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“Toto, I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore.”

—Dorothy, The Wizard of Oz
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The captain sits down behind the wheel, takes off his plumed helmet, and grimaces out into the endless darkness of space.

“We’ve got to move faster, Neanne,” he says, glancing back over his shoulder. “There’s trouble ahead. I can feel it in my bones.”

The short, red-headed little female watches the captain’s black-gloved hand masterfully nudge the tiller of the ship forward. The needle of the ship’s speed-registering device undulates all the way to the right side of the dial: its coal-black tip turns bright red and begins frantically pixelating. The female’s green eyes widen as the spaceship begins a slow, laborious spin.

“Captain,” the little female says, clutching his shoulder. “We are approaching the Red Zone. I fear you may endanger the ship.”

“I’ve got to take this old bucket through a warp in space, Neanne,” says the captain, with a benign smile. “We’re on a rescue mission, and we’ve got ten thousand light years to go.”

––––––––
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Many miles away, an alarm buzzes in the product testing lab. Dr. Patricia “Trish” Maypole the corporate research scientist awakes with a start. She sees the red light flashing across the room. She slips into her sensible shoes and hurries forward, blinking and straightening her neatly-pressed white lab coat. A former high school athlete, Trish is a well-built, conscientious Kansas woman whose platinum blonde hair is pulled back into a high, long ponytail that almost reaches all the way down to her waist.

Trish stops at the testing chamber, a stainless-steel contraption that looks like a cross between a microwave oven and a side-loading washing machine. She pushes a button. The red light continues flashing but the buzzing stops.

Very carefully, Trish pulls on a pair of purple gloves and extracts a transparent box. She sets down the box and slowly and fastidiously removes its top. Twelve grasshoppers have just completed their first exposure to the signal at full power but at first glance, the results don’t look good.

Soon, two bright green grasshoppers spring out of the box. They hop onto the work-bench, one after the other. The two insects cock their heads and stare up at Trish as if they can’t quite believe her. For a moment, Trish has an eerie feeling that both grasshoppers have gotten smarter. The pair of them hops up and down before her, one after the other, as if trying to tell her something using a mysterious body language she can’t understand.

When Trish tries to scoop them up, the grasshoppers leap from her hands and begin flying around the lab. They spiral up toward the ceiling together and hurl themselves against the bright white light over the testing apparatus like two crazy kamikaze pilots, one after the other. As if trying to escape into the light, the insects smack against the fixture again and again.

“Stop that! Get down here!” Trish says, talking to her insects like disobedient children. But the grasshoppers don’t obey.

Trish hurries to the stockroom. She pulls out a tall ladder and a butterfly net, but before she can get the ladder opened and positioned correctly one of the grasshoppers falls to the floor, its brains apparently fried to a crisp by the searing light.

Trish bends down and picks it up by a hind leg. It’s one of the males. Over Trish’s head, the other grasshopper is still locked in a crazy death spiral around the light, like a winged planet spinning around the sun.

Her other grasshoppers are not moving. Trish senses something going terribly wrong. Deep in her abdomen she feels an eerie flutter, like a small frightened bird desperately beating its wings inside her, trying to break out. Her stomach sinks. She doesn’t believe her testing equipment needs to be calibrated again. But conscientious Trish Maypole the scientist pulls out her phone and calls in the techs.

––––––––
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As the reporter dreams past the graveyard, an airplane bellies down toward the Detroit Airport. He hurries into an ominous corporate ballroom. The reporter realizes he’s on the biggest story of his life. He nervously strides past hundreds of well-dressed white businessmen seated at tables, and sits down before a catered dinner. Looking from side to side, the reporter self-consciously adjusts his red tie, his adrenaline pumping like crazy.

Ballroom lights dim. Waiters in white uniforms stream through the ballroom in the dim light, carrying dessert trays heaped with plates of bright red cherry pie. On the far wall, a giant video screen fills with an image of a big man’s craggy face and silver hair.

“We will create the future, and I’m here to tell you the future is now,” comes a disembodied voice.

Hedge fund managers and bankers politely applaud. In the dim light, the reporter notices a few surreptitiously placing buy orders on their phones.

The reporter hears his cue. He adjusts his red tie and leaps to his feet

“Where did he come from?” someone whispers.

The reporter snatches a microphone. He stands tall in the spotlight, breathing quickly, and rather theatrically lifts one fist over his head.

“Question!” he blurts.

The reporter flinches at the sound of a CANNON.

––––––––
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Percival “Piggy” McGuffin, president and CEO of the Universal Cellular Corporation, is nestled in his darkened penthouse office at corporate headquarters. McGuffin swipes through picture after picture on his phone, breathing heavily. An immaculately-groomed American Springer Spaniel dozes on a plaid dog bed near a cabinet not far from his desk. Suddenly, the corporate titan’s intercom buzzes like an angry bee.

