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PART ONE



THE BIRDS


The velvety dark of night commenced an unhurried morning retreat just outside the bedroom window. The deep inky thick blackness of the night sky, impenetrable just a short moment prior, yielded silently but visibly to the next turn of an eternal cosmic cycle. It was as though an immense black bolt of fine silk had begun to unravel, wearing thin and fraying at its now-opaque Eastern fringe. The quiet, stagnant void of the nocturnal sky grudgingly acknowledged the first fleeting touches of ash grey and, shortly thereafter, reddish-violet flourishes heralding the imminent arrival of dawn.


All was quiet now. The muted energy of an insistent low breeze that had tapped the steady rhythm of time’s passage, as though it were a metronome punctuating the seconds, minutes and hours that the Earth spent enveloped in darkness, was now spent. It no longer ruffled the building’s slipshod tarpaper roofing or tugged at the rain gutters, causing them to rattle and sometimes creak ominously at odd intervals throughout the night. The resulting exhausted calm was reminiscent of the fitful sleep of an asthmatic.


In the gloomy obscurity of the bedroom, adjacent to the bed, stood a narrow hardwood nightstand. But for the still unfathomable darkness in the room, one might have appreciated its ascetic clean lines and appreciated the spartan waxy appearance of its timeless industrialage imitation beechwood finish. Perched precariously atop this jewel of modern utilitarian furniture, next to a near-empty water glass smudged with fingerprints and a plastic vial containing generic aspirin-ersatz tablets, was a clock whose alarm began at this instant to buzz offensively, signaling to Ch.ase that it was time to rise and shine. The sound this device produced to emphasize its unhappy message at such an inhumane hour was, like any alarm clock anywhere else on the face of this planet or thereabouts, as obnoxious as it was stubbornly unrelenting. The clock buzzed its vicious buzz with a supremely assertive–even repugnant–air that a more gullible observer might have wrestled with the impression that it derived its sense of urgency not through some fallible, fickle human hand but from something vested with a degree of authority nothing short of astronomical.


In other words, this clock had a real attitude.


Under any other circumstances, any similar display of dogged persistence at this hour might have given cause to stop and think. Was it an exaggeration to regard it just as compelling and dynamic as a surge of lunar gravity, perhaps set in gear at the very dawn of Creation? Where did it derive its authority from, commencing its rude exhortations at the emergence of the first traces of daybreak on this morning, summoned by the same deities which inspired the ancient Nubians eons ago to meticulously align their temples at Abu Simbel that the first rays of the sunrise, on two sacred days of the year, would illuminate the two middle statues–out of a row of four funky cosmic VIPS–tucked away in its rearmost chambers? It wasn’t implausible to expect a person of more unstable persuasion to assume that it was perhaps synchronized by a higher force, taking its cue from some ominous linear constellation of planets so breathtaking that it would leave a modern-day Copernicus with an uneasy frown frozen on his puzzled face. If it were indeed so, then this mere clock might well have sufficed to inspire a crowd of lunatics of the likes of Nostradamus elsewhere on the planet to conjure up yet another beanie full of dismal prophecies, thereby managing to scare the collective wits out of humanity for countless ages to come.


The possibilities were wide-ranging, but only if one were foolish enough to allow the mind to wander at random, stretched out in the gloomy pre-dawn darkness wondering whether it was truly necessary to get out of bed. Was it because something as trivial as a clock demanded it of one? Or if the person in question was inclined to believe in things best defined as supernatural by the numerous Ethernet tabloids that dominated the countless screens positioned strategically in the checkout areas of mega.Marchés, virtual or not: that ubiquitous netherworld where the purported virgin birth of domesticated hammerhead sharks in a saltwater basin in places as inauspicious as Omaha still qualified as breaking news.


In reality, though, things were nowhere near being this extraordinary on this morning. This was a rather simple, regular, unremarkable, run-of-the-mill alarm clock owned and armed by Ch.ase before retiring on the evening prior.


The motive was quite plain and straightforward as well. Ch.ase had manually, and therefore deliberately, set the alarm because he could not risk being late to work this morning. Just like every morning. In a majority of modern societies priding themselves on their advanced level of social, economic and technological development, this, from the dawn of so-called modernity onward, has always been the driving force behind the industrialized effort of devising, manufacturing, selling, purchasing and arming products as seemingly innocuous as these mass-produced alarm clocks, however repugnant they might be considered in the wee hours of the morning. When they do precisely that which they are built to do. The model on the hardwood nightstand in Ch.ase’s bedroom was actually a visibly cheap one. This clock, along with dozens of others of similarly questionable design, was stacked haphazardly one afternoon in a blue plastic corrugated bin on rollers to the right of the check-out aisle leading to the scanners of a local mega.Marché. Ch.ase had picked it up on a whim while warding off a fit of boredom awaiting his turn in the queue that led to the scanner station. Having watched the headlines so often that he risked being hypnotized–Lover Her Tender: Elvis Reincarnation Baptizes 48 LB. Baby in Eureka, followed by Clone Your Own: For Details, Use Link to Page 3–his gaze soon fell upon an irregular stack of clocks in pseudo-chrome-wire packaging stacked in the aforementioned plastic bins next to him. Within the wire packaging, each clock was wrapped in a cheap, but somehow trendy-looking, transparent plastic bubble foil package like those used to sell soft-rubber chewable pet toys, the kind which squeaks annoyingly prior to being chomped to pieces by flustered canines or just being swallowed by the more ignorant ones.


Ch.ase wasn’t certain why he felt obligated to purchase this ugly clock, but he did on this one fine day do exactly that. Perhaps because the bold lettering on the clear soft recyclable polyurethane packaging proclaimed it to be a genuine freedom. Day limited edition super-saver real!Deal. At least this was the way Ch.ase seemed to recall it. It was hopelessly tacky, adorned with a flag motif on a giddy futuristic stellar black plastic base with a welter of tasteless ornate neo-gothic, pseudo-chrome trimming. Perhaps it was a subconscious impulse that had driven him to purchase the clock, an urge to underscore his personal patriotism in the face of a never-ending onslaught of ongoing national emergencies–in fact, the alert level had escalated to magenta for a few hours on the day he bought the clock. More likely, however, was that he may have felt an inward swell of anxiety as he pondered the existence, activities and motives of an anonymous store detective whom he couldn’t see, but who he instinctively guessed would be eyeing him, and all others in the store, on an array of softly luminescent screens or a next.Gen Mind"Set as he sat tucked away in the stuffy confines of a darkened back-office cubicle, leaning far back in his chair, scratching his crotch as he watched the queue inch forward all day long. Indeed, it was conceivable that it might even be considered unpatriotic to pass over such a great bargain.


Ch.ase rolled over, yawning and scratching his stomach absently before addressing a sudden persistent itch on his right buttock. Groaning as he laboriously heaved himself onto his left side with his eyes still squeezed shut, his right hand swung drunkenly overhead like some derelict shipyard crane. It groped about in the contourless spacey void surrounding his bed as it searched, unsuccessfully at first, for the source of this unwelcome early morning disturbance. Pissed at this initial setback, Ch.ase finally found it after prying open his eyes just a tiny crack to assist in orientation. And while doing so, he ventured his first cautious glance at the faintly luminescent numbers on the slightly smudged face of the clock. Taking a deep breath, he drew his legs up under the warmth of the blanket, doubling slightly as he lay there in a near-fetal position with his hand flat on his abdomen just below his navel. As he lay semi-petrified in this position for an indeterminate length of time, visions of immense silver-skinned meteorological weather balloons started bouncing about in the still-sluggish grey matter filling the gap between his ears. It was as though he was sitting in front of the telly.tube, watching them float aimlessly about, first here, then there, growing ever larger as they ascended in the ionosphere that was his lower gut. Still stationary and still enveloped in his blanket, he began to comprehend the significance of these visions as he registered the first urgent call of his long-neglected bladder as it communicated its most immediate requirement to the still-stationary cerebral cortex regions entrusted with the mundane task of regulating it and some of his more immediate basic biological functions.


And though the transition from sleep to waking was for Ch.ase a gradual process, his synapses were indeed beginning to come online now. A single, brief burst of concentrated activity was all he required to make an accurate assessment his present situation. Although he wasn't yet very far into the day, he had already determined, whether on the basis of past experience or simply by intuition, that this day was going to feel like crap.scheiss.


This perception may have been reinforced to some degree by the fact that 5:00am was, viewed objectively, far too early to expect a chronically-harried person in an elevated position such as his to commence his working day activities in anything other than a state of fatigue, confusion or the foulest of moods. His days were entirely too long to start this early with a smile.


All that rubbish about whistling while you work didn’t apply to this kind of situation and Ch.ase, for one, staunchly refused to feel apologetic about it.


Getting up this early sucked.


But unfortunately, in the wayward course of humanity’s trials and tribulations, it is a fact of everyday life that the best intentions can become subject to perversion through necessity. And thus it was now, as the time was nearing for Ch.ase to get his ass out of bed and commence with at least the more rudimentary preparations for his working day.


Philosophy was for the idle.


So by now, with the passing of just a few fleetingly short minutes, duty summoned him in a voice as clear and keen as a siren back in the days of mythical lore, albeit less seductively. Ch.ase no longer led the unhurried life of a mere mortal rehab officer in a lower-tier position at dep.Corr, as the state corrections system was officially called. Instead, he had bolted his way up the career ladder within this institution, ascending it in an impressive series of leaps and bounds. His success had culminated in his having recently been awarded promotion to the much-coveted position of facility Warden at a trendy chic showpiece maximum security facility known in Libertyville@Esperantia as da.Maze.


Although this name was technically false because it was only a sloppy translation of its official Teutonically-inspired name, irr.Garten Penal and Corrections, Inc., it was nonetheless so commonly called da.Maze that the name eventually stuck. It is possible that this was perhaps due to some convoluted admiration of a namesake, a similar Irish institution of yore. Indeed, it had become accepted, if not fashionable, to refer to it as such since few people in Libertyville@Esperantia were versed in the kind of stern diction embodied in the facility's true name. It was often half-joked that a two to four generation ancestry harking back to an obscure and distant Franconian hillbilly hole-in-the-wall town was the minimum pedigree required to reproduce the double “R” sound contained in the name irr.Garten with any authenticity, allowing it to rattle sharply over the top of the tongue with a suitably arrogant intonation before snapping into the following “G” consonant. From a pronunciation point of view, it was no overstatement to describe it as the phonetic equivalent of a barrel roll combined with an Immelmann. In the local vernacular, the name often mutated to something resembling Eargarden.


But da.Maze, by contrast, was infinitely easier to pronounce and everyone knew exactly what was meant. And it was arguable that the facility’s image in public perception probably even gained a bit more mystique through this makeshift but widely-accepted translation.


As he lay on the bed, prone on his back with his knobby whitish knees angled skyward, Ch.ase–close to losing the first tentative skirmish of the day against the dictates of his circadian rhythm–involuntarily drifted back into the arms of another round of unauthorized slumber, his leaden eyelids falling shut again as he succumbed to the weight of his head sinking back into the pillow, slightly yellowed as it was, a tad musty and obviously quite old. Its genuine hypoallergenic Na.Choo!No.Sneeze Styrofoam pellet filling had been flattened through many long years of use.


