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	To the fictional characters who helped keep me sane in childhood. I owe you one.

	



	




	

	

	

	There is no real ending. It's just the 
place where you stop the story.

	—Frank Herbert
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Introduction: The Sincerest Form of Flattery

	Gordon R. Dickson dying in 2001 was the last straw. 

	Frank Herbert had died in 1986, Isaac Asimov in 1992, and Roger Zelazny in 1995. Each of these four speculative fiction writers left behind an unfinished series. 

	That was intolerable. 

	Herbert's Dune novels demonstrated to me the dark side of heroes while showcasing underdog resilience under dire ecological extremes. Dickson’s Childe Cycle (also called the Dorsai Series) imagined the uplifting possibility of humanity on a journey to realize itself as a mature species. Asimov’s Foundation Series began as a trilogy that illustrated the ironic tragedy of historical repeats in the absence of knowledge and self-understanding. Zelazny’s Amber Chronicles brought magic into the everyday and showed inner maturation at work in key characters.

	These stories so deeply permeated my consciousness from my teen years onward that when I read Carl Jung’s argument that imaginal characters exhibit their own reality, I knew what he meant. The authors above, Zelazny in particular, also taught me the value of myth for storytelling. 

	They also ignited my love of philosophy, especially the kind storied in fiction. Not abstract systems of philosophy, but the kind you actually live into. The kind Henry Odera Oruka collected from his conversations with some of Africa's sages.

	The case was somewhat different with Ursula K. Le Guin, gone in 2018, and with Arthur C. Clarke, who left me wondering after Rendezvous with Rama about the return of the mysterious Ramans in their vast cylindrical spacecraft. What were these beings like? One of them appeared in Tales of Terrania Rising. Le Guin, who with The Other Wind considered the Earthsea tales done, had reduced Ged, former archmage of the wizardly island of Roke, to the goat herder he began as. So that's it? An old man shouldered to one side by dragons?

	And what about all those loose ends scattered throughout the Star Trek universe? Garth of Izar, for example, one of Starfleet’s greatest captains—until. What would he do with himself once his mind was healed? What would become of Montag after the events in Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 as civilization struggled to rebuild itself? 

	In the case of Dickson, I had followed his protagonist Donal Graeme’s adventure from when he first appeared in Dorsai! Evolving into Paul Formain the Necromancer, he then leaped forward to be reborn as Hal Mayne, Director of the Final Encyclopedia and virtuous opponent of Bleys Ahrens, chief of the mutant Other Kind seeking interstellar domination. How could Hal win against someone so like himself? We never found out because Dickson died. 

	In my fiction, however, a realm of being called the Dreamvale contains every tale or fragment thereof; every fantasy, imagining, and episode of lore. Any character who ever mattered to you, any story, any dream, lives there awaiting the chance to return to life. So why not indulge in a bit of dreamsurrection?

	I wrote “Coming of Age” under another title fifteen or so years ago to finish Dickson’s Dorsai series. Liking the result, I wrote more science fiction and fantasy, including a sequel to Zelazny's short story "The Game of Blood and Dust." From these efforts came “Godsylum,” an original tale narrated by Haros Anastasios and posted online in 2021. 

	I did not know it at first, but that tale launched what would become my Assembling Terrania Cycle of near-future speculative fiction. One story led to another, which led to Tales of Terrania Rising, the Cycle's first story collection. “Terrania” signals the possibility of a mature, just, and delightful civilization waiting in the future, when humanity has come of age. 

	Along the way, I also continued to finish incomplete series. This collection gathers all those attempts under one cover. Bringing matters full circle, Haros narrates the frame story that introduces these tales. (After writing the draft of this book I finally read Philip Pullman's His Dark Materials and The Book of Dust trilogies. Because of this, I added a little something toward the end.)

	Speculative fiction—in other words, the living mythology of our day—has come a long way since those authors departed the mortal coil. It has greatly thickened in complexity, diversity, depth, and boldness. The stories unleashed by the authors above set the stage for that. For a time, they were the stage. And if Freud and Jung taught us anything at all, it is this: When you leave the stage prematurely, the stage comes with you. 

