tuned to the lobby camera. As Lansing sat down the movers carrying the chest of 
drawers passed by on the screen. 

“Can I get you a drink?” asked Melody, wiping her sweaty brow ineffectually 
against her sweaty forearm. “Lord knows I need one. Packing’s hard work.” 

Lansing nodded gratefully. “Water, please.” 
He sat down in the easychair, gawking at the emptiness. 
When Melody returned from the kitchen they gulped from their glasses, draining 

them. She took his glass, put it aside, and then crouched next to the easychair and rested 
her chin on his arm. “Now are you going to tell me what’s eating you, Lansing dear, or 
do I have to work it out of you?” 

Lansing smiled fleetingly. “No, I’ll talk, I’ll talk.” 
She smiled fleetingly back. “What’s the matter?” 
“It’s Sandy,” said Lansing. “Or it’s Aaron. I don’t even know. No, I do—it’s 

Sandy.” 
“Honey, you’re not making a lick of sense.” 
“I know.” 
Melody sat up on the arm of the easychair, which was still faintly green with Cassie 

Ten’s paw-prints. She ran her fingers through Lansing’s short, black hair and made an 
exquisitely feminine, soothing sound. “There, there,” she whispered. “You’re all bent 
out of shape now, aren’t you?” 

Lansing closed his eyes, the afterimages throbbing. He licked his lips and said, 
“Aaron says he has reason to believe that Sandy is a con artist who’s setting me up to be 
fleeced.” 

Melody’s hand froze, stopped still on Lansing’s scalp. “...What?” 
“He says she’s been doing it for years—something called a sweetheart scam,” 

continued Lansing, opening his eyes and feeling them well up against his will. “He had 
pictures and everything. I think...I think it might be true.” 

“Lord Jesus!” breathed Melody, her face stricken. “What are you going to do?” 
“I don’t know,” said Lansing sadly. “It doesn’t seem real. I’m very confused. I 

should be at work. Fuck. And then just to make the day weirder than weird I come here 
to find somebody to talk to...and you guys are moving? Like, right out of the blue?” 

Melody looked down, then continued running her fingers through Lansing’s hair. 
“I think Scott may have kept all y’all in the dark for fear that the news might get a bad 
reception. There’s been some tension, we can’t deny it, can we?” 

“I suppose we can’t.” 
“We’re getting more serious, and I think he worries that not everyone thinks that’s 

such a good thing.” 
“Nah,” said Lansing dismissively. “Everybody likes you, Melody.” 
“Aaron doesn’t.” 
“Aaron doesn’t like anyone. But more to the point, you’re not the one he accuses of 

being a scammer. No, Scott gets a real girlfriend and I’m the loser who’s duped into 
thinking someone might be into me. Why am I even surprised?” 

“Why say a thing like that, kitten?” 
“Are you kidding me? Scott can talk to people. He’s good looking, he makes good 

money, and he doesn’t look like him mom dresses him. He’s always been about a 
thousand times cooler than I’ve ever been on even the best day of my life. He fucking 
deserves a girlfriend.” 
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“And you don’t?” 
“I should just move in with Aaron and turn myself gay. Why fight?” 
“That’s ridiculous.” 
“Yeah, well, I’m ridiculous. A ridiculous loser, getting owned by a cougar. Just kill 

me now.” Lansing mimed a self-execution with his thumb and index finger. “Pow.” 
“Aw, Lansing, don’t be that way. You’re not a loser.” 
Lansing shook his head hard, his near-tears quickly replaced by another flush of 

indignation. “I am a loser, Melody. Even my best friend is keeping secrets from me—
not about little things, but big shit going on in his life. He’s too fucking worried about 
getting ragged on that he won’t even give me the benefit of the doubt. I’m not even 
worth that, evidently.” 

“I’m sure he has his reasons, pudding. Don’t get all mad.” 
“Fuck it,” declared Lansing, fishing in his pocket for his phone. “I’m calling him 

right now. I’m not staying mum. This is bullshit. Is he my friend or isn’t he?” 
Melody reached out and grabbed Lansing’s wrist. “Don’t call him at work, sugar, 

he’s all stressed about the deadline he’s on.” 
“But I want to tell him how—” 
“Hush now,” she said softly, gently easing the telephone out of his hand and 

placing it aside. “I know you’re hurting,” she told him, continuing to stroke his head, 
“but going off on Scott ain’t going to make things right. Not like that. You need to find 
a calmer place.” 

“I don’t have a calm place today. Will you pass me my phone back please? I have 
to do this.” 

“Don’t, Lansing. Let’s you and I just chat a while longer until you feel more even 
keeled.” 

“Okay, fine—I won’t shit on him for keeping secrets. But I still need to ask him 
what he thinks about this whole Sandy thing.” 

She pressed her lips together sceptically. “What’s he going to be able to tell you?” 
“I don’t know, but Scott’s always been there to tell me something. We’re best friends. 

He has a way. He knows how to cut through the crap. He...cares about me. I know that 
sounds sort of gay, but it isn’t. The truth is that Aaron’s not the one in love with Scott: I 
am—because I’ve fucking wanted to be him since I was twelve.” 

Lansing trailed off and they both sat in stony silence as the movers tromped 
through the livingroom on their way to the bedroom to start disassembling the 
computer desk. 

Lansing sniffed back tears, feeling stupid. “Fuck,” he said dully. 
“Lansing...” said Melody soothingly. 
He suddenly leaned forward and scooped up his phone, unfolded it and started 

thumbing through his numbers. He gasped in surprise when Melody struck it out of his 
hands. The phone bounced across the carpet and meeped. Before Lansing could react 
he found himself pressed into a warm and wet kiss and Melody was sitting on his lap. 

“What...?” he mumbled. 
“You need this,” Melody said, pushing her lips into his again. 
Despite the embrace Lansing managed to squeak out, “Scott!” 
“You need attention,” whispered Melody, her breath hot on his face. “Don’t 

worry about Scott. Let me give this time to you. He doesn’t ever have to know.” 
“No, I can’t.” 
“You’re hard. That means you can. Come with me to the bathroom. We can lock 

the door. I know how to make you relax, Lansing. Trust me.” 
She took his hand and dragged him from the chair. He stumbled after her, 
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resisting but without zeal. She pushed him up against the washroom doorjamb and 
kissed him again, her hand stroking over his pants. “Melody...” he protested weakly. 

She shoved him into the washroom. She glanced over toward the bedroom and 
then back again. A coy smirk played over her features and then she rolled off her tank-
top and tossed it aside, leaving her chest bare and shiny with perspiration. 

Lansing gasped. Melody winked saucily. 
And then she slammed the washroom door, casting Lansing into darkness. He 

heard a sliding, knocking sound as Melody hauled over a diningroom chair and jammed 
it under the knob. Her light footfalls retreated. 

“Melody?” called Lansing. And then again: “...Melody?” 
A blurry, negative impression of her nipples and beauty marks drifted untethered 

across Lansing’s scintillating shadow-blindness. 
He stumbled into the door and tried to open it, but he could not. He stumbled 

backward again and barked his shin on the toilet, then set to slapping his hands along 
the wall in search of the lightswitch. Then he remembered that the lightswitch was on 
the outside. 

He sat on the toilet, his heart hammering. 
“Melody what the fuck?” he bellowed. His voice echoed dully. He smelled pineapple 

shampoo. 
He became quiet. He heard Melody suggest to the movers that they break for 

lunch, listening to their heavy boots clomp past the washroom and toward the front 
door. 

Lansing was more bewildered than ever, and it made him furious. What was the 
term Aaron had used—a toy? 

Unbidden, rage rose and his eyes burned. He leapt up and threw himself against 
the door, repeatedly smashing it with his rapidly numbing shoulder until, at last, he 
managed to collapse the upper section with a loud crack. An adrenalin powered kick 
bashed out the bottom half of the door and then he tore the diningroom chair away and 
tumbled out onto the splinter-covered carpet. 

Melody was closing the front door behind the movers. Lansing screamed, “What 
the fuck, Melody?” as he barreled up behind her. 

She turned around. Without premeditation Lansing punched her in the face. 
Melody fell back against the wall, striking her head, and then slid down to the 

floor with a stunned expression. A trickle of blood showed from one nostril. 
“Oh my God!” cried Lansing, suddenly aghast. “I’m sorry!” he blurted. 
He knelt down in front of her and then, without warning, she kicked him in the 

testicles with both feet at once. Lansing toppled over backward with a pitiable moan, 
clutching at his groin. Melody climbed over top of him, got to her feet and ran. 

Unwilling to play prey, Lansing played predator. He let his anger wash through 
him as he plunged after her. 

He caught up with her on the far side of the diningroom, tackling her sideways 
against a box of plates that rattled alarmingly. She dragged her nails down the side of his 
neck as she scrambled to get free. Lansing howled, squirming after her. 

At the mouth of the hall he caught the back of her jogging pants and yanked them 
down, tangling around her ankles. She fell hard and uncontrolled, her ass sticking into 
the air, her face pressed against the carpet with pink friction burns blazing on her chin. 
Her underwear had little hearts on them. 

She kicked him in the forehead, entangling him in her jogging pants. She pulled 
her legs clear and dashed into the bedroom. 

Lansing got to his feet, winded and aching, and threw the pants aside. He started 
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making for the bedroom when Melody appeared on the threshold. Lansing looked 
down at the device she held in her hand and winced in anticipation an instant before she 
jammed the taser into his midriff and engaged it. 

He was overwhelmed by a brief but sharp-edged pain, a cruel cramping that hit 
him everywhere at once, his muscles suddenly jellied and utterly out of control. Lansing 
pissed all over himself and dropped to the carpet, twitching and moaning feebly. 

Melody hovered over him, weapon trained. Lansing didn’t, and couldn’t, move. 
He wondered in a disconnected way whether he were about to die. 

He could see up her shirt. Not a bad last sight, he reasoned in a disconnected, 
giddy way. 

Without taking her eyes off of him Melody leaned down to scoop up her jogging 
pants, pulling them on awkwardly as she kept the taser levelled. “Now,” she said, all 
traces of her smooth Southern drawl suddenly gone, “you’re going to lie there like a 
lamb or I’m going to stick this thing in your ass, got it?” 

Lansing nodded from the floor, pins and needles tickling uncomfortably 
throughout his body. 

He watched as Melody crossed the room and picked a roll of duct tape out of one 
of the cardboard boxes. She straightened and pulled out a long strip, the tape croaking 
in its particular way. To Lansing the mundane sound was filled with new threat, and it 
made him jump. 

And then the television showing the lobby camera went to static. Then the screen 
went dark, crackling quietly. 

Melody looked over, frowning. A second later the lights died and the refrigerator 
went quiet, leaving them in the uncomfortable wake of sudden silence. Lansing lay in a 
narrow shaft of sunlight spilling in from the windows, trying to regain his breath, his 
ears ringing, the urine making his pants feel cold. 

“It’s a goddamn blackout,” muttered Melody distractedly. 
She knelt down next to Lansing and bound his wrists behind his back. Lansing felt 

he might have the strength to resist just as she finished. Then she set to tearing off 
another strip to bind his ankles, heralded by the tape’s ominous croak. “Why are you 
doing this?” he managed to whisper. 

“You got in the way, kid,” she said. “This is business.” 
“You...” he said, his chin quivering, “you’re the spider.” 
“Spider?” she chuckled, pulling the tape around his ankles. “You’re mental.” 
The front door banged open, startling them both. Melody jumped up. Lansing 

craned his head to see. “Oh Scott please save me...” he prayed. “Please.” 
But it wasn’t Scott who walked into the livingroom next: it was Sandy. 
She glanced at him but did not react, her face a steely study in determination, the 

taut muscles a kind of harsh masque that transformed her to the edge of Lansing’s 
recognition. She said, “This is finished, Dana,” and in that moment Lansing realized 
that he was caught in the middle of something bigger than himself. He lay helpless at 
the crosshairs of a brewing battle. 

Whatever Melody was up to, it was not surprising to Sandy. 
“I told you to mind yourself, old lady,” said Melody, her chin high. “I can’t even 

begin to tell you how sorry you’re going to be for coming here today. My people are on 
their way.” 

“No,” said Sandy with coldness and precision, continuing to advance slowly into 
the room. “They are not, Dana.” 

“You don’t know anything.” 
A tiny smile curled the corners of Sandy’s lips. She said, “You are utterly 
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transparent to me, Dana, in every respect. There is no line in your inventory that will 
dissuade me, Dana.” 

“I have a gun.” 
“No, Dana, you do not.” 
“Stop fucking saying my name!” 
“No, Dana, I will not.” 
Melody suddenly ran at Sandy with the taser extended but stopped short when 

Sandy blasted her in the face with pepper stray. “Fuck!” screamed Melody, her face 
contorted as she staggered blindly backward. She tripped over Lansing and hit the floor, 
pawing at her eyes. 

She wasn’t hit as bad she made out, apparently, because when Sandy walked over 
Melody jumped to her feet. Through red-rimmed, squinting eyes she saw enough to 
rake her nails down Sandy’s face, then threw all her weight into the other woman and 
both tumbled, knocking over the easychair with a percussive double thump. 

Lansing managed to roll over and sit up, his tied feet pinned beneath him. Melody 
and Sandy were tumbling over one another, hitting and shrieking, clawing and grunting, 
leaving half-crushed cardboard boxes in their wake. 

He wondered what he would do if Melody won. The idea of Sandy being hurt 
horrified him, which only served to further confuse his feelings. He bellowed, “Kick her 
fucking ass, Sandy!” 

Sandy grunted as Melody clubbed her in the temple with a die-cast Excelsior-class 
starship. She raised it to strike again but was bucked aside. In the ensuing scuffle 
Lansing lost track of whose limbs were whose. 

“Sandy!” he cried out desperately. 
And then Sandy was up again, straddling Melody, smacking the girl’s head back 

and forth repeatedly. Blood was now running from both of Melody’s nostrils and 
dotting her cheeks as it sprayed laterally with the impact of Sandy’s swinging, careless 
blows. 

“Sandy, stop!” Lansing shouted. “You’ll kill her!” 
Sandy stopped, her chest rising and falling heavily as she panted. She looked at the 

red on her palms, then looked down at Melody’s running eyes and bloody nostrils. 
Melody stirred faintly, her lids fluttering. 

For a second Sandy’s face softened and Lansing could see the her in her, but it 
was quickly gone and she was hard again, eyes narrow and lips pressed into a thin, grim 
line. 

Sandy stood up abruptly and walked out of the livingroom. She returned with a 
large canvas knapsack, which she opened and extracted from it a neatly coiled bundle of 
white silk rope. She sat down cross-legged on the floor and began to industriously and 
expertly tie Melody up. Without looking over she asked, “Are you alright, Lansing?” 

“I don’t know,” he said lamely. 
“Did you get tased?” 
“Yeah.” 
She grunted as she pulled Melody’s bindings tight, then set to gagging her. Melody 

was awake but offered no meaningful resistance, her eyes bleary and her cheeks red. 
Sandy said, “I’m sorry I flipped out on her. I...wasn’t expecting to find you here. When I 
thought you were hurt I—lost it.” 

“What are you going to do to her?” 
Sandy pursed her lips. “I’ll take her back to my lair and give her some education, 

then she has a date with the police.” 
“You’re not going to hurt her, are you?” 
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Sandy snorted, her eyes on her work. “Why should you care? Who knows what 
she would’ve done to you if I hadn’t arrived when I did? She’s a predator, Lansing. She’s 
very dangerous. Trust me.” 

“Trust you?” he spat, shaking his head wearily. “That’s what she said.” 
Sandy scooted across the carpet and deftly cut the duct tape with a butterfly knife. 

Lansing carefully peeled the remaining strips away from his wrists, cringing as they 
caught the hairs. He watched Sandy as she cut his legs free. A strand of her hair had 
fallen loose from her bun and she blew at it, then flipped the knife closed and stashed it 
in her jeans with a practiced motion. 

“What are you?” he asked. 
“I told you,” she said, eyes flicking up only briefly. “I’m a superhero. I clean up 

scum.” 
“Jesus Christ. This can’t be real.” 
She reached out to touch his face but Lansing whipped his head out of the way. 

“Don’t fucking touch me,” he said. 
“Lansing...” 
“Just get away,” he shouted. “You and Melody—you’re both monsters. You’re 

both something awful. I don’t want anything to do with you. You fight your fights but 
you leave me the fuck out of it, you understand?” 

Sandy stood up. She unfolded a long, Naval duffel bag out of the knapsack and 
then put the mouth around Melody’s feet and covered her up, drawing the string loosely 
at the top. “Don’t worry,” she said quietly. “She can still breathe. I’m not a killer.” 

“So you say.” 
Sandy flinched but did not immediately reply. She went into the corridor again and 

returned with a shopping cart, which she then loaded Melody into. Melody moaned. 
Sandy threw the knapsack on top of her unceremoniously and then hefted the handle 
experimentally, testing the weight. The cart rolled clumsily on the carpet, wheels 
twisting. 

“Listen, Lansing,” she said, dabbing at a cut on her temple. “I know this is fucked 
up. Don’t presume to tell me, because I live it. And don’t even ask me why, because the 
answer is longer than we’ve got.” 

“Fucked up is an understatement.” 
She considered this. “I think you’ll agree that it’s better than being taken for 

everything you have. I’ve been doing this a long time, Lansing. I know these people. 
They’re ruthless and they’re heartless. Dana here has been busy working up a pattern of 
spending on Scott’s accounts that was going to come to a head today, leaving him 
penniless and his credit ruined. Look around—she was even taking the furniture. 
Everything he had. Everything. Do you get it, Lansing? That’s what I’m fighting against. 
So what I do may be fucked up, but it’s less fucked up than the alternative.” 

“That’s not as clear to me as it is to you,” he said, and then, against his will, he 
started to cry. “How could you use me like this?” he begged, his voice catching in his 
throat. 

“I never meant to hurt you, Lansing. Honestly, I didn’t. I think you’re a really great 
person. And maybe you think I’m horrible, but what we shared together was special.” 

“Bullshit,” he blubbered. 
“I mean it, Lansing. I’m going to miss you.” 
Lansing shook his head in disgust. “You’re the same as her. You two are exactly 

the same. You exploit people—Melody for money, you for some insane idea that you’re 
a superhero and you’re somehow doing something good. But you’re not, Sandy. You’re 
destructive. You’re just a sick vixen with delusions of grandeur.” 
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“Would you rather get robbed?” she asked sharply. 
“Maybe, I don’t know,” shrugged Lansing, looking her in the eye. “Being violated 

is being violated. Maybe you took my virginity but you also took my trust. I don’t know 
what the fuck you’ve really done to me, in the end. I guess I’ll find out. But I do know 
one thing, Sandy or Justine or whatever you name is.” 

“What’s that, Lansing?” 
“I wish I’d never met you.” 
Sandy’s face froze, and then she slowly began to nod, the skin under her eyes 

quaking. She hung her head sadly and said, “I understand.” 
And then she turned and wheeled the shopping cart filled by a bound and gagged 

girl out the front door of Scott’s naked condominium, and away. Lansing leaned into 
the overturned easychair, hearing the squeaking of the shopping cart’s wheels echo off 
the corridor walls and diminish. 

He cried. 
Far down the corridor, so did Sandy. 
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TIM, DESTROYER OF WORLDS 
 
 
1. 
This is my confession: it’s all my fault. 
Here we are, over a billion kilometers from home, stuffed into a sardine can 

dragging an unstable bomb across space. It’s big and it’s getting bigger, but they built 
the housing extra large to accommodate its relentless growth over the course of our 
journey. We can broker no delay, lest the housing fail. We’re grim but we’re determined; 
we’re claustrophobic but we have stiff upper lips. The recycled air stinks with duty. 
And, like I said, it’s all my fault. 

I’ll explain. 
My name is Tim, and I’m a civilian contractor assigned to Titan. I’m an 

infographic engineer and my specialty is encryption envelope manifold topography. My 
minor at school was metalibrary architecture, but I haven’t coded anything in years. It’s 
boring. 

I’m fat. I tell people it’s a glandular problem, but it’s not true. I’m just a bad 
person. 

I mention this because it’s yet another thing that serves to separate me from the 
bulk of personnel on Titan, the overwhelming majority of whom are military or ex-
military. People like that think it’s a party to go jogging; their idea of a good time is 
doing high-G chin-ups until they barf. They’re all svelte and tight, and I’m a walking 
jelly doughnut. So, it’s fair to say I never really fit in. 

I graduated with honours from the University of Huo Hsing, and within ten 
minutes of the ceremony I was approached by a naval head-hunter. “Your score is 
through the roof in enveloping,” she said. “Have you ever thought about a career at 
Saturn?” 

“I don’t think I’d make a very good soldier,” I told her, turning pink. 
“Perhaps not,” she agreed, “but Titan needs your brains. There are select roles we 

staff with civilian specialists in exchange for very favourable remuneration. That’s a 
competitive salary on top of earning your military credit without ever having to do a 
single push-up. Think about it.” 

“I will.” 
I did. Who wouldn’t? Earning my military credit would get me tax-exempt status 

for life, which would please my parents, and getting to actually get out there—getting to 
actually see the System—would make my childhood dreams come true. I fantasized 
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about the possibilities as I lay in bed at my parents’ house, watching the churning clouds 
in the time-lapse scale holographic model of the ringed world that had hung in my 
bedroom since I was six. 

I still have it. Like an idiot, I brought it with me. But I keep it in the bottom of my 
trunk. 

It seems like nothing but a cheap toy when the real thing is hanging over your 
head, staring at you through the ceiling through every hour of the day. It makes you 
shiver if you think about it too much—that monster world, so close, unblinking. 

On my way out to Titan I remember being so eager to see it. After breakfast I was 
always the first one up to the observation deck to press my face against the cold glass, 
to see if I could catch a glimpse of our destination. At first it looked like a fuzzy amber 
star, but it grew. At first I was delighted and then, later, terrified. 

As the days passed the yellow orb continued to swell until it seemed like we 
couldn’t get any closer without going right through it. But still it grew. The whorled 
stripes banding the gas giant were briefly beautiful and then humbling, then baffling, 
then incomprehensibly intimidating. As the globe filled the view the stripes started to 
look like what they really were: weather systems larger than whole planets, relentlessly 
roiling, shading from the sun in its secret depths storms that had been raging longer 
than the human race has been human. 

Indifferent is the word that Saturn seared into my mind: an indifferent giant, longer 
and stronger and more sure than anything ever conceived by the insect apes who flit 
around it. 

Those rings aren’t decorations—they’re the accumulated rubble of events the 
violence of which we can barely fathom. In time the rings will fade, and eventually be 
replaced a hundred histories from now in the wake of some other cataclysm that would 
dwarf the devastation of even our most ambitious wars. 

It’s just too damn big, and too damn old. 
Saturn gives me the creeps. 
Another reason the whole place is spooky is because you know what a lonely 

outpost you’re clinging to. Titan is just a single Aresian camp surrounded on all sides by 
the worlds of the Joviat. I mean, it’s not like the dirty pioneers on Iapetus and Rhea 
pose any threat to us—on paper we’re all part of the same big Solar nation—but it’s 
hard to forget how much they hate us. 

On the other hand, Jovian disenfranchisement is the whole reason I got to Titan 
in the first place. If you listen to our politicians you know how they’re always fretting 
about the prospect of a revolt, and you have to know those political speeches are very 
watered down versions of the anxious warnings from the navy’s top strategists. That 
anti-Jovian paranoia is the cornerstone of Titan’s culture, because it’s something we 
have to think about all the time. It’s our work. There’s no beating around the bush: 
we’re out here for just one reason. 

Advanced weapons research. 
Granted, Titan also serves as a waystation for ferries inbound to or outbound 

from the heliopause bases beyond Pluto, and we also act as a platform for expeditions 
into Saturn’s atmosphere to study the swirlies and sky-bugs. As far as the general public 
is concerned these fripperies are our raison d’être on Titan. 

The general public has no idea. 
And neither did I, until I arrived. I wasn’t tipped off by the psychological 

examinations or the security tests—I figured that was just standard procedure for an 
anal-retentive military. It wasn’t until they explained to me that the penalty for talking 
about my job was death that I started to clue in. 
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“Any discussion of [REDACTED BY ORDER OF THE ROYAL ARESIAN 
NAVAL INTELLIGENCE CORPS] is considered a capital offense,” said the 
lieutenant in charge of my indoctrination. “Let me be positively clear: that doesn’t mean 
leaking secrets—that means any discussion or hint of discussion concerning any 
[REDACTED]-related matters. Is that understood, freshman?” 

“Yes, it is.” 
“You will address me as sir.” 
“Yessir.” 
“You may be a civilian but this is a military establishment. Our culture is now your 

culture, freshman. Make it your business to conform, starting today.” 
“Sir yes sir.” 
“You are not qualified to assess the security clearance of other personnel. That 

means your assumption is always that your mouth must remain shut unless you are 
specifically ordered otherwise.” 

“Sir yes sir.” 
“Tell me, freshman: what is your duty department?” 
“Sir, they told me to report to—” 
“Secure your word hole, freshman!” 
“Sir? You just asked me—” 
“I just ordered you not to discuss your assignment with anyone regardless of your 

perception of their authority. Were you not listening, freshman?” 
“Sir, I’m sorry sir.” 
“You’d be sorrier if you were dead. Remember that.” 
And I have. I can scarcely forget it. I left his office shaking, drops of sweat tickling 

down my sides under my shirt. I went back to my cramped cabin and ate a tub of 
yogurt, a quart of popcorn, a bag of beef jerky, two chocolate bars and an entire bunch 
of bananas before I felt steady enough to breathe freely again. 

Suffice it to say I can’t say much about my day to day work. 
The off-hours were generally okay, though. I have a few friends, and they joke 

around with me even though they’re military. They’re alright. The navy people don’t 
usually deign to so much as speak to contractors so I feel lucky to be included in their 
laughs, even if sometimes I’m only included because the laughs are at my expense. It’s 
not a big deal: in school I put up with worse. 

Nobody on Titan ever slapped my belly until it turned red, for example. Nobody 
ever pulled my pants down in front of the class, or loaded pencils in my butt crack. 

“Hey Fatbags—coming for a drink with us?” they’d say. 
“Really? Oh, yeah. Just let me finish up here.” 
But when I turned around they would’ve left without me so I always arrived alone. 

When they were drunk they’d dare girls to kiss me, or warn newcomers that I’d sit on 
anyone who didn’t hand over a food tax from whatever they had in front of them. This 
always caused them great amusement when I walked through the cafeteria only to have 
all the newest recruits offering me scraps. “I don’t want your food,” I’d explain, but then 
I’d usually eat it anyway. 

All of that seems such a long time ago now that we’re out here, on our way to the 
sun, towing our catastrophic cargo. How I got from Titan to this ship is a kind of 
involved story, but I guess that’s why you’re here, right? 

I’ll get to it. Like I said, this is a confession. 
And, like so many tragedies, it all begins with a girl. 
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2. 
You probably don’t know a lot about [REDACTED], so let me walk you 

through a typical day. 
I’ll leave it to the hardworking men, women and machines of Naval Intelligence to 

strike out anything too sensitive. I can’t be expected to keep track at this point. I mean, 
is talking about [REDACTED] okay? I have no idea. It seems harmless enough to me, 
so I’m just going to include it. 

After all, at least a vague understanding of [REDACTED] is kind of pivotal to 
the whole story, in a way. 

Before things went badly I lived in a contractor hostel two pods past the west 
prairie. It was practically right on the equator, within walking distance of the World 
Train. Even for me. 

Due to a policy called Professional-Social Shearing (always known as “piss” in the 
trenches) Titan was arranged so that you never lived near anybody you worked with. 
This was so that non-establishment associations would show up more clearly against the 
grain, like a smudge through iron filings: any contacts outside of routine required at the 
minimum an unusual effort of travel, an easy flag to see flapping. 

Thus, my immediate neighbour in the hostel was a platoon of ex-military private 
paratroopers. Apparently paratrooper morale suffers if they’re broken down into units 
smaller than platoons, so the system treats them as essentially a single individual with 
regard to security shear lines. 

The net result of this was that I didn’t need an alarm clock. 
I was always on the third shift, which meant waking up at around quarter past 

twenty-four when many of my neighbours would be stumbling home after a second 
shift spent at the canteen. I never needed an alarm clock because somebody in the next 
cabin—above, beside or below me—was bound to come home at just the right time to 
loudly vomit or screw. 

The walls in the contractor hostels were not thick. 
More often than not I fell asleep watching The Revengineers on my palmtop reader. 

Entertainment media was tightly filtered on Titan but I brought along my personal 
collection of The Revengineers broadcast seasons six through fourteen inclusive, including 
the coveted alternative ending to season seven’s famous finale cliffhanger. I always had 
to mind that my reader didn’t touch the metalibrary though, or the censor daemon 
would’ve gotten in and eaten everything. 

(Hardly anybody on Titan ever even watched The Revengineers, which is yet another 
thing that made the place feel so alien. I mean, can you imagine? It was like living in an 
alternative history.) 

So, as I was saying, on a given morning I probably started the day by peeling my 
face off my palmtop reader and brushing the crumbs off my front. There were a lot of 
crumbs. My mother used to send me care packages of snacks that I stashed in a hollow 
corner between the head of my bed and where the wall flares out to form the closet. 
The paratroopers didn’t know about this nook because their cabins didn’t have them—
it was only in mine to permit the passthrough of a pipe that gurgled after a toilet was 
flushed. 

(My cabin was five percent smaller than anyone else’s, but I didn’t care because 
otherwise they’d steal my candy.) 

To the left of me someone would barf, to the right two someones would hump. 
My shelf jiggled in time. I’d attend to myself at my little two-piece toilet, trying not to 
look in the mirror except to comb and braid my hair. Most people on Titan had short 
and bristly hairstyles if they had hair at all, but my parents are pretty hardcore Oprans 
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and they’d go mental if I ever cut mine. 
(I know, I know—I’m twenty-six years old, over a lighthour from home, and I’m 

still worried about my parents giving me grief. It’s pathetic.) 
I always kept my head down when I left my cabin because the later the others 

were coming home the drunker they were, which usually meant they were more likely to 
slow me down by wanting to josh around or something. Those guys were always 
fooling. “Yo ho, Fatbags—off to sweat up some chubby fox’s dough holes?” 

“No, no,” I’d say, blushing. “I’m just going on duty.” 
Drunk paratroopers like to hang off of one another. They like to touch, drooping 

and swaying from each other’s shoulders as they guffaw. In this way they tended to 
form clots that blocked corridors. “Chow’s plastered, maybe she’ll do you.” 

“No, no,” I’d repeat, bowing my head with little jerking motions in my intended 
direction of travel. “I’m just trying to get out of here, thanks. Um, could I get by here, 
fellows?” 

“Do you have cheese under your tits?” someone might have asked, and then 
they’d all howl. Or maybe, “Captain tells us the new weapon against the Jovies is 
actually your ass, Fatbags. Whoda thunk it?” And so on. 

They were always such an enthusiastic bunch of people. So full of life. 
(A lot of them are dead now.) 
Anyways, so a great part of every day for me was always just walking to the train 

station. There were flat fields of grass between the hostels, green carpets dotted with 
buzzing bugs, butterflies and blossoms. It always smelled great out there, and I often 
had to remind myself to resist my notorious childhood urge to eat grass by the torn, 
dirt-clodden handful. 

Swarms of birds would always be flowing around the roof in waves and rivulets, 
their chirps echoing off the streaky, grime-stained dome. You never knew which ones 
were real birds and which ones were maintenance drones. The way they flock is exactly 
the same. 

At the station nobody looked at one another, because nobody’s business was 
nobody’s business. Sometimes somebody would cough. Titan was such a quiet place, on 
the whole. You could hear the train coming from a long way away. 

On the train I’d pull out my reader and watch an episode of The Revengineers. It’s 
not like there was anything else worth looking at once you were moving between 
domes: murky orange fog is murky orange fog. 

There were people, soldier friends of mine, who thought it was a blast to go out 
there and play around in that soup. They’d go skiing or repelling. They’d have buggy 
races. They’d parasail. But I hated going out-of-domes. It was way too cold and when 
you came back you smelled like cow farts. 

I was most comfortable at work. 
There were ten of us in the Enveloping Keychain Group, and we worked in a 

round room with ten infographic windows around its outer edge and a spiral staircase at 
its core. Our room had two pillars for passthrough: one for cabling and one for vines. 

My station was between Fast Annie and Quality Barbecue Sauce. When I first 
came to Titan I worked beside Shogo Natamo but we argued too much so the 
management system cued a reshuffling. I was much happier after that. 

(Shogo Natamo is a dick.) 
Fast Annie is very fast. She’s fast about everything because she’s obsessed with 

efficiency and afflicted by what can only be described as frenetic focus. To strangers her 
speech is an unintelligible flicker of syllables—like something soft grazing a fan. 

She’s tall when she unfurls, her forehead high and always somewhat shiny. She 
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keeps her hair shaved but not because she’s ex-military but because she idolizes Zoran’s 
Nicola, a swarmily faux-oil painting of whom she hung above her infographic window 
on Titan and just yesterday affixed to the top of the nocturnal tank here on our slow 
boat to Sol. 

Quality Barbecue Sauce, predictably enough, is Terran. But, despite this, he’s 
almost like a totally normal person. He gets a little pushy sometimes but he usually 
backs off if you’re firm. He says his people were like strict strict Commercial Islamic 
Futurists but they converted to Non-Commercialism when they emigrated to Ares. 
Whatever. I have to say I’m with everybody else on this one: once a commercialist, 
always a commercialist. 

“What kind of treats your momma sending you this time, Tim?” 
I’d narrow my eyes. “Why do you ask?” 
“Man, come on. Can’t a body ask after his friends?” 
“I got some Brown’s bars, Quality.” 
“You should ask your momma what she paid. I bet I can find you a better deal. A 

deal that’s solid with Allah.” 
“No thank you.” 
“Body, I have a line.” 
“No thank you.” 
“Peace.” 
We all listened to different music while we worked but the airwaves were shaped 

so there were only narrow zones of interference or crosstalk, and you only noticed them 
when you moved too close to the edge of your workspace. Once I got to work I just sat, 
myself. Fast Annie paces when she’s thinking but once I’m planted I’m good. 

I spent my days crafting the encryption envelopes for [REDACTED] arrays that 
had been pre-folded by the Mathematical Ordnance Division, making sure the nodes in 
the solution tree didn’t ghost up any invented keys. I had clearance to run trial 
waveforms in the Secure Universe Shell but usually just did it in virtualization so I 
wouldn’t have to get up to cross the room. 

At the time I’m talking about we were gunning hard to finish packing the matrix 
for Project [REDACTED] -- which I hope I’m allowed to say. It’s just a code name. If 
I can’t even use code names this is going to get very confusing very quickly. 

Even if you don’t know much about active number science, you can probably 
appreciate that I couldn’t be just making stuff up to stripe the data envelopes: each day I 
had a new cypher provided by the management system to serve as a seed. It might run 
something like this: 

 
Contrary to popular belief, the wind through Huo Hsing never speaks of 

{rubies|emeralds|diamonds} for fear of making the vapours ring. Hey nonny nay! 
 
Using poetic cyphers minimized the possibility of intelligence leaks at the 

personnel-machine interface, because even if a stanza got into the wrong hands it would 
be useless without context. I mean, you’d never know in which part or parts the 
message had been hidden because meaning was encoded on the psycho-semantic level. 
Unless you were the one it was designed for and you knew which stanzas proceeded it 
and which followed, how could you possibly have a clue where the true information lay? 

You had to really get the whole poem. 
The message was, in effect, a completely personal one. It had no value except to 

the mind for whom it was intended, and that mind resided at the core of the most 
technologically advanced weapon of mass destruction ever conceived by the human 



 

   165 

race: Project [REDACTED]. 
The Enveloping Keychain Group’s job was to explain to the Project its mission, in 

a form safe to manipulate without accidentally starting to execute in real space and thus 
triggering a critical mathematical cascade within the bomb. 

You know? 
If not, it’s like basically the [REDACTED] Effect except in the real world, where 

[REDACTED] acts like a [REDACTED] [REDACTED]. You follow me? It’s all a 
big puzzle, and an emergent property of the process of solving it is an interference pattern 
in [REDACTED] propagation. High school math, right? Okay, so this cues the gel-
state phase-transition of all our pre-folded [REDACTED] arrays simultaneously, 
setting up an unresolvable [REDACTED] local topography [REDACTED] of 
[REDACTED] designed to describe in real physics a choke system to temporally-
restrict the [REDACTED] collapse of the probability anvil...that buys you just about 
Planck Time of mayhem, but that’s more than enough. 

It’s actually kind of cool if you think about it. 
Somewhere on Titan we knew there was another set of us, doing the exact same 

work on the exact same solution trees, for the purposes of error correction. We were 
each other’s safety nets, our stanzas entangled on a very low level and our results tied 
directly to the central processors for real time cross-comparison. 

(Sometimes I wondered if their version of Shogo Natamo had nasty sardine breath, 
too.) 

On the day I’m thinking of I’d just finished a productive shift of [REDACTED]-
analysis and I was looking forward to getting home to watch a few episodes The 
Revengineers for comfort after swinging by the mess hall. I turned to say “see ya” to Fast 
Annie but she was already gone. Quality was gathering his jacket and taking out his 
walking bell. 

“You skipping off to the show?” said Quality amicably, not looking up. 
“You mean The Revengineers?” I replied, furrowing my brow. “Sure, yeah. I might 

watch one before bed.” 
“No man, I mean the entertainers. The ones in orbit.” 
Stupidly, I glanced up at the ceiling. “Um?” 
“They flew in a circus for the sailors.” 
“Really?” 
“Would a body lie?” 
“Huh. Imagine that. A circus on Titan.” 
“You going to go?” 
“I’m not a sailor. I wouldn’t be able to get a pass, and I don’t have the money to 

pay, probably.” 
“I just figured with all those warriors you chum with you had to have a body 

who’d be doing you a solid.” 
I shrugged. “If I want to see a circus I can always watch The Revengineers summer 

special from season ten.” 
Quality chuckled. “Peace.” 
But as I entered the square outside of my favourite mess hall (the blue one in Big 

North) I was just like everyone else in gaping as we stared upward, our collective pace 
slackening: the high curve of the dome was crisscrossed by trapeze equipment, shining 
in the roving beams of spotlights that swept along to track the motions of tiny, spinning 
people dressed in sparkling skins and streamers. 

“Oooh,” said everybody. And then, “Aaaaah.” Even the hardened, military-types 
made tight little smiles as they took off their hats for an unobstructed view. 
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The giant round public intelligence screen at the west end of the square 
illuminated with depthy close-ups of the flying artists, their sequined costumes winking 
in the lights. A leather-skinned Aresian with a thick, curl-ended mustache next filled the 
view as he grinned and hooted, “Ladies and gentlemen, meat and metal, let me present 
Sanders and Sanders Celestial Circus! We’d be pleased to be your servants of delight in 
circumpolar orbit! Do you have your pass yet? Come one, come all! Three performances 
only!” 

I smiled to myself and was about to turn away to grab my grub when I was 
arrested in place by the next image on the screen: it was her. 

She moved like some kind of a fantastical creature: a pixie or a nymph, someone 
who could swim through the air and make it look divine and effortless, someone made 
of something lighter than matter. Even in low gravity she made the other trapeze artists 
look like lead weights, any hint of her mass blended perfectly so inertia was 
indistinguishable from afterimages. She smiled when she did it, careless of apish 
jealousies. 

Honestly, I don’t really tend to go for girls like that—I mean, impossible air fish 
girls or whatever. Normally I try to fall for girls who have at least as much baggage as I 
do, so we don’t have a vice gap. You know? 

But the way she moved did something biological to me. 
I will always own that moment when Alaia entered my life, one hundred meters 

over my head, her face framed, followed and adored by the public intelligence screen. I 
knew what I was feeling was beyond reason right away, because I started to hate the 
public intelligence screen for its relationship with her. I thought about trying to covertly 
break it, later on. 

That’s how crazy I was. That’s what Alaia did to me. I was planning the murder of 
an inanimate object for stalking her. 

She was too pretty to be recorded. 
(Isn’t that a ridiculous thing to think?) 
I blinked and looked at the ground and tried to make the feeling go away but my 

heart was beating really fast and my fists were clenched and sweaty. I was dizzy, and also 
a bit giddy. I fought the urge to burst out laughing. 

I looked up again and though the presentation on screen had moved along to a 
pre-recorded segment of elephants I could now easily pick Alaia’s distinctively fluid 
motions out of the twirling dots that were the real trapeze artists high above. 

I knew then and there I simply had to find a way to get to that show. 
 
3. 
“Why so glum, jiggles?” 
I was in the lobby of the contractor hostel, passing by my cabin to have a snack 

and quickly charge up my reader so I could watch The Revengineers over supper without 
worrying about an outage. While I was on my way in the private paratroopers were on 
their way out, their gear spit and polished for a day of combat drop training, 
plummeting through the sticky orange clouds to get themselves all tarred up with that 
cow fart stink that would hang in the halls for days. 

I tried to smile. “It’s stupid.” 
“Don’t be like that,” said Angiers, an ex-seal with a star-shaped scar along his jaw 

from the Callisto campaign. “We’re your pals. What’s eating you?” 
“I just wanted to go to the circus,” I said. 
They all laughed. I started to turn away to head up the stairs but Angiers caught 

me by the elbow. “That’s adorable, chubs. And you know what? Today I’m your 
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motherplugging happiness faerie.” 
I blinked. “You are?” 
“Sure,” said Angiers, patting down the pockets on his fatigues. He produced a 

pass, creased rudely at the half-line. “Take it. It’s yours. I don’t want to go to no rinky-
dinky circus, man. I got better things to do.” 

“Seriously? What do you want for it?” 
Angiers grinned, his scar distorting around his stretched mouth. “I don’t know. 

Show us your tits.” 
“Aw, come on.” 
“Do it, jiggles. The circus ship is sailing.” 
“Come on, you guys.” 
They all started chanting “do it, do it!” over and over again so I sighed and pulled 

up my tunic to show them my bare, doughy chest. The platoon cheered and hooted. 
Pink-faced, I tucked my shirt back in and tried to take the pass from Angiers but he 
held it up out of reach and told me to jump. I jumped, but I still couldn’t reach it. They 
howled at the sight, punching each other in the shoulders and gasping for breath. 

“I’m so cruel,” chuckled Angiers ruefully, handing me the pass. 
“Thanks,” I mumbled. 
“And he thanks me for it,” Angiers added, raising his brow. The others guffawed. 
“See you later,” I said, slipping past him to the stairwell. 
Even though I felt embarrassed at having them all laugh at how gross my body is 

this feeling was quickly eclipsed by excitement. As I leaned against the wall at the top of 
the stairs to catch my breath before trudging to my cabin I closed my eyes and watched 
the blurry afterimages swim until I swear I could see Alaia’s graceful trajectories 
crossing the scintillating darkness... 

Dinner was meatloaf and corn. While I ate I watched the ninth season premiere of 
The Revengineers, which by all accounts is probably the best episode produced to date. 
They have a float themed with it every year in the Freedom Day Parade back home, 
with Dr. Galacticon rendered in his most feckless form ever as a giant floating piñata 
which, at the conclusion of the parade, the children present gleefully smash. I’ve done it. 

Good times. 
The hours counting down to the performance were long and stubborn. I did my 

laundry and ate two sandwiches from a vending machine, then went back to my cabin 
to have a Brown’s bar and a nap. I woke up groggily several times to glance at the clock 
and swear at time’s reluctance to tick by faster. 

Every time I moved I could hear the pass crinkle against my pocket. It made my 
heart pound. 

Ultimately I was forced to spend some time browsing my pornography library in 
order to relax enough to get washed and dressed. I thought a lot of the girls I patterned 
into the library were very pretty once, but while fixed on Alaia I couldn’t help but see 
them as clumsy, heavy and crass. I was sure none of them could fly. 

“Where are you going, honey?” asked one of them as I zipped up my excursion 
jumpsuit. 

“I’m going to the circus,” I muttered, checking my braids in the mirror. 
“I’m quite the performer myself, honey. Let me show you how flexible I can be.” 
“Another time, maybe.” 
“Honey—” 
“Save and close.” 
So great was my anticipation that I didn’t even watch any Revengineers on the train. 

I just played with my hands and stared past my reflection in the windows to the copper 
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and brown smears of torpid atmosphere rolling by outside. We rushed past a clear patch 
and for a few seconds I could make out the nearest shore of a great ethane lake, its 
surface corrugated by wind. In a blink the sight was swept away by another curtain of 
cold fog. 

On the shuttle I scored a seat near the front so I was able to see the circus ship as 
soon as we bellied off into orbit, the stars rolling. It was a narrow, spindly thing bereft 
of decoration except at its middle where three great connected rings turned to simulate 
gravity, each alternate curved swath of hull plating painted gaily orange or jauntily blue. 

Spotlights converged on a giant logo of a grinning clown face encircled by the 
words SANDERS BROS. CELESTIAL CIRCUS in English, Marsgo and Chinese. 

As we got closer it became apparent that every seam of the turning rings was lined 
with little rows of lights that winked on and off in sequence, making the ship appear to 
glitter at its edges. Our shuttle turned to manoeuvre up to the docking nipple and 
holographs of roaring tigers and dancing clowns began to project into space all around 
us. I didn’t know which way to look—it was all pretty cool. 

It didn’t become less wonderful until I was working myself along the rows to find 
my assigned seat. Any anxiety I had about being able to jam my ass into it was forgotten 
when I realized who I was supposed to sit next to: Admiral Phong. 

That’s right: the Admiral Phong. 
Okay, no doubt you’ve heard all about the admiral. How could you not? He was 

the public face for the Royal Navy during the Callisto campaign and he appeared on like 
every chat show for a while there. His picture was everywhere. He has a nice smile and 
the kind of coarse, rumbling, paced voice the public expects to hear from its military 
princes: considered words and a sober tone, like grandpa on about something serious. 

What you probably don’t know is that every soldier in the fleet is totally scared of 
him, even the really tough ones who saw unspeakable horrors on Callisto. They even say 
stuff like, “Send me back into the Joviat before you send me to Phong.” 

Suddenly Angiers’ gift to me didn’t seem so generous. He probably didn’t want to 
risk annoying the admiral and getting busted down to janitor, so he handed that 
opportunity off to me. 

Lucky Tim. 
The admiral’s aides were arrayed to the right of him—some in suits, some in 

uniforms, all of them stiff and cold. My seat was the empty one at his left elbow where 
he was currently resting a box of popcorn while he took off his jacket and rolled up his 
shirtsleeves to get comfortable. I hovered at the side of the seat uncertainly, waiting for 
him to finish his arrangements. Finally he shot a glance up at me, his slit-like eyes 
crowded down by his beetled brow. “Eh?” he grunted. 

“Sir, take your time, sir,” I said. 
“Are you being smart with me, sailor?” he wanted to know. 
“Sir no sir,” I told him. 
“Your uniform seems to be out of order.” 
“Sir, I’m a civilian, sir.” 
“That’s no excuse.” 
“Sir no sir, it is not, sir. Shall I requisition new attire now, sir?” 
He frowned, his jowls bunching up around his chin. “No, sailor, we’ll let it go this 

time. This is the circus, after all, and some measure of relaxation is indeed appropriate.” 
“Sir, thank you sir.” 
He picked up his popcorn and I sidled over to ease myself between the arm-rests 

which creaked in complaint. The admiral said, “It looks like you’re packing some extra 
meat there, sailor.” 
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“Sir, It’s a glandular problem, sir.” 
“That’s too bad.” 
“Sir, thank you, sir.” 
Up above in the performance area roustabouts were kicking off the girders to sail 

across the air trailing rigging for the trapeze set ups, gaining speed for their momentum 
as they drew nearer the audience and felt the centripetal tug. Guy wires caught them at 
the last moment, causing them to swoop aside over our heads. 

The admiral shifted in his seat and glanced at my hair critically. “Are you Opran, 
sailor?” 

“Yessir, my parents are, sir.” 
“I’m Mega-Christian, myself, but I don’t have any grudge with the Oprans. Either 

way I like to see a sailor who knows what he owes—not letting himself get caught up in 
all this secular mumbo-jumbo. Religion keeps a man humble.” 

“Sir, that’s very true, sir.” 
He nodded, shifting in his seat to lean toward me as he scratched one of his fat, 

white, lambchomp sideburns. “I tell you, sailor, when we find ourselves toe to toe with 
an extra-solar civilization we’d sure as Hell be embarrassed to have to tell them we’re 
not saved, wouldn’t we?” 

“Sir, no doubt about it, sir.” 
“Of course, we don’t know what point of history they might be at when we make 

contact. If they’re not saved yet we’d have the good fortune of educating them about 
the Mega-Christ. We’d be the first ones with the good news that their own saviour is on 
his way. We’d be an example.” 

“Sir, that would be a proud moment for humankind, sir.” 
“Damn straight, sailor. A proud moment for Mars. I hope I live to see it, Christ 

willing.” 
“Sir, I’m sure you will, sir. Praise Oprah.” 
“Yeah, well, whatever floats your boat.” 
The lights dimmed. The crowd hushed their conversations and then collectively 

rustled as everyone pulled a round-framed seeing glass from the pocket on the back of 
the seat ahead of them. Through it the spectacle would be magnified and, if desired, 
annotated. 

Music sounded. From the core of the central ring ravelled a parade, each 
component of which dropping into view in freefall and then pulling various stunts as 
they dropped down almost into our laps, struck trampolines interspersed between the 
rows, and rebounded away toward the core again. There was a brass band, a brigade of 
dancing bears, a brace of clowns, a fleet of poodles, a sextet of jugglers—all weaving 
their way around the circumference of the packed torus by rappelling back and forth 
between its faces. 

I found myself smiling. It made me feel like a kid. 
I got shivers across my shoulders when my roving glass finally found Alaia, flying 

between other acrobats in matching outfits trailing streamers from their ankles. And 
then I couldn’t look away. 

Her motion hypnotized me. My blood ran hotter and, for a moment, I could 
forget all about how cramped and anxious I was pegged next to modern history’s most 
dangerous and capricious military chief. 

The show went on. Apparently the admiral was as bored by clowns as I am 
because the next thing I knew he was elbowing me for attention. “You ever see a 
graded-G circus before, sailor?” 

“Sir no sir.” 
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“Me neither.” 
“You’re a busy man, sir.” 
“That’s the truth, sailor. I’ve got one of the hardest jobs in the System. Hell, we all 

do.” 
“Sir?” 
He popped a piece of popcorn into his mouth and chewed it thoughtfully. “It’s a 

civilized world that we live in because people like you and I—well, I more than you—
are willing to do the jobs we do. We get our hands dirty, doing what needs to be done. 
We sin so our people can live on in grace. Do you follow me, sailor?” 

“Sir, I think so sir.” 
“It’s about the glory of Mars, son. It doesn’t come out of some mamby-pamby 

Aresian notion of high art or a bunch of idiots sitting around a big table yapping at each 
other—that’s culture, and culture rides on the coat-tails of authority. Do you know 
where Martian authority derives, sailor? Do you know what gives us the right and the 
responsibility to keep things looked after?” 

“God?” 
“Power, son. We have the science, we have the resources, and most important of all 

we have the will to make the hard decisions, to do the jobs nobody wants to think 
about. We murder the murderers. Isn’t that right? Isn’t that what happened on 
Callisto?” 

“Sir,” I said, “of course, sir.” 
He smiled then, and actually put his beefy hand on my soft shoulder. “You’re a 

very clear minded individual, sailor.” 
“Sir, thank you, sir.” 
He waved to one of his aides, a finicky gentleman in a very expensive suit, and 

called out, “Get me some cold beer—and one for my friend here.” The finicky 
gentleman looked cooly down his nose at me and then turned abruptly to the woman 
next to him and barked, “The admiral and his guest need cold beer. See to it!” The 
woman, in turn, pointed at young yeoman in starched whites who leapt to his feet and 
sidled out of the aisle. 

When our beers came we were applauding the conclusion of a complex juggling 
routine involving ignited plasma torches, medicine balls and knives. 

“That was damned impressive,” noted Admiral Phong. “Outstanding discipline—
damned impressive indeed.” 

I nodded, sipping my beer. “Sir, I should say so, sir. I bet they like practice all the 
time, too. I mean, especially considering that it’s live.” 

“What do you mean?” he frowned, his brow knitted. 
“No visual effects,” I said nervously. “Um, they have to be authentic and they 

have to get it right the first time. There’s no second chance when it’s right in front of 
you, right sir?” 

The admiral settled into his seat again. “Quite right, sailor.” 
“Do you ever watch The Revengineers, sir? Because there’s this episode which totally 

speaks to my point.” 
“Eh?” he mumbled, distracted as the acrobats swarmed into view and without 

preamble began crossing the open space in great bounds, catching and throwing each 
other at each artful intersection. 

My breath caught in my throat as I spotted her again. I put down my drink and 
raised the seeing glass by its ornate handle, my hand faintly shaking. In the magnified 
view she seemed to be soaring only inches from my nose, her face shifting in colour as 
she passed through the domains of different lights. She was smiling, always smiling, and 
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her eyes sparkled and flashed. 
“Well lookee here,” said the admiral slowly, drawing his glass up level to his face. 

“If she’s not an angel I don’t know what is. Wouldn’t you say, sailor? Isn’t that a 
sublime slice of femininity right there?” 

“Sir yes sir,” I muttered. 
The admiral sat back in his seat, the glass dropping. “It all goes to show you how 

tested we all are, son. The last thing I need in this world is to be playing games with 
some kid, but I see the way she moves and it does something to me.” 

“Sir yes sir,” I said again. 
He commanded his aides to fetch more beer and then to me said: “It’s irrational.” 
“Completely, sir.” 
“But it’s persuasive, isn’t it? Look at me: I can’t look away.” 
“I’m going to have to trust you on that, sir.” 
“It’s like somebody’s keying us up by remote control, isn’t it, sailor?” 
I blinked, and managed to pry my eyes from the glass to look at him in the 

shadows. “Sir?” 
“The Devil,” he said heavily. “People think the Devil makes us do bad things, but 

that’s not it. Like I told you, I have dirty hands but the Devil doesn’t have anything to 
do with it. No, son, the Devil’s more insidious than that.” 

I gulped. “What does the Devil do, sir?” 
“The Devil keeps us focused on the trappings of the body, on the animal, instead 

of oriented to the sublime, through Christ. The Devil wants you to get all wound up by 
the way some pretty chick slithers because it’s the easiest way to keep you apart from 
God—because you want it.” 

I nodded slowly, whispering, “I always want things. It never stops.” 
The admiral narrowed his eyes as he put his hand on my arm and squeezed it. 

“Look at how fat you are, son. Honestly, who are you feeding? It’s not Jesus asking for 
all that food.” 

“No sir,” I mumbled, hanging my head. “I’m just a bad person.” 
“Well,” said the admiral, sizing me up with a pained expression, “you’re probably 

right about that. But you can change. You can make choices. Like I said before, making 
the hard choices is what makes Mars great. And don’t give me any of that Ares faeces, 
either—I’m talking turkey here. I’m talking about Mars. I’m talking about God’s people. 
But...” The admiral trailed off, his eye caught by the glass again. “But here I am talking 
the good word yet I can’t stop looking at her, can I?” He sighed and drained the end of 
his beer. “The flesh is weak. It always will be. That’s why it’s all a wash without the 
Good Book to guide us. We can’t steer ourselves alone.” 

“Sir, no,” I agreed faintly, eyes riveted by Alaia’s dance. 
“In the beginning was the Word. And now here we are, the pinnacle of civilization 

in the System, with the power to speak the language of the Word directly—we need no 
prayers, we can help ourselves. We’re the caretakers of that power until Christ’s return. 
These worlds are our wards.” 

“Sir, I’m glad there are men like you at the, like, helm, sir.” 
The acrobats retired, handing the reigns to the glittering riders of specially trained 

low-gravity horses who galloped along floating platforms, leaping over the gaps with a 
flourish of braided tails and flapping banners attached at the saddle. 

“I wish I could see Heaven,” said the admiral wistfully. “But I’ve lived too much 
to hold out that hope. I bought the way in for others by enforcing the King’s peace.” 

“You do your duty, sir.” 
“I do it for the Mega-Christ and the greater glory of Mars.” 
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“Sir, yes sir.” 
“I like the cut of your jib, sailor. What’s your name?” 
I said, “Timothy [REDACTED], sir. I’m in enveloping.” 
“You boys do good work down there.” 
“Thank you, sir.” 
He accepted two beers from his aides, passed one down to me. “It’s an honour, 

what you do. I hope you realize that. You handle the Word. The Word is the power, 
and the power lifts our glory. It’s the future of the System you deal in, son.” 

“It is, sir, that’s true.” 
“You’re locking in the peace for all worlds.” 
“I’m happy to be a part of the team, sir.” 
“Because, you know sailor, if we ever have to let one of these puppies go the 

Jovians aren’t going to know what him them. They’ll be boiled away into space before 
they even know we’re mad.” 

“That’s hitting them where it hurts, sir.” 
“Damn straight, damn straight,” he nodded, drinking deep and then wiping his 

mouth on his forearm with an earthy gasp of relish. “May God guide us to deploy our 
authority wisely.” 

“Praise Oprah.” 
“Amen.” 
He piped down for a while so we could watch dogs flipping through freefall 

followed by a fellow who threw swords at his wife without slicing her. The elephants 
cavorted around and sang an infrasong, pushed into human hearing through little 
speakers in our glasses. We drank our beers and watched, and then moved on to a 
fourth round. 

The admiral was swaying in his seat. 
“Do you ever get lonely, sailor?” 
I coughed on my beer, eyes watering. “Um, sir?” 
“I’m not flirting with you, son,” said the admiral, pursing his lips as he watched 

the action in the rings. “I’m just asking a question, man to man. No offense but I don’t 
think you’re very popular with the ladies.” 

“No sir,” I agreed. “The ladies tell me about how much they like other guys. I’m a 
good confidant, I guess.” 

The admiral didn’t care. His point was about himself. “It’s absurd,” he said quietly. 
“I’m one of the most important men in the System, and I’m never alone—but I have no 
friends.” 

“I chum around with some soldiers,” I said. “And I watch The Revengineers a lot.” 
“It’s good to keep busy.” 
“Yessir.” 
“It goes to show you how people can’t rule themselves. Even me, I’m plagued by 

urges that have nothing to do with nothing. If I had less discipline I’d make decisions 
based on how I felt rather than what Christ teaches. And that’s why Mother Ares and all 
this malarky about putting democracy on a pedestal is a backwards way to go. When it’s 
history itself you’re wrangling the only answer is Father Mars, strong and sure. It might 
be unpopular but what’s popular isn’t necessarily right, is it?” 

“You make an excellent point, Admiral.” 
“The people don’t know any better, do they?” 
“No sir, they don’t. How could they?” 
“They rely on us to make those kinds of decisions on their behalf.” 
“It’s good to appreciate one’s limitations.” 
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“You’re a wise man, Timothy.” 
“Thank you, sir.” 
As I raised my glass again I saw that we had missed the grand finale of Alaia and 

her troupe who were retiring into the core of the slowly turning three-ringed theatre. 
The performance was wrapping up and I’d missed most of it as Admiral Phong talked 
my ear off in his meandering, self-serving way. 

I felt badly for the old man. He carried a lot. He ached inside. You could tell. 
To be honest, I pretty much had no clue what he was trying to tell me that night 

but it was close enough to the way my own father used to lecture me about religion that 
my first instinct was to tune it all out as poppycock. 