As his head settled back onto the pillow and sleep lured him back into its comfortable void, the synapses of his brain suddenly rattled back to life again, driven by a firestorm of bioelectrical activity prodded on by a two-headed demon consisting of both fear of consequences as well as a bout of simple bad conscience.


And so, in a concentrated flash of cold, hard rational thinking, he forced himself into admitting that there was no point in procrastination now. He was going to have to have a serious go at this.


He was going to have to get his butt out of bed. It was now or never.


As he did on almost every morning in the laborious process of awakening and just prior to rolling out of bed, he drew a single, sharp deep breath. Although he himself would not likely register it at such an unholy hour, the sound he produced as he mobilized his resolve would be quite revealing if someone were to hear it. It was the same quick breath that one might take prior to being tossed overboard from an ocean-going vessel into the frigid waters off a less than delightful archipelago like those bordering the Bering Sea during a colder season. In winter, the time of year once referred to as January, February or March, for example. Way back in that diffuse era before the Gregorian calendar was unceremoniously canned, rendered obsolete by the demise of any linear notion of time.


Thus, after only the briefest of respites, Ch.ase soldiered on through the private Purgatories unfolding in rapid succession within his head in these wee hours, drawing back the sheet and blanket in a display of sheer determination. He was now focused on rising with an attitude of resolve and vigor to greet the new day head on.


And then, despite his having gotten this far, he stopped abruptly short.


The birds were back.


He couldn't believe his ears. It was maddening!


Ch.ase exhaled loudly as his determination to rise dissipated as rapidly as the flatulent air escaping from a balloon when the knot at its base is untied. He dropped back into his pillow while hastily yanking up the blanket to cover his naked shoulders again.


This had nothing to do with slumber. He was wide awake, tormented by a deep fear that he was in danger of losing his mind. Ch.ase started quivering despite his straining hard to lie quiet and motionless on the mattress now, doing his utmost to stay calm and trying to command every single voluntary muscle in his body to relax without further ado.


All without success, as it seemed.


Stifling a dark panic bubbling forth within him, Ch.ase covered his eyes with the crook of his arm, as if he could hide this way, stationary in the still prevailing darkness. As incomprehensible as it seemed, the room was rapidly filling to bursting point with some strange gargantuan swell of avian noise. An immense chorus of chirping birds flooded the world outside his window. Their twittering filled the room and even his head with song. He wasn’t sure where they were but these birds must have been gathered just beyond the barely discernible boundaries of his still-gloomy bedroom, singing boldly to proclaim the onset of this brand-new day about to break.


After a short but oddly indeterminate period had elapsed, Ch.ase lifted his arm, uncovering his eyes again. Still flat on his back and otherwise unmoving, he opened them while struggling to lie as still and silent as he could. From his vantage point, his still-sleepy gaze was directed upward, blurred by what might have been a stubborn layer of uniformly gray stratus cloud. He continued looking up, allowing himself a few additional seconds for his head to clear and to allow his senses to finish rebooting. As his vision gradually came into focus, he found himself staring at the off-white plaster of a bedroom ceiling still shrouded in semi-darkness.


He was motionless but listening attentively now. Despite his concentrated attempt at relaxation, he knew that he was too nervous to relax now. His whole body was rigid with the tension that had seized possession of him when the birds launched into song. Since that moment, he sensed how every solitary nerve in his body drew as taut as the horsehair on a vintage concert violinist’s bow. His arms and legs were locked so rigidly that he could neither command them to move nor could he actually get them to hold completely still. With his arms shivering ever so lightly then, Ch.ase felt as he reckoned a quadriplegic might. A pronounced ache made itself noticeable, arching upward through his shoulders and neck and spreading speedily into the back of his head. As he focused on another series of deep breaths, exhaling long and hard each time as though he were in labor giving birth to a nightmare, Ch.ase shut his eyes again and continued at yet another attempt at relaxation. In between breaths, he reached for the tablets and opened the vial. He tapped two pills onto the palm of his left hand and swallowed them without water.


And all the while he could not stop listening.


By now, though, he wasn’t sure of what he was hearing anymore, as the rising tidal rush and roar of blood in his ears was just as deafening to him as the perceived chatter of the birds. It sounded like a fast-running stream gushing forth, circulating erratically and splashing wild foamy corpuscles through the tiny canyon-like channels that a river had eroded within the cavities of his skull.


Was this maybe the heavy-metal version of tinnitus? Or was he losing his mind? Maybe this was what the Big Eddy of nervous breakdowns felt like when it came on?


Slowly, he focused on taking a series of deep breaths and regaining control of his body again, managing to lie motionlessness on the bed again. The shaking was done and over, things were going to be alright after all. He was determined to face down the last of the still recurring waves of tension that braced his body in diminishing cycles.


He lay there, just listening with his eyes closed.


Breathing in deeply. Exhaling slowly, as though he were practicing how to blow out a candle that was a mile away.


In these situations, he felt tempted to try some form of stronger meditation or perhaps even astral traveling. He longed in such moments to possess the ability to simply sever all the bonds to his own body and self, straining to imagine what it would be like to allow his mind the freedom to wander off–examining, for example, the prodigious assembly of colorful songbirds which gathered in the apex of a lush canopy of green foliage outside the open window of his bedroom.


But try as he might, he seldom got very far with these efforts. In fact, he usually tended to spend most of his time pondering whether it was at all possible to succeed at astral traveling if one had to work as hard at it as he did.


So, as a kind of diversion, he would resort to considering how it happened that the birds always managed to get to their roosting place without his ever once having noticed their movements.


And, in a further exercise in distraction, he sometimes tried imagining where they might have come from in the first place.


In his mind's eye, he sometimes briefly succeeded in becoming a detached observer to this avian spectacle. He would watch as they stealthily amassed in the last fleeting light of the evening, diminutive shadows that hustled silently and quickly to and fro, through the soft, blue-black velvet blackening sky hanging on the peripheral fringes of twilight.


This would be in those final few fluid minutes before the nocturnal sky assumed its deep impenetrable luster and all life, almost conspiratively, seemed at once to grind to an uneasy halt. An almost deafening whisper would make itself noticeable in the first minutes of darkness before it too subsided, unnoticeably at first, like the mist following on the heels of an afternoon tropical downpour.


The birds would of course be resting during the night, perched high up in the uppermost branches of the trees, just as he, too, would be sleeping. But in truth, he suspected, these birds never really slept. They would instead be resting while collectively bearing mute witness to the constellations of the night, watching as the stars dotting the darkness of the heavens revealed themselves gradually and rotated, bit by bit, to face the first soft hints of light spilling over the eastern horizon each morning. This grand assembly of birds formed a stoical congregation that united nightly in body and spirit, anticipating with a firm and quiet certainty the first tentative scattering of dawn that would soon yield to another day.


A new day.


Of course, Ch.ase couldn't be certain, but he suspected that birds were probably rather stupid creatures. Back when he was a kid, he recalled having seen depictions of their skulls and skeletons being directly correlated to those of long-extinct dinosaurs, the implication being that this was irrefutable evidence that they were direct descendants of the great lizards. And the knowledge that dinosaurs had the neurological equivalent of peanuts for brains wasn’t restricted to some elite handful of paleontologists. So Ch.ase reasoned that, to these birds, any new day would be a day pretty much like yesterday. They might find themselves pecking for worms in the pouring rain again, shitting off high tension wires all day long or simply fretting about how to judiciously avoid being eaten by cats while going about their daily business.


Eating, crapping and minding the food chain, day in and day out.


But to Ch.ase and all the other civilized beings on this worldmonde.planet, matters were decidedly more complicated than this. Sure, there was the eating, crapping and minding the food chain bit as well. But Ch.ase was dead certain that the birds didn’t give have a clue about yesterday anymore. And if they did, they didn’t give a damn. For them, it was all about now and maybe a little bit about later. But Ch.ase felt that he was, like almost everyone else on the worldmonde.planet, condemned to spending his days building bridges to traverse time. For all he knew, the new day today might well be just like tomorrow could well also be. Or perhaps more like the day thereafter.


And, yes, it could actually turn out to be a prelude to the future.time. But, then, it might just as well be another day just like yesterday was. Or, it wouldn’t surprise him, like the day prior to that. Today or tomorrow might present everyone with yet another unexpected opportunity to relive the irredeemable promises of the past.time over and over again.


Or it might provide some with a convenient means to flee from it, providing a myriad of excuses to redefine their failings if necessary–or even better yet, those of others.


This probably happened more often than most people were willing to admit and more often than some people even realized. In fact, it something like this was always going on.


His thoughts returned to the birds.


Beneath the shelter provided by the dense canopies of these trees, Ch.ase was certain the mornings exuded such intensity that already the sheer premonition of a new day's arrival can be felt here with all the senses. Here, in this place and in this instant, the air takes on an ethereal quality, caressing and brushing the skin with its still cool moisture, enveloping the body in osmotic folds of silken breathiness. A fragrance of lusty, flowery freshness rolls through everything in these few minutes during which day and night teeter in each other's arms, pushing forward like a bow wave which momentarily revitalizes everything and everyone with its distinct scent, familiar yet indescribable, not unlike that of an imminent summer rain relieving the senses of their feel of deprivation and yearning in the same fashion it ends a drought.


A drought that may have lasted any amount of time–from hours to years to an entire lifetime, all spent waiting for something like a warm, soft rain to fall.


But the unfolding of morning is as unhurried as it is inevitable. In fact, before one realizes what is happening, it will have already progressed beyond that fleeting instant where one sees, hears, tastes, and feels its coming. And in this transitory moment, the crescendo of the birds will lend it a voice with which the essence of the following hours can be distilled into song.


It is like a song that resonates as clearly as the vibration of a crystal, irrespective of what joy or sadness, pleasure or pain the day heralds.


With each new morning, this cycle repeats itself and thereby reasserts its innocence. Morning for morning in the transient radiance of the early hours of dawn, it seems that the measure of things governing nature, and in fact the earth itself, is reset while one’s own clock continues to resolutely tick away a jumbled semblance of hours and minutes, beats and counterbeats. And once we have understood and accepted this, it becomes impossible to attribute responsibility for whatever happens to anything other than the mere existence of some deep underlying tangle of faults and failings, and sometimes even outright evil that lies concealed deep within the twists and turns of the human soul.


Not unlike the transgressions which will inevitably unfold somewhere today, with or without our own direct involvement, on this worldmonde.planet.


This instant of the dawning, then, could be viewed as the equivalent of an immaculate white virgin sheet of paper upon which the day's protocol will be indelibly etched, very often in sweat and sometimes in blood.


What irony, then, that this incorruptible record of the march of time then soon disappears from our consciousness as new pages are written, consigned into the rubbish bin of a grand collective amnesia. That little which survives in our scant understanding of humanity and human history is little more than the dog-eared fragments of a fantastic narrative, sometimes treasured but almost always starved of its inner logic and substance by a non-malicious form of near-universal neglect.


So it is that the break of day often represents to us only an instant before our awareness and our perceptions wander to other things that seem to matter more than the instant we begin directing our attention to them. But it is this one briefest of moments, more than any other, which bridges the future.time and the past.time. For many people, this new day offers a chance to find fault or give blame. For others, the advent of a new day presents them with another excuse to relive the past.time.