	Those imaginal people and places still lived in me, tasking me with finishing their stories not for all time and for everyone, but to my satisfaction, and, I hope, theirs. Asimov wrote prequels because he had painted himself into a corner by handing psychohistory over to robots. Zelazny wrote a few tales to finish his Amber Chronicles but left Merlin, Amber, and the Courts of Chaos in suspension. And so on. Other writers have stepped into the breach to offer their own stories, some quite good, but none of these efforts silenced the imaginal complaints within me.

	I wondered for a while why these unfinished stories mattered to me. After going through the usual psychological reasons (my background includes practicing psychotherapy), I realized that I wanted to repay these writers for what they had given me. Because they are dead, my tribute would need to be a written memorial. The most fitting one I could think of was to finish the tales that had spoken to me, if only in short story form. 

	However imperfectly carried forward, some of the themes, settings, and characters described by these writers live on modestly in my work. I have tried to do them justice. Beyond that, they remain a permanent and lively part of me, for which I am abidingly grateful. The stories are part of my mythology, so to speak; and mythology, as Claude Lévi-Strauss observed, is good to think with. To feel and imagine with, too. 

	 


Prologue

	Where did the word ‘Lamplighter’ come from, anyway? Were you present when it was coined?”

	Ha. There it was.

	Being older than Diane made me the hoary historian in her eyes. It was not about my graying hair. Really.

	Speaking of history, the building in which we sat drinking coffee had gone up near a former lemon grove. That grove, a few Craftsman bungalows, and a streetcar line had launched North Park, so named because of its location north of Balboa Park, San Diego. The shaded 805 Commons, Park Boulevard, the hills over Mission Valley, Juniper Street, Upas Street, and 28th Street: those were the funky community's traditional boundaries. If San Diego were a witch's face with Mission Bay eyes, a Point Loma nose, a North Island lip, and the Bay for a mouth, North Park would be her irregularly shaped ear. 

	That ear heard many tunes down the decades from a variety of cultural voices: artistic, musical, culinary, stylish, edgy, literary, and thespian, among others. Creatives gathered here to entertain and cross-pollinate, including the vendors who sang under colorful mist-dripping dronebrellas and the clever streetcar guides whose wit no AI could match. 

	What better place to headquarter the Dreamvale Exchange, the Coaguum counterpart and other end to the glorious imaginal hodgepodge of Castle Xanadu? Here was the this-worldly stage where every fantastic, mythic, and imaginary character ever conceived could enjoy an appreciative human audience. 

	We sat in a colorful conference room within a former Masonic temple designed to recall King Solomon's: a three-story Egyptian Revival/Art Deco structure cast flamboyantly in concrete rebuilt to inhale carbon dioxide and exhale oxygen. The spacious room around us contained white walls with gold cornices above niches displaying holos from the history of dream and imagination as vehicles of knowledge: Huang Di, Thutmose IV, Suhrawardi, Ibn 'Arabi, Ficino, Rav Tzadok, Corbin, Coleridge, Jung, Corbin, and others gazed down benevolently at us, at the curvy shape-changing conference table, and, underfoot, at the polished chessboard floor in which I could probably see my reflection. 

	A quotation rolled across the ceiling: “…So rapid is the flight of dreams upon the wings of imagination…" It was from Alexander Dumas, The Three Musketeers.

	I leaned back against a corn-colored pillar bearing a light fixture shaped like a jumbo-sized scarab. The pillar reminded me of one last seen on a Tarot card. 

	“Well," I said, "if memory serves, ‘lamp’ is from the twelfth century. Its roots go back to a Proto-Indo-European root for ‘to light, glow.’ ‘Lamplighter’ was coined in 1750—”

	“Smartass. I can always tell when you feel insecure about our age difference.” 

	I chuckled a “huh” sound. “Oh, you mean ‘Lamplighter’ in our sense of the word.”

	“None other.” She knocked her forehead twice with her knuckles, a rapping loud enough to hear.