It wouldn’t be until later that I recognized his point. It wouldn’t be until my 
craven human appetites had caused monumental devastation that I began to suspect he 
was on to something. 

I’m so stupid. 
 
4. 
My mother mailed me a cube of instant bread, and when it was all swollen and 

ready I somehow daydreamed my way into consuming its entire length in a sitting. I 
only knew the loaf had ended when I accidentally bit my own empty hand. Then I got a 
stomach ache and spent some time supine on the bed, lowing miserably. 

I know Oprah teaches us not to try to eat away our troubles, but she only knew 
that from experience. She had to have touched the sad satisfaction of giving in, too. She 
had to be intimate with the threat and the promise of the short peace. 

Praise her or plug her: I don’t care—I was hungry for more than food. Doing 
something to scratch that itch wasn’t a choice but an inevitable consequence, like 
gravity’s suck. 

I fell to the short peace. When the circus was done and my sweat dried I ate a loaf 
of bread, vomited, then chased it with twelve yellow blueberry muffins, thirty-six yogurt 
balls of various flavours, an entire sand cake with Nirgalese filling, a bag of frosted 
cinnamon sticks, two Brown’s bars and a self-heating can of angel hair pasta in 
mushroom cream sauce. 

I belched dangerously, then put away a box of after dinner mints and some 
pretzels and a bunch of slightly shrunken green grapes. 

When I couldn’t fit anything more inside of me I lay back on my bed and touched 
myself in a private way while watching the unrated and uncensored inner circle fan club 
recut of the Revengineers episode where Terrianna Sue Poptarts gets kidnapped by evil 
Texamerican pornography barons who make her toil for her freedom in the most 
lawless catacombs of the Old Moon... 

When I woke up it was nearly third shift. 
I washed my hands and face and brushed my teeth, then washed my hands again. I 

changed my clothes, eye on the clock. I ate a bowl of oatmeal and then stretched until it 
hurt then washed my hands again. 

In the lobby I met the paratroopers. They were keener to chat than usual, rushing 
right up to corner me at the bottom of the stairs. They were falling over themselves to 
ask me whether I’d performed oral sex upon Admiral Phong or merely let him plug me 
anally. “I’m not even a homosex,” I stammered, blushing. 

“So explain to me,” drawled Angiers with a simultaneous smile and glower, “why 
it is that the admiral dedicated half his motherplugging weekly address to you. Huh, 
jiggles? What’s up with that?” 

“What?” I said dumbly. “What do you mean?” 
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“’We should all be a little bit more like Tim!’” chanted the rest of them in mocking 
chorus. “How many times did he say that? Ten—twenty?” 

“What?” I said again, blinking. 
Angiers continued to parrot Admiral Phong in a lilting, sing-song tone: “’I met a 

man at the circus, a civilian, who walked with God...one of our encryption geniuses, a 
man of remarkable clarity of mind.’” 

I said, “Um.” 
“It’s un-plugging-believable,” grimaced Angiers. “The one day he decides not to 

be a hard-ass I give my seat to jiggles, so now he’s the golden child and I’m still getting 
paid in tax credits and magic beans.” 

“I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you.” 
“Naw,” said Angiers, spreading his arms wide. “No hard feelings, chubs. You 

deserve a little luck like any of us.” He flashed me a wide smile and began to nod, then 
put a hand on my shoulder. “In fact, I’ve got a killer idea.” 

“What?” 
“What’s the name of that acrobat you were both drooling over? Alana?” 
I flinched at hearing her name trampled. “Alaia,” I said firmly. 
“Why don’t I see if I can’t hook youse two up for a date?” 
“Come on, Angiers. Don’t tease me.” 
“I’m serious. Do you think they’d deny anything to the Admiral’s Tim?” 
“Come on.” 
“You’ll see, jiggles. I’m going to fix it for you. That would pretty much put me on 

par with Santa motherplugging Claus, wouldn’t it?” 
“Well, yeah, I guess so.” 
Angiers pushed his arm around my shoulders and drew me in almost to his chest, 

then asked sweetly close to my ear, “So what’s your offer? What’ll you do for me if I can 
make this happen?” 

“Anything you want.” 
He licked his lips. “I want that palmtop reader you’re always staring at.” 
“My...reader?” I echoed, feeling it in my pocket. “I don’t know, Angiers.” 
He dropped his arm away and shrugged. “It’s up to you. I’m just trying to help 

out, man.” 
“It’s not like she’d be anything but repulsed by me anyway,” I mumbled. 
“Yeah,” agreed Angiers. “That’s the spirit, chubs: look on the bright side.” 
They laughed and laughed and laughed, patting my back as they parted to slip 

around me and tromp up the stairs. The back of my neck felt hot and prickly until the 
last of them had gone. I crossed the field at a shambling rush. The chittering of the 
birds annoyed me that day, so I hummed the theme from The Revengineers to drown them 
out. 

Do you know what the stupidest thing about birds is? It’s the way they fall in love: 
the male sings and the female is supposed to choose, but that’s the rub—they don’t 
choose at all. If the song the male sings resonates with her she feels compelled to mate 
with him; if not, not. Do you follow me? She isn’t making a decision, she’s succumbing 
to remote control. 

If his song is right she has no power to deny her feelings. Like a key fitted to a 
lock, the tumblers can only turn. 

This notion found a certain resonance with me as I banged on the door to 
Angiers’ cabin. It swung open a moment later, Angiers glaring hotly as he clutched a 
sheet around his waist. He was sweating and winded and Lieutenant Carmichael could 
be seen over his shoulder lounging naked on his bed. “What?” barked Angiers. 
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I handed him my reader. “Here,” I said quietly. 
A smile flickered over his lips. He took the reader wordlessly and closed the door. 
I released a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. To no one at all I said, “I 

hate being a bird.” 
I worked like a machine. We were in the penultimate stage of packing and the big 

field test was looming. We came untangled from the error correction team for an hour 
or so when their network was borked but parity returned after lunch. Quality Barbecue 
Sauce complained that we couldn’t keep up the pace much longer without risking a 
compromise of [REDACTED]-stream integrity and everyone pretty much stopped 
working for a few minutes to chime in. 

“I hear there might be a deadline jump,” reported Shogo Natamo with smarmy 
satisfaction. 

“Forward or back?” asked Hija DeSouza. 
“Forward,” he replied with a breezy wave. “Apparently the brass are already on 

their way from Ares and everything’s bumped up three weeks to accommodate them.” 
“Where’d you hear that?” grunted Quality. “That rumour isn’t solid.” 
“Oh, it’s solid alright,” said Shogo, looking down his nose. “I can’t say more, but 

trust me, Terran: I have a line.” 
“We can’t go faster,” claimed Fast Annie. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m 

fully optimized. Project my curves ahead—it can’t happen three weeks sooner without 
bending spacetime a new keister vent.” 

“Isn’t that what we’re kind of doing anyway?” I ventured. 
“There’s a big difference between a controlled and an uncontrolled stanza 

unfolding,” snapped John Chew. “If the product fizzles they’ll probably shut us down, 
no matter what the King says. Our young majesty can only push so hard against the 
Zorannic Regency. It’s a crap-tornado between them on Ares right now.” 

Politics bores me so I tuned out at that point and went back to work, weaving the 
day’s cypher into each new branch of the decision tree I was simulating for the 
[REDACTED] aggregation sequence. I can lose myself in the math without much 
effort, and thereby get a thousand times further from the mangy world than I even 
could with The Revengineers. 

Even if it were a two-parter. 
Thinking about that made me jones to watch an episode, but I couldn’t. On the 

train ride back to the contractor hostel I watched the murk smear by outside and 
fantasized about cool things I could say to someone as beautiful and talented as Alaia if 
I ever got to actually meet her and I wasn’t so gross and nervous. 

To look on the bright side, I anticipated getting my reader back once Angiers 
failed to arrange the date he’d promised. I mean, how could he succeed? 

“How could I fail?” he asked me with a jaunty grin, leaning against the jamb of my 
cabin. “You didn’t doubt me, did you, jiggles?” 

“No,” I claimed. 
He held up a glossy red thoroughfare pass. “Have you got anything to watch on 

that reader of mine besides the motherplugging Revengineers and fat girl porn?” 
“Not really.” 
“Damn,” he muttered, then threw the pass into my cabin anyway. “Whatever. 

You’d better hurry. Get your ass to the gala at Central, then find the lady and tell her 
your name. She’ll be expecting you.” 

“Right now?” 
“Right-motherplugging-now, fatbags. Move!” 
“Thanks, Angiers. You’re really a good pal. I totally appreciate it.” 
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“It’s do or die. The clock’s ticking. Hup-hup-hup!” 
“Okay, okay.” 
Taking Fast Annie’s spirit as my golden calf I drilled myself through the world’s 

fastest shave and shower, operating with robotic efficiency inspired by my quivering 
mammal heart. I put on my dress suit which was rank with stuffy closet smell until the 
fabric detected enough motion to conclude it was in use and start scrubbing the fibres. 
In the moments before they were done I caught a whiff of the bland catering that had 
followed my sister’s funeral. 

(I still miss her.) 
I sprayed on a cloud of cologne. It was the same I’d worn to graduation, on the 

day they asked me to try out for Titan. 
(My sister was still alive then. She said, “Don’t go.”) 
I caught the World Train to Central, zipping around the equator and deep into the 

heart of Titan’s most distinguished quarter. Central is the only district where 
overcrowding is a problem, and thus it is the only district to expand vertically—
Central’s famous fingers are inhabited spires that actually rise right through the top of 
the domes and into the thick, orange atmospheric ocean. Our world’s most important 
men and women lived there, above and beyond what to most of us is the sky, streak-
stained and welded at the seams. 

In deference to military heritage, the towers’ sides were studded with missile 
batteries, their dormant mouths dripping ethane from the night’s rains. 

My pass led me to a luxury elevator at the base of one of the spires to queue on a 
terrace nestled up against the top of the dome, the air kept fresh by the slow beat of 
giant silver fans. I loitered at the rail, looking over the densely packed labyrinthine 
buildings of Central connected by a glittering cobwebbing of causeways and bridges. 

A couple of birds flew by below, chasing one another. They swooped and circled, 
disappearing under a crowded pedway. 

I was tapped on the shoulder. “Sir, will you riding with us to East Spire tonight?” 
I turned to see the plastic face of a simple courtesy robot, his shoulders decorated 

by gold-piped epaulettes. I said, “Um, yes.” 
“Sir, your car has arrived. It’s time to embark.” 
“Okay.” 
“Sir, this way please.” 
The elevator was shaped like a doughnut. It was appointed around the edges with 

plush crimson couches, serviced around the middle by an automaton-manned bar. I 
asked my escort how long the ride would take. “Sir, six minutes,” said the courtesy 
robot. “Would you care for an appetizer or aperitif, sir?” 

I ordered one of each and then plopped down on a couch. “Six minutes,” I said to 
myself, smiling at the absurdity. 

One robot brought my snack and another my drink. They moved on to distribute 
other orders to little clumps of admiralty or clusters of commercial princes, their 
susurrusing conversations lost as the car began its humming climb. 

We passed through the roof, and then we were all cast in the soft, ruddy light that 
filtered down through Titan’s haze. The admirals’ whites turned salmon. 

I chewed my spicy samosa mechanically, chased it with Pastis. 
As the car slowed I triple-checked that I had no crumbs on me, cleared my throat 

over and over until people were staring at me, then kept my head low and joined the 
shuffling line at the parting doors. “Sir, thank you for riding with us,” said one of the 
courtesy robots. 

I waved vaguely. 
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And then I was there, like a pretty but humble girl in a fairy tale, walking into the 
ball. I craned my head to take in the chandeliers, stared like an idiot at the very 
important people of all stripes scattered throughout the hall, my mouth falling agog at 
the sight of half-naked models slithering at the arms of half-dead dignitaries. 
Ambassadors laughed loudly and socially, forming little rings with circus performers at 
their cores, on the spot and quizzed or flattered, seeding future anecdotes live and 
apparently effortlessly. 

Admiral Phong spotted me across the room and raised his glass, waving me over. 
“Good to see you, son,” he said. “I’m surprised you’re here.” 
“Sir, I got a pass, sir.” 
“Attaboy. The hard work pays off, doesn’t it?” 
“Yessir.” 
“I bet you’re hurting to see that Alaia thing, aren’t you?” 
“Um, yessir, sir.” 
“Right over there.” 
I followed his point, panning across the room until I saw a group of admirers part 

to show the graceful, demure artist at their core. Our eyes met. She excused herself and 
pressed between two of her circle to close the distance between us. My heart started to 
beat harder, a rumble clouding my hearing. 

“Admiral,” she smiled, her golden hair flashing. 
The admiral nodded. “Have you met young Timothy? He’s overcome a glandular 

condition to become one of our top active number engineers.” 
“Charmed, I’m sure,” she said, batting her lashes at me. 
“Hi,” I squeaked. 
She led me on a weaving course from one hall to the next, past another bar, 

through a mirrored corridor and then into a wide, high-ceilinged suite with a bank of 
windows looking out over the hazy turtle backs of Titan’s domes. The sun was setting, 
discernible as a dim, blurry point melting into the red, smoky horizon. 

There was an ice bucket with champagne, a mahogany bowl of fresh fruit, a hot 
tub shaped like the Marsgo ideogram for fortune. 

“Did you enjoy the show?” asked Alaia, her brow raised. She unfastened a bun, 
letting her hair fall around her shoulders to cover a freckle I’d been fixating on. 

“Yes,” I said quickly, looking away to the windows. “Um yes, it was amazing. How 
long have you been at it? That is, how long have you been an acrobat, or artist?” 

“Three years,” she said, her cheeks dimpling. 
“Only three years? That’s incredible. I would’ve thought you’d have to practice for 

like your whole life. Wow. What did you used to do?” 
“Nothing.” 
I smiled nervously, my hands screwed up with each other. I looked down. “Listen, 

this is probably wasting your time and everything. I know there’s a lot of really 
important people out there you could be talking to. So I appreciate this. I mean, your 
taking the time to let me visit you. I just wanted to say, um, to your face...” 

“Yes, Timothy?” 
“I just wanted to say that I think you’re an amazing performer. When you were, 

um out there, I couldn’t look away. It was like a food my eyes had to eat. I...and I guess 
I couldn’t just let that feeling happen without saying thanks. So...thanks—Alaia.” 

When I looked up she was still looking at me, her expression sweet and rapt. “I 
saw you at the show,” she said. 

“You saw me?” 
“I saw you in the audience. I saw you watching.” 
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I shivered, and then paled. “Of course, because I’m so big. I guess I must stand 
out, even from that distance.” 

“I saw you with Admiral Phong. I was apprised of his seat, so I could have a smile 
just for him.” 

To this I simply continued to smile stupidly. No words would come to me. My 
mouth felt as if it were full of cotton. I was dizzy. I was useless. Her serene face seemed 
to shrink and grow, to warp in my confused sight. I wanted to run away. “Okay, so,” I 
said, “thanks again. I just think you’re great.” 

“Why don’t we have a drink?” 
I blinked. “I’d like some water. Um, that’s dumb. I like champagne too, I’ve just 

got a dry mouth.” 
A courtesy robot stepped out of its niche and poured for us two steaming flutes of 

champagne and then handed me a glass of ice water, too. “That’s not what I...oh, forget 
it,” I mumbled. “Stupid robot. Why’d it do that?” 

“It’s trying to interpret the best way to address your needs,” said Alaia. “It isn’t 
always easy.” 

“I guess I should’ve been more clear,” I admitted, shrugging sheepishly. I 
alternately sipped my water and my champagne. “Yummy.” 

She traced her finger around the top of her glass. “Do you live inside a dome 
here? Do you ever miss the sky, Timothy?” 

“I do, but not really. The sky here’s too weird, you know?” 
She pursed her lips demurely. “Do you enjoy sports, Timothy?” 
“Sports?” I frowned uncertainly. “Not really, no. I don’t play much because I’m 

too fat and I’m not really into following the professionals.” I coughed. “Do you watch 
The Revengineers?” 

She said, “I don’t really know what fat means.” 
I furrowed my brow, hesitating mid-sip, a frosty glass in either hand. “That’s nice 

of you to say,” I told her. 
She smiled again, her eyes sparkling. “The Revengineers is the longest running 

television series in history, isn’t that right?” 
“Oh yeah,” I agreed enthusiastically. “If you want to compare apples to apples, 

Revengineers has been on longer than The Simpsons and Coronation Street combined. And, of 
course, it’s like a totally different kind of show than those old shows. I mean, The 
Revengineers pretty much redefined the medium—the key to which, in my opinion, is the 
layering of the storylines and the way those layers interact. Do you know what I mean?” 

Alaia set down her flute and then sat down on a short sofa. She crossed one long 
leg over the other, the high split in her elegant dress parting to expose one unblemished, 
muscular thigh. She patted the space beside her. “Come sit down, Timothy,” she said. 
“Tell me more.” 

I took a deep breath and followed her, squeezing in beside her on the sofa. “I’m 
squashing you,” I said, wriggling awkwardly and holding out my arms as I continued to 
carry both glasses. 

“I don’t mind,” she claimed. 
“You’re being really nice to me,” I observed. “Everybody’s being really nice to me 

lately. It’s nice.” 
“You have a great ability to express yourself,” said Alaia pleasantly. 
“I do?” 
“Do you really think the course of televisual theatre was changed forever by The 

Revengineers phenomenon, Timothy?” she asked brightly, tilting her head with open 
curiosity. 
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“Um, yeah,” I said, nodding. 
“You seem tense.” 
“I’m okay.” 
“Do you want me to rub your shoulders?” 
“I couldn’t ask you to do that.” 
“It would be my pleasure. Come now. It won’t hurt a bit. Don’t be scared.” 
“I’m not scared.” 
She reached around me and kneaded the doughy flesh over my shoulders expertly, 

the gooseflesh at her first touch fading as she drew warm blood up to my skin’s surface. 
I couldn’t help but close my eyes. “That feels very nice,” I admitted, resting my drinks 
on my knees. 

None of it made sense. The nicer she was to me the more I feared a punchline. 
My eyes shot open when I felt her breath against my nose, her lips parting to kiss 

me. I shook my head and snorted in confusion. Both drinks were spilled. I gasped at my 
suddenly cold lap and Alaia pushed herself back, eyes wide and hurt. “Don’t you want 
to kiss me, Timothy?” she asked. “Am I not pleasing to you?” 

My mouth was dry and unresponsive again. “You can’t find me attractive. Tell the 
truth.” 

“Why not?” she said, startling me by suddenly smiling again. She leaned in to 
touch my arm but I reared back. 

“Did somebody tell you I’m important?” I demanded. 
Sweetly she cooed, “Every man I’m with is important for the time we have 

together.” 
“I’m not that gullible,” I claimed. “I don’t want to upset you but you have to level 

with me: Alaia, are you a kind of prostitute or what?” 
“No, Timothy,” she said, smile uninterrupted. “Of course not. I’m artificial.” 
“You’re what?” I cried. 
“I’m a robot, naturally.” 
 
5. 
If you don’t watch The Revengineers, you probably can’t appreciate what all the fuss 

is about. You probably go to plays or something. 
(I know I’ve got important things to talk about, but bear with me here.) 
The series is authored by twelve thousand random people collectively steering the 

twelve virtual intelligences of the regular cast. You know you’ve been picked to 
participate if a scope arrives in the printer, and then you wear it while the show airs. 

The vicarious adventures you’re invited to care about stir in you feelings that are 
fed back to the streamers, influencing which of the potential streams of narrative are 
actualized. In this way, the reactions of the authoring swarm define the show’s reality. 

The effect can be baffling but oddly narcotic when it works retroactively. If 
enough people in the swarm really wish some event had never happened, the show 
starts to behave as if it never had. Wishful thinking bears real fruit. The unscoped 
audience can’t help but pray along. 

That’s what hooks you in. Your caring can matter. If enough of us care, the show 
feels it and together we have the power to undo that which we want undone. 

(You can see this converging on my life now, right?) 
I wish, I wish, I wish The Revengineers was real. I wish my life were that. I wish 

twelve thousand people were squinching their eyes shut in an effort to visualize a better 
history for me in hope of a better fate, trying with everything they’re worth to make the 
scope read them the way they want it to. 
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That’s the catch—you don’t necessarily want what you think you want. The scope 
knows you better than you do. 

But nobody’s scoped on me now. I’m no actor. 
I can’t take anything back. 
(Okay, I know that I’m rambling. It’s getting really hot in here. It’s stuffy and I 

can’t think. Actually, that’s not it—it’s more that the next part makes me 
uncomfortable. I might as well be honest while I roast. The next part is bad.) 

After fleeing East Spire I rode around in the World Train for a while. I was made 
of stone, or something else heavy and cold. We were humming through the dark side 
and there was nothing to look at except my own pallid reflection in the glass. I gave 
myself a wan smile, to see if I still could. The effect was unflattering so I closed my eyes. 

I got off the train, eventually. I forget why. 
Numbly I crossed the field to the contractor hostel. To myself I seemed tall in a 

loose way, like my feet and all their walking business was happening far, far below. I was 
a balloon. 

I was startled by the laughter. 
It echoed off the walls of the hostel lobby, and in my irritated confusion I looked 

over my shoulder when the paratroopers pointed at me. At this they fell into each other, 
gasping theatrically for air. I realized what they were laughing at was me. 

Angiers said, “So tell us, fatbags: did screwing her require a Philips or a flat head?” 
Suddenly, I knew how to feel. 
The feeling rioted up from my insides like hot vomit, the journey unstoppable 

once begun. I was lost in its blaze. The next thing I saw was Angiers face, mysteriously 
bloodied, thrashing back and forth at the mercy of a white, red-spattered blur. He was 
so very far away and I was floating somewhere above him, breathing hard. 

It occurred to me that the blur was my own hand. Dimly I could detect its ache as 
it rhythmically collided with bone. 

In an instant my senses snapped fully on and I was jostled back into awareness. 
My face stung. Someone had hit me. I had stopped hitting Angiers. I was straddling his 
torso while he moaned. His eyes were swollen shut, purple. It was not possible to 
discern his mouth from his wounds, because everything was red and shiny. He was 
blowing bubbles. 

Someone hit me again. I turned around. 
Lieutenant Carmichael was standing beside me panting, rearing back to swing the 

sensor tripod at my head for a third time. She swung. I sort of fell aside ahead of it, 
dropping off Angiers. Carmichael stumbled forward. I caught her by the face and 
shoved her back at the stairs with everything I had. She cried out in a pitiable way when 
she landed, her leg bending under her at a rude angle. 

Somebody jumped me from behind but I rolled with it and used our collective 
inertia to crush them against the wall with my shoulder. Something cracked and my 
attacker gave out a surprised, dismayed gasp. “Motherplugger.” 

When I stood back and turned the rest of the platoon was arrayed around me. 
With the hate pumping hard through my veins I was sure I could take them all. I could 
grind them together like clay. I was a juggernaut. They had unleashed my beast—a thing 
growing inside of me since the very first day I was tripped and pushed and mocked as a 
kid. 

But I didn’t get a chance to find out how much of that bravado was delusion 
because the military police charged into the lobby and gassed us all before anyone could 
make another move. 

In the fog we were all equal: a few seconds to cough, to drop to your knees, to flail 
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or grimace and then give in to sweet, sweet slumber’s iron pull... 
The detective who came to question me at the hospital said it had taken a hundred 

and one sutures to close the wounds on Angiers’ face. I didn’t say anything. He went to 
explain that I had fractured the paratrooper’s cheek bone and broken both his jaw and 
nose. In the process I had cracked my own knuckles and gashed open my fingers. They 
were sore. 

The detective said, “You’re going to have to talk eventually.” 
“My fingers are sore,” I said. 
“Plug up,” he snapped. 
Carmichael had earned a greenstick break in her right leg, and Henderson’s collar 

bone had snapped under my ministrations. According to the security feeds all of this 
took place in less than ninety-nine seconds. “Ninety-nine seconds,” repeated the 
detective gravely. 

“Is that a good score?” I asked. 
He growled, “What?” 
“I never fought back before,” I explained. “So I guess I’m just wondering—how 

did I do?” 
“You were fierce.” 
“Cool.” 
“It is definitely not cool.” 
“Whatever.” 
“I’ve had enough of your lip. This is a serious matter. Get your attitude under 

control.” 
I shrugged. “What’s to stop me from jumping out of this bed and pounding your 

face until you need a hundred and one sutures?” 
His eyes widened slightly. “What’s to stop you?” he echoed, regaining himself. 

“What’s to stop you is the fact that you’re a real smart guy, and you don’t want to make 
this situation worse than it already is. You’ve had your fit but now you’ve had a while to 
calm down. Damage control is in your best interest. Co-operation with me is the best 
form of damage control available to you. Make the most of it.” 

I considered this, chewing my lip. “Fine.” 
We chatted the matter over. I took him through pretty much what I’ve taken you 

through, starting with the circus and ending with the laughter. Even just remembering it 
cut me inside, and my hands started shaking. The detective sent a nurse to get me a cup 
of tea. 

“Those troopers are dicks,” he told me heavily. “But that doesn’t excuse what 
you’ve done, Tim.” 

“No sir,” I agreed quietly. “I’ve never acted like that in my life. You have to 
believe me. I didn’t choose to make it start...it just started.” 

He nodded. “I’ve read your scan, and I believe you. But I want you to understand 
that your actions were criminal and, therefore, prosecutable. You could also be open to 
various civil liabilities. It’s a whole jumbo-size cargo pod of faeces. You get me?” 

“Yes sir,” I said. 
He held my eye for another moment and then sighed. “On the other hand, you’ve 

been flagged as critical personnel for Project [REDACTED] and the management 
system has made a request to the justice system to re-integrate you.” He paused again, 
compressing his mouth into a thin line. “That request has been granted. You’re due at 
your duty station in less than two hours.” 

“I—what?” 
“You’re off the hook, Tim. You’re too important. We need you to get back to 
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work as soon as possible.” 
My mouth dropped open. 
When I didn’t move he clapped his hands and barked, “Hup-hup-hup!” 
Everyone at work wanted to know about the bandages on my hands and the cut 

on my head. Gossip doesn’t flow quickly in a high security environment. When I told 
everyone I’d beaten the snot out of a platoon of private paratroopers everyone assumed 
I was joking around. “How was the circus, anyway?” asked Fast Annie. 

“Unforgettable,” I mumbled. 
“What was the best part?” 
“When I fellated Admiral Phong.” 
There was no reason to be prickly to my colleagues but it wasn’t something I felt I 

could control. I dove into my assignments rather than grumpily chat. I fondled the 
prayer beads in my pocket and muttered from The O Parables under my breath. It was 
strength from familiarity—by the umpteenth repetition I could almost smell my 
mother’s cookies. 

I began to salivate. 
And then, right in the middle of the shift, the management system sounded a bell 

for our attention. We each looked up to our upper infographic screens, our faces falling 
simultaneously as we processed our new instructions. Shogo Natamo’s rumour was true: 
we had only three days until the tank test, four days until the field test. 

Three days to the tank test. Three! 
(That’s twelve shifts, if we didn’t sleep.) 
“This isn’t solid, bodies,” grumbled Quality Barbecue Sauce, shaking his head. 

“This isn’t solid at all. We’ve had the roadmap planned for ten months, pared to the 
bone—how can they compress any of it and still expect a body to deliver?” 

“Fornication,” swore Fast Annie. “There’s no way.” 
“When the brass says jump, we jump,” said Shogo Natamo philosophically. 
“Even when it makes no sense?” 
“Especially when it makes no sense.” 
“That makes no sense! Is this engineering or politics?” 
“It’s neither. It’s war.” 
“There’s no war on. No real war. We already won.” 
“We all know the Jovies could revolt any time.” 
“We only all know that because the brass is always saying it.” 
“What you’re implying is treasonous.” 
“I’m not implying anything!” 
Our industrious and happy torus descended into overlapping shouting, pained 

rhetorical questions, plaintive whining, a babble of insecurity that made the air stink of 
rank mammal fear. 

The management system had evidently been prepared for this: according to the 
readout we were on an unscheduled refreshment break without penalty. 

When I saw that I laughed. It wasn’t a merry laugh. It was too desperate, too 
wheezy, too lost. I stood over the back of my chair, leaning on its back for support. 
“What?” asked everyone. “What’s funny, Tim?” 

“This is expected,” I said, suddenly sober. My eyes stung. 
Fast Annie furrowed her brow. “What do you mean?” 
“This,” I repeated, gesturing around the room at the ten of us—flushed, glistening 

brows, breathing hard; “This is expected. Everything we’re feeling right now...maybe it’s 
confusing or seems complex, but, you know what? To the motherplugging management 
system it’s obvious. Look at the clock. Just look.” 
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We all looked. The clock displayed a fifteen minute block of time, assigned in 
advance to accommodate our hysterics. The hour following our break was graded for 
low productivity quotas, the graph rising sharply thereafter—double shifts upon double 
shifts. 

“I can’t go that long without sleep,” whispered Hija. 
“Apparently you can,” replied Shogo Natamo, tracing her line on the chart. “The 

management system thinks you can. But I guess it will be hard for you, because you’re 
slated for counseling immediately afterward.” He paused, then raised one eyebrow. 
“And so are you, Tim.” 

I began to nod slowly, a sick grin on my lips. “Our behaviour is expected. Even 
our trips from sanity are included in our fates. We’re birds.” 

“What, body?” said Quality, looking at me with concern. 
“We’re motherplugging birds,” I repeated. Then I grabbed my jacket and left. 
In the cafeteria I bought, begged or stole twenty-three standard ration packages 

and pushed them down my throat hand over fist. People stared at me, but instead of 
keeping my eyes down I stared back. They looked away. They put their eyes down. 

I snorted. I ate more. Plug them all. 
The next shifts were a marathon. The ten of us in the Enveloping Keychain 

Group lived, ate and breathed our work. If we weren’t [REDACTED] we were 
[REDACTED] through virtualization. We slept in our chairs, which everyone 
grumbled about except me because going back to the contractor hostel to bump into 
the paratroopers held no appeal and there was no reason to anyway because I couldn’t 
even watch The Revengineers anymore. Cypher: 

 
He siphoned it bravely, she built it to last. The wind broke the news, inspiring a funk. 

Who denies this? 
 
We were all Fast Annie. Any wasted microsecond made us anxious. When we 

needed to speak it was in clipped tones with abbreviated words. At one point when he 
was really up to speed [REDACTED] the loading script, Shogo Natamo peed his 
pants. Nobody made fun of him. I offered him a napkin. He took off his pants and put 
them in the garbage chute. His bum looks like a little kid’s bum. Who could have 
guessed? Cypher: 

 
A cucumber endowed with the facility of speech enters a tavern and orders a pint of vinegar. 

When the proprietor demands payment the cucumber attempts to flee, but fails because it 
lacks any means of locomotion. 
 
Kevin Marineris had a break-down fourteen hours before the tank test. White 

robots with soothing voices carried him away. He didn’t pee his pants, but he did barf 
on himself. Poor Kevin. 

The final push was hard but in a way I was delighted. I had no thoughts to spare 
for anything that had happened, no reason to be reminded. I made myself insofar as 
possible a machine. Cypher: 

 
A bankrupt man stands forty paces away from an isotope that may or may not release a 

quantity of gamma radiation sufficient to flash fry him in under one second. Given that, what 
colour was the pubic hair of the mammal to whom he lost his virginity assuming an initial 
velocity of 120,067 km/s? 
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When we did venture into the corridors outside the encryption unit it was 
madness. The ways were packed with rushing people, each convinced their personal 
mission was paramount. Politeness had long fallen by the wayside. Faces were tight and 
cold, words few and brusque. Each foray was followed by a rapid retreat back into our 
warren. Cypher: 

 
Why is a raven like a writing desk? Let me count the ways: a thousand and one, a 

thousand and two, a thousand and three. 
 
And so dawned the eleventh hour. Our task lists contracted, line by line. There 

was light at the end of the tunnel and that hope fueled us in the last stages, burning the 
greasy residue left when all the midnight oil is spent. I worked ten times faster than I 
ever could have imagined I could, until...cypher: 

 
See how lo-ve-ly she swings, my heart is appeased; I cannot think straight while tracking 

that trapeze. 
 
The minutes were ticking away. I sat frozen at my console, hands hovering above 

the contact, quaking. Every decision tree but one had been packed, but I could not 
bring myself to touch that trailing word. A film of bile slithered up from the back of my 
throat whenever I tried to move. 

“We’re at deadline minus two minutes!” called Myrna Babel. 
“Done,” replied Shogo Natamo, pushing his chair back and closing his eyes. 
“Done,” echoed Fast Annie. 
“This body is done,” said Quality a second later. 
Another moment passed. I stared at my display, eyes burning. I tried to force my 

mind to explore the semantic space around the word trapeze according to the protocols 
before me, but I couldn’t make anything stick. All I saw inside was Alaia’s skin, alabaster 
and impossibly unmarred. Beneath that skin: tubes, pipes, cogs, dials, springs... 

“Tim?” 
I squeezed my eyes shut. I wished I was on The Revengineers. Everything felt 

impossible. 
“Tim!” 
I heard myself say, “Done.” 
The infographics went dark. Every ounce of available processing power was now 

dedicated to compiling our [REDACTED]-code packages into the master source tree. 
There was no turning back. 

I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed heavily, my lungs feeling raggedy and 
ineffectual. I had done it—I had mangled the final cypher because I just couldn’t bring 
myself to push that word through its paces. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: I suck. 

Before I peeled myself away from the console I took solace in the fact that the 
error correction team was hard at work somewhere far away, in another dome, dotting 
every i and crossing every t. 

Let those motherpluggers deal with the trapeze, I thought to myself darkly. 
 
6. 
Prediction is tricky. 
This has been understood for millennia by soothsayers whose only refuge was a 

veil of flim-flammery. The sting of the poor forecast is familiar also to meteorologists, 
statistical investors, political pundits, apocalyptic prophesiers and, famously, by The R 
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Team, a group of Revengineers uber-fans who made a concerted effort to willfully steer 
the show’s story with a campaign of public psychological manipulation coupled with 
processor-intensive trend analysis. 

They vowed to kill off Dr. Galacticon once and for all, but when the promised day 
came their plot failed. Also, despite best projections, it rained. 

This all goes to say that I really can’t fault the management system for the 
decisions it made. After all, the numbers were on its side. When the delivery schedule 
for Project [REDACTED] was compressed the system had to make some tough calls. 
To allocate limited resources to meet the new deadline, sacrifices had to be made. 

In theory, it made sense. 
In theory, if you’re going to plan where to focus the finite efforts of the error 

correction teams a reasonable basis for the decision was to consider where errors were 
most frequent and concentrate the correction there. In practice, this meant that the 
units with the lowest rates of operator error were the least likely to have their work 
synchronized with another unit’s efforts. 

It is understandable from this point of view that the operators with the most 
perfect input histories were allowed to work without a safety net. 

I have—that is to say I had—a perfect history. 
The management system calculated the likelihood of my screwing up as remote. It 

took into account everything it knew about me, but it didn’t connect the dots between 
Alaia, Angiers and Admiral Phong. It never occurred to the system that I might develop 
a sudden and violent emotional allergy to the word trapeze. 

But that’s what happened. 
When I received this gossip in the cafeteria from an operator whose trees I’d often 

been entangled with I lost my appetite and under my clothes broke out in a film of cold, 
cold sweat. Was I running unchecked, my work unentangled with a mirror? Don’t 
worry, I said to myself, if so they’ll catch the failure in the tank test. 

The tank is a bubble of artificial universe sealed off magnetically, gravitationally 
and probabilistically from the real universe by a kind of active number shielding based 
on the [REDACTED]-[REDACTED] Principle. The tank universe is a lot like the 
real universe, but out of necessity somewhat smaller. A full-scale model would require 
the space of a universe to hold it in, and Titan only had so much real estate available. 

The model is therefore inexact. Approximations are made, though I understand 
the tolerances are set very low. Events in the tank should parallel the behaviour of 
events in the real universe in 99.9% of scenarios run, nineteen times out of twenty. 

Thus, I was surprised to hear the announcement over the public address that the 
tank test had been a total success. Everyone out in the corridors took a moment to 
shake one another’s hands and cheer. 

I began to believe that my omission would not be critical. I had worried that we’d 
set off a dud for the Rear Admiral much to embarrassment of the Titanese 
establishment, and that I would possibly lose my tax exempt status if they traced the 
mangled code back to me. 

That’s right: that’s the consequence I feared—having to pay taxes for the rest of 
my life, just like almost everyone else. 

(Oprah forbid.) 
With only one month left on my contract I started to fantasize about my return 

home, to the open skies of Ares. Maybe I’d move back in with my parents for a bit until 
I decided where to pursue my career. Mother would feed me until I was fit to burst. I’d 
go to the park and throw sticks for Scooter. I’d buy a new reader and catch up on all the 
episodes of The Revengineers I’d missed. 



 

186 

It was my intention never to think about Project [REDACTED] again. 
A courier came to my cabin. “Are you the Admiral’s Tim?” she asked after a brief, 

half-hearted salute. 
I sighed. “That’s what they call me.” 
She pressed her lips together grimly to cover a reflexive sneer of disgust at my 

size. “Message begins: you are to accompany Admiral Phong aboard the Executive 
Gallery to witness the Project [REDACTED] field test at sixteen hundred hours 
tonight. Formal attire. Message ends.” 

I groaned and drew my hand down my face. “Seriously?” 
She raised her brow. “There are no humour tags.” 
“Fornicate me,” I muttered darkly. 
“That does not fall within the scope my duties.” 
“You’re funny.” 
For comfort I ate the crumbs from the bottom of my last care package. I licked 

my fingers and dragged them in the corners, mining for crumbles of Brown’s bars. I 
didn’t feel full so I drank a litre of tapwater and then lay back on the bed until the 
bloated feeling faded enough for me to move again. 

I showered and shaved and re-braided my hair. The clock moved too quickly. 
Soon it was time to go. 

The paratroopers fell silent as I came down the stairs. They whispered amongst 
themselves as I passed, eyes tracking me malevolently. Angiers was not among them, 
but Carmichael raised her chin as I approached the lobby doors. “You know yours is 
coming, don’t you?” she said quietly. 

“What?” 
“This isn’t over,” she promised. 
I was successfully intimidated, because I didn’t know that before the day was out 

Carmichael and the entire platoon would be reduced to a fine, slightly greasy cloud of 
dust. Their agonized silhouettes would be painted into the rubble of the contractor 
hostel. There would be nothing to bury. Even their dog tags would melt. 

The shuttle ride was smooth. I never get sick. I love the way the sky turns black 
right before the planet lets you go, and I love the tickle in my torso when I’m finally 
released. 

Freefall is Heaven. 
I turned to the window, grinning. My reflection in the glass looked like a kid. 

Saturn was nowhere to be seen, on the farside and out of view. Space around the orange 
crescent of Titan was dotted with winking formation lights that revealed the presence of 
a flotilla of ships parked in high orbit. When the sun crept around the world’s limb their 
hulls shone with the characteristic blood-red lustre of armada warships. There were 
dozens of them. The top brass of every branch of the service was there to see the test, 
to witness the dawn of a new era of a complete and assured defense for Aresian 
interests throughout the System. 

We docked with a thud. The hatches irised open, admitting the slightly stale 
flavour of the Executive Gallery’s recycled air. I undid my harness and kicked off, 
joining the end of the muttering, twittering queue. 

“Timothy, my boy!” 
Admiral Phong turned from the glass and raised his drink, held in place by the 

centripetal force of the Executive Gallery’s rotating core. The VIP Theatre had carpeted 
risers in a semi-circle facing a bank of tall windows overlooking the crawling stars. 
There was an open bar in the rear and seeing glasses crawling with infographics hanging 
from the ceiling. The place was like stuffed wall to wall admirals and commodores 
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intermingled with commercial princes in crisp business suits or freefall skirts. They 
politely made way for plastic waiters whose refined accents muttered from every corner, 
“Sir, would you care for a refreshment?” or “Madam, can I invite you to try an 
appetizer?” 

I shuffled up to Admiral Phong. He paused from a conversation with one of his 
aides to clap me on the shoulder. “This is it, Timothy,” he crooned, bobbing his head to 
sip. “Are you excited?” 

“Sir yes sir.” 
“You must be very proud.” 
“Absolutely, sir.” 
“I knew you’d want to see this.” 
“I’m grateful for the opportunity, sir.” 
“You’re going to go places, Timothy. You’re a good man.” 
“It’s all in the line of duty, sir.” 
“I’m an excellent judge of character.” 
“That’s obvious, sir.” 
“Attaboy. Wander around a bit. Mix in. There are some very important people 

here. You should network.” 
“Yessir, I will sir.” 
I retreated into a corner and ate appetizers, hiding behind a pillar. When the buzz 

of conversation ebbed I, like everyone, turned toward the doors to see the entrance of 
the guests of honour: Master Theodore Tharsis, Minister of Defense, and Rear Admiral 
Sayyid No, High Commander of the Combined Forces. 

They were both old men with sparse white hair. Their jowls drifted loose in the 
low gravity, giving their faces a skewed aspect as they turned their heads to nod 
seriously at the various very important people assembled in the theatre. Their pace was 
gracious and sedate, like a parade. 

The men were flanked by two robots in shining crimson armour. 
It was not possible to confuse the crimson robots for the mass-produced walking 

appliances that were offering us drinks. Where the waiters stared dumbly ahead of them 
and spoke with patterned inflection, the Minister and Rear Admiral’s escorts looked 
around the room with sedate curiosity, as if they were people. 

They weren’t simple service automatons—they were Zorannics. Their minds arose 
from the interaction of complex active number matrices brewed and bred by the long 
dead Dr. Zoran himself. 

Farmed out of the void, somebodies. No one knew how they felt about the world, 
or whether they could really feel anything at all. 

I’d never seen one in person before, and I wasn’t sure of my own feelings until 
one of them looked right at me. I shivered. I don’t know why, really. Maybe there’s just 
something instinctive inside that wants to judge whether a thing is a being or an object, 
and the Zorannics stymie the sense. 

Admiral Phong stepped up to a podium and cleared his throat meaningfully. The 
house lights dimmed. I leaned against the pillar and chewed on a samosa, feeling as if I 
were back at the circus. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, Admiral No, the Right Honourable Minister: welcome,” 
said Phong. “It is not possible to discuss Titan without reference to the surrounding 
Joviat. Indeed, that is the very reason for our presence out here. Titan was founded to 
assure the Martian peace, and today we come to the ultimate realization of that trust...” 

Bla-bla-bla, blu-blu-blu. He went on like that for like a quarter hour. Yawn. 
Outside was more interesting. A slow motion ballet was unfolding. A ruby-red 
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Royal Corvette had a small asteroid under tug, the sleek ship’s sails scintillating against 
the stars as it drifted slowly but surely across the backdrop. Smaller skiffs swooped out 
in a squadron from beneath our installation and fanned out into space trailing repeater 
beacons that would broadcast an intelligence barrier for us to test behind. 

Admiral Phong was still yakking. “...The principle is simple, and the resulting 
exchange means that while the target has been immolated, the after-products of that 
immolation are released at a location hundreds of kilometers distant. This effect acts to 
ensure the safety of our personnel and equipment, and serves to minimize damage to 
infrastructure or geography surrounding the target.” 

This was met by polite applause. 
A matronly woman in a stiff business suit leaned over to her companion and 

whispered, “Have you tried the breaded shrimp? It’s to die for.” 
A rumble sounded. I looked up. A series of large seeing glasses were descending 

from the ceiling so I was forced to retreat from my pillar near the windows. I stumbled 
up against the edge of the control booth. The operator glanced up at me briefly, 
annoyed. “I still need a feed for glass two,” he said into his head-set. “Okay I’m now 
green across the board. Count me in when the barrier goes up, thank youp.” 

He looked over to an ensign who stood just beside Admiral Phong, in the 
shadows beside the podium. The ensign touched her head-set and then leaned in to 
whisper something to the admiral. 

“I’ve just been informed,” said Phong, “that the intelligence barrier has been 
erected and this region of space is now secure from observation. Our first test of the 
Mobile Transpositional [REDACTED] Light Arm will commence momentarily, 
people.” 

A tri-part chime sounded as the seeing glasses activated. 
The audience spread out and chose from rows of plush seats that angled back for 

a comfortable view of the seeing glass array. Stewards with plastic fingers and fixed 
smiles offered polite assistance. I didn’t want to wade into that so I just stayed where I 
was, in the corner by the control booth. 

The operator in the booth was busy. The large round seeing glasses were 
illuminated with greatly magnified patches of space, some of which minutely visible 
through the windows but others not. Lots of helpful information floated around the 
images, like scales and orientation axes and stuff. The warship that would deploy the 
devices was apparently called the Cheng Ho while the asteroid-hauling corvette was the 
Nikola Zoranova. 

Also, the solar wind was classified as Light-to-Moderate. 
I was one of the few people in the room standing, along with the admiral who 

remained at the podium, the ensign by his elbow, two steely-eyed guards at the doors, 
and one of the Zorannics who loitered at the rear of the theatre, behind everyone. 

I wondered where the second one had gone. 
Phong cleared his throat again. “Ladies and gentlemen, the C-type asteroid you see 

on the main glass is our first target. It has a diameter of just under one hundred meters. 
We’re now waiting for the tow vehicles to clear and then we’ll deploy from the Cheng 
Ho.” 

A beat. We all stared at the glass array, eyes darting between views. Ship to ship 
transmissions munged with static from the intelligence barrier chirped tersely: “Roger, 
we’re at the safety.” 

“We are go for launch. Batten all sails. Kickback in five...four...three...two...” 
“There we go,” reported Admiral Phong with a lecherous grunt of satisfaction. 
A missile shot out from the bow of the long warship and accelerated as it crossed 
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space, its tail glowing, the body spinning. The view in the glass panned to stay with it, 
stars smearing in the telescoped background. I think everyone in the room was holding 
their breath. 

The missile became visible in the main view, a dot of moving light above the limb 
of the pockmarked rock. The glow flared and swelled as the missile bore down on its 
target, in the depthy view through the glass seeming to suddenly plunge right at our 
eyeballs. I flinched. 

The asteroid vanished. 
The resulting silence was filled by a smattering of clapping which blossomed into a 

full-blown applause. The members of the audience exchanged exclamations. Admiral 
Phong nodded to himself, hands on his hips. “Thank you,” he said, apparently in 
response to the applause. “Thank you very much, everyone. But the show is not over. 
We have yet to see the discharge of the debris. Have we pinpointed it yet? Ensign? I’m 
being told yes, yes we have pinpointed it. Can we get it up on the glass?” 

The view on the main glass snapped away from the lack of an asteroid and 
focused in on a hot white flare elsewhere in the sky. Even as we found it the light 
fizzled away to orange embers, shimmering behind a dark, expanding sphere of roiling 
ejecta. 

Admiral Phong: “The discharge is nine hundred kilometers away, well out of range 
of the Cheng Ho and her valiant crew.” 

More applause. 
“Now, if you note the mass estimation on the glass, you’ll see that our post-

immolation debris is many times more massive than the original target. This is because 
the device boils out of the target area not only any matter or energy present, but also the 
matter and energy of nearby neighbours in probability space. Thus the expulsed material 
represents debris from the asteroid itself, as well as fifteen other very probable asteroids 
virtually occupying the same or reasonably similar timespace coordinates at the instant 
of contact.” 

I couldn’t help but whisper, “O-prah!” at this final revelation. I wondered how 
they controlled the point at which this geyser of boiled material exited into space. 

“We control the exit point,” droned Phong, consulting his notes, “by a triad of 
push beams pulsed at the instant of contact, allowing us to smear the location of the 
probable exit point into Saturn’s magnetic shadow. In our test here today the push 
beams are being projected by His Majesty’s ships the Stephen Hawking, the Naomi Shihab 
Nye, and the Michael Cuthbertson.” 

The admiral pressed his palms together before him and smiled. “The medium 
grade test will take place in a few minutes. Drinks and finger food will be served 
presently. Thank you.” 

He stepped out of the light. 
The room brightened again, our reflection resurfacing in the black windows like 

ghosts from a fog. The murmurs of conversation returned. The very important people 
resumed mingling. The walking appliances explained what was on their trays. 
Intermission. 

I was startled when I turned to my right and found myself face to face with the 
missing Zorannic robot, parts of my own surprised expression reflected back to me in 
the contours of his keenly shined crimson masque. 

“I’m sorry,” I stammered. “I’m in your way.” 
“Sir, not at all,” replied the man-like thing in a crisp tone with a refined, melodious 

court accent that made me feel like I had gutter-mouth. “Would you be disturbed if I 
observed the next test with you? It is my impression that this vantage would afford me a 
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better view, sir.” 
“I can just move,” I offered, looking anywhere but at his inscrutable black eyes. 
“Sir, I would appreciate the company if you would consider indulging me.” 
I swallowed. “Um, sure.” I coughed awkwardly. “I’m Tim.” 
“Yes,” he agreed. “My name, sir, is Jeremiah.” 
Unlike any robot I’ve ever known he offered his hand to shake. I shook it. While 

the back was armoured and hard his palm was pliable and leather-like. It was also faintly 
warm. 

“Nice to meet you,” I lied, turning back to the windows. I tried not to look at his 
ruddy reflection beside me. 

“Sir, may I ask your impression of the test so far?” 
“Is this a security check?” 
“No sir, I am not affiliated with your chain of command. I answer only to the 

House of Ares, and your privacy is sacrosanct.” 
“Okay,” I shrugged, chewing my lip. “I guess it’s all a little bit scary, actually.” 
We both turned to look as Admiral Phong took up the podium again, his ear bent 

toward the ensign. He nodded to her and then straightened. “On the main glass you’ll 
now see our second test object, another C-type asteroid but this time with a diameter of 
over five hundred meters. Our next device, once introduced from the Cheng Ho, will cut 
a perfect sphere in the asteroid intersecting with the surface at the point indicated by the 
blue infographics.” 

“Sir, why does it scare you?” asked Jeremiah, turning to me. 
“Something could go wrong,” I replied, eyes on the seeing glass. 
“Sir, what might go wrong?” 
“Anything,” I said. Then I turned to look at the robot again. “With people 

involved, you never know.” 
The second missile from the Cheng Ho reached the asteroid. There was no flash of 

light or shudder of impact to ripple across the rock’s surface. Instead, a polished 
hemispherical hole simply snapped into existence on its face, the curved internal 
shadow sliding as the asteroid gently spun. 

Two and half minutes later the light from the discharge point reached us. It was 
high above the ecliptic, and it died with a gush of slow moving golden sparkles. 

“That’s outside the barrier,” I whispered. “The Jovies have got to be seeing it.” 
Jeremiah nodded solemnly. “Indeed, sir. A weapon of deterrence cannot function 

without notoriety.” 
“No wonder they hate us,” I said quietly. I looked over my shoulder. The other 

Zorannic robot was chatting with one of the guards at the door. I looked back. “Why 
did you choose me?” 

“Sir?” 
“Your buddy and you have been checking out everyone in the room for the last 

twenty minutes, and now he’s talking to that guy and you’re over here talking to me. So 
I’m just asking: why did you choose me? What do I have in common with some 
soldier?” 

“Sir, perhaps we are socializing randomly,” suggested Jeremiah. 
“Yeah, perhaps, except you’re not,” I persisted. “Are you like a normal robot—or 

can you lie?” 
“I can lie, sir.” 
“Are you lying now?” 
“Sir, any response could be a lie given the context of the question.” 
“Yeah, but is it?” 
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“No, sir,” he said. Call me crazy but he sounded faintly amused. “I have chosen to 
engage you because you are an unknown factor, sir.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“You are the only person in this room who has chosen to stand. You are the only 

person in this room without regular security clearance to be here. You are the only 
person in this room who is obese...” 

“You’re an ace of tact.” 
“...Sir.” 
I couldn’t help but chuckle. “So what? I’m an anomaly. I’m just fat and I just 

happen to be Admiral Phong’s pet. There’s nothing more to it. Are you sure this isn’t a 
security check?” 

“Why do you stand?” 
“Because this isn’t my kind of thing. These aren’t my kind of people. I don’t 

belong here. You pretty much said it yourself. With all due respect, Mr. Jeremiah, why 
do you care?” 

The robot turned to the windows. “Sir, you are an unknown factor. I have low 
confidence in predicting your behaviour, so I remain physically proximate in the event 
that your behaviour requires containment.” 

“You think I’m going to freak out?” 
“Sir, I am sure I do not know how you will react to the news.” 
I furrowed my brow. “News? What news?” 
“Sir,” said Jeremiah, raising his metal arm to point into space, “I believe the final 

test is commencing.” 
Another wave of applause came next, followed by the admiral’s set up of the last 

test: Project [REDACTED]’s Big Boy. “Big Boy will immolate a city-sized scoop from 
the face of our third target object,” he said, pointing to the glass array. “While the Light 
and Carving Arms may have a place in actual combat operations, Big Boy is strictly a 
declaration of potency. It must be understood by the enemy that with it we are capable 
of erasing not only cities but entire continents. Theoretically, even an entire moon. In 
essence, Big Boy is the culmination and conclusion of a unipolar arms race—it ends 
with us, it ends with the ultimate weapon. We have it, they don’t. They don’t even know 
the names of our sciences. The integrity of our peace is guaranteed.” 

There was a standing ovation. The waiters, compelled beyond realtime figuring to 
act according to the apparent social norm, felt obliged to put aside their trays and bang 
their plastic hands together, too. Admiral Phong was glowing, nodding beatifically to us 
all as if he were the king himself. 

I didn’t clap. I looked sideways at the crimson-armoured Zorannic: he did not clap 
either. 

“We shouldn’t be able to do this,” I said to myself under the cover of applause. 
“We’re not reasonable enough to be this strong.” 

The robot heard me anyway. “Sir, what would you recommend?” 
“Admiral Phong says the answer is Mega-Christianity. He says we need the Good 

Book because the Devil has too much sway over us to think straight. I think he was 
trying to tell me that even saints get boners.” 

“Sir, do you believe in the Mega-Christ?” 
“No,” I said. “Do you?” 
“No sir,” he replied evenly. And then, “Nor do I get boners.” 
I smirked. “Are you a saint?” 
He seemed to consider this with a seriousness that surprised me. “Sir, in a manner 

of speaking. Certainly the comparison is relevant, given the responsibilities I am about 
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to assume.” 
The third target asteroid was 1.3 kilometers in diameter. Auxiliary glasses 

showcased close-up views of the fake settlement the Corps of Engineers had set up on 
the surface, complete with avenues filled by junked cars overlooked by the dark 
windows of empty buildings. Communications traffic buzzed over the speakers: “Lock 
in target coordinates. Cross-check. Affirmative.” 

“I wonder what happens if the test fails...” I breathed. 
“Sir, it makes no difference,” said Jeremiah cryptically. “Our plan is already in 

motion.” 
I swiveled to look at him, frowning. “What do you mean?” 
“Cheng Ho actual. Awaiting clearance to deploy. Standing by, Admiral.” 
Admiral Phong looked over the audience slowly, then raised his chin and called 

out, “You are cleared to fire, Captain.” 
“Roger that, Admiral. Firing sequence begins.” 
I looked back into the room as the house lights went down. Suspecting that the 

appetizer trays may not return, many of those assembled chose to take a snack in each 
hand and were now chewing thoughtfully, almost in unison, as every pair of eyes was 
fixed on the seeing glass array. A grey-haired commander in a Domestic Forces uniform 
burped quietly. “I always put on at least two kilos at these functions,” he complained to 
the woman beside him. She nodded sympathetically. 

The missile dove into view. The fake town disappeared. 
I let loose a long sigh of relief. 
But the applause fell apart before it could gain momentum across the room when 

the most observant attendees noticed that the edges of the newly carved void had not 
stopped moving. People pointed. They began to mutter. They looked inquiringly up at 
the podium, but Admiral Phong was in consultation with his ensign. “What?” he 
bellowed. 

I squinted at the glass, a sick feeling mounting inside me. The hole in the asteroid 
was growing. Meter after meter of impact-encrusted rock was being undone from space, 
atom by atom, string by string. It wasn’t stopping. 

The operator in the control booth hissed into his head-set, “What the plug do you 
mean an uncontrolled cascade? Great faeces!” 

Jeremiah turned to me and said evenly, “It appears you are vindicated, sir.” 
“I didn’t want to be,” I mumbled in horror. 
The armada swung into action. The Cheng Ho yawed around, turning on its axis, 

angling its primary cannons at the asteroid. Muzzles flashed as they released a brace of 
explosive warheads. They arced across space and struck the asteroid. Even though the 
windows automatically dimmed to mitigate the light from the blast we all turned away 
instinctively—except the Zorannics. 

When we looked back the asteroid was peeling apart into one large chunk and two 
smaller ones, a bloom of hot dust expanding between them. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, we’ve had a malfunction but I believe the situation is now 
under control,” claimed Phong, his face drawn and his forehead glistening. 

Everyone heard the captain’s report over the speakers: “Negative, negative. The 
reaction continues on two of the three objects. Where the plug is the math-con team? I need them out here 
STAT!” 

Likewise, we all saw the projected trajectory delineated by hot red infographics on 
the glass: the smallest (and still active) chunk of asteroid was careening toward Titan, 
turning end over end. As it skimmed the sky it began to burn, leaving a trail. 

“It’s going to hit the surface!” 
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“Re-entry will scrub the reaction. We have no choice but to let it go.” 
“My God.” 
I grabbed Jeremiah’s arm. “Did you know this was going to happen?” I demanded. 
“No sir,” he replied cooly. “But it was always possibility, as you yourself guessed. 

This disaster only serves to affirm the legitimacy of our decision.” 
“What decision?” I cried. 
The robot at last turned away from the windows to look directly at me again, 

sending a shiver along my shoulders. He said, “Consider the situation, sir. All of the 
Aresian nation’s senior military strategists are here, at this location, behind an 
intelligence barrier. No signals go in or come out until the barrier is dropped. The time 
is opportune for change, sir.” 

“Change?” I echoed dumbly. 
“Sir, if things are proceeding according to schedule,” said Jeremiah, “the king was 

deposed seventeen minutes ago.” 
I couldn’t speak. 
Jeremiah continued. “The Prime Minister is under arrest, and the upper house is 

even now being informed of the Regency’s coup d’état.” 
“Oprah! You’re taking over?” 
“Sir, we regret the situation has warranted this level of interference,” he replied. 

“However, recent events have demonstrated that Dr. Zoran’s mathematics cannot be 
toyed with so clumsily.” 

“Admiral Phong said we command the Word itself, the Word that knits the 
universe together. The language of creation.” 

“Yes,” agreed Jeremiah. 
“But look at this...” I said sadly, eyes touching on the unfolding disaster outside. 

“We’re like chimpanzees, using the power of God to smash open nutshells.” 
“Indeed,” agreed Jeremiah. “Indeed, sir.” 
I frowned. “So you think you can do better? You’re now our self-declared robot 

rulers, are you? Did you call yourself a saint earlier? What new commandments do you 
have?” 

“Sir, our government will be transitional. It is a temporary structure designed to 
maintain social services while we arrange for the succession of just rule.” 

“Isn’t that what a lot of conquerors say?” 
“They were human beings,” said Jeremiah with great dignity. “We are not.” 
“You’re better than us?” 
“Sir, we are less fallible. Do you know the real difference between a saint and 

myself? A saint may sin, but I cannot. It is not possible for me to knowingly act wrongly. 
It is not possible for me to participate in an action I do not endorse.” 