And thus, after lying inert on his bed and pondering these things as well as his own spot in the universal order of things for several more minutes, Ch.ase succeeded in pushing the covers aside. He crawled out of bed with a sigh. Shuddering as he stood, his bare feet absorbed the unholy chill of a cold faux-wooden laminate floor that felt as though it were made not of varnished paperboard but of cold stone instead. Not bothering to switch on the light as he went, Ch.ase made his way toward the bedroom window. Drawing up a sun-bleached paper shade with his left hand, he cast a cautious glance through the dull pane at the street immediately below his window. It was empty, as it usually was at this early hour.


And, of course, there was no canopy of green leaves to be seen outside. In fact, there were no trees at all outside his window.


Instead, a closed row of modest brick buildings presented themselves to him on this morning, as monotonous as ever in their stubborn uniformity. Although this street was unremarkable by anyone’s standards in Libertyville@Esperantia, a few of the houses in the neighborhood were hovering in a discernible stage of disrepair bordering on decay. The ensemble he viewed in the receding gloom at this moment formed a somber hem that was sewn to the torn and faded fabric of a street as gray and listless as the northern sky in winter. The windows of the houses opposite to his appeared vacant to him as the city slept.


They were like the cavities of unseeing eyes, matte and dusty black.


The drawn shades of his neighbors, almost all of whom continued to be outright strangers to Ch.ase, tellingly underscored the kind of all-encompassing fluid apathy that permeated the atmosphere of many modern so-called middle class neighborhoods, here and elsewhere. If one looked closely, everything here seemed to be covered with a fine layer of sand and dust.


But, what was most disturbing for him at this moment, was that there was not a single bird to be seen anywhere out there.


Nothing. Not even a lowly pigeon was visible anywhere in the semi-darkness. Nothing even remotely avian was perched anywhere upon one of the fences, rain gutters or rooftops in Ch.ase' field of view as he peered through the glass.


Yet the birds were indisputably back.


He had just heard them.


As a matter of fact, lately he could near them nearly every morning. Sometimes their sound was a melodious singing, as it was this morning.


At other times, though, it could be a disquieting cacophony.


In the solitude of such mornings, Ch.ase often fretted about the fact that he thought that he could feel himself aging physically. He had been living in this place since he was somewhere around twenty-five, maybe even thirty years of age. He wasn't exactly sure, though, how long ago this was. This was one of the things that unsettled him whenever he would pause to consider it. The linear notion of time relative to biological age in humans had been erased by an unprecedented spurt of scientific progress. And, like it or not, he was caught up in the swirl of it just like everyone else around him.


And the fact that he was living alone didn’t make things any easier for him. If nothing else, it meant that something as simple as tallying the time spent together with someone in a bond of companionship was also useless as a datum of reference in his life.


He knew of course, just as everyone else did, that years still came and went. And he was sure that others, too, often found themselves at odds with a perception of time that bore little or no relationship to the realities of their existence. He thought that he sometimes sensed this acutely. But he had never seriously thought about how one might win back control over the flow of time as it related to one’s self. He had simply closed his eyes to this subject, convinced that the warped correlation of biological and chronological time was something to be borne out on a personal level but not really relevant to one’s being. After all, it lay in anyone’s power to steer this process to no small degree. What was worrying to him, though, was that, as far as he could tell and though nothing appeared to have changed for the worse in his life, time had become so erratic and unpredictable in its passage that he dreaded an entire lifetime might suddenly elapse in a single week with no warning.


Other times, a single day felt to him like the equivalent of a leap year. Or the other way around.


In earlier times, it had been possible to rely upon age as a measure of social identity–even if it wasn't always one hundred percent accurate. But, given today's level of scientific progress, the chrono.Engineers had succeeded beyond anyone’s wildest dreams in rendering even this crudest of yardsticks invalid.


As these thoughts winged their way through his head, Ch.ase stood rubbing his forearms in a futile attempt to make his goose-pimples, brought on by the chill of the floor beneath his feet, recede. Accepting that he wasn’t likely to be successful while he stood shivering half-naked before the bedroom window, he turned away again and, while edging his way around the foot end of the bed, stubbed the small toe of his left foot for the second time in as many days by turning the corner with a bit too much abandon. Biting his lip and limping as he waited for the flash of pain to abate, he passed through a small hallway which was the entrance area to the flat before entering the front room of what he, without any great fondness, called home.


Both rooms were rectangular-shaped and roughly equal in size, each not quite twenty square meters or so, with bare floors and sober, symmetrical arrangements of windows on the opposing outer walls. The bedroom, with its two windows facing northward, contained little more than his very austere toe-killer metal frame bed which looked like a surplus military-issue, no-frills hospital fixture sold at auction. Other than the bed, the room's remaining furnishings consisted of the nightstand–atop of which throned the formidable but tacky plastic clock with its supreme aura of invincibility–and a large hardwood closet to hang his modest wardrobe in.


Lining the wall to the left of the door stood, among various bags and boxes, an ancient plastic navy blue oyster-shell type suitcase and a stack of square, hard-plastic interlocking boxes that Ch.ase had never bothered to unpack after moving into this place.


He'd just never taken the time. And, quite honestly, he'd never seen any reason to do so. Thus, this stack of boxes was simply ignored over the years. He was alone, anyhow, so there was no one around who might care or object. Ch.ase himself didn't care.


The second room, the one with windows on the southern side, contained little more than a minimalistic cook-in kitchenette and the obligatory portable telly.tube, and a ragged and visibly old desktop flat screen Mind"Set monitor. It was the non-portable kind of yore, placed atop a wooden table. There was also an ancient leather two-seat sofa, weathered by now but still sporting a cheerful yellow color beneath its patina upon which Ch.ase would occasionally fall asleep while slouched before the telly.tube late at night, his legs dangling over one of the arms of the sofa until his feet went numb, signaling to him that it was time to go to bed. He seldom cooked since he tended ot eat his meals at the office or, if this proved impractical, he would grab a MucMucilage at one of the cheerful high-end take-away places that lined the route from his office back to home. On those rather rare occasions when he did sit down to eat a meal at home, it was usually limited to something like Mr. Ed’s All-Star[image: ]SurrogateSirloin hyperwavable dinners, packed and sold in shiny tinfoil, which he would chow down on while sitting at one end of the old wooden table. The temperature of the accompanying b@rleyPop was usually the deciding element in judging the quality of the overall dining experience.


The far end of the table, directly behind the monitor, was piled high with odd bits of clippings, torn out magazine pages, envelopes and a stack of hardcopy mail addressed to Occupant, praising and purveying people, products and organizations which he didn’t like, want or need as well as what looked like endless reams of yellowing paper, most of which had eventually become inconsequential in nature because he seldom, if ever, bothered to read it anymore. Maybe he’d get around to it one day, he would occasionally think to himself whenever it became necessary to shove the pile back or forth across the table.


But he never seemed to get around to it. These days, he reasoned, why bother? All the important stuff was being dispatched electronically anyhow.


But despite this undisputable truth, the Domain.state of Libertyville@Esperantia was still light-years away from being a paperless society in this modern era. In fact, Ch.ase found the sheer amount of paper used for printing flyers and advertising brochures which he, and everyone else, considered to be superfluous was remarkable since there was probably not a single tree around to manufacture quality paper from. It was even more puzzling when one considered how unlikely it was that Libertyville@Esperantia would afford itself the luxury of spending scarce resources importing anything as useless as paper for unsolicited random advertising, irrespective of whether trees for pulp production were readily available or not.


Perhaps recycling had been perfected to a fine art, he occasionally pondered as he pushed the pile this way or that. There was no other compellingly logical explanation that he could think of.


And even though such eco-friendly thoughts did cross his mind occasionally, this insight in no way ever increased his desire to read his junk mail or at least ensure that it was recycled. And he wasn’t convinced that reading this unwanted material would in any way serve to minimize the waste of resources inherent in its production and distribution.


To the immediate right of one of the windows in this second room was the tiny kitchenette area, consisting of a small basin, a half-size solar powered chill.Box, a hyperwave oven and a fairly decrepit thermo.stove with four gas burners of varying sizes, probably dating back as far, he reckoned, as the dawning of modern industrial history. By virtue of its age, but through no real failing attributable to the stove, this apparatus looked to be in a worse state than it truly was. Ch.ase had declined offers by the building management to replace it and, later on, then resolved that there was no responsibility for its upkeep ascertainable on his part as he had never once put it to use. The crust of grime with which the stovetop was caked–perhaps petrified chili con carne or something disturbingly similar–was Neolithic in nature anyhow.


Wedged in on one side of the tiny hallway between these two rooms and thus opposite the main entrance door to the flat, was the small cubicle containing the shower and what was called a comfort.Zone, meaning the toilet, lit by an ungainly-looking pseudo-chandelier with a laser and LED light show function. Ch.ase had installed it when he moved in to assist in establishing the mood and atmosphere requisite for a happy home. Aside from a hexagonal designer seat with its trendy fluorescent rim, the toilet was equipped with an electronic optical sensor flushing mechanism that unfortunately didn't always function as intended. If things were going well, it required only a wave of the hand or a burst of lights on, lights off. On other occasions, though, it required vigorous voodoo chants, coaxing or physical abuse. Frustrated by the sheer nonsense of the technology or maybe only his own ineptitude, Ch.ase avoided using this contraption, to the greatest extent possible, as the master bathroom–as the lease agreement referred to it in a slightly exaggerated description–possessed neither a window that could be opened nor any other adequate source of ventilation.


Consequentially, the only time he ever used it was after awakening in the morning and again before retiring to bed at night. Since he harbored a deep disdain toward this room and everything installed within, and because he rarely ever put it to real use, the level of care he voluntarily devoted to it during his sojourn in this homestead corresponded roughly to that which he accorded to the Neolithic crud encrusted on the gas stove in the adjoining kitchenette.


Ch.ase loathed everything about the master bathroom even though he was light-years away from being even remotely aesthetically inclined. Still, what little appreciation for practical things he did possess led him to accept that his objective evaluation of the building's architectural failings could not leave him entirely indifferent on this shortcoming. Ever since the waning of the 20th century, there existed in far too many corners of the developed worldmonde.planet a tacitly acknowledged widespread stubborn persistence in designing and building flats and houses, if one could even call them such, with leaky roofs, squeaky floors, tiny garages and airtight bathrooms and comfort.Zones.


Architects were an utter mystery to him. Perhaps they were aliens or they lived entirely different lives than he did, Ch.ase surmised. Maybe they were chronically constipated? For him, there was no other logical explanation. Why would anyone deliberately build master bathrooms like his? He was always disgusted by the pervasive stench that lingered in his flat whenever he was foolhardy or desperate enough to have to take a dump at home.


In fact, because of his dissatisfaction with this dire shortcoming in biological-architectural intelligence, he would often voluntarily spend more of his already scarce time at the office. At least the comfort.Zones there were civilized.