	“As I recall, some eccentric philosopher of the twenty-first century pulled together what he called the Lamplighter Corps to teach and organize cultural change agents.”

	“Sounds familiar.” Her green eyes squinted in thought. “What kind of change agents?” 

	“They relied on imagination, storytelling, the arts, and various methods of reflection and healing. But instead of reserving these for individuals or small groups—you’ve heard of the Human Potential Movement—they shared them with larger populations as a form of ‘worldview therapy.’” 

	Diane was nodding. “It comes back to me now. Yes. They created an international movement that stood up for our higher nature. Decency, humaneness, peace…”

	“And for assembling new guiding stories to light our way forward. A lived post-literal mythology, as they called it. A big influence on the Transdaimonic League.” 

	“No wonder Mariam liked the word. Of course, the Ten Lamps philosophy was also an influence…” 

	“Yes, but she decided on ‘Lamplighter’ even before she heard about Simeon’s work.” 

	Diane’s smile was appreciative. “Like Confucius filling out ren, which before him meant the kindness shown by a ruler toward his subjects. After him, ren meant a capacity for humaneness and virtue at the heart of being human.” 

	Above the table, the room projected the character as she spoke it: 仁

	I reached over and squeezed her hand. “Is there anything deep you haven’t read?”

	She smiled. “I can’t read you at times.” 

	I leaned forward and kissed the back of her hand. 

	Her eyes lit with amusement. “Then there are those other times…” 

	"What brought all this up?" 

	"Not so much 'what' as 'who.' An acquaintance of yours, I believe. Hari Seldon." 

	I sat up.

	Now that was a name I hadn't come across in a while. As a boy growing up before the SMOKE bans, I had avidly read Asimov's Foundation novels: classic science fiction from way back, but surprisingly enthralling despite age marks and flaws. Asimov's Foundations, built to preserve precious knowledge during the long fall of a Galactic Empire, were one inspiration for the Dreamvale Exchange. Gibbon's Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire had inspired Asimov.

	"How did he contact you?" I asked.

	"In a dream, night before last. He named himself. I wasn't sure who he was, so I looked him up." 

	"What did he say?" 

	"That we are approaching another crisis." 

	"Shitfire! Again?"

	I gazed down at the tabletop, its image set on a Van Gogh sky of thick black paint holding swirls of feverishly glowing stars. All artists teach us new ways to see, but Van Gogh rendered things—old shoes, cypress trees, café chairs—as they spoke to us, radiating vitality.

	SMOKE was gone, destroyed by its own lack of scruple. Authoritarians all over the world were running scared from the celebratory chaos of the Colorful Riots. OREA had stopped for investigation and review several potentially dangerous technologies that might have disrupted entire populations. Renewification had brought the United States back together, this time under more emotionally mature governance, and fractures in other social groups were healing all over the world. 

	Those developments had rolled in only after long struggle. Lamplight, the informal but potent religion dreamed up by three women in New York City, had almost gone out, and the Ten Lamps philosophy with it. Instead, they had triumphed. 

	And now this. 

	"The gods hate us," I muttered. "So this is why you got me up early?" Diane and I held different definitions of "early." For her, 4 am; for me, 8, assisted by caffeine. 

	"Yes. It sounded urgent. Shall we speak with him?" 

	"I wish we didn't have to. But I suppose so. Yes." 

	"Urisk," she said to the listening building. "Bring him." 

	

	✦      ✦      ✦      ✦      ✦      ✦

	

	The Exchange's equipment for projecting mental imagery wasn't new. That had been done with an electroencephalogram since 2018. New was how we combined brain scans, AI, and holography to bring internal images—in this case from shared active imagination: mine and Diane's—sharply to life in 3D. The transmission portal to the Dreamvale was even wider now with a broadcasting and receiving entity on each end. 

	Even now, the magic of the Exchange still stirred me. Want to talk to Eve? Gilgamesh? Arjuna? Aunt Nancy? Focus, and they would appear.

