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      We dedicate this anthology to the incredible breakthroughs and advancements of medical science that have made it possible for us to write our stories.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        When I have fears that I may cease to be 

            Before my pen has glean’d my teeming brain, 

        Before high piled books, in charact’ry, 

            Hold like rich garners the full-ripen’d grain; 

        When I behold, upon the night’s starr’d face, 

            Huge cloudy symbols of a high romance, 

        And think that I may never live to trace 

            Their shadows, with the magic hand of chance; 

        And when I feel, fair creature of an hour! 

            That I shall never look upon thee more, 

        Never have relish in the faery power 

            Of unreflecting love!—then on the shore 

        Of the wide world I stand alone, and think 

      
        Till Love and Fame to nothingness do sink.

        John Keats
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            Foreword

          

          Robert J. Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      My literary agent told me not to say anything online about my stage-four cancer diagnosis. “If you do, I’ll never be able to get you another book contract. No publisher wants to have to claw back the advance for an unfinished book from the grieving widow.”

      I heeded his advice and, in fact, this introduction to the remarkable anthology you’re holding in your hands is my first public disclosure of my now five-year-long battle with cancer. In September 2020 — in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic — I was diagnosed with mantle cell lymphoma, an incurable form of non-Hodgkin lymphoma. I’m in remission, but MCL has a 100% recurrence rate; it will come back, and I’ll have to fight the damn thing again.

      When I was diagnosed, the doctors at Toronto’s Odette Cancer Centre said the treatment regimen they proposed had a good chance of putting me into remission for seven to nine years (which means two to four more from now) — but that when the disease reasserts itself, it’ll be harder to put down a second time and will quite likely kill me. It was time, they said, to start getting my affairs in order.

      The team proposed extensive chemotherapy coupled with radiation therapy plus something that would have been only possible in the pages of science fiction not that long ago: an autologous stem cell transplant, with my own stem cells harvested from my bone marrow, cryogenically frozen, and then reintroduced after the major chemotherapy was over to give me an all-new immune system.

      But, they said, chemo isn’t easy, and beside the nausea and diarrhea and fatigue and neuropathy — all of which I felt I could handle — there might also be brain fog, which could be permanent. At that point, I’d been publishing science-fiction novels for thirty years; my life was writing — and I was terrified at the notion that I might never have the sharpness to pen a saleable novel again.

      The alternative to having the treatment was, of course, available: I could simply let my cancer take me.

      And I seriously considered doing just that.

      As a thirteen-year-old, one of my favorite TV shows was The Six Million Dollar Man. The pilot film was magnificent (and was nominated for a Hugo Award), and it was followed by two more made-for-TV movies that had different opening credits from the familiar ones of the later hour-long TV series. Those credits included Dusty Springfield singing a jaunty title song (which was terrific, despite what decades of detractors say; I didn’t want cancer to take me, but this is a hill I’m willing to die on).

      In those credits, bionicist Dr. Rudy Wells says, of the severely injured astronaut Steve Austin, “I’m not sure he’d want to live if he can’t be the man he was.”

      And that’s the way I felt. If I couldn’t be a writer, did I want to go on?

      Of course, there were other things worth living for, including my marriage to the wonderful poet Carolyn Clink and many great friendships; even if I were diminished mentally, surely I’d still be able to enjoy those, no?

      In the end, I agreed to the chemo and all the rest. But I wanted to keep track day-by-day of how sharp I was, and so, Carolyn and I adopted the habit of watching Jeopardy!, a show I’d only caught occasionally in the past. We particularly cheered on Mattea Roach, a fellow Canadian, as she racked up a twenty-three-game winning streak.

      But we also cheered me on, night after night. I couldn’t provide the questions for all the answers, but I got many of them, my mind dredging up recondite bits of knowledge in mere seconds across many fields. My little gray cells, as Hercule Poirot would say, were doing just fine.

      Despite struggling with fatigue, I managed to finish the novel I’d contracted for before my cancer diagnosis (the last one my agent felt I’d ever sell if word about my illness got out). It took more than a year longer to write than it should have, simply because I was sleeping as much as sixteen hours a day during the early parts of my treatment. But not only did I get it done, it got some of the best reviews of my life, including the coveted starred review, denoting a work of exceptional merit, from industry bible Publishers Weekly.

      That book was The Downloaded, and although, as I said at the beginning, I haven’t written publicly before about my cancer, I gave one of the characters in that book the same rare disease I have. Indeed, it was the springboard for the book’s action: a man is diagnosed with mantle cell lymphoma in 1984, which was a sure-fire death sentence back then, and he goes into cryonic suspension (shades of my frozen stem cells!) until a cure is found in 2032. Both of my parents were economists, so I figured if I had to have cancer, I might as well find a way to monetize it!

      Five years is a long time in oncology research, and there’s been good news and bad for MCL patients over that time. The bad news was that a longitudinal study released in 2024 showed that the much-touted autologous stem cell transplant was completely ineffective in prolonging survival. I was Zen about that revelation for two reasons. The first was that I know science (and its subset, medicine) is always a work in progress, subject to revision and refinement as new data become available.

      And the second was, frankly, that I am a Canadian, and the whole procedure (including three weeks in a private room in an isolation ward when I had no immune system at all) cost me exactly zero dollars and zero cents. In the US, hospitals charge around a million dollars for an autologous stem-cell transplant, and many Americans in my online support group for MCL patients were devastated after struggling to raise all that money to learn it had been wasted.

      Or was it? The science-fiction writer in me can’t help wondering if having a stem-cell transplant at 60 might not, in fact, have slowed down my aging; I certainly feel better, stronger, and faster now than I did before I had it. Others have noticed, too: Bernie Goodman, one of the world’s great science-fiction book collectors, said to me at the annual International Conference on the Fantastic in the Arts last March: “Rob, you look great!” I replied, “That’s what you said last year.” “Yeah,” agreed Bernie, “but last year I was lying.”

      As I said above, there was also good news in the five years I’ve been battling this, including emerging genetic engineering treatments such as CAR T-cell therapy. I liken my disease now to AIDS: it’s gone from being a guaranteed trip to meet the grim reaper to a condition that, although you may never be free of it, can be managed, and, despite my now ex-agent’s exhortation, is nothing to keep hidden. Oh, sure, despite the stem cells, I know I’m going to eventually die — but now, at least, I have high confidence that it’ll be from something other than my cancer.

      In the meantime, I’ve finished another novel, which is coming out in May 2026. I made only one request of the publisher’s publicist, although I didn’t explain why it was symbolically important to me. After her winning streak, Jeopardy! champion Mattea Roach got hired by the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation to host a radio show about books. I want the publicist to get me on that program, in part so I can thank Mattea for contributing to my own winning streak.

      Remember what Dr. Rudy Wells said, up above, about Steve Austin not wanting to live if he couldn’t be the man he was? In response, in that same version of the opening credits, government official Oscar Goldman replies, “What if he could be more than the man he was?”