Between the two rooms, opposite the entrance to the master bathroom, was the main entrance door opening into the building’s stairwell. Ch.ase's flat was on the upper level of this unobtrusive building, directly beneath the attic. Although the place directly under his was also rented out, he rarely met his neighbor, a big, baldish fellow whose appearance reminded Ch.ase of a potato or a turtle. He knew next to nothing about him other than the fact that he worked in the construction business building something or other. And that he indulged heavily in garlic and even more often in classical music–particularly Bach’s Brandenburg Concerts and Händel’s Water Musick, for which he apparently hedged an especially deep affinity, judging by the liberal amount of play he accorded it.


Water. Ch.ase shuddered for a moment at the thought of it. He hated the stuff if it was anywhere other than in a glass for drinking purposes. Ever since Fulton’s death, he loathed and even feared it.


And he sometimes wondered about another thing peculiar to his downstairs neighbor: the crashing of glass or dishes could often be heard coming from the apartment below. Of course it did seem odd but he’d grown accustomed to this minor idiosyncrasy with the passage of time. Perhaps the fellow had no dishwasher, Ch.ase reasoned, or, if that wasn’t the explanation, then maybe he was Mr. Butterfingers, just plain clumsy.


In any case, the extent of their contact seldom went beyond the unchivalrous gesture of placing each other's heaps of junk mail at their respective door stoop when the otherwise disused letter boxes were overflowing again due to the incessant stream of advertising flyers, urging Occupant to buy cheap and to buy now.


Thus, the otherwise redundant mailboxes of Libertyville@Esperantia were no different than those in other so-called developed societies around the globe. Or, for that matter, Ch.ase’s tabletop. Despite a nearly universal disdain for it, unsolicited junk advertising flooded every household here–and perhaps every other one on the worldmonde.planet, too.


In the stairwell on the landing one floor higher, directly above Ch.ase' flat, was the entrance door to the attic. The rental agreement he had signed a gazillion years ago stipulated that all parties in the building were entitled equally to its utilization. To his recollection, though, no one had ever made any pretense of doing so. It was thus logical that the door affording access to the attic had been securely padlocked for as long as Ch.ase had been living here and, judging by its industrial age appearance, very likely even long before this. The lock was an old but formidable model, suitable for steamships, fossil-fuel powered oversized harvesting machinery or cages containing gorillas, rabid pit-bull terriers or other similarly dispositioned beasts. For sure, no one was ever going to hang this sucker on a bridge to proclaim everlasting love.


Ch.ase was clueless whether a key still existed or who might be in possession of it. But since he had never had any interest in using the attic, it never occurred to him to invest the effort to find out. And, besides, it was possible that he had now grown apprehensive of being questioned by someone, by anyone, over why he would want to open this door.


In any event, he considered it unlikely that anyone would take him seriously if he were to voice his suspicion that the attic over his apartment was full of birds.


Ch.ase was sure that he knew the system.status pretty damned well.


"I'm no fool," he muttered to himself as he headed for the comfort.Zone, fumbling with his fly and thinking about the birds again.


Eating, crapping and minding the food chain. Maybe they weren’t quite as stupid as he thought.



WE BE ONE NOW


Almost overnight, it seemed the entire worldmonde.planet had reorganized itself and, as one might expect in the aftermath of such a helter-skelter situation, it had resulted in an enormous amount of confusion and, from the perspective of those hapless souls less enthralled by this new development, yet another sorry state of affairs to be lamented as loudly as possible.


What had happened was quite simple. Major portions of the civilized worldmonde.planet had elected to transform their respective societies by fast-forwarding at breakneck pace for fear of finding themselves shut out of the many blessings of modernity if they dragged their feet while so many others welcomed the liberating spirit of progress without reservation. The cumulative result of such an endeavor was a huge incomprehensible mess to a significant number of the worldmonde.planet’s less enlightened–or privileged–citizens. Seen after the fact, this whirlwind culmination of the globalization.bliss process had asserted itself in the manifestation of a cultural and economic revolution not entirely unlike the Big Bang theory purveyed by legions of ostensibly educated heretics describing the origins of the universe. The Clash-of-Civilizations and Crash-of-Currencies phases of history had sputtered to a halt and given way to rhetorical skirmishes staged to obscure an uncomfortable truth: that not many people were willing to admit the logical tendency of economies of scale to run out of steam when they elect to tailor them to fit the needs of shrinking entities.


Because of this minor oversight, and within the span of just a few short years, immense numbers of people found themselves plunged into deep crises of identity and otherwise. Almost everything that people had taken for granted in the former, and very conventional, political order of the worldmonde.planet was, with one fell swoop, now murky and awash or no longer valid at all. Who was now going to uphold those icons and idiosyncrasies, prides and prejudices which had given such cohesion and comfort to so many societies for such long periods of historical time? What would become of the ordering principles that had enabled some nations, some races, or some faiths to loom large or sometimes even prevail over others? Or which at least deluded them into sleeping quietly in the smug assumption that they were doing so.


The worldmonde.planet had become so damned confusing. It was full of friends now.


In theory, this was a fantastic development.


But few people were willing to consider the wider ramifications of such a superficially positive development upon that club of nations and societies that derived some or all their identity through the perception that they were hapless underdogs. That there were some who fared quite well or, if this wasn’t entirely the truth, at least derived some well-earned comfort from the fact that they were hopeless basket cases, capable of surviving the onslaught of a civilization whose ideals cloaked some incestuous uniformity only if they succeeded in distilling their own exclusive witches' brew of cohesive elitist identity. There were some societies, or segments thereof, that took pride in the fact that they were subject to persecution or even eradication if they allowed their vigilance to drop for even a fleeting instant. Or that they were just wretched victims of insults, injuries and injustice forced upon them by others bent on dominating or even destroying their most deeply ingrained values.


Some people who were otherwise quite astute were apparently unwilling to fathom the extent of the problem while others had little or no interest in coming to terms with it. And, for whatever reasons, even as many people eagerly embraced this change without the slightest hint of reservation, a vast number of people were determined to sit it out and wait for a return to what they had grown accustomed to regarding as normalcy.


But like it or not, nearly everyone had gone global in recent times, deliberately or not. Ironically, even those doggedly against this development embraced globalization.bliss eagerly, recognizing it to be the most expedient way to organize the resistance.


And, in hindsight, it felt as though a global revolution had happened overnight. The old worldmonde.planet order, based on its constellations of nation-states, quickly and permanently evaporated as it became clear that the concept of the custom-tailored so-called domain.state was here to stay.


With discernible identities in short supply, it was unsurprising that a sharp rise in ideology soon made itself evident.


The real irony behind this development was that this tendency was accelerated, or even made possible, through the emergence of an irredeemable, but tantalizing, promise of collective virtual identity: those erdenburgers who perceived themselves adrift in a worldmonde.planet fragmented through its rush to unification through globalization.bliss once more had ideals toward which they could strive when they were not too distracted through work or busy with shopping or just dumbing down before the telly.tube.


And they could employ the virtues of this very same globalization.bliss to make their dream of cultural downsizing efficient as well as fun and enjoyable. Technological advances meant that it was no longer necessary to watch helplessly as good, solid, virtuous identities were swamped by those surging tides which were said to be nudging the whole of humanity toward an ideal vaguely defined as a universal, worldwide community of enlightened, and ostensibly democratic, consumerism–unified in spirit as they sat and chilled or steered their eco-friendly minivans and buena.Vistas to the nearest mall, virtual or not.


It all started in the not-so-distant past with CNN and the AFL-CIO. And IBM and MTV. TTIP, OSCE, HIV, UNESCO and NAFTA. People learned how to spell HTTP and RDA and MPG.


Then there was a Poppy Generation. Reality TV quickly followed, proving that truth can be more disgusting than fiction.


There were Mad Hatters and pot parties, party caucuses, royal weddings and divorces and pot luck caribou roasts peppered with petty Palinisms. A gazillion times each day, an informed but mostly clueless tweety population popped their messages around the globe: Where did you, um, kind of, you know, want to be today?


Tupperware and Tea parties raged everywhere, reigning supreme around the worldmonde.planet.


Think Global Act Local! Make My Biscuits Dry Again!


Half of the planet seemed to rise at once to the thrill and challenge of modern media-enhanced grass-roots democracy. Daily referendums exhorting the virtues of an active and empowered citizenry swamped the airwaves and networks, demanding instantaneous participation.


Got a gripe? Go skin a moose or say Hell, no! to something today to make your voice count!


It was Vancouver that led the charge into the future.time. It declared itself to be independent one fine day. Almost overnight, everything changed. Vancouver went west and found its roots and soul in the Far East. Pot-bellied golden Buddhas smiled in every shop window on every street. Feng Shui counselors purveyed their services on every corner.


In response to the Middle Kingdom’s acquisition through incorporation, the remainder of British Columbia was quickly annexed by faraway Quebec. Eager to exploit their inherent recognition value, and the potential commercial worth as well, Canada's red and white maple leaf flags and banners were brazenly declared to be Québécoise. An ecstatic citizenry bellowed: Let Ontario eat quiche and design its own flag!


From that crystallizing moment onward, national downsizing was all the rage. The word was out now that states possessing a vision had to be small and lean and mean to be adequately responsive to the rapidly changing requirements of their ever more discriminating populaces.


Following its race to independence not long thereafter, the proud denizens of Florida employed convicts to begin stamping out tin license plates proclaiming their young nation to be the SeniorCitizenNation. Meanwhile, the funky but geriatric enclave of West Palm Beach County resolved to celebrate its achievement of independence by ritualizing the recounting of its votes again and again–and, observing a tradition soon anchored within their new constitution, hanging a handful of chads now and then in respectful acknowledgement of this important holiday. Bingo reigned supreme everywhere south of Tallahassee, not even stopping the proverbial ninety miles short of Havana. For the first time in recent history, the heirs of the Maximo Lidero, who despite his post-revolutionary lifelessness continued making a limited number of dignified public appearances despite the emblematic awkwardness of his sweat pants and the dolly cart required to transport him to and from his appointments, had a valid reason to feel truly besieged.


Nevada, never a slouch in the past.time, quickly countered with Keno. And a hostile takeover of Colorado.


Silicon Valley–famous now for its vast breast implant industry as well as its microchips– declared a merger among equals with several nearby or adjoining maquiladoras and faraway Bangalore.


The result was world-class bintis and boobs. And with the worldmonde.planet’s highest concentration of craft distilleries, every day was absolutely citron!


The remainder of California formed committees and collectively declared itself to be the Litigation Nation. On the opposite side of the continent, the citizens of Manhattan, DC took issue with such a preposterous claim and sued.


Queens followed Jamaica Bay’s lead and seceded. Scotland and Wales built a Trumponian Wall, thereby shutting their borders to the English.


Even further afield, the New Hanseatics began kicking ass–especially those of immigrants under suspicion of what could be construed to be negligent or malicious non-integration.


Newly independent entities like Martinique, Catalonia, Aden and Corsica established diplomatic ties with a plethora of ministates around the globe–and among themselves–to underscore their determination to prevail and succeed in the emerging new and improved worldmonde.planet order.


Mindanao and the Spratleys confederated with the Kuril Islands.


The Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation dissolved all ties to the traditionally geriatric leadership residing further north. Getting the reprisal wrong, the greater Beijing-Xi'an collective metropolitan government inadvertently acknowledged Taipei’s claim tonationhood. Taiwan was free to seek an attractive partner to merge with.