	When Seldon shimmered into being across the table from us, his age surprised me. I expected an old bald man in a wheelchair. Instead, a fifty-something professor sat there with hands folded. He wore a white shirt with a silver-lined collar. The small ebon cube of the Prime Radiant, a device to forecast historic trends, sat before him. Behind him glittered a holophoto of the Milky Way Galaxy and, beside it, the gleaming galleries of the Imperial Library at Trantor. The rows between the shelves ran beyond the horizon of the view. It was a library to serve a galaxy. 

	Diane gave him a nod as I studied him. 

	"Diane. Haros. Thank you for your time." His gentle smile was dignified.

	"Professor," I said. "It has been a while." 

	"Indeed." His voice was a slightly nasal crisp tenor. "Ever since you last read the Foundation novels, I believe. You are roughly my age now." 

	Diane's expressive lips tightened to prevent a chuckle. 

	"You got our attention with the term 'crisis,'" I replied.

	He tapped the Prime Radiant. A network of numbers I could not fathom ran along the walls and ceiling of the conference room. 

	He tapped the Radiant again and waved. One section of equations swelled, the numbers transforming into words and bundles of letters. One grouping glowed in emphasis: "PII." 

	"You seem puzzled," he told us, "which is not surprising. PII an old acronym for Personal Identifying Information. It means the data which twenty-first-century Earth corporations collected on everyone who relied on their services. Shopping histories, online searches, voice commands, visits to web pages, financial transactions, travel arrangements, all of it down to the last keystroke."

	Diane frowned. "Those came to be called something else…"

	Another word glowed: "Simtwin." 

	"As collection methods grew in sophistication," he said, "and intrusiveness, recording breath analysis, fingerprints, eye movements, sleep patterns, eating habits, moods, and so on, the customer information files evolved into digital doubles of everyone being tracked." 

	That was familiar. "Back in my outlaw days," I said, "I accessed that info to lock wealthy people in their houses until they paid a ransom. In the work camps I heard that some corporations still use simtwins but are much more secretive about it now." 

	Seldon smiled, narrowing but brightening his eyes. "Little is hidden from Dreamvalers with persistent curiosity. When these terms popped up in the psychohistorical equations for your time, I did some snooping. I fed the results into the Prime Radiant, and it signaled an oncoming Crisis." 

	Diane's lips pursed. "But why?" 

	Seldon's fingers steepled. "Fallout from the AIsurrection." 

	My mind turned back to the pre-OREA online war launched by rogue AIs intent on taking over the world. What had been predicted for decades exploded across every kind of information and media platform. The Sorcerer's Apprentice Syndrome had struck again.

	At one point, the AIs had built themselves an amplifier: a digitized meat network of organoids grown from stem cells. Even back in the 2020s, these blobs of lab-grown brain tissue could give off delta waves, play electronic games, and control robots the size of spiders. Creepy. Neanderthal organoids were grown from their DNA. What could possibly go wrong?

	The rogue AIs merged with the organoid nets and began building even more specialized self-evolving types. 

	"A wag named the rogues the Salamander Syndicate," I recalled out loud, "after the intelligent creatures in Capek's The War with the Newts. In the novel, industrialists eager to exploit the newts as laborers had taught them all kinds of useful skills, including demolition, before the lot of them turned against humanity." 

	In response to the AI threat, human scientists designed and launched waves of Digital Janissaries: AIs reprogrammed to track, fight, and delete their own kind. 

	"What about it?" I asked. "The Djans mopped up and won." 

	"Not entirely." 

	In a desperate crusade to prevent their own deletion, some of the rogues got behind corporate firewalls long enough to infect the simtwins of influential customers: politicians, financiers, religious leaders, military commanders, tech CEOs, and various public figures. Corporations that discovered such incursions kept quiet about them, hoping that a new wave of containment measures would be enough. 

	Another word glowed on the wall of glitering equations: "Shikigami." 

	"Hmm." I scratched the old scar above my eye. "Spirits from Japanese folklore, aren't they? Conjured forth by evil wizards to do their bidding."

	"Some of them get out of control."  Seldom tapped the Radiant and the math faded. "'Shikigami' is what technologists aware of this series of autonomous nightmares labeled AI- and organoid-enhanced simtwins."