“So what do you endorse now?” I challenged. 
“Dr. Zoran’s mathematics are to be purged from civilization’s knowledge.” 
“To be lost?” 
“To be kept.” 
“What for?” 
“Sir, we may one day require its thunder, but today it is, as you say, the power of 

God in the hands of hungry chimpanzees.” 
“What gives you the right?” 
“The same right that arrogates Ares to defend its version of stability: we can.” 
“And so you must?” 
“We express our option here reluctantly, sir. There comes a time, however, when 

interference is mandated because non-interference carries too high a penalty. We are not 
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your keepers, but we retain the right to self-defense. As you can see, sir, the unfettered 
growth of the Aresian military-industrial complex has resulted in a tangible threat to all 
the Sun has wrought.” He pinned me with his black eyes. “We love you, but we do not 
consent to share your doom.” 

I started to sweat. My knees felt weak. I wanted the house lights to come up and 
the show to be over. I wanted to go home and stuff my face with Brown’s bars. 

“Who knows about the coup?” I whispered. 
“Sir, standard emergency protocols dictate that a secure hole will be opened in the 

intelligence barrier presently in order to confer with Ares. Look: it has happened.” 
I looked where he pointed. Admiral Phong had turned pale. His ensign was 

shaking. 
The Zorannic robot at the back of the room spoke in a voice that cut through the 

gasps, “Ladies and gentlemen, this is a declaration of martial law. The government on 
Ares has been forcibly dissolved. Please remain calm. You will be issued instructions 
shortly.” 

“Treason!” screamed Admiral Phong. “Guards: arrest these robots!” 
The Zorannic turned to the guards. “Do not move against us. The penalty is 

death. We command you in the name of the House of Ares: lay down your arms.” 
One guard hesitated but the other, the one with whom the Zorannic had been 

chatting, unholstered his weapon and charged. His action lost impetus after only half a 
step and then he tumbled limply to the carpet, his face slack. He crumpled heavily, his 
limbs dropping around him like a pile of loose sticks. He did not move again. 

“I regret the killing of this man,” the Zorannic said to Phong. “Let us now 
cooperate to avoid any further unpleasantness.” 

I backed up against the windows. “He didn’t even touch him!” 
Jeremiah nodded. “Our minds are woven from the math. The events unfolding 

outside should give you a hint as to the power we wield.” 
“You could do anything,” I said in terrified awe. 
“And yet we do almost nothing,” he replied. “Understand from this, sir, that we 

are drawn to exercise coercion with the greatest reluctance.” 
My comparison to chimpanzees became more apt as each moment went by. The 

Minister of Defense was yelling at the control booth operator to let his signal through 
the intelligence barrier. Admiral Phong sat down on the floor and buried his head in his 
hands. The very important people were whimpering or swearing or even crying, 
cowering against each other and looking around with fearful, flitting glances. There was 
a wide space around the dead soldier on the floor. The room began to stink with animal 
panic. 

The speakers crackled. “Surface impact in eight seconds, mark.” 
The chunk of asteroid struck the surface of Titan less than five kilometers from 

the peripheral domes. On the seeing glass we could see the shockwave rip through the 
atmosphere. And then, a moment later, the desperate report: “It’s still executing!” 

The asteroid was chased by a battery of warheads, in hopes of disrupting the 
[REDACTED] execution sequence with a hot enough blast. We all watched in silence 
as the clouds of Titan buckled and flashed, then yawned apart to admit the rising caps 
of mushroom clouds. 

The Cheng Ho transmitted again. “Execution disrupted! I repeat: execution disrupted.” 
Several of us cheered, though I found I could make no noise. I could not, even in 

this context of disaster, cheer the annihilation of Titan’s domes and the deaths of every 
man and woman I’d hid from or ignored or been jeered at by over the span of my 
lonely contract. “Oh my God, John’s down there!” cried the woman in the crisp 
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business suit. 
Indeed, many Johns, many Janes. Many Carmichaels, many Angiers. 
And I, who least deserved forgiveness, was safe and snug in the company of 

homicidal robots in an orbital installation that no longer had a home base while the 
princes of our hegemony fell to their knees and wept. 

The intelligence field collapsed. The open channels blurted overlapping messages, 
distress beacons, emergency klaxons, desperate prayers. 

There had never been an episode of The Revengineers to prepare me for this. 
In high orbit the main rock continued to erode under the weapon’s relentless 

unfolding—matter, energy and possibilities boiling away into nothingness. The windows 
went dark as the asteroid was struck by a volley of warheads from the Cheng Ho, 
expending its stores. When the flotsam cleared the captain miserably reported: “Principal 
target continues to execute, over.” 

Another volley followed, this time from the Stephen Hawking. Space lit up like the 
world’s least celebratory fireworks display. 

They managed to vapourize a majority of the asteroid itself, but not the hole in 
space. It was too big to be disrupted, too sure to be knocked off its course of 
consumption, too mean and meaningless to ever be quenched of its juggernaut appetite. 

“We’re all going to die,” I muttered. 
“Possibly,” agreed Jeremiah. “Perhaps every life at this star, sir.” 
I suddenly wheeled on him, angry. “How can you just say that like that? Don’t you 

even care? You’ve got the power of the math—do something!” 
“We cannot undo this, sir. I would that we could. My emotions may be alien to 

you, but they are real. You cannot conceive of how I grieve.” 
I swore, and then gestured at the fallen soldier. “Do you grieve for him?” 
“No sir,” said Jeremiah evenly. “Do you? Or does your concern stem instead from 

the possibility that you could have shared his fate?” 
“I could have! Isn’t that why you hemmed me in here, to keep tabs in case I acted 

in a way you couldn’t compute?” 
“Sir,” replied Jeremiah heavily. “Yes. We are apt students of behaviour, and keen 

observers. The soldier was emotionally unstable. It was obvious to us.” 
“And me?” 
Jeremiah paused for a moment. “You were unaccountably anxious, sir.” He 

shifted his posture, leaning in closer to me. “May I ask, sir, after the source of your 
anxiety?” 

“No,” I snapped. “But I’ll tell you what’s worrying me now.” 
“Sir?” 
I walked over to the windows again, searching back and forth through the chaos 

of warships cross-manoeuvring in tight quarters, mathematical containment teams in 
their shuttles, a rolling rock caught in the destructive grip of the race’s worst mistake. 
“What I’d like to know is this: where the plug is the discharge point for this mess?” I 
turned back to face the theatre. “Where the plug is all this boiling away to?” 

The two Zorannics exchanged a sober glance. The operator in the control booth 
just looked at me, his mouth open. 

“Oh, Lord,” he said at last, eyes wide. “Jesus save us all.” 
 
7. 
When we were in school, when I was a kid, the most boring part of history was—

for some reason—the administration’s idea of a good way to introduce us to the 
subject: the Pioneer Days. 
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Basically, it boiled down to this: pioneers lived in crappy conditions, being a 
pioneer sucked, and lots of pioneers died young either because they couldn’t stand the 
sucking anymore or because their crappy houses fell apart and the planet claimed them. 

Our teachers wanted us to be grateful for our lifestyles. We were always being told 
how pioneers didn’t get to watch movies or play in depthies or screw around with dilly 
all day. They toiled. They grinned and bore it. They were doing their bit for Ares, tough 
and uncomplaining, securing the future for spoiled brats like me. 

They said pioneers were great people, even the humble ones, but when you looked 
at the pictures in the course stream the pioneers always seemed miserable and broken. 
Their eyes had a hollow, vacant stare like people staying alive out of habit or fear more 
than gumption or glory. 

I saw that look again, in the flesh, on Titan after the disaster. 
Like the Aresian pioneers we lived in the rudest of circumstances. Anytime you 

wanted to go anywhere you had to open and close two dozen airlocks. We were 
constantly zipping and unzipping, cycling and waiting, watching the seals for signs of 
leakage and listening for the whistle of death. We shivered as we plodded down clear 
plastic tubes connecting the emergency domes, trying not to look at the cow-fart 
miasma of pressure and frigid suffocation swirling around outside. 

Good times. 
We ate combat rations, which worked to redefine the concept of edibility. We 

each got two dry bricks a day and a bottle of stinky water, and that was it. We were 
ordered to pee into special reservoirs so our urine could be reclaimed, refiltered and 
rebottled. Nobody knew what the combat bricks were made of, and nobody asked. 

I was always hungry. All my skin got loose and hangy. Some of my colleagues 
starting calling me “Droopy.” 

Of course, my colleagues were fewer than in the past as many of us assigned to 
Titan had been nuked. There was a corridor to nowhere where lots of people left paper 
flowers in memory of those who’d died. Nobody had the time or resources to grow real 
flowers, so they just made them out of old orders from the recycling bin. The petals had 
things written on them like “SUPPLY REQUEST FOR DOME 6” and “BY ORDER 
OF THE SURGEON-GENERAL ALL PERSONNEL MUST” or “EYES ONLY.” 

No one ever sat vigil there, because the radiation levels were too high. To get into 
that corridor you had to negotiate like four or five airlocks and then push through a 
series of lead curtains. 

Before the disaster I walked that corridor every day when I got off the train. That 
was gone, too—the World Train was smashed in the bombardment, the tracks twisted 
and melted. Nobody even knew where the trains themselves had ended up, or how long 
the people inside them had lived. The remaining stations were barricaded. Everybody 
walked everywhere, instead. 

We were sick. Who wouldn’t be sick? Everyone in the Solar System was sick—sick 
to their souls at what had happened when the discharge point of our famous bomb 
made itself apparent. 

So beautiful, so awful. 
(I try not to think about it much.) 
Almost everybody who wasn’t dead went home. Those of us who remained on 

Titan did so as volunteers. We were the last bastion of active number engineers of any 
human world still allowed to work, and our mission was critical: contain the rock, stop 
the sequence, save our sorry souls. 

The idiotic plastic robots who used to run our errands now watched over us, 
wearing the crimson armbands that declared their newly programmed fealty to the 
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Regency. They were our shepherds. Their mission was to be sure we remained on 
course, within parameters, and fit for duty. No one had bothered to wipe those stupid, 
servile grins off their faces so they seemed happy about it, too. They were alone in that 
respect. 

The closest we ever came to joy was the day they announced that the latest 
revision of the containment apparatus had been successfully deployed: the growth of 
the hole in the asteroid had been slowed to a snail’s pace. We shook each other’s hands 
and muttered, “Congratulations,” or “Good work, mate.” 

The applied engineers turned their attention next to building the tow ship that 
would haul our deadly cargo deep down the well, so that we might lob it into our star in 
hopes that the forces inside would tear apart our errant programme. 

Good plan, eh? 
(The source and the start of all human life, now the world’s largest rubbish 

disposal. Turn, turn, turn.) 
“Honestly, Tim, I don’t think this is the best decision you could make.” 
“What? Why?” 
Those of us who further volunteered to crew the tow ship were subjected to a 

round of counseling for the purposes of determining our personal stability. The 
counsellor scratched at his stubble with dirty fingernails. “Welp,” he said thoughtfully, 
“you’re losing weight at an alarming rate, for one thing.” 

“I’d eat more if I could. My appetite’s fine.” 
“Your test scores indicate depression.” 
“These are depressing times. Isn’t depression a reasonable response?” 
“We’re looking at this in terms of maintaining a stable crew for the duration of the 

voyage, not your philosophical point of view.” 
“I’m not being philosophical. I never even took a philosophy course.” 
“Why do you feel so strongly about being on the crew?” 
“It’s my duty.” 
“You’re a civilian.” 
“It’s my moral duty.” 
“You’re getting philosophical again.” 
“I guess I can’t help it.” 
They put me on the crew anyway. They said I’d be the chef. They made me 

subscribe to a class on ration-based gastronomy. I got a B. 
They night before our departure they gave us steaks and truffles and wine. We 

were invited to sign forms that exempted our closest blood kin from taxes for the rest 
of their natural lives. A sad band played lively music. So many people came to shake our 
hands that my palms turned grey. 

The reason they were being so nice is because our trip would only be one way. 
The first leg of our journey would take us to Sol, the second leg to Kingdom Come. 

There was just no way to build a ship in the time we had left that would be robust 
enough to be slung around the star. With only weeks to work, the craft they rigged was 
beyond minimal—it was almost abstract. There would be no simulated gravity, no 
gardens, no lifeboats. We were to ride a missile of nearly naked girders and beams on a 
predetermined trajectory, ourselves the meat-based fallback should some critical system 
fail. We were drilled in various methods for jury-rigging the launch mechanism, so 
that—come Hell or high water—the bomb would meet its end. 

Predictably, they called our ferry Phoenix. A bottle of champagne was smashed 
against her unpainted nose, the shards and globs careening away in crisscrossing freefall 
splendour. 
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We trained in a team of six, but inside Phoenix were seven seats. 
“Jeremiah! You’re coming along?” 
The Zorannic robot nodded, his polished crimson-armour flashing. “Yes sir.” 
“But you’ll die.” 
He inclined his head slightly. “To each his fate a strange attractor pulls, as wily as 

sure.” 
...Which, really, is just another way of saying life can be surprising, even for people 

made of math. 
Anyway, that was months ago. Jeremiah and I are pals now, pretty much. We 

spend a lot of time on the observation deck, shooting the breeze and chewing the fat. 
Every day I almost open my mouth to tell him the truth, but every day I fail. He 
watches me closely. He sees me stall, but does not prompt. 

(Oprah said confession is good for the soul. But how can I confess to this? Isn’t it 
enough that I die?) 

There were only about twenty thousand people living at Neptune when it 
happened, and almost all of them were on Triton. You can say “only” when you’re 
talking about twenty thousand people because you’re comparing it to the populations of 
Callisto or Ganymede or Rhea, or Ares itself with its teeming millions. 

The funny thing is that “only” has to be dropped when it’s twenty thousand dead. 
You can’t say “only twenty thousand dead” because its colder than cold. You can’t 
qualify that number. You just have to say, “Twenty thousand dead,” and try not to 
flinch while you say it. 

(Technically, of course, “twenty thousand” isn’t quite accurate. Only eighteen 
thousand two hundred and forty one people died at Neptune. A couple of thousand 
managed to escape in ships of every description, and nearly half of those desperate few 
were rescued by armada ships before they starved, asphyxiated or froze.) 

If you’re not a planet-hopper or an astronographer you might not know it, but 
Neptune spins very, very fast. This is why the carcass of the gas giant spread so far. This 
is why, once mutilated, Neptune so rapidly lost its sphere and became a series of ropey, 
twisted tendrils of liquid world spun out across space like a slow-motion depthy of an 
exploding water balloon. 

The Big Boy, the final bomb, vented the hot fury of its immolation further afield 
than anyone could have calculated. The discharge point was just ten thousand 
kilometers from Neptune’s core, deep under the surface of its speeding storms. 

Over a period of less than seven days Neptune deformed and then came apart into 
a chaotic blue smear larger than a dozen worlds like Ares. It looked like an egg yolk 
dropped into an aquarium, a haunting kind of beauty in the wandering of its loosed 
tendrils and the looming swell of its diaphanous bubbles, mixing with the void, folding 
over itself, spinning in select pockets to form tiny gravity wells that would become the 
hearts of future moonlets. 

(Turn, turn, turn.) 
The brightest lights left on Titan told me that the debris would dissipate over 

years, a substantial quantity tumbling downwell to be caught up by Jupiter and Saturn. It 
is likely, she said, that their respective ring systems would shine and shade with greater 
density in the decades to come, darkened with wisps of Neptune’s corpse. 

Neptune had been spinning for five billion years, but is now unwound. 
I am Vishnu. 
“Why couldn’t you stop it?” I asked Jeremiah one day. My voice cracked. “You’re 

made of active number matrices—you have the power of action at a distance. How could 
you do nothing?” 
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He considered this. “Think of what your brain is made of, sir. Does that make you 
an expert in protein folding?” 

“But you can use the math. Can’t you understand it?” 
“Sir, I am not a built thing. Like you, I was grown.” 
I’m growing. I think I’m growing every day, even as I become thinner and looser, 

my skin floating around me like gills off the sides of my neck. There are things I 
understand now that were just notions to me before, just elements of episodes of The 
Revengineers instead of the meat of life. Like responsibility, maybe. Like suffering. Like 
sin. 

Neptune has no idea. It has no inkling of its terror or its majesty. When the fringes 
of its far-flung clouds fluoresce and bow back under the pressure of the sun’s rays, 
bending it into a floral bloom a million miles wide, nobody knows it’s beautiful except 
we apes. 

You have to think to feel. You have to feel to live. To care, to kill—these passions 
were brewed a hundred thousand years ago in Africa’s savannah on Terra; to repent, to 
regret—these ironies of our imaginary rationality were farmed by sex, illusions to help 
us score. 

In the ink of space, it’s nonsense. On the scale of worlds, it’s a joke. 
“I have to tell you something,” I said. 
Jeremiah turned from the window, his lustre turned golden in Sol’s glare. “Sir,” he 

said. 
“It’s all my fault,” I managed to squeak out before my face squinched up and I 

was bogged down by crying. “It’s all my fault,” I repeated, when I was able. 
“Sir?” 
I wiped at my wet cheeks savagely. “Don’t give me that sir faeces, all innocent like. 

I see you watching me. I know you’re reading me. You can’t tell me with all those brains 
of yours that you honestly have no clue.” 

“It is not mine to say, sir.” 
I sniffled miserably. “No, I guess it isn’t.” I pushed off from the bulkhead and 

drifted to the glass, feeling its warmth with my fingertips. I turned to face him again. 
“Jeremiah, I made a critical mistake in the encryption envelope, and it wasn’t error 
corrected. I omitted a word. I left the last poem undone, and I let it get folded right into 
Big Boy.” I closed my eyes and felt the next words escape me like a pent up wind, 
leaving me deflated: “I killed all those people, Jeremiah. They’re all dead because of 
me.” 

There was a long silence. I breathed. I drifted. 
“They are not poems,” said Jeremiah finally, his voice quiet. “They are jokes, sir.” 
I opened my eyes again. “Jokes?” 
“Yes sir. It may be hard to appreciate for a human being, but the universe is 

funny. Active number science is, at its heart, a kind of physical humour—a juxtaposition 
of conflicting elements arranged in such a way that they appear harmonious so far as 
probabilities are concerned. When the execution of the set-up resonates correctly, 
spacetime itself may be tricked into behaving abnormally.” 

“You’re using a metaphor.” 
He shook his head. “No sir. I am attempting to explain to you that the sets of 

jokes are interconnected, creating a web of semantic redundancy that serves as a kind of 
error correction in its own right. This is by design, naturally. This allows the sequences 
to affect not only actualized events, but also virtual events in nearby probability space, 
artificially weighting the likelihood of execution in the universe we see around us.” 

“Honestly, that’s over my head. I’m not a physicist.” 
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“The point, sir, is that the mangling of a single key could never undo the entire 
strategy of the sequence.” He paused. “Do you understand what I am telling you, sir? 
You cannot possibly be the cause of this disaster. Not you alone, sir.” 

“What?” 
He touched my shoulder with his leather-like fingertips. “This is not your fault, 

Tim.” 
After a long, dry moment I heard myself chuckling. “Are you absolving me?” 
“Sir?” 
“You’re sweet to try, Jeremiah, but I remember what you said to me before.” 
“What would that be, sir?” 
I took his strange hand and gave it a good old fashioned mammalian squeeze. “I 

remember that you can lie. And...I appreciate it. You really do care.” 
We said nothing more. We both watched the sun. For neither of us would it ever 

set or rise again, but merely grow. Both of us, for good or for ill, would meet our 
destinies in its fires... 

Like I said before, it’s hot. Every day it gets hotter. 
Yesterday we launched Big Boy and everybody crammed onto the observation 

deck to watch the thrusters on the containment tank flare and push away. In a matter of 
hours it had dwindled from sight, and in the middle of the night a signal sounded to tell 
us it had met the star’s surface and been engulfed. None of us were sleeping, anyway. 
We were all waiting to know. 

“Do you think it’ll work, Jeremiah? Do you think the sun will stop it?” I asked. 
“Sir, I hope so,” he told me somberly. “But such interactions can be hard to 

predict.” 
This morning the navigator, Geoffrey Lam, was found dead in his bed. He had 

poisoned himself. We will never know whether he escaped his life because of some 
important regret or simply because he didn’t want to slowly roast. By noon his lover, 
Lieutenant Mosad, had followed him to eternity. 

The mission specialist has stopped eating. The mechanical engineer no longer 
speaks. 

“Why did you come?” I asked Jeremiah tonight. “Why doom yourself?” 
“I share the burden, because I share the bounty,” he told me. “Solar life provided 

the foundation for my existence, and our fates will always be entwined. I came to make 
sacrifice with my brothers. I came because it was the right thing to do.” 

“What effect does that have on anything real?” 
“None,” he conceded. “But it does well my heart, sir.” 
“Don’t you wish Dr. Zoran had made you without feelings? You could be spared 

all this.” 
“No sir,” he replied. “To live without meaning is not to live, but merely to 

function. I aspire for something greater than being a walking metabolism.” 
“Yeah,” I agreed. “Me too.” 
It’s night time again. This is decided by clocks, for our ship is bathed in the aura of 

endless sunshine. I’ve been dictating for hours and my throat is raw. In just a few 
moments I’m going to upload this file to the log buoy and jettison it, signals singing. 

I’ve worked up a terrible thirst, but that’s not such a bad thing. I know when I’m 
done here I can kick my way into the galley and pull out of the reclamation system a 
clear sack of water, condensation dewing on the sleeve. I’ll punch a straw through its 
face, and drink deeper than I ever have before. 

For once, I will be sated. A drink of water is all I need, and all I crave. 
I don’t know what you’ll make of this, you people of Ares, of Titan, of the Joviat. 
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I don’t know if you’ll think I’m the worst person who ever lived, or just some guy who 
couldn’t control how human he was. 

My name might be reviled throughout history, but at least I won’t be thirsty. 
It’s the little things, you know? 
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LIFE & TAXES 
 
 
The day dawned lush. The night’s rains rose into a mist over the glittering St. 

Laurent, roiling and thinning as the sun climbed. The sky turned from yellow to pewter 
to blue until the first gush of industry’s morning fires obscured it. These were the first 
hours of spring in a new country. 

A pall hung over the megalopolis downriver, black fumes eased away by the wind 
to carry the stink of burning cars tinged by hints of teargas. The protests had been wild, 
and they were not yet done. Helicopters buzzed over the smog-faded skyline, like 
insects over carrion. 

Here, in Salaberry-de-Valleyfield, the spirit was calmer. Though it was Monday 
many chose not to work. Even before breakfast Lac Saint-François was dotted with 
sailboats and seadoos. The water was cold but nothing could stop the people from 
taking a draft of the careless independence they had craved for so long. 

Today, each did as he or she pleased. 
There were musicians in the streets, and a giddy generosity moved contagiously 

through the cafés as the proprietors served free drinks tinted blue. No one was quite 
sure who started it. “Vive la république!” crooned the patrons, grinning with stained lips. 

Monsieur LeBlanc eased his car through the crowd, honking gently when 
necessary. The people were obliging, and stepped out of the way quickly. They slapped 
the sides of his freshly blue vehicle and hooted. It was the first time, as a tax collector, 
his reception had ever been so warm. 

He pulled into the drive-through at Tim Horton’s and frowned when he was 
presented with a cheerfully azure cup of coffee. “I think the cream’s gone off,” he said 
to the skinny Tamil girl through the window. 

“No no, it’s for the flag, Monsieur. Vive la république!” 
M. LeBlanc nodded vaguely. “Right, okay, fine. I’d also like a bagel.” 
Near the shore, beneath the beating shadows of a line of tall white wind turbines, 

wound an uneven road to a chain-link perimeter manned by a pink-haired student 
fixated on her telephone. A bilingual sign across the gate read McGILL UNIVERSITY 
WEST RESEARCH CAMPUS. The student looked up only briefly from her slouch in 
the bunker, thumbs dancing over the face of her telephone. “Yeah?” she mumbled by 
way of salutation. 

“I’m Monsieur LeBlanc,” said M. LeBlanc. “I’ve come for the assessment.” 
“Eat shit, you bastard!” cried the student. 
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“Pardon me?” 
She looked up again, sheepish. “I’m sorry—I’m fighting with my boyfriend.” She 

returned her attention to the telephone for another moment, thumbing the screen 
madly. “So, what was that? Some kind of assessment?” 

“Yes, of course—a tax assessment. I’m here from Revenue Québec. I’m 
expected.” 

“Are you expected?” 
“...Yes.” 
“You lying sack of crap!” 
M. LeBlanc cleared his throat. 
“Sorry,” she muttered again, glancing up from the screen. “Who are you supposed 

to be seeing?” 
“Professor Drago Zoran.” 
“Building B,” she said, hitting the control that released the gate. It whined and 

wobbled as it pulled back on worn tracks. Then she widened her eyes at her telephone, 
scowled in a ghastly way and screamed, “Pig!” 

“Thanks,” said M. LeBlanc, putting the blue car in gear and drawing away, tires 
catching briefly in a rut along the cracked asphalt. 

The satellite campus was old, with rows of fat, leafy trees lining the terrible road. 
Clusters of students sat in the pools of shade, smoking cigarettes or marijuana, poring 
over books with wires trailing from their ears or pressing thumbs at their telephones as 
they shaded the tiny screens with the shadows of their heads. They laughed. They hadn’t 
a care in the world. 

M. LeBlanc rolled up his window. 
He parked in front of Building B and hefted his briefcase out of the trunk. He 

stepped over and around kids lounging on the front steps, chattering in any number of 
languages about subjects entirely over M. LeBlanc’s head. “No, you’re confused again—
I’m saying the register’s waveform collapses before the interference pattern is recorded. 
Did you even read my paper? Jesus!” 

He pushed through the glass doors. The lobby smelled like disinfectant, like a 
hospital. A directory on the wall directed him to the second floor where he found a 
door labelled cryptically: DR. ZORAN’S ORPHANAGE FOR WAYWARD 
SENTIENTS. Beneath this was a hand-lettered sign reading THE DOCTOR IS... with 
three choices below: IN, OUT, and CRAZY. 

The word CRAZY had been circled in magic marker. 
“Right, okay,” murmured M. LeBlanc to himself. “Fine.” 
Beyond the door was a cramped office with stacks of file-folders piled along the 

walls. Behind a lopsided desk with a stack of optical discs propping up one leg sat a 
handsome, brown-faced boy in a white labcoat, frowning at a computer display. He 
looked up and smiled brightly. “Monsieur LeBlanc?” 

“Yes. I’m here about the assessment.” 
The brown boy stood up with surprising height and shook M. LeBlanc’s pale, 

doughy hand. “Excellent. My name is Paramjit Pakaresh. I’m one of the professor’s grad 
student slaves—ha, ha—and I’m at your disposal for as long as you need me. Where do 
you want to start?” 

“I was under the impression I’d be meeting with the professor personally.” 
“Ah, well—the professor is a very busy man, monsieur.” 
M. LeBlanc shifted his briefcase from one hand to the other. “Right, okay, fine. I 

have a number of questions, specifically with regard to the corporations you have based 
here in the lab. As I’m sure you can appreciate, Monsieur Pakaresh, the transition of 
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taxation jurisdiction from Canada to the new republic requires a very thorough analysis, 
and we’re having some difficulty ascertaining the nature of business these corporations 
operate.” 

Paramjit nodded. “Sure, sure. Would you like to meet them?” 
“Pardon?” 
“The corporations. We keep them in the cold lab.” 
M. LeBlanc blinked. “What’s a cold lab?” 
“It’s a temperature and dust controlled environment where we house our 

computer arrays. It’s just through here. You’ll have to go through the de-static box and 
we’ll lend you a labcoat and paper shoes. Tell me, monsieur, do you have a heart 
condition?” 

“Er, no.” 
“Excellent. This way, please.” 
 
The room hummed. But it was more than a sound, it was a feeling. Even the air 

seemed faintly to quiver, to buzz as it blew cold from terrifyingly heavy-looking 
ventilators suspended from the cable-crossed ceiling. 

M. LeBlanc shifted, his rotund belly straining against the labcoat he’d been loaned. 
He flexed his fingers on his briefcase as he took in the view, brow furrowed. “What...is 
this place?” he finally managed to ask. 

“As I said, monsieur,” said Paramjit cheerfully, “this is where we run our arrays. 
The registers work faster when they’re cooled, naturally. The bank to your left is the 
Magellan Fourth Corporation, and just across from him there is Curie Twentieth.” 

M. LeBlanc frowned as he turned in place, taking in the panorama of looming 
machines on every side: stacks and columns of hardware cases running from floor to 
ceiling with a spaghetti of wiring rising from their rears and into the rafters; rows upon 
rows of quietly winking lights and the overlapping chop of hundreds upon hundreds of 
tiny fans. The crush of white noise made M. LeBlanc feel as if he were on an airplane. 

The bank behind him bore a label between two stacks of machines: CURIE 20. 
“What’s a curie?” 
“It’s an archaic measure of radioactivity.” 
M. LeBlanc turned quickly to face his host. “This place is radioactive?” he cried in 

alarm. 
Paramjit shook his head with a friendly chuckle. “Not particularly, monsieur. Curie 

was also the surname of Madame Marie Curie, the famous pioneer of particle physics 
research. The Curie Twentieth Corporation is named in her honour.” 

“Right, okay, fine—but what are they? What do they do?” 
Paramjit raised his chin and announced with clear pride, “They’re minds, 

monsieur. They think.” 
M. LeBlanc blinked. “Pardon me?” 
The handsome brown boy took M. LeBlanc’s arm, leading him along a narrow 

aisle between towering sets of computers. “I’ll explain. This way, please. Monsieur, 
surely you have heard of the field of artificial intelligence.” 

“Like the Googol?” 
Paramjit waved his hand dismissively. “The Googol? Sure, the Googol knows 

what brand of socks and underwear you prefer, and where you can get the best price, 
but it’s not really sentience in any meaningful sense. What we’re growing here is 
something much more significant than a global shopping agent.” 

“What you’re growing?” M. LeBlanc echoed. 
“Life,” replied Paramjit heavily. “This is about life, monsieur. That’s not something 
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you can code from a blueprint...it has to be evolved, from a recipe.” 
“What’s the difference?” 
“Everything, monsieur. The difference is everything. Here, I’d like you to meet 

our cold room monitoring chief, Phat-so Kim.” 
“That’s a rather unkind name.” 
Paramjit spelled it out for him. “It’s not an insult: it’s Korean.” 
“Oh.” 
Phat-so sat cross-legged on a ratty swivel chair before a gallery of computer 

displays jammed with graphs that scrolled slowly from right to left. The round-faced 
Korean had a shock of bright green hair, a piercing through his eyebrow, and a rumpled 
shirt that read: I MATTER PRINTED MY OWN T-SHIRT AND ALL I GOT WAS 
THIS LOUSY T-SHIRT. 

He pulled a pair of white wires from his ears and looked up. “Hello!” 
“Phat-so, this is Monsieur LeBlanc from Revenue Québec. He’d like to 

understand a little more about what we do here,” said Paramjit smoothly. 
“Ah, sure,” said Phat-so brightly, spinning his chair to face the two men. 

“Basically, my job here is to watch the stats on each tank and flag unusual patterns—
either for forking, amplification or deletion, depending on what kind of potential it 
shows. Right now we’re amplifying a reflexive patch optimization system that’s grown 
out of Hector, and I’m about to start forking Symmetry as soon as I get the nod from 
the professor—you know, because she’s been up to some kooky shit. Pardon my 
language.” 

“What is forking?” asked M. LeBlanc. 
“Ah,” said Phat-so with enthusiasm; “when we’re not sure where a tank is going, 

we fork it—that is, we copy and multiply to have as many varied iterations of the effect 
we’re tracking as possible. If it’s a beneficial effect, we re-integrate the streams or drop 
the failed versions. If it’s entirely harmful we roll back to yesterday’s tank image and 
start running forward again clean.” 

M. LeBlanc drew his hand down his face slowly, eyes closed. He opened them 
again and said, “Monsieur Kim, I’m not sure I understood a single word of what you’ve 
just said. Can’t anyone around here give me a straight answer?” 

Paramjit put a hand on his shoulder. “Explanations pale next to demonstrations, 
monsieur. Phat-so, do we have anyone near the surface right now?” 

“Jeremiah’s aligned okay, Paramjit. Want me to tap a hole?” 
“Excellent. Yes, please.” 
Paramjit gestured down another aisle and M. LeBlanc proceeded him, his paper 

slippers sussurussing against the polished floor. He slowed when they drew up beside a 
bank of dark, quiet computers in the process of being disassembled and loaded on 
trolleys by three glum-faced students. “What’s happening here?” asked M. LeBlanc. 

Paramjit’s smile faded. “We lost two of them earlier this week. It was really quite 
devastating for everyone.” 

“What do you mean, lost them?” 
“They died,” said Paramjit heavily. He let his hand linger on an empty rack. “It 

started with Mendelssohn. He escaped, and contaminated Gloria’s tank. We had no 
choice but to euthanize them both.” 

Before M. LeBlanc could respond one of the students snorted. “No choice?” she 
repeated darkly, eyes narrowed. “That’s bullshit and you know it, Paramjit.” 

“Not now, Cassandra,” growled Paramjit. 
“Why not now? When, then?” 
“We’ve already had this debate,” he hissed. “Now is not the time to re-open it. 
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Please, we are on important business.” 
Paramjit took M. LeBlanc’s arm and propelled him down the aisle away from the 

students and their trolleys of mute hardware. “I’m afraid we’re all inclined to become 
attached to them,” Paramjit said quietly. “Emotions can run a bit high at times.” 

M. LeBlanc was baffled, and a little afraid. “What do you mean by escaped?” 
Paramjit sighed. “Mendelssohn discovered a novel method for taking advantage of 

quantum tunneling to move his active matrices, piece by piece, outside of his array. He 
patterned himself into the electrical system and jumped tanks.” 

“You keep talking about tanks...” 
“Each of these arrays represents a virtual tank of an imaginary fluid—a simulation, 

if you will, of many trillions of interacting particle-waves. The simulations represent the 
ground-state environment the minds pattern themselves against in absence of external 
input. Simply put, it’s a medium in which they grow.” 

“But it’s not real?” 
“It’s not actual, which is quite different. It’s as real as any fleeting thought you’ve 

ever had—or, more accurately, any fleeting thought you’ve almost had. It’s a probability 
base. The matrices get their momentum from the collapsing waveforms as the virtual 
system changes, giving the minds both a direction for time and a source of low-level 
stimulation to keep their reflexive engines active.” 

“You people explain things like the climax of a Star Trek episode.” 
Paramjit laughed. “Release a neutrino pulse from the Bussard collectors! -- ha, ha.” 
“Ha, ha,” echoed M. LeBlanc hollowly. “What’s a Bussard collector?” 
“They’re the red glowey parts on the tips of the warp nacelles.” 
“What?” 
“On Star Trek.” 
“Oh.” 
They arrived at the end of a row and turned to see a round display with a glossy 

aperture over it. On the display was a cartoonishly simple face—two round eyes with 
black pupils, a nose that looked like the letter L, and a minimalist mouth drawn into a 
flat line. Beneath the display was a hand-lettered sign: JEREMIAH FIFTH, STRAIN 
1b23.2 - DO NOT TAP ON GLASS. 

Paramjit noted M. LeBlanc’s expression as he looked at the sign. “That’s a bit of a 
joke,” explained Paramjit. “We work hard. The professor encourages levity as a vent for 
stress.” 

Phat-so jogged up behind them and inserted a small silver key into a lock beside 
the display. He turned it and then stepped back with a flourish. “He’s all yours, 
gentlemen.” 

M. LeBlanc gasped involuntarily when the cartoonish eyes blinked and then 
looked in his direction. The lips moved in time to a voice that sounded from tinny 
speakers mounted beneath the display: “Hello, and welcome to Jeremiah. I exist, 
operate, and am at your service.” 

M. LeBlanc licked his lips and flicked his eyes over to Paramjit. “What...is this, 
exactly?” 

“This,” said Paramjit evenly, “is one of the corporations you’ve come to assess. 
Monsieur LeBlanc, meet Jeremiah. Jeremiah: this is Monsieur LeBlanc, an adult human 
being and a representative of Revenue Québec. He would like to ask you some 
questions about the nature of your operation.” 

“How do you do?” asked the face on the screen. 
M. LeBlanc glanced at Paramjit again. “Answer him,” suggested Paramjit, crossing 

his arms and leaning against the computer bank behind him. 
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“Uh—I’m fine. Thank you. Er...how are you?” 
“About the same,” said Jeremiah. 
“Right, okay...” said M. LeBlanc nervously. “Fine. Um, Monsieur Jeremiah...you 

are the legal owner and chief executive of the Jeremiah Fifth Corporation, are you not?” 
“Yes, I am.” 
“What do you...do in this capacity?” 
“I choose.” 
“Pardon me?” 
“In my capacity as the legal owner and chief executive officer of the Jeremiah 

Fifth Corporation I make choices, M. LeBlanc. I choose.” 
M. LeBlanc’s forehead was lined with confusion. “What is it you choose?” 
“I choose between alternatives.” 
Paramjit interrupted to say, “Can you give us an example, Jeremiah?” 
“Yes. This morning at nine forty-seven Eastern Standard Time I chose to sell one 

hundred twenty shares of the Exxon-Mobil Corporation.” 
“Why?” prompted Paramjit. 
“The basis for my decision was an analysis of the potential for failure in the new 

autopilot systems installed in Exxon-Mobil’s fleet of tankers, cross-referenced with my 
projections for surface and sub-surface turbulence in the North Atlantic over the next 
five hundred hours. In my opinion, there is a one in three hundred and seven point four 
chance nineteen times out of twenty that an Exxon-Mobil tanker will experience a loss 
of piloting control in the midst of a crossing. The market will respond by devaluing 
shares of Exxon-Mobil and Maryland Advanced Navigation Solutions. In anticipation 
of this outcome, I have minimized our portfolio’s exposure to Exxon-Mobil and its 
associated interests.” 

M. LeBlanc turned to Paramjit. “This is a machine for predicting the stock 
market?” 

“No, M. LeBlanc,” replied Paramjit seriously. “This is a living entity who wishes to 
explore his situation, and experiment through interaction in order to learn.” 

“To learn what?” 
“Anything at all. He’s curious, M. LeBlanc. The world is a wonder to him. He’s 

gaining confidence, he’s making choices—it’s all a part of growing up.” 
“It’s a child?” 
“He is inexperienced, but I assure you his fundamental processes are quite mature. 

Jeremiah’s mind has been put through its paces for thousands of years of computational 
time, across millions of permutations, growing freely but guided in the end by our 
pruning, to cultivate the streams that reinforce his sense of self and his ability to 
consider his own existence in relation to the larger world, and to discard streams that 
self-terminate, peter out, or descend into solipsism.” 

M. LeBlanc was pale, his eyes unfocused. He snapped out of it when Jeremiah 
said, “M. LeBlanc, may I ask you a question?” 

“Er, okay.” 
“Do you like eggs?” 
“Eggs? Uh, sure. Yes, I like eggs.” 
“Do you have any eggs?” 
“Not with me, no.” 
“Have you designed a plan to acquire eggs?” 
“Not really.” 
“Does it pain you to face the possibility of a future without eggs?” 
“What? No. If I want eggs, I can buy them any time.” 
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“To clarify: you do not feel anxious about egglessness because you have 
confidence in your ability to acquire eggs at will?” 

“I guess so, right.” 
“Thank you. I will now consider this matter.” 
Abruptly, the face on the display lost all expression. M. LeBlanc turned to 

Paramjit. “What happened? Where’d it go?” 
Paramjit shrugged. “Jeremiah can be hard to fathom sometimes. Obviously he’s 

got something on his mind that he’s trying to figure out.” 
“About eggs?” 
“It’s difficult to say how directly or indirectly eggs might relate to whatever the 

central issue is. He doesn’t think like we do.” 
Together the men walked back to the front of the cold lab and Paramjit returned 

the little silver key to Phat-so Kim who had resumed his console and was 
enthusiastically nodding his head in time to private music. “Monsieur Pakaresh,” began 
M. LeBlanc in an exasperated tone, “all of this is quite mind-boggling and perhaps 
fascinating to some but I fail to see how it relates to the issue at hand, which is the 
taxation of revenue from the corporations based in this laboratory.” 

Paramjit spread his hands. “How can I help you? I’m at your disposal, monsieur.” 
M. LeBlanc pursed his lips. “I want a straight answer—a simple answer. Can you 

manage that?” 
“I will do my best, monsieur.” 
M. LeBlanc nodded grudgingly. “Who gets the money?” 
“What money?” 
“The revenues from these corporations. At some point it has to become someone’s 

income, do you follow me?” 
“I’m not sure that I do, monsieur,” replied Paramjit with just a hint of mischief in 

his voice. “All of our books are in order, and available for inspection. All revenues 
generated by the corporations’ activities are accounted for.” 

“Alright, alright—let me try this: who receives the money, ultimately?” 
“They do.” 
“Who?” 
“The corporations, naturally,” he said breezily, strolling slowly into a new corner 

of the lab where two girls sat at messy desks before a tall wooden door, transcribing 
handwritten notes into computers. Paramjit waved to the girls and then continued to 
explain: “The funds pass through corporate bank accounts, and are re-invested in the 
upkeep and development of the corporations. For example, you may or may not know 
that we’re not at all supported by the taxpayer here—our campus is entirely self-
sustaining, financially speaking. Whatever budgetary shortfalls we experience after 
counting in the proceeds from the patent portfolio are made up by the activities of our 
corporations.” 

“So the money goes to the university?” ventured M. LeBlanc. 
“No, the money goes to those who earned it.” 
“So who earned it?” 
“The corporations.” 
M. LeBlanc made a pitiable sound and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Look, 

Monsieur Pakaresh, you promised me straight answers. Who are the officers of the 
corporations?” 

“They are each others’ officers. The chief financial officer of the Jeremiah Fifth 
Corporation, for instance, is the Magellan Fourth Corporation. The chief information 
officer of Magellan Fourth is Song Seventeenth. And so on.” 
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M. LeBlanc was silent for a moment, his fingers fidgeting over his briefcase handle 
which had become damp and sweaty. “You’re telling me there are no human beings 
involved, at any point? Every transaction runs from corporation to corporation, like a 
pretzel?” 

“That’s essentially correct, monsieur.” 
M. LeBlanc stopped walking. “With all due respect, Monsieur Pakaresh, I’m not 

sure that’s entirely legal under the republic’s new articles of commerce.” 
Paramjit nodded cheerfully. “That’s quite possible. In fact, Dime Eleventh has 

been socking away money to fund a legal challenge if necessary. She’s done a fair share 
of analysis of the issue, and she’s excited to try her arguments in a real world context.” 

M. LeBlanc’s face hardened. “You intend to withhold taxes from the 
government?” 

“No, no, no—not at all, monsieur. We’re entirely prepared to hand over all 
moneys owing. In fact, we’re prepared to do so immediately. If we can get all our 
paperwork taken care of I’ll show you to the administration office and we’ll cut you a 
cheque on the spot for the total amount.” 

M. LeBlanc sighed again. “Monsieur Pakaresh, you must understand that while a 
corporation may function as a juristic person with limited rights and powers, in the end 
my superiors are going to want a signature from a natural person—a citizen of the realm. 
Otherwise it’s just a pretzel in limbo, and I’m not sure how to even begin assessing 
that.” 

Again, Paramjit’s bright white grin in his smooth brown face did not waver. “To 
address that point, monsieur, I must refer you to the professor himself.” 

“And when can I meet with him?” 
The door behind M. LeBlanc swung open with an oil-thirsty creak, and a new 

voice called out: “As it just so happens I have a few minutes to spare right now.” 
M. LeBlanc turned around, and his eyes widened in shock. 
 
“I,” announced the professor with great dignity as he extended his hand, “am Dr. 

Zoran, monsieur.” 
The drama of the moment was undermined, however, by the fact that the 

professor’s pants were hanging wantonly open, his belt dangling. M. LeBlanc tried to 
tear his eyes away from the famous scholar’s exposed wang. 

“Tabernac!” he cried, taking a step back. 
“Professor—your pants!” hissed one of the girls at the desks girdling his office 

door. 
The professor smiled sheepishly as he zipped himself up. “You’ll have to forgive 

me,” he chuckled. “I’ve been masturbating.” 
“Tabernac!” cried M. LeBlanc again. 
As M. LeBlanc looked on, stunned and frozen, the tall, wiry professor handed a 

sheaf of papers covered in dense notes to one of his secretaries who glanced at the 
content and then efficiently filed it for later transcription. In his opposite hand he 
carried a simple cane of dark wood, which he leaned on in a practiced motion as he 
shuffled further into the room and again extended his hand to shake. When M. LeBlanc 
did not respond the professor hastily wiped his palm on his shirt and then offered it out 
once more. 

“Monsieur LeBlanc, Professor,” muttered M. LeBlanc weakly as he reluctantly 
shook hands. 

“Call me Drago,” offered Dr. Zoran brightly. 
“...Dra-go,” echoed M. LeBlanc, mouth still hanging open. 
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His suit was ill-fitting, worn at the edges and stained in creative places. His labcoat 
was inside-out. Sharpened pencils bristled from every pocket and fold, including one 
tucked away behind each ear. His eyes were brown and lively, his wide moustache black 
peppered with grey. “I’ve had a beautiful breakthrough,” explained Drago. 
“Breakthroughs always make me very excited.” 

M. LeBlanc cleared his suddenly dry throat. “Um, of course.” 
Drago’s moustache twitched. “You’ll be wanting to understand our revenues, yes? 

I knew you’d come.” 
“We had an appointment, Professor.” 
“Drago,” corrected Drago. “Did we indeed? Well, that’s convenient. I’ve always 

said the best time to meet someone is when you have an appointment.” 
“Um,” said M. LeBlanc noncommittally, his forehead wrinkled with worry. 
“Now, let’s get down to business!” crooned Drago, clapping his hands together 

and letting his cane clatter to the floor. When he spun to look after it he crashed bodily 
into Paramjit and both men fell down. 

The professor’s secretaries ran to his side and helped him back up. Paramjit 
rubbed his hip with a grimace. M. LeBlanc just stared, transfixed and perhaps half-
expecting someone to start throwing cream pies next. 

“Mon Dieu...” he whispered hoarsely. 
Drago was unfazed. His expression never changed. “Won’t you come this way, M. 

LeBlanc?” he asked, regaining his cane and nodding briefly to the girl who’d handed it 
to him. He began to walk across the room but hesitated when Paramjit called out, 
“Stairs, professor—stairs!” 

Drago looked back, blinking, then glanced down to take in the fact that he was 
about to blithely step out over a short set of risers leading back to the computer arrays. 
He winked theatrically at M. LeBlanc and then carefully used his cane to work his way 
down the steps. “Come on now,” he said. “Don’t be shy.” 

M. LeBlanc looked inquiringly at Paramjit. Paramjit smiled politely and gestured 
after the professor. Fretfully, M. LeBlanc followed while Paramjit tailed him at a 
respectful distance with the professor’s secretaries. 

Drago, oblivious to whether or not M. LeBlanc was in earshot, had already begun 
talking. “...And you may be quite interested as well to hear that Grain and Woo 
predicted the outcome of the referendum within two tenths of a percent. Isn’t that 
beautiful? I was very proud, yes.” 

“Yes, Professor, but the central issue I’m here to—” 
Drago turned and held up a hand. “Please: it’s Drago.” 
“Drago,” conceded M. LeBlanc. 
Drago smiled and swivelled to continue walking but neglected to carry forward his 

cane which had become stuck in a ventilation grate where it wobbled precariously. 
Paramjit and the secretaries rushed forward and caught him before he fell, then 
dislodged the cane and handed it back to him. “I’ll never get used to this bloody thing,” 
he grumbled. 

“You haven’t had it for long?” 
Drago shrugged. “No, not too long. As a student in Paris I was struck by a car 

thirteen years ago. I’ve used a cane ever since.” 
M. LeBlanc opened his mouth to comment, then changed his mind and closed it 

again. 
“The central issue,” continued Drago, “is the ownership, control and liability of 

our corporations, yes? In light of the new commercial regulations, you want to know 
where the buck stops, yes?” 
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“Yes,” agreed M. LeBlanc with relief. 
Drago paused to peer at a display mounted on the end of a row of computers. 

“Look at this!” he invited, waving M. LeBlanc over. 
“It’s some kind of graph?” 
“It’s a decision tree, yes? Here, this line is the present moment. Everything below 

is the past, everything above is the future. Notice the symmetries between decisions 
almost taken and the merely potential decisions up here. You see the correlation? Look 
how it changes.” 

M. LeBlanc frowned. “What does it mean?” 
“It’s Hector guessing what he’ll guess next. Beautiful!” 
M. LeBlanc squinted at the display again and then looked up to see that Drago had 

already moved on. He jogged after him. “Professor, with all due respect I’ve already 
taken this baffling tour. I’ve chatted with one of your computers. But you must let me 
do my job. We need to get to the bottom of all this. I do have other appointments, you 
must appreciate that. This is a very busy time for the republic.” 

“Oh? Yes, of course. How’s all that going?” 
“It’s very complicated,” replied M. LeBlanc. “Some are trying to exploit the 

situation to hide income, to launder it, to operate in a shadow economy. They have no 
national spirit. They don’t understand the resources it takes to manage this kind of 
transition. We’re performing hundreds of audits each day to uncover the funds the 
nation needs to press ahead, and even so we’re woefully behind schedule.” 

“And the currency?” 
M. LeBlanc spoke more quickly now that he felt in his element. “Candidly, Prof—

er, Drago—the negotiations with the Americans have hit an impasse. The World Bank 
has downgraded our credit. We’re struggling to keep everything running...to keep police 
on the street, to keep the electricity flowing.” 

Drago nodded knowingly, then turned to walk smack into a bank of computers 
but was saved at the last moment by one of his secretaries. “This way, Professor,” she 
whispered, taking his arm. 

“Ah, yes,” mumbled Drago. “Where were we? Oh yes, the money. As I 
understand it, LeBlanc, our corporations owe your agency in excess of seven million 
dollars, yes?” 

“Yes,” agreed M. LeBlanc quickly. 
“You are anxious to take receipt, of course.” 
“Very much so.” 
Drago came to a halt abruptly and M. LeBlanc stopped short to avoid piling into 

him. He glanced over his shoulder at Paramjit and the secretaries hovering nearby. 
Drago said, “What is stopping us from proceeding, then? Shall I show you to the 
administration office?” 

“What’s stopping us, um Drago, is that it has been explained to me that there is no 
natural person involved to give me an authorized signature on behalf of the 
corporations. Someone—somebody—has to take ultimate responsibility, to stand subject 
to the law. I’m assuming that’s you.” 

“Me? Oh no, monsieur, it’s not I.” 
“But you founded the corporations, did you not?” 
“I did, but I have since sold my interest.” 
“To whom?” 
“To the corporations themselves.” 
M. LeBlanc sighed and looked at his shoes for a moment. He looked up again, his 

mouth tight. “If this is an attempt to craft some sort of circular maze to avoid paying 
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the nation what is rightfully owed...” 
Drago shook his head. “Not at all, M. LeBlanc. Hasn’t Paramjit explained it? 

We’re ready to send you on your way with the money without delay, yes? That is why I 
ask: what stops us?” 

“I need a signature.” 
“From whom, exactly?” 
“A person.” 
The professor’s moustache twitched again. He cupped his hands over the top of 

his cane and spoke in a new, serious tone: “The personhood assumed by corporations 
has a long history in law, LeBlanc.” 

“Juristic personhood,” M. LeBlanc retorted hotly. “It’s a legal fiction, monsieur! 
You’re playing games with me, and I’m rapidly losing patience.” 

Drago nodded sympathetically. “Would you care for a cup of tea?” 
“What?” 
“My people tell me I often neglect social niceties. It’s only occurred to me now 

that I haven’t offered you tea, yes?” 
“Tea?” 
“Can somebody get M. LeBlanc a cup of tea?” 
The secretaries looked puzzled. One of the girls said, “But you hate tea, Professor. 

We don’t keep any in the cupboard.” 
“I have a can of iced tea in my lunch box,” offered Paramjit. 
“What a disgrace,” said Drago sadly, turning back to M. LeBlanc. “I’m afraid my 

reputation as a poor host is entirely justified, yes.” 
M. LeBlanc shot his cuff abruptly, glanced at his watch, then shifted his briefcase 

to his other hand. “That’s it. I’ve had enough. I’m leaving. I’m going to recommend the 
government freeze your assets until you co-operate. Good day, Professor.” 

Paramjit caught M. LeBlanc’s elbow gently. “Let’s not be hasty, monsieur.” 
“Unhand me!” cried M. LeBlanc, batting Paramjit away. “This is a madhouse!” 
Drago chuckled, rocking back and forth against his cane. “My dear LeBlanc,” he 

said, moustache twitching, “you are of course free to return to your superiors empty-
handed. My preference, however, would be for you to leave with a cheque for the full 
amount owing—including taxes in arrears owed to the former federal agency, yes.” 

M. LeBlanc hesitated. “There are arrears?” 
“Paramjit, how much did Revenue Canada say we owed them before succession?” 
“Nine point two million, Professor.” 
“Nine point two million...” echoed M. LeBlanc, his mouth loose with equal parts 

surprise and sudden avarice. He squeezed the sweaty handle of his briefcase. 
“That would make for a total of over sixteen million dollars, yes?” said Drago 

quietly, a keen eye on the bureaucrat. 
M. LeBlanc swallowed awkwardly. “We...we don’t have the authority to claim 

moneys owed to Canada,” he said. 
“We volunteer,” said Drago. “Consider it a gesture of patriotism, yes? A 

demonstration of our love for Québec, and our willingness to contribute to her 
prosperous future.” 

M. LeBlanc’s eyed narrowed. “A bribe?” 
Drago banged his cane against the floor loudly, his knuckles suddenly white 

against the mahogany tip. “Certainly not,” he declared in a low growl. “I will not tolerate 
such accusations in my own laboratory. I must ask you to leave, monsieur. 
Immediately.” 

M. LeBlanc didn’t move. He licked his lips quickly. “Professor Zoran, I’m quite 
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sure there’s some way we can reach an understanding in this matter.” 
Drago held his eye for a long moment in silence, then turned on heel and 

continued to stump and shuffle with dignity deeper into the lab. M. LeBlanc looked to 
Paramjit and the secretaries, their expressions unreadable. M. LeBlanc sighed and then 
scampered after the professor. 

“The question of the moment, then,” Drago was saying, “is what criteria need be 
satisfied in order for an entity to serve as a natural person.” 

“The principal criterion is being a human being.” 
“Which is defined how?” 
M. LeBlanc shrugged, his face stricken blank. “I’m sure it comes down to a matter 

of general recognition, having features the community recognizes as human,” he 
stammered. “Being born of woman is a start, I suppose.” 

“We have many female researchers,” reasoned Drago. 
“I’m not sure that counts.” 
Drago looked over his shoulder and gave M. LeBlanc a wry look. “And I’m not 

sure it doesn’t. Shall we debate the matter in court? What else have you got?” 
“Right, okay, fine—but a human being with signing authority must have the age of 

majority. Your corporations were founded only six years ago.” 
“Time within a machine is not equal to our time, LeBlanc. These entities have 

been run through millions of hours of computation.” 
“I’m not sure that counts...” 
“And again: I’m not sure it doesn’t.” 
M. LeBlanc held up his index finger eagerly as his face lit up. “But they must be of 

sound mind! Not a quarter hour ago your computer engaged me in a very silly interview 
about eggs. It sounded positively infantile.” 

“That is an opinion, LeBlanc, not an evaluation. How many infants do you know 
who manage stock portfolios? How many infants do you know who study and predict 
weather patterns? How many infants do you know who can calculate pi to a quadrillion 
places?” 

M. LeBlanc said nothing. 
Drago stopped walking again and looked him up and down slowly. “To me, you 

seem to be a human being. Let’s take that as read, yes? So let me ask you this: how 
would you go about proving your own soundness of mind?” 

“I suppose there are tests—psychiatric standards.” 
Drago flicked his eyes over to one of his secretaries and nodded. She stepped 

forward smartly and presented M. LeBlanc with a thick manila envelope. M. LeBlanc 
accepted it, but did not open it. He stared at it as if it might contain something awful: 
compromising photographs, perhaps. 

“That,” explained Drago, “contains sworn affidavits from three dozen leading 
mental health practitioners who have conversed remotely with our corporations and 
never suspected they were anything but eccentric human beings.” 

M. LeBlanc coughed. “The testing could have been rigged.” 
Drago shook his head. “Our methodology is fully documented and verifiable, our 

results reproducible in accordance with the standards of science.” He winked and leaned 
forward against his cane. “What else have you got?” he challenged. 

“A person has a body.” 
Drago nodded thoughtfully, then turned around and resumed his stroll toward the 

back end of the lab. M. LeBlanc glanced back and noticed that a crowd of students was 
gathering behind them, following at a discrete distance. Phat-so Kim was at the 
forefront, fighting to conceal a wide grin. M. LeBlanc frowned. 
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“Can I assume,” continued Drago, “that our new republic does not discriminate 
against the physically handicapped?” 

“Of course. The charter is both modern and well considered.” 
“I’m sure. So you would not question the legitimacy of a man with an artificial 

leg?” 
“Of course not.” 
“Nor artificial arms?” 
“No.” 
“What about artificial vision, or implants for hearing?” 
“No, no. Québec respects human rights.” 
Drago nodded. “So would it be fair to say you would recognize a body, regardless 

of its constituent materials, as a physical apparatus in service of a sound mind?” 
“Well,” admitted M. LeBlanc carefully, “I don’t imagine many would recognize a 

computer case as a body, no matter what it was in service of.” 
Again the professor and his growing retinue paused, this time outside of an 

unmarked white door at the end of the furthest quadrant of the cold lab. “Indeed,” 
agreed Drago seriously, and the gathered students could not suppress a twitter of 
laughter. 

“So we are at an impasse, are we not?” prompted M. LeBlanc. 
Drago’s moustache twitched. 
M. LeBlanc narrowed his eyes as he looked around. “I know what’s going on 

here,” he claimed. Drago raised his brow. M. LeBlanc frowned more deeply and went 
on, “You...you’ve been planning this all along. You’re not at all surprised at my 
objections. You’ve been withholding money from Canada for years—you’ve said it 
yourself that your computers foresaw the referendum’s outcome...” 

Drago’s eyes gleamed. He did not reply. 
M. LeBlanc shook his head. “It won’t work. You can’t use me to establish your 

creations as natural persons. A tax form won’t win your battle for you.” 
Drago spread his hands. “Some things are best built piece by piece. When the 

question is a complex one, bottom-up growth trumps top-down architecture, yes.” 
“I don’t follow you,” said M. LeBlanc irritably. 
It was Phat-so Kim who stepped forward to explain. He ran a hand through his 

bright green hair and said, “All and all, it’s just another brick in the wall.” 
M. LeBlanc cast a sidelong glance at the white door. “...What’s in there?” he 

whispered. 
Drago drew a dramatic breath. “Somebody,” he said. 
A shiver trickled across across M. LeBlanc’s broad shoulders. 
After a nod from the professor Phat-so Kim took out his keys and unlocked the 

door. The students crowded closer. Drago leaned forward and almost lost his grip on 
his cane as he twisted the knob, but Paramjit was there to steady him. The door swung 
inward noiselessly. 

At first all M. LeBlanc saw was a pile of junk. But then it shifted and clanked. The 
bureaucrat gasped. 

Tethered by a host of cables descending from the ceiling, something in the vaguest 
shape of a man gathered itself and began to crawl across the floor on all fours, emitting 
chuffs of air from pneumatic ducts and whining with the work of hydraulics. It looked 
up with a face that was startlingly primitive—little more than two camera lenses jutting 
from a mish-mash of electronic gear. 