      And I feel, having spent half a decade now grappling with the crab, that I am more than the man I was. As Lawrence Schoen, the editor of this anthology, said to me recently, nothing is better for giving one perspective than getting a cancer diagnosis. It makes you realize what’s truly important, what matters most, and, just as valuably, what you can stop worrying about; so many things that seemed major shrink to inconsequentiality when you’re fighting for your life.

      And despite all the adversity that fight entails, it is worth bringing every ounce of audacity you have to it. I have, and so have the other authors collected here. Although these tales aren’t about their cancer battles, they were all written after their diagnoses. Of course, you should enjoy the stories for their fictive virtues, but do take a moment to linger over each byline and to read the brief history of each author’s fight with cancer — because these aren’t just stories. They’re proof that even while you’re playing Final Jeopardy! against a powerful opponent, you can still create art.
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      The two of us, myself and this man I did not know, sat at a table in a windowless white cell with an indefinite light source.

      I was afraid, as afraid as a human being can be. I remembered every step that had brought me here and I did not consider this a place of safety, only one promising a damnation not quite as painful as the one that was otherwise certain, if I did the sensible thing and left.

      The man had a lean face with high cheekbones and eyebrows that gave him a permanent scowl. His features were foreign to me in some manner that was not easy to define; some race of humanity I had never encountered in my limited travels. But he seemed amiable enough, in the way that powerful people can be amiable when they are about to ruin you and know there is not much you can do about it. He had a bumpy bald head and he wore a silver disk at forehead altitude, its intelligence advising him in ways I could not even guess at.

      He had told me his name but I had not registered it. I could not avoid the irony that it was the only thing today I would forget of my own accord.

      On the table between us was a little organic object, moist and greasy and shaped like the seed of a certain popular fruit. The seed it resembled was edible and it was sold in bags to be munched in great numbers. This seed looked like that, but it was not that. It just looked the same, or like the turd of one of the rodent species that had followed humanity into space. I almost retched at the thought.

      The man whose name I’d forgotten said, “Eat it.”

      I would later remember the things that went through my head as I obliged: the awareness that this would not be good, the certainty that I had no choice, the grief that went along with knowing I had put myself in this position.

      And more, behind all that, memories from my recent past, the face of a man I might have loved, remembered here as an angry scowl, hollering things I secretly agreed with; another face, that of a little girl, intense and serious and with two eyes that did not match.

      I knew I would never see either of those people again, but within a second of biting the seed I had forgotten why. Were they far away? Were they dead? Had I sinned against them so grievously that they did not want me in their lives anymore?

      I felt a little fizz on the tip of my tongue and then: nothing.

      The man said, “Place your hands flat on the table.”

      As blank as any newborn, I did that too. The table was cold and smooth and it had a strange organic feel, adhering to my palms like glue.

      The man said, “The seed has already gone to work. You are not the same person you were before you put it in your mouth, and so I will now necessarily have to repeat much of your orientation. This is an inconvenience of my role here, but it is an inherent part of my responsibilities. And so I begin again.”

      I said, “What?”

      “You received a full briefing, ending only a few seconds ago. It presented all the data you needed, but none of that is now accessible to you, and so I will now have to brief you again, to make you comfortable as the devices do their work. Panic on your part would not be effective, but it would be unpleasant for both of us, and so it costs me nothing to start over. Do you feel any pain?”

      I considered this question. Pain can be hard to quantify, of course. What is discomfort for one can be unbearable agony for another; and what is torture for that one, another would find painless. What I felt was primarily a sense of wrongness, an awareness that the current existence was without context for either myself or this room. It didn’t bother me as much as it should have, that I was nobody, that I didn’t know my name, my station in life, or the path that had brought me here. It did bother me that I didn’t know anything about this man, who struck me now as something other than fully human, either in the measured way he spoke or in the way his piercing eyes maintained that stare of his without a single blink.

      “I don’t know why I’m here.”

      “That is normal,” he said. “You knew everything until you ate the seed.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The devices are least effective in erasing the knowledge that was still accruing in the last few seconds before ingestion. That is because they were still resonating when you put the seed in your mouth, and they bled through. You must remember a certain feeling of desperation, the knowledge that all your alternatives were exhausted, the revulsion that went with resignation to the elimination of all you were, and surrender to all the things you would become. Is this accurate?”

      I possessed all these fragmentary thoughts, but did I remember them, really? Or did I remember remembering them, remember what it had been like to remember? It was more like that, I feared: more like the shape of the experience than the experience itself.

      I said, “I remember a man. A little girl.”

      That was a thick voice. It did not sound like my own, but would anything at all sound like my own?

      What, I wondered, had I done to myself?

      He said, “That’s normal.”

      “Is that my family? Am I her mother?”

      “These are unproductive thoughts. How are you otherwise?”

      “I can use a glass of water.”

      He said, “That’s also normal. The answer’s no.”

      “I’m thirsty.”

      “You only think you are. It is the ghost of being thirsty, the habit you formed of thirst as a reaction to stress. You think of the request itself as a delaying tactic, something that will take up time while you continue to consider how you should react to this unfamiliar experience. But all experiences will be unfamiliar to you now, and you cannot have a glass of water. Glasses of water are in your past.”

      My reaction to this pronouncement was far more calm than I had any right to feel, and I asked my next question with the same strange placidity.

      “Am I dying?”

      “You are,” he said. “The you that existed is in its last few heartbeats of life. And the you to come is being born. You are having both experiences simultaneously. The creature you have agreed to be will not require hydration to function. And yet, you will still be drawn to the sensory pleasure of a cold liquid flowing against the back of your throat, and of your tissues being refreshed as the substance is distributed throughout your body. These sensations are now antiquated, and you need to accept that the impulses urging you to seek them out are now vestigial. They will never go away, but you can trust me when I tell you that you will adapt to disregarding them.”

      I found myself licking my lips. They felt dry. I imagined them growing cracked and pitted as water was denied me for long periods. I felt the stirring of panic. And yet, did I feel the ghost of the awareness that I didn’t want water so much as want to want water. I felt that I should be thirsty, and therefore I was thirsty. I knew, with cold certainty, that this dichotomy would always be with me, and again I thought: what have I done to myself?

      He said, “Do you remember being afraid?”

      I did not remember anything directly, but I remembered the echoing aftermath of those sensations. I remembered the corridors racing by as I ran, the footsteps close behind me, threatening shouts, a certain door in the distance that promised delivery of a kind, but that I regarded with a separate species of dread.

      I gathered that the entrance I remembered, vast and welcoming and silvery beneath a sign identifying it as something-something Embassy, had been the threshold which brought me here, to this cell, to this man, to the agreements I had made, to that seed, and to what I had just been told was a lifelong elimination of thirst.

      And these, too, were not memories, but the memory of memories, the things that remained in my mind as I bit down.

      I said, “I was terrified.”

      “Well, there you go. At the moment you ate the seed, you knew that bad men had been pursuing you. You knew that if you left this facility without making some arrangement with us, those men would make sure horrible things happened to you. Eating the seed and accepting what it would bring must have seemed almost as terrible, but presented your only means of survival. So you pursued the only option that did not promise extinction.”