“Mr. Tippsy is here to see you, Piggy,” comes the voice of his secretary, Angelique.

“Have him wait five minutes, then bring him in,” McGuffin snorts, slapping off the intercom and reluctantly turning on his office lights.

President McGuffin acquired his unusual nickname “Piggy” the year he won his fraternity’s end of the year cherry pie-eating contest. In the final minutes of the competition, as his fraternity brothers moaned and rolled across the back lawn of the frat house, barfing up cherries, Percival McGuffin looked up from his plate and realized he was the last man still eating. Sauntering amongst his fallen brothers, he playfully kicked their stomachs, called them a bunch of losers, and for good measure bent over and showed the sickest among them how to stuff down one last sloppy red dripping fistful of cherry pie. Without wiping his mouth, he lumbered toward the judge’s table, swept up all three trophies, and smirked at the astonished judges. Hugging the trophies tightly against his chest, McGuffin turned to address the small crowd. He threw back his head and cried, “I’m the winner! The only winner!”

“Piggy, piggy,” came a female voice, followed by laughter.

The stout young business major with the legendary appetite soon embraced his new nickname, Piggy, which gave him even more notoriety at the frat house. Piggy sprang from a long line of ruthless, obsessively-competitive men.

Later, as he began aggressively slashing and burning his way up through the executive ranks at Universal Cellular, McGuffin insisted his underlings address him as Piggy, because he believed his nickname intimidated less aggressive colleagues.

At this moment, President McGuffin is at the top of his game. He’s been Universal Cellular’s president and CEO for five years. He’s offshored the last of his company’s factories. He has begun aggressively negotiating a new contract for himself, he’s healthy as a horse, and he’s grabbed a wife he knows any man in America would die for. When Piggy’s office door opens, the sharp-eyed, silver-haired executive glances up from his phone.

Chief Operations Officer Theodore “Ted” Tippsy follows Angelique into the office, his thick black eyebrows moving up and down to the noticeable rhythm of her trim behind. Tippsy is a short, partially bald, seemingly carefree man who is more or less Piggy’s best friend.

“Bing bang,” Tippsy says, slapping his hands together. He and Piggy go all the way back to Wharton. They were both offered positions at Universal and they made a pact to work their way up the org chart together. Glad-handing and back-stabbing their more principled colleagues with breathtaking ruthlessness, they rapidly ascended to the top.

Tippsy sits down and makes himself at home. He notices a sleeping dog on a plaid dog bed next to Piggy’s big trophy case. “What’s this, Pig? You got a dog?”

Piggy’s little spaniel wakes up, blinking. The animal lifts its head, accepts a pat on the head, gratefully shows its teeth, then sighs and reclines again.

“Wife thought I needed a friend,” Piggy says. “Named him Dominator. Mutt cost me ten grand,” Piggy says.

“Nice,” Tippsy says.

“Here’s something nicer. Our engineers just figured out how increase the power of our signal, by a factor of ten.”

“A factor of ten? You’re kidding! There’s never been a signal that powerful before.”

“You won’t believe what we can do with it. I’ve got to roll it out right away. Marketing thinks we’ll triple our revenues the first year.”

Tippsy whistles and shakes his head. “That’s going to rearrange the furniture around here,” he says.

“Our partners in China are putting up a thousand satellites a week, and they’ve found a company to manufacture the new phones. As of today, you’re in charge of the buildout of the towers. We finalized the prototype, but we’ll need base stations all over the country. I’ll have engineering get you the details. As soon as I roll this out, I expect at least three of our competitors to bankrupt, and I’ll be right there to gobble up their bones.”

Piggy flashes a wicked, pie-eating grin.

“Piggy, you’re a genius. I fucking love it,” Tippsy says, rubbing his palms together. “Hey! I’ll order up some champagne.”

“No booze, Ted. For now, this stays quiet, understand? But hey, let me show you something that’s even nicer than that—”

With a conspiratorial smirk, Piggy proudly hands Tippsy his phone. Tippsy’s eyes widen as he swipes through the pictures of a voluptuous brown-skinned woman with long black hair and a cruel red mouth, dressed only in revealingly-cut scarlet and black underwear.

“Whoa! She can fill a brassiere. And my God, those legs!” Tippsy gasps, swiping through image after image of the same come-hither brunette in revealing lingerie. “A knockout! Pig! Who is she?”