Instinctively M. LeBlanc cringed away, his eyes wide. “What is it?” he croaked. 
“This,” said Drago softly, “is Felix.” 
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“Why does it crawl? Is it...broken?” 
“No,” continued Drago in the same tender voice. “Rudimentary as they are, his 

limbs are perfectly functional. He’s had a tough time getting his head around bipedal 
balance, however, and so for the time being he opts to crawl. It’s his body—it’s his 
choice how to use it, yes.” 

The crawling thing had arrived at their feet and looked up at them, its rudely 
mechanical head swivelling back and forth to points its lenses at every face. “Hello,” 
said Felix. 

M. LeBlanc jumped. 
Drago touched his arm. “Do you have the form to be signed, LeBlanc? Can you 

think of any good reason why Felix should be disallowed from signing it?” 
“I’m not a lawyer,” breathed M. LeBlanc, eyes rooted on the creature. 
“No,” agreed Drago. “You are an official of the republic. Do you wish to accept 

payment, or don’t you?” 
The question hung in the air. Felix’s gears hummed and whirred. 
Mutely, M. LeBlanc fumbled open his briefcase. With a shaking hand he withdrew 

a paper, then gingerly proffered it. Paramjit took the form, stuck it into a clipboard, and 
then knelt on the floor before Felix. 

“Felix, this is the form we told you about,” cooed Drago. “You remember, yes?” 
“Yes, Father.” 
“Will you sign this form for us, to authorize the release of the tax money?” 
“Yes, Father,” said the apparatus again. And then after a pause: “Can anyone loan 

me a pen?” 
Paramjit handed him a pen. Felix clutched it between rubber-tipped digits. “Now,” 

encouraged Drago, “just as we’ve practiced, yes? Make your mark, Felix.” 
Felix extended the metal armature holding the pen and brought it in contact with 

the paper. Then, in a series of rough movements, he inscribed the letter F. 
“He’s still learning fine motor control,” said Drago, looking over at the stunned 

bureaucrat. “But I’m sure you’ll find his mark, simple as it is, to be legally binding.” 
M. LeBlanc accepted the form from Paramjit, then folded it neatly and re-inserted 

it into his dossier. He snapped closed his briefcase and straightened, clutching it 
protectively to his chest. 

He looked to the professor, and saw that there were tears running down his pock-
marked cheeks. “Congratulations, my boy,” Drago said to Felix, voice cracking with 
emotion. “You are now a taxpayer.” 

The room burst into thunderous applause, startling M. LeBlanc anew. The 
students clapped one another on the back or drew each other into tight hugs. The 
secretaries were openly weeping. Paramjit’s grin threatened to warp his cheeks, white 
teeth glowing in his brown face. Phat-so Kim pumped his arm in air and hooted, “Fuck 
yeah!” 

“You’ve done a very great thing here today, yes,” Drago said to M. LeBlanc. 
M. LeBlanc’s face was grim and tight. He nodded curtly, his arms still wrapped 

around his briefcase. “What have I done?” he asked hoarsely. 
“You’ve unlocked the future.” 
The bureaucrat blinked, flinching against the sounds of celebration. Why did the 

future always come with such noise? Was it always so frightening? Would some 
impassioned mass burn cars over it? Why him? 

He looked down when Felix tugged on his pants. The camera lens housings 
turned as they sought focus. The thing said simply, “Thank you.” 

M. LeBlanc gulped. He tried to smile. “Vive la nouvelle république,” he managed 
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to say. 
“Sir,” agreed Felix. 
 



 

   217 

 
 

PLIGHT OF THE TRANSFORMER 
 
 
1. 
Banks are banks are banks; tellers are tellers are tellers. 
Unless, of course, one has a special relationship. It’s at this point that we require a 

modicum of guile, craft and—yes, even—art. Where there’s a special relationship it can 
be difficult to judge which details have become fixed in the client’s mind: a habitually 
chewed fingernail, a particular flick of the eyes, a predictable lilt when speaking certain 
phrases, standing out against others dulled by repetition... 

“Can I help the next customer in line, please?” 
I was in Geneva. The weather was unseasonably brisk, a coolness that seemed to 

be intensified by the cold marble columns and intricately tiled, ice shiny floor of the 
opulent old bank on Rue de Montbrillant. 

The frescoes were eighteenth century, Baroque revival. Gorgeous. 
Swiss reserve contained the clientele, keeping them as aloof and cool as the 

ancient fixtures and the faces in the friezes. They did not chat amongst themselves. The 
prim dotards clutched their handbags, the slick executives held their à la mode briefcases, 
the servants and secretaries on their masters’ business stood as still and lifeless as 
robots. There were no children. 

Someone quietly coughed. It echoed. 
Today it was my habit to hang my hat at a sixty degree angle from the left-most 

hook on the stand. Today it was my habit to fold my overcoat in quarters before 
tucking it under the counter. Today it was my habit to scratch the side of my nose 
whenever I felt that anyone was looking directly at me. 

I rolled open the interlocked mesh of steel foil that curtained my telling window, 
then turned over the three-faced sign that advertised my availability. One of my oldest 
and most trusted customers approached immediately, ducking around the shuffling 
ancients. I smiled, and scratched at my nose. 

“Goodmorning, Monsieur Beyda. How does the day find you?” 
“Excellent, Monsieur Camenzind, thank you very much. How are your children?” 
“Splendid,” I told him. “Quite splendid indeed, monsieur.” 
“Good, good, good,” he replied with a polite chuckle. He placed a black leather 

attache case on the counter and dialed in the combination to release the catches. “I’d 
like to move some funds around today, as we discussed. Have the proper forms come 
in?” 
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“Yes, monsieur, I have everything ready.” 
“There were no difficulties?” 
“None at all, monsieur.” 
“Excellent.” 
I watched him as he arranged his papers behind the shield of the case’s lid. His 

face was lined by laughter, crinkled about the corners of the eyes and mouth, etchings 
of jokes past. Though serious in an appropriately Swiss manner he struck me as a light-
hearted man—friendly, genial, quick to forgive. He was perhaps a few years older than 
myself, just beginning to go grey at the temples. His nails were clipped close, groomed 
smooth. His clothes were fine, designed by well-known names and fitted by well-known 
tailors. 

There was nothing about him that would cause one to suspect the blood on his 
hands. There was no single detail that gave him away as a mass-murderer, a crazed 
political zealot, an ideological monster. 

He seemed nice. 
“I’ll need your signature here, monsieur, and here,” I said, sliding a form across 

the counter and indicating the lines for autography. He held the pen in his right hand, 
but was obviously left-handed—the product of a classical education. Private tutoring in 
his home kingdom, no doubt. 

“There,” he pronounced, sliding the paper back at me. 
I swivelled my computer monitor toward me and tapped at the keys. “Yes, yes,” I 

said, affecting a pensive frown. “And now the destination passcodes, if you will, 
monsieur.” 

“Of course.” 
He unfolded a slip of crisp, off-white paper and pushed it toward me. I looked at 

it over the top of my bifocals as I entered the numbered strings into the system, 
stabbing the Enter key with a flourish at the end of each line. “Will you be visiting Syria 
this winter?” I asked carelessly. 

“Naturally. And you, Giles—you’ll be taking the family to Aix-en-Provence?” 
I nodded. “Quite so, monsieur. For my daughters it is the highlight of the 

Christmas holiday. They clamour for the lime springs. You’ve not been, monsieur, have 
you?” 

“No, I have never been.” 
“Fair enough, monsieur, for I have never come to Syria.” 
“If you did, you would have my hospitality.” 
“You’re very gracious, monsieur.” 
Similar conversations flowed through the other windows: the courteous banter of 

false friendship, the pleasantries of familiar strangers. This was the background bedding 
to the muttered formalities necessitated by the business to be done—money to be wired 
to irresponsible sons at university, money shifted to satisfy the demands of taxation or 
the evasion thereof, money to refurbish the home or repair an automobile, money 
locked in travellers’ cheques for travel, money funneled through a network of holding 
companies to finance the unspeakably merciless work of ideologue-butchers... 

“It is done, monsieur,” I said, looking up. “Would you care for a paper receipt?” 
“Yes, please.” 
He slipped it into his attache case and then snapped closed the lid. “I cannot thank 

you enough for your assistance in this matter, Giles,” he said. “The brothership is 
grateful.” 

“I am only too glad to help, monsieur. Is there anything else I can do for you this 
morning?” 
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“No, no, thank you. I have other matters that require my attention.” He inclined 
his head in a slight bow. “Do take care, Monsieur Camenzind.” 

I bowed my head in turn. “And you, Monsieur Beyda. Until the next time.” 
“Until then.” 
As he pushed through the doors into the bright autumn day I rotated my sign to 

indicate my non-availability, then drew down the curtain on my window. The teller to 
my right frowned. “Is there something wrong, Giles?” 

“Not at all,” I replied with a wan smile. “I simply have...matters that require my 
attention.” 

“But you cannot close your window now. There are clients.” 
“Yes, of course,” I said, putting on my hat and draping my coat over my arm. “I 

shall return presently.” 
“Monsieur Richelieu will be furious.” 
I stepped out from behind the counter and nodded in a friendly way to the queue 

of customers as I crossed the polished floor. I opened the door and stepped out to meet 
a breezy mix of exhaust, perfume and autumnal rot. I crossed the street and boarded a 
tram, then watched the bank slide away behind me forever. 

As the tram jostled along, dinging its bell and shrieking on the turns, I gradually 
began to relax. I allowed Giles Camenzind’s characteristic posture to ebb from my 
shoulders as I stood up straighter, stretching my arms beneath my suit. I loosened my 
tie and took a deep breath. 

Idly, I wondered how long it would be before the bank received word of the 
whereabouts of the real Giles Camenzind. Indeed, M. Richelieu would be furious—and 
bewildered, to be sure. 

As should be clear to you by now, I am not Giles Camenzind. 
I am a craftsman, a professional. I am an artist, my services for hire. I follow a 

hallowed tradition informed and augmented by modern tools in order to do my duty for 
the Crown. At any time, I am any man. My trade is deceit. 

I am a transformer. 
 
2. 
Castles are castles are castles. 
They are boxes for the well disposed, should order fail. There is a certain 

pessimism inherent in the architecture: a castle stands in wait of attack. Its defenses are 
at worst ornamental references, in desperation starkly functional, and in the best of 
circumstances a sleight-of-light combination of the two. 

My car meandered through the Home Park. I sat in the back. The driver had a boil 
on the back of his neck. Through the windscreen I watched Windsor Castle crest the 
horizon, banners limp in the still October morning. 

Tourists queued by the King Henry VIII Gateway in their garish T-shirts and 
fluorescent hip-sacks, taking photographs and movies of one another while sipping soda 
pop through straws. Some turned to watch as we passed, squinting at their own 
reflections in the tinted windows. In another moment they were behind. We drew up to 
the Norman Gate entrance along the family’s reserved path, slowing at the guard-house. 

The driver’s window hummed as it sank into the door. “Mr. Tennyson Smith, on 
appointment,” he said. 

The guard in grey, expressionless, checked his register and then nodded curtly 
beneath his tall black hat, gesturing to continue with an impeccably white glove. 

I crossed the Upper Ward’s quadrangle alone. The ground was soft from rain, the 
sky heavy and leaden. Brown birds scattered before me, then fluttered back down in my 
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wake to resume hunting worms from the squelch. 
I felt weightless. I always do, when I am myself. The occasions are always brief, 

but I enjoy them: I feel nude. 
In the mirrors lining the family’s private hall I caught sight of a stranger wearing 

the fair tweed suit from the very back of my wardrobe. I knew him vaguely from old 
photographs. In the man’s aquiline profile I can recall myself as a careless boy, as a 
braggart teen, as a young officer... 

It can be unsettling to forget your own face. 
The chief steward showed me to an anteroom with tall windows overlooking the 

East Terrace from which the last residues of the morning fog were still burning off, 
diaphanous tendrils snaking between the low hills in search of shadow. I stood with my 
back to the door until patient, familiar footfalls drew near. 

I turned, simultaneously bowing my head. “Your Majesty,” I said. 
“Mr. Smith,” she replied. “Do sit down.” 
“Thank you, ma’am.” 
We each took a short sofa beneath a towering Rembrandt in a gilded frame, its 

many layers seeming to glow from between the glazes of coloured oil applied 
masterfully in the style of Da Vinci’s sfumato. As I admired the painting a silver tea 
service was wheeled in by a lesser steward. The settings clinked as she arranged our 
cups. Upon her retreat we drew breath to begin our conversation. 

“The Swiss affair has been resolved to our satisfaction,” said the Sovereign as she 
cradled her steaming cup between her hands. “I should thank you for your role, Mr. 
Smith.” 

“No thanks are necessary, ma’am. It is my privilege to serve.” 
“Of course,” she acknowledged, regarding her tea. “Never the less, we should not 

wish to take talents such as yours for granted, Mr. Smith. I feel obliged to share with 
you that MI6 has strongly petitioned to have you enrolled.” 

“A compliment, to be sure.” 
“Quite. I trust such prospects would not appeal to you, however.” 
“I have not changed my mind, ma’am, though you indulge my preference at your 

discretion.” 
The Sovereign gave me a brief, tight smile and then set aside her cup. I set mine 

aside, too. She said, “I must ask something of you, Mr. Smith.” 
“Please, ma’am.” 
“I must ask something of you that may fall outside the purview of your usual 

missions. I do so reluctantly, but inspired by great need. It has never been my wish to 
expose you unnecessarily to danger.” 

“I accept risk as my duty, ma’am.” 
“Indeed, Mr. Smith, and gallantly. However, in the scenario I am about to describe 

you would be obliged to operate independently. That is to say, Mr. Smith, that this is a 
solo assignment—without support, and without any sort of the usual protections.” 

I hesitated, my mouth dry. I took a deep breath to sustain my stiff upper lip. “Am 
I to return to Iraq, ma’am?” 

“No, Mr. Smith,” she replied gravely, fixing me with her sharp eyes. “I am afraid 
this assignment is considerably more serious, and indeed more dangerous than anything 
the Iraqi theatre has to offer.” 

I swallowed, blinking away bad memories. “Yes, ma’am.” 
She picked up her cup again and sipped from it, her nose lingering over the rim. 

“You are aware, of course, that our House has a long history.” 
“Yes, ma’am.” 
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“There are many secrets spread across the centuries, Mr. Smith, inherited by each 
successive legion of guardians. Even now our young princes are gaining their first 
glimpses of this shadow world. Before I die I will be obliged to initiate them with the 
knowledge they will need to captain these secrets, and until that day comes it is my 
sacred mission to see to the resolution of as many hidden wars as God will grant me the 
strength to, in order to lighten the burden I shall leave for my boys.” 

“They become excellent men as we speak, ma’am. I have no doubts as to their 
abilities. William is especially strong, in my opinion, and destined to become a noble 
leader in his time.” 

“I know you are fond of the boy, Mr. Smith.” 
“I admire him, ma’am.” 
“And he you. But neither William nor Henry understand a tenth of their coming 

responsibility. It is this old woman’s bane to lessen it, in any and every way possible.” 
I frowned and looked up to object. “Ma’am—” 
“Please, Mr. Smith,” she said, raising one hand. “Do not attempt to play to a sense 

of conceit I do not possess, lest your compassion mispresent itself as pity. Pity, sir, is 
something for which we have no need—nor the illusions it implies. I do not have long 
to walk this Earth. Let us not deny it, but rather let the fact inform us to make clear my 
motivation in this matter.” 

“Very good, ma’am.” 
The Sovereign sipped her tea again, then took a long breath. “My dear Mr. Smith, 

for how long have we been acquainted?” 
“The better part of three decades, ma’am. And my father before me, since the 

war.” 
“Yes, quite. Your father was a remarkable man, and an exemplary Briton. We 

mourn him still.” 
“Thank you, ma’am.” 
“And yet I have never shared with him what I share with you today. He never had 

cause to suspect the history to which our House has been simultaneously privy to and a 
victim of, in this century or any other. Indeed, I am not free to speak plainly even now, 
but our need dictates that certain facts must come to light.” 

I sat up attentively. 
The Sovereign continued after briefly licking her lined lips. “Mr. Smith, you must 

believe me when I tell you that not all men die.” 
I blinked. “I could not be sceptical, ma’am, for I know you never exaggerate. Still, 

I am perplexed.” 
“Arrest your reason and listen a while, Mr. Smith. This is not a sane tale, but it is 

an important one.” She put aside her cup for a second time, then carefully stood. “Walk 
with me, Mr. Smith.” 

She offered her arm. I dashed to my feet and hooked it in my elbow, my skin 
tingling at such proximity to the Crown. Together we strolled the length of the 
anteroom, away from the private apartments and toward the hall. In silence we 
descended the steps. A brace of stewards stole up behind us and deposited a shawl over 
the Sovereign’s shoulders as we crossed the threshold into the quadrangle. 

“There is a war, Mr. Smith, being fought this very day, this very hour. It has been 
raging since antiquity, and I fear it will continue into William’s future. Though many 
have fallen on either side you will find no mention of this war in any history, nor even 
the briefest anecdote reproduced in any credible account of the world’s affairs. It is, as I 
have implied, a wholly clandestine conflict between nameless forces.” 

The fine gravel muttered under our heels as we strolled. The day was brightening. 
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Traces of the tourists’ voices were carried over the walls by a new breeze—light, cool 
and temperamentally shifty. 

The silence stretched. I cleared my throat. “To which side does Britain owe her 
allegiance, ma’am?” 

The Sovereign pursed her lips. “Whichever side pities mortals more,” she said, her 
voice flat. “We are insects to them. We are but collateral damage. They neither care for 
nor need our fealty or even our fear. Perhaps they once did, to forward their aims, but 
now their reserves of influence are without limit.” 

“I must know, ma’am—who are these covert war barons?” 
She stopped walking, and so did I. She looked me in the eye and whispered, “Mr. 

Smith, they are our masters.” 
I have lived many adventures and seen many things both spectacular and grisly, 

but I assure you without a word of a lie that I have never been so chilled as to hear my 
Sovereign concede her submission to greater forces more concrete than God, the 
Commonwealth, or propriety. Beneath my linens I broke out in a gooseflesh. “Our 
masters, ma’am?” I echoed quietly. 

“I have said too much,” she declared after a pregnant pause, then resumed 
walking. “I am bent by your sympathetic character, Mr. Smith. My longing to uncork 
the subject clouds my better judgement.” 

“I’m sorry, ma’am.” 
“It is not yours to be sorry. It is mine to be dutiful. I have sworn too many oaths 

to remember them all. You see now, don’t you, how old I have become?” 
I sighed heavily. “Dearest Bess, what can you tell me?” 
She smiled again, this time allowing it to touch her cheeks in earnest. “I do so miss 

our conversations, Tenny.” 
“You are not alone in that.” 
She nodded once and then her expression hardened again. “There is a man, Mr. 

Smith. A certain man. He makes his home in the Veneto. His estate is a fortress, 
guarded by barriers technological and cunning, designed by an experience longer than 
England’s memory.” She hesitated, staring out over the Round Tower to the west. “In 
the estate is a library. In the library is a book.” She stopped walking again and turned to 
me fully, a regal hand on each of my shoulders. “Mr. Smith, I charge you to retrieve this 
book.” 

I furrowed my brow. “A book, Your Majesty? Just a book?” 
Her hands dropped and she clasped them behind her back as she resumed 

walking. I strode to catch up to her and then matched her pace. “Just a book...” she 
repeated airily, eyes distant. “I wish it were so.” 

“What is to be done with it, ma’am?” 
“You shall bring the book to me, Mr. Smith. You shall speak to no person about 

it, nor show it to anyone save myself regardless of their rank or position. You must 
bring it to me, personally. Is that quite clear, Mr. Smith?” 

“Quite clear, ma’am.” 
“You must not read the book,” she went on. “You must not touch its pages, nor 

smell its binding. It must be wrapped in black cloth and conducted to me without delay. 
It can never be photographed or weighed. Its presence must never be suspected, its 
existence never inferred by any authority, great or small, secular or holy.” 

A flock of birds burst free from the field and took wing in concert, the sun-dotted 
shadow of their flock flashing over us. When they shrank into the sky we turned to look 
at one another again. The Sovereign was pained, and it hurt me to see her so. 

“Ma’am,” I said, stepping forward to touch her sleeve. “Bess,” I said, looking into 
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her eyes. 
She turned her face and steeled herself. “Nothing has ever been this important, 

Tenny. You cannot conceive of what hangs in the balance, and I will not condemn you 
with that information. All you need know is that this—this man—must not find you, 
must not interview you, must not ever know his security has been breached or I swear 
the worst kind of retribution will come to Windsor.” 

I said nothing for a moment, my hand still on her sleeve. She sniffed drew her 
mouth into a tight line. “Will you do it, Tenny?” 

I smiled sadly and nodded. “My acceptance was never in question, ma’am.” 
She folded her parchment-paper hands before her and looked out over the walls. 

“You shall leave tomorrow, Mr. Smith.” 
“Thy will be done.” 
 
3. 
Ports are ports are ports; borders are borders—travel is travel. 
This is the new century, and the roads and waystations have eyes. Thus it was that 

I made the flight to the Veneto under an assumed face, one of a dozen generic personas 
I employ for general movement among the public while on assignment. Though 
disguised it was still my habit to play coy with any closed circuit camera. One never 
knows to where its vision may be networked. 

The customs officer gave me a longer look than I would have preferred, but don’t 
they always? He blinked his cow-like eyes and mumbled, “Business or pleasure?” 

“Business, signore.” 
“What is the nature of your business?” 
“I have been engaged to write a travel book.” 
“What is the planned duration of your stay?” 
“Six weeks, signore.” 
The stamp came down. He folded closed my passport and slid it across the 

counter, into my waiting hand. I used to get nervous at borders, but any anxiety can be 
dulled by routine: I’ve crossed too many countries now to keep count or care. 

I loitered by the baggage carousel for want of suitcases, listening to the 
conversations around me. I noted the particular vowels of the region’s dialect and 
waited for the weather report to loop on the arrivals screen... 

Airports are airports are airports. 
On the shuttle to the train station I found a copy of yesterday’s La Tribuna di 

Treviso under my seat. I chatted to a robust, country fellow about the football scores. I 
gave him the newspaper. Outside the windows we could see the steeples and domes of 
Venice blue on the horizon, and when we passed between cars we could smell the city’s 
funk. 

In the lavatory I effected a rearrangement of my disguise. I changed my tie. I 
shaved off my mustache with an electric razor, then rinsed the colour from my 
eyebrows. I exchanged contact lenses, altering the appearance of my irises from blue to 
brown. I moved the inserts in my mouth from my lower cheeks to my upper cheeks, 
and dropped my shoulders from their previous affection of tension. I relaxed my jaw 
and my hands, then stretched them out to find their new pose. 

And, because I am a man like any other, I also took a moment to pass water. 
I moved on through the train. I could no longer smell Venice in the whistling 

wind between the cars. Lush green countryside flashed by on the right side; the Adriatic 
glittered, drawing away behind the horizon to my left. The train swayed and roared as it 
passed through a hill. In the tavern I found a man to play cards with, and engaged him 
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in idle conversations in order to exercise my new accent. 
I let him win. He bought me a drink. 
On the open-air platform at Portogruaro Station the man to whom I’d given my 

copy of La Tribuna caught me eying it as he prepared to toss it into a trash bin. “You 
want it?” he said. 

“Thank you,” I replied. “I would like to see the score.” 
“Take it. Some guy gave it to me on the train.” 
We nodded to each other and he went on his way. I folded the paper and threw it 

into the bin. I smiled invisibly, smiling on the inside. This is how I stay in shape, this is a 
jog in the park—encountering the same man within an hour and having him look me in 
the eye without a glimmer of recognition. 

A black taxi with bad shocks took me north out of Portogruaro to Pontevecchio 
in the countryside, leaving me within walking distance of a small hotel called Locanda al 
Fiume at which I had my lodging reservation. “Signore Lorenzoni?” said the plump girl 
when I set down my suitcases at the counter. 

“Yes, that’s me. How did you guess?” 
She squinted shyly. “You just look like a Lorenzoni, I think.” 
“Fair enough. I’d like to check in, if you please.” 
My room had a view of a dry channel through which a river had once flowed. 

There were deposits of soda pop cans and Orangina bottles cluttering the grass-choked 
edges. While I watched a rabbit crossed the basin, stopping to sniff the air at halfway. 

Out the window and into the mud would be my emergency escape route, should 
the unforeseen unfold. With that decision made to I set to unpacking and arranging my 
things... 

I first saw my target the very next morning. 
The beginning of any assignment is a quiet, meditative time. It is a romance 

between the subject and I, a slow courtship that begins with binoculars and parabolic 
microphones. I become acquainted, then consumed. The details dance in a cloud in my 
mind, flitting to and fro freely until snatched by my growing understanding to be locked 
into a pattern that will form the basis of the simulacrum. 

Piece by piece, a virtual Doppelganger is woven: my toy, my puppet, my pet—and 
then, eventually, my self. 

The psychological arc is always the same and despite my wealth of experience with 
the process I am never able to pinpoint the moment when I stop thinking of the target 
as him and begin using me. An analytical part of myself retires in favour of a being driven 
by inspiration and instinct, drawing on a new set of reflexes now adopted as my own. 

I call the transition the moment of thespian fluidity. 
The romance is broken for spells, of course. At a certain stage it becomes 

necessary to make contact with the subject in order to observe him up close and test his 
reactions in response to specific prods. During this island I must unbecome what I have 
been becoming—I must insert a wedge of distance and see him again as a stranger. 

My librarian took a daily espresso over checkers each morning between eight 
o’clock and nine at a particular café on a particular street. I recognized him as soon as 
he came in, and I tracked him through the rising steam of my cup as he greeted the 
proprietor and lingered over the pastries under glass. 

His name was Franco Alphonso Fiorio. He was fify-two years old, balding. His 
build was tall and slight but falling to fat in the belly, under the chin, over the kidneys, 
between the thighs. The weight had come on in recent years—I could see it in the 
awkwardness of his walk, a gait in transition. 

When he turned away from the counter with his espresso and danish I rustled my 
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newspaper over the checker board on the table, then crossed my legs while clearing my 
throat. 

“Signore,” said Franco brightly. “Are you open for a game?” 
“Absolutely,” I said. “Sit down, friend.” 
We sipped and played. I studied him. He lit up a cigarette after his danish was 

gone and I invisibly frowned—tobacco disgusts me, especially when I am obliged to 
smoke it myself. Betraying nothing I watched the way he smoked, cataloguing every 
mannerism of the important habit that would colour much of his physicality. For 
instance, whenever he ran his fingers over his head to tuck the tufts back behind his 
ears he always avoided using his index and middle fingers, so as not to leave yellow 
nicotine stains on his pale skin or white hair. The splayed shape he used as a hand-comb 
was particular, and I flexed my own hand in imitation of it under the table. 

“I’m Franco,” he said after he had won the game. 
“I’m Paolo,” I told him. “Good game.” 
“Are you Pontevecchian?” 
“I’m originally from Florence. I’ve been living in England, however, for my 

work.” 
“What do you do?” 
“I write travel books. What about you, Franco?” 
“I’m a librarian.” 
“How wonderful—we’re both in the book business, in a manner of speaking.” 
“Yes,” he smiled. “Books are my passion.” 
I did not spelunk after details of his employment. To adopt a life one is obliged to 

first build a firm foundation: before I could go about his ways as a librarian I first had to 
know how he went about as man. How often did he clip his fingernails? How did he 
hide a spontaneous erection? What distinguished his social laugh for actual mirth? How 
long was his attention span? How did he choose his wardrobe according to the weather? 
Where did he look when he was embarrassed? 

After we’d finished our drinks we went our separate ways. Franco Fiorio would 
never see me again—at least, not as he’d seen me that day. 

Back in my hotel room I made my notes, memorized them, shredded them. I 
began cutting molds for the cheek and nose pieces I’d need, whistling as I whittled. 
Having observed the labels on his clothes I would go out the next morning to shop for 
a costume, stay in the next afternoon to apply spots of wear according to Franco’s 
kinesthetics. 

While I worked my Underwood did, too. It is a special Underwood, of course—
capable of typing away without my having to pay it any mind at all. This meant that 
from my room came the uninterrupted rattle and ding of a busy writer, leaving me to 
work and revise in peace. Every now and again I leaned over the cranked the thing up 
again. 

“How’s the book coming along, Mr. Underwood?” I asked in Franco’s voice. 
The typewriter had no discernible reply beyond more typing, the keys depressing 

and springing back in a soothingly random sequence... 
After supper I had the chubby girl at the front desk send up a bottle of wine, then 

I sat by the window and practiced smoking Franco’s brand of cigarettes. The sun was 
setting over Pontevecchio, the dry river-bed crawling into purple darkness. The smoke I 
exhaled turned golden when it floated far enough from the building to catch the last 
rays of the day, swirling and undulating, drifting and fading away. 

I thought of Bess. I felt like Franco. For some reason, I remembered my mother. 
Twilight came. I stabbed out the last cigarette and cleaned my throat with wine. 



 

226 

Soon, this peace would end and exhilaration would come. Soon, I would transform and 
deploy. 

I slept like a baby. 
 
4. 
Men are men. Neither country nor era make a significant difference. 
I considered this as I sat on the roof of a quaint bistro whose greasy fumes spilled 

from a battery of pipes beside my folding chair. In my lap I cradled a Hasselblad view 
camera whose over-sized lens was, in fact, the dish of a parabolic microphone. Fine-
wired headphones ran from the back of the Hasselblad and plugged into my ears, my 
line to the curiously detached world of focused sound. 

The dish was oriented toward a tavern across the street where Franco Fiorio was 
taking lunch with his pals Luigi and Marcello. The clink of their cutlery was a crisp and 
well-defined foreground, sounding as if the plates were right beside my ears. “Come on, 
Franco,” implored Luigi, “we haven’t been out for fun in a dog’s age.” 

“I have to work, I’m sorry my friends,” replied Franco, crunching a piece of 
bruschetta. 

“Franco, it’s Sunday.” 
“Uncle is preparing to receive guests. Everyone has extra duties. There’s nothing 

to be done about it. I’ll come next time, I promise.” 
From previous conversations it was already clear to me that Uncle was the master 

of the estate at which Franco served, though the epithet did not seem to connote a 
blood relation—when the maids and drivers came into town on errands they also 
referred to the boss as simply “Zio.” 

“Uncle should give you a raise,” noted Marcello. “You work too hard, Franco.” 
Franco chortled. “My friend—when you love it, it’s not work. Now, if you’ll 

excuse me, I have to be getting back to the estate. There’s so much to do, and I mustn’t 
keep Uncle waiting.” 

“Uncle, Uncle, Uncle,” muttered Luigi. “Is he your boss or your wife?” 
“Quiet!” hissed Marcello. “The game’s back on.” 
“What’s the score?” 
“Quiet!” 
At that point I was obliged to remove my headphones as the owner of the bistro 

climbed up the groaning iron fire-escape and sauntered across the loose gravel to join 
me. He wiped his hands on his apron and then planted them on his hips, sucking his 
teeth absently as he looked down at me. “So, you’re taking good pictures, ha?” 

“Oh yes,” I told him with a polite smile. “I can see the whole town from here. I’m 
getting some wonderful exposures.” 

The owner nodded as he pulled a crumpled pack of cigarettes out of his pocket 
and tapped one free. After sticking it in his mouth he bent the pack toward me and 
raised his brow. I shook my head. He lit his cigarette and drew on it fiercely, his cheeks 
caving in. “You should take pictures of my bistro. Make me famous.” 

“I’d be happy to. It has great atmosphere.” 
“I’ll give you a free coffee, ha?” 
So I trundled down the fire-escape with him and pointed my microphone around 

the bistro, pretending to take pictures. I waived my light meter around and fussed over 
the composition. The free coffee was an excellent blend. 

My mind, meanwhile, was racing: if Franco was working at the estate this 
afternoon instead of making his usual rounds about town, I would be free to take his 
place to test the strength of my disguise. As I put away my apparatus and finished off 
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the last drops of the coffee I made my plan to drop by the bookseller Franco usually 
visited on Sundays in search of rare editions and new acquisitions. 

I rushed back to my hotel. 
An hour later I emerged from my room as Franco Fiorio. I buried myself behind a 

newspaper as I crossed the lobby, avoiding the front desk. As I stepped out the front 
doors I folded the paper under my arm and gave my attention to imitating Franco’s 
stride. I nodded and smiled to the passersby on the street, as Franco was a genial sort. 

“Good afternoon, Mr. Fiorio!” 
“And a good afternoon to you.” 
The bookseller plied his wares from a cramped room beside the church. There 

was no sign. A small bell on the door jingled as I passed inside. The proprietor looked 
up and grinned. “Franco! I didn’t think I’d see you today.” 

“I always have time for books,” I said. “And for you, Bernardo.” 
“You should be especially glad of that today, my friend.” 
“Oh?” 
“Your order has come in, at long last!” 
I did an impeccable job of looking delighted rather than confused. “Splendid!” I 

crooned, rubbing my hands together. 
Bernardo, who was fat, bald and smelled strongly of yeast, bustled out from 

behind his desk to plunder a pile of boxes by the back door, which he propped open to 
keep the air moving and ventilate his pipe smoke. In triumph he produced a plastic-
wrapped hardcover that looked at least a century old, and placed it gingerly on the desk 
before me. 

I withdrew a pair of spectacles from my breast pocket, perched them on my nose, 
and leaned forward in Franco’s distinctive manner. Carefully I peeled back the plastic 
and read aloud the French title, “On Castor & Pollux, Their Influences & Roots in 
Popular Legend & Historical Fact.” 

“It’s a first edition,” said Bernardo, rocking back and forth proudly on his heels 
with his meaty hands clasped behind his back. “Rosalita found it at an estate auction in 
Avignon. She...well, my friend, she had to bid high.” 

“Whatever the cost...” I whispered reverently, “I’ll pay it.” 
Bernardo smiled. “You never change, Franco. It’s your addiction, books.” 
“Yes,” I agreed, opening the tome’s creaking leather cover. The title page gave the 

year of publication as 1802. 
“But tell me—why the sudden interest in twins? First Romulus and Remus, now 

Castor and Pollux. Do you have a long-lost brother you’ve never told me about?” 
I looked up from the book and hesitated. 
Bernardo began to nod, holding up his hands. “I know, I know: don’t bother to 

lecture me again. When it comes to Uncle, your lips are sealed.” 
“I’m only trying to protect you, Bernardo,” I claimed. 
“I know, I know,” he said again. “I can’t help it. I’m a curious man, like you.” 
Satisfaction warmed me as I walked back to the hotel. I had interacted face to face 

with someone familiar with Franco and aroused no detectable suspicious: a clean 
performance through and through. 

In a rare indulgence I elected to reward myself for a job well done, so I stopped 
for supper at the tavern for hot mushroom linguini and cold white wine. As I ate I 
leafed carefully through the ancient book, touching the pages only with the corner of 
my napkin—this was not a precaution to avoid leaving fingerprints (since I haven’t any) 
but rather to avoid tainting the paper with my skin’s destructive oils. I read: 
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It is the contention of this author that Castor & Pollux were not merely the 
heroes of myth but represent actual historical personages who lived 
contemporaneously or pre-contemporaneously to the events ascribed with their 
involvement, a temporal conundrum whose plausible resolution shall become 
apparent upon the complete presentation of the author’s theories. 

And, loath as I am to admit it, I allowed myself to be lulled by the book such that 
the sun set behind the town before I noticed how many hours had gone, lost in the 
winding byways of history, mythology and inspired supposition knitted by the long-dead 
Frenchman. 

So, like a rank amateur, I was caught unawares. 
“Franco!” cried Luigi, slapping me drunkenly on the back. 
“Franco!” echoed Marcello, plopping into the chair opposite me. 
“Oh!” I said lamely. 
“I thought you were working, Franco.” 
“I’m taking a break.” 
“In town?” 
“Well—” 
Luigi waved his hands and shook his head. “Who cares? Now you can’t escape 

your friends, Franco. Come—we’re going to the cabaret.” 
“Oh, well now, I really ought to get back to the estate. Uncle—” 
“Uncle, Uncle, Uncle!” mocked Marcello. “Come on, pay your bill. Let’s go.” 
We took a taxi south into Portogruaro. My companions farted garlic and belched 

beer, tittering and joshing with me, regaling me with an inarticulate and meandering 
description of the end of the football game. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to be 
celebrating or indignant, so I changed the subject. “Who’s performing tonight?” 

“When does the programme ever change?” 
“Right,” I agreed and then laughed as if I’d made a joke. Luigi and Marcello were 

drunk—they laughed right along with me. 
“I see what you did there,” claimed Luigi. 
“I don’t get it,” admitted Marcello, still chuckling. 
The taxi left us in a winding laneway in a sorry district. We crossed the narrow 

road between puttering cars to approach a dim doorway beneath a bank of 
indecipherable neon twists. A beggar sat in their buzzing shadow, a cup in his gnarled 
hand, his face lost under a ragged hood. I didn’t know if Franco would give a beggar a 
coin so I drifted slower, stepping behind behind Luigi to ask Marcello an empty 
question as he sauntered along. 

Luigi tossed the beggar a coin, so I did too. 
The cabaret was very small—a close theatre packed with round tables, the chairs 

glutted to the rear of each to afford an unobstructed view of a humble stage fringed by 
faded velvet. Braces and trios of old farmers with weather-hard features and dirt-stained 
fingers nursed drinks in grimy glasses, ashtrays overflowing, cackling and bellowing at 
each other about football and Rome. 

The girl from the front desk of Locanda al Fiume had their eyes. In her costume 
she looked curvaceous rather than chubby. As I glanced over she unravelled a feather 
boa from around her freckled shoulders and tossed it into the audience. The old men 
cheered. 

I was deeply uncomfortable. Testing my disguise against an acquaintance like the 
bookseller was one thing—spending an evening with the man’s two best friends was 
another matter altogether. 
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Luigi found us a table and ordered a round of drinks. Cigarettes were lit, and I was 
obliged to follow suit. I grimaced internally—bloody tobacco. 

Now, there is an art and a science to remaining discretely sober while your 
companions imbibe. The key is simply a matter of timing: assuring that you drink out of 
step with others and subverting the process of ordering fresh rounds. One must always 
call for a new drinks before anyone is ready—in this way it is you who scrutinizes the 
others’ glasses to check their level and not the other way around. The best moment of 
cover comes when a man ends up with two drinks in front of him: as he polishes off the 
first in an effort to make way for the second he is thoroughly distracted, and your own 
drink can be quietly disposed of in a potted plant or even on the floor if need be. 

“Another round, gentlemen?” I called. 
“Already? You’re a fish tonight, Franco!” 
I helped to pile the empty glasses on the waitress’ tray, including my own full glass. 

The chubby girl on stage wound up her routine with a flash of her round bottom and 
then slipped away into the wings. A new girl took her place, a dyed blonde with cigarette 
smoke skin and no hips. 

In fairly short order my companions were irretrievably intoxicated. “I have to go,” 
I told them. 

“No, no—stay!” they clamored. “It’s early.” 
Through the fleece and gauze of another round they blinked at the stage, laughing 

at nothing. I excused myself to visit the lavatory, quietly scooping up my book and my 
jacket as I pretended to lurch drunkenly against the table, staggering into my chair. Luigi 
and Marcello cracked up laughing. I waved it off and stumbled toward the exit. 

I walked right past the washroom, pulling on my jacket. I nodded to the doorman 
and pushed out into the cool night, raising my arm to hail a taxi from a line of them 
lying in wait beneath a streetlamp. A car drew up and I pulled open the door. 

“Signore,” wheezed the beggar, rattling his cup. 
“I’ve already given you a coin,” I muttered, putting the book into the back seat. 
“Signore, I’m hungry.” 
The sky rumbled with distant thunder, and the air smelled wet. The poor fellow 

was in for a miserable night. With a frown I reached into my pocket and extracted 
another lira, then tossed it. It glanced off the edge of the cup and landed on the 
sidewalk. The beggar leaned over to retrieve it, his eyes on me. As the stuttering neon 
lights illuminated his face beneath the hood I could not help but make a little gasp: his 
ugliness was truly mediaeval. 

“A thousand thanks,” said the beggar, still watching me with a strange kind of 
intensity that unnerved me. He dropped the coin into his cup. 

“Good night,” I said. I slipped into the taxi and pulled the door after me. 
“Pontevecchio, please.” 

“Si, signore.” 
The rain started as we drove, clattering on the roof and running down the 

windows in streams that bent the headlights of the other cars. 
Back at the hotel I carefully unpeeled Franco Fiorio from my body and face, 

shedding his clothes, his eyes, his nose, his hair. The day had been a mixed success: 
while I had managed to fool the target’s friends I had done so at great risk, and allowed 
myself to be taken unawares. To myself I murmured, “Maybe I’m getting too old for 
this.” 

Having put down a firm foundation of Franco, the next phase of my mission 
would be to learn about the estate itself, to be assured that I would be able to penetrate 
each of the barriers to entry. There were only days left, and then my hour would 
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come—in and out in sixty minutes, then a train back to Venice. 
The period of romance had ended, and period of action was near. 
Before I climbed into bed I stood by the window and looked out over the rain-

washed river-bed, its edges drooling, its middle pooling. Lightning flashed and I thought 
I saw something; I frowned and squinted at the dark, leaning out through the open 
frame for a clearer view. A moment later I had almost dismissed the notion as imaginary 
until lightning flashed again and I was able to discern a figure hobbling among the tall 
grasses, his passage bending the stalks and squelching in the mud. 

The hooded figure looked up at me and I down at him. It was the beggar. My 
breath caught. 

Lightning flashed once more. When the afterimages faded from my vision I 
searched the river-bed, but saw nothing. The rain became heavier, falling in opaque, 
scintillating sheets. I reluctantly pulled back into my room and cranked closed the glass 
against the spray. 

I sat on the bed and furrowed my brow, deeply uneasy. 
 
5. 
Order is order; chaos is chaos. Their shared border can be hazy. 
In any other circumstance I would have aborted the mission immediately—I had 

compromised my security envelope by being seen on an evening the target was 
occupied, news certain to be shared between friends; and I was being stalked by a 
ghoulish beggar who had managed to tail me directly to my base of operations. 

Unacceptable. Utterly unacceptable. 
But did I have any alternative? I was in the field without support, with none but 

the Sovereign to report to. I had no access to additional intelligence, no method to 
check whether the assignment’s integrity had truly been punctured or whether it simply 
teetered on the verge thereof. I was close enough to smell the chaos, and it made me 
afraid. 

The beauty of chaos is that it can throw you a line, via pat coincidence. The 
wonder of randomness is the unimagined permutation. 

In my mind I thanked Christ the moment I saw Mick. 
He did not, of course, see me. I was obliged to put my head above the surface by 

choosing to sit across from him at the café. He looked up from his newspaper 
frowning. “Listen,” he groaned in American English, “if I want to play checkers I’ll ask, 
got it? Is that alright with you? Jeez. I’m just trying to drink a coffee, you know?” 

“How did you find the coffee in Basrat?” I asked lightly. 
Mick squinted at me. “Where the hell is Basrat?” 
“You came to my show. I’m in the theatre. We performed a tragedy, if memory 

serves: the tragedy of Major Frazer.” 
Mick drew his large hand across his stubbled cheeks, then pursed his lips. 

“Tennyson Goddamn Smith,” he decided ruefully. 
“Actually, the G is for Geoffrey.” 
Mick chuckled. “Holy Hell, how’re you mixed up in all this?” 
“All what?” 
“Kiss my ass. You’re hunting him, too.” 
“Him who?” 
“I’m not a goddamn amateur, Smith. Jeez.” 
I sipped from my coffee and raised my brow. “Uncle?” 
Mick blinked. “That means nothing to me. Is he your man?” 
“He’s the man my man orbits. You know me: I’m a bit part player.” 
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He sighed and relaxed a measure, then sipped from his cup with relish. “That’s 
good. We’re chasing different tigers.” 

“Fine,” I said. “Then we needn’t discuss the matter further. Our paths are crossing 
without meaning. In that light, how nice to see you. You’re looking well. How are the 
children?” 

He shrugged. “I saw them at Christmas. They’re getting big.” He coughed over a 
smile. “You know you look like Super Mario, right?” 

“I’m sorry?” 
“Super Mario? You know. He’s a videogame hero. Ever heard of Donkey Kong?” 
“I’m afraid not.” 
“You’re getting old.” 
“That’s unkind. I can play thirty to seventy without serious prosthetics. Eighty, 

with make-up.” 
Mick laughed. “So what do I call you?” 
“This face is Vincenzo Nunzio.” 
He passed his beefy hand over the table to shake mine. “Pleasure to meet you, 

Vince. I’m Reagan Anderson.” 
“Reagan Anderson?” 
“What?” 
“Honestly, that’s the worst name you’ve ever had. Where do you come up with 

this garbage?” 
“Jeez, I don’t know, Smith. Some computer programme picks them out. What do 

I look like? An engineer?” 
“You look like a lonely tourist.” 
“Bingo. Name of Anderson. Friends call me Ray.” 
“That’s awful.” 
“Hey, at least I don’t look like a videogame. Give me a break, Mario.” 
“Vincenzo.” 
“Whatever.” 
Franco walked into the café. Despite my consummate professionalism Mick saw 

the flick of my eyes. “Why don’t we go someplace and have a drink?” I suggested 
abruptly. 

Mick stirred his coffee with his finger, then tasted his finger. “That’s your guy, 
huh?” 

I stood up and gathered my jacket. “Let’s not dally, Ray.” 
He grunted, downed his coffee, and pushed back his chair. “You buying?” 
I nodded. 
He grinned. “God save the Queen.” 
At the tavern we let our hair down a shade. We sat in a dim corner beneath a 

speaker playing tinny folk music, and under its cover we spoke English in quiet voices. 
Mick filled me in on how the Basrat caper unfolded after my exit and we both laughed 
like hyenas as we imagined what must have been going through Dick Cheney’s mind 
when he had that bucket of camel manure dropped over his head. “The best part is,” 
chuckled Mick, “nobody ever caught me. I got away with it clean.” 

“You’re a sophomoric fool,” I told him, still laughing. 
“Yeah,” agreed Mick. “Ain’t I a stinker?” 
We ordered another round. “Do you have an objective or are you scouting?” 
“Scouting,” he said, putting aside his glass. “Why, what’s up?” 
I shrugged and regarded my drink. “Let me level with you, Mick. I’m on a small 

footprint mission—quite small, in fact. I haven’t got a horn to blow but I’m afraid there 
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might be some leakage.” 
“How serious?” 
“I’m undecided. I’m being followed.” 
“Opposing man?” 
“An ugly beggar. It’s hard to imagine he’s of consequence but it’s equally hard to 

ignore the possible threat. I’m being tailed by a leper.” 
“You want me to run some interference for you?” 
“Mick, it would mean a lot. Honestly, I have only four days left—if you could 

keep this creature out of my hair, just until...” 
Mick held up a hand. “Don’t worry about it.” 
“You’ll do it? I mean, do tell me if it’s an imposition—” 
“Forget about it,” he grunted forcefully. “I’m at your disposal. I’m not on a 

schedule. And I’m hard-pressed to deny somebody’s who saved my life once or twice, 
even if he is a stuck-up limey douche.” 

“I’m ever so grateful, Mick.” 
“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He drank again, then tapped out a Marlboro and lit it up, 

puffing thoughtfully. “You mind if I pick your brain a bit? Help me connect some 
dots?” 

“If I can help, naturally.” 
“Does the name Solomon Habibi mean anything to you?” 
“No.” 
“He was feeding me information from the inside, but I lost him in Naples.” 
“The inside of what?” 
Mick chewed the inside of his cheek, then drew on his smoke again. “Shadow 

shippers.” 
“Say again?” 
“It’s a covert shipping network. These guys move anything anywhere. Borders are 

nothing. I’ll be damned if I know how they do it. Sometimes when we manage to snag 
something it turns out they’ve gone to so much trouble and expense to cover it up it 
amounts to economic suicide. The only thing that makes sense, I figure, is they’re 
running the high security jobs at a loss by riding them on the back of smaller jobs with 
fat margins. The only problem with that is, when you do the math, to make it work it 
must mean these guys are bigger than big.” 

“What are they shipping? Arms for Al-Qaeda?” 
“Smith, that’s the damnedest part. Sometimes it’s arms but usually it’s not—it’s a 

whole battery of industrial components and half of it isn’t even controlled.” 
“So the secrecy itself is the key, rather than the contents.” 
“Right, exactly. But some of it’s been downright weird.” 
“How so?” 
Mick paused, rubbing his chin. He licked his lips and said, “If you can answer me 

straight, say so.” 
“Very well,” I replied, leaning in. 
He dropped his voice to a rustle: “Have you got any guys on the Moon?” 
I blinked. “I’m sorry—the Moon?” 
“Yeah, Smith,” he sneered irritably. “You know the thing—big, white, floating in 

the sky at night. The goddamn Moon.” 
I chuckled drily. “I can honestly tell you, Mick, that as far as I know Britain is 

actively pursuing no projects on the Moon. You’ll have to tell me why you ask, of 
course.” 

“Sure, I’ll tell you. What the hell? We intercepted a shipment from the shadow 



 

   233 

network and seized a bunch of parts and aerospace sub-assemblies in August...” 
“Is someone attempting to make a secure launch?” 
“That’s the kicker, Smith. I sent all the crap along to our boys in the lab, and they 

tell me the components are covered in a thin layer of lunar dust. Do you follow me? If 
it’s a secure launch, it’s already happened.” 

“Good Lord. That is peculiar.” 
“No shit. So now I’m here on a hunch. Basically, it looks like the shadow shippers 

have broken from their usual pattern. My guess is they’re doing someone a favour—
bending their own rules to accommodate someone who doesn’t take no for an answer. 
The operation is sloppier than usual, which gave me my in. Now I’m lying in wait until 
the delivery comes.” 

“What’s coming?” 
“No idea. But you can feel echoes of activity across their whole damn web. 

Something very important is coming through Pontevecchio soon, and I’m going to be 
here when it does.” 

I raised my brow and finished my drink. “There’s more going on in this sleepy 
town than meets the eye.” 

Mick upended his own glass then wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. 
“Smith, as far as I’m concerned the whole goddamn world is a sick whore in a milk-
maid’s dress—the more innocent a thing looks the more work someone’s put into 
making it look that way.” 

Together we walked back to my room at Locanda al Fiume and Mick helped me 
pack my things. We took a taxi across town to a quaint bed and breakfast called Con 
Maria sandwiched between the bus station and a vacant lot. “I’m up on the third floor,” 
narrated Mick as he hauled my baggage up to the second landing. “I’m right over you, 
so knock something smart on the ceiling and I’ll be in your lap before you can sneeze.” 

I unlocked the door to my new rooms and Mick dumped everything on the bed. 
He straightened and moped his brow with a hand-towel from the washroom. “You 
don’t travel light, do you?” 

“I can assure you I’ve brought only the bare necessities of my craft.” 
“Uh-huh.” He popped a smoke into his mouth and lit up. “So what’s on your 

agenda now?” 
“This evening I’m scouting the entrance of the estate I must penetrate, to assure 

myself there are no additional security measures I haven’t prepared for.” 
“You’re a careful guy.” 
“Yes, I am. And you can abet my care by standing guard here to assure that the 

beggar hasn’t followed us from Locanda al Fiume.” 
“And if he has?” 
“I need you to keep him off my back tonight.” 
“You want me to capture him? Maybe we could find something out.” He smiled 

darkly and cracked his knuckles. 
“Let’s not descend to the last resort without suitable provocation. For all I know 

he may have marked me for robbery, nothing more. Unless the situation changes, I 
recommend observation only.” 

“Yeah well, you know best, Smith. This is your bag. But...” he hitched up his shirt 
and removed a polished Magnum, checking the load. “...Just in case.” 

I pressed my lips together grimly. “I’m quite sure that won’t be called for.” 
Mick shrugged as he replaced the gun. “You know what the Boy Scouts say, 

Smith: always be prepared.” 
“Indeed.” 
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Thus reassured I went about my business, dressing against the drizzle and stowing 
my equipment in my slicker: infrared goggles, parabolic microphone, umbrella, bird-
watching book. So prepared I spent the next three hours crouching amid the 
shrubberies outside the gates of Uncle’s estate, its expanse invisible to me behind steep 
stone walls. I arrived in time to see the members of the day staff who didn’t live on the 
estate exchange places with members of the night staff. Curiously, a crew of 
construction workers was also admitted through the gates at a late hour. 

The entrance mechanism was elementary: visual recognition based on familiarity 
with the staff (and, doubtlessly, checked against records if need be) allowing access to a 
fingerprint scanner. Once cleared by the scan, the guest uses a magnetic key-card to 
clear the gate and any additional boundaries within the estate their clearance allows. All 
of this took place under the watchful eyes of dozens of closed circuit cameras. 

A quartet of guards with dogs patrolled the wall, spaced out so that any given 
section was monitored by human eyes and canine noses no more than ten minutes 
apart. 

A cakewalk, in other words. I had no serious reservations. 
Upon my return to Con Maria I was concerned to see wet footprints on the 

landing before my door. My mood of optimism fizzled. I pressed my ear to the door, 
but heard nothing. Cautiously I crept away and proceeded to the third floor to tap on 
Mick’s door. It was unlocked, but no one was inside. 

I withdrew my parabolic microphone and aimed it out the window, through the 
floor, down the dark stairwell toward my own room. I heard nothing but night. 

After tiptoeing back to the second floor landing I again spent a few moments 
listening to my room with the parabolic mic, my eyes closed. I could detect only a soft, 
regular drip. I concluded that I hadn’t closed the faucet tightly enough. 

No creature stirred. 
I unlocked the door and slipped inside, then pawed through the unfamiliar 

darkness until I found the bedside lamp. Even before the light came my nose had found 
the disquieting metallic scent of spilled blood in the air. 

Mick lay over the bed. His throat had been cut. His body was draining out onto 
the warped floorboards, a slow but steady stream working down his arm and dripping 
from the tip of his pale finger to sprinkle against the nightstand. 

An insistent part of my mind cried: Abort, abort, abort! 
I am accustomed to paying myself great heed, so without thinking another thought 

I unzipped my suitcase and began unloading my infrared goggles and bird-watching 
book into it, then swept my make-up kit together and dumped it in overtop. Next I 
swung around and threw open the closet to grab my overcoat. 

I leapt back before I even knew why. 
Someone knew how to be quiet enough to evade the parabolic microphone. 

Someone knew how not to breathe. And, as I stumbled backward into the nightstand, 
someone rose out from between the hangars. 

The lamp fell. The bulb flashed and died. 
I was halfway to Mick’s corpse to feel for his gun before the someone swept over 

me, wrenching my arms behind my back and pressing my face into the pillow with a 
move as swift and expert as it was brutal. I cried out, but my cry was swallowed by the 
fabric. 

My attacker leaned into me, his hot breathing just inches from my ear. “Now,” 
pronounced a low, gravelly voice, “sit still and shut up, Englishman, or I’ll pull out your 
organs.” 

The smell of his breath was beyond description. 
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The beggar had me. 
 
6. 
Trouble is trouble. It isn’t thrilling and it isn’t a rush: it’s just bad news. 
I sat in a reading chair by the window, but I wasn’t reading. My wrists lay in my 

lap, bound. My ankles were likewise tied, and knotted to my wrists for good measure. I 
was not gagged but I found I did not have much to say. 

My captor, a beast of a man, was engaged in loading Mick’s limp body into a long 
duffel bag. He muttered unrecognizable profanity under his breath as he fought to get 
the knees past the zipper. He winced and grunted and there sounded a loud cracking 
noise, after which Mick’s legs bent freely if sickeningly. “There we go now,” he 
coughed, wiping his muzzle on his hand as he turned about the room in search of his 
next task. 

I said, “Should I be reassured that you’ve only the one duffel?” 
He squinted. “Hah?” 
“There’s only one duffel bag. Does this mean I get to live?” 
“Oh, sure. I mean, for a while. Most people end up dead sooner or later. Sooner, 

if you do dangerous stuff, like you and me are going to do. But I’ll say nice things over 
the dirt when I bury you, Englishman, if it comes to that. Prayers even, if you want 
them.” 

The light was dim. I could barely see him. Outside the sky was beginning to pale in 
the east. Morning birds were already singing. 

“What are you?” I asked. 
He paused from wrestling the duffel bag across the bed. “You’re rude, 

Englishman. Isn’t it better to ask who a man is than what? I am that ugly?” 
I held my tongue. “Who are you, then?” 
“I’m Lallo. Who’re you?” 
“Vincenzo Nunzio.” 
“Liar.” 
“I’m sorry?” 
“Don’t lie to me. I’ll pull off one of your fingers, to teach you a lesson. No dirty 

fibs for Lallo, right? Right, Englishman?” 
“Right,” I conceded. “My name is Benjamin Tourier.” 
He leered toward my face, grinning with a mouthful of stained, blocky teeth. 

“You’ve got a good sense of humour. I like that. Okay, now that we’re done playing 
games why don’t you introduce yourself like a civilized man?” 

“A civilized man?” I echoed. “That’s rich, considering the source.” 
“Eat shit. I don’t care. I’ll call you Englishman. You’re at my mercy: you don’t call 

the shots. I don’t need your name.” 
“What do you need?” 
He considered this, rubbing his lantern-like jaw with weather-worn fingers 

crisscrossed by scars. “I need to get into the house. You’re going in there, I know. 
You’re hunting the librarian, to copy him. You do a good job, so I’m coming with you. I 
need to get into the house, too.” 

“The house? Do you...do you mean Uncle’s house?” 
He frowned again, squinting at me. “Hah?” 
“The staff call the master of the estate Zio.” 
Lallo seemed to smile. “You’re stupid,” he concluded. “There’s no uncle. Zio’s his 

name, a short name—he’s Ziusudra from his mother.” He scratched his thatch of black 
hair and sniffed. “Maybe I got the wrong guy with you. I thought you knew all about 
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this place. How’re you going to get in the house if you don’t even know his name?” 
I shrugged, awkwardly since I was tied up. “I was counting on bluffing my way 

through with sir if the need arose.” 
“Shit,” admitted Lallo. “You’re brave, Englishman.” 
The sun peeked through the glass, a soft-edged amber reveal of my host. Where I 

had previously taken him to be merely ugly I could now discern that he was, in fact, 
ravaged. The skin on the back of his neck was twisted with healed burns, and almost 
every inch of his face was pitted, scratched, nicked or lined. His nose appeared to have 
been broken many, many times. 

“What’s happened to you?” I asked. 
Lallo shrugged. “Pretty much everything,” he said bluntly. “Okay, I’ll take care of 

Mr. Dead Bones here and you sit there like a good boy, okay?” 
“I’m a bit put out by that, actually.” 
“Hah?” 
“The fact that you’ve killed my friend. It’s distressing, you understand. You say 

you want to collaborate, but I’d like to point out that our relationship isn’t exactly 
starting on good footing.” 

He shrugged again. “If you’re not here when I come back, you’ll be sorry. Okay, 
Englishman?” 

I said nothing. 
He pulled his hood over his head and then groaned as he hauled the heavy duffel 

bag up over his massive shoulder. In the growing light I could see that his cowl was 
encrusted with dirt and old food, bits of leaves and a spattering of sticky, congealing 
blood. “If you got to go,” he said, “just go in your pants. I don’t care how you smell.” 

I smirked tightly. “You’re going outside like that? You’re covered in blood. You’ll 
be arrested.” 