      I tried to lift my hands off the table. I could not. The surface held my palms flat. My shirtsleeves exposed a small strip of skin at each wrist and so they were held tight as well, so tight that I might as well have been part of the surface, growing out of it like a plant.

      Panic was not far away, but I could not access it.

      I said, “What would have happened if I let them catch me?”

      “The precise reasons for your predicament were complicated. But those men were hunting you down at the behest of a powerful criminal whose intentions toward you were not kind. There were three men at the end because it is by killing the fourth you achieved enough volition to flee those that remained. They are brutes, but not just brutes; they had considerable affection for the one you killed, and a genuine reverence for their master, a man named Magrison. They would not have been shy about doing you grievous harm themselves, of making you pray for death even before bringing you back to the employer whose intentions of causing you unimaginable pain puts their own cruelty in a realm of much lesser consequence. In his hands, death would not have come quickly enough to qualify as a blessing. You were well aware of this when you came to us. Our establishment, a diplomatic installation that you knew to have offered others sanctuary before, was like the cliff you jumped off in order to avoid capture.”

      It was unnerving, the way he suggested the worst atrocities without any alteration in his tone of voice. It was, I realized, like a math equation to him, a less-than or greater-than calculation that pit whatever terrible fate I’d escaped, against whatever terrible fate I had accepted.

      I said, “They won’t come after me here?”

      “They might want to. They will face retribution because of their failure to apprehend you. But they are not mad. They know better than to get between us and someone who crosses our threshold in search of sanctuary. And they know you are lost to them. Which is, more or less, the same thing. Keep your hands on the table.”

      I tried to remember more. Clarity only went back as far as the instant I ate the seed; a moment when I now remembered thinking that what I was about to do amounted to suicide. It was a thought that had come with considerable relief I would not be experiencing something in specific, a thing that was so unthinkable that the dread, if not the details, remained with me, still. I got the impression now that my understanding of the horrible fate I had fled was quite vivid, built at least in part on having seen it being inflicted on others.

      Maybe I’d participated. Maybe I’d been a stalker like them, tracking down others who’d crossed our leader. Maybe I’d caught one or two who were just as desperate as I’d been, racing toward the threshold of this very establishment; maybe I’d caught up with them at the last moments of their desperate flights, and been one of those who dragged them kicking and screaming back to this Magrison and to the fate they were owed. This felt possible.

      On the other hand, maybe I’d been an innocent, only linked to his crimes by circumstance, a figure who had wound up being bound to him, and found the noose around my neck growing tighter as his manipulation left me owing debts that I could never repay.

      I had no sense of my prior self that would have placed me in either category. But of the thing he did to those who incurred his rage, I could summon only the vaguest impressions. I remembered wide eyes, fraying sanity, disbelief on the part of the suffering that in a universe they understood as a construct with themselves at the center, punishments so final could be applied to themselves. But that was all I could remember beyond the feeling I’d gotten, upon looking at the seed this other man had given me, that everything I defined as myself was about to end, and that in these current circumstances only a fool would not take this devil’s bargain.

      And it had been a devil’s bargain. I was sure of that.

      So: fine. What devil’s bargain had it been?

      My palms were still stuck to the table. My arms were slight and wrapped in scuffed gray sleeves, with various smudges of dirt and at least one drop of a clotted brown substance that must have been blood: the blood of the stalker I’d killed, or someone else, I didn’t know.

      I didn’t know. They appeared to be a woman’s arms. A slight woman’s arms, the skin a grayish-brown, with light blue veins visible in the harsh light of this white room. The tip of some fluid, recombinant tattoo poked out of the wrist cuffs.

      I said, “What’s happening?”

      The man smiled at me. He had very small white teeth and receding gums, not pink or red but a plasticized white. Organic structures deeper in his mouth suggested that he wasn’t human, just something that was meant to pass as human, or to evoke humanity for the comfort of those who entered his presence knowing precisely what he was. There was no kindness or warmth in his smile, but no malice either. He gave me the impression that he didn’t want any of this to be any more difficult for me than it absolutely had to be.

      “The seed contained a fleet of about five million self-replicating nanite devices, designed to customize you for your new life. They entered your bloodstream at the instant you broke the containment vessel. A percentage of them went to your brain where they immediately went about erasing your long-term memory while preserving your intelligence and problem-solving ability. That first effect takes considerably less than a second and is for all intents and purposes instantaneous. It has been several minutes, now. Will you accept that your old life is by now erased and that you cannot return to it?”

      “I suppose I have no choice.”

      “You do not. These are necessary changes that you agreed to before you signed the contract. You no longer have a name, a circle of other human beings you consider friends and family, or the tally of life experiences that have formed your personality and moral center. The comforting aspect is of course that you are better off without any of them. You were in your predicament because the person you were demolished her friendships, ruined her finances, betrayed her benefactors, and made enemies of the worst parties possible. She is gone and you would find it most helpful to consider the creature you are an infant, still growing accustomed to the life that follows.”

      I felt a fresh sensation fluttering in my chest. “I… feel that I should still be more frightened by that than I am.”

      “Normally, your human instincts would demand it. The nanofleet has taken steps to ensure that you remain calm. Otherwise, yes, your transformation over the next few minutes would be quite traumatic. Do not worry.”

      I noticed something happening at my wrists: a strobing effect as my flesh tried on separate colors. There was a pale white; there, a tint so dark that it seemed to swallow all ambient light. There were multiple shades in between them. The very bones of the list appeared to flow like liquid, as my body decided what it was going to be. It was fascinating, and I became aware of something else, a harsh itch that was the distant cousin of agony.

      I said, “What’s this?”

      “This is what completes the process of guaranteeing your safety from those who pursued you. They should accept that there’s no point in punishing someone who cannot remember the trespass, especially when she is now in the hands of someone whose reach is longer than their master’s. But it is still possible for vindictiveness to overcome common sense, and so we are currently rendering you unrecognizable to them. The nanofleet is altering the bone structure of your face, introducing changes to your chin, your nose, the placement of your eyes, your complexion, and even your height. It might also adjust your secondary sexual characteristics. By the time all this is over, the changes will be reflected by reverse-engineered alterations in your DNA, sufficient to explain what you will by then appear to be. There are among the many varieties of the human species some races so isolated that they number in only the low thousands. You might end up being one of those, an exotic sight to amuse those who encounter you in places like this world or New London. Or you might be among the most common. In any event, they will not recognize you.”

      “Will anyone?”

      “As the person you were? Never. From day to day? Is it possible somebody you encounter twice might say, Oh, that’s the same person I saw yesterday? No. But that is irrelevant in any case. In your new life, you will have priorities other than interaction with other human beings.”

      The fluttering continued. It hurt quite a bit now, though it was the kind of pain I did not have the resources to resent, let alone protest. It was the sense of things being moved around inside me; my ribs changing curvature, my spine altering length, my organs shifting in shape and position to alter my own, as well as to assume other functions I could not even begin to guess.

      I said, “You’re saying I won’t have family? Or friends? At all?”