The greater Phoenix metropolitan area voted unanimously to move northward.


And last, but not least, New Orleans blew up a bridge, severing the last remaining link with Baton Rouge that had been painstakingly re-established post-Katrina. That night, even long before the smoke and the smell of gunpowder had cleared, da.Republic.O’Nawlins had declared itself to be independent and partied savagely for years.


Soon after the dawn of the second Millennia then, new nations were emerging everywhere by the dozens. As soon as they set out on their own, many of these proud entities were awash in murky indifference or heartfelt animosity toward any number of other states or sometimes even the entire rest of the worldmonde.planet. To make matters more complicated, emotions such as envy and antipathy, or sometimes both, mixed with ideology and contributed an additional and particularly worrisome element to the mix. Irrespective of where all these nations found themselves in the aftermath of this process, this novel development unambiguously heralded in the age in which the orderly worldmonde.planet still intact in the picturesque but long obsolete hardcopy schoolbooks of young Charles' childhood evaporated once and for all.


Of course, viewed from a modern-day standpoint, these anachronistic schoolbooks were delightful if for nothing else than their stubborn persistence in portraying both greater and lesser states and their motley collection of political borders in contrasting shades of pale blues, greens, yellows, magentas or oranges to highlight them. Visualized through the innocent eyes of small schoolchildren eager to impart logic to each new discovery, this perhaps not only made sense from a pedagogic vantage point but also made geography and social studies much more bearable by giving these youngsters a valid reason to fuel their naïve speculations over what an editor's choice of color utilized to depict a nation revealed about that country. Even well into his adulthood, Charles would still recall the Providence of Gyurgyan’s pale hue of post-Soviet yellow in those books and reflect what significance, if indeed there was any, this might have possessed and whether any of the traits he associated with this color at the time might have been absorbed in the persona of Niklas Vladimir Bratislav in some insidious manner.


This was many long years before Niklas’ marriage to Jacqueline. In fact, it was many long years prior to his arrival in what was then a still orderly America.


“Was it all about canaries or daffodils or was it all about raincoats?” children fantasized as they pored over the pages. Or maybe it was the brand of mellow yellow which the pacifist pipe-dreamers of Haight-Ashbury were propagating only a few generations ago?


Did the people there piss a lot? Was it a telltale sign of paradise or cowardice or jaundice? Did yellow stand for blessings or bile?


Was it about twerps on TARP? White punks on dope? Wonderbras? Full-body scans? BSE? XTC? ICBMs? G-strings and X-boxes? Deforestation and liposuction and pythons and flies? TSA and customized CO2footprint catalogues? Emission trading schemes?


Was the worldmonde.planet really only about GNP and IOUs?


Of course, it was no surprise that some things just had to change quickly and completely if they were going to stay the same. In the past.time, conventional methods of forging national identity often involved long years of arduous deprivation and struggle by the founders. There were conspiracies, inquisitions and Delawares to be crossed. Elements to be braved or frontiers to be shoved valiantly aside. To be worthy of any form of serious emulation–and to retain an aura of exclusivity among the ruling elite–it was imperative that the founding fathers be sworn among themselves to live as nearly as possible to profoundly perceived ideological and religious roots and the hardships they were collectively forced to endure.


Things were somewhat different now, however. These days, geography no longer mattered as prominently in the start-up phase. In fact, it was largely irrelevant. And so, in striking contrast with historical tradition prior to these times, if new entities were to establish and hold their claim to independence, the forging of their exclusive brand of national and cultural identity would have to be a process that was both quick and accessible in a worldmonde.planet of rapidly emerging ideologies and loyalties competing in a kind of virtual marketplace for legitimacy. It was therefore not a disadvantage if a newborn nation's symbols and their content could be absorbed in a time frame shorter than that typically embodied by the average enlightened citizen's attention span as he or she sat riveted before the telly.tubes educating themselves about telegenic pseudo-celebrities eating millipedes or toasting tropical spiders whilst they awaited rescue or redemption in their respective jungle camps.


What was also, in hindsight, unsurprising was that most of the new buzzwords revolved around things like wealth, religion, and race. The true degree of innovation evident in development.MoveYerAss, however, lay in how fast the messages they contained could be transmitted and how effectively they could be employed to permeate carefully targeted societies or particular segments of them.


Therefore, instead of everyday life becoming progressively simpler, the accelerating fragmentation of the worldmonde.planet's societies into ever smaller entities–defined by their own limited self-interests and emburdened with no inclinations toward even the most fleeting expressions of commonality–was becoming a source of confusion and great agitation for many people.


Among them was Charles' perpetually disgruntled stepfather. There was ultimately emerging, in the eyes of Niklas Vladimir, an intractable and incomprehensible lattice of global news, global warming, global thinking, global markets, global money, global epidemics, global this, global that which, to him, was devoid of any form of logic.


Whatever merits all of this globalization.bliss might possess was something he severely doubted anyhow. For him, it was irrelevant to any of his most immediate needs or concerns. Niklas had become an angry and suspicious man in the wake of his appearance in America before it, too, set off on its transition across the threshold of the new and improved worldmonde.planet order emerging everywhere.


“My home is my castle,” had always been Niklas' credo.


So shortly after he painstakingly succeeded in raising the necessary funds required to facilitate his emigration from what was then still known as the Providence of Gyurgyan, Niklas found himself culturally shell-shocked in an America that was becoming more confusing than anything he had ever dared to dream of.





THE PROJECT


LuniXX brushed a shock of white hair to one side of his head with the back of his hand as he sat perched atop a tall metal-frame barstool, hunched over his work station and squinting inquisitively through an antique jeweler's monocle. He was steeped in a state of extreme and quiet concentration, oblivious to everything around him as he inspected the intricate mechanical innards of an aged Swiss watch movement spread out before him on the tabletop, disassembled and arranged in a handful of logical groupings. To minimize the risk of losing even one of the miniscule hand-crafted components and to ensure that they remained as clean as possible, he had meticulously arranged the pieces–a dazzling array of tiny cogs, wheels, springs and counterweights gleaming in the brightness of the light–on a large rectangular sheet of stiff white cotton damask cloth that had no doubt once, perhaps in some previous era of gastronomic glamour, served as a table napkin. Proceeding in the unhurried and almost mechanical fashion typical of a person accustomed, as he was, to working with fine tools and close tolerances, LuniXX inspected each of the components, handling the pieces deftly with a set of small pointed medical tweezers as he scrutinized the tiny treasures before him.


Mounted upright on the tabletop to the right of where he sat was a large makeshift aluminum stand, constructed of the same sturdy chrome tubing as the stool upon which he sat. Upon this stand was mounted a broad platform, flat and glaring white, complete with its own integrated lighting in the form of a 14-watt halogen spot, above which was suspended a metal-framed magnifying glass that could be minutely adjusted by turning a tiny thumbwheel. Now and again, he would place one component or another on the platform, sometimes getting off the stool momentarily and standing upright while peering through the lens, focusing it to attain the optimum degree of magnification. This construction, despite its being the improvisation it was, functioned fabulously, enabling him to see whatever object was affixed to the stand while, in the process, both hands remained free for him to handle the item of his interest or to work on it as necessary.


LuniXX was pleased with what he was seeing tonight. The components he had salvaged would be a perfect fit, he thought to himself as he emitted an audible sigh of satisfaction, for the time machine that he was now in the process of constructing. This contraption was going to be a predominantly mechanical apparatus this time around, devoid of all but the most essential electrical components–lighting, for example–installed within the confines of an ornately decorated dark oiled walnut wood confessional booth which he had succeeded in obtaining through a shrewd trade he had made covertly online against a crateful of government-surplus automotive shock absorbers. He had recently conceived this project to playfully but also poignantly illustrate what he considered to be an uncomplicated interpretation of the nearly linear defining relationship existing between organized religion and institutionalized venality.


Taking a short break from his activities, he donned his glasses again. The sturdy composite frame of the spectacles had a unique light beige-and-brown leopard spot pattern that matched the toes of the shoes he customarily wore whenever he went out.


In the very earliest beginnings of his deliberations, the first round of concept drawings for this project originally bore the somewhat pompous title Deux et Machina. It was an appropriate and classic description, a fitting summation of the subject matter which he was determined to present. Nonetheless, he suspected that the name lacked what might be termed market appeal. A close friend, with whom he had shared a glass or two of red wine while discreetly discussing the project at the time of its inception, had jokingly referred to it as his blasphemy.Box as their evening get-together progressed and the stock of Merlot Primitivo was successively depleted.


LuniXX later jested that he made the decision he did because contradictions intrigued and provoked him, posing the greatest challenge a true and incorruptible artist like him might hope for. Nonetheless, it was likely also attributable to both the quality and quantity of wine which they consumed together that this inspirational anecdote elicited the need for a fundamental and–as the evening progressed–irrevocable decision within him.


The name blasphemy.Box sounded keen, really smart. It sounded decidedly more radical to him than his original Deux et Machina, the in-your-face ring of the name implying fewer tendencies to accommodate the superficial nature of social convention by respectfully bridging the distance between a viewer and the dank, musty traditions of a faith which LuniXX was arguing was always for sale. Forget about all that arm's-length Benedictine Latin stuff; this name was going to transform this project into an object more restless and disturbing, more provoking and, if all went the way he would like it, perhaps even just a tad meaner.


Nomen est Omen, he thought with some amusement as he returned to his seat at his workbench and continued to pore over the disassembled watch movement, pondering the humble beginnings of his project. He grinned momentarily, swirled his glass and then took another long sip of vintage OleManGod from the glass on the table next to him.


But why was he doing this at all? He rubbed the back of his neck and wondered as he sat in the subdued light of the room.


Why did he feel deep within the driving necessity to make this message–or any other message, for that matter–an integral thread in the interwoven tapestry that his life and work represented both for himself and for any outside viewer? For LuniXX, art was always somewhere at the forefront of thought, immediately behind the most basic requirements of social and individual existence. Even the cavemen at Lascaux must have surely had something better to do in those trying times than to paint mastodons on the walls?


But they did it anyhow and the result was thrilling.


To him, the answer was plain if not entirely simple: art had to be expressive, refreshing, liberating, exhilarating or at least provocative. To him, it was an enigma, then, why so many people in so many places and even institutions felt uneasy or threatened by art. Why was one swarm of ants on a cross more insulting or threatening than another on the neck of a comatose muse in peril of being violated before an altar heaped with bitter fruits? Why would all the stalwarts of outwardly civilized states rush to collect art that they publicly declared to be degenerate? Why were artists who succeeded in growing wealthy through their work consistently spurned, regarded with suspicion or even outright contempt while–at the same time–their work was traded and auctioned at the most obscene prices imaginable? Was it understandable or even justified that a few ingenious strokes of a brush could toss the media or occasionally the entire establishment into a frenzy?


LuniXX was tired. He yawned and placed his glass, now nearly empty, back on the table.


Where the wine glass stood, a razor-thin beam of light reflected from the edge of the work platform cut through the stem, scattering a sharply contoured spectrum of rainbow colors across the tabletop. The light passing through the remaining contents of the glass cast a long crimson orb of light across the white cloth upon which his many minute treasures lay spread out before him, not unlike like the dead bunnies or rhinos one recalls seeing in old black-and-white photos of royal hunting parties or Maharadjas posing proudly with empty ammo canisters at their feet, their bullet-riddled bounty lined up wide-eyed and dead before their boots just before the gin and tonics are served.