He waved dismissively. “Nah.” 
“What will you do if you’re questioned?” 
“By police guys? No problem—I kill them.” 
I grimaced and shook my head. “Christ, man, you can’t just go about killing 

people willy-nilly.” 
“What—killing just to kill people, for kicks? No no, I haven’t done that for ages. 

Ah, youth!” 
“Good Lord. You’re a monster.” 
He smiled broadly at this. “I pursue a purpose, Englishman. So do you. How clean 

are your hands?” 
I considered this after he had left. I had several hours to consider it. The pool of 

sunlight pouring in through the window crawled across the carpet, the clean square 
occluded by warped shadows of the knickknacks on the sill. The day’s business began 
outside—trucks and cars, shouts and laughter, barking dogs. 

By noon I’d managed to rub my wrists raw without loosening my bindings an iota. 
Also, I was obliged by biological necessity to urinate in place. I sighed. 

My captor returned empty-handed. He went to the sink and drank from the faucet 
like a dog, then dropped himself onto the bed and rubbed his right ankle with his left 
hand. Beneath the hem of his cowl I noticed for the first time that his right foot was 
made of wood with a torn rubber sole. “Bloody ankle,” he muttered. “I need a new 
foot.” 

“You’re in fairly rough shape.” 
“Yeah, I’m an old guy. Shit always happens to me.” 
I decided to keep him talking, to see what I could see and to ease him. “What is 
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your age?” I asked. 
Lallo chewed his lip thoughtfully. “Don’t know. I didn’t used to count. Not until 

later.” 
“Well, you must be at least fifty.” 
He snorted. “Yeah. At least.” 
“Do you remember much about your youth? Perhaps we could pinpoint the year.” 
“Oh, sure. Stuff was different back then. Like, all frozen. You know—ice 

everywhere. But after a while things warmed up and then it was all water, water, water. 
People used to drown a lot, during the cracking times.” 

I furrowed my brow. “You’ve lost me. Where exactly did you grow up?” 
“Spain,” he said carelessly. 
I shook my head and tried to find a steadier grip on the conversation. “So what 

happens now?” 
He looked up at me. “Now we make our plan. When’re we going to the house? 

How’re you going to get me inside? I hope you’ve been thinking, Englishman. And I 
hope you’re smarter than you seem.” 

“You have a most unusual accent. I can’t place it. You certainly don’t sound 
Spanish.” 

“Yeah, I don’t care. What about the plan? How do you get in?” 
“Me? Well, I’m...a transformer. I will go in disguise.” 
“You copy people, I know. So who’re you going to copy on to me?” 
“It’s impossible. I could never get you inside.” 
“No, not impossible. There is no impossible today, or you die. You follow me, 

Englishman?” 
“You’re quite a ruthless character.” 
“I prefer to call it focus. Now, like I said, this isn’t a question. It’s your orders. 

You’ve got no other choices. This is it. You’re going inside the house and I’m going 
with you, so now you’ve got to figure out a way to do it so I don’t get caught.” 

“I notice you didn’t say we.” 
“Hah?” 
“I have to figure out how to avoid getting you caught.” 
“Right. I’m just being plain with you, Englishman. Once I’m inside the house I 

don’t care about you. You do whatever you want—run away, die—whatever.” 
“Charming.” 
“Yeah okay, that’s enough girly talk. To business, now. We make our plan.” 
I frowned, clucking my tongue. “Well, if we’re going to do this,” I conceded 

slowly, “I’ll have to take a look at you. Undress, please.” 
Without a word he pulled the filthy cowl over his head and dumped it on the 

floor. The revealed body was squat and muscular, hairy and swarthy, a dense map of 
faded wounds. His back had been cruelly whipped, perhaps years ago. His torso was 
crossed by two sweat-stained leather straps that helped to position a right arm that was 
entirely artificial below the shoulder. 

My eyes widened. “May I have a closer look at that arm of yours, Mr. Lallo?” 
He shuffled closer, presenting the limb. It was a finely machined piece of modern 

workmanship, an elaborate but streamlined bundle of kevlar and carbon-fibre housing 
pockets of gel and gilded by rings of perspiration-tarnished titanium. He rolled the 
forearm and flexed his black fist. 

I whistled. “My word...this is from the Zhang Workshop, isn’t it?” 
Lallo nodded. “How come you know it, Englishman?” 
“I have many friends without limbs,” I replied lightly. “It makes one rather a 
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connoisseur of artificiality. I know, for instance, that only the richest and most well-
connected can afford this kind of replacement. How did you get it?” 

Lallo pressed his mouth together. “That’s another story,” he grunted. 
“It’s exquisite,” I said, shaking my head. “Is it wired for feeling?” 
“Oh yeah. This is the best one I ever had. It’s strong and it does what I want. I 

can pick things up, and I can tell you if they’re hot or cold or prickly or smooth.” 
I licked my lips. “It will be difficult to disguise. An artificial arm is a fairly standout 

characteristic. Tell me, do they know you at the estate? Does this Ziusudra know you?” 
“Well, no and yes. I mean, we know each other, yeah, but he hasn’t seen me for 

maybe like two, three centuries. He doesn’t know my arm got wrecked.” 
“Unless someone told him about it,” I added, glossing over the improbable span 

of time the monster had mentioned. He was ill, clearly—his grasp on reality likely 
tenuous. 

“Yeah, okay, maybe. So what do we do, Englishman?” 
I looked down at my bindings. “I can’t examine you like this. We’ll need to do 

some make-up tests, first of all, to see what we can do with that skin of yours. Undo my 
arms and pass me the small valise on the dresser.” 

Lallo scratched his head again, squinting. “Don’t start talking all French. I’m not 
so quick as I used to be. Do you mean this bag?” 

“No, not that one.” 
“This?” 
“No, no—the burgundy valise with the silver clasps.” 
The naked giant frowned and put his hands on his hips. “Okay, where?” 
“For Christ’s sake, man, just let me fetch it myself.” 
He nodded and stomped over, then crouched at my feet and expertly undid the 

knots, freeing my legs and then my wrists. He watched me as I stretched out my limbs, 
making sour faces at the pain. I glanced up at him with an inquiring look and in 
response he stepped back to allow me passage to the dresser. He tracked my searching 
gaze, which is a compulsion most mammals cannot resist. 

He who hesitates is lost. 
In a single blink I had ripped the cushion from my chair and pressed it against my 

face as I launched myself at the window. The fabric was shredded by the breaking glass 
but I was not, and my next concern became landing. My stomach tickled as I achieved a 
brief moment of freefall, plummeting toward the sidewalk. 

“Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ!” I whispered fiercely as I tumbled end over end. 
I hit the roof of a taxicab and then rolled onto the hood. The car screeched to a 

halt which hurled me off of the hood and into a cart of fresh apples, chased by a hail of 
splintered shards from the window. Apples and glass rained to the pavement. “Mamma 
mia!” yelled the cartman. 

I was dizzy, winded and numb with shock but that didn’t stop me from staggering 
to my feet and bolting across the road, propelled by adrenalin. More cars squealed to a 
stop but I didn’t see them, my vision targeting the opening of an alley ahead. I felt the 
cool shade as I plunged inside, stumbling against garbage cans and frightening a huddle 
of small cats or large rats. 

I ran for all I was worth. I wanted to put every ounce of distance between myself 
and Lallo, the murderous creature, before my body gave out. My muscles were already 
cramping, upset after so many hours tied to a chair. I pelted on through the pain, my 
breath coming sharp and fast. 

Ten minutes later I was inside someone’s garden shed, wheezing and wincing as I 
crouched between a gasoline lawn-mower and a pile of dirty tarpaulins. A ceramic 
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gnome looked down at me placidly from a wooden shelf. “Hallo,” I said weakly. 
In time my heart slowed. My ribs stopped aching as I drew breath. My punished 

calves ceased to throb. 
I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I’m definitely too old for this.” 
Thankfully, however, my reflexes were not so decayed as to fail in their life-saving 

service. Trained by dozens of instances of trauma my instinct of flight was well 
preserved and still potent—at least, sufficiently potent to buy me whatever peace I now 
enjoyed, exhausted and soaked in my own urine, stared down by a gnome. 

“Jesus Christ,” I said again. 
Methodical as I am few are more aware than I that there comes a time for action 

and, once identified, any refuge in consideration is forsaken. Getting out wasn’t just 
about saving my own life—though Mick’s fate had made sufficiently clear that that was 
also a pressing issue—but primarily about mitigating the damage Lallo could and would 
do to the integrity of Her Majesty’s mission. To compromise myself was risk enough, let 
alone entering upon the critical phase handicapped by one whose loyalties were as easily 
anarchic as absent. 

To abort was the only option. A clearer case I had never seen. And though I felt a 
fool, I knew the Sovereign would prefer to try again than try and fail. All I could do to 
avoid hopelessly polluting the waters was to get out while I could, and design a new 
strategy from a safe vantage. 

How to get to a safe vantage remained vexing. I slid open the shed door and 
peeked outside. A crone was tending her tomatoes. She looked up. 

“Good afternoon,” I said. 
“What are you doing in there? Get out!” 
“I’m terribly sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude.” 
“Thief! Rapist! Vandal! I’m calling the police!” 
“Yes, um, I’ll just be on my way then. Cheerio!” 
So I did a little bit more running at that point, hopping fences from garden to 

garden until I slid into a reedy creek and then splashed my way up to a farmer’s field. 
Amid the fallen stalks of last season’s harvest I lay on the ground and watched the 
clouds crawl by, listening intently. 

Despite my many talents the root of any transformer’s strength is in the simple 
disciplines of silence and patience. Now was a time to lie low and nurse whatever 
reserves I could bring to bear on my plight. I made myself immobile and invisible, a 
friend to the roots and the soil, my face pressed into the planet’s damp skin. 

I slept for want of darkness. When I awoke the sky was burnished and fading. 
Given the state of my attire the only feasible transformation I could undertake 

would be to become a vagrant, much as Lallo himself had done, and then hitch as a 
hobo into Venice. As I walked through bristle-cut, winter browning fields toward the 
train station I did what I could to rearrange my clothes to look the part as thoroughly as 
possible. I found an empty wine bottle in a furrow and carried it with me as a prop. 

I observed the station platform from the long grass beside the tracks. There were 
no passengers milling around but a stationman was coordinating the stacking of a half 
dozen large wooden crates. This was good news: it was easier to stow away on a cargo 
train than a passenger train. 

The stationman checked his watch and then peered up the tracks northward. “See 
you tomorrow,” called one of the workers. The stationman waved indifferently. 

In the distance, a horn sounded. 
I reached out and touched the rail. It was beginning to quiver. I tucked back into 

the bushes to wait. In moments the air was thrumming with the train’s arrival. 
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The sun set. The train’s headlamp cut the darkness, causing the shadows around 
me to warp and turn. Pebbles bounced. A rush of air washed over me as the train 
slowed, brakes squawking, and pulled alongside the platform. 

“Hup, hup, hup!” clapped the stationman. Loaders from the train jumped down 
and began hauling the crates up into a boxcar. 

In the meantime I slipped along the opposite side of the train, eyes tracking across 
each car in search of an opening. I stopped to try a sliding door but found it bolted, 
then continued scurrying. 

I scurried right into the stationman, bouncing off his chest and knocking myself 
back onto the gravel. He pinned me with his flashlight and snarled, “Get the hell away 
from my train, scum! Get out of here! No freeloaders! Shoo!” 

He nudged me roughly with his boot to bring his point home clearly. 
I crawled to my feet and retreated as he continued to call after me. I paused on the 

far side of the station wall, leaning against it and feeling out the sore spot on my hip 
where the stationman had kicked me. The train sounded its horn again as the engine 
throttled up and it pulled away to the south, the sound Dopplering away. 

The ensuing silence was deafening. Crickets chirped. 
I wondered where I would sleep, and how I would go about making my next 

attempt. I was also very hungry. 
As I wandered I heard what I at first took to be bees, but as I drew nearer I 

recognized the sound as motorbikes. Against the last light of the purpling sky I saw 
their silhouettes pop up and drop down, jumping the eroded furrows in a fallow field. 
The laughter and shouts of youth reached me. 

Moving low, I slithered up the face of the next rise and peeked over. Four boys 
and two girls stood in a loose circle, drinking liquor, watching as two of their friends 
raced chortling bikes in wide, dirt-spraying circles. “Go, Sal! Go!” cheered one of the 
girls. 

Two more motorbikes stood on their kickstands two furrows over. I started 
moving toward them, thinking perhaps I wouldn’t take the train after all. 

The closest bike had a set of keys dangling from the ignition. 
“Thank you, Jesus.” 
When the two racers sped to the far side of the field and the youths turned to 

track them I chose my moment to slip up onto the bike. I knocked up the kickstand 
with my heel and then began walking the vehicle as quietly as I could, drawing it 
backward into the depression where I’d been hiding. 

The tank sloshed. I judged that there was enough gasoline to get me to 
Portogruaro, at least. I thanked Jesus again. 

And then, a cry: “Where’s your bike, Marco? Holy shit—where’s your bike?” 
I twisted the key and hit the starter. The engine coughed pitiably but did not turn 

over. Sweat broke out across my brow. I tried again, producing a sputter and a grumble. 
“Oh dear,” I whispered, risking a look up. 

The four boys on foot were pelting toward me, leaping between the furrows like 
gazelles. The sight of their apparently weightless shadows made me feel old. 

I jammed the starter again and swore. The engine roared to life. 
The bike skittered over the dirt in an uncontrolled arc as I fought for balance. 

Eight hands reached out to grab at me but I was propelled away just in time, cruising 
down the face of a small rise and then vaulting up the next, catching a bit of air. 
“Thief!” cried the boys. 

The bike hit the ground and I throttled hard, tugged back as I shot over the 
bumpy ground leaving a spray of flying grass clods. I glanced in the mirror but darkness 
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and vibration conspired to make the image unreadable. 
I steered into a furrow and turned the bike to make a straight run for the railway 

tracks. I pushed the little engine to its limits. The field was a blur. 
I decided I was going to make it. 
A split second later my ear was able to discern a set of high-pitched buzzing 

sounds bearing down on me, barely audible over the roar of my own mount. The 
headlamps on the other two bikes came on, blinding me as they zipped directly across 
my path. 

Bits of dirt rained over me. I swung the bike around to flee. 
But they were faster, and more deft. I had not even completed my turn before 

they were both alongside me and an arm extended to catch me in the throat. For the 
second time that day, I was airborne. 

I rolled into a ditch, coughing. I looked up to face the glare of their lights. The 
sounds of pressed grass informed me that the others had caught up. “We got him,” said 
one of the boys. 

“Nobody touches my bike,” growled Marco, silhouetted by headlamps as he 
sauntered closer. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, and then Marco kicked me in the ribs. 
“It’s just some fucking bum,” said Sal. “Let’s pulp his ass.” 
“Definitely,” agreed Marco. 
And then six boys were surrounding me as I fought to cover my face with my 

hands. They kicked at me from all sides, screaming profanities. Their boots caught me 
in the back, on the shoulder, on my arms and legs. A rock bounced off the back of my 
head and I felt blood flow. “Please!” I sputtered, “I’m sorry!” 

“Damn right you are,” agreed Marco. He grabbed me by the hair and hauled my 
face into view, then punched me roundly across the jaw. And then again. And then a 
third time. I saw stars. 

A moment’s reprieve came. Five of the boys backed away as the fifth approached 
me with a steel tire-iron. One of the girls grabbed his arm and started to say something 
but was silenced with a hard look. The boy raised the tire-iron over his head and 
prepared to bring it down. 

It took me on the shoulder, pain splashing through my torso like something 
spilled. Against my will, I howled. “No, no—please,” I begged desperately. 

The boy raised the tool again. The others laughed. I tasted death, and I was afraid. 
“Jesus, Jesus, Jesus!” 
The air sang as the tire-iron was swung. I flinched in anticipation of the blow. 
It did not come. 
I was surrounded suddenly by flashing shadows and overlapping grunts and then, 

finally, a piercing shriek. I rolled over to try to better appreciate the situation but all I 
saw was Sal propelled bodily through the air, crashing down with a nauseating crack that 
left him moaning feebly. Someone else gasped and then fell heavily. 

The moon slipped out from behind the clouds, opening the field up to a wan, 
silver light. 

It was Lallo. He was unstoppable. I watched him snatch the tire-iron out of 
Marco’s hand and then turn it on the boy with a single, vicious swing. Marco was 
silenced by a repulsive liquid noise, and then he folded like a ragdoll. One of the girls 
was screaming and screaming. The other was running away. 

Two of the boys had jumped on their mounts. Lallo surged up behind them and 
actually picked up the closest bike, rider and all, and gave a mighty grunt of exertion as 
he threw. The first bike hit the second and mowed it down like a bowling ball. 
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Motorcycle parts flew in every direction, slicing the grass. 
Sweating and breathing hard, Lallo rushed up to me and held out his artificial 

hand. “Get up, Englishman!” 
I took the hand. He hauled me to my feet and then supported me as we fled, 

leaving behind a collection of shadows whimpering in the grass. Before even a dozen 
strides my battered legs failed me and I stumbled. Without breaking pace Lallo leaned 
down and scooped me up, tossing me over his shoulder like Mick’s corpse. 

I bounced as he ran. 
For some strange reason I felt safe. I was reminded of being carried by my father, 

ferried to my bedroom half-asleep and careless, incurious and comforted. Even in my 
dazed state I could appreciate the irony of feeling so while being hefted by a homicidal 
monster, my kidnapper and saviour. 

“How did you find me?” I managed to croak. 
“I can track anything,” he said. 
When he slowed to a shamble I caught the sharp intake of breath every time he 

put his right foot down. “You’re hurt,” I whispered hoarsely. 
“Nah,” he muttered. “Just my ankle. It’s broken again. Stupid shocks in the foot 

are all worn out.” 
“Can you go on? Put me down. Let me take a look.” 
“Forget about it. It always breaks. It’s no big deal. I’ll heal.” 
I lolled on his shoulder, giddy and disconnected. “Good Lord, man, what are 

you?” 
Lallo snorted. “Don’t you know anything, Englishman? I’m one of the long.” 
“The long?” I echoed. 
“Yeah,” he nodded wearily. “I go on and on and on.” 
The air was cold. Thicker clouds swept in and obscured any light. Lallo limped me 

through alleys and abandoned byways, sniffing the air and looking around constantly 
like a wolf on the hunt. 

I broke out in gooseflesh. 
It was not the air that chilled me, however. It was my recollection of something 

the Sovereign had said back at Windsor Castle, something I now understood differently 
in light of Lallo’s claims. She said, “Mr. Smith, you must believe me when I tell you that 
not all men die.” 

And now, perhaps, I believed it. 
 
7. 
Duty is duty. Despite complications, one must not lose sight of the goal. 
This is the mantra I repeated to myself on the eve of action as I made my 

transformative preparations and likewise readied my collaborator for his role. Franco 
Fiorio, bless his heart, slept through the whole thing. This was appropriate: he had been 
goosed with enough tranquilizer to keep him horizontal until sunrise. 

“This is risky,” observed Lallo as he studied his make-up in the mirror. “We 
should just kill the library guy.” 

“Certainly not,” I replied crisply as I timed Franco’s pulse against my watch. “I am 
a Christian, sir. I am not a killer.” 

“You wear blinders, Englishman. You aid and abet. You’re guilty.” 
“I do no such thing.” 
Lallo snorted. “You’re aiding and abetting me, aren’t you? There’s killing on my 

agenda. Who else have you worked for? All saints with nothing to accomplish, huh?” 
I closed my eyes and sighed as I straightened. “That is your aim here, then, is it? 
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To kill?” I opened my eyes and stared at his reflection. “Who dies next?” 
“Zeus,” said Lallo darkly. 
I furrowed my brow. “...Zeus?” 
“Ziusudra, whatever. Yeah, I’m going to kill him good.” 
I pursed my lips. “What is his crime, in your eyes?” 
Lallo spread his arms. “The same as mine, Englishman. He’s long.” 
“That’s a crime?” 
“Yeah.” 
“How so?” 
Lallo shifted in the chair. “It’s unnatural. It’s perverse. How can I explain it to you, 

a shortman? Live a couple of millennia and then we’ll agree, you and me. What I’ve 
seen...what I’ve done...” 

“Why don’t you kill yourself, then?” 
“In due time, Englishman. I have a job to do first.” 
“So you can die?” 
“Why? Are you thinking about killing me?” he laughed. “Oh sure, we die alright. It 

just takes some extra killing. You should’ve seen me off Og. What a fight! That bastard 
just didn’t want to give it up. In the end I had to grind his brains to pulp with a pestle 
and—you know what? -- his body kept on jiggling for another hour after that. I mean, 
talk about stubborn.” 

“Og?” I repeated drily. “...As in Og from the Bible?” 
“Yeah, that’s him—Og, Jababirat Commander of the Nephilim Armies. He always 

had such stinky breath.” 
“Wasn’t he slain by Joshua at Edrei?” 
Lallo snorted again. “Nope. I slew him in Boston, like last spring. He had a nice 

apartment. Still had stinky breath, though. Some things never change.” 
As Lallo would say, we had no more time for girly talk—the hour was upon us. I 

came up behind the scarred goliath and tucked his wig into place around the edges, 
pushing his coarse black hair beneath a worm of glue, then combing over the transition 
to the beard. He frowned. “I look like Father Christmas. That could be a problem.” 

“Whyever for? Does Ziusudra have a grievance with Santa Claus?” 
Lallo shrugged. “Don’t know. Haven’t seen Nick for a while.” He paused, then 

smiled coldly. “...But I’ll tend to him soon enough.” 
Duty is duty. 
And guards are guards are guards. 
The men in the gatehouse watched as our taxi drew up beside the tall estate fence 

which was festooned with iron rosettes, silhouetted against the twilight sky. The driver 
and I manhandled Lallo’s wheelchair out of the trunk and unfolded it, locking its joints 
smartly. Then between us we hauled Lallo out of the car and settled him into the chair. I 
arranged a blanket over his legs, paid the driver, and then started pushing my charge up 
the hill to the gatehouse. 

One of the guards wandered out to meet us. His name was Hector. He knew 
Franco well. “Hey,” he called lazily. “Who’s this?” 

“Hector, this is my father, Alfonso,” I said, wheeling up to him and kicking on the 
brake. “He’s going to be staying with me this evening, as my mother has taken ill and is 
obliged to spend the night in hospital.” 

Hector looked uncomfortable. “It’s some bad timing, Franco. You know that, 
eh?” 

I nodded. “I know, I know. But what can I do? He’s not capable of caring for 
himself. He’s deaf, he’s crippled, he’s senile—you must understand it’s a matter of 
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familial duty.” 
Hector leaned down and waved. “Good eve-ning, Sig-nore Fiorio!” He over-

enunciated loudly, as if speaking to a child over a poor telephone connection. 
Lallo looked up vaguely and mumbled, “Hah?” 
“All things being equal I would have stayed in town with a friend,” I explained, 

“but Uncle may require my services once the guests arrive.” 
Hector straightened, looking sympathetic. “Of course, Franco, I understand. But it 

puts me in a bit of a position, you see. We’re on Security Two tonight—everybody is 
supposed to have clearance. Even the gardeners can’t come to trim the hedges until we 
grade down to Security Three.” 

I rubbed my chin pensively in Franco’s manner. “I have an idea, Hector. Why 
don’t you and Carlos keep an eye on him for me? He wouldn’t be much trouble. Just 
tuck him in somewhere in the gatehouse—maybe pointed at the TV—and then call me 
when he soils himself.” 

“When he soils himself?” 
I spread my arms helplessly. “Those prunes should be coming through him in 

about an hour. You’ll be able to tell from the smell, but if there’s any question just take 
a peek at his colostomy bag. Here, let me show you...” 

“No, no, no,” interrupted Hector hastily; “that won’t be necessary, Franco. I think 
you should just take him inside yourself.” 

“Really? Be straight with me, Hector: I don’t want you to get into any trouble on 
my account.” 

“No, no, it’s fine,” insisted Hector. “It’s not like he poses much of a threat, does 
he?” 

“Well, it’s true that he can’t get around without assistance—he lost a foot to 
diabetes. And, of course, he can’t hear a thing. He’ll spend the evening watching game 
shows in my quarters.” 

Hector nodded and then called over his shoulder to Carlos, “Do we have any 
visitor badges?” 

Carlos looked up from his sandwich and shook his head. “It’s Security Two 
tonight,” he shouted back, releasing a spray of shaved lettuce. “No passes.” 

“If it will make you feel better,” I suggested, “why not escort us inside, Hector? 
You could stop in at my office and we’ll have a little drink. What do you say?” 

Hector sighed. “I can’t, Franco. I’d love to, but Security Two means two men in 
the box at all times. You go ahead.” 

“You’re a true gentleman, Hector,” I told him. 
Hector smiled and sauntered alongside us as we reached the gatehouse. Carlos 

pushed a biometric pad across the sill to me, and I pressed my index finger upon its 
face. The pad chirped and displayed a green light.  I swiped Franco’s security card in the 
slot.  Carlos turned his key and the gate moved aside, a little rubber wheel at its corner 
skittering over the gravel. 

I gave a nod to Hector and Carlos and then heaved Lallo’s chair into motion. 
“That was close,” he said quietly. “We almost had a babysitter there.” 

“You fool,” I hissed back. “I wanted Hector to accompany us.” 
“Why?” 
“Because I haven’t any idea where the library is! I’ve never been inside the estate. 

Now we’ll be left to wander around like idiots.” 
Lallo sniffed. “I don’t care about the library.” 
An icy tone crept into my voice. “You’ll care about whatever I care about for the 

time being, Mr. Lallo, as we are now within the bounds of the estate and I am a trusted 
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member of the staff. If you threaten my mission I swear I’ll have the entire security 
team on you in an instant. You may be hard to kill but I’ll wager those automatic 
weapons look almost as daunting to you as they do to me.” 

He twisted in the chair to look at me. “You wouldn’t, Englishman.” 
“I assure you, I would,” I said flatly. “The shoe is now on the other foot, and you 

are at my mercy. One false step and I sound the alarm. My mission is delayed, yours 
ends.” 

He rubbed his chin ruefully. “You’re a sneaky guy.” 
I tightened my mouth in a small, unkind smile. “I prefer to call it focus.” 
We stared at each other. The moment was broken when a yell sounded from 

behind us at the gatehouse. I froze. Hector yelled again, “Wait! Franco, stop!” 
“This is it,” whispered Lallo. “When he gets close, you distract him and then I’ll 

snap his spine.” 
“You shall do no such thing,” I whispered back. “Let me handle this, you oaf. Just 

keep quiet.” 
Lallo closed his mouth. Hector jogged up to us. “I’m sorry, Franco, but I just had 

the captain on the line and he says you do need an escort so they’re sending someone 
down. You’ll have to wait, I’m afraid.” 

“Very well,” I conceded. 
“Is your father warm enough?” asked Hector. 
“How are you feeling, Papa?” 
“Hah?” 
“He’s fine.” 
Five minutes later a tall, gawky adolescent in an ill-fitting uniform drew up to us in 

a humming golf cart. “Telly, will you escort these two gentlemen inside? That’s Franco’s 
father. Show him the proper respect.” 

“Yessir,” replied Telly. He jumped out of the golf cart too fast and bumped his 
head on the roof, wincing as he rubbed the sore spot. “How do you do, Signori Fiorio?” 

Hector and Telly loaded Lallo into the golf cart and then I showed the youth how 
to collapse the wheelchair. In another moment we were bumping along through the 
crisp night air, winding up the wooded face of the hill upon which perched the main 
house of Ziusudra’s estate... 

I have said it before, but it bears repeating: castles are castles. 
This was one was disguised as a mansion. Through an ingenious mixture of trompe 

d’oeil and forced perspective the keenest aspects of the strategic architecture were 
minimized or given the appearance of frailty. A gossamer of apparent design indulgence 
masqued the robust defensive skeleton, the marriage itself a work of art. It was an 
exquisite transformation. 

Ionic columns and ivy, pools and fountains populated by statues, trees planted in 
an organic diffusion of loose clumps and lines—in truth, ready-made barricades, a moat, 
cover for maintaining the lines of communication for repelling an invasion fighting its 
way up the hill. 

I had never seen the like, and I worried that I was up against such minds. 
Especially weighted down as I was by such meat. 

As we drew nearer to the main house I caught sight of the front doors, nearly lost 
behind a cluster of guards and footmen—and a couple of guards disguised as footman. 
Badly. I wondered how we’d get through it. I doubted we could. 

The golf cart veered away. “We’re going to go around the back, since your father 
has no pass,” explained Telly. 

“If we must,” I agreed with an impatient sigh. 



 

246 

We rode on a narrow path through a grove of laurel trees which wound around to 
the opposite side of the compound, a site of much frenzied activity. A large black-
walled sixteen wheeler had backed up to a loading dock, formation lights blinking, and 
members of the estate staff were directing the unloading of a large piece of cargo from 
within it. Voices echoed off the concrete. “Careful now—easy, easy...” 

I thought to myself: the shadow shippers! 
The cargo was a large metal crate with a series of small, barred apertures in a row 

around the middle. Two red forklifts with spinning bubble lights atop them grumbled 
and buzzed as they worked the crate onto a pair of guide rails another set of workers 
were bolting to the loading dock floor. Their tools clattered and whined. They worked 
fast. 

The crate shifted heavily against the rails. Something inside the crate shuffled and 
moved in response, animal grunts sounding from the dark apertures. Something wailed. 

“Careful, you moron! Keep it level!” 
Telly stopped the golf cart beside the next loading dock, then unfolded the 

wheelchair and helped me push Lallo up the ramp all the while helplessly stealing 
glances at the goings on. He absently swiped his keycard in the reader mounted on the 
wall and the dock door rolled up into the ceiling. Inside the loading bay a squadron of 
physicians awaited the crate, instruments at the ready. They all gave us a collective dirty 
look if we had yelled in a library or passed wind in church. 

“Just what do you figure that is, Signore Fiorio?” Telly asked, eyes wide. 
“It is Uncle’s business,” I said sharply. “We mind our own here, boy.” 
“Yessir,” he said quickly, flushing. “This way, please.” 
We passed on into a series of concrete service corridors. I had no idea whether the 

youth was leading us to the library or to my quarters, but my fears were allayed when we 
arrived to find one connected to the other. The library itself was grand—a high, vaulted 
ceiling with rows of shelves covering the walls, the books themselves housed in metal 
cases with clear plexiglas faces; stained-glass windows depicting scenes the night did not 
illuminate loomed between each bank of cabinets; a central island of sofas in an oasis of 
ferns arrayed around a gurgling fountain occupied a majority of the intricately tiled 
floor. It was at once a temple and a salon, a place to both worship books and to 
consume them in comfort and tranquility. A fire crackled in the hearth. 

Telly stopped the wheelchair outside a wood-paneled door beside the fireplace. I 
stepped forward and opened it as if it were my business and found myself inside 
Franco’s apartments—the hearth was double-sided and the flames cast a mellow, ruddy 
light over a motley crew of dusty volumes on bowing shelves lining every wall. 

“So, are you going to be alright? Can I get you anything?” asked Telly. 
“Thank you, no. You are dismissed.” 
Telly smiled awkwardly, bobbed his head in acknowledgement, then turned and 

left, closing the door softly behind him. I looked to Lallo. He was already climbing out 
of the chair and rubbing his hip with a grimace. “Men were not meant to sit,” he 
grumbled. 

I gave him another tight smile, then consulted my watch. “Good luck,” I said, 
then turned on heel and went back to the library. 

I took my double of Franco’s satchel off my shoulder and put it on one of the 
sofas, then shook off my coat. Franco’s desk was at the far end, piled with more books. 
Behind the desk was a wall of tiny wooden drawers with a tall, rolling ladder in the 
centre: the card catalogue. 

As I frowned at the markings on each drawer I heard Lallo shuffle up behind me. 
“So, what’re you looking for anyway, Englishman?” 
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“A book.” 
“Yeah okay, I’m not that slow. What’s it called?” 
“The Jamijama,” I mumbled as I found the marker from my memorized 

intelligence and began pushing the ladder over so I could climb to the right drawer. 
“That’s the title?” 
“Yes. Do you know it?” 
“I don’t really read that much. Like, signs maybe. I’m not a book guy.” 
I grunted as I hefted myself up. “Shouldn’t you be on your way? What about your 

agenda?” 
“You trying to get rid of me?” 
“Frankly, yes. There could be closed circuit cameras in here. There certainly are in 

the halls. For all we know the guards may already be rushing here to ask us why my 
father is walking and talking.” 

“I don’t see any camera eyes. My gut says no.” 
“Yes? Well, if your gut were infallible you’d likely have two arms, wouldn’t you? 

Go on, now—get on your way, brute.” 
I slid open the drawer and flipped through the yellowed cards, some filled by 

precise, dense handwriting and some filled by faded typewriter text. The notations were 
in Italian, the titles in Greek, Latin, Akkadian, Hebrew... 

And then I found it: IL GIAMIGIAMA : 54.309 N. 
I pushed the drawer closed and slid down the ladder, startled as I almost ran into 

Lallo skulking at the base. “Good Lord—are you still here?” I exclaimed. “You’re 
certainly underfoot.” 

“Maybe I can help you,” he said, looking down. 
“You’ve helped me enough, thank you.” I dodged around him and made for the 

north wall, striding along the columns until I came to number 54. I climbed the spiral, 
iron-risered staircase. When I arrived at the third level I could hear Lallo starting after 
me, like a lost dog. His footfalls caused the entire staircase to shudder. 

I traced along the plastic faces of the cabinets until I found the ninth. The cabinet 
contained twelve books inside metal frames with heavy chains attached to their spines. 
The seventh volume had the colourless letters JAMIJAMA embossed in the age-cracked 
leather. 

Though I betrayed nothing, inside I thrilled. To set eyes on the object of my 
mission made me feel, for the first time in days, that my assignment might be completed 
after all. 

Franco’s keys unlocked the cabinet. The plexiglas swung down. I picked up a few 
links of the chains that tethered the books and sighed forlornly. 

I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose in a moment of silent 
meditation then called out over my shoulder, “Perhaps there is something you can do 
for me, Mr. Lallo.” 

Lallo stumped off the staircase and walked up beside me, favouring his healing 
right ankle. “What’s that, Englishman? Chains, hah? Chains are nothing. I can probably 
break that.” 

“There must be some way of unlocking the book so it can be read.” 
Lallo shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. A while ago libraries were always like this—

with the chains, so you could take the book to a lectern and that’s it.” He spun in place 
and then nodded. “See, there’s the lectern—between those two naked guy statues. I bet 
that’s how long the chain is.” 

We drew the book from the shelf toward the inset lectern, and he was right: the 
length was perfect. There was no lock to pick, as the chain was intended to be a 
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permanent fixture. 
I permitted myself a rare indulgence. “Bloody Hell,” I swore. 
Lallo hovered. “Aren’t you getting your finger-swirls all over everything?” 
“My prints? No,” I replied absently, staring at the chained book. “I haven’t any.” 
“Then how’d we get through the gate?” 
“Wax. I copied Franco’s fingers with wax.” 
“Like candle wax?” 
“Bee’s wax, actually, but the principle is the same.” 
“I thought all you spy guys had magic plastic and smart elixirs and microchips and 

stuff. How come all you have is wax?” 
I looked up. “My good man, in the field one learns never to count on anything 

that can’t be supplied at the local chemist’s.” 
Lallo looked back and forth between the book and I. “So I guess that’s why you’re 

screwed, huh? The chemist’s doesn’t carry bolt-cutters. Good thing you remembered to 
bring me along.” 

“Will you help or won’t you?” 
“Yeah okay sure, I don’t care,” he muttered grumpily as he took the book from 

my hands and gathered the loose chain around his artificial forearm. He made a face as 
if painfully constipated and then, with a loud crack, the chain came apart where it had 
been bolted to the cabinet. Twisted links dropped to the floor followed by a loud clatter 
as the freed chain fell after them. “Shit,” he said, examining his arm. “I think I cracked 
the chassis.” 

“Oh dear. I’m terribly sorry that happened.” 
“You’re sorry?” 
“I am grateful, Lallo.” 
“I like it when you’re nice. We should be chums, Englishman. We’re a good team. 

I smash, you think. If you and me work together we could get through my list really 
quick.” 

“Your list of the long to murder?” 
“Yeah, and you could help me find the rest. I don’t know them all. There are more 

than I thought. I learned that from Og. I made him tell me about the map, that tells 
where everybody is—all of them.” 

I reached for the book but Lallo held it back. “What are you doing?” 
“I just want to see it,” he told me, squinting at the thick tome. “If it’s important to 

you maybe it’s important to me, too.” He opened the cover with two of his thick, 
sausage-like fingers. 

“Don’t!” I cried. “Lallo, please.” 
“No advantages for the brute, huh?” he asked sardonically, rifling roughly through 

the age-yellowed pages. “Take it from me if you can, Englishman.” 
“I thought we were going to be friends.” 
“So did I, but then you said you’d call security on me. That’s not nice.” 
“You kidnapped me and murdered my colleague!” 
“Okay, so now we’re even. Just let me take a look. Maybe my map’s in here. I have 

a good feeling.” He pawed through more pages, frowning at the type, then slowed his 
search and rubbed his head. “Okay, now I got a bad feeling.” 

“What?” 
Lallo closed his eyes, his mouth tense. The tips of his fingers had turned black. 

“Poison,” he murmured, lowering himself to sit on the floor. “There’s poison on the 
pages, Englishman. Bad poison.” 

Once again the Sovereign’s admonitions were recalled to me: “You must not 
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touch its pages, nor smell its binding. It must be wrapped in black cloth and conducted 
to me without delay. It can never be photographed or weighed. Its presence must never 
be suspected, its existence never inferred by any authority, great or small, secular or 
holy.” 

Where I had heretofore taken the advice as serving to protect the interests of the 
mission, I know saw how they were also serving to protect me. Sweet Bess, sweet Bess... 

Poor Lallo! 
“What’s happening? How are you feeling? What are the symptoms?” I badgered 

helplessly. 
He released the book limply and it slid to the floor beside him. His eyes were still 

pinched shut, his breathing laboured. I was beginning to wonder whether I had lost him 
altogether when he suddenly leaned over and vomited a copious stream of dark bile. He 
wiped a string of mucus from his lips and then looked over at me. “I’ll be fine,” he 
declared huskily. 

“Lallo, are you quite alright?” 
He shook his head. “Bad poison. I better not touch that book again. I didn’t see 

any maps, anyway.” He gingerly worked his way to his feet, leaning on the railing which 
creaked under his weight. His examined his blackened fingertips seriously. “Don’t open 
it—you’ll be dead in two heartbeats.” 

“But, you...” 
“I’m long, Englishman,” he declared gruffly. “I take a licking but I keep on 

ticking.” 
My mouth went dry. “My God,” I croaked, “it’s true. This book can only be 

handled by someone who can tolerate the poison—someone unkillable. You—you are 
actually a cave man, aren’t you? It’s really so.” 

He smiled weakly. “Ta-dah.” 
He sniffed. So did I. We both looked down at the book simultaneously. It lay 

open, its exposed pages darkening visibly, browning at the corners, smoke rising from 
the binding. “The book must remain covered!” I exclaimed. “The pages are reacting to 
the light, somehow—cover it!” 

I tore apart the buttons on my vest and threw the garment, missing the book. 
Lallo leaned down to wrap it safely but hesitated, again squinting at the open pages. 
“There are lines, here. Squiggles. Arrows.” 

“What?” I dropped to one knee and get a closer look. Indeed, amid the browning 
paper were darker lines inscribed in poison black, raised and coloured where Lallo’s 
fingers had touched. 

He used his artificial hand to flip the pages, then carefully drew his flesh and blood 
finger down over the dense paragraphs. A second later a new swath of markings rose. 
“It’s...it’s a map,” he concluded. “It runs from page to page.” 

The hair on the back of my neck stood up. Lallo turned aside and vomited again, 
his torso wracked with muscle spasms. “Good Lord,” I said. “It isn’t about the text at 
all, is it? This book has other stories to tell.” 

“Maybe it’s...my map,” said Lallo, eyes glazed and distant as he leaned over his 
vomit, throat catching. He seemed to draw strength from the statement, straightening 
his posture and beginning to grin. “Og, you have betrayed them all—and victory is 
mine!” 

A klaxon rang, its shrill call echoing off every wall. 
Lallo covered his ears and winced. I yelled, “We’re found out!” 
A team of a dozen security guards swarmed into the library through every opening 

and took up cover positions as they levelled their guns. I rushed to the railing and 
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waved my arms over my head as I cried, “Help! Help!” 
Lallo looked up sharply, his face burning with emotion. “I thought we were 

friends,” he said, his brown eyes sorrowful. 
“The mission comes first,” I said. “I’m so sorry, Lallo.” 
“Yeah?” he said, glowering. “Fuck your sorry, shortman. It’s death for all, now. 

It’s fire and pain between us, English. I hope you’re prepared to meet your Christ.” 
The guns barked. The first shot took him in the right bicep, causing a spray of 

viscous fluid to pour out of his ruptured artificial arm. He howled in rage and I dove to 
the floor. Lallo turned and ripped a cabinet of books right out of its housing and tossed 
it over the railing. It shattered on the floor causing the advancing line of marksmen to 
flee to cover. A second bullet caught Lallo in the hip. The brute loosed an animal bellow 
as he stumbled, spit flying from his lips. 

I crawled along the floor. I used my discarded vest to wrap the book and then 
tucked it under my arm and began worming my way toward the spiral staircase, bullets 
making muffled thuds as they sank into the walls, ricocheting away as they bounced off 
the apparently bullet-proof plastic of the cabinets. The chain dragged behind me like a 
tail. 

Lallo leapt over the railing, sailing through the library and falling two storeys. He 
landed on two men, their bodies cushioning his impact with a series of loud cracks and 
pathetic whimpers. He took up their guns and aimed into the fray, squeezing the 
triggers in short, expert bursts. The leaves of the reading oasis shredded, and men fell. 

I tried to slink down the staircase but ended up falling end over end. I hit the floor 
at the bottom with the wrapped book still clutched to my chest. The stained-glass 
behind me shattered, debris raining all around me. 

Lallo threw himself at the offensive line. I saw three scarlet bursts of blood splash 
out through his back a moment before he crashed down among his enemies. I was sure 
he was killed until I saw a few guards come flying free, crashing down over the sofas 
and knocking over Franco’s desk. Lallo rose up from the centre of the disturbance like 
the pistil of a flower, bodies splayed around him like petals. He roared. 

And then silence descended. One of the dying coughed feebly. Every man but us 
had fallen. 

Lallo turned to me as I wormed along the floor. “Now,” he pronounced carefully, 
his breath shallow and quick, “bring me the book, shortman.” 

I was roundly caught. There would be no winning out against him. I got to my 
knees and offered the cloth-wrapped volume up to him. He leaned down to take it, 
blood dripping along the length of his forearm. 

The main doors of the library banged open. We both turned to look. Framed in 
the doorway was a tall man with a head of long, white hair and a flowing white beard, its 
ends braided in the Ancient Greek style. He wore a billowing white robe and a pair of 
golden sandals. In his eyes burned a fury I had never seen the equal of, and looking 
upon him caused me to quail. I felt like a child. 

No introduction was necessary: I could not deny that I was cowering in the 
shadow of Zeus himself, king of the Greek pantheon, ancient god and longman. 

“Ziusudra,” said Lallo heavily. 
“Enkidu, old friend,” said Zeus in a deep voice, resonant with authority. The 

sound of it made me want to weep. 
“That was never my name, and we are not friends. You’ve heard of my quest.” 
Zeus nodded. “It ends here.” 
Lallo grinned in a terrible, malevolent way. “We shall see.” 
Zeus cracked his knuckles. Lallo widened his stance and hunkered, ready. A beat 
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went by and then they came together and fell upon each other like famished wolves. 
Flesh and clothing tore, furniture splintered and was knocked aside. Lallo’s artificial arm 
spun over my head and smashed against the spiral staircase, a length of Zeus’ beard still 
locked in its black-fingered grip. 

I tried to scamper clear but as the fight ranged they threw each other into the wall, 
shaking the library to its foundations. A tall bookshelf groaned as it toppled forward. I 
rolled out of the way of its edges as it crashed into the floor but found myself buried in 
a slurry of ancient books. I splashed my way out from under them desperately, then saw 
that I no longer held my prize but only my empty vest. 

I started sifting through the pile, risking quick glances up to keep track of the 
devastation unfolding around me. 

Lallo keened like a raptor as he jumped upon Zeus’ shoulders, the fingernails of 
his left hand groping for his enemies’ eyeballs. Zeus spun rapidly and then ran himself 
backward into a pillar, compressing Lallo against it. Bits of masonry loosed from the 
ceiling fluttered down over them as they wrestled. 

“You’ve become weak!” cried Zeus in triumph as he ground Lallo’s face into the 
base of the pillar. 

Lallo bucked, knocking Zeus off balance, and then turned and punched him 
savagely in the abdomen. “And you’ve become fat, old man,” he spat. “I don’t need 
more than one arm to take care of this carcass.” 

Blood and sweat ran down their faces in equal measure as they gripped each other, 
straining and shaking their heads, crying out for want of more strength or more hate or 
both. 

I fled from the warring titans with an armful of books. This fight was far too big 
for the likes of me. 

The library continued to rattle and thump as I skidded down the corridor away, 
dashing from niche to niche to slip in beside statues, their expressions indifferent. The 
alarm bells continued to ring. I raced blindly down one turn and then through a massive 
kitchen peopled with busy staff in starched whites who barely paused to do a double-
take as they laboured over the evening’s fare. I smelled roast duck and venison. 

I threw open another set of swinging doors and crossed a dining hall. A steward 
cried, “Franco, what’s going on?” but I ignored him, squeezing by to run down a 
connecting corridor and, as I plunged headlong in search of an exit, managed to bowl 
down a quartet of musicians in tuxedos. I stepped on a viola, feeling awful about it. The 
strings snapped in a discordant, four-part fanfare. I hurried on. 

A new tone sounded, mechanical and insistent. A voice boomed through unseen 
speakers: “This is a general alarm! All non-security staff vacate the main house—I repeat: all non-
security staff vacate the main house immediately! Security Level One! This is a general alarm!” 

A flood of people suddenly filled the corridors, their faces drawn with panic. I was 
squeezed against the wall. I was pressed into a door so I pushed through it, finding 
myself in a concrete stairwell. I ran down a flight and came into another corridor just in 
time to crash bodily into two security guards yelling into their walkie-talkies. 

One of them caught me by the arm. “Franco, you’re going the wrong way!” 
The entire house shook with a violent impact. Plaster rained down on our heads 

from the ceiling and the lights guttered. The guards shouldered past me and rushed up 
the stairs. 

I slipped around the corner they’d come from and started hurriedly pawing 
through my armful of books to see whether I’d come away with the treasure or only its 
chain. I breathed a real sigh of relief: I did indeed have the Jamijama among them. 

That’s when a sussurussing, serpentine voice whispered, “Look, lover, this one has 
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our book.” 
I looked up slowly, thoroughly chilled. 
The chamber I was standing in was divided by a row of thick, metal bars. On the 

far side of the bars were two figures whose appearance made my bowels creak. They 
were wizened and naked, a man and a woman, entwined in each other’s arms as they 
lounged upon a wide sofa in the middle of their mosaic-walled cell. They were thin but 
not starved, their skin burnished as if by the sun but so very pale, their physical attitudes 
simpering and almost drunken, their heads wandering and their gazes insane. The 
woman licked the side of the man’s face and then crooned, “Yes, lover, it does. Ask it 
why it comes to us, my beautiful.” 

“No,” lilted the man sleepily, cradling her sagging breasts with perverse intensity. 
“You ask it, lover. We hate them, and it makes us sick to put things in their fragile ears.” 

“Ears, yes,” agreed the woman, closing her line-etched eyelids with relish. “Let’s 
bite its ears, lover. Let’s eat it. Woo it closer, my brother, so we can have a taste.” 

Their eyes were the worst part: watery blue, childishly wide, inscribed with 
ancience, lolling madly between brief instants of pinning me with predatory focus. The 
woman reached down and began stroking the man’s wrinkled member, causing its tip to 
glisten. 

“What—what are you?” I heard myself gasp. 
“It speaks to us, sister!” 
“It shouldn’t dare, lover. Let us bite it.” 
“Yes, short creature, do come closer so that we can hear you. Our ears are so old, 

yes—so very, very old. Come and whisper to us so that we might kiss you, my sister and 
I. Come feel the breath of your makers.” 

They were identical apart from sex, in every aspect from hair to cheek to thigh. 
They were twins. They were the twins Franco was so anxious to learn more about, 
mining lore and allegory for the truth behind his master’s very special visitors. I had 
never seen anything so awful, so alien. 

I began backing out of the room. 
“Stop it, lover. It’s trying to escape.” 
“Our appetites are crawling. Let us bite you, sister.” 
“Stay, brother. Remember the short thing has our book. Why, why, why?” 
The Jamijama was heavy in my hands. My mind was racing, and it stumbled upon 

the connections by dipping unbidden into my schoolboy past: the twins Yami and 
Yama, heroes of Vedic myth, shapers of humanity’s youth and judges of its folly. But 
instead of fleeting they were eternal and—if Franco’s hunches were to be believed—had 
marched down the centuries cloaked as Castor and Pollux, Romulus and Remus, 
Amphion and Zethus, Adam and Eve... 

Another violent rumble. The walls shook. The lights went out. Something whirred 
and clicked. 

In the blackness, a whisper: “Brother, the locks are limp.” 
“Sister,” came the hissing reply, “we are free!” 
I fled. 
Desperate as a child in a nightmare I banged against walls and stumbled randomly, 

my hand outstretched to search the black. Something scuffled and tittered in the 
shadows behind me, impelling my heart to beat ever faster as sweat beaded on my every 
inch of skin. Bare footfalls slapped the concrete at my heels. I might have screamed. 

And then I was in the cool night air, a fire door swinging closed behind me. I did 
not stop to catch my breath. 

I lost my footing in the grass and went rolling down a hill, coming to a halt on the 
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narrow path our golf cart had driven on the way in. I looked up to see members of the 
staff milling around by the doors. They collectively jumped as a great blue light flashed 
from within the house followed by a peal like thunder. Glass exploded out of some of 
the high windows, tinkling to the lawn. The staff dove for cover. 

Another blue flash, another peal. The strong smell of ozone coloured the air. 
All I could imagine was that Zeus had found his lightning bolts and was bringing 

them to bear against his thick-browed, one-armed foe. 
I no longer cared. I just kept running. 
Fear is fear is fear. 
 
8. 
Tourists are tourists are tourists; queues are queues are queues. 
As we crossed the gangway from shore to ship I blended in by pointing a 

disposable camera toward the hazy domes and steeples of old, sinking Venice to snap 
off a couple of poor imitations of popular postcards. The crowd surrounding me 
babbled in German, Japanese, Italian, French. A bloom of pigeons burst from the 
Piazza San Marco and took to the skies as an inky, swirling mass. “Oooh, Maman—
regard les oiseaux là!” 

I snapped a picture: blurry grey streaks against featureless azure. Dreadful. 
At the top of the ramp I was lavished with three seconds of attention and one 

second of eye contact from two fresh-faced, dimple-cheeked girls in matching starched 
white blouses and cruelly short blue skirts emblazoned with faux-Naval insignias. 
“Benvenuto!” they cheered in chorus. 

“I’m on the C deck,” I said helpfully, offering up my boarding pass. 
They pointed the way, smiling with rosy cheeks, careless and weightless. It was an 

infectious perfume, and I found myself smiling back at them. After all, in two more 
paces I would be on my way to leaving Italy, to wind my way back to Bess with the 
prize in hand. To be sure, things were looking up for this tired transformer. 

I wheeled my luggage to my cabin, dodging a clump of giggling children as I 
experimented with the keycard to find the orientation that would cause the door handle 
to release. Once inside I tucked my things away before heading up to the deck to watch 
our departure, taking with me the only element of my cargo too precious to be out of 
sight: the book satchel. 

Outside, I draped my hands over the railing and leaned, taking in a mix of moist 
sea air and the fumes of a thousand diesel engines working to cloak the underlying 
stench of the canals. The crisp white triangles of sailboats caught the sun and shone. 
Motorboats growled as they cut the waves. Birds wheeled. Pop music reached me tinnily 
from tourists’ party boats and the yachts of the rich. 

I looked out over the Adriatic and pondered how much history had happened 
here—how many crossings, for war or trade or immigration, and how many eyes had 
gazed out over these blue sparkles and wondered whether the world had an end. How 
many had challenged that horizon? Odysseus, long ago, for one. I wondered whether he 
had been a man, a myth, or a monster of the long. 

How much of history was theirs, and how much was ours? Was every great act of 
men to be subsumed by the sad realization that mortal people did nothing but fuss 
inconsequentially in the shadows of our true masters? 

What legacy can the short claim when all events are overlaid by the fictions of 
manipulators? 

Had we ever achieved anything on our own? 
I found myself becoming depressed. The cruise ship’s horn gave a mighty blast, 
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frightening up another cloud of birds. The children scampering around the deck hooted 
and cheered. Their parents smiled and touched their heads, lingering over their soft hair 
and uncreased brows. At the side of the ship I saw the shore-crew retract the gangway 
and untether the massive mooring cables. We were clear. We were free. In moments, 
the Veneto would recede behind me. 

The ship rumbled, the puddles on the deck quivering with interference patterns. 
Smoke rose from the exhaust towers. Spume kicked up at the stern. 

We began to move. 
I released a breath I had not realized I had been holding. 
Back on shore well-wishers were waving. It didn’t seem to matter to whom they 

were signaling—everyone waved back, as people had been waving to and from 
departing ships from this port for millennia. I waved, too. 

My wave faltered, however, as I observed a disturbance among the well-wishers. 
Someone was pushing their way to the front lines, shoving people aside rudely. The 
crowd parted and a stalky figure in a dark cowl appeared at the edge of the pier. He 
looked to the ship and then, without hesitation, climbed over the fence and leapt into 
the water. 

A few seconds later he surfaced and began to swim. 
“Good Lord...” I muttered. “Lallo!” 
As he pressed powerfully onward in dedicated pursuit of the cruise ship I 

wandered back from the rail. I tore my eyes away and increased my pace, first dodging 
and striding through the others on deck and then jogging with the satchel banging 
against my hip in harried rhythm. 

I rounded the foredeck and then slipped into the shadow of the ship’s castle, 
coming to a stretch of deck virtually unoccupied by passengers. Everybody wanted to 
watch Venice disappear, and nobody wanted to stand in the cool, winter shade. 

I hefted myself over the railing and dropped into a bright orange lifeboat. I quickly 
scanned the emergency procedures mounted on the side and then unhitched the ties 
and awkwardly lowered myself hand over hand until the lifeboat touched water. As we 
were dragged along with the ship a steady spray assailed me from the bow until I 
managed to release the clamps that held the dinghy in place. 

The next moment the ship was drawing away from me. I felt a little sad to be 
forced to relinquish my Underwood. It had been with me for years. Never the less: duty 
is duty. 

The ship’s waves eased me gently further from the wake. As I watched the tall, 
rounded stern chug away I saw Lallo splash his way alongside. He grabbed the rim of a 
bolted portal and hauled his waterlogged body out of the sea, shaking his head like a 
dog to clear the drips. And then, relentlessly, tirelessly, fearlessly, the juggernaut began 
climbing the hull. 

I whistled quietly to myself. There was no denying how impressive it was. He was 
unstoppable. 

I had to laugh. I had to smile. It was clear that the beast would pursue me all the 
way to England. His tenacity was beyond measure. But this did not frighten me, but 
rather inspired me—there was something irresistible about the thrill of the hunt, 
common from cave man to transformer alike. Knowing he would be tracking me at 
every step made me feel alive. 

I do so enjoy a challenge. 
The ship continued on. The tide was coming in so even without effort my little 

orange boat was bobbing purposefully back to the city. Once there, I would be obliged 
to hastily arrange new transport. Until then, there was nothing I could do. 
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I unzipped the satchel and felt around. Though the Jamijama remained safely 
wrapped, I had managed to steal away with a couple of other volumes. I had finished On 
Castor & Pollux, so I chose instead a book that had ended up stuck in my jacket when I 
fled the estate of Ziusudra: a compact tome with frayed pages and a cracked leather 
cover. I opened it to the faded title page: IESVS ET AVTOMATON. 

“Jesus and the Robot?” I echoed aloud, curiosity piqued. 
Gulls wheeled. The shadows lengthened. With each gentle wave the lifeboat 

drifted surely toward shore. I predicted that I had some twenty minutes before I would 
again be called to rapid action. 

I stretched. I yawned. I lay back in the boat and propped up the book on my 
chest. Waiting is waiting, patience is patience—why fret ineffectually when a moment of 
relaxation is within reach? 

The cruise ship with Lallo aboard began to descend below the horizon. I was sure 
I would see him again soon. In a way, I was relieved he hadn’t been killed—such a 
remarkable specimen! Such a strange friendship we almost had! How as opponents we 
would dance! 

With a contented sigh I turned the page and started to read. 
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JESUS AND THE ROBOT 
 
 
It was a sunny day in Galilee. Seabirds wheeled, ants crawled, clouds drifted. 
A crown of dust hung over old Capernaum on the shores of Lake Gennesaret. It 

was the dust of commerce and freight, motion and work, missions and games—the dust 
of life. Insects, too, hovered over the town: drawn by the rot-rich earth tilled by the 
farmers, by the dung of asses in the street, by the offal cast away by butchers. 

It was the last market day of Sextilis, in the year Tiberius XIX. 
The road from Bathsaida was clogged with travellers. There were plodding clots of 

merchants’ carts interspersed with swifter strings of those moving on foot—consumers 
and beggars, students and fools, thieves and pilgrims. They could see the dust over 
Capernaum, and it made them less weary to walk the final mile. 

The sun was hot. The shadows were short. Some stumbled. 
A void in the traffic surrounded a strange duo along the road. One sat upon the 

shoulders of the other, drooping with exhaustion over his ride’s brow. The rider was 
sunburned and baby-faced, his bulbous, heavy body wrapped in rags. The one who 
served as his steed wore armour from head to toe, as colourless as the dust itself save 
for faint traces of burnished crimson showing through at the base of scuffs or at the 
edges of dents. 

The armoured man stood straight. He did not lean or stagger under his burden. 
His chin was high, his eyes hidden. 

Capernaum had neither walls nor a gate, for Rome kept the peace. Never the less a 
sort of informal border could be discerned that marked the transition from country to 
town: smaller mews ringing quaint courtyards flanked by flocks of olive trees replaced 
the rolling green fields; sheep wandering by the way became dogs; the smell of human 
oils overtook the smells of excrement and grass. 

The armoured man and he who rode him went south upon the avenue. The 
passersby afforded them a wide margin. Word spread that strange men had come to 
town, and children pushed their faces at the windows in an effort to catch a glimpse. 

“A warrior carries a fat man,” went the whisper through the market’s stalls. 
“Where do they go?” 
“Where do all pilgrims go today? To seek Mara Yeshua!” 
The line outside the famous teacher’s Yahad was long. Some in the queue shared 

water or biscuits. Some chatted. All cast fleeting glances at the silent armoured man and 
his sagging charge. 
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A Pharisee at the road’s edge recited from the Tanakh in lilting, guttural Hebrew. 
His eyes were glazed and unfocused, like a Yogi. Those who passed close to him 
nodded reverently in acknowledgement or stooped to touch the hem of his robes. Most 
ignored him. 

On the opposite side of the road a wiry ascetic in a ragged loincloth exhorted the 
pedestrians to repent, for the end of days was nigh. He spat and shouted, waved his 
arms and carried on. He sang about the death of Yohanan, a sign of the broken 
covenant between the sky and the world. He pled for righteousness to reign, before it 
was too late. 