      “You did not do well by the family and friends you had. Some of them are dead because of you. Others are far from here, cursing your name. Part of the deal you made with us is that we would protect the ones who still remain alive but in danger. But no, given your nature, we are not ourselves foolish enough to trust you with such connections. The need for them will go the way of your sense of thirst.”

      “That’s just crap,” I said, feeling a strange pride that I was able to summon even this mild expression of resentment to fling in this cold man’s face. “Everybody needs people to care about. People to love.”

      “Your actions over the past few years document contempt for the responsibilities that go with the privilege.”

      “But I can’t just be alone forever. I’ll go insane.”

      “You can be alone forever,” the man said, “but you will not go insane.”

      Something popped inside me. It felt like a release of internal pressure that alleviated the pain and came with a relief deep enough to qualify as pleasure. For one queasy moment I mistook it as a sensation everybody has experienced at least once or twice, and I waited for the spreading warmth that would confirm I’d soiled myself. But that never arrived. It was just the dissolution of what had been an unpleasant, lifelong presence, and its replacement with a sense of completion, of something messy and often uncooperative being replaced by something that would never give me any trouble.

      The pop had been audible, and the man said, “That was your stomach.”

      He offered no further explanation.

      I felt some other shifting, deep inside, and I said, “Can I still change my mind?”

      “That would be unfortunate for the loved ones whose safety you bargained for.”

      “I don’t care about them now. You said it yourself. They’re in my past. I have no idea who they are or how they’re related to me. They can take their chances.”

      “See?” he said. “That kind of thinking is a relic of the kind of person you were.”

      “And that makes no difference. The only thing that makes a difference to me now is the person I’m becoming, and you’re saying that she⁠—”

      “Not necessarily she,” he said.

      “That whoever,” I pushed on, “has no ties to the person I was. Not name, not face, not memories, not identity. This person, this new person, owes them nothing. I can move on, and make my own way without guilt.”

      An infuriating half-smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “You agreed to this procedure.”

      “Yes, and that’s the damn point. I didn’t sign a contract. The person I was signed a contract. She is now dead. I am reborn. If I am really a completely different person, I can’t be held liable for her mistakes. You’re holding me under false pretenses. You have no direct claim on me.”

      His smile was affectionate. He liked my cleverness, my attempt to use legal arguments against someone representing parties who held me under their absolute power. He may have been pleased that this showed a resourcefulness I might soon need. It was not an appalled smile, and from this I knew that my inadequate little protest would do no good.

      He said, “Are you surprised to learn that you were a lawyer?”

      I was not surprised. But this information did nothing for me. My knowledge of the law was all but gone, its effects only shown by this attempt to argue for my freedom. I had to recognize it was something that shared the same properties as my thirst: a reflex that would never leave me, that would always pull at me but would never be relevant to whatever was now expected of me. And again I wondered: what have I done? What do they want of me? Why would they do something as petty and cruel as taking away my ability to enjoy a nice tall cup of ice water?

      He rubbed the corner of his mouth with his index finger, a human gesture and a terrifying one in that its mere appearance underlined it was the only human thing he’d done in the long minutes since this newborn version of myself first met him.

      He said, “There are three problems with that reasoning.

      “The first, of course, is that it assumes the people I represent give even the slightest damn about human laws. We do not. They have diplomatic relations with human beings and are cordial when possible, but cannot be held liable to your contract law. The second is of course that threatening unthinkable legal consequences bears weight when you are capable of communicating with a court, and, you, of course, are not. We hold the reins of power here.

      “But there is another issue. And that is: while you may already be a new person in fact, you will not be one in any legal sense until you are provided with your new documentation, and that will not happen until your new documentation is written, a process we will not even begin until your transformation is completed. I can assure you that human authorities know of the various arrangements my organization makes with people, are resigned to them given our substantial power, and would not judge in your favor any legal appeals you might currently imagine yourself making. These gestures of defiance are silly. May I continue?”

      I wanted to thrash, then. I wanted to punch this bastard in that extra-long nose of his. I wanted to run screaming from this facility, even if that meant surrendering myself to the stalkers who were hunting me; even if that meant facing the reportedly bigger monster behind them. But I couldn’t even raise my hands from the tabletop. It wasn’t just that they were stuck. It wasn’t that they were held by whatever biological magnetism the table possessed. It was that I couldn’t direct functional nerve impulses to those arms, to those hands. Right this moment couldn’t even summon what such an impulse should have felt like. And this threatened even more terror, but it lasted only a second before something like a cooling wind flushed through my system, and I found even the anger too difficult to maintain. I said, “Go ahead.”

      “Very well. The creature you are about to become has been designed to survive with minimal expenditure of attention to coarse biological needs. For instance: no unenhanced human being can long survive without sleep. Without sleep, we die much faster than we do when deprived of food. This is an evolutionary design flaw, albeit one that human beings are conditioned to regard with satisfaction and pleasure. I would not give it up, myself. Still, it wastes one-third of your life, and so we have taken steps to eliminate it. From this moment on, your body will not know physical fatigue. You will not require long periods of useless inactivity to preserve your physical energies. Nor will you be able to summon a sleeping state out of preference. You will be awake and at peak alertness, now and forever.”

      “What about dreams?”

      “What about them?”

      “I know some things. I know that people go crazy without dream sleep.”

      “There are several reasons you won’t, but chief among them will be your capacity to summon refreshing dream states at moments of relative inactivity, such as while riding on public transports. Thirty seconds out of every twenty-four hours will be more than sufficient to avoid creeping psychosis; any more than that is inherently wasteful of you as a resource.”

      “What about when I’m home?”

      “Home is a place to store your body, or care for it, when it’s not in use. Your body will always be in use. It will always be upright and mobile. The nanite devices will take care of all necessary maintenance. They will, among other things, scrub your flesh and your clothing for all the substances that render an unwashed human body unpleasant to others in your vicinity. You will not need to shower or to brush your teeth or to see to other cosmetic shortfalls, any more than you will need to sleep; and you will not need space to store changes of clothing or other possessions, as you will not have any. This is useful as they just take up expensive and wasteful space. Home, in other words, now joins Thirst and Family and Sleep as among the things you no longer need. Instead, you will always be in public, and always be in motion, wandering around in the world.”

      “W-what about food?”

      “The nanites will be taking care of your nutritional needs, as they will be taking care of your hydration needs. They will forever be flying free of your body, and into your surrounding environment, obtaining mass that they will deliver back to you converted to any elements you may require. You will never know the messy inconvenience, or distraction, of meals, and as an inevitable side effect, of elimination.”

      “B-but what if I want to eat?”

      “You may occasionally have cravings for your favorite delicacies, or nostalgia for the pleasures they gave you, but as your digestive system is no longer required, it is currently being reconfigured into new internal structures that will be more useful for your new role in life. That is why I called your attention to the reclamation of your stomach tissue, a couple of minutes ago. Within twenty-four hours you will also no longer have kidneys or a liver; within forty-eight you will no longer have an esophagus or colon. By the end of a week your anus will seal up and even the premise of a meal will be, at best, theoretical. That would remove any last purpose you could possibly have for a home.”