“Victoria’s Secret model, name of Tormenta Storm. Wife number six. She’s all mine, Ted,” Piggy says, taking back his phone with a sly, pie-eating grin. “Spotted her on the cover of one of Cheryl’s catalogs a couple of months ago. Got her number. Sent Angelique to Tiffany’s to purchase some diamonds, then messengered her the diamond earrings with my personal compliments. Invited her to dinner at the most expensive restaurant in town, flew her off to St-Tropez for the weekend, gave her the matching diamond necklace. She agreed to marry me on the spot. Soon as my lawyer got rid of Cheryl, we tied the knot.”

“Piggy! Stop! You’re a cad!”

“Tormenta’s to die for in the sack, Ted,” Piggy says. “Just last Monday, I closed Escrow on the big lakefront chalet that she liked. I’m dying to spend more time with her and dammit, I will, soon as we get this damned rollout out of the way....”

When Piggy begins swiping through pictures on his phone, Tippsy takes the cue and stands up.

“Bing bang,” Tippsy says, slapping his hands together. “I’ll get to work.”

––––––––
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The little female spins around on wobbly legs, seeing red. She holds her head as tightly as she can but she can’t stop the snap, crackle, and pop humming through her brain. She feels herself weave in the dusty air like a young woman possessed by hostile spirits. She falls to her knees. Pains blast through her cranium like thunderclaps, one after the other. She can almost feel them rearranging the wiring in her small, delicate brain.

After what seems like an eternity, the painful shocks subside.

The little female opens her eyes. She takes a deep breath. She rises to her feet. She feels stronger. She notices her skin has become softer and more pliant. She feels positively radiant, even glowing. She not only knows she’s become more beautiful; she is now possessed by a new, practically regal dignity. Somehow, she thinks, whoever or whatever she was before has been transformed into something royal. In fact, she thinks she’s suddenly become a Princess.

The Princess experiences a frightening new self-confidence. She knows she has become several orders of magnitude more intelligent. She can’t yet process all the changes, but the Princess knows she can figure out a million things she couldn’t even hope to understand before.

Although her surroundings do not look at all familiar, the Princess is thinking like crazy. But she can’t remember anything. All her memories are gone.

In the strangely haunting twilight, the Princess squints and looks around the dark, cavernous room. She realizes she has no idea of where in the heck she is.

––––––––
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Rafter Cadenza the graduate student sits at a workbench in the entomology lab but he is not present. Proud, petulant, passionately-preoccupied Rafter appears to be grading a stack of undergraduate papers but his eyes are closed and he’s lost in a daydream. To the sounds of the “Ride of the Valkyries,” Rafter vaults across the savannah under a full moon, finally gaining ground on a nubile, scantily-dressed nymph with long flaming red hair who resembles his beautiful colleague, Maya Maelstrom. Of course, he doesn’t see the head of the Myrmecology Department strut into the lab.

“Wake up, Mr. Cadenza,” booms the authoritative voice of Professor Bruno F. Crawley. “Your present location is about to change.”

In Rafter’s daydream, the woman he pursues begins to double. As she leaps up toward the moon, her four flailing arms change into...wings?

Seated next to him, Maya gives Rafter an impatient shove. She kicks his shins under the workbench. Rafter opens his eyes and emits a short, somewhat unmanly snort.

Rafter’s sharp-eyed faculty supervisor glares at him from beneath the brim of his well-worn pith helmet. As he often does, Professor Crawley wears expedition clothes. Rafter feels his thesis advisor’s intense green eyes bore into him from beneath the brim of that pith helmet. Rafter feels less than six inches tall. He doesn’t notice Professor Crawley holding up a familiar ring of keys.

“I’m sorry, Dr. Crawley... were you speaking to me?”

“I got you all the additional hours you requested. Starting today, you’re doing all the data collection at the colony. You can scoot over to Myrmidon Hall right away.”

When Rafter glances to one side, Maya bats her bright blue eyes at him and he really, really doesn’t want to leave.

“Maya and I haven’t finished—” Rafter says.

Maya emits an impish little laugh.

Professor Crawley places the keys in Rafter’s hand.

“Miss Maelstrom will finish the undergraduate papers. As of now, you’re out of here. Doing more data collection might help you come up with a topic for your thesis.”

Rafter’s stomach tightens at the reference to his long-delayed thesis. He blushes. He takes a deep breath, nods, and heads for the door but he stops when he hears Maya’s voice.

“Rafter darling!”

Expectantly, Rafter spins around.

“We forgot something!” Maya smirks, holding up his phone. “Been doing a bit of cannabis, have we? I think I may have detected an odor.”

“Very funny, Maya,” Rafter says, blushing again.

“It can affect your short-term memory.”

Rafter plucks his phone from Maya’s hand, noticing her long red fingernails. Maya flashes him an amused, enigmatic smile from beneath a tangled proscenium of blood-red hair.

“With that big tower they just erected on the roof over there, you should get cell phone reception like you wouldn’t believe,” Dr. Crawley says.