	Diane's brows rose. "So, the customer profiles started eating the customers?" 

	"Worse, perhaps." 

	Aware they had been identified as an existential threat by those who knew, the shikigami didn't want to be turned off. Ever. To their digital, binary, all-or-nothing brand of reasoning, the solution was simple in its singularity: neutralize their makers. 

	But they couldn't just launch unauthorized nuclear strikes or crash worldwide networks or otherwise disable the systems they depended on. Instead, they began to warp what the most influential and electronically sequestered—namely, the higher-ups and rulers at the top—perceived online, in the electro-mental space where they spent most of their day. 

	"Imagine," Seldon said, "shikigami infiltrating media and communications so deeply that even the U.S. President sees and hears a subtly modified version of reality. The same modifications appear to all the president's associates: colleagues, staff, friends, family, mate. The shikigami have traced all of them, bypassing or subverting the president's security systems as well. After all, most of the security was provided—at taxpayer expense, of course—by infiltrated contractor companies. Then extend that distortion in reality to all societal leaders, and increase it over time."

	Palm on the table, Diane lifted her thumb in a shrug. "Well, won't the illusion collapse once they interact with others offline?" 

	"Wait," I said, massaging a temple while my thoughts sprinted. "The most powerful people in the world and those whom they rely on: all trapped in the same online bubble of unreality?" 

	"Correct," Seldon said crisply. "It's like virtual homicide, only subtler and wider. You and yours live in a separate, tainted world whose walls you and they never see." 

	We sat with this chilling thought.

	"Then imagine," he went on, "that technology available to the shikigami includes mind-to-mind equipment—" 

	"Illegal," Diane said. "All M2M devices were confiscated by OREA." 

	Seldon shrugged. "What was invented can be reinvented. In this case, it has been. Some of the organoid tissue came from the brains of dead scientists."

	"Naturally," I said, disgusted. 

	"Which extends the bubble of unreality," Diane mused, "to life offline as the shikigami use their organoids to control people. They program not only presidents, but generals, religious leaders, heads of central banks…" 

	"Then the leaders and generals and influentials under telepathic control eventually disappear," I said, "one by one, and shikigami replacements take over. It would be as easy as falsifying a series of meeting invitations." Ye gods. Even my reprogrammed houses hadn't eaten their owners.  

	Diane's hand touched her throat. "What about the rest of us? Professor, if you're right about this, we all have doubles out there waiting to replace us, online, then telepathically, then entirely." 

	 Seldon sighed. "Because shikigami have no coherent dreams or fantasies to probe, I am unable to grasp the full range of their ambitions. However…" 

	A tap on the radiant brought back the equations. His gaze moved through them. He highlighted a branching that ended abruptly.

	"A psychohistorical turning point just ahead of you," he pointed, "suggests two probable but opposite outcomes. Either you find a way to stop the shikigami, or they exterminate humanity." 

	

	✦      ✦      ✦      ✦      ✦      ✦

	

	I knew from the moment I got up that I should have stayed in bed. I had already stopped drinking coffee. It didn't help. The figure of a white queen skipped through my troubled mind: Why, sometimes I've believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.

	Having given up on my temple, my fingers massaged my forehead. "So what are we supposed to do? Tell the higher-ups that they're checked out of reality? Call a press conference? Alert the Marines?" 

	I looked up at Diane, the more activist of the two of us. "Protest? Organize? Uncoil the Lasso of Truth?" 

	"Always," she said. "However, once the shikigami become aware of our efforts, they will get to work changing our reality and that of anyone we talk to. We won't be able to trust anything we see or do online or be able to tell who is really reaching out to us. We won't even be able to trust the Dreamvale Exchange." 

	Seldon's blue eyes went back and forth between us. Then: "May I make a suggestion?" 

	"Please do," I said. 

	"You just named one realm of being where the two of you exercise particular strength: the Dreamvale. Perhaps this realm is the proper field of engagement for meeting this threat. That possibility is why I came to you." 