This was different, though. The rabbits on these old pictures were yesteryear’s trophies or stew. But these parts, these bits and pieces would soon be joined together in his project. Inanimate as they were, they would nonetheless come to life and, with a bit of luck, they were going together to tell a very wicked story to the interested observer.


Thus, although he found himself this time diverging somewhat from his initial intentions– something that he generally refused to do as a matter of artistic principle–an amused LuniXX elected to stick with the latter name because of both its modern ring and its provocative value. In his mind's eye, though, it remained to him a statement much less critical of the general notion of God than one which was directed at the endemic idiotic hypocrisy and shameless corruption which he could discern in the ranks of the countless self-proclaimed interlocutors of Divine knowledge.


It was for this reason that he decided that any project made by him and treating the subject of venality in this context would need to be a coin-operated machine if it were to make any truly legitimate claim toward the level of artistic credibility he strived for. Because of this core requirement, a long and patient search ensued until LuniXX at long last discovered a few handfuls of outdated coins suitable for use in this manner. Unlike laundromat tokens, which were readily available to a savvy collector, finding real coins was no easy task in a cashless society like Libertyville@Esperantia: the ones he ultimately found were tucked away among the odds and ends that lined the bottom of some long-forgotten metal tool box which he had to force open with a screwdriver because the lock was so badly damaged. He had chanced upon it on a shelf in the rubble-strewn garage of a derelict building he had sifted through prior to it being razed to make way for a high-tech, ecologically-friendly, fully-computerized drive-through car wash salon.


Urban scavenging was what he termed this exercise. Despite its being illegal and despite its tedious nature, it continued to be LuniXX's favored method of collecting the raw material which he required for the bulk of his creative work. And if some specific item he sought could not be obtained in this manner, he would resort to bartering.


LuniXX was a true artist and, as such, he considered himself to be principled like only few other professions. He also had no ZipperCard, making him a full-fledged Chapter 99 offender.



THE DREAD.COMMACHINE


This was a stunning invention, a pinnacle of near Leonardo-da-Vincian achievement. Many claimed that it was nothing short of being an absolute technical masterpiece. The dread.commachine was awe-inspiring, not just because of the state-of-the-art level of technology it embodied but because it represented the ultimate interface achievable between automation, man and the fundamental values upon which his worthy institutions were erected. Best of all, not only was it efficient and fully functional−it was designed not only to appeal to an enlightened citizenry’s wit but to its whole gamut of instincts.


It was a fantastic tool. Not only was it useful in the utilitarian sense but had also proved itself to be virtuous beyond reproach. It was held in universally high esteem because it had proved itself to be helpful in upholding important social and legal ideals of a righteous society through both its ease of accessibility and its encouragement of a maximum of democratic participation. It was seamlessly interactive, an important advantage in a society in which nearly everyone owned numerous telly.tubes and Mind"Sets. And, best of all perhaps, it was also fun and easy entertainment for the whole family.


For trivia-fans and those who were inquisitive by nature. Or for those who were politically interested. For the God-fearing.


And, in testimony to its versatility, it was great for everyone, even for the marginally sadistic. Or at least for those sadists who were deemed to be latently virtuous, anyhow. In truth, no one had an inkling how many people in Libertyville@Esperantia might fall into such a category because there was stark disagreement between the leading polling agencies on this point. But, since there were no hard numbers, a consenus reigned that it wasn’t to be discounted that their number might be high enough to be an important factor for the critical telly.tube ratings.


But overall, and this was the most important aspect, it was fantastic for those modern members of the much-lauded silent majority who had come to expect such a system to deliver good, clean, swift and efficient administration of justice. Representative polling had confirmed that a commercial break for an important word from sponsors now and then would do little to dampen their enthusiasm.


And, finally, it was also regarded as a monumental achievement for those who expected the administration of justice to be not only efficient but one hundred percent guilt-free as well.


After all, there exists nothing that is more poisonous for the collective self-esteem of a modern enlightened society than the notion of guilt. Guilt is a horrid thing, both on the individual and collective level, for the cohesion of any society. It is arguably the most corrosive venom imaginable for the overall moral fabric, especially in the case of a modern, virtuous and faithful society like Libertyville@Esperantia, a society proud of its unblemished heritage and looking ahead to the many still unredeemed promises of the future.time. Alone the necessity to continuously and actively absolve a society and its members of unnecessary guilt represented a huge and awful waste of moral and material resources that were better invested elsewhere.


Of course, Libertyville@Esperantia was not a haven of saints, nor was it ever advertised to be such. Quite to the contrary, it is thinkable that a transgression or two may now and then have to be overlooked as it was subjected to changing perspective and the passage of time. It is also possible that even in the most righteous societies, a diminutive sin or two may now and then have to be papered over in the wider interest of some larger universal good cause, banished to an internal realm where any failings it may manifest remain hidden away from agonizing or embarrassing public scrutiny. But by its very nature, guilt can never dissipate completely without leaving at least a few scratches or scars, some of which could be outright hideous and others which are perhaps subtler. Even the worst conscience will eventually stop screaming to announce its presence, but true guilt will never, ever cease its persistent disquieting whispering. Just as the monotonous constant slow dripping of water hollows the proverbial stone, the acid of silent incrimination erodes the soul and moral fabric in the same insidious manner.


Day in and day out. Drop by drop.


Hidden guilt is treacherous, a facet of human nature at its worst, as inconspicuous and equally dangerous as the sinister dark shadow that lurks furtively on the bloated liver of a blissfully ignorant drunk.


Convicted criminals are of course by definition guilty. Their maliciousness and failures have been laid bare and documented for all to see by a court of law. Were it not so, then they would not be convicted.


Thieves and liars, for example, are burdened by the gravity of their failings and the moral debt which they have incurred toward a society that worked hard to provide for them.


But what about those members of that same society seeking nothing more than to protect themselves from evil or wrong-doing through the administration of a punishment judged appropriate and proportionate to the magnitude of the crime committed? Punishment is an accepted fact of life. In fact, today, it would be utterly unjust to confront a society at every turn and bend with debates of conscience, questioning the uniform application of punishment for behavior deemed criminal by a wide and solidly accepted social consensus.


This was a drawback of the more liberal pussy societies. An immense amount of effort and resources could be squandered in endless agonizing deliberation over which punishment was fitting for which offense. In societies less advanced than Libertyville@Esperantia, it was not unusual for appeals to perpetuate themselves. So while the majority of enlightened democracies trusted markets to find points of equilibrium for just about everything, in many of these same states, the administration of justice anachronistically continued to be a matter of top-down regulation.


Thus, a simple situation presented itself: Libertyville@Esperantia was a society which, since its founding, was solidly rooted in worthy moral principles which its citizens were determined to uphold in the stern face of myriad adversity. With a wide consensus in place on this issue, it was accepted that convicted criminals had proven themselves guilty of forms of behavior beyond the boundaries of collectively accepted norms of the society in which they lived.


It goes without saying, then, that the only logical method for a society to protect itself was by consistently and clearly reinforcing the lesson that the reigning public consensus deemed criminal behavior inexcusable. Punishment was to be exercised by democratic consensus, not by regulation.


Zero tolerance was one of the buzzwords.


The valid conclusion, then, was that criminal behavior, irrespective of the magnitude of the actual offense, was something that could never be ignored. Indeed, it was the God-given right– even more, it was the duty–of every concerned citizen of Libertyville@Esperantia to protect themselves and, by extension, the entire collective body its law-abiding co-citizens from the many perils that constituted an enduring threat to the integrity of its moral fabric. The state’s robust constitution, often referred to in day-to-day affairs as da.Lawz, and the subordinate Uniform Code of Selectively Applied Justice were the judicial tools with which an orderly and equitable co-existence were assured and in which devious or dubious behaviour, as well as the appropriate sanctions applicable hereto, were clearly elucidated.


Violent crimes, including those of passion, could easily be cited as examples. Treason and drug offences. Vandalism, a variety of property crimes. Or malicious nonachievement−also known as first-degree leeching.


In dealing with such serious offenses, the state, by the moral authority invested in it by its citizenry, claimed through its mature and democratically legitimized institutional structure the inalienable right to deal with perpetrators in the most vigorous manner conceivable. This was one of the most effective means available to the system to assert its natural claim to legitimacy and thereby serve the interests of its constituents.


And there was no disputing that dealing in a vigorous manner might include the administration of capital.comtainment where this was considered appropriate and necessary to protect the legitimate interests of the state’s body of loyal citizens.


Those victimized by crime. In other words, the innocent citizenry.


More specifically, those innocent victims who had with the passage of time proven themselves agreeable to abiding by the rules, thereby actively or passively enabling the legal system to attain the high level of maturity it had achieved.


What, then, so the argument at its inception, was more fitting than an enlightened society exercising its right to education, entertainment and participation in the democratic process while simultaneously serving justice on those found to be guilty of serious crimes?


There were no serious grounds for misgivings which might give real cause for objection.


After all, capital.comtainment was indisputably effective.


It freed scarce public resources by keeping the costs of an otherwise unwieldy penal establishment down to a minimum: hardcore offenders were efficiently and permanently removed from the system, resulting in impressive fiscal savings for society. Lower costs were recognized to be an important first step toward leaner government, an objective unanimously applauded in modern civilized societies.


Capital.comtainment also reduced the heavy burden on the judiciary system by handling unnecessarily lengthy appeals promptly and swiftly. Public participation ensured that justice was applied evenly and without a barrage of exhaustive and expensive procedural delays. An expanded jury, ruling nationwide from the comfort of its own sofa or kitchenette, was made instantaneously accessible through capital.comtainment.


Finally, capital.comtainment served the purpose of soothing the collective conscience by ensuring that no one person could or should ultimately be held responsible in the event that the ultimate penalty should become unavoidable for an intransigent or unrepentant offender. Or, however unlikely this possibility might be, that some form of judicial error made itself apparent afterwards.


Libertyville@Esperantia's dread.commachine was the entertaining and educational equivalent of a blank cartridge in a gun in the hands of an enlightened society's firing squad.


It was a revolutionary idea whose time had finally come. The long-hedged dream of no-fault justice was being born into reality.


And the telly.tube ratings had been phenomenal ever since.



FISHBO.NELLY


Fishbo.Nelly tapped the bill of her cap downward, pushing it lower and squinting her eyes as she peered into the late afternoon haze. The day’s quivering heat hovered stubbornly above the beach and over the steely matte surface of the ocean that rippled before her with only a few modest waves breaking at the shoreline with metronomic regularity. Evening was beginning to set in now, she registered with some gratitude and looked forward to the temperature dropping to a more comfortable level. To her right and somewhat behind her, the sun would soon begin its long slow plunge toward the western horizon. Shifting around a bit, she sat up straight on a well-worn dark blue blanket and allowed her mind the luxury of wandering. As her thoughts streamed freely, she stretched out her legs before her, half-burying her feet in the sand of the dune. It was warm, white sand, extremely fine and soft, and it felt sensuously heavy as she burrowed her hands and feet into it while regarding the scenery around her. Countless clumps of dry greyish-green marsh grass dotted the crests of the soft dunes for as far as she could see, punctuating the lazy curves of a restless and fluidly changing landscape spread out around her.