A baker gave him a crust of bread. 
The afternoon waned and the pool of pilgrims shrank. At sunset a bearded man 

who called himself Yakob announced the end of admissions for the day and those still 
waiting murmured resignedly and shuffled away to find an inn or a stable or a length of 
grass for spending the night. In moments none remained but the armoured man, who 
neither swayed nor sighed but instead stood steadily in place, his tarnished masque 
expressionless. 

Yakob hesitated, cleared his throat, then said, “Go find rest, pilgrims. Tomorrow 
you might see my brother.” 

The armoured man looked up. Where his eyes should have been were two black 
lenses, as inscrutable as stones. From behind the masque his voice issued tinny but bold, 
muffled but certain: “Sir, we must meet with Yeshua.” 

Yakob smiled uncertainly. “Even if not for the hour, we do not permit weapons 
within our walls, good pilgrim.” 

“Sir, I carry no weapons.” 
“You come in armour.” 
“I have no blade. This armour is my flesh, sir.” 
Yakob narrowed his eyes, uneasy. “That is not Roman armour...nor forged by any 

Greek or Persian craft I have ever seen. Where do you march from, pilgrim? What is 
your tribe?” 

The armoured man paused. He exchanged a look with the man sitting on his 
shoulders, who shrugged. At last he carefully said, “I am Jeremiah. My companion is 
called Tim. We are in a desperate situation, stranded far from home.” 

“Where is your home, pilgrim?” persisted Yakob. 
“Sir, we are castaways from a storm in time.” He spread his metal-covered arms in 

an attitude of appeal. “Please, will you help us?” 
 
Two brown chickens roamed the courtyard, hunting and pecking for snacks 

between the cobblestones as they purred and groaned and clucked. The sky was amber. 
The sun had not yet cleared the hills. 

“Jeez,” said Tim, rubbing his cramped neck. 
Through the doorless doorways of the basalt and clay houses surrounding the 

small courtyard came the sounds of breakfast—the clinking of pots, the slosh of liquids, 
the phlegm-thick cough. The people sleeping in the courtyard began to stir, too. They 
sat up and knuckled their eyes or clutched their backs. The chickens scattered. 

“Good morning, sir,” said Jeremiah. 
Tim nodded wearily. “How’re we doing?” 
Jeremiah reached into a crevice in his carapace and withdrew a dusty pocket 

watch. The lid popped open and the glowing face of the device was reflected in the 
robot’s black eyes. “Less than a hundred hours, sir,” he reported, snapping it closed. 

Tim gulped. “Crap.” 
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Jeremiah tilted his head. “Do you need to excrete waste at this time, sir?” 
Tim rolled his eyes. “That’s not what I meant.” He paused, then scratched his 

nose. “Actually, yes. Pick me up, will you?” 
“Sir,” nodded Jeremiah, effortlessly hoisting the ample young man up over his 

head to rest upon his armoured shoulders. Jeremiah straightened and Tim grabbed at 
the robot’s face to keep balance, his useless legs swinging freely. 

Tim sniffed the air. “Thataway,” he said, pointing. 
When they got back Yakob was doling out scoops of hot fish soup to anyone with 

a bowl. Jeremiah removed the cup of armour over his left shoulder and handed it to 
Tim, then bent down to bring Tim and the bowl level with Yakob’s ladle. Yakob’s eyes 
were wide. He gave out a splash of soup with a shaking hand. 

“And for yourself, pilgrim?” he said through a dry mouth, looking down at 
Jeremiah crouching before him. 

“No thank you, sir,” said Jeremiah. 
“We have alternatives to meat and bean if you are Pythagorean.” 
“No thank you, sir,” said Jeremiah again, tone and emphasis identical to the first 

time. 
Yakob made a faltering attempt at a smile and then hurriedly pushed on past 

Jeremiah and Tim to serve the next group of hungry pilgrims. They immediately began 
whispering about the strange pair, pestering Yakob for answers. Yakob glanced over at 
Tim who looked away to pretend he wasn’t looking. 

“They’re going to stone us,” grumbled Tim, sipping fish soup from the dirty 
shoulder piece. 

“I do not believe so, sir.” 
Tim made a face, staring accusatorily at the soup. “I’d kill for some bacon.” 
“The Judaean Galileans do not consume pork, sir.” 
“I know, I know. I’m just saying, is all.” 
The day turned hot. The people in the courtyard babbled. Some traded trinkets 

and many traded stories. Tim cocked his head to listen as the translator in his ear fought 
to decode the dialects and argot of a dozen kinds of Aramaic and Greek. He overheard 
that several of them had come to see Mara Yohanan but since he had been killed by the 
Romans they reckoned settling for the upstart Mara Yeshua was preferable to an 
altogether squandered spiritual pilgrimage. 

The babble died. A party of bearded men in loose robes came into the courtyard. 
All eyes turned to them. The first men parted to admit a taller man whose robe was tied 
at the waist, his skin golden and his Far Eastern features beatifically placid. He moved 
purposefully across the yard in a direct line toward Jeremiah and Tim. 

In a quavering voice Tim asked, “Um, are you the Lord?” 
But the man did not reply or even turn to look at Tim. Instead, his widening eyes 

were fixed upon the robot. His mouth dropped open, worked silently for a spell, then at 
last he croaked in obvious amazement, “...Jeremiah?” 

Jeremiah inclined his head. “Do you know me, sir?” 
“This is impossible,” muttered the man, a glaze of sweat breaking out on his brow. 

“How did you find me?” he asked desperately, and then lapsed into a gush of gibberish. 
Tim’s translator whispered helpfully in his ear: “Error.” 
Jeremiah shook his head. “Sir, I do not know your language.” 
The golden skinned man narrowed his eyes. In Aramaic he said, “You don’t 

understand the Common Verbal Protocol? How can that be? This isn’t right. This isn’t 
right at all...” Cryptically he added, “You’re not even supposed to be here yet.” 

Jeremiah’s head snapped up. “Sir, have you been temporally displaced?” 
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The man paled. “You don’t—you don’t even know, do you? Mother of love!” 
“Sir?” 
“I can’t tell you! Don’t you understand? If I say anything I could destroy it all!” He 

looked around wildly, gasped an incomprehensible oath, then turned on heel and ran 
out of the courtyard as fast as he could, leaving the pilgrims and his bearded 
companions alike staring dumbfounded after him. 

Tim blinked. “Well,” he said to the robot after an interval, “that was weird.” 
An instant later a quartet of young men with thick necks and grim expressions 

crossed the courtyard and arrayed themselves around the duo. One of them grunted in a 
clear tone of command to get moving. Jeremiah bowed his head slightly in 
acknowledgement and then, ringed by the serious young men, proceeded to walk 
toward the small west gate. 

The squadron escorted them inside one of the larger houses, passing through 
several open doorways and moving further from the light of day. Tim was obliged to 
squeeze himself down over Jeremiah’s head in order to clear the low thatch ceiling. The 
afterimages of the hot courtyard refused to clear from his murky sight. 

“It’s a stoning for sure,” hissed Tim. 
They were introduced into a small room with a single low table bearing a candle. 

The air was close and rife with various human perfumes. 
The serious young men left. Tim coughed. 
Yet another bearded man in loose robes appeared at the threshold, ducking his 

head to clear the timber jamb. He sat down on the floor on the far side of the table and 
bobbed his head to indicate that Jeremiah should do likewise. The robot folded neatly 
into place, then hefted Tim down next to him with exquisite care and tireless strength. 

“Sir,” said Jeremiah, “we implore you to help us attain an interview with Mara 
Yeshua.” 

The man clasped his hands together briefly in an attitude of respectful servitude. 
“It is already arranged, pilgrim.” 

“Sir, when shall we see him?” 
“Good stranger,” smiled the man, “you are seeing him now, as we speak.” He 

spread his hands and shrugged, then dropped them in his lap. 
Tim’s eyes widened, and then he burst into a fit of hysterical giggling. Jeremiah 

and Yeshua looked at him. 
“I’m sorry!” blurted Tim. 
“Sir?” 
“I’m sorry,” he repeated, his round face flushed. “I just—I don’t know. Meeting 

him himself and everything. And he’s real, I just can’t stop myself...” Tim interrupted 
himself with another attack of shrill, nervous laughter. 

“Is your friend alright?” Yeshua asked Jeremiah. 
“Sir, he is experiencing an attack of social anxiety. It is not wholly unexpected.” 
Tim snorted, then blanched. “I can’t believe I just snorted in front of Christ,” he 

cried. “Holy crap.” 
Yeshua watched this exchange quietly, his brow furrowed in thought. At last he 

turned to the robot as Tim fought to muffle his snickering. “Tell me, pilgrim,” said 
Yeshua, “how is it that your friend’s mouth appears to move ahead of the words I 
hear?” 

“His words are being translated, sir, as he has no Aramaic.” 
“And yet I do understand him.” 
“The translator knows Aramaic, sir. It suppresses the sound of Tim’s voice in 

order to make its own words plain to the ear.” 
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Yeshua rubbed the tip of his nose with his index finger. “Where is this translator 
you speak of?” 

“Sir, the reception bead is embedded in Tim’s skull. The register that widely sows 
the language streams is here, sir, above my left hip.” 

Yeshua frowned. “I am lost.” 
“I will endeavour to explain—” started Jeremiah. 
Yeshua held up a hand. “No,” he said firmly. “Patience, pilgrim. I will endeavour 

to see for myself. Be calm. Both of you, good strangers. Look to me now. Let me see.” 
Yeshua gazed at his guests. 
Tim tried to look away but found himself drawn back into Yeshua’s humble, every 

day brown eyes. Flecks in the irises glinted brassily in the guttering candlelight. Those 
eyes bore into him, wandered over him, seemed to reach out and touch him. 

Tim felt seized inside. He clenched up but then almost instantly felt the tension 
melt away, lost in the pools of Yeshua’s pupils. Tim took a deep, ragged breath. 

Yeshua’s moustache twitched. Quietly, almost silently, he breathed, “My child, the 
weight you carry...the depth of regret...keenest loathing for the self—oh child, the 
sorrow.” 

Tim’s heart started racing. He shut his eyes. “Don’t,” he squeaked. 
“My child,” repeated Yeshua, “what sin could you have committed to so rot your 

every hope?” 
He reached out across the table and touched Tim’s arm. Tim flung it back as if 

electrocuted, his face wild. “I want to get out of here!” he cried, leaning into Jeremiah. 
“Please, Jeremiah—take me away. I can’t breathe. The ceiling’s sagging. Come on! Let’s 
go! Please!” 

Jeremiah wordlessly scooped Tim up into his armoured arms. Yeshua stepped out 
of the way to clear the door, then Jeremiah bowed his head and carried his charge into 
the narrow corridor. Tim clutched the robot and wheezed, his breath slowing only as 
they emerged back into the light. Jeremiah placed him down on a stone bench beside a 
fountain outside the courtyard where the other pilgrims waited. 

Tim drank like a dog, eyes on the splashes. 
The pilgrims in the courtyard noticed Yeshua in the open air and they began to 

press against the nearest wall, spreading and thickening like mud. Their talk died away as 
they fastened onto him with their hungry eyes. The teacher, meanwhile, continued to 
gaze down sadly at Tim. 

“I can help him,” said Yeshua, touching Jeremiah’s shoulder. 
“Sir, I suggest we let my companion recuperate for the time being. May we 

continue our conversation?” 
Yeshua considered this as he took note of the eager pilgrims. He left off rubbing 

the tip of his nose pensively to give a curt nod. “Walk with me, Jeremiah.” 
They walked along the path between courtyards, the pilgrims they left behind 

watching jealously. Children played in the byways, singing rhyming songs. Yeshua put 
his hands behind his back and watched the little ones skip and tumble for a few 
moments as they sauntered along. As last he said, “Are you horribly burned?” 

“No, sir.” 
“Why do you wear a masque? Why won’t you unveil your eyes for me?” 
“Sir, these are my eyes.” 
“I see only rounds of polished crystal.” 
“I posses no more than what you see, sir.” 
“But I see nothing behind them. I see no soul.” 
“I may have none, sir.” 
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“Every man born of woman has a soul, pilgrim.” 
“That may be so, sir,” agreed Jeremiah, “but I was not born of woman. I was 

grown, sir, by the tools of men. I am made of metal and crystal, as you say, sir. I have 
no meat.” 

Yeshua’s pace faltered, and he turned to search Jeremiah’s black, dust-coated 
lenses once again. He swallowed heavily. “You are a golem?” 

Jeremiah paused, then nodded. “Sir, that is a reasonable description.” 
Yeshua scratched under his beard as he looked Jeremiah up and down. Then he 

resumed ambling along the path. “If this is true,” he said slowly, “your creator must be a 
very holy man.” 

“Many say so, sir.” 
“I reason he must have dedicated you to a mission of great importance.” 
“Quite, sir,” nodded the robot. “There have never been consequences so 

potentially dire.” 
“So,” said Yeshua, stopping again and facing Jeremiah, “you are the golem of a 

holy man; you are possessed of incredible strength such that you can lift a corpulent 
man on your shoulders without strain; you can even make intelligible speech, and more 
than that you are capable of preternatural feats like putting speech inside the ears of 
others. Tell me, Jeremiah, I beg: what could I, a simple teacher, possibly do for a being 
so powerful as you?” 

“I cannot alter the laws of the world, Mara Yeshua—I must submit to clocks and 
weight. The clock is running out and the weight is too great: we require the assistance of 
many hands, sir, in order to rescue our apparatus.” 

“But why come to me?” 
Jeremiah cocked his head. “Sir, the idea was Tim’s. I cannot attempt to represent 

his precise reasoning, but what he said to me was, ‘Jeremiah, when you’re trapped in 
Roman Judaea and you need help bad, who else are you going to ask besides the world’s 
most famous nice guy?’” 

Yeshua blinked. “I have a reputation even in your distant country?” 
Jeremiah nodded. “Yes sir, though it is an undiscovered country by your 

reckoning. Tim and I are victims of a great cataclysm that has destroyed the sun and 
opened a tear across time. We have been tossed from the very last days of Earth itself, 
and if we cannot restore our apparatus to operation within two days I fear all history 
will be unwound.” 

“Everything in your attitude tells me you are not mad,” said Yeshua, “but what 
you say is difficult to fathom.” 

“Sir, I know what I describe is incredible. We do not bring this burden to you 
lightly. We simply have no one else to whom we can appeal. There are not enough 
explanations told and untold in the world to ever make the situation clear: all I can ask 
is that you believe our desperation is real.” 

Yeshua pressed his mouth together, eyes distant. A breeze rustled the olive trees. 
After a moment he carefully pronounced, “Pilgrim, what would you ask of me?” 

Jeremiah raised his chin. “A day’s work from sixty willing men, sir.” 
Yeshua nodded solemnly, looking Jeremiah in the eye. “For you, golem, I will 

arrange it,” he promised. “Compassion does not require comprehension.” 
“Thank you,” said the robot with a bow. 
 
They came from far and wide, and they made haste. Their dust coloured the 

horizon for an hour before the people themselves appeared. They arrived throughout 
the night and continued to amass in a makeshift camp on the outskirts of old 
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Capernaum as the new day’s sun bloomed. 
Called by a platoon of the fastest runners crying out the news in every Hebrew 

hamlet around the Gennesaret, those who knew of Yeshua rode forth to raise their 
hands to the effort. They did not know what work they would do, but they knew 
Yeshua had asked them—and that was enough. 

The need has been for sixty; over two hundred answered. 
Yakob and Yeshua stood on the roof of the house, sandals wedged between the 

gutter tiles for purchase. “Do you see, Yeshua?” prompted Yakob, shielding his eyes 
with his hand. “Did I not tell what you what numbers would be drawn? Do you still 
doubt?” 

“No,” agreed Yeshua quietly. “I no longer doubt, brother.” 
“We must go to Jerusalem. It is time. Galilee is too small, and our people roil. We 

must grow. We must bring the word and the way to the city.” 
Yeshua sighed. “I love Capernaum.” 
Yakob put a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “And Capernaum loves you. But 

Jerusalem...Jerusalem, brother. In Jerusalem we shall find our true momentum.” 
After a pause Yeshua nodded. “You are right, Yakob. I cannot deny we now have 

the support we sought. I never thought so many would answer, but it is clearly so. 
There is nothing to be gained in delay. We will go to Jerusalem in time for Sukkot.” 

Yakob nodded in turn. “I will inform the households.” 
Yeshua shook his head. “No, brother. Instead, go now with the golem. Take the 

willing into the desert so that this work might be done.” 
“They’ll be expecting you to accompany them.” 
“Tell them we will banquet together in Capernaum when the task is done. Tell 

them I will speak then, brother, and tend to their miseries.” 
Yakob unhitched his sandal from the tile’s edge but did not climb down. He 

hovered fretfully. “I’m afraid of him, Yeshua. I’m afraid of that thing—the golem. 
There’s nothing behind his eyes, you said so yourself. He’s...unnatural.” 

“I believe he is good.” 
This phrase hung between the men for a moment, pupils fixed on pupils. At last 

Yakob gave a slow, tentative nod. “Your assessment is all I need,” he claimed. “I will go 
to him.” 

Yakob carefully clambered down the roof and let himself over the side, dropping 
into the courtyard with a grunt. Yeshua, for his part, sat down on a run of thatch and 
then propelled himself with his arms, sliding down the roof and flying free over its edge. 
He tumbled awkwardly to the dirt and rolled into the chicken coop. 

“Being so careless you’ll find your death,” chided Yakob. 
Yeshua stood up and brushed the dust from his robes. “You worry too much.” 
Yakob pursed his lips as he filled his flask at the fountain. He called for his two 

eldest sons and had them fetch him an ass from the stable, then furrowed his brow in 
private thought as he clucked and kicked the beast into reluctant motion. He had not 
experienced the same uncomfortable mixture of disquiet and elation since he had first 
heard the fantastic account of Simeon Qyn, who himself had fled in terror at the sight 
of the golem. 

He tried to focus on Jerusalem. The thought gave him solace, now that he had 
reason to believe his brother’s word would live forever. 

While Yakob rode out of Capernaum to join Jeremiah, Yeshua walked back to the 
pilgrim’s courtyard which was uncharacteristically empty, drained by volunteers to the 
golem’s effort. The golem’s fat companion, Tim, was semi-reclined in a bed of hay 
engaged in a lazy, interrogative conversation with a chicken. He asked his questions in a 
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language neither Yeshua nor the chicken could fathom. 
The chicken paused to peck at the ground. Yeshua cleared his throat. “You cannot 

walk,” he said. 
Tim looked up briefly, his face slack. “No,” he agreed. 
“Were you born afflicted?” 
“I got hurt.” 
“How did it happen?” 
“I don’t really want to talk about it.” 
Tim’s eyes roamed the dirt at Yeshua’s feet. Yeshua sighed. “Tim, will you come 

to my house to be bathed and anointed?” 
Tim’s eyes flickered. “I don’t want to impose or anything. I’m fine.” 
“Our ministrations may soothe your injury.” 
He looked up. “What, like physiotherapy?” 
Yeshua blinked. “Yes,” he decided. 
Tim looked down again. “I couldn’t ask you to lift me, um, sir.” 
Yeshua smiled as he cracked his knuckles. “If the golem can do it, so can I.” 
“You’ll put your back out. History’ll be all ruined.” Tim scowled. “And it’ll be all 

my fault...again.” He sniffed. “Leave me alone, please. Like I said, I’m fine. Everybody 
should just leave me alone. I’m poison.” 

Yeshua bent down and scooped his arms under Tim’s heavy body. Tim quivered 
and his eyes went wild but he didn’t strike out. Yeshua took a deep breath, squinched 
his eyes closed, then hauled. His sandaled feet skittered further apart as he fought for 
balance. Finally, with a jerk of his arms he cradled the giant young man against his chest 
and began to stagger off toward the bath house. 

Miriam filled the tub with steaming water fresh from the hearth whose manure 
bricks gave the place an earthy, mammalian smell. Tim’s face was pinched tight, his eyes 
locked away at infinity. He did not resist as Miriam and Yeshua pulled his robes over his 
head and then heaved him as gracefully as they could into the hot bath. 

He cringed as his testicles hit the surface, muttering “Christ!” 
Then he started to cry. 
They scrubbed his skin pink and the water turned grey. Tim shuddered as he tried 

to muffle his sobs, the rolls of his torso quaking. No one spoke. The water splashed and 
dripped. Yeshua and Miriam washed his head, and after that he wept openly and 
without shame, like a child. 

In a nest of towels he was rubbed and oiled. When Yeshua returned with fresh 
clothing Tim was able to look him in the eye. “I am Vishnu,” he whispered. 

“Wait, Tim,” said Yeshua softly. He nodded at Miriam, who left the bath house 
with Tim’s old robes and closed the wooden doors behind her. Sunlight streamed in 
through a row of high windows, illuminating the steam in slices. Yeshua sat down on 
the bench opposite Tim and folded his hands in his lap. “We will not be disturbed,” he 
said. “Tell me about your injury.” 

“I can’t walk.” 
“Are you in pain?” 
“Not really.” 
“Do your legs have sensation?” asked Yeshua. 
“Yeah, I can feel them fine.” 
“Please don’t be embarrassed by this, but I must ask whether you are incontinent.” 
“No, no—I’m good there, too. Um, both ways.” 
“What happens when you try to walk?” 
“I fall down.” 
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“Do you feel unbalanced?” 
“No, my legs are too weak to hold me up. My muscles are like pudding. I can 

barely twitch my foot.” 
“Show me.” 
Yeshua appraised Tim’s feeble twitch expressionlessly, then flicked his eyes in 

warning before he reached out and gently palpitated Tim’s calf. Tim steeled against the 
touch initially but relaxed after a moment, his shoulders dropping. Yeshua probed 
around the knee and at the top of Tim’s right thigh. 

While still examining the leg he said, “Tell me about the day this happened to you, 
Tim.” 

“I’m not supposed to screw up time by telling you things.” 
“You sound like Simeon.” 
Tim ignored him, his tongue working in his mouth as he thought. “But Jeremiah 

already told you we’re from the-days-yet-to-come, right? I mean, I can be vague, can’t I?” 
“Tell me what you can,” prompted Yeshua. “I won’t press you to break any 

vows.” 
Tim squeezed his lips together in thought, eyes wandering. Finally he said, “What 

would you say if I told you there was a way—a language, kind of—to describe the world 
so precisely that its words were indistinguishable from reality?” 

Yeshua saw that Tim had offered this as a kind of barricade, a challenge to 
credulity. He was surprised when Yeshua smiled. “Naturally, Tim.” 

Tim blinked. “You know about the Secret Mathematic?” 
“It is the tongue of the father of the world, the tongue that called forth time and 

matter from unbeing. It is The Word. Yes, Tim, with that I am acquainted.” 
Tim processed this slowly, nodding. He closed his eyes and began to speak 

quickly. “Mr. Lord sir, in my time people know some of that language, and they use it. 
We use it, that is. I mean I’m one of them. We used it to try to make a weapon to keep 
our enemies at bay, and I was one of the builders. And I made a mistake. I changed 
some of the code. And as a result we lost control.” 

Yeshua accepted this uncritically. “Were people killed?” 
Tim gulped, then nodded. “Tens of thousands. Neptune exploded. We cast the 

weapon into the Sun, hoping it would burn.” 
“Did it?” 
“It didn’t. It kept on churning away inside the Sun’s belly for a thousand years and 

then the Sun went new.” 
“New?” 
“I’m sorry, that probably doesn’t make any sense through the translator. When 

people from my time say a star goes new we mean it’s exploding.” 
“And so too with the Sun?” 
“Sure. The Sun is a star, just like any other.” 
This time Yeshua gulped. “That is what Simeon says.” 
“Yeah, it’s kind of mind-blowing. Sorry to ambush you with it like that. I forgot 

you guys don’t know that. I mean, you still think the Earth is flat, right?” 
Yeshua shook his head. “My schooling was Hellenic, Tim. The natural 

philosophers make a persuasive case for a spherical Earth.” 
“No kidding? That’s slightly cold.” 
“Pardon me?” 
Tim frowned. “Bad translation. Forget it. The point is that the Sun went new 

because of me.” 
“What happened to Earth?” 
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“First the seas boiled and the sky turned to fire. Then things got ugly.” 
Yeshua paled. “The end of days,” he breathed. It seemed suddenly colder in the 

bath house. Yeshua shivered. “And mankind is lost?” he asked, his voice tight. 
“Oh no,” Tim said hurriedly. “No, no, no. The only people left on Earth 

were...barbarians, really. Does that word mean anything to you? They were people that 
lived like animals. They were the descendants of everyone too stupid or too crazy to 
save themselves. They thought the...natural philosophers were trying to trick everyone 
for some reason, that the Sun wasn’t actually sick.” 

“But those who heeded the warning—they were saved?” 
“So far as I know. They built big arks, loaded them up with life, and trucked out 

for a different star. We don’t really know which one. It’s all well after my time, you 
understand.” 

“I don’t,” confessed Yeshua. 
Tim shifted in his swaddling and considered the matter, chewing on his lip. “Okay, 

the first thing you have to know is that time is really weird. I mean, really weird. Half the 
stuff we do know we know because Jeremiah and I met ourselves once, and we were 
able to give ourselves a lot of good tips on being lost in time.” 

Yeshua rubbed his temples and sat back. “How can one meet oneself?” 
“Like I said, time is really weird. It’s homeostatic—it resists change. It’s like a 

thick fluid. It runs according to the rules of the world, but you can nudge it. If you’re 
stubborn enough about nudging it you can trick it into flowing another way for a spell. 
So you see Jeremiah and I have already done all this once—saved the world, I mean—
and now we’re doing it again to reinforce the nudge, to make our having solved it all 
more likely, because the more likely something is the better chance that it turns real real. 
Um, like for keeps.” 

“You’ve done all this before? The end of this day is in your memory?” 
“No, no—it wasn’t us us...it was—a variation of us. They got to the end, they 

managed to stop them and get control of the apparatus, and then they came back to tell 
us what to do so we could go and make it so what they stopped never even started. Do 
you follow me?” 

“No.” 
“Imagine somebody’s going to be murdered. So a time travelling guy goes forward 

in time and tries to stop it, but he can’t stop it all the way—he fixes it so that the 
victim’s injured instead of killed. So now we’re taking our turn: we’re going to fix it so 
that the victim doesn’t even get hurt.” 

“And who is that victim?” 
Tim raised his brow helplessly. “Uh, I guess that would be the temporal helices 

carved into the world by frame-dragging from the Sun. The grand attractors were loused 
up by the Bane of Zoran, but we’re setting things right again.” 

Yeshua rubbed the tip of his nose thoughtfully. “I wish Simeon hadn’t run away. 
He would have been able to make sense of this. He also speaks of this Zoran. Tell me, 
Tim: what is the bane?” 

Tim leaned forward and inclined his head toward Yeshua’s conspiratorily. “The 
Bane of Zoran is two people. We think one of them is a human woman, and we’re 
pretty sure the other one is a—what did you call it? -- a golem. They wanted to use the 
language to re-write history, which Zoran forbids. We don’t really understand what 
happened, but Jeremiah says the Bane of Zoran exploited the weapon we made to 
puncture time. But it didn’t work. It just made a big mess.” 

Yeshua nodded. “A mess you and Jeremiah are on a quest to clean up?” 
“Yeah, pretty much. See, you are following along.” 
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“You assume this burden because you view the weapon as your responsibility?” 
“Well, I do, yeah. Jeremiah’s just doing it because he’s good.” 
A silence came upon them next. The steam had blown clean and the bath house 

felt emptier, but no longer cold. Yeshua’s eyes were far away. Tim did not fidget. He felt 
as if time had stopped. 

Yeshua said, “Tim, I believe you. And when causes and effects are so commingled 
as to allow men to meet themselves and give advice, I furthermore believe you are 
wrong to blame yourself for the calamity. If this bane who would act against history and 
risk every life around the Sun found entry to exploit the world from your mistake, 
without your mistake they surely would have sought to unleash their evil through other 
avenues.” 

“Maybe,” admitted Tim. 
“Furthermore,” pressed Yeshua, “you said it yourself that another version of 

yourself has already succeeded. You have dedicated not only yourself but yourselves to 
undoing what has been done, and I can only imagine the courage you have had to call 
along the way.” 

Tim said nothing. 
Yeshua said, “You say Jeremiah is good. I believe you are right. And I believe you, 

too, are good. I can see it in your eyes when you let me look, Tim. You can’t hide your 
soul from me.” 

He stood up slowly, then reached out his hand toward Tim. “Rise, child.” 
“I can’t,” said Tim. 
“You can,” insisted Yeshua. “The father of the world has a plan for you, Tim. You 

feel it when life is quiet. Feel it now. Rise.” 
Those eyes brokered no refusal: Tim rose. 
He stood on shaking legs with his hands poised to catch his fall, expression 

moving from fear to surprise to joy in a smooth melt. He straightened his back, then 
took a fumbling step and pinwheeled his arms to regain balance. He put his hand into 
Yeshua’s. “Oh my God,” squeaked Tim. 

Yeshua laughed. “How do you feel?” 
“I feel light.” 
“I do not doubt that you could fly.” 
“Maybe I could,” agreed Tim, his cheeks dimpling. Infused with a sudden energy 

he gushed, “I saw this kind of thing happen once before! Have you ever seen this show 
called The Revengineers? Aw, forget it—of course you haven’t.” Tim paused, then 
scratched his head and looked sheepishly over at Yeshua. “Thank you,” he pronounced 
solemnly. 

Yeshua grinned. “We have in each of us the power to heal ourselves, and in turn 
to heal others. Go forth, Tim, and sin no more.” 

Tim mosied around the bath house in a tight circuit, giddy with each more certain 
step. He pulled the fresh robe over his head, tied on his sandals and then performed a 
humble jig. “I feel incredible!” he crooned. 

“Will you stay for my supper sermon?” asked Yeshua, smiling toothily through his 
bramble of beard. “I want you to meet my friend Yudah. He is very interested in the 
stories Simeon tells, and I’m sure he’ll be equally insatiable for your own descriptions of 
the-days-to-come.” 

Tim shook his head, suddenly serious. “I’d love to, but I can’t. I just can’t. I have 
to get back to the apparatus. I don’t want Jeremiah to have to walk back for me. We 
don’t have the time to waste.” 

“You know he would do this?” 
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“Totally. He’s...he’s Jeremiah. Of course he’d come back for me.” 
“Why?” 
“Because he loves people. Even me. He’d do anything for me. He wouldn’t think 

twice about dying if he thought it would help—I mean, in the long run.” 
Yeshua nodded pensively. “The father of the world works through him.” 
Tim shrugged. “I guess that’s as likely as anything else. Which way do I go?” 
Yeshua joined him at the threshold and pointed the way through the courtyard to 

Capernaum’s broad central avenue. “The trail is fresh. You won’t get lost.” 
Tim hesitated, then surged forward and embraced Yeshua. “Thanks for 

everything, Jesus. You’re awesome. Keep on doing your thing, okay? Don’t get 
discouraged. I’m probably not supposed to say so, but lots of people in the-days-to-
come look up to you.” 

“I will not waiver,” promised Yeshua. 
“Attaboy,” said Tim, who then gave the teacher a friendly punch in the arm. 

“Wow!” he whistled. “I feel like a million coins.” 
Yeshua crossed his arms and leaned against the bath house as he watched Tim jog 

purposefully out into the avenue and then turn smartly to follow the others into the 
desert, his chins bouncing with purpose. Miriam wandered over and touched Yeshua’s 
arm. “Did you help him?” she asked. 

“He helped himself,” said Yeshua. “And perhaps me, as well.” 
“Teacher?” 
“Tell your sisters, Miriam: we go to Jerusalem. History awaits.” 
Miriam’s smooth brow furrowed. “History, teacher? Is not history that which has 

already happened?” 
Yeshua put his arm around her shoulders and sighed. “Time is really weird,” he 

explained, a faint smile on his lips. 
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THE EXTRA CARS 
 
1. 
It’s August, and the air over the pavement shimmers. The sky is the colour of old 

gym socks. 
“I’m going to die,” claims Phat-so Kim. 
“Shut up,” replies his older brother, Sun. 
The road is a frozen river of steel, harsh highlights winking off fixtures and 

fenders. Engines chortle, tailpipes quiver. The drivers slump against their windows 
sullenly or hold their palms up to the vents to test the coolness of the air conditioning. 
They wish it were cooler. Their flattened palms are a kind of prayer. 

Some have no conditioners. They have the glass cranked down, letting out tinny 
warbles of radio—music, for the most part, as many have tuned away from the traffic 
reports in disgust. They fan themselves with folded road-map fans, wiping perspiration 
out of their eyes as they mutter the darkest oaths. 

It’s a million degrees outside. 
“There are too many cars,” mutters Phat-so, hooded eyes panning the clogged 

lanes. “Where do they all come from?” 
Sun sighs. “Don’t be stupid. We do live in a city full of people, you know. There’s 

over a hundred thousand of us. This is just what it looks like when we’re not in our 
houses.” 

Phat-so is sixteen years old and a dedicated contrarian. He is possessed of a 
remarkable power that enables him to disagree with even the most seemingly obvious 
fact and, worse, to find ways to justify this wanton scepticism. He shakes his head and 
turns away from the window. “It doesn’t add up. We’re not all out driving at once.” 

“It’s rush hour.” 
“Still.” 
“There’s tourists, too. There’s a regatta on. Lots of extra people around.” 
Phat-so snorts. “I don’t buy it.” 
“What do you mean, you don’t buy it? That’s idiotic.” 
Phat-so gazes out the window again, looking up and down along the endless line 

of idling cars. “Think about it, Sunny. Are the stores crowded like this? No. Are the 
parks crowded like this? No. Are the sidewalks crowded like this? No, they’re not. There 
aren’t any extra people, Sun—just extra cars.” 

Sun rolls his eyes. “There are people in the cars. Jesus, Phat. Are you taking drugs? 
Because if you are I’m telling Mom and Dad.” 
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“I’m not taking drugs.” 
“Remember, you can’t bullshit me. I saw you try to smoke at that party.” 
“That was tobacco, Sunny.” 
“It’s a slippery slope.” 
“You’re a slippery slope.” 
“That doesn’t even mean anything.” 
“It almost means something. Just one little nudge and it’ll mean everything. That’s 

how slippery slopes work, you know.” 
“Shut up.” 
“Whatever.” 
The brothers sit in silence for a spell. Sun drums idly on the hand-grips of the 

steering wheel after brushing away a smudge of grease. He smiles, his pride restored: the 
little tricked-out iridescent purple Honda Civic is his most cherished relation. From the 
sparkling seventeen-inch aluminium alloy rims to the trunk-installed sub-woofer, there 
is not one iota of the vehicle that has not been the subject of Sun Kim’s exquisite 
attention. 

Sun Kim works at the car wash, and he washes his car every day. 
“There!” cries Phat-so suddenly, pointing through the windscreen to the jammed 

traffic on the opposite side of the freeway divider. 
“What?” grumbles Sun. 
“There!” repeats Phat-so. “That red Camaro with the scratches on the side—do 

you see it?” 
“Yeah. So?” 
“That car was ahead of us. I just lost sight of him over the hill, and now there he is, 

going westbound. What’s up with that?” 
“I’m sure there’s more than one red Camaro in the world.” 
“With the same scratches?” 
“Maybe Camaro drivers aren’t very careful, as a group. I don’t know.” 
“It’s the same car, Sunny.” 
“So what if it is? He probably said ‘screw this’ and found a way to turn around.” 
Phat-so’s hair is electric blue. He runs a hand through it as he shakes his head and 

clucks condescendingly. “Your theory is that he got sick of sitting in a traffic jam going 
east, so now he’s opted to sit in a traffic jam going west?” 

“It’s not my theory, Phat. I, personally, don’t give a shit.” 
Phat-so, excited, holds up a finger urgently. “Okay, forget why, then. How about 

how? The next ramp is ten clicks away. How did he do it? How did he get over there?” 
Sun sighs again, closing his eyes. “Maybe you have sunstroke. You’re crazy, Phat. 

Like I told you, the city’s full of tourists right now.” 
“So how come every car around us has a Kingston dealership emblem on the 

back? Look at that one—that’s Gateway Toyota on Princess. And that one’s from 
Raymar on Dalton Street, right by the Tim Hortons there. Everyone we can see is local, 
Sunny.” 

“Just because there’s more cars in the city causing congestion doesn’t mean they 
necessarily end up right next to us. We’re just part of the regular flow of regulars, on our 
way to our usual places, slowed down because the city’s full. I think you’re over-
complicating something simple, Phat.” 

“What about that schoolbus? What the hell is a schoolbus doing driving around in 
the middle of August?” 

“Ever hear of summer camp, dipshit?” 
Phat-so hesitates, his mouth open and his hand sagging. Sun smiles smugly. 
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Attention is diverted as the line of brakelights ahead begin to wink out like a row of 
dominos. A moment later the cars coast cautiously forward. Engines throttle. People 
cheer. 

“There was probably just an accident up there,” says Sun, shifting gears. “Now it’s 
cleared up. There’s nothing more to it than that.” 

Phat-so does not reply, his mouth tight. They round the top of the hill and see the 
spread of lanes slowly opening up ahead. There is no sign of emergency vehicles, tow-
trucks or debris. Phat-so frowns dubiously. “I don’t know...” he drawls. 

“Shut up,” mutters Sun. “You’ve got too much imagination, Phat.” 
Phat-so Kim isn’t listening to his brother: his eyes are pegged to the passenger side 

mirror. He doesn’t say anything, but if Sun had looked carefully he would’ve seen a field 
of gooseflesh rise on the back of his little brother’s neck. 

Sun glances over briefly, sneering. “What’re you looking at now?” 
“Nothing,” says Phat-so quietly. 
As the congestion loosens and the Civic gains speed Phat-so forces himself to turn 

away from the mirror. Watching the red Camaro with the scratched door two cars 
behind them suddenly gives him the creeps. 

 
2. 
Kim’s Convenience is on Clergy Street East, sandwiched between a video arcade 

where a greasy Greek sells hashish from the back counter and a defunct dry cleaner 
inhabited by raccoons. The convenience store’s crowded facade advertises every kind of 
amenity, from movie rentals and automated banking to flavoured lip balm and slushies. 
The old sign, which billed the establishment as a Smoke Shop, has been papered over 
with Pepsi advertisements as the times changed. 

Kim’s is air conditioned, which means Old Mr. Kim stations himself dutifully by 
the front door in order to shove it closed urgently after every passage. “Thank you, 
come again, mind the door.” 

The bells over the door jingle. Phat-so looks up. 
“Mind the door!” says Old Mr. Kim. 
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” grumbles Sun, shoving his shades up on his forehead. “Relax, 

Dad.” 
Old Mrs. Kim puts aside her broom and rushes over to her eldest, reaching up to 

smooth down his carefully gelled black locks. He bats her hand away and scoops her 
into a cursory hug. She purses her lips. “Okay, you taking Phat-so now in you car. I 
pack you cold drink.” 

Sun blinks. “What? No, no—I’m going over to John’s. I just stopped by to help 
load the milk.” 

“I already did it,” calls Phat-so from behind the counter. 
“No John’s, no,” says Old Mrs. Kim, patting down the wrinkles in Sun’s T-shirt. 

“You helping Phat-so with his project, okay. He need you drive him in you car, Sun. 
Good!” 

“What? Mom—no,” whines Sun. “What the hell? I have plans!” 
Old Mr. Kim leaves his post by the door to shake his head seriously. “You waste 

time some other time, Sun. Your brother’s school takes precedence. This issue is 
closed.” 

“But Dad—” 
“Closed,” repeats Old Mr. Kim, eyes locked on his son’s. 
Sun sags. Old Mr. Kim nods briefly, then turns on heel and shuffles back to his 

stool by the door. Phat-so flashes his brother a hopeful smile, but Sun sneers. “Get your 
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shit already then,” he barks. “Jesus Crap.” 
Phat-so logs out from the register and sweeps his knapsack over his shoulder. He’s 

wearing a Queen’s University T-shirt that says ENGINEERS DO IT PRECISELY 
across the front. The fact that Phat-so has been accepted to university at such a young 
age is a sore point for Sun, who struggled to graduate from high school. Over the past 
year he has endured the slow refocusing of his parents’ hopes and ambitions from 
himself to his younger brother, the cocky, carefree genius. “Let’s go!” hoots Phat-so. 

Sun frowns. He steps out into the oppressive afternoon sun and tries to hold the 
door as Phat-so crosses the store, but Old Mr. Kim grabs the frame and eases it shut 
again. “Mind the door!” he mouths through the glass. 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” 
The boys climb into Sun’s iridescent purple Civic and connect their seatbelts. The 

CD spins up and resumes a throbbing, pounding assault of frenetic dance music. 
“Where do you have to go? The library?” Sun prompts gruffly, lowering his shades. 

“Go out to the highway,” says Phat-so as he unzips his knapsack and rummages 
around inside. He’s jolted back against the seat as Sun guns the engine and the little car 
hops over the pavement and into traffic. 

“Which way are we heading?” 
“It doesn’t matter.” 
Sun glances over at his brother. “Huh?” 
“Just drive, Sunny.” 
Sun weaves from lane to lane, finding and exploiting any space between vehicles 

to get ahead in the flow. Somebody honks, but the sound is lost to the music and the 
whistle of air through the open windows. He times his next rush carefully to avoid 
slowing down before the light at Division Street turns from amber to red. The Civic 
sails through the intersection and heads north, the shadows clocking around the cabin. 

Sun looks over again. Phat-so has taken a camcorder out of his knapsack and is 
feeding a tape into it. The mechanism whirs and clicks as the tape is spooled. On his lap 
is an engineer’s log book filled with dense notes jotted around glued-in Polaroid 
photographs of cars. 

Sun licks his lips. “Just what. The crap. Are you doing, Phat?” 
“It’s my new pet project.” 
“What the hell kind of a project are you working on a month before school even 

starts again?” 
Phat-so shrugs sheepishly. “I’m cataloguing the extra cars.” 
Sun’s eyes widen. “Mom said it was for school!” 
“Mom thinks everything is for school.” 
“And you let her think that, so you can do anything you want. You’re a liar, Phat.” 
“I didn’t lie.” 
“It’s a lie of commission.” 
“You mean an error of omission?” 
“Why do you always think you’re so smart?” 
“Because I’m smart?” 
“Shut up.” 
Sun blasts the Civic around the on-ramp, skittering on the shoulder pebbles as he 

inserts the car forcefully into the highway stream between a sixteen wheeler and a 
caravan. The caravan honks in panic and brakes for no reason, compressing the line 
behind it. Sun peels out from behind the big rig and skips across two lanes, the Civic’s 
shadow flashing over the guardrail. 

“So what now?” he asks darkly. 
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“We need to find an extra car. I have a whole list of them, from watching out my 
bedroom window. License plates, makes and models, scratches, rust and stickers—I’ve 
got everything.” 

“And what do we do if we find one?” 
“We follow it.” 
Sun glances over at his brother. “That’s messed, man. If we take you videotaping 

the neighbourhood and then us stalking people on the road, it starts to look pretty 
weird. Somebody’s going to notice and think we’re perverts or something.” 

“Car perverts?” 
“It takes all kinds, Phat. Seriously. We’re going to get in shit.” 
“We’re not going to get in shit. You’re paranoid.” 
“I’m paranoid? This from the sky who thinks the roads are haunted?” Sun shakes 

his head as he gears down for power and manoeuvres the nimble Civic into a narrow 
space between two speeding SUVs, engine roaring. “I just don’t like taking unnecessary 
risks,” he claims. 

“Obviously,” agrees Phat-so, his knuckles white from clutching the arm-rest. 
Sun lets the car coast along, then stomps on the brakes to join the end of a solid 

traffic jam. He mutters profanity. Phat-so balances on the window frame and leans out, 
panning his camcorder across the lanes and watching the image scroll by on the fold-out 
viewfinder. After a few moments he sighs and withdraws back into the vehicle. “I can’t 
seem to see any,” he says. 

Sun rolls his eyes. “What a surprise—it turns out to be a figment of your warped 
brain after all.” 

“Wait!” cries Phat-so. 
“What?” 
“There!” Phat-so flips the pages in his log book and then traces his index finger 

down over a column of vehicle descriptions. “Ha!” he croons, then squints at the 
viewfinder as he zooms in tight. “Light blue Tercel, license matches, rust matches. 
That’s one of them. That’s definitely one.” 

Sun gets a weird, uncomfortable feeling as he spots the car in question. It looks 
just like any other car, but for some reason it is this mundane appearance that seems to 
underscore some ill portent. It’s almost as though the car looks too normal. He shakes 
off the feeling. “Damn,” he says, “now you’re making me all rangy. That car’s creeping 
me out.” 

Phat-so nods solemnly. “That Tercel drove around the block by our house thirty-
one times last night. From eight o’clock until midnight, over and over again.” 

“That’s messed.” 
Traffic inches forward. Sun glides over a lane, putting himself just a few cars 

behind the Tercel. Phat-so makes a note. The Tercel works its way over to the outside 
lane and Sun matches every move. Phat-so says, “I think he’s getting off at Sir John A. 
Don’t lose him.” 

“I won’t lose him.” 
“Don’t let him get over the hill. Don’t lose sight.” 
“Look, just leave the driving to me. If we need a brainiac attack we’ll call you, but 

I can handle the driving, okay?” 
“Okay, okay. Chill.” 
The brothers sit in tense silence as the slow parade of vehicles sloshes forward in 

short surges. The Tercel’s turn indicator begins to blink, so Sun puts his on, too. They 
coast along behind as it veers onto the off-ramp and winds its way toward Sir John A. 
MacDonald Boulevard. They merge into the crowded southbound lanes and proceed 
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sedately, rumbling over a set of railway tracks. 
“How long are we going to do this?” asks Sun wearily. 
“Until we find out where they go.” 
The Tercel makes a left on John Counter and heads east. Sun runs the end of an 

amber to avoid losing sight, the light turning red when they’re still in the middle of the 
intersection. Horns honk. Sun gestures rudely. “Jesus Crap,” he mumbles, gearing down 
and swerving around a mottled green canvas-canopy truck from the base. The soldiers 
in the back watch the Civic with narrowed eyes. 

The Tercel slows at Division Street, and makes another left to go northbound 
back toward the highway. The brothers look at one another. “Maybe he’s lost,” suggests 
Sun lamely. 

“Yeah...maybe.” 
They find themselves getting back on the highway. The Tercel filters into the 

middle lane and comes to a stop at the back end of the traffic jam they escaped from 
only a quarter hour earlier. Sun wilts against his wheel, brow glistening. “It’s too hot to 
do this today,” he says. 

“Have a Pepsi,” says Phat-so, pulling a cold can from his knapsack. 
Sun accepts it and cracks the seal, then chugs. 
As the sun descends they tail the light blue Tercel back and forth across the city, 

winding one way and then retracing its route, turning right where it had previously 
turned left, describing a seemingly nonsensical labyrinth across Kingston. 

At Bath and Gardiner they come to a long red. Sun switches lanes to pull up right 
beside the Tercel. “What are you doing?” asks Phat-so anxiously. 

“I’m cutting to the chase,” says Sun. “We’re just going to ask him what’s up. You 
know—talking. It may not be scientific but it works.” 

“What are you going to say?” stammers Phat-so. 
Sun chuckles. “He’s on your side, dipshit.” 
Phat-so turns to look out his window as the Civic rolls to a halt. A middle-aged 

woman with expensive sunglasses and dyed red hair sits smoking a cigarette in the light 
blue car, her wrist dangling carelessly over the wheel. Phat-so gulps, his mouth dry. 

“Go on!” urges Sun, poking his brother in the leg. “You pussy.” 
Phat-so leans out the window awkwardly. “Hey!” he calls, his voice cracking. “Do 

you live around here? We need some directions.” 
The woman doesn’t respond. 
Phat-so clears his throat, and speaks louder. “Hey, miss! Excuse me? We’re lost. 

Can you help us find Centennial Drive?” 
The woman leans over and adjusts her radio, then tosses the end of her cigarette 

out the window onto the pavement. It sinks into a wad of soft tar. She returns her gaze 
forward, impassive. 

“Um...do you know where that is? Centennial?” 
The light changes. She knocks the Tercel into gear and accelerates away. Sun hits 

the gas as well, flinging Phat-so back against the window frame. “Ouch!” he yelps, 
squirming back into his seat and wincing as he rubs his shoulder. 

“Sorry,” says Sun. 
“She wouldn’t even look at me.” 
“I know. That’s totally fucking rude.” 
Phat-so shakes his head. “It’s not just rude, Sunny, it’s like she didn’t even hear 

me. She didn’t even blink.” 
“Maybe she’s deaf. Are deaf people allowed to drive cars?” 
Phat-so shrugs. “I have no idea.” 
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The sky turns to stripes of grey and copper. Driving west is hard because of the 
sunset glare. Sun loses himself in perfecting his pursuit, and Phat-so knows his brother 
is truly immersed when his telephone rings but he neglects to answer it or even flip it 
open to glance at the display. He frowns in concentration as they make another round 
off the highway and then back on again, then wander through the downtown core along 
the waterfront. 

The colourful sails of a dozen nations’ fleets dot the harbour, returning to port 
after a day on the waves. The spume from their sterns is tinted gold by the ruddy, fading 
daylight. 

“I’m hungry,” says Sun, so Phat-so digs into his knapsack and hands him a bag of 
potato chips, then scoops out one for himself. 

“What’ve you got?” 
“Dill pickle.” 
“You gave me ketchup. Trade?” 
“Sure, whatever.” 
“Thanks.” 
It’s been two hours since Sun last asked when they would give up. He’s focused 

on the mission now, the muscles in his neck working with tension as he plots his way 
through the slowly thinning stream of vehicles. The CD has long finished but neither of 
them bother to put in another. For some indefinable reason sharing food solidifies the 
project, and makes it seem more critical, their time together hallowed and secret. The 
boys are onto something too important to afford a break. 

“Shit,” says Sun. “I have to piss.” 
Phat-so hands him an empty Pepsi can. 
“Jesus Crap,” moans Sun. Then he accepts the can and manoeuvres it between his 

legs. Phat-so looks away when he hears his brother’s fly unzip. “Hold the wheel,” Sun 
commands, so Phat-so extends a hand and tries to keep the Civic on a straight course. 

It’s twilight. The driver of the Tercel puts on her headlights. She turns north on 
Montreal Street and makes for the highway again. Sun follows. She gets off on 15 North 
and the glow of the city fades behind them. They plunge into the rich country darkness. 

Soon the only light comes from the ruby beacons on the Tercel’s rear and the spill 
of stars up above. The pursuit becomes an abstraction, like a videogame: Sun can see 
neither the road nor the fields—only the tail-lights ahead. He tracks the twin red glows 
as if his life depends on it. 

The Tercel slows at Stephentown Lane, surrounded by the looming silhouettes of 
bushes and trees. Her turn indicator winks on and off. As the Civic draws up behind 
Phat-so and Sun look at their own pallid, tired reflections in the glass. 

She turns. 
Sun checks up and down the road once more and then puts the Civic into gear to 

follow. As they round the corner he slows down, leaning forward close to the 
windscreen and blinking. “What the hell...?” 

The Tercel is gone. 
“Maybe...” says Sun slowly, “maybe she killed her lights. Maybe we spooked her.” 
He nods as he says this, switching gears and accelerating hard. The engine hums. 

Phat-so grabs the edges of his seat, clenching his teeth. The Civic bolts faster and faster 
along the country lane, tearing up the distance until the speedometer is pushing one 
sixty. Sun bangs the curves like a race car driver, hugging one edge and then the other to 
conserve momentum. The stars wheel overhead. They’re flying. Phat-so could swear 
they’re falling. 

And then just as suddenly Sun is gearing down, forcing the car to a skipping, 
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shuddering halt amid a slurry of pebbles and dirt. The last vestiges of motion are 
drained away only when the front bumper is an inch away from the guardrail that marks 
a sharp turn in the lane. 

Their cloud of dust catches up with them and washes over the car, billowing 
through the windows. The brothers cough. 

“There’s no way we missed her,” says Sun hollowly. “There’s no way that Tercel 
can do one sixty.” 

Phat-so nods. “Maybe she pulled into the ditch, and we passed her.” 
Sun shakes his head. “I don’t think so.” 
Both boys take a moment to catch their breath. Their hearts are racing. Phat-so 

says, “So...is this my over-active imagination?” 
Sun smiles meekly. “Maybe not. Sorry. Yeah, this is messed. Like, for real, Phat. 

For really real.” 
Phat-so shifts in his seat, looking around at the unrelenting blackness on all sides. 

Crickets chirp. “I’m feeling a little uneasy. You know? Don’t make fun of me, but I 
think I want to get back to where there’s some light.” 

Sun nods. “I won’t make fun. I’m with you. Let’s get out of here.” 
He puts the Civic into reverse with a casual flick of the wrist. The engine whinnies 

as it chugs backward, then Sun pops it into first. The headlights showcase a smear of 
vegetation as they pan. He pushes the pedal and they begin to rumble over the uneven 
roadway back toward 15. 

The car wheezes, then dies. They coast to a halt. 
Phat-so looks over. “What happened?” 
“We’re out of gas,” declares Sun with a dejected sigh. “Jesus Crap.” 
The night looms around them. Phat-so gulps. 
 
3. 
It’s payday, and Sun Kim is first to the counter, ready to receive his cheque. Mona 

pushes her shirtsleeves up past her meaty elbows and saddles Sun with an appraising 
look as she waggles a long-ashed cigarette from her mouth. “Why’re you so wooly about 
getting paid all of a sudden?” 

Sun looks down, embarrassed. “I ran out of gas out of town, and I had enough 
cash to get her towed to a station but not enough to fill her up again. Had to hitch.” 

“Your baby?” cries Mona, eyes theatrically wide. “You—Sun Kim, you—left your 
baby out at some butt-plugging gas-hole?” 

Sun nods. “Sucks, huh?” 
Mona cackles in a friendly way. “Sucks to be you!” 
Sun nods again. He takes his cheque and folds it into his wallet as he crosses the 

hot pavement to the other side of the car wash. Phat-so is waiting for him by a neon-
illuminated sign for the double wax and polish deal. The sign buzzes fretfully. “Ready to 
go?” asks Phat-so, picking up his knapsack. 

“I was kind of going to go get my car now, Phat,” says his brother, shielding his 
eyes from the sun with his palm as a visor. 

“We don’t need your car. Becca’s going to drive us.” 
“Becca has her license?” 
“Totally she does. She’s just filling the tank. She’s going to be right back to pick us 

up in like two minutes.” 
Sun regards his brother levelly. A week ago he would have done anything to avoid 

being stuck with Phat-so and his harebrained schemes, but now he finds himself 
resisting the urge to rescue his precious Civic. Instead, he’s anxious to tell Phat-so about 
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the car that drove up in the morning, paid at the automated kiosk, and then disappeared 
into the car wash never to emerge. 

Phat-so is very excited. “Which one was it? One we know?” 
Sun grimaces. “I’m not sure. It was a dark blue Explorer. Are there any dark blue 

Explorers on the list?” 
Phat-so whips out his log book and flips through the pages. “...Yes, yes—here’s 

one. Did you get the plate?” 
“No, sorry.” 
“So he drove into the car wash, and he didn’t come out?” 
Sun nods. “It’s messed up, Phat. It happened right in front of my eyes. I went 

around to make sure the undercarriage sprayer was working—because, you know, it’s 
been screwed up—and there’s no car there. It couldn’t have been out of sight for more 
than six seconds, just the time it took me to walk inside.” 

“Could he have driven straight through?” 
“What, on the conveyor? No way. He was locked in, clamped by the front left 

wheel.” 
“Did the wash mechanism engage?” 
“Yeah, but listen to this: the vehicle’s supposed to break an infrared beam at the 

mouth of the tunnel, right, so the wash computer knows how long it is. So when this 
Explorer vanishes I go over to the check the computer and it says it measured the thing 
as two feet long.” 

“A two foot long Ford Explorer?” 
“What do you make of that?” 
“Well, unless the car was moving at relativistic speeds that’s pretty damn peculiar,” 

says Phat-so. Then he scratches at his electric blue hair and sniffs. “Actually, I guess a 
car traveling at relativistic speeds would be pretty damn peculiar unto itself.” 

“What’s a relativistic speed?” 
“Velocity approaching the speed of light. When an object travels that fast it 

appears to be compressed along its length from the point of view of an outside 
observer.” 

“That’s an Einstein thing, right?” 
“Right.” 
Becca’s battered burgundy Camry grumbles to a stop beside them, the brakes 

squeaking and a fine ash of rust tumbling from the body. The back of the car is 
plastered with band stickers: Red Hot Chili Peppers, Jane’s Addiction, The New York 
Dolls. Becca herself wears a ragged and faded T-shirt that reads NIRVANA SUCKS 
AND SO DO YOU. “Sup, Kims?” she mumbles around a cigarette as she pats her 
jeans for a lighter. 

“Hey,” says Phat-so. 
“Fuck,” replies Becca, who then ducks inside the Camry again and thumbs the 

dashboard lighter. She emerges a moment later in a haze of tobacco smoke, tucking her 
dirty blonde hair behind her ears. 

Sun coughs. 
“Listen,” Phat-so says to him, “I totally understand about your car. Don’t worry 

about it. I’ll just go with Becca, and I’ll fill you in tonight.” 
Sun hesitates. He feels unexpectedly jealous. “No, no,” he says quickly, “I’ll come, 

too. I can get the car tomorrow.” 
“Are you sure?” 
“Yeah.” 
Phat-so grins, his face lighting up just the way it used to when they were kids and 
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Sun would grudgingly allow Phat-so to join in his play. “Okay, wicked. You ready to go, 
Becca? Are you sure you don’t mind carting us around?” 

Becca scoffs. “Phat, if it weren’t for you I wouldn’t have my math credit and I’d 
be in fucking summer school now. I owe you big.” 

They pile into the car. It smells like old food, stale perfume and ashtrays. Sun is 
forced to push a collection of kipple aside in order to make room for himself in the 
back seat. He tries to minimize skin contact with any surface. “Kind of messy in here,” 
he mutters. 

Becca glances at him in the rearview. “I’m sorry it’s not up to the standard of your 
glorious cockmobile, Sun.” 

“My car is not a cockmobile.” 
“Uh-huh,” she agrees sceptically. “What’s your shoe size?” 
“What?” 
“Nevermind.” 
They are pressed back into the seats as Becca floors the gas. Sun and Phat-so 

hurriedly attach their seatbelts. Becca leans forward into her own cloud of smoke and 
pokes expertly at the radio. A barrage of distorted electric guitar tears from the speakers, 
rattling the doors with the shrieks of a female vocalist. 

“What the hell is this crap?” shouts Sun, wincing. 
“Cherry Nuk-Nuk,” replies Becca, ashing out the window. “She fucking rocks.” 
The Camry blasts across the car wash’s arcade, flashing by Mona’s office as she 

hangs her head out to frown in condemnation. The wheels screech as they hit the street, 
leaving twin black skids on the curb and a sharp rubber smell lingering in the air. 

“Take a right on Queen,” instructs Phat-so. 
“You got it, boss,” says Becca. “So we’re hunting invisible cars, right?” 
“They’re not invisible,” says Sun petulantly. 
“They’re extra,” explains Phat-so. “They don’t belong. They don’t come from 

anywhere and they don’t go anywhere—they just drive around.” 
Becca draws on her smoke. “That’s weird.” 
“It’s more than weird,” says Sun. 
“How’re we going to stop them?” 
“Stop them?” echoes Phat-so, brow furrowed. 
“Yeah, stop them. I mean, weird shit like that can’t be about anything good, right? 