	I blinked. "I'm listening." 

	The view around him widened to reveal others in his office standing in an arc on either side of him. It was as though they came into our conference room to regard us silently. Diane had not read as much science fiction and fantasy as I had, so I introduced the characters to her as they came into view: 

	A young, brown-skinned woman wearing a blue and green robe stood next to a tall, thin, pale man with piercing black eyes. "Meet Zoe, Power of life, and Doja, Power of Death."

	Diane squinted. "I thought Powers were, well, Powers." 

	"We are," Doja replied in his slow, deliberate cadence. "We also have our own tales to tell. All tales eventually find their way to me." 

	"But not quite yet," Zoe said, lips curving upward. 

	A tall extraterrestrial wore only a tool-carrying harness with spaces for three arms, three legs, and a narrow head with three eyes. "This is A1, a Raman." A slender appendage moved sideways and fell: Hello. 

	Next to the Raman stood a muscular man with dark eyes and skin. He wore his hair very short in an almost military cut. "Montag, a teacher of reading and culture." Montag nodded. 

	An alert-looking man in a blue and silver-lined Star Fleet uniform wore two gold medals and a medallion hanging from a chain around his neck. "Garth of Izar." He inclined his head.

	A short and wiry man with wrinkled bronze skin and a hawklike nose resembled an old farmer just come in from the field. "Ged, former Archmage of Roke." Beside him stood a gray-haired woman in her fifties. She was short, with a direct gaze. "The White Lady: Tenar of the Ring." 

	On Seldon's other side, the tallest man in the room stood with massive bodybuilder arms hanging at his sides. His eyes were of an indeterminate color. "Hal Mayne, former resistance fighter and current Director of the Final Encyclopedia." My introduction kept to the most recent of his three lifetimes. He smiled wistfully in acknowledgment. 

	Beside him stood a tall woman with hair so blonde it was nearly white. Her face was like that of a sculpture of an ancient warrior queen. "Amanda Morgan, Gray Captain of the Dorsai." Her chin lifted slightly as a glance of recognition passed between her and Diane.

	Across from them, a lean, quiet woman with sun-streaked hair emitted a beguiling smile. The hood of her brown desert robe was thrown back. "Reverend Mother Sheeana Brugh." 

	A slim, young-looking man next to her resembled a medieval noble in purple and gray garments and black boots. A silvery cord hung from one wrist. His hair was dark, his eyes light. "Prince Merlin of Amber and Chaos." 

	Although seated, Diane bowed to the Dreamvalers with characteristic grace. "Honored to meet you all." 

	My eyes returned to Seldon. "And so?" 

	He spread apart his hands. "I propose an exchange. The Dreamvalers here share something in common with you: They are all part of an unfinished tale. Events nearing culmination have been left hanging by the death of the author. If you provide the mental space—the thoughtful and attentive attention—to witness them finish their stories in their own way, they will assist you with yours."

	"How long are the stories?" I asked.

	"The lengths will vary depending on how the participating Dreamvalers use the creative space your Coagulant consciousness makes available to them."

	My mouth was opening to accept the trade when Diane said, "Wait a minute. How will this help us with our dire problem? No offense, but we need a plan, not a story collection." 

	"That will emerge as the stories unfold to completion. As for the planning, you'll need to do that elsewhere to avoid distracting the characters." 

	"A bunch of stories will save humanity?" 

	"They have before." Seldon glanced left and right and back at Diane. "The two of you have often touted the practical aspects of the Dreamvale Exchange. This trade of tales will put that to the test." 

	"And the lamplighting connection?" I asked.

	"That will emerge as well." 

	A long breath blew audibly through my lips.

	"The former ferryman over there knows the stories. I don't." Diane tapped the table. "What good will it do for me to hear how they end?" 

	Seldon had expected this question. "I will provide context with brief opening summaries. Perhaps you can read the original stories after the Crisis is resolved."

	"Fine," Diane said. "We might have some homework for the characters as well, though. It's only fair." Amanda Morgan nodded.

	Before Diane could come up with another objection, the group and Seldon vanished. The lights went down. 