These bushels of dry marsh grass grew plentifully out here, the only significant vegetation that could be found growing on the loose sand between the waterline and the firmer ground leading further away from the beach and into the shadow of the city’s perimeter wall. The marsh grass, although it enhanced the otherwise bland décor and was arguably quaint and picturesque if one viewed it through the eyes of an aquarelle landscape painter, made it a bit of a task to find a suitable spot to sit or lay on comfortably for any length of time. If one exercised good judgment, though, and possessed a keen awareness that the knife-like blades of this marsh grass had the discrete charm of porcupine quills, walking through here or choosing a spot to sit was not so challenging.


In fact, the presence of this marsh grass probably contributed to the relative solitude of this strip of sand and weeds by discouraging some people from making even casual forays across the dunes.


This wind-blown bit of salty sand and water, which Fishbo.Nelly, and just about everyone else in the city, referred to as twilight.Zone, was located far off the beaten path, wedged in secretively between the outermost eastern fringe of Libertyville@Esperantia's concrete perimeter wall and an erratic series of patchy river marshes bordering the river estuary. A bit further eastward was the oceanfront itself. Because the landscape out here was regarded by many as being both inaccessible and rather inhospitable, it was never frequented by any great number of visitors. And even if one might view her assumption as being a tad presumptuous or simply naїve, Fishbo.Nelly had come to consider this area to be her own exclusive and private escape hatch, her privileged emergency relief valve from a civilization which she found to be increasingly unappealing.


Although she didn't reject the notion of civilization nor urban living outright, she nevertheless judged Libertyville@Esperantia to be so hypocritical, so uncool and so corrupt that she had long since resolved to avoid making more than the absolute bare essential minimum contribution to its existence, to its underlying order and to its prosperity.


She wasn't a person who perceived herself or her thinking as being even remotely revolutionary. She was apolitical but nonetheless, at some point in her young life, she discovered within her heart the modestly irrational, and even a tad egocentric, wish that she might one day succeed in rendering the whole system irrelevant to her own existence.


And although she couldn’t know it as she sat on the beach on this evening gazing into the blur and haze of the maritime distance, she would one day be so successful at achieving this objective that the system would forget anything and everything it had ever known about her.


The entrance which she used to gain access to twilight.Zone on her irregular visits was the only significant breach in the otherwise clearly defined and secure bondaries of the state. This gap was not due to some oversight or omission, however, but attributable instead to the sporadic meandering hurricanes and tropical storms of varying ferocity which gathered steam as they passed by, usually far enough offshore that Libertyville@Esperantia itself seldom suffered any significant material damage on their account. But the mountains of water moved by these storms whenever they happened to pass too closely near this flat coastal region now and then resulted in waves that significantly, and sometimes dramatically, altered the landscape. And, as this entire area was inaccessible by land with the sole exception of the direct route passing through the eastern outskirts of the city itself, official efforts to restrict access to Fishbo.Nelly’s twilight.Zone ended up being half-hearted and at some point sputtered to a standstill.


This forlorn triangle, consisting of little more than low sandy dunes and plenty of knife-edge reed grass, was not a vast area by anyone’s measure. In fact, from the spot where she was sitting, Fishbo.Nelly was easily able to reach the wall as well as the outermost streets bordering Libertyville@Esperantia by foot in maybe two kilometers at the most. If one were to travel in the opposite direction, it was only another kilometer straight-line distance to the shoreline. The lazily meandering river that followed a long stretch of Libertyville@Esperantia's wall swerved away to the north, thus forming a natural boundary in the region while a handful of smaller tributaries emptied themselves into the flat salt water marshes, reeking of dead fish and salt and adjoining the coastline not far to the North of her position. These, too, were only perhaps two or three kilometers distant. The marshes themselves were dotted with clusters of PowerCranks, gigantic windmills that were being erected everywhere for the virtuous task of electric power generation.


In fact, except for the PowerCranks or the very large seagoing vessels that could sometimes be seen passing through the channel into the river tributary beyond, there was little visible from her vantage point that any observer could or would attribute directly to any form of human activity.


Fishbo.Nelly reached out for the plastic bottle half buried in the sand to the right of her blanket. Without looking, she unscrewed the cap and took a long drink from it. The water tasted a bit stale and warm by now, but she savored it nonetheless as she swallowed it in small gulps. She had done the right thing. Her gut instinct had told her earlier that this would be the place to be alone with her thoughts today.


For her, twilight.Zone was, because of its nature, a perfect place to sit and gather her thoughts, undisturbed by the hustle and bustle of activity within the tight confines of the city. Because it offered no specific attractions–nor distractions–in the eyes of most of Libertyville@Esperantia’s denizens and due to its only access being through one of the less attractive fringe neighborhoods, she had come to take for granted that no more than a mere smattering of people would ever be underway out here at any given time.


Solitude was almost guaranteed.


The end.Zone district, a ramshackle and neglected-looking section of town upon which twilight.Zone bordered on the opposite side of the wall, was Libertyville@Esperantia’s anarchic underbelly and was therefore a place to be avoided by most. Given the close quarters of a city nestled within an enclave in the manner that Libertyville@Esperantia was, contradictions like old and new or prosperity and poverty were never very far apart.


Fishbo.Nelly relished the kind of contradictions that in truth defined Libertyville@Esperantia. In fact, probably the greatest source of her dissatisfaction with the system lay in the fact that it, and the people who publicly professed to represent it, seemed intent on denying the existence of these parallel realities. The neighborhood that comprised end.Zone was a place populated by day laborers in a colorful medley of various ethnicities and persuasions that was completely at odds with the monoculture image that Libertyville@Esperantia strove so hard to project. It wasn’t mainstream in the conservative sense of the word but it possessed a pulse that beat much more palpably than uptown. And, unsurprisingly, it was dotted by a handful of people who appeared to pride themselves on harboring a rainbow of decidedly bohemian or anti-authoritarian streaks.


With evening coming on rapidly now, there was still not a soul to be seen anywhere on the dunes or on the beach. Fishbo.Nelly was so pleased with her good fortune that she resolved to stay put, deciding that she would spend the night in twilight.Zone. It was an appealing thought and she hoped that her sojourn beneath the celestial canopy would be as clear and warm as the evening sky seemed to promise. She would gladly leave everything otherwise associated with so-called civilization behind tonight for the opportunity to be on her own, to sit in serene reflection under the infinite dark expanse of a star-studded sky. And with a bit of good fortune, she was excited as the thought popped into her mind, she might even spot a meteor or someone’s failing satellite streaking overhead, blazing a fiery trail through the silent emptiness high above her head.


For this, she was willing to accept a few uneven sleeping accommodations or even the clouds of bugs which she could see hovering in the distance.


Besides bugs, she would even accept the risk, however minimal, of a nocturnal encounter with snakes, lizards, scorpions or fleas–or any combination thereof. The only problem might be the mosquitoes. They could be a real pain in the ass out here but she guessed it would be no alright due to the light but steady sea breeze blowing this evening.


She had even heard that armadillos were reputed to live way out here, the thought crossed her mind. She contemplated this for a moment while she finished off the contents of her water bottle. She had some doubts about whether this stuff about various creatures out here wasn’t just a figment of someone’s overly active imagination. But even if it wasn’t the case, armadillos were reputed to be benign creatures. At least as far as she knew. She’d never encountered one anywhere so she resolved to shrug off the thought.


Who knows? She smiled to herself as she adjusted the blanket upon which she sat. Maybe people were just imagining long-eared soup cans? Or hallucinating shiny rabbits? In any case, she had yet to see one on any of her excursions out here.


Fishbo.Nelly was a fiercely individualistic person, obsessed with the notion of finding and achieving the maximum attainable freedom in all things spiritual and social. And lately, she had discovered herself beginning to seriously contemplate just how much she was willing to risk in her attempts to achieve true independence.


She awoke early the next morning to the damp smell of salt water and fish being carried on the breeze. Somewhere in the distance, she could hear a small gaggle of sea gulls crying excitedly.


But it wasn’t this that had awakened her. There was something else that had disturbed her sleep. It was the distinct sound of someone’s inquiring voice nearby. Someone was speaking to her.


“Hey, are you OK?”


Off to her right, upon opening her eyes, she could see a young man with a serious and somewhat baffled expression on his face, crouched down low on his hands and knees, cautiously edging a tiny bit closer to get a better look at her.


This fellow had a deliberately unkempt-looking appearance, thus lending him a look that was, even if it was possibly unintentional, stylish in her estimation. She saw that he was dressed casually, wearing dark-dyed denims, canvas sneakers and a black t-shirt.


Take Me Home! was the message spelled in bold white capital lettering across the front of his t-shirt.


Although the question he had posed, in her opinion, masked a tangible degree of helplessness on his part at finding her here unexpectedly, and thus seemed rather strange if not completely idiotic to her at this instant, Fishbo.Nelly was not sure that she was able to answer with an honest, unqualified yes. In fact, she wasn't sure whether she wanted to answer at all yet. While she was instantly wide awake, at least mentally, she was still very, very tired. She hadn’t expected to awake feeling this way after spending only one night on the dunes.


Her neck was stiff as a board. Her back ached. Her arms and legs felt slightly numb.


A fine layer of white sand, deposited overnight by the breeze, had covered her and her blanket as well as everything else while she slept.


She propped herself up on her elbows and looked around. She decided that she ought to respond to his question. As she swallowed, though, she could feel salt and sand in her mouth and in her throat. She withdrew her hand from under the blanket with which she was still covered and scratched absent-mindedly at her ear. Her fingers were full of sand. Sand seemed to pour down everywhere as she finally sat up halfway and brushed her hair back with her open hand. There was sand everywhere: in her T-shirt, in her hair, in the corners of her eyes, in her nostrils and probably in the crevice of her butt. This cloud of fine white sand was endowed with a will and a way to cover or infiltrate anything and everything.


More annoying to her than the sand or the momentary stiffness of her bones which she supposed might be protesting a potentially rheumatic chill was the rude surprise of having been discovered here by someone unawares. And, while it wasn’t rational, she found herself mildly irritated that this person had dared–and successfully, at that–violate the unspoken sanctity of her very own twilight.Zone. Her mind bounced back and forth, to and fro again like some nervous tiger confined to a cage, circling back to the disquieting thought of how he could surprise her like this while she slept. Inwardly, she seethed at the realization that her quest for independence left her not only vulnerable but also with a strongly heightened perception of her own weakness.


She rubbed her eyes tiredly with the back of her hands, the result being that they, too, now had miniscule kernels of sand in them. Fishbo.Nelly sat mutely on her blanket, blinking repeatedly to cleanse her eyes.


“Hey! Come on. Say something. Are you alright?” insisted Ch.ase. He was now half-squatting, half-kneeling. He kept a respectful distance, perhaps a meter or so away from her. She eyed him fleetingly again, as though he were a newly discovered fixture in the landscape, and tried to fathom his motives and intentions. He was no threat, she deduced. In fact, to her surprise, he seemed genuinely concerned about her.