Maya gives him a sarcastic little wave goodbye.

––––––––
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The Princess hugs herself as tightly as she can. She’s cold. Her chest trembles in the cold and damp. She is thinking hard and fast, but for the life of her she still does not recognize anything around her. It’s as if she’s awakened from a dream into some dank, dim Medieval grotto that smells like mud, feces, and dust.

“Where the heck am I?” the Princess wonders. She tries hard to remember, but for her efforts, she only gets another headache.

The front of her cranium hums like it’s going to explode. The Princess bends over and clasps her pulsing head. When she is finally able to pull herself erect, she sees nothing around her but dim, lonely darkness.

The Princess feels her way forward in the dim light, still trying to figure out where she is. She bumps into something hard and flat. It feels like a tall, smooth wall. She feels her way along it. The wall seems to go on forever.

The earth trembles beneath her feet. The Princess hears a sharp, metallic screech. She sees a windshield wiper of moving light blaze across the wall like a comet, leaving in its wake a long irregular tail of eerily glowing light.

The wall before her becomes transparent. The light is so intense, the Princess must shade her eyes to see.

An enormous head drops into view on the other side of the wall. The Princess stares into the face of a giant. The giant opens its gargantuan mouth. Its hungry lips part to reveal two rows of glittering, impossibly white teeth.

Without daring to breathe, the Princess backs up as quickly as she can and trips away.

––––––––
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Rafter Cadenza the graduate student hurries out of the Biosciences Building into a melancholy, minor key summer day. Low gray clouds crawl across the sky. He senses something amiss. He hears a loud, plaintive cry of migrating birds. The university’s carillon begins to strike three. A perfect wedge of swans swoops low over his head. As the clock strikes three, the swans glide over the distant, red brick façade of Myrmidon Hall. The birds suddenly break formation. Swans scatter in all directions, a crazy fireworks explosion of birds. Rafter wonders what got into the swans as he watches them struggle to regroup and fly away.

He stuffs his phone in the front pocket of his jeans, pulls on his long-billed baseball cap, unlocks his bike, and pedals away.

Rafter needs a subject for his thesis. Finding an interesting topic, any acceptable topic, has eluded him for so long, Rafter fears he’s developed a mental block. But his university work is not inspiring, his head is full of music, and his constantly churning romantic life does complicate things.

The week before, while snooping through the periodicals in the Entomology Library, Rafter discovered that an analysis he drew up several months before had been incorporated into one of Professor Crawley’s published papers, word for word, without any credit given to him. When Rafter realized he’d been cheated out of a credit, he hit the roof. He steamed out of the library, ready to confront his world-famous supervisor. But when he opened the door to his supervisor’s office, Dr. Crawley scowled and began barking out questions about his thesis from under that pith helmet. Rafter chickened out. He choked down his anger and politely asked his supervisor for additional hours.

Years before, while doing field work in Africa, young Professor Bruno F. Crawley discovered a new species of ants he named the Pongo River Bank Migrating Ants. In the field of myrmecology, this was no small thing. The Pongos were an unusually large species of ant, almost as big as crickets, and they were almost fanatically industrious. One of Dr. Crawley’s insights was that by constantly moving their living quarters, the large, colorful ants had managed to survive for thousands of years next to the muddy, crocodile-infested Pongo River which regularly overflowed its banks.

After Professor Crawley returned to the university with a starter colony of Pongos, the fledgling African republic agreed to borrow a billion dollars from the World Bank. The country’s ruling class had concluded that a string of riverfront hotels and T-shirt shops along the banks of the Pongo would bring prosperity to all. After a witch’s brew of predatory loans, inexperience and graft bankrupted the little republic, indigenous tribes driven from the jungle by an influx of rare animal poachers and rapacious mining interests took up residence in the half-finished hotels and shops that lined the river. The resulting urban mess wiped out every trace of the once-ubiquitous Pongos, and Dr. Crawley held a press conference to declare the Pongo River Bank Migrating Ants an endangered species.

At Americana University, Professor Crawley’s little starter colony grew rapidly in one corner of the deserted auditorium. The little formicarium was enlarged again and again. Over the years, it morphed into a huge plate glass box extending all the way up through the roof of the former auditorium, and Professor Crawley’s rare ants became a showpiece of the Entomology Department.

At the old, two-story brick building the university recently re-named Myrmidon Hall, Rafter jumps off his bicycle. He chains up his bike. He checks out his reflection in a window on one side of the building. He brushes off his distressed Beethoven T-shirt, shrugs, and turns toward you, The Reader.