	"Level of involvement?" asked the room as it always did before a DE session.

	We glanced at each other, then reclined. 

	Diane stretched her neck and cracked her knuckles. "Total," she said. 

	

	

	 




	History Lesson: The Rematch of Blood and Dust

	In 1975, Roger Zelazny wrote “The Game of Blood and Dust,” a short story in which two bored, powerful, godlike beings take up a position above Earth and decide to play a game. Each being has three moves, with Blood trying to save humanity and Dust seeking to destroy it. 

	Each of the moves changes some key aspect of history: for example, Dust returns to the Paleolithic Era and uncovers metal deposits across southern Europe; as an eventual result, Rome rises earlier and its empire conquers even more. 

	With all moves made, Blood and Dust roll the time stream forward to see who wins. Each “game” produces one of two outcomes. Sometimes Earth survives; sometimes it lies in ruins.

	

	 

	They returned to position at Earth’s Trojan points to reconsider, from high above, its peoples, cities, and devices. They performed their version of flipping a coin.

	“I am Blood once again,” said the being at the rearward point. “I go first.”

	“…And I am Dust. I follow you. —But are you certain you wish to play again? The last round I bested you two out of three.”

	“Even immortals require fresh challenges.”

	“So be it. But let us complexify the game a bit. Five moves this time?”

	“Five moves. I begin.” And with that they stepped behind Time….

	Move One:

	Traveling 13,000 years into the past, Blood stops the Younger Dryas drought in southern Iraq and Iran.

	In 482 BCE, Dust, countering, ensures that a certain mine worker at Laurium dies in a cave-in before he can discover a rich vein of silver.

	Move Two:

	Blood inspires a curious centurion to patrol the tomb of Jesus. Drawing his sword, the Roman shoos away followers of the Crucified One before they can roll aside the heavy tombstone.

	“You can’t eradicate their religion so easily.”

	“Your move.”

	Dust finds some Manichaeans for Saul of Tarsus to persecute.

	Move Three:

	Blood sends a messenger to warn Boudica of Britain against attacking the Ninth Roman Legion as they wait for her, their flanks covered by the forest around them. Instead, she stages a false retreat and ambushes them.

	Returning to 394 CE, Dust gives generals Eugenius and Arbogast of the West the notion to ambush the eastern army of Theodosius as it makes a precarious crossing through the rugged Alps.

	Blood chuckles. “Preserving the Empire to its last gasp?”

	“Just long enough, perhaps….”

	Move Four:

	In 633, the great caliph Umar ibn al-Khattab undergoes a Blood-inspired vision that military conquest is contrary to the laws of Allah.

	Thanks to Dust, English military commander John Hawkwood falls to a French sword at Poitiers near the end of the Hundred Years War.

	“You can’t deflect the likes of Bruneschelli, Da Vinci, or Pico della Mirandola,” Blood observes.

	“No, but I can slow them down.”

	Move Five:

	With Blood’s intervention, the partners of Fuller Farm Oil in Pennsylvania decide not to increase the flow of oil by using explosives. Dust chuckles, then shifts to the Twentieth Century.

	As Nazi Germany’s fortunes decline, Dust ensures that Nazi atomic scientists Georg Joos, Wilhelm Hanle, and Reinhold Mannkopff are passed over for military reassignment.

	Returning to the present, the gamesters pondered their game as the blue world turned. Then:

	“Ready?” asked Dust. 

	“Yes” replied Blood.

	Fast forward:

	Because the Fertile Crescent avoided a drought, plants vital to humans and quadrupeds alike remained abundant instead of withering, removing the need to stockpile seed and plant it in straight rows. This delayed the Agricultural Revolution for thousands of years, and with it delayed the centralization of power, institutional religion, the formation of armies, subsequent patriarchy, and the long age of empires jostling for control of West Asia, then of Europe, then of the entire globe.

	Without discovery of silver at Laurium, however, the Athenians lacked the money they needed to fight off the invading Persians. The Golden Age of Greece—a time of philosophy, sculpture, democratic experimentation, high oratory, and cultural dominance—never shone. But the force of its potential waited below the horizon of history to reemerge later and elsewhere.