      The scale of the changes that this man described were now beginning to overwhelm me. I started to stammer and then felt that cool, calming wave again.

      I looked down at my hands. They were a stranger’s hands. And the recombinant tattoo constantly churning at the end of my sleeves was fading, becoming a gray stain and then one that I could barely discern against the strobing skin color. I had the vague idea that the animated ink had once been important to my sense of self, that it had stood for something I’d once believed in, but what that principle had been remained elusive, and was even now fading still further, doing whatever a memory or concept does whenever a mind could no longer grasp it.

      The man remained infuriatingly calm. “We do this because home is a point of vulnerability. There will be times when your activities in the world may be opposed by forces as potentially murderous as your recent pursuers. Home is tactically not just the charming human premise of those living an ordinary life; the place where your loved ones will always have to let you in, it is in practice the place where your enemies may find you. It represents another deadly inefficiency that we have eliminated. The creature you are becoming will have no need of it.”

      “Then what am I supposed to do all day long?”

      “And all night, of course.”

      “Yes, all day and all night! How do I have a life?”

      He said, “You will have a life, in that you will inhale and exhale and you will speak when required and you will interact in many small ways with any world where we place you. You will, among other things, explore. In any settled environment where we decide you will live, from planetary surface to orbital habitat, you will wander your community, using public transportation services when necessary, having brief and inconsequential conversations with others when you must, occasionally stopping at retail establishments to browse their wares and pretend polite interest, just for verisimilitude. You will never actually buy anything. Why would you, really? Whatever you could conceivably obtain, you have no place to store. Whatever you think you want, you have no purpose for. You will never need to stop because you will never tire or suffer any other physical needs. You will, of course, have enough credit on file to pay for anything you might theoretically need to obtain; it will follow you wherever you go, proof of citizenship wherever we send you.”

      “But no food. No drink. No friends. No home.”

      He looked amused. “You forget no sex.”

      “Just endless wandering, without point!”

      “Of course there’s a point,” he said.

      And this was where he did something with his hands and a projected image appeared over the table.

      It was a panoramic view of a city atrium, one I didn’t know. It was of course possible that familiarity with the locations of the world I’d known, whatever it was called, had vanished along with my memory of its name. But I thought not. I had the vague idea that the world where I’d lived and had people I’d loved and where I’d ultimately betrayed them had been decorated in various ivory shades like this room, although I also had the impression that much of it was adorned with vines and other greenery, hanging like garlands like every balcony. This world I saw now, or at least this location in this city on this world, was dominated by shades of purple, and most of the people seemed to favor it in clothing and hair color, their shades of skin welcome relief from what overwise would have been a cityscape that refused to wander far from a grape palette. The atriums were crossed by escalators and the balconies were teeming with merchants selling food and clothing and things that only the inhabitants of this purple place could want, and in the few seconds the image lasted I saw people ascending, people descending, children being the nasty horrors that children can be in public, single men drifting without vital purpose, women lingering next to kiosks, and a few beings of indeterminate nature having insistent arguments in the shadows. There were a few non-humans, too; there always were, and I spotted a few alien races I cared for and a few others I did not, wandering to and fro, going about their business, and looking isolated among all the humanity.

      Then the image faded out, and the man said, “Did you see him?”

      “See who?”

      “Exactly,” he said.

      “I didn’t see anybody!”

      “You saw crowds,” the man said. “And in that crowd, there is a single individual, who crossed your field of vision twice, impossible to distinguish from all the people who had thirst and hunger and sleep and homes. Any individual who remains in motion at the same pace as the crowd is an unremarked, impermanent part of his environment. He never sits down on a bench and finds himself in casual conversation with anyone who might then become part of his life. He is never a chatty or charming neighbor who anyone would ever want to know better. He is never a co-worker, a fellow parishioner, a member of organizations. He is always proceeding at a steady pace from point A to point B, never needing to eat, never needing to attend to the other needs of his body, and never being established as someone who stops at a home location on a predictable schedule. Nor will he ever come to the attention of any organization that might want to stop him from doing what he has been put in place to do. Oh, it is possible that if anybody ever notices his isolation,” and here he hesitated, “her isolation, someone might seek to follow her, but otherwise, she is invisible. She is a permanent stranger, someone who the vast majority of humanity will just naturally assume to have an ongoing life they are not privileged to see.”

      “People will keep seeing me, though. They’ll recognize me by repetition.”

      “They will see. They will not register. Few human beings are awake enough to consider the oddness of one individual who never seems to stop wandering. Additionally, you reckon without the capabilities of the devices that will keep you going. They will make constant, subtle changes to your appearance. Your hair will change. Grow longer. Grow shorter. Your features will cycle through a virtually infinite series of possibilities. Even your clothing, which we will provide, will cycle through a series of never-ending changes. You will often catch a glimpse of yourself in mirrored glass and be surprised, whether in a pleased or displeased manner, by the way you look, which will range from prosperous to derelict. You will never know the person you see. And it will be all surface and it will bear no resemblance to who you will be most of the time, which is nobody. Because being somebody in particular is one of those inefficient things, like thirst, that you no longer need.”

      “I’ll go mad.”

      “Not at all. Your devices will pay constant heed to your mental health. As you walk, looking like any other vacant person who is not thinking of anything in particular, you will have access to any media you desire. Music, prose, dramatizations in multiple perceived media, the full library of human art, will all be accessible to you as you travel from place to place. As long as you do not have any other agenda to follow — and the nature of the being you are about to become is that of one who may not have an agenda for some time — you may do anything you wish as long as you remain in motion.”

      “It’ll still be hell.”

      “Not at all. It would be foolish of us to create a being like the one you are about to become and then allow her to become disabled through ennui or mental illness. Fortunately, human happiness is largely the response of the brain to the chemicals generated by stimuli. Your nanites will, again, see to your well-being. You will feel joyful, and alert, and loved; at the very least, never crushingly unhappy. From what I know of you, it will be a significant improvement over your previous life.”

      I said, “I doubt that.”

      And he shook his head, the way one does with a child who has not managed to pick up the simplest of lessons, and said, “Most of our recruits to this program say that. I’m afraid that it makes the next part necessary. I can only apologize in advance.”