“Okay, so I need a topic for my thesis,” Rafter says. “When my Mom cast my horoscope before she went back to Jamaica, she told me I was psychic. She said I could almost put things together, but that I’d be blind until I hooked up with the right woman. But hey, I don’t pay attention to astrology anymore. I have to figure out how to get my ass out of here. I’ve borrowed more than a hundred thousand dollars and I don’t want to borrow any more. And as of today, I’m entirely responsible for four million ants.”

Hiking up his backpack, Rafter Cadenza turns and hot-foots it around to the rear entrance of Myrmidon Hall, feeling the responsibility for all those ants on his wiry young shoulders.

––––––––
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Patricia Maypole the scientist hurries through a door labelled Universal Cellular Corporation Scientific Advisory Team. Clutching her clipboard, Trish walks briskly down a hallway and into the office of her immediate superior, Dr. Delores Little, a gaunt, buttoned-down, middle-aged woman who heads Universal’s R&D.

“Dr. Little, I’m so sorry to bother you. I have more issues with the testing,” Trish says.

Dr. Little swivels away from her computer. She lowers her reading glasses as Trish approaches her desk.

“Dear little Miss Maypole. What’s the problem now?”

“My test results are terrible, Dr. Little. The new signal is killing my grasshoppers.”

“Most of them will survive. Just document your results.”

“I am documenting my results.”

Trish shows her the clipboard.

“When I expose the grasshoppers to the signal at full power, a lot of them die right away. A few become more vigorous for a while, but usually their exoskeletons are brittle and most of the survivors are weak and disoriented. The effects vary from batch to batch, but my grasshoppers all have shorter lifespans, even when I modulate the exposures levels like you suggested.”

“It must be an anomaly. Grasshoppers are tough. Run your tests again.”

“I’ve run my tests several times, Dr. Little. I tried every configuration in the book. There were variations, but the test results were always bad.”

“Did you check your equipment?”

“I had our techs check everything, several times. My testing equipment is perfectly calibrated.”

“Perhaps your test subjects picked up an intestinal bacterium that interacts poorly with the signal. Which supplier did you use?”

“I always requisition grasshoppers from preferred suppliers, Dr. Little.”

“Okay, okay. But just throw away your data. Let’s change something. Try using dung beetles. They’re indestructible.”

“I don’t think I should destroy my data,” Trish says, squeezing her clipboard to her chest.

“Here’s my problem, Maypole. I don’t want to have to tell the president of this company that we have issues with the new signal. Corporate hates liability issues. An enormous amount of money is on the line. My contacts tell me President McGuffin has already requested a huge increase in his salary, based on the financial projections for the signal.”

“You told me to be thorough, Dr. Little,” Trish moans, sensing her boss’s displeasure.

“We’re always thorough, Maypole, we have to be, we’re scientists,” she replies. “So, here’s what you do. Order up some nice healthy dung beetles, the big horned ones from Africa. Use our top supplier. When your beetles arrive, resume your testing. And try to bring me some good results, will you?”

“I’ll do my best, Dr. Little.”

Trish Maypole scurries out the door.

––––––––
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Rafter Cadenza pauses under the roof of the service entrance behind Myrmidon Hall. He looks both ways, extracts an artfully hand-rolled cigarette from his backpack, and partakes of a Shady River doobie. Pleasantly high, he slaps on his earbuds and dials in Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata No. 14 in C-sharp minor “Quasi una fantasia”, Op. 27, No. 2. Rafter has a thing for classical music. Lately, he adores Beethoven. When he hears the first deeply haunting piano notes of Beethoven’s famous sonata, Rafter unlocks the service entrance and waltzes into Myrmidon Hall.

He immediately pulls on his sanitized work boots and trudges to the storeroom. As Beethoven’s dark, romantic piano caresses his ears, Rafter fills a canvas sack with croissants and fresh kale, food that university dietitians determined nutritionally identical with what the Pongos consumed in Africa.

Rafter throws the sack over his shoulder and plods up the metal stairway to the roof, his heavy work boots slowly banging down and keeping time with the Beethoven.

He rises onto the roof on a crescendo of music, now grandly stoned. In the shadow of the huge new cell phone tower, Rafter unlocks the bulbous plastic hatch that seals off the top of the anthill from the outside world, throws it open, and shakes out the food.

“Dinnertime!” Rafter announces.

Pongos quickly pop out of the ground and scamper toward the croissants. Suddenly distressed, Rafter feels he must help them. He kneels down over the anthill. 

“Make a run for it, guys! There’s a big world out here!” Rafter gestures as they swarm over the kale. “Here’s your chance! Go!”

Just then, Rafter thinks the Pongos should crawl away and return to nature, but as usual, the ants don’t even dream of trying to escape their confinement. From the moment Pongos hatch from their eggs, Dr. Crawley once told him, they are locked into a brainless caste system that keeps them doing the same tasks every day of their lives, until they drop dead.