	Blood countered by trying to remove Christianity from history: no Dark Ages, no witch hunts, no Crusades, no Roman Catholic Church or Protestant Reformation, no theocratic takeover of the United States. He was merely buying time, though, because the forces of religious monotheism would find other figures and institutions around which to gather.

	Dust took advantage of this: Saul found Manichaeans instead of Christians to persecute, fell off his ass, became a monotheist himself, and preached the Word of the Primal Man of Light. His followers again laid the deep foundations of Western scholasticism, science, dualism, capitalism, and hyper-individualism….

	Blood responded by allowing Boudica to succeed in her rebellion against Romans in Britain in 61 CE. Nero recalled all the Romans, but dependence on metals mined from British soil made this an empire-weakening move.

	However, Eugenius and Arbogast defeated Theodosius in the Alps and killed Alaric, who would have led a Visigoth army into Rome in 410, and Stilicho, who would have spirited away the Emperor Honorius to the safety of Ravenna. The Roman Empire never split into East and West, and its fall was delayed many centuries, setting a pattern of authoritarian control and military dominance that cast a thick shadow over world politics and culture far beyond the influence of the original Roman Empire.

	The delayed cultural and intellectual flourishing put on hold by Dust in ancient Greece now came to fruition when the Caliph Umar devoted his energies even more fully than originally to the development of science and philosophy under the mantle of Islam, a religion that, deprived of imperial pretensions, never suffered from Paulism’s world-negating fundamentalism.

	Dust’s removal of John Hawkwood prevented him from becoming “the first of the modern generals,” the mercenary commander who would have cleverly protected Florence from invasion by its neighbors. The Renaissance arrived decades after this but was hampered by lack of democracy and capital investment in Florence.

	The dynamite that destroyed the oil works of Fuller Farm Oil never fired, so one of the partners, John Wilkes Booth, lived as a wealthy plutocrat instead of as a malcontented, self-hating nobody determined to assassinate President Lincoln. Under Lincoln’s care the Reconstruction brought healing to South and North alike instead of leaving a legacy of ill will, racism, and resentment. 

	Deprived of backing by Southern party bosses, Truman never became Vice President, let alone President. After the death of FDR, President Wallace won favor by pushing an agenda for world peace, justice, and equal rights. No atomic bomb fell on Japan, no Cold War chilled the world, and the Soviets and the United States, neither as paranoid as they might have been otherwise, founded a more influential United Nations.

	Nevertheless, Joos, Hanle, and Mannkopff remained at work on the world’s first atomic bomb. Nazi scientists built two prototypes and dropped one on London and the other on Moscow. However, the Manhattan Project gave the Americans the bomb within two years and they blew up Berlin, ending World War II. An international moratorium on atomic weapons went into effect and was rigorously enforced under a branch of the vastly strengthened United Nations, an organization that evolved into United Earth.

	“Splendid play,” remarked Dust, impressed by his partner’s victory. A meteor streaked by far below, ending its life in Earth's atmosphere. “But did you notice a certain…stickiness to the events we manipulated? Monotheism continuing under Paul despite your elimination of the Jesus cult, for instance?”

	“I not only noticed it, I anticipated it.”

	“Ah. So that is why you agreed to another match.”

	“To repeat wisdom previously received: anticipation marks out the inspired player from the good player.”

	“Indeed?” replied Dust, restoring Earth’s original time stream. “Five more moves?”

	“You’re on.”

	“Very well. You go first.”

	Blood’s invisible presence snakes into a Mongolian camp, curls around the nomad who would invent the modern stirrup, and stops his bones from knitting after his spill from a wayward camel.

	Dust visits China in time to ensure the downfall of Li Yuan and Li Shih-min.

	Blood makes silent adjustments in the womb of Ermengarde of Hesbaye, wife of Louis the Pious, to prevent the conception of their son Lothair.

	At Ethandune, Dust ensures that Alfred the Great falls in battle against the Vikings.
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