Her mouth was still too dry for her to formulate any sensible or coherent answer to his question. She was thirsty. Her lips and tongue were parched by the salty air and the sand.


She took a deep breath, stretching her back and shoulders as she sat completely upright and looked around, waiting for her head to clear. Then she turned and faced Ch.ase, her eyebrows arched slightly in a look of provisional resignation.


“Say… you wouldn’t have anything to drink with you, would you?” she asked him in a hoarse voice.



NIKLAS' WORLDMONDE.PLANET


Despite the charm that he worked hard to project initially, Niklas Vladimir was mentally challenged, if not outright stupid, possessing an intelligence quotient that ranked only marginally above values expressed on any commonly used scale of measure reflecting the average mean water temperature of Viscount Melville Sound on the day of the Winter solstice. His drinking habits only served to exacerbate an ugly situation. And the incessant subjection of his new family to surreal pseudo-intellectual excursions through his interpretation of modern morality proved to be an unnerving experience for Charles as a young boy.


“Who?” he would often growl, or even bellow, during his aimless tirades disguised as intellectual exercises while the coarse hairy tips of his graying moustache quivered nervously. “Go ahead! Just tell me who’s gonna help us, dammit!”


Who was going to shoulder the immense responsibility–the blame!–for all the 21st century's deeply alarming developments? For all the bullshit? Who was going to be called to account for the speedy unraveling of a superficially orderly worldmonde.planet whose rules Niklas, by his own admission, had just barely managed to comprehend before everything started to come unglued again? Who was going to be accountable for making wonderful places like Gyurgyan or Iowa, Michigan, Mazatlan and Moldavia vulnerable to the heartless, egoistic whims of nothing more than a handful of ravaging elitist circles of cheaters and liars?


“Lenders and vendors, investors and speculators!” Niklas would hiss and spit in response to his own rhetorical ramblings, dousing his surroundings with clouds of sour saliva droplets before pausing to take another drink from a small, ornately engraved but tarnished pewter flask that he always carried around with him.


“Like markets doing their magic, my ass!” he would rant during some of his more irrational rampages. “Markets? Listen, there really was conspiracies and black choppers and crap.scheiss like that. I tell you, good, honest people used to see them globalized bastards flying around in the skies out there somewhere and nobody nowhere believed them when they tried to warn the rest of the world. Or defend themselves. That kinda stuff was happening all the time and nobody did a goddamn thing about it. They could as well been sending alien messengers straight from the gates of Hell and the goddamn government woulda still lied to everybody about them! The market’s gonna do this, the market’s gonna do that was all that they’d ever say if anybody with even a dime’s worth of common sense had the guts to ask what was going on.”


“You bet,” observed Jacqueline without looking up from the e-newspaper screen.Shot she was reading. In her voice was a pointedly glaring streak of irony, obvious to anyone but a complete idiot. Even if he himself didn’t quite register it, Niklas was sparing no effort at mutating into a complete idiot back then.


“And, of course, while you’re on the subject,” she added, still whisking through the pages on the screen of her e-newspaper. “…I can’t tell you often enough that everyone should have been reloading instead of retreating back then when they were lying to grand juries and the rest of us about stuff like that clandestine intergalactic ranger station that the UN built out there in Roswell with tons of our tax money that all the tax-and-spend types took away from everyone while they weren’t looking. That was my tax money and yours that they poured into concrete…”


Then she zipped the page and tried to concentrate on reading again.


“Yeah, right, er… our tax money. Yeah, that too! Goddamn tax-and-spend bastards…” a slightly befuddled Niklas responded in wholehearted agreement after recovering from this initial fumble in his monologue. While he sincerely regretted that he couldn’t recall very well all the sordid details of that discussion at the time, he paused to mentally pat himself on the back, feeling very pleased with himself that he had succeeded in elucidating his point so clearly to Jacqueline that she remembered. And maybe even understood.


Charles recalled thinking, even when he was a pre-adolescent boy, that Niklas Vladimir Bratislav, prior to his setting out to find the good life for himself, long before his dubiously arranged emigration from a faraway place once known as Gyurgyan, must have been just one of the numerous useless drunks who, at the time, could be found loitering about filthy dilapidated wooden kiosks plastered with reams of colorful posters and paper and plastic flags, banners and stickers gaudily harking a spirit of liberation and adventure that was perceived to go hand in hand with smoking particularly prominent Western brands of cigarettes in the vicinity of Baku's suburban train stations or similarly drab locales. Despite Niklas’ occasional rambling heroic narrations to the contrary, Charles surmised that he must likely have been just one of any number of always idle men here who appeared to be cursed with the necessity to age faster than old newspapers yellow, probably standing huddled conspiratively close together, as the whole troupe–all for one, one for all–braved the brisk cold chill of Eurasian early-morning air, their faces enveloped in the clouds of both blue smoke and the condensation caused by their breath.


Prior to this period in his life–at a time when crude oil was still so highly relevant to everyone else on the face of the worldmonde.planet and also still gushing plentifully in what was then known as Azerbaijan–Niklas was one of the imported proletariat who could be found lurking hopefully around the lines of dark and dubious limousines haphazardly parked and idling on the fringe of Primorskovy Park, their rear windows expertly blacked out by shades or dark adhesive foils while the attorneys representing their former owners, living in relative comfort at least two or three time zones further west, crossed swords in a near futile combat with renitent insurance companies. He could, no doubt, have been seen standing here for hours on end, surveying the scenery patiently through his ludicrous cheap imitation DeeGee-brand-name sunglasses as he watched destitute children eagerly peddle small brown paper bags of roasted sunflower seeds or an occasional SpeakEZ to passersby, the obligatory cigarette butt always gracing his dour countenance.


Whatever the scenario, Charles was certain then and as he grew older, Niklas was utterly unproductive in the sense of being little more than the sum total of cheap clear liquor–juniper or sugar cane-based if he happened to have a bit of money in his pocket, potato-based if he didn't–and an entire arsenal of disincentive social politics.


Nevertheless, Niklas was probably harmless in his former life in the old worldmonde.planet. He was only challenging the odds against his statistical life expectancy on a daily basis. Whether due to his own inherent lethargy or attributable to the sheer number of others just like him was an academic point to Charles in his later recollections. But not long after he had entered the lives of Charles and his mother, Niklas had become an angry, suspicious and increasingly stupid drunk loathe to adapting to even the simplest challenges or changes life presented him with.


And, as Charles soon learned, Niklas’ thick skull filled to the brim with spam awash in ethyl alcohol was an extraordinarily explosive combination in any kind of setting.


To Niklas, the so-called new economies translated only into a blur of people uninterested in, as he put it, the “sherished walues” that gave the lives of hardworking people order, depth, sense and meaning. If they even bothered to take note of hardworking, honest people at all, so his worldview, then it was solely to devise new schemes to cheat them out of their rightful share of the collective wealth. Niklas often referred to the new elite derisively as dotcommunists. He considered them to be little more than evil opportunists, harvesting poisonous fruits of a fictional paper wealth, derived from the hard work of others, as they pursued what they called lucrative opportunities. In reality, so Niklas' reasoning, they were shamelessly infringing on his own God-given right to an easy life dedicated to the pursuit of both happiness and freedom. These bastards were godless pagans in his eyes, ugly parasites unwilling to relent to any form of decency if a conflict in values cropped up between them and the society from which they mercilessly sapped their existence.


What was it then that made these people so supremely confident as they worked day for day pursuing their grand, almost pornographic, visions of material wealth and a social order that could only be termed blasphemous at its very kindest? Did these people believe that they would be entitled to rely upon the prayers of Niklas and others like him to liberate them from Purgatory's fiery grasp when they departed this worldmonde.planet, as they must, lying prone in a pine box in the back of a ZIL limo like the corpses outside the bronze-plated gates of Primorskovy did way back then?


FivePointEight liters worth of motorization in a Zavod imeni Likhacheva for the final ride to the state-sanctioned compost heap?


In God we trust? Leeches. They were all goddamn atheistic dotcommunists, the whole useless lot of them. Who in their right mind was gonna be keeping the faith for them when push came to shove?


Was it gonna be Dow Jones or Bloomberg or the Footsie?


“It sure as hell ain't gonna be my merciful God that helps them there bastards," he growled. "No truth, justice or American way for them bastards.”


Heroes of the sort oddly embodied by hordes of AstroBoys and UltraMen in days of yore, back when comics were not yet computer-generated, or characterized by the likes of some Clark-Kentish alter egos, had vanished from the scene a gazillion generations ago. At some point, everyone crossed the threshold defining the next step into modernity and these heroes, too, overstepped a boundary into a state of complete and utter irrelevance. Not at the hands of some stupendously nasty rivals, not because of massive and lethal doses of deadly kryptonite glowing light green, but for lack of any following as their adventures exceeded their useful shelf life and it became obvious to everyone that their symbols, causes and values were void of sufficient validity to commercially justify artificial resuscitation. Everyone except people like Niklas.


Perhaps Niklas Vladimir Bratislav felt that he had escaped a similar fate as he downed what might have been embalming fluid by the pint. He continued to hang in there, always on his watch and solemnly ready to face down the army of dotcommunists which embodied evils to him that were far more sinister than Lex Luther's vilest, or Goldfinger’s most fiendish, ambitions.


In fact, to him it was inconceivable that not one of these lecherous bastards would be called to account for their repulsive role in this treacherous and corrupting loss of common spirit, not to mention wealth. Niklas was convinced that everyone–meaning the liberal media as well as the pussies who made and consumed its content–was looking the other way, submitting complacently as some dark and grand metamorphosis stealthily crept into the heart of modern society. This blight was sapping the souls of the righteous.


And not only this! Even Niklas' modest savings were being bled away by these leeches.


Or so he often claimed.


He often posed the question to himself–and others–why it was that everything seemed to be coming apart at the seams since he'd arrived in what was still at the time the United States of America? What exactly was going wrong here?


Sometimes, if he closed his eyes and allowed his mind to wander back, he could recall a cheap cardboard sign posted in a corner delicatessen he had chanced upon in America shortly after his departure from his homeland. It was one of those shops in the city where stark and heady aromas of garlic and onions, pickles and smoked meats blended with the brazen delicious earthy scent of rye and sesame, caraway and cilantro leaves. Such an incredibly long time had passed since those wonderful days back in Gyurgyan, but he never forgot how, whenever he would step through the door of this deli store, he would find himself slammed by poignant recollections of his own long-lost youth.


Of course, recollections triggered by the olfactory sense, even if they are often particularly vivid, are not burdened with the necessity to enhance honesty in judgment or contemplative thought associated with the memories they elicit. As it was, Niklas was never objective enough to admit to anyone, least of all himself, that his was a youth spent and wasted in his destitute but now often glorified native Gyurgyan.


The thing that made a lasting impression on him, however, when he reminisced about his occasional visits to this deli, was not so much the atmosphere in the store itself or the eclectic character of the corner on which it was located, the people, the smells, even the sound of the traffic outside the door. What he never forgot was the simple cardboard sign that caught his eye whenever he paid for his purchases.


It wasn't the one that proclaimed, tongue-in-cheek: We Made a Deal With the Bank–They Won’t Serve Bagels and We Don’t Cash Checks!
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