      And I felt a click, felt it, not heard it because it made no sound. It was inside me and with it came every memory from the life now gone. I remembered my relationship with my parents, who were still alive somewhere but who had jettisoned me from their own existence for the sake of their shared sanity. I remembered the way I had treated friends. I remembered the things I had done to prosper, and how it had somehow never seemed important to worry about the needs or well-being of any other person, if there was profit to be had at the far end of any transaction; I remembered the ruins I’d left behind, in more than one place, and I remembered the justifications that I’d used to make compromises seem right, reasonable, and the only sensible things I ever could have done. I remembered people who had loved me for a while and been left with no alternative other than hating me. I remembered falling in with this figure, Magrison, and the awful things I had done in his service. I remembered the people who still loved me who were now in danger from him, and how I’d left them behind as the pursuit closed in, always thinking in entirely practical terms, about how they might slow the bastards down, give me time to make my own escape. I remembered killing the one who’d come closest, and the promises he’d made to me just before I’d been lucky and left him in a pool of his own blood. I remembered the others drawing close and the promises they’d made, when it became clear that there would be no outrunning them; and then, finally, I remembered being totally out of hope when I’d entered a certain municipal square and realized for the first time where in the city I was, and what door was within reach; a place that had always been low on my long list of emergency escape plans. I remembered thinking I can go there, and there had been no immediate instinctive response that this was a crazy thing to think, because insanity of that sort is always defined by circumstances, and my circumstances were those of a person who had set fires that had burned more people than I could count, someone who at these final steps of a journey defined by treating those I cared for as disposable now had to admit the final truth; that this was suicide, and that I didn’t care even the slightest bit whether I lived or died.

      None of this came as a surprise, not exactly. It all jibed with the various memory traces I’d been able to access, and the things that the man on the other side of the table had said. But knowing something intellectually is not the same thing as knowing it emotionally, or feeling all of a lifetime’s hoarded pain in one heartbeat.

      And then I felt another click and all those memories faded into near-nothingness, like bad dreams dispersed by waking.

      I found myself shaking, with my head in my hands. I was only dimly aware that my arms must have been freed for the purpose, or that neither my face or my hands felt like my own. What bothered me more is that though I felt like I was weeping, my eyes released no tears. They didn’t even burn, the way eyes do when tears are imminent. That had been an unpleasant sensation and I never would have imagined myself capable of missing it, but now I did, and I believe that of all the things that had been taken from me, this was the one I would find myself missing most of all.

      Above all that was the knowledge that this man, whatever his name was, and the beings he represented, were right. The life I’d been promised, the one that had struck my prior self as a living death, was going to be infinitely better than the one I’d had before. The one before was one where I’d only imagined myself unbothered by the things I had done. It had been torment, and I’d skated above it all, fooling myself into thinking I was untouched. I could no longer imagine that I wanted to go back to it.

      The man said, “Put your arms down.”

      I placed them back on the table. They did not stick there. I guess that I had reached the point where I could be trusted to behave. And they were not my arms. Nothing about them resembled the arms that had done the things I’d just remembered, things that were now as distant from me as a line of biographical summary written about a stranger.

      The man studied my face for some time, and what I recognized in his own was a deep compassion, wavering on an invisible pendulum that vacillated between envy and pity.

      That had been the source of the malice I’d imagined in his manner. He wanted to go where I was about to go. But the people behind him, behind us now, wanted him to remain where he sat, in the position of the ferryman, taking the influx of the damned from one side of the river, to the other.

      When he spoke again, the overwhelming impression I received from him was kindness.

      He said, “You will be a safety measure. You are what exists beyond the law, beyond all the systems that every modern society puts into place to protect people or to further the purposes of those in charge. Someday, and that day may never come, you may hear an inner voice that it would be helpful if you ascended to, let’s say, the thirty-second level of the Mercantile Bank of the Confederacy, or descended to the mass transit tubes, and stood in a certain spot, facing in a specific direction, and waited, in expectation of the moment when you may be needed. And sometimes there will be others in the vicinity, people like you, who have also been made into society’s wanderers, and who will be sent to the same place to attend a situation that requires group action. There are now hundreds of them in any city of any size. You are a family, of sorts, and there are crises where you will work together for extended periods, and where you might get to know one another, via crises that take place no more frequently than once in a decade or so, that the regular population never gets to notice because people like you are around to intervene.”

      “Robots,” I suggested.

      “Yes,” he said. “That is indeed the term we use in-house.”

      I turned my arms palm-up, and examined the strange new implements that were my new hands. They looked entirely human, but the fingers were thicker, and longer; clumsy-looking, I thought, though I knew that they would not be. No, these hands would be skilled at whatever they were asked to do. They were wonderments, like an exotic landscape glimpsed from a window.

      I had one more question, and it was a stranger’s voice that asked it. “Magrison.”

      “Contending with the threat he represents is one of our long-term projects. Not one earmarked for you.”

      My old self might have been disappointed. She’d had any number of scores to settle with the man who had made her a hunted woman. She might have argued, with great passion and eloquence, to be allowed to settle those scores. But she was a stranger. Her feelings were not my feelings and her scores were not my scores. As long as there were plans in place for him, I could turn my attention to the things I needed to care about, like the plans that were in place for me. I was confident that they would be appropriate and that they would be sufficient to help whatever remained in me of the woman now gone, find whatever redemption my own actions would earn for her.

      I turned my arms palm-down again, and smiled at the man who had guided me through this difficult birthing.

      He smiled back, and said:

      “It’s so good to meet you.”
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        Thomas Rimor, hero of Rhymer and Rhymer: Hoode, has now lived for four centuries, and has long since discovered that he is sempiternal, very much like the Yvag race — the elves who are his sworn enemy. Living in Elizabethan London now, he has disguised himself as a plague doctor, operating out of a “Lazar-house,” where those with plague are often taken — especially when unlikely to recover. Thus Thomas is introduced to a dying priest who is not quite what he seems. But then, as we know, neither is Thomas.

      

      

      By August, the Lazar-house overflowed with bodies half a step away from being corpses. This was still shaping up to be a mild plague year, but “mild” hardly meant plague-free. Thomas, in his doctor’s mask and cassock, remained anonymous in public, one of a number of such garbed physicians about London. Through St. Thomas Hospital, rumors spread that more victims of plague recovered in this particular Lazar-house than any other. People of means who had survived twenty days of isolation paid to be taken there, whereas others with more money and the knowledge to bribe the right authorities, could avoid isolation altogether and be delivered directly to the Lazar-house. Inevitably, the house’s reputation and that of the practitioner Thomas Gerard became intertwined. That was how he came to encounter the priest named Mortimer.

      The priest arrived in a small plague cart as if he were already dead. The cart driver must have been paid well to remain after delivering the afflicted priest. A spindly man, he watched Thomas arrive in his cassock, hat, and mask, then climbed down. The driver said, “You’re the doctor, Gerard? ’Is Grace heard about you from a parishioner what credits you with saving his life. Wants you to see to ’im, and nobody else. ’Is name’s Mortimer. And he’s paid me to wait ’ere and take him back home, and you ta see ’im.”

      He proffered a small purse. Thomas said nothing, although he thought the priest mad to think he was going to be fully cured of the plague in short order and would ride out of here sitting upright in the cart. Nevertheless, he took the purse and, upon entering the house, handed it to Mme Bennet. She looked tense, strained.

      Thomas hadn’t even removed his mask and cloak before an intense chirring filled his head, as if two or more nearby Yvags were shouting at each other. He winced, and paused in his tracks. Had the driver been paid to deceive him, send him into a trap? How could the creatures have found him here? He’d been careful, wearing this costume in public, seeming sometimes tall and thin and sometimes shorter and rotund beneath it. He remained anonymous in mask and cassock to keep people away. He looked over his shoulder, but no one was behind him, no one followed after; but he understood why Mme Bennet looked strained. No doubt she sensed something of the rage pouring forth. “Please,” he told her, “wait here.”