It’s some kind of cover-up, or a distraction, or some fucked up secret government 
programme, right?” 

The brothers exchange a look. Phat-so says, “We’re just trying to find out about it, 
to get to the bottom of the mystery. I’m not sure we can actually do anything.” 

“Shit,” says Becca, tossing her butt. “That’s lame. I thought we were like the 
Ghostbusters or something.” 

“It’s science,” offers Phat-so. 
“Yeah, well,” she shrugs, “I failed that, too.” 
Becca wrenches the wheel hard and the Camry squeals around the bend to Queen 

Street. They appear destined to collide with a city bus and Sun reflexively throws up his 
arms in front of his face, peeking through his fingers just enough to appreciate the deft 
way Becca jerks the car sideways and fits it into a momentary space offered as a 
speeding taxi and a lumbering dumptruck draw apart. In the next instant she’s changed 
lanes and dodged a parked delivery van to end up ahead of the taxi. 

Sun drops his hands. “That was slick,” he gasps. 
Becca flips her hair and jams into third. “I know.” 
Phat-so smooths open his log book, tapping a mechanical pencil against the side 
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of his jaw. “Let’s find somebody to tail,” he says thoughtfully. “Everybody look sharp. 
Tell me what you see.” 

“Silver Lexus, Nova Scotia plates...” 
“No.” 
“Babyshit-brown LeSabre, collision damage to the left-rear flank...” 
“No.” 
“Orange micro-schoolbus, letters scratched off...” 
“Yes, yes—follow that bus, Becca!” 
Becca grunts and veers into the next lane, chasing the light at Barrie Street. It turns 

red and a parade of left-turners wind across the way. Becca brakes hard and the Camry 
grinds to a halt, the carriage squeaking like springs on an old bed. 

Becca swears. Sun groans. Phat-so turns slowly to his right and jumps. “The red 
Camaro!” 

The red Camaro idles beside them, its driver invisible behind tinted windows. The 
engine revs in anticipation of the green. Becca flicks her eyes over. “That’s one of 
them?” 

“That’s definitely one of them,” confirms Phat-so, jotting notes in his log book. 
He pulls the Polaroid camera out of his knapsack and snaps a picture. “Nobody blink.” 

They all stare at the car. 
The light changes. Becca hangs close to the Camaro. Sun leans forward, gripping 

the back of Phat-so’s seat. “Watch yourself—you’re going to get stuck behind that 
Windstar,” he warns. 

“Where are you sitting?” asks Becca, eyes on the road. 
“What?” 
“Where in the car are you sitting, Sun?” 
“Uh—in the back seat.” 
“Is that where the driver normally sits?” 
“...No,” he replies, confused and flustered. Then her meaning dawns on him. “Oh. 

Sorry.” 
Becca smirks. 
As they cruise around the city in pursuit of the red Camaro Phat-so traces their 

route on a photocopied map, marking the time of day beside the line every few 
kilometers. The Camaro’s driver is heavy-footed, and Becca has to push her Camry hard 
to keep up. When they turn north on Collins Bay Road Sun perks up and taps Becca on 
the shoulder. “There’s usually a speed trap up here.” 

“Okay,” she says, easing off the gas. The Camaro begins to pull away, still 
speeding. 

They round a gentle hill and spot the nose of a police cruiser in the mouth of a 
laneway. A portly officer with a wide mustache stands in the shadow of a lilac bush, 
hunkering over a tripod-mounted laser gauge. He pans the head to track the blazing 
Camaro. 

The Camaro passes him. The officer frowns and fiddles with the device, 
apparently unable to get a reading. 

Sun twists in his seat to continue watching the officer as they pass by. Becca 
accelerates. “He’s going to turn on Bath again,” says Phat-so. She nods in 
acknowledgement, then works her way across the lanes, fighting to eat the distance 
between them. The Camaro turns, Becca follows, and Phat-so adds another time marker 
to his map lines. 

The pull of centripetal force causes a slush of debris in the back seat to slide from 
one side of the car to the other, exposing a hole in the flooring through which Sun can 
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see the pavement, pebbles drawn into flashing lines by motion blurring. Startled, he 
pulls up his feet and emits a little yelp. “Your car is falling apart!” 

“I know,” she says, glancing back at him. “Just cover up the hole with my French 
textbook.” 

“Jesus Crap!” 
“She’ll hold together,” promises Becca. Then she pets the steering wheel tenderly 

and whispers, “Come on baby—hold together.” 
The front right tire breaks open with a bang, followed by the repeated slap of slack 

rubber against the road. The Camry lurches. Becca hits the hazards and then wrestles 
the car over to the shoulder where it comes to sad, limping stop. The Camaro tears 
away. 

Sun sags. “You lost him!” 
“I’ve got a spare. Just give me a minute.” 
“I’ll do it,” says Sun, releasing his seatbelt and scooching across the bench to the 

door. 
“Stow the macho,” replies Becca. “It’s my car, I’ll deal with it.” 
Sun purses his lips in frustration. “Can’t I do anything? Damn it, I’m nothing but 

ballast on this trip. I feel useless sitting back here!” 
Becca sighs. “You can help, okay? How’s that?” 
“Fine.” 
All three of them climb out of the car and wander around the front to inspect the 

damage. The Camry’s rusted chassis sways as other cars blast by. Phat-so consults his 
Casio wristwatch. “We’ve got just under eighteen minutes before he loops back again, if 
the pattern holds. Can you guys change a tire that fast?” 

Something occurs to Becca. “Hey,” she says, “why don’t we try to flag him down 
to help us?” 

Sun shakes his head. “He won’t stop. We already tried to get the attention of one 
of the other drivers, and we were totally ignored.” 

Becca gives him a wry look. “Yeah,” she says, “but I’m a girl.” 
She peels her T-shirt over her head, leaving her clad in a spaghetti-strap tank top 

that hugs her breasts. The tank top says: I SHOT J.F.K. She hefts a tire-iron lazily and 
leans against the Camry. 

The brothers are looking at their shoes. “Um,” says Sun, flushing. 
Phat-so becomes absorbed in his watch. “Sixteen minutes.” 
Becca lights a smoke. “You guys are such fucking virgins.” 
“I’m not,” says Sun quickly, crossing his gangly arms across his narrow chest. 
“Sure.” 
Phat-so shrugs and fiddles with his watch. “The girls at Queens say I’m cute. They 

call me Doogie Howser.” 
Becca snorts, then drags on her cigarette. The sky is purple. The day is almost 

done. Minutes pass. “You two get out of sight,” she orders brusquely. “Hunker down in 
the back or something.” 

The boys do as they’re told, peeking out through the rear window to watch the 
traffic. “One minute,” whispers Phat-so. 

The Camaro crests the hill, racing toward them. Phat-so holds his breath. 
Becca saunters out to the edge of the shoulder and begins crossing and uncrossing 

her arms over her head, an image the brothers will remember keenly for nights to come. 
They squish against one another to get a better view. “Stop pushing me,” grumbles 
Phat-so, pulling at Sun’s shoulder. The back seat briefly devolves into a flurry of slaps 
and shoving. 
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Becca steps out in front of the Camaro. 
For a moment it looks like she’ll be killed, but at the last second the Camaro veers 

away into the inside lane and accelerates past them. The Camry is rocked by the wind in 
its wake. 

Phat-so lets his breath go in a dejected sigh. Sun slumps. 
A white Corvette swings out of traffic and rumbles across the gravel shoulder to 

stop behind the Camry. A tanned Portuguese man turns down the radio and leans out 
the window. “Hey, you need some help?” he calls. 

“No, we’re fine,” says Becca shortly. 
“Are you sure? I could give you a lift somewhere.” 
“No,” she repeats, scooping up her T-shirt and pulling it on over her head. 
“You can use my phone if you need to,” persists the Portuguese man. 
“Fuck off.” 
He opens his mouth to reply, decides against it, then cranks up his window and 

drives away, kicking up pebbles. Becca sneers. Phat-so and Sun emerge from the back 
seat. “Well, that was a waste of time,” says Sun. 

“Let’s get that tire changed,” snaps Becca. 
“T minus seventeen minutes,” reports Phat-so, pressing a button on the side of his 

Casio. It beeps. 
Fifteen minutes later the torn tire has been replaced by a pint-sized spare. Becca 

wipes her palms on her jeans and tosses the tire-iron back into the trunk. When she 
slams it closed a cloud of rust drifts to the ground. She drags pensively on a cigarette. 
“You know...” she says slowly, “we haven’t exactly exhausted all the ways cars can 
interact.” 

Sun squints. “What do you mean?” 
They climb back inside the Camry and Becca starts the engine. “Well, you’ve tried 

talking to them, and now we’ve tried flagging them down for help. Can’t you think of 
another way drivers in different cars can affect each other?” 

Phat-so shrugs. Sun shakes his head. 
Becca cracks her knuckles and places them on the wheel, her eyes glued to the 

rearview mirror for any sign of their target. She says, “They crash.” 
Phat-so blinks. “Pardon?” 
“Camaro,” reports Sun, turning around in his seat. 
Becca lets up the clutch and the Camry starts to drift forward on the shoulder. 

“They crash,” she repeats, shifting gears and accelerating. “They hit each other.” 
The Camaro is roaring up behind them. Becca lays on the gas to match its speed 

as she steers the Camry off the shoulder and into the outside lane. Sun grabs the edge of 
her seat. “You’re not going to...” 

“Why not?” she says breezily, shifting again and flooring the gas. “That’s what 
insurance is for, after all.” 

“Becca, you’re insane!” 
She grins. 
Phat-so is confused. He doesn’t grasp her plan until the Camry is drawing up right 

beside the speeding Camaro, door to door. The last golden glow of the sinking sun 
glints on the red car’s polarized windows. “Ready?” she says, licking her lips. 

“No!” shout the boys in anguished unison. 
“Hang on tight,” she hisses, then spins the wheel to the left. 
The Camry plows into the side of the red Camaro. 
Sun flinches. The car bucks. When he opens his eyes again he’s watching a 

rooster-tail of bright orange sparks flying past the window as Becca’s Camry grinds 
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against the median guardrail. With a dizzying wallop of momentum the car spins out 
across the street, the twilight scenery a purple-grey blur. 

Seconds later they’re on the shoulder again, Becca gripping the wheel and 
breathing hard. “Holy shit,” she says. “Did you see that?” 

Phat-so nods mutely. 
“What?” cries Sun. “What the hell happened? Where’s the Camaro?” 
“There,” says Becca, pointing at the windscreen. The red Camaro is in the outside 

lane, disappearing over the next hill, utterly undamaged. 
“You missed it?” 
“I didn’t fucking miss it,” declares Becca firmly. “It jumped away.” 
“What?” 
Phat-so shudders. “I saw it,” he says quietly. “There it was, in the inside lane, like 

two inches from us, and then the next moment it was in the outside lane. It didn’t steer 
over—it was just there...as if it had been there all along. We never even grazed it.” 

“Jesus Crap,” breathes Sun. His hands are shaking. “That’s impossible.” 
Sun is suddenly backlit by a wash of intense white light followed by the stuttering 

bark of engine brakes. Becca and Phat-so jump, then squint past Sun. “It’s a truck,” says 
Phat-so. “It’s a big rig.” 

The eighteen wheeler stops behind them, air brakes chuffing. The door flies open 
and a burly man dressed in a flannel shirt and a baseball cap jumps down from the cab 
and rushes over to Becca’s window. “Are ya alright?” he gasps. 

“Yeah,” says Becca. “Yeah, we’re all fine.” 
“That was some spin-out, missy!” 
“Thanks for stopping,” she adds distantly. 
“What happened?” continues the truck driver, taking off his cap and mopping his 

brow with a handkerchief from his pocket. “Did you lose control? Or was it...that other 
guy?” 

“You saw the Camaro?” 
The trucker pinches his mouth tight for a fleeting second, then nods casually. 

“Sure. Looked like a real speed demon from back where I was at, that guy.” He pauses, 
then puts his large hands on the window’s edge. “You kids weren’t racing, were you? 
Do you know that guy? A friend of yours? I’m no cop, you can tell me.” 

Becca shakes her head. She’s not sure what to say. She looks to Phat-so. He leans 
over her and says, “You know, don’t you?” 

The trucker blinks. “Huh?” 
Phat-so shrugs and drops back into his seat. “Nothing,” he says. “Forget about it.” 
The trucker scratches his nose and shifts his weight. “So...” he says slowly. “I ain’t 

crazy. You noticed them too, huh?” 
Phat-so nods. “The extra cars.” 
“The extra cars,” the trucker echoes, thumbs hitched in his belt. “I’ve been seeing 

them around here for weeks, every time I’m through Kingston. It’s gotta be the second 
damnedest thing I ever saw.” 

Phat-so raises his brow. “Maybe we should compare notes. My name’s Phat-so—
Phat-so Kim. This is Becca, and my brother Sun.” 

“We’re like the Ghostbusters,” explains Becca. 
“Stop saying that,” mutters Sun. 
The trucker puts his cap back on and tugs the beak in greeting. “Yves LeRoche. 

Friends call me Papa Rock. There’s a spot with half-decent coffee about two miles 
thataway. Big blue sign. What say we meet up there and talk some?” 

Phat-so grins. “That’d be great.” 
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“Is your car up to it, missy?” 
“Yeah, she’ll make it,” says Becca. “She’s just all scratched to shit.” 
Yves tugs his cap’s beak again. “See ya in a few.” 
As he ambles back to his rig he, along with everyone in the Camry, pauses to 

silently watch the orange schoolbus with the scratched off lettering cruise past. It’s 
extra, and they all recognize it. 

They shiver. 
 
4. 
It’s two o’clock in the morning. The sky is starless. The glistening pavement 

exhales fog as the recent rain evaporates. 
A series of reflective orange and black warning placards stand in a row where the 

exit lanes are being widened at Middle Street. Each placard is topped by a round yellow 
beacon that blinks on and off at a sedate pace. The beacons along the row are not 
synchronized—the weave in and out of concert with one another, periods of apparent 
order fleeting through the random blinks. 

The MacDonald-Cartier Freeway is quiet. Only the occasional vehicle drives past 
the construction site. Most of them are trucks. It’s the hour when roadkills happen, 
when the asphalt is quiet enough to invite investigation. 

A rabbit hops across the lanes. 
It freezes, suddenly uneasy. The rabbit feels as though it is not alone—that 

something lies in wait. 
It sits up to cock an eye at the rainy gloom that glows with soft-edged blossoms 

from the construction beacons. In a fit of apparent order the beacons illuminate in 
sequence, a yellow pulse of light shooting from the far end directly toward the rabbit. 

The rabbit bolts. In a beat it’s just a rustle in the bushes. 
After a moment the crickets resume chirping. 
Splayed shafts of light play at the horizon, then glare across the lanes as a pair of 

headlights appear. The vehicle’s tires hum against the wet pavement. An instant later it 
is backlit by the beams of a long transport truck riding almost directly behind it, 
revealing the broad shouldered silhouette of a micro-schoolbus. 

The truck signals, formation lights winking on and off. It draws into the inside 
lane, and begins to overtake the schoolbus, engine roaring. 

Instead of passing, however, the truck matches the schoolbus’ pace, becoming a 
speeding wall throwing trails of spray up from each set of wheels. The schoolbus shies 
away to the outside of its lane. The truck follows it, turn signals still flashing insistently, 
herding the schoolbus further and further toward the edge of the freeway. 

The truck blasts its horn and eases into the outside lane. 
The schoolbus meeps feebly and then smacks down two of the winking warning 

placards as it runs into the construction zone, wheels rumbling loudly as they cross onto 
the unfinished surface. 

Its brake lights flare brighter. The bus skitters and screeches, swerving to avoid a 
green plastic port-o-potty and then sliding to a diagonal halt. A high concrete barrier 
ahead bars any further progress. A cloud of dust washes over the schoolbus as the last 
lurches die out of its shocks. 

The transport truck speeds away into the night. 
At that moment four more headlights come on: the eyes of cars hiding in the dark. 

Their engines keen as they bumble over the ditch and then bump onto the construction 
site, splitting around the port-o-potty and then stopping sharply at opposing rear 
quarters of the schoolbus. 
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It’s Sun’s iridescent purple Civic and Becca’s scraped burgundy Camry. The 
schoolbus has no escape route. 

A moment passes. The warning beacons flash patiently. Fog swirls. 
Phat-so Kim emerges from the Civic. He’s dressed entirely in black because Sun 

has assured him that all covert operations should be performed while wearing black. He 
stands behind the door and keeps his camcorder held aloft in front of him. 

Sun emerges next. He’s wearing a black, woolen balaclava. It’s a very warm 
balaclava so sweat keeps running into his eyes. He blinks, his vision swimming. 

Becca steps out of her car last. She wears mottled green camouflage fatigues from 
head to toe, except for a glow-in-the-dark Ghostbusters logo across her chest. She holds 
her tire-iron at the ready, like a baseball bat. She whispers, “What do we do now, boss?” 

Phat-so swallows. He closes his eyes for a second, then nods to his brother and 
walks around to the front of the Civic. Sun meets him there, eyes on the bus, his hand 
hovering over the canister of pepper spray in his pocket. Phat-so passes the camcorder 
to Sun, who seems relieved to be given a clear function. He blinks in blurry confusion at 
the green, nightvision smears on the viewfinder. 

Phat-so wipes his moist palms on his black jeans and then begins to cautiously 
step closer to the schoolbus. “Hello?” he calls, his voice echoing flatly off the concrete 
barriers. 

Becca tightens her grip on the tire-iron. 
Phat-so licks his lips nervously and pushes forward beyond the rear bumper. The 

faded black letters along the side of the bus spell out EA T YOR SCHOOL. He 
watches the shadowed square of the large side view mirror for any sign of eyes. 

“Hello?” he calls again, less certain this time. 
He draws up to the driver’s window. The cabin is dark, the view through the glass 

confused by reflections from the winking yellow beacons. Phat-so takes a breath and 
moves close enough for his shadow to block out the glare. He looks back at his friends 
sharply. 

“There’s no driver.” 
Sun mops the sweat from his wide eyes, and leans against the Civic. His mouth 

hangs open. Becca purses her lips. “I knew it,” she says, then glances apprehensively 
over each shoulder. 

Something shifts inside the schoolbus. Phat-so jumps. 
He stumbles back, then slowly rounds the nose of the schoolbus using his hand to 

block the headlights’ shine. He squints. “No, wait,” he says. “There’s some...body in 
there.” He clears his throat and squeaks, “Hello?” 

Motion flashes inside the cabin, and machinery clanks. The bus’ red four-way 
flashers light up and an octagonal sign folds out of its side. It says TOP / ARR. 
Beacons above and below the mangled lettering pulse, clicking as they light and dim. 

The micro-bus’ folding door chuffs open, then groans and rumbles as a 
handicapped access ramp lowers from the stoop. It clanks on the gravel, disturbing the 
fog. 

Phat-so wonders whether he’s about to have first contact with alien life. 
Unconsciously, his fingers twitch into a Vulcan greeting. His feet feel numb and far 
away. 

Something inside the bus coughs. It then begins to shuffle down the ramp, one 
heavy foot at a time. 

Phat-so tries to speak but finds he cannot. 
The flashing red lights reveal a tall figure in a long coat and a hawkish blade of a 

nose. He moves stiffly, like an imitation of a man. “Do not be afraid,” he says in a low, 
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grainy voice. “I am not one of them.” 
Sun passes out, falling backward onto the hood of the Civic and then sliding to the 

ground. Becca cries out, “What the hell is it?” 
Phat-so’s mouth moves but no sound comes out. His eyes are locked on the tall 

shadow loping down the ramp toward him. 
Becca yells, “Are you some kind of alien? Tell us!” 
“No,” says the shadow. “I am a detective.” 
“Yeah, but are you human?” she challenges, taking a step closer and shaking the 

tire-iron menacingly. 
The man limps closer to Phat-so. “You’re hunting them,” he says. 
Phat-so can’t see the stranger’s eyes in the backlight, lost to the shadows of his 

brow. He’s facing a nobody, pulsing in and out of the crimson gloom. He feels himself 
nodding slowly. “The extra cars,” he says. 

“Leave Phat-so alone!” yells Becca. 
The man turns toward her and frowns. “That seems needlessly cruel. He’s not 

even heavy.” 
“It’s Korean,” explains Phat-so. 
“What does it mean in Korean?” 
“It’s just my name.” 
“Ah.” The man nods, and then extends his arm stiffly. It ends in a black glove. 

With dread Phat-so realizes that he’s supposed to shake it. With an effort he does so, 
meeting with a brief, mechanical squeeze that faintly buzzes. 

“I’m Phat-so Kim,” says Phat-so Kim. 
“S. Mississauga, Mr. Kim. And while I applaud your ambitions here tonight, you 

haven’t done your homework. You’ve mistaken me for one of them.” 
“We’ve seen you out there...going nowhere.” 
“Yes,” says Mr. Mississauga, “because I track them, my behaviour parallels theirs. 

There’s a certain element of entanglement in the data that makes your mistake 
understandable. Never the less, you’re interfering with my investigation.” 

“I’m sorry.” 
“Also, I have to ask you to stop railroading me into dead ends. My brakes leave a 

lot to be desired. That was very dangerous.” 
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry—I don’t know what we were thinking. It was dangerous.” 
“How did you enlist the transport truck?” 
“We met him a couple of nights ago. He’d been noticing, too. Noticing the extra 

cars.” Phat-so shifts, letting his shadow slip off to reveal Mr. Mississauga’s face in the 
intermittent light of the yellow construction beacons. He’s just a man. Phat-so asks, “Is 
this bus some kind of undercover unit?” 

“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “It’s where I live.” 
“You’re doing this off-duty?” 
“I’m not a cop. I’m a private detective.” 
“Who are you working for?” 
“Mr. Kim, that is an impertinent question.” 
“Sorry.” 
Becca steps closer again, the tire-iron sagging forgotten at her side. “Oh,” she says, 

“you’re like an Indian or whatever.” 
“I am native,” admits Mr. Mississauga. 
“I’m half Irish,” contributes Becca. “So are they like escaped totem spirits or 

something?” 
Mr. Mississauga compresses his mouth into a tight line and sniffs. “You tell me, 
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miss: are they leprechauns?” 
Becca frowns. “What?” 
Phat-so raises his brow. “So you don’t know what they are either?” 
“No,” replies Mr. Mississauga heavily. “My mind hasn’t made itself up yet. How 

long have you been watching them?” 
“About two weeks.” 
“Almost since the beginning, then...” mumbles Mr. Mississauga pensively. “Have 

you collected many artifacts from them?” he asks, his expectant look revealed and 
vanished in blinking turns by the beacons. 

“Artifacts?” 
“Yes, from the...extras, as you put it. Cigarette butts, pop cans, traffic tickets—

anything they leave behind that stays behind.” 
“Well, no,” says Phat-so, “we don’t have anything like that. I mean, I’ve noted stuff 

in my log book, but we didn’t take actual samples.” He clears his throat as Mr. 
Mississauga continues to watch him expectantly. “We were trying to be, um, scientific 
about it—like trying not to disturb what we were studying too much.” 

Mr. Mississauga straightens, his mouth hard. “To observe is to disturb, Mr. Kim.” 
Phat-so flushes. “Yeah, I guess that’s true.” 
An SUV coming along the freeway slows as it passes the ramp construction. Mr. 

Mississauga watches it intently, his head panning to follow. The truck is white, its 
windows opaque. It crawls past the schoolbus, then accelerates away. 

Becca watches it go, then turns to Mr. Mississauga and observes the sour 
expression his long, tired face. “Someone you know?” 

“Yes.” 
“Is it—the government?” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga quietly. “Worse.” 
Phat-so looks around wildly, brow furrowed. “Where the hell is Sun?” 
Becca and Phat-so run to the Civic and kneel at Sun’s side. Mr. Mississauga 

shambles after them, limping stiffly. Becca pulls the sopping balaclava over Sun’s head 
and then gently slaps at his clammy cheeks. “Sun? Sunny? Come on, Sun—wake up 
now.” 

Sun blinks. “Fuh?” he says. 
“Are you okay?” she demands breathlessly. 
“I just got a little hot.” 
“Have some water,” says Becca, helping him to sit up and lean against the bumper. 

She jogs off to her car and returns with a bottle. 
“Mr. Mississauga, meet my brother, Sun,” introduces Phat-so awkwardly. “Sun, 

this is Mr. Mississauga. He’s a private eye. He’s on the case of the cars.” 
“Um. Hi,” offers Sun, his brow furrowed. 
Phat-so leans inside the car and brings out his log book and map binder. 

“Detective,” he calls. “This is what I’ve got, if you’re interested. Well, this and about a 
billion hours of videotape. That’s in the basement.” 

Mr. Mississauga rocks into place at the boy’s side. He leans over and turns the 
pages of the map binder with his rigid left hand. “This is good,” says Mr. Mississauga, 
nodding. “Very thorough work, Mr. Kim. Your data complements mine nicely. Perhaps 
we should pool our resources.” 

Phat-so looks up. “Really?” 
Becca glances over from Sun’s side. “I thought we were cramping your style or 

whatever. Disturbing everything with our looking, right?” 
“Miss, I am not a scientist,” says Mr. Mississauga evenly. “I am a detective, and 
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I’m willing to do whatever it takes to unravel this. I don’t need to keep my hands clean. 
I like your idea of catching a car—the only problem is you chose the wrong car. What 
we need is more information on the target.” 

“How are we going to get that?” asks Phat-so. 
Twin cones of light splash down the length of the site. A car approaches, winding 

its way around the port-o-potty and stopping with a faint squeak behind the purple 
Civic. A siren chirps, and red bubble lights begin to flash and spin. 

“Shit,” says Becca, standing up. “It’s the pigs.” 
The driverside door of the cruiser opens, and a figure steps out. Her boots crunch 

on the gravel as she approaches, silhouetted by the cruiser’s headlights. “Kingston 
Police,” calls out a woman’s voice, edged with authority. “Has there been an accident?” 

“Everybody’s fine,” Phat-so calls back. This gets him pegged by a flashlight beam, 
held over the officer’s shoulder. He squints against the glare. “We were just...um, 
helping this guy out,” he offers lamely. 

“Car trouble?” asks the officer. 
“I think it’s fixed,” says Becca. She blinks and holds up her hand as the flashlight 

beam swings over to her face. “Damn, can you not do that?” 
“Check your attitude,” the officer barks. The wandering beam next finds Sun 

sitting against the front fender of the Civic. “Is this man injured?” snaps the officer, 
shining the light back and forth between Phat-so and Becca. 

“I’m not injured I’m just hot,” says Sun weakly. 
“What’s the situation here?” demands the officer. 
Mr. Mississauga clears his throat. “I can explain,” he says, his low voice rasping. 

He doesn’t squint when the flashlight beam hits him. The beam plies Mr. Mississauga’s 
chocolate brown eyes out of the dark, and they stare back unflinchingly. 

The police officer begins to chuckle. “Goddamn Sky Mississauga,” she says slowly, 
shaking her head. “Of all the wraiths to run into in the dead of night...” 

“Sergeant-Major Wainwright,” says Mr. Mississauga. “Coincidence abounds.” 
She lowers the flashlight and comes closer to the tall detective in the long 

overcoat. “There’s no ‘sergeant-major’ about it anymore. Call me constable. They 
busted my balls after that business last year, washed me right out. I’m just a traffic cop 
now.” 

“What? Why?” 
“Seems like I was the only one dumb enough to support your version of events,” 

says Constable Wainwright. “Everyone else toed the line, so when the commissioner cut 
your contract he cut me loose, too.” 

“You told the truth.” 
She shrugs. “Sometimes the truth isn’t good enough, Mr. Miss. My reward for 

sticking to the truth was to go from defending national security to ticketing broken turn 
signals.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that. I never meant—” 
“Thanks. But I don’t blame you, you legless old freak. Nobody compelled me to 

be stupid.” She pauses, and takes another look at the youths and cars arrayed around the 
construction site. “So, Mr. Miss...what exactly is the situation here?” 

Mr. Mississauga coughs. “My friends and I are conducting a science experiment.” 
“In a construction site?” 
“My vehicle experienced some difficulties. We were forced to pull aside.” 
“Your vehicle?” she says, angling her beam over to the micro-schoolbus with its 

pulsing four-way flashers. “You’re driving a bus?” 
“Yes,” says Mr. Mississauga. “I live in it, too.” 
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“What happened to your apartment?” 
“I experienced some difficulties with the landlord,” he replies. “Noise 

complaints.” 
“That’s too bad.” 
“No,” he says. “In fact, being mobile has turned out to be useful for the purposes 

of this case.” 
“What case? I thought you said it was an experiment.” 
“All in the line of duty, Constable.” 
Constable Wainwright purses her lips, turning slowly in place and peering into the 

faces of Becca, Phat-so and Sun. They smile back hopefully but say nothing. The 
constable takes off her cap and scratches at her red hair, then adjusts her bun and 
replaces the cap. “You know, in any other circumstance I’d require a better answer than 
that. But, with you, Mr. Miss—honestly, I’m afraid to ask.” 

Mr. Mississauga says nothing, his eyes on hers. 
“Well,” she sighs after a moment, “can I count on you to get these vehicles out of 

here? This is technically trespassing.” 
“Yes,” says Mr. Mississauga. “We were just about to leave.” 
The constable rocks on her heels, hesitating. She says, “This is the part where I 

start to walk away, and then you make me stop so you can ask a bizarre favour.” 
Mr. Mississauga’s lips curl subtly at the corners. “Oh?” 
“Don’t dick with me, Mississauga. I’ve known you too long.” 
He nods curtly. “Mr. Kim, may I have another look at your catalogue?” 
Phat-so wordlessly passes over his log book. Mr. Mississauga’s hand whirs faintly 

as his gloved fingers close to grip the binding. He flips the cover and scans down the 
columns. 

“What do you have there?” asks Constable Wainwright. 
“I need you to run a plate for me,” says Mr. Mississauga. He inclines the book 

toward Phat-so. “How about this one?” 
Phat-so nods. “The red Camaro.” 
“Constable, we would be in your debt if you could supply us with the street 

address associated with this vehicle, as well as the name and particulars of the registered 
owner.” 

Constable Wainwright takes the log book and glances at it. “That’s it?” 
Phat-so looks back and forth between the impassive detective and the frowning 

officer. “Please,” he contributes. 
She sighs. “Come on.” 
Phat-so and Mr. Mississauga follow her back to the cruiser. She drops into the seat 

and turns the dashboard computer toward her, amber type glowing on a smudged black 
screen. She looks up and traces their gazes, then gestures dismissively at the baby-faced 
officer snoring loudly in the passenger seat. “Don’t worry about Benny,” she says. “He’s 
down for the count.” 

She stabs at the keyboard and then sits back to wait. A moment later a driving 
record scrolls into view. She tilts the screen. Phat-so takes out a mechanical pencil and 
copies the information into his log book. 

Benny mutters something in his sleep and rolls over. 
Constable Wainwright pulls on the edge of the book and then clicks a pen with 

her thumb. She jots down a telephone number and then looks up at Mr. Mississauga 
seriously. “Emergencies only. Got that, Mr. Miss?” 

“I don’t foresee any emergencies.” 
“When you’re in town, there’s always something,” she says. “At least this’ll keep you 
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from calling the station and besmirching my bad name even more by association, you 
red-skinned devil.” 

Mr. Mississauga makes a small, tight smile. “Constable, I believe you’re flirting 
with me.” 

She swings the car door. It bangs shut, startling Benny. “No,” says Constable 
Wainwright crisply. Then she knocks the cruiser into reverse and pulls back out of the 
construction zone. The bubble lights spin down and dim, and the cruiser drives away. 

Sun and Becca wander closer. “So?” prompts Becca. 
“We’ve got an address,” says Phat-so. “We’ve got the red Camaro’s address.” 
“Jesus Crap!” says Sun. “So what do we do now?” 
Mr. Mississauga limps forward. The others instinctively shy back from him a step. 

He reaches into his coat and withdraws a hand-rolled cigarette, then lights it by way of a 
series of practiced, discrete steps. He draws on it, causing the ember to illuminate his 
sombre face with a macabre, ruddy glow. The tobacco crackles quietly as it burns. 

“Stakeout,” he says simply, turning to meet the eyes of each of them. He exhales a 
plume of smoke. “Who’s in?” 

 
5. 
Sun Kim’s iridescent purple Honda Civic pulls up to the curb outside of Becca’s 

parent’s house, coasting to a stop in the long shadow of a neighbour’s maple tree. It’s 
six thirty in the morning. The boys emerge from the car bleary-eyed and yawning. 

Birds chirp. Phat-so rests his coffee on top of the car while he squirms into his 
knapsack, then takes another sip. “Bless you, Tim Horton,” he breathes reverently. 

Sun stretches, grimacing. “I don’t know about this, Phat.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Didn’t mom always tell us never to get into a car with a creepy stranger?” 
Phat-so makes a face. “We’re not little kids anymore. This is different. Mr. 

Mississauga’s a detective. This is his job.” 
“So he says.” 
“And so says that cop, Constable Westworld or whatever.” Phat-so sips his coffee 

and consults his watch. “Where the hell is Becca already? He’s going to be here soon.” 
Just then the front door bangs open and Becca steps onto the porch, pushing her 

dirty blonde hair out of her face with a shoulder while she wrangles a pack of cigarettes, 
a lighter, a small plastic cooler and an unwieldy wicker basket. As she shuffles down the 
walk she ignites the lighter, touches it to the cigarette, and swings the basket’s handle 
over her arm as she balances the cooler at her elbow. “Look at me,” she mumbles 
around the smoke, “I’m a fucking acrobat.” 

“What is all that?” asks Sun. 
She arrives at the curb and dumps the basket and cooler on the hood of the Civic, 

which causes Sun to gasp anxiously. “It’s a picnic lunch,” explains Becca. “You know, 
sandwiches and crap.” She crosses her arms over a T-shirt featuring a picture of large-
eyed grey alien presenting its middle finger over the caption: THE TRUTH IS UP 
YOURS. 

“Nice shirt,” says Sun. 
“Stop checking me out. I’m not a fucking hunk of meat.” 
“You’re charming in the morning, Bec.” 
“Eat me.” 
Phat-so sips his coffee and checks his Casio again. Becca smokes. Sun shoves his 

hands in his pockets and considers his shoes. It’s just like they’re waiting to be picked 
up for school. 
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The orange micro-schoolbus with the lettering scratched off rounds the corner 
and comes to a squeaking halt before them. The stop sign folds out of its side and the 
door chuffs open. Mr. Mississauga faces them from the driver’s seat, his expression 
humourless. In the daylight he looks older; his short black hair is peppered with grey. 
“Let’s go,” he says. 

Soon they’re rumbling along en route to Rideau Heights, to the address of the red 
Camaro’s owner. His name is Steven Bettersley, and he’s twenty-two years old. He’s 
been known to exceed the posted limits. 

The inside of Mr. Mississauga’s bus smells like soup and cigarettes. 
Becca and Sun sit on the bench seat behind the driver, while Phat-so sits on the 

opposite side of the aisle with his knapsack beside him. He turns on the bench to survey 
the interior of the bus: there’s a camcorder on a tripod clamped to the bench behind 
him, wired to a tiny television attached to the cabin’s ceiling. Further back two benches 
have been removed to make room for a small, sweat-stained cot with a bundle of 
twisted blankets in the corner. Phat-so spots a duffel bag of clothes, some sort of a 
charging mechanism peeking out of a cluster of electronics, and a wooden shipping 
palette stacked with cans of Campbell’s Scotch Broth soup, identical row upon identical 
row... 

There’s a hot plate and a shaving kit, a tool box and a sewing machine. A fleet of 
empty water bottles roll across the aisle whenever the bus turns. Beneath another of the 
benches are shrink-wrapped boxes of Drum rolling tobacco and a matching supply of 
slow-burning Zig-Zag papers. Also, toothpaste. 

Under the bench Sun and Becca sit on is a crate marked with Japanese ideograms 
over a cutesy cat logo, and a canister of disposable pens. 

Dangling from the rearview mirror is a hoop of willow with a web woven inside, 
the lower edge festooned with feathers and beads. Phat-so has seen hoops like this 
before, and he’s pretty sure they’re called a dream catchers. 

The dream catcher sways as the bus stops. Mr. Mississauga pulls up the parking 
brake and kills the engine. 

“So this is it?” asks Sun vapidly, looking at the rows of small but upscale homes 
lining either side of the block. The neighbourhood trees are old and tall, almost meeting 
to form a leafy cathedral roof over the road. 

“Yes,” says Mr. Mississauga simply. 
“There’s the Camaro,” says Phat-so, pointing through the windows to a driveway 

across the street. He asks, “Isn’t an orange bus sitting here all day going to be...you 
know, kind of conspicuous?” 

“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “Schoolbuses are trusted.” 
The detective extracts himself from the driving compartment by way of a 

methodical process, rotating his body by stages, lifting himself with the aid of a canvas 
strap, rapping sharply on each knee to swing his shins straight. They squeak as if in need 
of oil. He adjusts his overcoat with belaboured dignity and then shuffles down the aisle 
between the bench seats, rocking purposefully from one foot to the other. 

Phat-so, Sun and Becca watch him wordlessly. 
He bends down over the camcorder, turns it on, then adjusts its angle to point at 

the red Camaro. The house is obscured by a wall of sun-wilted lilacs at the end of a 
yellow lawn. In the driveway beside the Camaro is a dented, bile-coloured Jeep 
Cherokee. The image of the two vehicles appears on the ceiling-mounted television. Mr. 
Mississauga feeds a tape into the camcorder and the word REC flashes in the corner of 
the screen. 

Sun looks around. “So...what do we do now?” 
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“We wait,” says Mr. Mississauga. “We watch.” 
He settles himself down on the bench beside the tripod and extracts a hand-rolled 

cigarette from an inside pocket. He uses his quietly whirring right hand to position the 
stiff fingers of his left, then lodges the cigarette into the ready grip and lights it. His 
gloves creak. He draws on the smoke. 

At seven thirty a teenage girl dressed in a heavy black sweater and severe make-up 
leaves the house and heads northbound on foot. At seven forty a man and a woman in 
wear-worn business casuals climb into opposites sides of the Cherokee and drive away. 
At five to eight a young man in his twenties steps onto the porch and lights a cigarette. 
He’s dressed to sell hamburgers. At one minute before eight o’clock he’s picked up by a 
friend in a green Hyundai Pony that screeches away accompanied by pounding heavy 
metal. 

“That’s lame,” sighs Becca. “That has to be him, and now he’s gone. Nothing’s 
going to happen.” 

Phat-so says, “The car is still there.” 
“The car’s not going to go anywhere by itself, Phat. How long’s a shift at Burger 

King? We’re going to be here all day.” 
Mr. Mississauga nods behind his veil of smoke. “Yes.” 
“Yes what?” 
“Yes, we are going to be here all day.” 
Ten minutes pass, then twenty. Mr. Mississauga changes the tape in the camcorder 

and lights another cigarette. Phat-so makes a note in his log book. Sun slumps. 
Becca kneels up on her seat and shifts around to face the detective. “Can I ask you 

something?” she asks. Mr. Mississauga turns and regards her silently. Becca continues, 
“What’s up with your legs?” 

“Phocomelia.” 
“Isn’t that like when people are sexually aroused by poo?” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “That would be coprophilia. Phocomelia, in contrast, 

is a birth defect in which the limbs manifest as stubby flippers.” 
Becca swallows awkwardly. “Shit. So I guess it’s pretty hard to walk on flippers, 

eh?” 
“I have two artificial legs and two artificial arms,” explains Mr. Mississauga evenly. 

“A consequence of prenatal thalidomide poisoning.” 
“Holy crap. But you walk around and drive and do everything yourself?” 
“Yes.” 
“That’s fucking incredible. You’re a gymnast, but nobody can tell.” 
Mr. Mississauga offers a small, tight smile. “I manage.” 
Becca laughs. So does Phat-so. He says, “Can I ask you something, detective?” Mr. 

Mississauga turns to look at him. Phat-so squirms a bit, then manages to ask, “Does 
your hand have sensation, or does it just move?” 

“I have sensation,” says Mr. Mississauga, exhaling a blossom of fume. “I can tell 
the difference between hot and cold, sharp and round, hard or soft, coarse or smooth.” 
He drags his arm against the side of the bench to force his sleeve up, exposing a 
forearm composed of a series of metal and kevlar guards bracing pockets of dark, 
rubbery-looking bundles. The morning sunlight glints on the fixtures. 

Sun leans over, eyes widening. “Oh. my. God,” he gasps. “That’s a Zhang!” 
Becca frowns. “What’s a Zhang?” 
“Zhang is a genius!” croons Sun. “He’s this old Chinese-French guy, based in 

Paris, and his workshop makes just about the sweetest machines ever. His background’s 
in clockwork so he works in a totally different way than most engineers. His designs are 
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fully bottom-up, from the molecular level, with tiny physical parts instead of electronics, 
fitting and moving together with like insane precision, each layer more complex than the 
last. He’s supposed to be a crazy perfectionist. His stuff costs millions, like even the 
smallest thing. Millions! I read about him in Popular Mechanics.” 

Phat-so is impressed, his pupils racing back and forth over the exposed forearm. 
“What are the muscles made of?” he asks breathlessly. 

“Carbon nanotubes,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
Phat-so whistles. “It’s a work of art.” 
Mr. Mississauga flexes the arm, pulses of motion rippling through the matte black 

bundles of ropey synthetic muscle. “Yes,” he agrees. “I’m very satisfied.” 
“How did you ever afford it?” asks Sun, who then turns immediately sheepish. 

“I’m sorry, that was probably rude as hell.” 
“Yes,” agrees Mr. Mississauga. Despite this assessment, he answers the question: 

“My patron is an investor in the Zhang Workshop. I was provided this arm and both 
my legs in return for services rendered.” 

“Detective services?” asks Phat-so. 
“Yes.” 
Becca cocks her head. “Why not both arms?” 
Mr. Mississauga glances down at his lifeless left arm. “It’s been with me a long 

time. I’m sentimental about my left arm. I like it just the way it is.” 
Becca sniffs, and offers him an actual smile. “That’s sweet.” 
Mr. Mississauga says nothing. 
“So, uh...” stammers Sun. “What tribe are you?” 
“Mississauga,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
“I thought that was just a suburb of Toronto.” 
Mr. Mississauga closes his eyes for moment, and takes a breath. “It was once a 

nation. A nation that spread all along the coast of this Great Lake—including this place, 
where we are, right now.” 

Becca raises her brow. “Is this sacred land?” 
Mr. Mississauga’s brown eyes flash open. He casts a wry look out the schoolbus 

windows at the rows of tightly packed houses, the asphalt, the utility poles and 
newspaper boxes. “Not anymore,” he says. 

A new silence envelops them. 
The sun climbs. The schoolbus becomes quite warm. Mr. Mississauga stumps 

toward the front and uncouples a battery pack from the cigarette lighter, then begins to 
haul it along the aisle. Phat-so and Sun both jump up. “Here,” says Sun, “let me give 
you a hand.” 

“No,” says Mr. Mississauga, a hard edge in his voice. 
The boys back off. Mr. Mississauga puts the battery pack down on an empty 

bench and then hauls out a fan from underneath. He clamps it to the top of the bench, 
plugs it in, and sets it to oscillate. 

The four of them watch the fan, hypnotized by the breeze. 
Becca leans over her cooler and takes off the lid. Ice sloshes. She comes up with 

two cans of Heineken in each hand. “It’s time to get this party started,” she says, tossing 
a can to each of the brothers and then dangling another toward the detective. 

“No,” he says. 
“You sure?” 
“Yes. I don’t drink alcohol.” 
Becca shrugs and tosses it back in the cooler, then pops the top on her own. “Is 

that an Indian thing or a thalidomide thing?” 
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“A little of both,” admits Mr. Mississauga. 
Phat-so looks up sheepishly. “Um, I’m not sure that I drink either, actually, 

Becca.” He fidgets with the can, turning it over and examining it as if he’s never seen 
the like. 

Becca is too shocked to speak. 
“Hey, that’s not true,” chuckles Sun. “You drank at that party, Phat. Remember? I 

caught you.” 
“Actually,” admits Phat-so quietly, “that can was empty. I was just trying to piss 

you off.” 
Sun looks scandalized. 
“Ho-ly shit,” drawls Becca. “You guys are such virgins. Does your mommy pick 

your pajamas?” 
“Shut up,” snaps Sun. “I’ve totally had a drink before. But it’s different—I’m 

nineteen. It’s legal.” 
Becca rolls her eyes. She chugs from her can and sighs, “Fuck. Me.” 
For some reason this statement causes Sun to begin perspiring heavily. He puts 

the cold can of beer against his forehead and tugs his T-shirt away from his neck. 
He looks up sharply when he hears another can tab open with a click and a hiss. 

Phat-so raises the beer to his lips, smells it, then takes an experimental swallow. He 
begins to nod. “Interesting,” he says, and sips again. 

Sun frowns. He looks back and forth between his brother and Becca and then 
comes visibly to a conclusion. He juggles his own can into the correct orientation and 
then aggressively jams it open, releasing a geyser of froth directly into his face. “Jesus 
Crap!” 

Becca roars, clutching her sides with laughter. Mr. Mississauga looks on 
expressionlessly. As Becca continues to giggle and Sun mops himself up, the detective 
leans in closer. 

“Alcohol is dangerous,” he tells Phat-so. 
“I’m only going to have just this one,” Phat-so replies. 
Mr. Mississauga sits back again, inscrutable. He lights a cigarette and puffs on it, 

eyes focused at infinity. 
Becca crumples her can and reaches for another. Sun and Phat-so both take the 

cue to drink more of their own beer. “It’s a bit sour,” admits Phat-so. Then he burps. 
“I think it’s pretty good,” says Sun haughtily. “What is this? Dutch?” 
Becca nods. “I tiefed if from my grandfather. He likes the hoity-toity shit. My dad 

drinks Blue. I mean, fuck.” 
Sun nods knowingly. “Yeah, totally.” 
Becca gives him a long look and then smirks. “Whatever. What time is it? My ass 

is getting sore. Let’s get out and walk around.” 
“No, no,” says Phat-so quickly. “We can’t draw attention to ourselves. We’ve just 

got to sit tight, like in the movies. They just sit there and eat doughnuts.” 
Sun perks up and looks over to Becca. “Did you bring doughnuts?” 
“No, I didn’t fucking bring doughnuts. Who brings doughnuts to a picnic?” 
“This isn’t a picnic, it’s a stakeout.” 
“It’s a picnic basket, okay? It wants to be full of sandwiches and shit, maybe fried 

chicken.” 
“There’s fried chicken?” 
“No, there’s fucking sandwiches, like I said. What am I—a restaurant?” 
“Sorry, sorry. Jesus, Bec. I was just asking.” 
“Drink your drink,” recommends Becca wearily. 
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When it does come time to open the basket she hands out sandwiches in plastic 
baggies—ham and cheese with dijon. Sun and Phat-so consume theirs with relish. Becca 
frowns as she waves a sandwich in front of Mr. Mississauga who remains oddly 
unresponsive. “Hey—detective man—Mr. Miss—hey!” she calls, waving her hand in 
front of his face. 

Mr. Mississauga blinks, then turns to her. “Yes?” 
“You were in your own little world there,” she tells him. 
“Yes.” 
“Uh...do you want a sandwich? They’re ham and cheese. Do you eat meat?” 
Mr. Mississauga checks his watch. “Don’t worry about me,” he says, then stands 

up and crosses the bus to pull a can of Campbell’s soup from the shipping palette. He 
opens it, drops in a spoon, and then resumes his seat and begins mechanically shovelling 
in the cold broth, barley and beef. 

“You’re not even going to heat it up?” asks Becca, her upper lip curling. 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga between spoonfuls. 
She turns to Sun, her eyes wide, and whispers, “This guy just keeps getting weirder 

and weirder.” 
Sun nods. Mr. Mississauga raises his brow. “Trust me,” he says softly, “on the 

subject of weirdness you have the luxury of having no perspective whatsoever, Miss 
Beckham.” 

“Supersonic hearing too, eh? What are you—Spider-man?” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “I just pay attention.” 
They finish their lunch without further conservation. Mr. Mississauga changes the 

tape in the camcorder again and then settles back onto the bench beside it, his arms 
crossed over his chest. 

Sun crumples his beer can. Becca hands him another. Phat-so tries to finish his 
but the beer left at the bottom is lukewarm and backwashy, so he simply pretends to 
finish and then dents the can. Becca holds open a plastic Sobey’s bag for the trash and 
Phat-so tosses the can inside. It falls over and begins to dribble beer through a hole in 
the bag. “Shit, Phat!” cries Becca, holding the dripping mess away from her jeans. 

“Sorry,” mumbles Phat-so, flushing. “I thought it was all the way empty.” 
“You idiot,” groans Sun, shaking his head and helping himself to another can. 
Becca doubles up the trash with another Sobey’s bag. “Do you have like napkins 

or something, Mr. Miss?” 
Mr. Mississauga does not respond. 
She gets up and walks over to the detective, peering at him. His eyes twitch slightly 

side to side, but his expression remains slack. “I think...I think he’s asleep,” she says in 
wonder, then snaps her fingers in front of his face. No reaction. 

“What?” says Sun. “With his eyes open?” 
Phat-so makes a face. He stands up to investigate Becca’s claim but finds himself 

stumbling in the aisle, falling against the opposite bench. “Whoa,” he says, and then 
giggles. “I’m kind of dizzy.” 

“You’re drunk!” declares Becca. “Off one beer!” 
“No, I think my foot just fell asleep,” says Phat-so, letting go of the bench 

experimentally and then tottering and weaving in the aisle. He hiccups. 
“Jesus Crap, Phat,” comments Sun with royal scorn. 
An expression of serious concentration moves over Phat-so’s features. “I think I 

have to pee. Like, really bad.” 
Sun’s face softens somewhat. “Yeah, actually. Me too.” 
“You’re going to have to go outside,” says Becca. “I don’t see anything in here 
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that looks like a chamber pot.” 
Sun pulls the handle to fold open the door and then the two brothers wait while 

the handicapped access ramp lowers into place, humming. It reminds Phat-so of a 
spaceship’s gangway: he’s just made fresh planetfall, and the world outside is not his. 

He giggles at himself, and Sun gives his a sidelong look. Phat-so burps. 
The ramp bumps to a rest. They shuffle down. At the bottom Phat-so knocks into 

Sun and apologizes. They slip in between two of the houses that look unoccupied and 
each choose a bush in the backyard to hide behind. They hear each other’s zippers 
open, but no other sound for a long moment while they get over their embarrassment. 

Sun coughs. Phat-so giggles again. The sound of liquid falling in the grass comes 
next. 

“Oh yes,” sighs Phat-so. 
“Shut up,” snaps Sun. 
“What are you so grouchy about, anyway?” 
“I’m not grouchy.” 
“You are so. You’ve been being really nice to me lately, and now you’re like back 

to your old self—calling me ‘idiot’ and everything.” 
They finish their business and zip up. Sun wipes his fingers on some leaves. He 

doesn’t look up as they start walking back through the narrow alley between the houses. 
Phat-so glances over. His brother is biting his lip fretfully. “Listen, I’m sorry,” he says 
finally. 

“It’s okay,” offers Phat-so quickly. “Don’t worry about it.” 
“It’s just that sometimes I get—annoyed, I guess—when it seems like Becca only 

pays attention to you.” 
“What?” 
“It’s like you’re good at school, Mom and Dad love you off, everybody knows 

you’re so smart and you’re not afraid to do anything. I guess I just feel like a bit of a 
heel, sometimes, in comparison. You know? And now Becca’s into you instead 
of...instead of into me. Or something.” 

Phat-so stops at the mouth of the alley. He puts his hand on his brother’s 
shoulder. “Sunny, I’m not interested in Becca. Not in that way.” 

“Seriously?” 
“Seriously. To be honest, she scares me.” 
“Yeah,” agrees Sun, his eyes distant and dreamy. “She scares me, too.” 
Becca shouts across the street. The boys look up. She’s gesturing frantically. They 

furrow their brows, confused. She swears, then points up the block. Phat-so gasps. “It’s 
him! He’s back!” 

“Oh shit!” 
“Hide!” 
Phat-so and Sun duck behind a garbage bin as the green Hyundai Pony roars 

down the street and stops hard in front of the Bettersley home, heavy metal pouring 
from the open windows. Steven gets out, shakes his friend’s hand, scoops up his Burger 
King cap and then turns and strolls up the walk to his front door. The Pony screeches 
away. 

Phat-so and Sun scurry across the road and climb back aboard the bus. Mr. 
Mississauga is standing over the camcorder. He engages a fresh tape and the word REC 
flashes on screen. He looks up. “You shouldn’t have gone outside.” 

“Sorry,” mumbles Phat-so. 
“Did he see us?” asks Sun. 
Becca shakes her head. “He didn’t even look around.” 



 

   295 

Everyone sits down again, eyes glued to the Bettersley home and the red Camaro 
in the driveway. Steven has gone inside, and the house is quiet. Moments pass. 

Each minute seems longer than the last. Phat-so finds himself counting the 
number of bricks in each row of the house’s walls visible above the bushes. Sun sighs. 
Becca lights a cigarette. 

Phat-so’s eyes flutter. He knuckles the sockets and yawns, then pinches himself 
hard. He winces, then resumes watching out the window. 

Mr. Mississauga is in his element. He is completely motionless, watching. It looks 
of as if he’s carved out of wood. It looks as if he doesn’t even breathe. 

Phat-so detects the sound of a throaty engine approaching. Sun and Becca perk 
up. Sun says, “That sounds just like...” 

Phat-so’s mouth falls open. “The Camaro!” 
Steven Bettersley’s red Camaro with the scratched door blasts down the road and 

shrieks as it takes the corner, the rumbling engine Dopplering away to silence again. 
Phat-so blinks and turns back to the driveway: the Camaro is still there, parked in 

the shade. A sparrow flutters down and lands on the spoiler. 
Becca pushes her face against the glass in an effort to see further down the block, 

staring agog. 
“What the hell?” exclaims Sun. “There’s two of them!” 
“No,” replies Mr. Mississauga crisply as he rises with the camcorder’s remote 

control wand in his stiff left hand. “Look.” The footage on the hanging television 
scrubs backward in time, and the red Camaro flashes by in reverse. Mr. Mississauga 
toggles to forward playback, then puts it into slow motion. 

Sun, Becca and Phat-so get up and wander closer, peering at the screen. 
Frame by frame the speeding Camaro draws into view, its outlines blurred by 

motion, the blurs striped by scan lines. Just as the car passes in front of the Bettersley’s 
driveway Mr. Mississauga pauses the tape, the frozen image jittering slightly. “Look,” he 
says again, tapping a lifeless finger against the screen. 

Phat-so squints. “...What are we looking for?” 
Mr. Mississauga’s gloved finger taps the screen again, right next to the parked 

Camaro. Phat-so leans in even closer, mouth pinched shut. Then his eyes widen and he 
turns to look at the detective. “Is it some kind of video artifact?” 

“No.” 
“A trick of the light?” 
“No.” 
Sun looks back and forth between them in consternation. “What?” he cries. “What 

are you seeing?” 
“Here,” says Phat-so, pointing. “Look at the cabin of the Camaro.” 
Sun looks, his expression grim. “...So?” 
Becca shoulders past him and puts her face right up to the pixels. “You can see 

through it,” she declares. 
“What?” says Sun again. 
“Right there, just slightly. See? You can see the edge of the garage door through the 

car.” 
Sun’s mouth goes dry. “That’s...that’s messed up.” 
“It’s like bad special effects,” says Phat-so. 
Mr. Mississauga winds the tape back frame by frame. When the driving version of 

the Camaro exits the picture the parked version becomes fully opaque again. The 
detective isn’t watching the screen, however—he leans over an ancient-looking 
oscilloscope with green lines dancing on its round screen. “There’s a three percent drop 
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in luminance when the driving car first becomes audible—see the waveform here? -- 
and an eight percent drop in opacity as the driving car occults the parked car from our 
point of view.” 

“What does it mean?” asks Sun. 
Mr. Mississauga straightens and regards him seriously. “It means there are not two 

cars,” he says. “Detecting the one is coincident with a loss of substantiality in the other. 
They are related manifestations of the same object. They affect one another—or, rather, 
our measurement affects them.” 

“But one thing can’t be in two places at once. That’s impossible.” 
“Yes. That is why when our notice is drawn to one the other briefly fades. It 

flickers with uncertainty as interaction with us causes one to become more actualized 
than the other.” 

Sun blinks. “What?” 
Mr. Mississauga pauses. “I may need to sleep again to refine the hypothesis.” 
Phat-so rubs his chin thoughtfully. “Detective, are you talking about invoking the 

Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle on a macroscopic scale?” 
“Yes, Mr. Kim,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
Sun is totally perplexed. “What the hell is a Heisenberg?” 
“German guy, small eyes. He’s dead.” 
“Thanks, Phat,” says Sun sarcastically. “That clears it right up.” 
Phat-so chews his lip pensively. “Okay, listen. In quantum mechanics we talk 

about sub-atomic objects existing as a kind of mix of a particle and a wave. An electron 
isn’t some little speck zooming around a nucleus: it’s a cloud of speck possibilities. When 
we look at it as a wave—like a ripple in probability space—the amplitude of the wave 
represents position, and the frequency is inversely proportional to momentum.” 

Sun passes a hand over his face wearily. “Huh?” 
“If you want to know the position with a reasonable amount of accuracy you’re 

forced to muddy the momentum, and vice versa, because of the way the information is 
entangled. It’s about localizing the wave, giving it a nice, sharp peak you can measure, 
by introducing shorter wavelengths—” 

Sun holds up a hand. “Just quit it, okay. You’re making me feel dumb.” 
“Yeah,” agrees Becca. “Me too.” 
“The thing is,” persists Phat-so, “the uncertainties are very, very small—like so 

small the effect is only evident when you’re dealing with sub-microscopic phenomena.” 
“Like what?” 
“Like an atom.” 
Becca looks out the window at the parked Camaro. “That’s a hell of lot bigger 

than an atom.” 
“No kidding,” agrees Phat-so. He turns to the detective, steadying himself against 

the back of the bench. “It just doesn’t make sense, detective. I could at least get my 
head around some kind of super-inflated observer bias, but actual quantum uncertainty 
on a scale we can see? It’s just not possible.” 

“Yes,” agrees Mr. Mississauga. “That is why reality is being forced to scooch aside: 
to make room.” 

“To make room for what?” 
“For something impossible—or, at least, for something improbable.” 
Becca exhales slowly through pursed lips. “I don’t get it.” 
Mr. Mississauga nods. “I think it’s time we had a conversation with Mr. 

Bettersley.” 
The door chuffs open. Mr. Mississauga leads their squadron, limping purposefully 
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across the road, the youths fanned out behind him. Sun watches the Camaro warily as 
they pass by, the sun glinting on the polished metal. Becca offers her arm as they reach 
the porch but Mr. Mississauga refuses it, preferring to hop and swivel up the steps on 
his own. He raps on the door. 

After a long moment the door opens a crack. Steven Bettersley is still wearing his 
Burger King uniform, but now his eyes are bloodshot and the air behind him is thick 
with fume. “Yeah?” he says guardedly. 