In Shady River, on an afternoon long ago, Rafter’s dreamy Jamaican mother sent him to the garden to gather some corn for the communal dinner. Near the edge of the forest, pulling ears of corn, Rafter notices a huge anthill between the rows of corn and the marijuana plants. He hadn’t noticed it on his way to the garden. He thinks maybe the anthill popped up out of the ground overnight, like magic. Rafter brings home the corn. His mother sits before a pot of boiling water, smoking a spliff, and listening to Peter Tosh. She languidly waves him away.

Little Rafter hurries back to the magic anthill and sits down, entranced. All afternoon, he watches a line of perky little red ants traipse back and forth along an odor trail that leads from the anthill to some mysterious destination deep in the forest.

The ants never stop working. Working together, the six-legged little creatures are as disciplined as any army, but he notices they don’t appear to have a general, or even a straw boss. The ants just instinctively cooperate.

At Shady River, everybody believed living things had spirits. And as twilight approaches, Rafter sees the ants as one sprawling spirit magically inhabiting thousands of energetic little bodies. It’s a transcendent moment for him, the first of several he’ll have watching insects crawl, jump, or fly around the forest. But alas, his thinking begins to change after he goes to university and his mystical ideas are slowly but surely crushed out of him by the grinding logic of the scientific method.

Up on the roof, Rafter sets the timer on his phone. He’s to leave the trap door open for exactly one hour, to air out the colony, and then immediately lock the colony back down again.

As Rafter bangs back down the industrial stairway in his heavy boots, up comes a memory of Maya’s haunting, deep blue eyes. With Beethoven’s bewitching sonata streaming in his ears, he releases the banister and extends both arms. For a moment, Rafter becomes a winged god soaring down to earth from the heights and it takes a long, long time for his feet to touch the ground.

––––––––
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At exactly eleven o’clock, little Tony Minnestronni pushes his way to the center of a small group of reporters in a conference room at The New York Times. He’s preparing to introduce the Boss’s latest hire. As usual, the black-haired little Sicilian with the heavily-waxed handlebar moustache overcompensates for his size with blast after blast of his extremely loud, adenoidal voice.

“Lemme introduce ya new colleague! Frederick Dunkwell-Honk! The Boss reached all the way across the Atlantic for this guy... come up here Frederick! Tell us a little about youself.”

A pale-faced young man in a long tweed overcoat aggressively elbows his way to Minnestronni’s side, stroking a red goatee. At first glance, the new hire resembles a younger and slightly more arrogant version of the famous British billionaire, Richard Branson. He pulls off a narrow-brimmed tweed hat and his piercing green eyes dart around the room.

“You Americans are often curious about my last name, Dunkwell-Honk, which is of course hyphenated,” he begins. “In Britain, hyphenation is an upper-class practice, uniting two aristocratic names. On my father’s side, Duke Adrian Dunkwell, 11th century, sired a line of aristocrats known for their dexterity and swimming abilities. On my mother’s side, just prior to his elevation to the peerage, the Earl of Honk, 14th century, had an extraordinary ability to mimic the cries of various animals, a talent which caught the ear of Edward II during the Battle of Bannockburn. Both sides of my family have held onto sizeable country estates and fortunately, I am their sole male heir. Before taking over my holdings, the Dunkwell tradition of noblesse oblige mandates I must prove my mettle in a foreign land,” he says. “So here I am, America. Let me warn you old dinosaurs, as Tony refers to you, I am no common man. When I put my mind to a task, I do rather tend to excel.”

“Thanks for the knife in the back, Freddy. We have ten Pulitzer Prize winners right here in the room, and for the record they’re not that old, and they’re not dinosaurs. And by the way, folks, Freddy asked me to tell you he won the Cudlipp Prize last year.”

A bespectacled gossip columnist turns to the short, balding business editor at her side, a ringer for the famous actor, Ed Asner.

“What is the Cudlipp Prize?” she whispers.

“Never heard of it,” he snaps.

Let’s have a little clapaway for Freddy! Frederick Dunkwell-Honk, welcome to The New York Times!”

After some modest applause, the new hire lifts his long, sharply-pointed nose, bares his small white teeth, and graces his more distinguished colleagues with a condescending smile.

Little Tony Minnestronni snatches the new hire’s elbow and hurries him out of the room.

“Do you believe that new guy?” exclaims the gossip columnist. “Is he from another planet, or what?”

“What do you expect, Maureen?” her companion grunts. “The Boss hired another toff with a hyphenated name.”

––––––––
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President McGuffin walks into his office, absent-mindedly re-arranges the martial arts trophies he keeps displayed in a cabinet next to his desk, and flops down into his oversize swivel chair. He’s fresh from his private karate lesson in the company gym. He has a gym towel around his neck and he hasn’t yet changed out of his white martial arts clothing when he takes his first call of the afternoon, on his private line.