      The Yvag chatter ahead was vituperative — not the whispering communications of elven knights lying in wait, but a stream of invective fueled by rage against many perceived insults. More surprising was that the name Nicnevin wove through the cursing. This was not an ambush nor anything like it, but an argument that did not even include him.

      Thomas continued along the hall. Another hapless plague victim occupied the first chamber, and was attempting to cover his ears and curl up tight to escape the screeching dispute.

      Thomas walked on to the last room, amazed that Mme Bennet had been able to endure the inner turmoil that long. He stepped into the doorway.

      The afflicted priest lay barefoot on a pallet. He wore an embroidered smock, and somehow still had a sleeping cap on his head, which rocked side to side in his delirium. The priest was a skinwalker host, and in such dire straits that the two personas of priest and Yvagvoja had fractured, severed by the plague. The voja clutched onto small lucid moments here and there but could not keep his detaching conveyance from deteriorating. From that alone, Thomas knew the priest’s time was short. Probably, he had ignored the buboes and other signs of the plague, thinking himself so far above mortality that he needn’t concern himself.

      Thomas couldn’t have helped him if he’d wanted to. And he didn’t want to.

      He was, however, interested in the seeming backflow of rage the plague had triggered. The human host was in a state of delirium, of course, but the voja, wherever it lay, wasn’t clamping down on their communication, either. The Yvags, like Thomas, would normally be immune to the disease. Mortimer’s voja had made the mistake of assuming his occupancy of the human host would protect it. Now all the Yvag could do was ride out the storm or for the sake of its own sanity try to withdraw prematurely by killing the lich, the occupied body. It might have waited too long. The fever had spread.

      Thomas backed away from the fiery squabble. He walked out to where the cart driver waited. “I am sorry,” he said. “Someone has exaggerated the curative powers of our house. We will make your priest as comfortable as we can while he’s here, but at this juncture, there is little anyone can do other than pray for his soul.”

      “Is ’e—” the cartman started. “Is ’e yellin’ at God, sir?”

      “I can’t say. His soul has torn in half.”

      The driver crossed himself, then looked nervous that he had done so. “God ’ave mercy on the poor man,” he muttered.

      Thomas assured the driver that he would do all he could to aid the priest. “Which church is it he represents?”

      “St. Botolph, sir,” the man replied.

      “Any one in particular? There are four such in London.”

      “In Billingsgate, sir.”

      Thomas nodded. “God’s blessing that your parish recovers.” He handed the man a shilling. “No need for you to wait.”

      “Thankee, sir.” The cart driver tucked the coin away, then brushed his hands down the front of his dirty jerkin and hurried to his cart now that he had permission to drive off.

      Thomas assured Mme Bennet that he would be fine, but that she mustn’t come in, because the dying man was far too infectious. Then he returned to the priest.

      Mortimer had sweated through and vomited upon his smock. Even through the barrier of flowers and herbs in the mask, the stink was mephitic.

      Coming up beside him, Thomas lifted the priest’s left arm, studied the wetness beneath it. The blackened armpit was freely leaking pus and blood into the smock. Delicately, he turned the head to view the swollen, bulbous neck clearly, and finally lifted the smock to peer within. If there had been any doubt before, the prominent buboes in both armpits and groin confirmed the lethal state of the plague. It was a wonder the priest wasn’t already dead… except, of course, he was.

      He lowered the smock. At last the priest focused upon him with eyes sunk deep in two pits, then erupted in laughter as if amused by the long-snouted mask. “Only thing worse than spies is the death,” wheezed Mortimer. “Both so treacherous, hey?” He grinned.

      “Fatal,” Thomas agreed.

      The priest grabbed him by the wrist and began to speak in French. “You will not save me then, physician?”

      “You’re a prelate. Surely, you know more about salvation than I.” He carefully pulled himself free of the priest’s hand, pushed it back onto the pallet. “Your corporal self cannot now be saved withal.”

      “No. But you could hurry it along.” The priest grunted dismissively, then drifted off, eyes closed. The chirring quieted. The voja seemed to lose its connection to the body, and Thomas anticipated he was about to die. Then suddenly, the priest glanced up at Thomas again and momentarily came to his senses. With sudden intensity he asked, “What is the day?”

      “’Tis a Thursday.”

      At that, the priest visibly relaxed. “Then it is tomorrow and I’ve missed it not.”

      “What is tomorrow?”

      In singsong, he answered, “The Queen’s barge, it travels the river, the glorious Thames, all glitter and gold.” He tittered. “Oh, the Lambeth bells do ring out…” He seemed to lose the thread of it. Then he asked, “From here we can hear them, can we not, the bells?”

      “Whenever Her Majesty sails the river, we hear the bells, yes. You hope to live that long, do you, to hear the bells ring out again?” It seemed an odd thing for a skinwalker to fixate upon.

      But the priest wasn’t listening to him any longer. “At Deptford praematurus ends the reign, rejoice, rejoice! Hosanna!”

      In his head the chirring intensified, lich and passenger lost in some form of giddy, incoherent raving. Thomas leaned over Mortimer and prompted, “Deptford? What happens in Deptford?”

      Sunken eyes focused on the blue lenses of his mask. “Bird doctor, in the marsh near the creek, you can stand on one leg and watch our assassin, ay. Oh, he’ll be quick and not miss such a doe when it presents. One shot wherefore all the banishéd come home, carrying silver spoons to sup on her corpse.” The wheezing priest seized up then. A shudder traveled through his body.

      Here it came.

      Mortimer’s heels kicked at the pallet and then stopped. Thomas pulled back before a watery red mist erupted out of the smock only to rain back down upon it. As he looked on, the body decayed, its festering liquids leaking into the pallet, its skin turning gray and coriaceous.

      No point in rushing to St. Botolph’s now. The voja would be active immediately. Even if it was suffering any aftereffects from contact with the plague, it would open a portal and vanish long before he could make his way across the river.

      The only remaining question was whether he understood correctly that the Yvags intended to assassinate the Queen. Mortimer, while not a part of the arrangement, had been privy to it, and a beneficiary of its successful enactment. Some unnamed assassin would await her barge, tomorrow near a creek in Deptford.
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        The Deptford Deception

      

      

      The day was blustery, the wind kicking up a fine spray off the Thames as Thomas hailed a four-foot-wide wherry from the south shore below the Bridge. The boatman rowed over. Thomas climbed aboard and asked to be taken to Deptford. He placed two pennies in the boatman’s hand.

      Thomas held his unstrung bow wrapped in muslin. The quiver at his belt angled out from the fullness of his hose. Fortunately, in London there was nothing odd in someone well-dressed going about armed for archery. The Queen herself had made it mandatory for all respectable men to practice archery regularly, though the main spaces for that practice lay on the north side of the river, in Finsbury Field and across the Spital. Still, for all the oarsman knew, his passenger was off to practice at Bermondsey or some other such location where rich men dallied.