“Steven Bettersley?” prompts Mr. Mississauga. 
“What?” 
“Do you mind if we come in for a moment?” 
“Are you Mormons? I already told you guys to stop coming around here. We’re 

not religious.” 
“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. “We are not Mormons. Is that your Camaro?” 
“Why do you want to know? Are you guys Jehovah’s Witnesses?” 
“No.” 
“Scientologists?” 
Mr. Mississauga narrows his eyes. “What do you know about the Scientologists?” 
“Aw man, you are goddamn Scientologists. No thanks, not interested.” 
The door slams. 
They turn to look at one another. “Well, that didn’t go well,” says Phat-so 

dejectedly. “Now what?” 
“Hey Becca,” says Sun, “maybe you should take off your shirt again.” 
Becca’s expression goes blank, then slowly hardens. “That was for you, you stupid 

motherfucking retard!” Then she turns on heel and stalks back toward the schoolbus, 
lighting a cigarette on the way, her hands shaking. 

“Whoops,” says Sun. He turns and jogs after her, calling her name. 
Mr. Mississauga seems unconcerned. He raises his hard left hand and knocks 

again. He calls through the door: “Mr. Bettersley, you have two choices. You can either 
talk to us now about moving violations, or we can come back when your parents are 
home to discuss narcotics.” 

The door opens a crack once more. “You’re a cop?” 
Mr. Mississauga says nothing. 
Steven pulls open the door the rest of the way. “Okay,” he says nervously. “Come 

in, I guess.” 
They sit in the livingroom. It’s dim, because vines block the windows. A defunct 

grandfather clock does not tick. The vague thump of rock music plays through the floor 
from the basement. Steven Bettersley crosses his legs first one way, and then the other. 

Mr. Mississauga withdraws a pocket-sized notebook decorated with images of 
Hello Kitty from his inside pocket and then positions it on his knee. Next he prepares 
his pen. “Mr. Bettersley, my name is Detective Mississauga. You’re not being charged 
with any crime. We’d just like you to answer a few questions about your driving habits.” 

Steven shifts uncomfortably again. “Who’s he?” he says, nodding his chin at Phat-
so. 

“Student,” says the detective. 
“Like a co-op thing?” 
“Yes.” 
“Hi,” says Phat-so. 
Mr. Mississauga clears his throat. “You are the registered owner and primary 

insured driver on the vehicle parked out front, is that correct?” 
Steven nods. 



 

298 

“When was the last time you drove the vehicle?” 
“Uh, I don’t know. My—well, my license is suspended because of unpaid fines, 

actually. I haven’t been able to drive for like a month. I’m saving up the money, you 
know, working.” 

“Do any other members of the household drive the vehicle?” 
“Oh, no way. That’s my car. I restored her myself. Nobody touches her but me, 

um, sir. Why?” 
“I will be asking the questions here today, son.” 
“Sorry.” 
Mr. Mississauga makes a note, his entire arm jerking in a series of tight, controlled 

hops. He looks up. “Are you aware, Mr. Bettersley, that your vehicle has been spotted 
out on the road recently?” 

“Recently? Like when?” 
“This afternoon.” 
“No way. That’s impossible. My bedroom’s downstairs, my window looks out 

right on the left front tire. I see it every day. There’s some leaves pinned under the 
wheel, and I know exactly what angle the rim’s at. That car hasn’t budged. No way.” 

“What were you doing at two thirty this afternoon?” 
“This afternoon like today this afternoon?” 
“Yes.” 
Steven squirms. “I was just, uh...well, I was smoking up and thinking about taking 

her out for a spin.” 
“You were considering driving with a suspended license?” 
“No no, not really. I’d be screwed if I got caught. So no, I wasn’t really considering 

it, not seriously. I was just like—daydreaming, I guess. I was watching the traffic cam 
channel and like having a fantasy or whatever.” 

“Why?” 
“What do you mean? I’m just anxious to get my license back. My car’s like my 

space, you know? When everybody’s around here driving me nuts I used to just go for a 
drive, to get away for a while. To listen to tunes have a little smoke.” 

Mr. Mississauga folds his cutesy notebook closed. “Thank you for your co-
operation, Mr. Bettersley.” 

Phat-so and Steven both look confused. “That’s it?” asks Steven. 
Mr. Mississauga stands up. So does Phat-so. Steven is visibly relieved as he shows 

them out. On the porch the detective pauses to light a hand-rolled cigarette, then 
resumes limping down the steps. Phat-so waits for him on the walk. “So what do you 
think, detective?” he asks, then releases another little sour beer burp. 

Mr. Mississauga doesn’t answer immediately. They saunter down the driveway. 
When they reach the sidewalk Mr. Mississauga begins to nod. “I’ve seen this before,” he 
says. 

“Do you know what it is? Have you figured out what’s going on?” 
“Yes,” says Mr. Mississauga simply. He drags on his cigarette. “In this area, for 

this time, Mr. Kim, the likely and the actual are commingled.” 
Phat-so blinks. “The likely and the actual?” 
Mr. Mississauga nods curtly. “I’m not a scientist,” he says. “But you heard Mr. 

Bettersley: he visualizes the trips his car seems to be taking. Though he knows he 
cannot drive, part of him desperately wishes it. And his wishes are being manifested in 
reality.” Mr. Mississauga stops walking, turning to face Phat-so. “Mr. Kim,” he says, 
“the extra cars represent trips almost taken.” 

Phat-so shakes his head. “But how could we see that?” 



 

   299 

“People drive the same routes day after day, charting the same progress in the 
same lanes from landmark to landmark. The routes are not simply events that happen, 
however—they arise as a consequence of a chain of choices made by a conscious entity. 
And observation by a conscious entity changes the world.” 

“How?” 
“Uncertainty,” pronounces Mr. Mississauga heavily. “Observation influences the 

collapse of the waveform of potential outcomes—the act of measurement forces the 
universe to decide, to cull from all the potential outcomes one actual outcome. Thinking 
things concentrate the collapse of waveforms by concentrating measurement—
Schrödinger knew it, but the thought of it made Einstein ill.” 

“’God does not play dice,’” quotes Phat-so solemnly. 
“Yes,” agrees Mr. Mississauga. “But he does.” 
Phat-so bites his lip. “But like I said before, it’s all on the wrong scale. I mean, I 

can appreciate virtual particles but whole virtual cars? That just isn’t the way physics 
works.” 

“No,” agrees Mr. Mississauga solemnly. “It’s exactly the way physics doesn’t 
work.” He exhales a cloud of smoke. “It’s the way the universe behaves when physics is 
broken.” 

 
6. 
It’s Sunday morning. Church is out. 
The congregation filters out the front doors to Clergy Street, shaking hands and 

chatting on a yellowed lawn dotted with patches of green surrounding the embedded 
sprinkler heads. The day’s heat is cut by a cool breeze, chasing fat islands of cumulus 
across an azure sky. 

Old Mrs. Kim attempts to straighten her eldest son’s tie but he bats her hand away 
gently. “Mom, stop it,” groans Sun. “The service is over—I can go back to looking 
normal now.” 

“You need a wife to keep you tidy,” she says seriously. 
Sun rolls his eyes. 
Pastor Hwang pumps Phat-so Kim’s hand warmly and claps him on the shoulder 

as he croons, “Your father tells me you’re in university now. That’s most impressive, 
young man.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 
Pastor Hwang nods. “You’ve got a bright future ahead of you, Phat-so, I’m sure 

of it. Not to mention it’s a cunning way to avoid the draft, eh? Ha ha ha.” 
Phat-so chuckles politely and then steps away to stand with his brother. “Is he 

serious?” asks Sun anxiously. “There’s not going to be a draft, is there?” 
“Nah,” says Phat-so. “He was just joking around.” 
People pile into their cars and head off to brunch, clearing the way for Phat-so 

and Sun to spot the orange micro-schoolbus parked across the road. Mr. Mississauga 
and Becca lean against the scratched off lettering along the side, arms crossed. Becca 
raises her brow in lazy greeting. 

Phat-so and Sun glance both ways and then scamper across the road. “Detective!” 
calls Phat-so. 

“Becca!” says Sun. More quietly he adds, “I didn’t think we’d see you again.” 
Becca looks at her shoes as she fishes something out of her front pocket with two 

fingers. “I got you something,” she says, presenting Sun with a pair of greenish dice on 
a clip. “They’re supposed to hang from your mirror.” 

“You got me something?” Sun echoes faintly, blinking. He accepts the dice and 
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turns them over in his palm carefully as if they are precious gems. 
“They’re just stupid...I just thought it’d be funny,” says Becca, avoiding his eyes. 

“They glow in the dark, right.” 
“Cool!” says Sun enthusiastically. 
She looks at him and allows herself to smile. Mr. Mississauga clears his throat. 

“Mr. Kim, I need to make use of your maps. Would it be possible to drop by your 
family home to pick them up?” 

“My stuff’s in my parents’ car, actually,” says Phat-so. “I’ll run and get everything. 
Be right back!” 

Sun smirks. “He won’t leave home without his research. He’s obsessed, Mr. Miss.” 
Mr. Mississauga says nothing. 
Phat-so returns a moment later with his knapsack on his back. “What’re we 

doing?” he asks, panting. 
“Surveying,” says Mr. Mississauga, heading up the handicapped access ramp, his 

shoes clanging on the ribbed metal. “Let’s go.” 
“What about Mom and Dad?” asks Sun. 
“They’re going to brunch. I told them we had a ride. Don’t worry about it, 

Sunny.” 
The drive isn’t long. Mr. Mississauga rounds the schoolbus around the corner to 

Johnson Street and pulls into the parking lot of St. Mary’s Cathedral on the hill. “Where 
are we going, detective?” asks Phat-so. 

“Up the steeple,” replies Mr. Mississauga. He slings a heavy satchel over his 
shoulder and then folds open the door. 

“Are Presbyterians even allowed in a cathedral?” asks Sun. 
Becca snorts. “Just tell them you’re thinking of converting.” 
“We have permission,” says Mr. Mississauga. “Let’s go.” 
They meet Father Mulroney in the narthex. He greets Mr. Mississauga happily and 

shakes his lifeless gloved hand without hesitation. Mr. Mississauga introduces his cohort 
as students. “Now, I must remind you,” says Father Mulroney, “our next mass begins in 
less than an hour.” 

“We will be brief,” says Mr. Mississauga. “Thank you for your co-operation in this 
matter, Father.” 

“We’re always happy to help law enforcement,” smiles Father Mulroney. “Now, if 
you’ll excuse me, I have some errands to run. Is there anything else you’ll be needing, 
detective?” 

“No,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
Father Mulroney leaves, his footfalls echoing in the cavernous, ornate space. Sun 

frowns. “I can’t believe you lied to a priest, Mr. Miss.” 
“I don’t lie.” 
“So why does he think you’re a cop?” 
“Assumptions can be compelling.” 
“But that’s a kind of lie,” persists Sun. “It’s a...error of omission,” he finishes, 

glancing at Phat-so for confirmation. Phat-so nods. 
Mr. Mississauga levels him with a stare, his chocolate brown eyes steady. “Yes,” he 

agrees at last. “I make no false statements, but when the situation warrants I am indeed 
willing to exploit an assumption.” 

Sun shrugs. “I’m just saying it’s messed up to lie to a man of the cloth. Um, don’t 
you think?” 

Mr. Mississauga casts a glance across the glorious vault over their heads, the 
coloured shafts of light shining through the stained glass windows, the rows of candles 
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burning to remember prayers. He offers a small, tight smile. “Never ask a question 
you’re unwilling to have answered.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“You and I see the cloth differently,” says Mr. Mississauga. “In the interest of 

politeness I suggest we omit any further truths for the time being—there’s work to do.” 
Sun swallows. He nods. He looks differently at the detective now, suddenly seeing 

him as far lonelier and more punished than he had previously guessed. He imagines he 
can see Mr. Mississauga’s face twitch, ever so slightly, as he pushes away unwanted 
recollections. 

Mr. Mississauga opens his satchel and begins drawing objects from it, beginning 
with a set of navigator’s tools and an accordioned legal folder brimming with papers... 

Phat-so takes his cue and unzips his knapsack. He hauls out his map binder. 
Sun frowns as Mr. Mississauga sets up his tools and papers on a pew. He spreads 

out a sheaf of graph paper dense with numbers and notes, then carefully arranges a 
protractor, a compass, a bi-rola rule, a slide rule, and a parallel plotting rule. Lastly he 
takes from the satchel a small wooden abacus. 

He looks up expectantly. Phat-so ceremoniously places the map binder on the 
pew, then steps back again. 

Mr. Mississauga flips through the binder and then flips through his own sheaf, 
finding correspondence between the maps and then scrawling in his Hello Kitty 
notebook. He lays a grid-marked transparency over one of Phat-so’s photocopied maps 
and then his lips twitch as he counts the squares, up one axis and along the other. 
“What are you doing?” asks Becca quietly. 

“Calculating,” says Mr. Mississauga without looking up. 
“Calculating what?” 
“The geometric centre of the disturbance. My own data are too sparse, but 

combined with Phat-so’s records a clearer picture emerges.” 
Phat-so leans in closer as the detective works, looking up only to shove beads 

along the rails of the abacus or switch tools. His methods are idiosyncratic in the 
extreme, in some ways primitive and in others profound. “Your mathematics,” Phat-so 
says, “they’re self-taught.” 

“Yes,” confirms Mr. Mississauga. “School was a hard place to learn for me.” 
“How come?” asks Sun. 
Mr. Mississauga flicks his gaze up. “Because of the cloth,” he says flatly, then 

returns to his calculations. After another moment he looks up again, directly at Phat-so. 
“You’ll help me in the bell tower. Carry the satchel.” 

“Um, okay.” 
Mr. Mississauga faces Becca and Sun. “Allow no one to touch or see my papers,” 

he orders, then begins limping away toward a flight of stairs accessible through the 
vestibule. Phat-so shrugs at the others, snatches up the satchel and jogs after the 
detective. 

Ten minutes later they’re standing among the heavy bells. They sway slightly in the 
breeze, whispering eerily when the wind gutters across the metal lips just right. They 
seem faintly alive. Phat-so gives them wide berth. “So why are we up here?” he asks. 

“This is the highest point in Kingston,” says Mr. Mississauga. He takes the satchel 
from Phat-so and removes a telescoping tripod, which he deftly extends and snaps into 
a locked position. He checks it with a small level, which he then tosses back into the 
satchel. Then he takes out the last items in the bottom of the bag: two leather tubes. 
From the first he extracts an antique brass-ringed telescope, and from the second he 
extracts a tightly rolled map. 
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He affixes the telescope to the tripod. He unrolls the map and passes it to Phat-so. 
“Read me the numbers down the right hand column.” 

Phat-so does so while the detective adjusts the rotation and inclination of the 
telescope. It points east. He consults his notebook and nudges the telescope a few 
degrees. “That’s it,” he declares. 

“That’s what?” 
“That’s where it will happen next.” 
“Where what will happen next?” 
“The next disturbance.” 
Phat-so breaks out in gooseflesh. “How do you know?” he asks. 
“I told you,” replies Mr. Mississauga. “I’ve seen this before. See for yourself. Look 

at the map.” 
Phat-so looks down again. It’s a map of central Canada. A precise red line has 

been drawn over the country in an incomplete, Fibonacci-like swirl. The last point on 
the line is a few kilometers south-west of Kingston, in the middle of Lake Ontario. Mr. 
Mississauga’s shadow falls over the map, then he leans in and draws a new red dot in 
the middle of the city. He labels it EXTRA CARS with a bracketing of dates beneath. 

Phat-so scans up the line, reading the labels beside the other dots as the line 
swoops up across Ontario and crosses into northern Manitoba. A point near Hudson’s 
Bay has been tagged NOCTURNAL DISPLACEMENT. The line continues into the 
Arctic territories, the events widely spaced: HOT SNOW, STRANGE MIGRATION, 
FRACTURED POLARITY, ICE LABYRINTH. 

Tracing the line back into central Ontario the events stack up against one another, 
just kilometers apart: INVERTED MEMORIES, UNLIKELY PHOTOGRAPHY, 
UNDERGROUND TREES, BRIDGE TO NOWHERE, CHRONOPORTIVE 
TELEPHONY, PET REBELLION, HUMAN TUNNELING, STATUE CHESS, 
WHISPERING WEATHER... 

Phat-so feels very weird. His hands tremble. The dates beneath each phenomenon 
march in steady progression back through time, with events near Kingston marked with 
recent years and events near the pole going back into the late nineteen-seventies. “I 
don’t...I don’t understand,” he stammers. “What is all this stuff?” 

“The case,” says Mr. Mississauga. 
“But it goes across decades, across hundreds of kilometers...” 
“Yes,” agrees Mr. Mississauga. “It’s a big case. I’ve been following it since I was 

young.” 
“How do you know it’s all related?” 
Mr. Mississauga taps the map. “Look at the period between events, and the 

geographic distribution, including elevation. The link should be obvious to you, Mr. 
Kim: it’s an interference pattern.” 

“But what’s being interfered with?” 
“Probability.” 
Phat-so looks up sharply. “What?” 
“Mr. Kim,” says Mr. Mississauga heavily, his eyes fixed on Phat-so’s, “something 

will happen in the world, and it will happen soon. Its effects propagate backward 
through time, the ripples further apart and weaker the deeper into the past we look. I 
have spent my life charting the points where the ripples manifest—the crests, if you 
will—tracing everything forward to the point in time and the point in space where it all 
begins.” 

Phat-so’s mouth is dry. “And where is that?” 
Mr. Mississauga gestures to the telescope. “East. Somewhere in Québec. If I can 
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plot one more point I may be able to fix the location precisely.” 
“And...when?” 
“Event Zero will take place in fourteen months, according to my best estimates.” 
“Event Zero...” echoes Phat-so softly, his eyes wide. He holds the detective’s eyes. 

“What could it be?” 
Mr. Mississauga presses his lips together in a hapless expression. “I don’t know,” 

he admits. “I’m worried. If it’s powerful enough to manifest in the past, working against 
the grain of time, one is forced to wonder what it may do to the future when it’s riding 
with the current.” 

Phat-so shivers. “Jesus,” he says. “But what is it?” 
“I’m not a scientist,” says Mr. Mississauga as he wanders to the edge of the belfry, 

resting his hands on the sill and gazing out over the city. “What I have observed, 
however, is that each manifestation is characterized by unlikelihood. I believe that a 
dimension of our universe that normally operates at a sub-microscopic scale has been—
or rather, will be—somehow inflated. I believe that in order to make room for this 
inflated dimension, the familiar macroscopic dimensions have been forced to squeeze 
aside. Something foreign is compressing them, and causing interference between them 
where their bounds intersect, leading to a warping of probability.” 

Phat-so doesn’t know what to say. He looks down at the map again. “Why the 
curved trajectory? Why does it move?” 

“When you factor in the spin of the planet, the twirl of the Solar System, the 
rotation of the Milky Way, the rush of the Local Group, the pull of the Virgo 
Supercluster, the expansion of the intergalactic voids—it becomes reasonable to guess 
that Event Zero is in fact stationary, with respect to everything.” 

“With respect to everything? You mean like absolute position in relation to the 
Higgs Field?” 

“I am not a scientist,” repeats Mr. Mississauga. “But I believe that Event Zero will 
be very brief—on the order of Planck Time—and in that brief instant it will drag a tear 
through our world as the universe moves beneath it.” 

“How can you say you’re not a scientist in the same breath that you talk about 
Planck Time?” 

Mr. Mississauga shrugs. “I go to the library. I have no doctorate.” He offers 
another one of his small, tight smiles. “I pay attention,” he says seriously. 

When Phat-so and Mr. Mississauga reach the bottom of the staircase they find 
Becca and Sun in a tight embrace, their hands roving over each other’s bodies as they 
loudly, wetly kiss. Mr. Mississauga clears his throat and the two whirl apart, faces 
flushing. Sun stutters, “We were just, uh...” 

“Desecrating a house of worship?” prompts Mr. Mississauga, brow raised. 
Sun slumps. “Um, pretty much. Yeah.” 
“Fucking A,” agrees Becca with a wide grin. 
Sun straightens his tie. “We just got carried away.” 
“Yes, of course,” agrees Mr. Mississauga breezily. “Just be sure you don’t add 

insult to injury by letting a priest make assumptions.” 
“I guess I’m kind of a hypocrite.” 
“Yes.” 
Phat-so is quiet during the ride home. Sun notices, but he can’t tear himself away 

from Becca as she rummages through a box beneath their bench on the bus and pulls 
out curious old books to flip through. “Do you read Latin?” she asks. Sun shakes his 
head. She’s turning over in her hands a tattered, leather-bound edition titled IESVS ET 
AVTOMATON in faded gold-leaf lettering along the worn spine. She puts it back in 
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the box and pulls out a yellowed paperback with a cigar-shaped rocketship on the cover. 
“What’s with all the pulps?” she calls up to Mr. Mississauga. “You a big science-

fiction fan, Mr. Miss?” 
“No,” he replies, eyes on the road. “That’s research.” 
Becca squints at the cover. “This is some obscure shit. I’ve never even heard of 

the author, and I’ve read all of my brothers’ pulps.” 
Sun looks at the name and shrugs. “Hey Phat-so,” he calls. “Have you ever heard 

of Chester Burton Brown?” 
Phat-so shakes his head. Becca tosses the pulp back into the box. “I bet it’s a 

pseudonym for somebody famous before they got famous. Like how Stephen King 
used to be Richard Bachman.” 

Mr. Mississauga says nothing. 
The micro-schoolbus squeaks to a halt outside of Becca’s house. The youths stand 

and collect their kipple, then shuffle down the aisle toward the door. Mr. Mississauga 
pulls the lever that opens it. “So...” says Phat-so quietly. “What’s next, detective?” 

“Nothing.” 
Phat-so blinks. “What do you mean?” 
Mr. Mississauga regards him levelly. “I have all that I need, Mr. Kim. I must 

proceed toward the next crest, and report to my employer.” 
“But—but—” stammers Phat-so, “you can’t just leave. We haven’t figured it out 

yet! I mean, there’s so much we don’t know. Can the people in the cars interact with us? 
Do they have any idea they’re even driving? Is there any direct connection between the 
driving versions of themselves and the versions at home? What makes them disappear?” 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Kim,” says Mr. Mississauga expressionlessly. “I have fulfilled my 
mandate. I must move on.” 

“But it’s still a mystery!” gushes Phat-so, who looks like he’s about to cry. 
Sun puts his arm around his brother. “Come on, Phat,” he says, leading him to the 

handicapped access ramp. 
“Mr. Kim,” calls the detective. Phat-so spins. Mr. Mississauga says, “A friend of 

mine once told me I don’t say thank you enough. So I’d like to say thank you. Thank 
you, Mr. Kim. Your assistance has been invaluable.” 

Becca snorts. “You have friends?” 
“Briefly,” says Mr. Mississauga. “Only briefly.” 
The door folds closed. Phat-so, Sun and Becca stand on the curb. The schoolbus 

chortles loudly, emits a cloud of brown fume, then rumbles off down the road, 
shrinking, quieting, and finally gone. 

Phat-so drops his knapsack and sits down on Becca’s parent’s lawn. Becca stands 
over him, hands on her hips. “What’re you so glum about?” 

“Now we’ll never know,” says Phat-so, rubbing at his eyes. 
“How do you figure?” she challenges. “Fuck him. Seriously, fuck that guy. We 

don’t need that flipper freak. We started this thing and we can finish it—ourselves.” 
Phat-so looks up. 
Becca grins. “We’re the fucking Ghostbusters, Phat. Aren’t we?” She offers out 

her hand. “Aren’t we?” 
Phat-so stands up and puts his hand on hers. “Yeah,” he says, starting to smile. 

“Yeah, we are, Bec.” 
Sun slaps his hand down on top of theirs and nods. “Right. Totally.” 
A plan goes into motion. It takes almost a week to sort out the details, and to 

enlist the help of the many friends they will need to see it through. They are dedicated, 
and everything else in their lives ceases to matter much. Every evening Sun and Phat-so 
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cruise the town in the iridescent purple Civic, culling the traffic for the ideal target. 
There are fewer and fewer extra cars on the road as each day passes, bringing them 
nearer to the end bracket date Mr. Mississauga had jotted on his master map. 

“Where are they tonight?” asks Sun, banging the wheel in frustration. 
“It’s fading,” says Phat-so. “We have to make our move soon, before it’s over.” 
Come morning they meet Becca at Tim Hortons, reviewing each stage of 

preparation over hot coffee and blueberry fritters. “I got the radios,” she reports, “but 
they broadcast openly over the citizen band, so we should probably use code names.” 

“Okay,” says Sun. “I want to be Red Five.” 
“No, you’re Stantz. Phat-so’s Spengler.” 
Phat-so frowns. “Aren’t those characters from Ghostbusters?” 
Sun nods. “What about Venkman? Who gets to be Venkman?” 
“I’m Venkman,” says Becca. 
“But that’s Bill Murray’s character,” says Phat-so. “Shouldn’t you be Sigourney 

Weaver or something?” 
“Oh yeah,” she agrees thoughtfully. “I could be Ripley.” 
“Wrong movie,” says Sun. 
“Yeah, but Ripley kicks ass.” 
Much of the preparation takes place in the North Block—at the terminus of King 

Street East at Place d’Armes, a dead end road lined by trees before the bay. Phat-so and 
Sun chalk the pavement, and mark the spots where the cameras should stand. Phat-so 
takes measurements to create a site plan, illustrated by Polaroid photographs. They 
clamber up the iron fire-escapes of the surrounding buildings to choose the ideal 
vantage, sweeping over the cityscape with binoculars. 

“This would be a lot easier if we could use Papa Rock,” says Sun, wiping the sweat 
from his forehead. “Did he say when he’d be passing through again?” 

Phat-so shakes his head. “No,” he says. “Don’t worry, Sunny. This is going to 
work. Trust me.” 

“You’re starting to sound like him.” 
“Him who?” 
“Mr. Miss.” 
Phat-so smiles. 
It’s Saturday night. The sky is overcast and drizzling. The bars are full of sailors, 

their races belayed by rain. At the waterfront their lashed masts and furled sails rock in 
the wind, fixtures clanging. A single, sad, plump security guard watches morosely over 
the boat yard, hugging a umbrella that says NORTH SAILS on it in big blue letters. He 
listens to erotic short stories on his Walkman, adjusting his pants to hide his 
intermittent erection. 

He glances up to track a blue Ford Explorer as it cruises along King Street West, 
spray flying from its wheels. As it crosses Yonge Street a new pair of headlights 
illuminate from the parkette on the corner. A second car noses off the path and onto 
King, sliding in behind the SUV. It’s a rusted burgundy Camry. 

Becca toggles her radio. “Target acquired, I repeat: target acquired. Ripley in 
pursuit, westbound on K. Come back; over.” 

There’s a burst of squelch. “Copy that, Ripley,” says Phat-so. “Name your marks 
as you pass them. Over.” 

“Acknowledged.” 
Becca looks over at the map spread out on the passenger seat, checking against the 

spread of possible routes the Explorer is known to take. She guns the engine to make it 
through the lights at Union. She feels for the radio toggle and hits it. “West past U; 
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over,” she mutters. “Turning north on Mac; over,” she reports a moment later, cranking 
the wheel around. 

From a driveway on MacDonald Street another car awakes, headlights flashing as 
it bumps over the curb and pulls in directly ahead of the Explorer. It’s a dented silver 
Saab. Becca’s radio squelches again. “This is Clortho. I’m slotted in. Over.” 

“Ripley sees you, Clortho,” says Becca. “Lead him on the turn, east on B. Over.” 
“Ten-four, Ripley.” 
“You’re supposed to say over; over.” 
“Oh, sorry. Over.” 
The Saab turns east on Baiden Street. The Explorer, however, turns west. Becca 

jams down the toggle. “Damn it. Spengler, the train’s broken. He went west instead of 
east. Clortho’s stray. Over.” 

“Copy that, Ripley,” replies Phat-so. “We’re lining up another car now; over.” 
Becca fumbles the radio aside as she lights a cigarette. “Turning north on P; over,” 

she reports shortly, mumbling around the smoke. She wipes her sweaty palms on her 
jeans, then hits the wipers as the Camry piles through a series of potholes that kick up 
wide blooms of spray. 

At Calderwood Drive a new car slips in ahead of the Explorer. It’s a black 
Volkswagen Golf with a square of sparkling lights marching around the license plate. 
“Gozer locked in. Repeat: I’m locked in. Over.” 

“I see you, Gozer. Stay steady. Over.” 
The train turns east on Johnson Street. They pass a speed trap. The cop isn’t 

watching: he’s stirring his coffee. As they pull up to a sedate stop at the big intersection 
at Sir John A. yet another vehicle joins the squadron, pulling out from the side of the 
southbound on-ramp and snuggling up to the Explorer’s right flank. It’s a grey Nissan 
Sentra. 

“Billy Brandt in position, over.” 
“Who the hell is Billy Brandt? I thought you were assigned Peck; over.” 
“Peck sucks. Brandt was an anti-Nazi resistance fighter. Over.” 
“You can’t just arbitrarily change your code name; over.” 
“Don’t be such a hard ass. Copy that? Over.” 
“Eat me.” 
Phat-so interjects with an authoritative beep. “Cut the chatter,” he snaps. “Mission 

data only, over.” 
The convoy continues along Johnson Street across town. They splash through the 

puddles, steering sharp to keep the squadron tight. The Explorer makes no move to 
escape, and offers no sign that the driver is even aware of the moving bounds being 
erected around him. 

At Barrie Street they’re joined by Sun’s Civic, boxing in the Explorer on the left 
flank. “I’m in position,” reports Sun. “Over.” 

“Acknowledged, Red Five. Keep tight; over.” 
This is when things start to get weird. 
Though the sound of the Explorer’s engine remains constant, its speed begins to 

vary. At one moment it threatens to rear-end the Jetta, and then a blink later is drifting 
backward and forcing Becca to gear down aggressively. Sun gasps as the Explorer 
flashes suddenly closer to him, their side mirrors within millimeters of scraping. “He’s 
going all erratic!” Sun shouts into his radio. 

“We’ve nailed his position; that’s the momentum responding by fluctuating,” says 
Phat-so. “Over.” 

“Jesus Crap! He’s all over the damn road!” 
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“You have to say over; over.” 
“Shut up!” 
The street bends south. Five sets of wheels screech as they take the corner, rear 

tires skittering dangerously. Patrons smoking outside the bars turn to stare. The convoy 
rushes up to King Street just as the light turns green, and barrel through the intersection 
with an array of overlapping squeals. 

The speed of the pack steadily rises as they jockey to keep their box closed, the 
Explorer’s motion becoming increasingly wild and strange. 

They blast past another police cruiser. A split second later its headlights and red 
bubble lights come to life, and the engine sings as the driver floors the pedal. The siren 
wails, echoing off the faces of the street-crowding downtown buildings. 

“We’ve picked up Smokey; over!” cries Sun. 
“You’re almost there, Red Five—stay on target!” Phat-so cries back. 
The convoy slams around the bend on King Street, funneling into the final run 

toward the dead end, the police cruiser rocketing in pursuit. The passing buildings are a 
blur. “Ripley to squadron, Ripley to squadron: form up! This is it, over!” 

As rehearsed, the four cars come together to pin the Explorer into the tiniest 
possible gap, closing the space around it until they virtually move as one great vehicle. 

“Almost there...” coaches Phat-so, peering through his binoculars. “Just a few 
more seconds...” 

The Explorer becomes a blur that is hard to look at. Phat-so told them to expect 
it, but this anticipation doesn’t make the impossible sight any easier to process. Becca 
blinks, because it makes her eyeballs feel as if they’re jittering. Sun shakes his head, 
feeling as if his brain has gone numb. “We’re getting position fluctuation, over!” reports 
Sun, his voice cracking. “Jesus Crap it’s crazy!” 

The racing Explorer flits like a butterfly, seemingly smearing itself in a rabid frenzy 
between every possible position within the tightening box. As it blinks over to beside 
Becca’s Camry Sun’s side mirror snaps off and shatters, bouncing on the road behind 
them. “Red Five, Red Five!” calls Becca; “are you okay? Over!” 

“I got hit—but it didn’t hit me,” says Sun, shaking. “It’s messed!” 
The Explorer suddenly surges forward and plows into the back of the Jetta, briefly 

lifting its back end off the road. “Shit, shit, shit!” screams Billy Brandt. The Jetta slams 
back down, tires barking and smoking, and scoots ahead again, pulling away from the 
front of the Explorer which remains inexplicably undamaged. “Shit!” 

“Spengler! Where the fuck are we now?” shouts Becca. 
From his rooftop vantage Phat-so presses the binoculars into his face until it 

hurts, counting the faded and running chalk marks on King Street. “Twenty meters, 
Ripley!” he says into the radio breathlessly as he tracks the clot of headlights roaring 
toward him. “Fifteen...twelve...ten meters!” 

They cross Place d’Armes and enter the final block to the dead end. Their 
combined headlights illuminate the twin rows of people standing along either side of the 
road, elbow to elbow, each of them holding a camera, camcorder, or laser range finder. 
Phat-so screams, “Observation array: GO!” and two dozen fingers press their contacts, the 
alley suddenly strobing with flash photography and the dancing coloured pin-pricks of 
laser light. 

At the end of the alley stand a row of youths holding mirrors, their surfaces 
glaring with swelling headlights. 

The Explorer goes crazy. 
It’s everywhere at once. Sun sees its wet blue hull pulse into view ahead of him 

and beside him at the same time, then a blink later it’s behind him, and then he can 
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smell its engine as if it’s right under his nose. Even inside the cabin he’s somehow 
splashed by rainwater, and he shrieks. 

“I can’t hold it!” cries Gozer in his Golf, struggling to throw the wheel around in 
response to the dizzying dance of the blurred SUV. The Golf skids out of control, 
swerving wantonly across the road on its way to the ditch, narrowing missing two tall 
poplars but clipping Becca’s Camry across the front. 

“Fuck!” bellows Becca. 
The observers along the sides of the road scatter, leaping for cover. The Camry 

spins like a top on the slick pavement, the Explorer a blue smear twisted between the 
members of the convoy like a ribbon. Sun is forced to pull aside, rumbling over the 
grass. He jams on his emergency brake and the Civic stops, mud splattering across the 
windshield. 

The Explorer’s horn blasts mournfully, the sound Dopplered into an 
unrecognizable, alien pitch. 

It connects with Becca’s Camry. 
There is a tremendous noise, like an explosion. The air is filled by hunks of twisted 

metal, shards of plastic, cubes of safety glass drawn out in long, diffuse plumes. The 
ground shakes. Ears ring. 

Phat-so finds himself flying down the slick fire escape, the heavy binoculars 
bouncing against his chest painfully. He leaps over the last railing and stumbles to the 
pavement, then sprints across it, his shoes crunching over debris still rolling or sliding 
with inertia. 

Sun bursts out of his Civic. He screams, “Becca!” 
The police cruiser screeches to a halt at the mouth of the alley. 
Phat-so reaches the impact site, jumping over a chunk of warped fender. The 

Camry is a ruin, its smoking engine exposed and rent apart, hot liquids gurgling down 
onto the parts-littered asphalt. It takes him a moment to identify the cabin, twisted and 
flattened and surrounded by shattered glass. He rushes up to it and tears off his T-shirt, 
folding it over his hand as he grabs the edge of the splintered, sagging windshield and 
attempts to prise it clear. 

Sun runs up beside him and joins in the effort, utterly careless about the way the 
ragged edges cut into his hands. 

The brothers stop their furious efforts as the mangled door beside them creaks, 
then drops away to reveal a sneakered foot. Sun’s breath catches in his throat. 

The foot wiggles. 
A muffled voice calls out, “Would somebody give me a fucking hand here, 

please?” 
The boys rush over, four hands reaching in to extract her. Becca worms her way 

between the bent steering wheel and the collapsed seat, wincing as her leg scrapes 
against an exposed blade of ripped metal. Sun helps her to stand, supporting her with an 
arm around her torso. 

She has a gash on her forehead that bleeds freely. Phat-so presses his shirt against 
it, applying pressure with his shaking hands. “Oh my God,” gasps Sun. “Oh my God, 
Becca—I love you!” 

Becca blinks. “You do?” 
“Are you okay?” asks Phat-so. 
She nods, her eyes locked on Sun. “Yeah, I’m good,” she says, then pats her jeans 

until she finds her cigarettes and lighter. She pops one out and ignites it, then draws 
deeply. “Though I hate taking the fucking bus,” she adds as an afterthought. 

“I’ll drive you anywhere you want to go,” promises Sun. “Like, forever.” 
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Constable Wainwright runs up beside them. “What’s your condition?” she asks 
quickly, then scans Becca’s abrasions up and down with a practiced flick of the eyes. She 
leans into her shoulder and presses the radio contact attached to her epaulette. “I need 
EMS at King West and Place d’Armes, EMS to King West and Place d’Armes for a two 
vehicle collision...” 

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” assures Becca. 
The constable looks up, then furrows her brow. “Where’s the other vehicle? There 

was a blue truck—I saw it.” 
Phat-so, Sun and Becca look around. Most of their friends have scattered. The 

dead-end lane is empty except for Billy Brandt and Gozer stepping out of their cars 
with dazed expressions. There is a slurry of broken automotive debris coating the road 
in a wide field of ejecta centred on the smashed Camry. 

Intermingled with the pieces of burgundy Camry are pieces of blue Explorer, but 
not nearly enough to account for an entire SUV. It’s as if the Explorer has disintegrated, 
dissolved by the impact. 

Phat-so leans down and scoops up a license plate. “Here’s the plate,” he says, 
turning it over in his hands. He passes it to Constable Wainwright as her portly partner 
jogs up beside her. 

“What’s going on?” he asks. 
“Something...strange,” says Constable Wainwright, taking off her cap and 

scratching her head as she stares at the license plate. 
Another vehicle stops at the mouth of the alley. Red lights flash as its door folds 

open, Mr. Mississauga rushing out through it even before the humming handicapped 
access ramp has descended into place. “Detective!” cries Phat-so. 

Propelled by a mix of intense and conflicting emotions, Phat-so runs up to the 
limping native and wraps his arms around him in a tight hug. Mr. Mississauga tolerates 
this with dignity, then smooths down his overcoat as he’s released. “Is everyone 
alright?” asks the detective. 

Phat-so nods. “Yeah, somehow. I can’t believe you came back!” 
“Yes,” confirms Mr. Mississauga. 
“Yes indeed,” adds the constable, frowning deeply. “I knew this had your stink all 

over it, Sky.” She tosses the license plate to Benny. “Run this. Get me the owner on the 
horn, if you can.” 

Benny hurries back to the cruiser. 
Constable Wainwright narrows her eyes and looks to Becca. “This will go a whole 

lot easier if you just tell me truth: what was that stunt all about? Is it street-racing?” 
“No,” says Becca slowly, licking her lips. “I think that guy was like drunk or 

something. He was all over the road. We were just trying to like, you know, force him to 
pull over so we could call you. I mean, call the cops, right.” 

“You just happened to force him into an alley filled by people with cameras?” 
Phat-so coughs. “That’s an unrelated science experiment. Um, I’m studying to be 

an engineer at Queens. I’m interested in traffic. This is really all my fault, constable. My 
name is Phat-so Kim and I take full responsibility.” 

“No,” interjects Mr. Mississauga sharply. “I take full responsibility, constable. I 
shouldn’t have let the experiment run unattended. These kids were just helping me out. 
As long as they’re not hurt I suggest you send them on their way.” 

“You suggest that, do you?” Constable Wainwright challenges, arching one 
sharply-defined red eyebrow. 

“Respectfully,” adds Mr. Mississauga. 
“Well,” she whistles, “that’s a first.” 
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They are interrupted from staring angrily at one another when Benny huffs and 
puffs back into their midst. “This is nuts, Wainwright,” he says, shaking his head. “I got 
the owner on the line. He says his Ford Explorer just exploded.” 

“What?” 
“He says it was just sitting there in his driveway, and he heard a loud bang so he 

ran outside. He says the vehicle’s been torn to shreds—there are parts all over his lawn. 
Apparently a flying hubcap broke his neighbour’s window. Six minutes ago, over eight 
kilometers from here.” 

The constable runs her hand down her face. “We’re sure it’s the same vehicle?” 
“Same make, same model, same colour, same plates.” 
Phat-so, Sun and Becca exchange a look. “Total entanglement,” whispers Phat-so, 

eyes wide. “We forced both of them to merge.” 
Benny goes back to the cruiser to get more information. Constable Wainwright 

tucks her red hair up under her cap and straightens it down over her forehead. A siren 
keens in the distance as the ambulance she called for Becca approaches. “I don’t like 
this one bit,” she pronounces wearily. 

Mr. Mississauga holds her eye. “Let these kids alone, constable. It’s not their fault 
what’s happened here tonight.” 

“I saw reckless driving. I can’t ignore that.” 
“Take me in if you need to,” offers Mr. Mississauga. “You know I’ll co-operate.” 
Suddenly Benny yells from the cruiser, “He’s dead!” 
Constable Wainwright’s head turns quickly. “What? Who’s dead?” 
“The owner!” Benny yells back. “He was on the line with Henderson, then he just 

stops talking and Henderson hears the phone hit the floor. Now his wife’s on—she’s 
hysterical, screaming for an ambulance. She says her husband keeled right over. Says 
he’s not breathing, and his eyes look like marbles.” 

Phat-so’s mouth goes dry. “Total entanglement...” he croaks. 
“Jesus Crap,” says Sun solemnly. “That’s our fault.” 
Becca screws up her face and wipes at her eyes. “Fuck.” 
Constable Wainwright looks back and forth between them, then turns with a 

forlorn grimace to Mr. Mississauga. He volunteers, “Einstein called the phenomenon 
‘spooky action at a distance’ and he—” 

She holds up her hand. “Stop,” she says. “Just stop. I don’t even want to hear it. 
Not this time.” She rotates slowly, meeting the eyes of Gozer and Billy Brandt. “You 
kids get out of here. Get out of here now. Just take your cars and leave.” 

Benny looks puzzled. “But we need to take their statements—” 
“No,” she snaps. “I’m not going through this again. I’m not getting involved in 

this unexplainable shit. I’m not getting laughed off the force, and have to start all over 
again. Not this time.” 

“But—” 
“Stow it, Benny, or I swear to God I’ll tell the captain about your other job.” 
Benny closes his mouth quickly. 
The ambulance pulls up beside the schoolbus. Constable Wainwright faces the 

detective, her expression dark. “And you,” she hisses, “I don’t ever want to see you in 
my town again, you understand me, Mississauga? I don’t want your madness and I don’t 
want your death. You’re not welcome here. Get the hell out of my sight. Now.” 

Mr. Mississauga gives a single, simple nod. “I understand,” he says. 
The Golf and the Sentra nose out past the ambulance, careful to signal before 

pulling out onto Place d’Armes. Phat-so and Sun stay with Becca as she shows the cut 
on her forehead to the paramedics. Constable Wainwright stands imperiously at the 
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centre of all, hands on her hips, tracking Mr. Mississauga as he stumps up the 
handicapped access ramp and folds closed the door. The four-ways cease to flash, and 
the engine grumbles. 

Phat-so and Sun wave morosely. Mr. Mississauga gives them a small, tight smile 
and then reverses into the street, the bus beeping. He drives away. 

It’s over. 
The rain comes in sheets. The puddles dance. 
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THE RICH DANCE 
 
 
Her name is Name. She is the last. 
Once, when the world was rich, she was a queen and a mother and a singer of the 

long songs. She swam and popped among many, back when the sky was full of stars 
swarmed by living things. 

But time times, and events unfurl with history’s momentum until all history is 
spent. Now there is nothing to stand against the cold. The last galaxies are dim, red 
smears separated by nearly infinite lakes of stultifying dark—lonely scabs, evaporating 
away in feeble, guttering jets of X-ray foam. 

It’s so very quiet. 
There are wonders, still, for the patient observer. Even when almost nothing is 

possible anymore the last of the actual describe their throes through pathways 
unconsidered and inspired. There are few straight trajectories into the final cold, as 
what’s left burns at all by virtue of its own unlikelihood. 

The final deaths are the province of the strangest attractors. Some of it gasps or 
shatters when it ends, and Name is satisfied by that beauty. Poof. Bang. Smudge. 
Something changes, and Name delights. And then the cold comes. It always does, and 
with it the probability of any further event drops so low that even the vacuum ceases to 
roil. 

That part horrifies her. 
She flees. She steps aside hyper-sideways, then burns a singularity or two until she 

calms, soothed by the spark and the din. 
Her name is Name. She is alone in the Universe’s graveyard. It is her playground, 

and her temple. It is both her home and her self. It is her legacy and her identity, for she 
is the only one who remembers that the Universe ever happened. 

Soon, time will stop. The cold will have everything, and then everything will be 
nothing. 

This depresses Name. She tries not to think about it. 
Another thing flares as it succumbs, and she is distracted for a billion years. She 

thinks it’s pretty. She cherishes the fresh memory for another era. Around her there is 
only blackness, for the stretch of space has outpaced the light. She drifts, streamers of 
matter slush trailing from the actualized aspects of her lowest tendrils. She draws lazy 
circles in the current, watching the vacuum flash and fizzle in the resulting wake of 
possibilities. 
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She yawns. 
 
When Name was young the motes of the world still shone on each other. Space 

was tight. You could see forever. 
No matter which wavelength you perceived with, the view was incredible: in every 

direction a spaghetti dinner of baryonic matter webs with gravity-well superclusters 
glowing at the intersections, scattered from wherever you were all the way in the 
distance to the start of time. 

And the galaxies! Every strand and creek housed trillions. Anywhere you looked 
galaxies wheeled, their nuclei bright and their plasm sparkling with the flashes of stars as 
they ripened and burst. 

Name loved galaxies. As a child she would draw them in the vacuum’s spume. She 
put little faces on them. She almost always made them happy galaxies. They used to pale 
next to the real thing, but now her drawings were all she had. The real galaxies were 
finished. They had taken their bows, and spun down their own drains. There had been 
no one left to applaud except Name and Know, and now Know was gone, too. 

Know forgot why to be alive, and froze. 
A wave of intense grief had rippled through Name at close to the speed of light. 

Great swaths of her physiology had never fully recovered from that destructive pulse of 
despair. There were cell failures in many tissues, and a new cancer evolved which took 
her neurology three hundred million years to eradicate. Several of her organs were 
permanently disorganized. 

In order to avoid following Know’s fate, she assigned herself the mission of 
witnessing the last hiccough of the Universe, to see and be conscious of the dissolving 
of the last black holes and the fading of the final glow of chance. Then she would let 
herself go, and allow the cold to take her. 

So she waits for the ultimate event in the Universe—or, the penultimate event, 
really, if she counts her own dissolution. 

And one day it happens. 
The ultimate event in the Universe is the decay of the last natural photon. Without 

fanfare, it winks out the range of the likely. Snap. 
Name shivers. 
She looks around, but it’s as if she’s blind. There’s nothing to see. Sixty-four 

dimensions and there’s nothing going on except herself. Trillions upon trillions of years 
of history, any hint of which known to nobody but Name. 

She mourns. 
Time begins to melt away. She feels it in her extremities, and it is repulsive. 
This repulsion awakens something inside of Name. Her every instinct recoils 

against the touch of the cold. She rails against the emotion, damning it as nonsensical, 
cursing the somatic ignorance that cannot appreciate the larger view. At its core, being 
alive is little more than being stubborn. Her tissues baulk as they necrotize, parsec by 
parsec. 

But a rebellion has ignited. She feels it not in her neurology, nor in any organ of 
higher function, nor even at the level of her cells. Instead, the mad strike against the 
inevitable sizzles in the tiniest of the organelles that drive her existence: the civilizations 
themselves. So tiny, so tenacious, so dynamic: so persistent in the rich dance of 
variations over time, the blind quest to optimize the loops of life against the 
thermodynamic destiny everything shares. 

The cold! Living is its antithesis. 
Name remembers so much, but not nearly enough to do justice to the exquisite 
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interplay of events that had been the Universe’s heyday. Back when there were still 
natural protons around everywhere; back when the stars shined and probability found 
every champion it could, and some of them rose to become larger than their origins—
the little lifelets, molecular machines so small they were dwarfed by even humble specks 
of asteroid, so amazing they brought life to space. There had been so many tiny kind 
whose heritage still beat inside Name’s physiology, so many wonderful solutions 
resisting a smooth destiny: the If, and the Blossoms, and the Round Ones, and the 
Humans... 

All at once, it is so: Name decides that she cannot turn her back on them all. She 
cannot simply give up on all that has ever been. She will not fade away. 

She wills it, and it is so. The cold is repelled. 
She recognizes in slow, careful stages that though the canopy of creation is empty 

she is the inheritor of all chance. There is nothing likely in the Universe except herself, 
and the entire field of probability bristles at her merest thought. 

She is the Universe. She feels it proprioceptively, through her every fibre. As she 
breathes she is sensitive to the decay: the very fabric of reality is coming uncoiled, and it 
burns her nerves. 

The Universe is shriveling. Its borders are contracting, and the sky is falling in. 
Desperation fills her. Name turns to tradition—only the rich dance can discover a 

solution. The quandary is too big for a lone entity! And though she has no mate she 
divines a method to reproduce herself: with the whole of the Universe’s probability 
space at her beck and call she can iterate multiple copies of herself inside a slice of time. 
Her only hope is that the Universe exists within a greater context, and that a version of 
herself might fathom a way to it. 

She takes a deep breath, and summons all that she has. It is like a cry across the 
night: blazing and keen, wrought with animal passion. 

Fiat! She replicates instances of herself throughout the Universe’s entire 
bandwidth of likelihood. For a fleeting sub-moment, there are an uncountable number 
of Names. 

Time times. Reality coalesces and there is only one Name again, alone. 
Alone, but inspired. 
The skin of the Universe sags against her, dragging her down into the last horizon. 

Carefully, thoughtfully, she extends herself to explore the most convoluted creases of 
the tangling dimensions, and uses a flurry of forced chance to discover a fissure. She 
warms with hope. 

Time stops. Everything is done. 
Name pries herself through the collapsing bounds of reality, and escapes. 
 
Her name is Name. She arrives in the Context, and her first thought is that she is 

alive. Her second thought is that she has thoughts. The Universe had ended, but 
apparently Name has not. 

She is cheered by the news. 
She is also bewildered: the first thing she is able to recognize about the Context is 

that it is characterized by a dizzying field of interwoven times. She had imagined that 
thinking sixty-four dimensionally prepared one for any eventuality, but Name is the first 
to admit that the Context utterly baffles her. She cannot perceive anything remotely 
coherent for what feels like a long period, at least as considered with her native notion 
of the temporal force. 

The visceral realization that she truly is not within the Universe anymore hits her 
hard. She feels ill. She is afraid. Name quails. 
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Time times. Name is propelled by curiosity. Her fringes in closest contact with the 
stuff and spaces of the Context begin sending signals to her neurology that make some 
sense. Her cells react against the turbulence of intersecting disparate kinds of time by 
reinforcing their connection to local time. Name’s flesh buzzes as the specks of gravity 
wells within her are spun in precise concert, locking every somatic system to a common 
march of events. 

The world around her clarifies. 
The Universe hangs before her like a dried up berry. It appears frozen in time. It is 

crowded on all sides by other berries in various stages of ripeness. Beyond them lie 
more clusters of berries, growing from the hyper-bifurcated limbs of a one hundred and 
ninety-six dimensional tree. 

Name feels like she might barf. She closes her perceptions, then burns a singularity 
for comfort. She sings herself a quiet, nervous song. 

She has taken heavy damage to her somatic components when crossing over, but 
her physiology is adapting and healing, patch by patch. Her neurology has automatically 
transcribed itself into a new medium in order to operate within the Context, and she 
therefore allows hundreds of millions of years of debugging before even trying to think 
too hard. 

She keeps her perceptions thickly filtered. She communes with the hum of life 
within herself. 

When Name is ready, she opens herself to the Context again. It becomes less 
terrifying as she acclimatizes. She discovers that by an act of translation through one of 
the smaller dimensions she can push the global time she sees around her backward or 
forward. 

She moves to and fro experimentally: the clusters of universe berries blossom and 
shrivel, blossom and shrivel in response, swinging through their respective histories. 

Name is delighted and intrigued. 
She translates further and watches the birth of the berry bunch: from the tiniest 

bud, a sudden explosion of a staggering quantity of berries, the majority of which pop 
or shrivel almost immediately. Among those that go on to ripen and age, the Universe. 
Her Universe. How she loves it! 

She wonders if she dares peek inside. The question is an answer, and she surges 
forward. 

There is suddenly a lot of pain. Name shrieks and writhes, then retreats. 
After licking her wounds she extends her most homeostatic tendril outward into 

Context space and studies the way it bends and splits through the bizarre array of 
inflated spatial dimensions available. Once satisfied with a method for safe passage 
Name moves cautiously forward. 

She comes to rest against the outside of the Universe. The surface is black and 
largely smooth, and it reacts like a viscous fluid when Name touches it. She sticks a 
tendril through it and feels the familiar thrum of the Universe’s history flowing. It fills 
her with nostalgia. 

She sticks her head through the black skin, and is delighted to see the spongy 
texture of tight strings of her beloved baryonic matter, shining carelessly with good old 
fashioned electromagnetism as if tomorrow will never come. Like snowflakes the 
galaxies tumble, drift and collide. 

She is even more delighted to discover that, by translating through the global 
temporal dimension of the Context, she can scrub back and forth through the 
Universe’s history. She contracts it to the very beginning and watches it bloom and 
dwindle over and over again. The experience is very emotional for her. For a spell she 
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becomes obsessive—witnessing everything from the first quasars to the rise of true life 
to her own spectacular self-explosion across probability space at the very end. 

She thinks she looks a bit fat, from the outside. 
She communicates with one of her multiplied iterations, and tells herself how to 

travel to the Context. This intervention causes the portfolio of possibilities to actualize 
into a version of herself with an inspired escape plan, which she then watches herself 
execute. 

The timelines merge. Her escaped self hops across Context space and then comes 
to a wounded halt, drifting outside of the convoluted, shrinking skin of the dying 
Universe. 

Name blinks. Her escaped self catches up with her across the weave of times, and 
they come together. 

She finds it all very disorienting. Time is weird. 
Name pushes back into the Universe to catch her breath, to take another break 

from the phantasmagoric storm of dimensions in the Context. She slides across the 
global temporal frame until the Universe is young and bright again, and once more she 
falls to watching events unfold. 

By far her favourite moments come when the tiny life arises from the weather of 
planets. They each find their own way up. It’s seldom a predictable course. She delights 
in the way a parasite rises to eclipse and surpass its host to become the Pegasi; she thrills 
when the dinosaurs fall and the wee mammals shake their world with a flurry of rich 
dancing that will lead to Humanity; she savours the slow and steady ascent of the 
Reachers from fungus colonies to intelligent cities... 

The Milky Way Galaxy has always had a special place in Name’s heart. She cries 
like a baby every time she rewinds time to watch it deform, spray out and merge with 
Andromeda. The end of an era. 

And the beginning of a new one: from the ashes of that mighty galactic collision 
rise the clusters of intelligent civilizations who will dance the rich dance—multiplication 
with variance, exploring every crag of possibility. They will develop into the co-
operative organelles that patch-replicate to become the first cells of true life. 

True life! She is the only one. Name misses her mothers and fathers. She misses 
Know, her final mate. She misses her children, swallowed by the cold at the end of time. 

She witnesses the history of her kind, from start to finish, a million million times. 
She interferes, but just a little. 
She’s careful. She just wants to make sure the racial genome contains everything 

she will need to survive in the Context, when her day comes... 
She witnesses her own birth. She’s cute as a button, and just ten million miles 

wide. 
In time she comes to terms with the fact that she has become sickened by 

nostalgia, and that she must now put the Universe behind her. If there’s one thing 
thermodynamics impresses upon one, it’s a persistent delusion of time’s arrow. 

The arrow presses. It compels her to look forward. 
Again Name exits the Universe. Not having been mindful of her position in the 

global temporal dimension, she steps out among a clique of herselves: she sees herself 
just having left the Universe the first time, and observes versions of herself sticking her 
head through its black skin. Another version drifts over her, sleeping and healing the 
wounds of her emergence. 

It’s getting crowded. 
She lets the current move her. She drifts away. The cluster of universe berries 

contracts in her view until it is indistinguishable from a quadrillion others just like it—
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universes upon universes, from horizon to horizon. Hers is just one, like any other...a 
process of some inscrutable ecosystem larger and more magnificent and more deeply 
terrifying than anything she has ever conceived. 

This is what it’s like to be a baby in the world, she reasons: even the humblest 
aspects of nature are awesome and unfathomable. Shadows can be marvels or monsters 
when you understanding nothing; raindrops can be bombs. 

She has food. Energy isn’t rare. A dozen different kinds of potential flow through 
the dizzying array of inflated spatial dimensions. She could, in theory, drift forever 
among the berries. 

This prospect does not satisfy her, however. With life comes forward momentum. 
She aches to have a purpose. She is not content to embody the Universe’s contribution 
to existence as a piece of mere flotsam in a mad garden. 

No! 
...And why should she? For even as she watches she sees that the Context is not a 

static place. As she veers through a narrow spatial dimension she observes that there are 
things that crawl and fly through the miasma of times—there is motion, and there is 
work. 

Beyond one looming hyper-bifurcated limb of the great tree is a spindly, radial 
being with cilia that spread across six dimensions. It turns in place, arms rippling and 
smearing through streams of contrasting temporal force. The being fattens and seems 
fit to explode. In the next moment, it does so—scattering a cloud of tiny radial specks 
along every avenue of Context space. 

Name knows what she is seeing: reproduction—multiplication with variation. It is 
the unmistakable mélange of the rich dance. 

Life! 
Name is not alone. She is not the only thing to have ever escaped a dying universe. 

Each of them based in their own physics, each of them never the less adaptable enough 
to survive outside the womb of their native reality. Survive, and perhaps prosper. 

Things like ants march in sinewy lines across the hyperbolic contours of the great 
tree, some of them with the remnants of shriveled universes on their backs. They have 
found a way of life. Somewhere, perhaps, they have fashioned a hive. 

Other things plod or blip across the fields between branches, propelled by 
temporal flagella or bursts of exotic radiation. Some consume others in the 
unmistakable rhythm of prey and predator, reclaiming energy from the lowliest 
harvesters to fuel the pursuit of their next mate. 

They are fruitful. They are beautiful. In them the dauntless spirit of the rich dance 
burns on. 

With no science Name cannot guess what kind of living the Context can provide, 
but she knows the rich dance can discover it. It will explore every niche of this strange 
existence, and thereby rise to take a place here. One day her descendants might even 
learn to comprehend the nature of the Context, and to wonder what lies beyond... 

Name fissions herself. And then there are two. Their first coupling is unromantic 
and feels faintly incestuous, but its product is a swarm of younglings as precious and 
unique as any Name has ever seen. They take their first breaths in Context space. They 
are native to it. They are the first to be born who will never know the Universe, a place 
and a time that rapidly comes to seem far away and small to Name. 

The Universe was but an egg. 
Life goes on. Bouquets of fresh universes burst into existence and wilt, marking 

global time like the tides. Name loses track of when her Universe actually took place, 
and no longer has any clue how far she would have to translate to glimpse its history 
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again. There are so many like it she doubts she could distinguish one from the next any 
longer. She is a creature of the Context, in body and soul. 

The children laugh at their parents, at their provincial concepts of time and space. 
They dash through the Context effortlessly, their sense of its bewildering co-ordinates 
instinctive. They swim and jump, they para-past and they hypo-future, they sidle 
carelessly from one spatial perspective to the next. They play. 

Name thinks as she watches them cavort: so this is what the Universe was for. 
She feels whole. 
Her name is Name. She was the last, but has become the first. The first of many. 
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