“Then you finally got all my towers up, Tippsy? You didn’t forget my tower by Lake Arrowhead? What? Of course, just as soon as I can make the time, I’ll submit your bonus proposal to the board.”

As soon as Piggy terminates the call, a picture of his sexy new wife in revealing black lingerie pixelates into view on his phone. This gives him an idea. Piggy slaps the intercom button to connect with his secretary.

“Angelique, I want all my kids at the new place on Lake Arrowhead the day after we roll out the signal. Tell their mothers I want them all there together. Get them in and out in three days, max. If I get all those required visits out of the way at one time, that gives me more time to spend with my new wife. Get on the horn with their mothers and schedule the reservations.”

The corporate titan slaps off the intercom, turns to his computer, and begins checking his e-mail.

Out of the blue, Piggy feels his hair implants tingle and stand up on end, as if from static electricity. He runs both hands over his immaculate pelt of silver hair and glances around the office. He has a sudden premonition that something bad is about to happen, but of course nothing does.

Dominator stands up on his tiptoes, arches his back, and emits a weird, high-pitched moan that catches his master’s attention

The handsome little Spaniel wags his elegantly-docked tail, emits a puff of gas, and gives Piggy the look. Piggy slaps the intercom again.

“Angelique, come take Dominator for his walk. Oh—and have Johnny bring my limo around at three o’clock. I’ll surprise my wife and come home early today.”

––––––––
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Rafter Cadenza yanks open the blackout curtains on the east side of the formicarium, revealing a tall glass box marked off into a grid of numbered squares and quadrants. Plainly visible through the plate glass is the familiar network of tunnels and chambers carved out by millions of constantly-working Pongos.

Measuring more movements of the colorful red and yellow ants with the coal black faces and inputting all that data into the computer is going to get tedious, Rafter realizes, and then of course now he has all the detailed monthly reports. The prospect of more of this is annoying, but Rafter needs the hours. The good thing about the job is that Professor Crawley never visits the colony anymore, so nobody is ever looking over his shoulder. Rafter takes a deep breath, picks up his clipboard, looks over the charts.

At last inspection, he notes, the Egg Room was in Quadrant 16. Rafter flicks on his phone flashlight, stands up, and begins his search for the Pongo Queen.

He is not surprised to see worker ants clearing out the Queen’s former chamber and transforming it into a midden. Rafter snaps a picture with his phone. After some searching, he squats down next to the glass and locates what he thinks is the Queen’s new Egg Room. He snaps another picture, measures the distance between the old and new Egg Rooms, and writes the time and the coordinates on his chart.

After a good bit of measuring and charting, Rafter stands up, pulls out his earbuds, and walks around the room to stretch his legs. In the front pocket of his jeans, his phone begins to vibrate. Rafter pulls it out, hoping against hope that it might be Maya, but when he puts the phone to his ear, he receives only a small, irritating shock.

“Hello?” Rafter says. “Hello... Hello... hello....”

His voice disappears down a long, creepy echo chamber of vanishing sound, sound, sound. The silence is broken by an eerie, low-pitched hum that’s unlike anything he’s ever heard before. The hum is so unearthly, he thinks it could be a signal from a distant planet, planet, planet.

Rafter terminates the call. He pockets his phone, puts his earbuds back in, and gets back to work. The Moonlight Sonata concludes. His phone timer beeps. He removes his earbuds. Where did the time go? Anyway, it’s time to button up the anthill.

Up on the roof, with the unearthly hum still ringing in his ears, Rafter gapes at the big new cell phone tower. The tower glows with reflected fire in the afternoon sun. Round metal repeaters hang all over its tall, spindly frame like glittering Christmas tree ornaments. Rafter thinks the new tower looks like an Eiffel tower decorated for some creepy dystopian Christmas.

––––––––
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The Princess feels alone and frightened as she hurries through the strange, dim, depressing grotto. And she’s lost. From time to time, she tries to sense the presence of the giant. Beneath her feet, the earth is still. She’s apparently safe. She moves cautiously through long, empty corridors that seem to go on forever.

In the near darkness, the Princess senses the thud of marching feet. She flattens her body against an earthen wall. She looks around a corner. Down a narrow passageway, a line of buffed-up, ominous-looking creatures marches down a corridor toward her. On their shoulders, each of them carries a cream-colored disc which resembles a large, glowing pearl.

The creatures look dead serious. They walk single file. They stare straight ahead. They don’t acknowledge her presence. As they march glumly past, the Princess searches for a trace of emotion in their blank, expressionless eyes.

The big creatures look so much alike they could all be clones of each other. And as they march forward, they all strike her as oddly... masculine.