      Thomas glanced back up the river. Right now the Queen’s barge was somewhere above London Bridge, so he still had time to seek for the assassin that Mortimer had babbled about. Deptford wasn’t too great an area to search. There were fields, meadows, but much of it along the water was shipyards now. And the priest had referenced a creek.

      As they got closer, the oarsman said, “Y’know, there’s a fine beer house in Horsleydown, got some targets set up even, last I knew.”

      “Yes, I know of it, but deliver me below the shipyards and I’ll give you a groat to spend at the beer house yourself.”

      This must have appealed to the oarsman. They shot along the river, the wind blowing gusts of spray over them, in and out among the hundreds of wherries and awning-covered tilt boats, and then around the ships at anchor at the Custom House wharf, and still others resting below the southside taverns. The oarsman navigated them out past all those. Glancing back, Thomas spotted the Queen’s barge and an entourage of smaller boats all swarming just below London Bridge.

      The wherry gave wide berth to the King’s Ship Yard, where one ship like the ribbed skeleton of a whale sat up on blocks. Men, tiny by comparison, swarmed over it. One after the other, the boat passed the upper, middle, and lower watergates.

      The oarsman pointed to a bluff ahead. “Tha’s the Deptford common green,” he said.

      “All right. Put in there.”

      They pulled up alongside the first dock below it. Thomas handed the boatman his bonus, and climbed out, tugging his cloak around him. Off the dock, he headed up toward higher ground. Before climbing up, he paused to cast aside the muslin and string his bow, then headed east in the direction of Deptford Creek.

      On his left along the river lay more docks and wharfs and, on the elevated ground behind them, another two taverns. Sailors from anchored ships occupied tables on the lawn and watched him pass by. Ahead, the wharfs came to an end. Then there was just river mud and reeds, much of which would be immersed at high tide. The marshy land beyond sloped up to a meadow.

      He glanced back the way he’d come. The Queen’s barge had reached the middle of the river now and looked to be abreast of the Tower. Wouldn’t be long before the efforts of her dozen oarsmen brought it even with the meadow. And he still hadn’t come upon any creek. He hastened up the rise behind the second tavern — and there was met with a strange sight.

      At the edge of the bank overlooking the Thames, a well-dressed young man stood aiming a caliver musket out across the river. The caliver’s barrel perched on a fork rest stuck in the ground. That struck him as odd, because the caliver didn’t require such support — except that this young man stood and held his musket as still as a statue.

      Thomas crouched low, bow drawn, as he approached. He found there, lying unconscious in the meadow grass, three other figures. Each of them had a mug beside him as if they were resting between servings of ale. Other than the grass, the only thing moving was the slowly burning match cord of the caliver. Even if the musket were to go off momentarily, it was aimed at nothing. This made little sense.

      Thomas rose to his feet beside the young man, whose glassy brown eyes continued to look out across the water, unfocused as though he slept, his body as motionless as if he’d been carved in this position. He stood exactly like someone who’d been ensorcelled as a teind.

      Gun poised to fire but aimed at no target — here was the perfect scapegoat, no doubt, but where were the Yvags? There was no open portal, no signs of a gateway at all. Given that this spelled young man wasn’t going to shoot anyone, where was the true assassin? The creek — where was the creek?

      Thomas hurried on through the meadow grass toward a line of white poplar trees. Past those, he made out a glitter of water snaking away from the river.

      The lower sections of the poplars were dark and gray, the upper bark white and smooth. Between the darker, crooked boles of the first tree, a figure hid, dark gray clothes and cap blending into the shadows there. Thomas just made out a bearded face. That man was aiming his own musket at the river, its barrel braced against the tree.

      With a quick glance at the river, Thomas spotted the approaching barge. Below, the barrel of the second caliver moved in a slow pivot as the shadowy figure tracked the barge’s approach.

      The lone assassin remained utterly focused upon the barge, sparing no glance anywhere else. After all, who was there to interrupt his perfectly executed act? He had put all the others to sleep.

      Thomas broke into a run toward the trees. He fired his first arrow. It nicked the poplar’s trunk and struck the rifleman, who must have pulled the trigger and set off the charge in the same instant. The gun blasted, and a bluish cloud of smoke filled the air. Thomas couldn’t look to see what if any damage the shot had done. The assassin turned and stared at him now, wide-eyed and angry. Behind Thomas and up the rise, the young spellbound man’s gun also discharged. Perched as he was at the top of the bank in full view from the river, he would be the one pursued and arrested. There was no helping him just now.

      In the trees, the assassin turned to run.

      Thomas’s second arrow caught him high up in the shoulder. His gun went flying and he tumbled down toward the creek.

      He scrambled up again and ran, but, reaching the trees, Thomas had a clear shot at him now, and his third arrow found its mark dead center. The man’s cap spun away as the body seemed to leap down into the creek.

      Thomas glanced back. On the promontory above, the young man was stumbling about in place. Probably the sound of his gun discharging had awakened him from whatever spell had been cast. He dropped to one knee, then got unsteadily to his feet again. The tall grass swayed and thrashed, so presumably the other three prostrate figures were stirring as well. They wouldn’t know what had happened, either, wouldn’t know to flee.

      Thomas headed down to the creek as two of the tilt boats that had accompanied the barge beached. Men in black jerkins and wide-brimmed hats bounded over the side and charged up the bank. Some carried guns, others pole arms. One group came running straight at him. He stopped.

      The men neared, and he called out and pointed. “The real assassin’s there. That’s his gun!” At which point one of the queen’s guards reversed his musket and struck the butt of it against Thomas’s chin; the world exploded with elaborate fireworks.
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      Patricia Sweeten saw a bowler hat on the ground, its rim just barely out of the ground, and she went to it, bent over and studied it. There was dirt in the crease on top, more dirt on the sides, but for all that it looked fresh and unharmed. She reached out and lightly brushed off the dirt, making it neat again, and considered taking it home, to give to someone or perhaps even wear it herself in a style inappropriate for her age.

      She lifted it up and saw, underneath, on the ground, like a small hill rising, a man’s head of hair, parted on the side. The part was clean and white, the hair was dark brown. She froze. At first she thought she was mistaken, that she was suggestible, that no one’s head would be stuck in the ground, but then she thought, “Why not?” In this incredible world, why not? With all the weirdoes running around, uncaught and even undisclosed, why not someone who buried a man standing up, though — as she straightened up and looked around, noting the condition of the soil, the sprouting plants, the rooted bushes — though nothing looked at all disturbed. It all felt quite natural.

      Of course she couldn’t get it out of her mind, so every day she returned, just to see, and every day the head of the man rose a little higher as if he were indeed another plant anxious to get going now that the earth was warm.

      And then she noticed another hat, a cap really, come pushing up out of the soil, and then a beehive hairdo, a baldish head, a scarf tied around the slicked back hair on another head, until in all there were almost two dozen of them, now with their eyes above ground, looking serious and patient, until their chins tucked free and they moved their heads slightly, observing the world with faintly impatient airs.
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