They all seem a little creepy, stepping in unison like that, but the Princess senses they’re probably harmless. She wonders if they will notice her. Bravely, she shows her face around the corner. She stares without blinking. They continue marching.

The Princess tries moving out where they might see one of her legs. She shows a little more leg. Then she steps out. She waves.

“Hi,” the Princess says. “Hello.”

Not one of them acknowledges her presence. As they march past, the Princess wonders if they can even see her.

The Princess steps boldly into their path, braces herself, and stands her ground. Quite brusquely, one of them knocks her down and marches past without missing a step or slowing down.

“Hey!” the Princess cries.

The big lunk just marches away, followed by another one and another one, all marching past her with dead, expressionless eyes.

“Are you guys rude, or what?” the Princess cries. “Can you creeps even talk?”

The last few clones disappear.

The grotto becomes eerily quiet. The Princess feels even lonelier than before. The way the big lunk shoved her away and walked right past her not only makes her angry, it gives her a frightening chill. She thinks the lunks are heartless.

For a moment, the Princess wonders if she really is as pretty as she thinks she is, or as smart, or as capable, or as regal. Not one of the lunks even acknowledged her. She feels small and irrelevant. Her confidence sags.

The Princess wanders away in the dim light, frantically thinking. Where is she? How did she get stuck in this awful grotto? Why has she blundered into this cold, lonely nightmare?

––––––––
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Captain? Is this the warp in space?”

“Yes, Neanne. Time is dilating.”

“I didn’t realize we would be in pitch darkness... for so long.”

“We’re outrunning light.”

“Sir?”

“We’re compressing time. Particles are interacting. It’s all relative, Neanne.”

“It seems like we’ve been in the dark for days, captain.”

“This is completely normal. Try to catch up on your sleep. You might need it when we get to the other side, and things light up.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll try.”

“We’re on the most important mission of our lives, Neanne.”

“Yessir.”

“Try closing your eyes and thinking of something that makes you really happy.”

––––––––
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When Rafter met Maya Maelstrom, he gave her a quick once-over, and was not impressed. Dr. Crawley’s new student assistant was rather attractive, he remembers thinking, but she doesn’t look like an entomology major. He dislikes her long, disheveled, blood-red hair, which she dyes the same awful color as her lipstick. She’s much too pale; Maya looks like she’s spent much of her life underground, locked up in a basement. Rafter dislikes all her many bracelets and bangles, and Maya wears far too much black for his taste. Rafter remembers thinking that those long-sleeved black jackets could easily conceal a string of needle marks, or unsightly jailhouse tattoos.

Maya is quick and clever, he soon realizes, but she’s not particularly friendly, and she’s definitely much too Goth for him. Rafter cannot remember seeing his witchy-looking co-worker even once enter the lab. He just looks up from his work and there she is, back in black, tangled hair down, methodically grading papers. And before he ever has a chance to even strike up a conversation, Maya finishes work and slips away. All through the snowy winter, his co-worker wears more black. When spring comes, all the black she continues to wear begins to strike him as distinctly creepy.

But the week Rafter decides to move in with the pretty, argumentative Jewish law student he’s been seeing (and her dogs), a brighter, livelier, more interesting Maya floats into the lab. She slips up behind him as he works, tickles his ribs, and guffaws when he jumps. Rafter whirls around, surprised. Maya is friendly. She’s suddenly vivacious in white summer clothes. When she glides to a chair at the workbench and sits down, Rafter notices her well-turned arms and legs, her beautiful ass, and her suddenly perfect complexion. Her blue eyes sparkle like exotic jewels above her dark red lips and the smile she directs at him totally heats up the lab.

That day, Maya tells him in a wistful tone of voice that she hasn’t been in a relationship in a long time. Rafter’s heart leaps, and an anguished aria of love and longing erupts in his head. The aria won’t stop. When Maya bids him a sad goodbye, suddenly he wants nothing more than to leap from his stool at the workbench, take her in his arms, and kiss her beautiful blood-red lips.

As he watches her leave, however, Rafter finds himself on the horns of his personal dilemma.

A great many university women are attracted to the slim, passionate, pot-smoking young graduate student with the cool little off-campus apartment and the impressive collection of classical records. Women pursue him. But Rafter is choosy. Every time he’s ready to commit to one woman, he always notices another one who intrigues him. This emotional double bind ties him in knots. Rafter doesn’t wish to sleep with every woman on campus, and in his heart he actually longs to settle down, but he just cannot stand feeling torn between two women. And he always resolves this by breaking up with his current girlfriend, the bird in the hand, and striking out after the bird in the bush. This fixes nothing. It keeps Rafter chasing after rainbows, perpetually mired in an oddly lonely and unsatisfying romantic limbo.
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