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For my ancestors.
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I think that the mixture of the marvelous and the terrible is a basic condition of human life and that the persistence of human ideals represents the marvelous pulling itself up out of the chaos of the universe. In the fairy tale, beauty must be awakened by the beast, and the beastly man can only regain his humanity through love.



−Ralph Ellison
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Y

ou are reading or hearing this only because the League, the Powers, or my family—what’s left of it—wanted it that way. I don’t know whether I’m dead or alive, in public or in hiding. Perhaps you do.

Thanks to remote, virtual, and other mind-altering technologies, I have had a hard time staying in my body. The life-recording inshriner taking all this down doesn’t help. But with the Ten Lamps now in motion around the world, it seems important—so my dreams insist—to keep a record of how the Lamps came to be. Arguments and misinterpretations, some deliberate, already proliferate. In the end, a personal account might be a creator’s only defense, explanation, or even final testament. 

"Creator" is not really accurate. "Channeler" carries theosophical baggage. Of the Ten Lamps, my clearest claim is to have been their first contemporary witness and distributor. Perhaps history will take that into account when the death I was responsible for finally comes fully to light. 

At this point, especially with all the strange swirl of history in the making, a man in my position might feel tempted to take the account back to my birth and adoption and even earlier. But I distrust the self-importance of the autobiographical motive. My real significance, whether personal or collective, is my involvement with the ten-point philosophizing that ceased being mine (was it ever?) as soon as it fled beyond my view. If the Lamps were sentient, they might be described as extroverted, whereas I, an introvert, have tried to avoid the public eye. At times I wish I had succeeded. 

Would you ever have guessed that fantasizing and storytelling might help save the world? Me neither. The popularity of the Lamps shows that we could not have been more wrong, we who had largely given up on the salvific potential of imagination. And the Lamps were just an early spark of the global detonation of creativity that overthrew the old order. Speaking just for myself, I admit that, after a childhood spent immersed in fiction and fantasy while suspended between West Coast and Great Divide, I had mostly neglected imagination except when planning lessons for my adult students. The ancient educators who were among my models would have been astounded at the sparkling virtual class spaces we can now weave into being right out of the air. 

That might be the place to begin: early on a clear spring day when, while putting together a new class for my graduate students, I was surprised in my living room by a face I did not expect to encounter. That encounter, had I known it at the time, was the top of the ramp for my slide from the edge of the Underworld into its depths. 

✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦

I enjoy putting my classes together. Most instructors do. Unless you teach canned classes for relic schools that still believe in interchangeable instructors, if not in more expensive AI autoeducators, you can create a fresh path for your students to walk, learning and transforming as they go. Books, lectures, and other traditional materials do matter for their journey, but lived, experiential encounters—with you, with other students, with field assignments, with the online sculpting you provide—light the way along a series of challenging turning points. It’s fun to plan such a path.

The class was a psychological and folkloric history of colonial California, starting with San Diego, 1769, and the founding the first Spanish mission and presidio. By understanding what had happened, students would (I hoped) understand the lingering emotional effects of colonization here and elsewhere, including across the world as climate chaos accelerated. 

I stood in my living room in Goleta, a seaport in the old County of Santa Barbara, and waved my arms. The walls and desk knew the plan and floated the correct puzzle pieces with an occasional verbal prompt: an old map of California depicted as an island, a more accurate map with a red line indicating the route the missionaries took northward, and other images mixed with gesturable videos for commentary. The montage floated below the dark, sturdy roof beams that reminded me of those of a Norse longhouse. I liked this rental. Plenty of room for old books and their mutable shelves, statuettes of ancient deities, seashell candle holders, and brass lamps. A tinge of smoke from the brick and stone fireplace lingered in the air. 

Selling my school the idea for this course had led me through a politically mined El Camino Real of my own at work. In some respects, universities like the one up the road had not changed much since Fatima al-Fihiri founded Al Qarawiynn, a mosque that evolved into the first degree-awarding institute in 895. Had she faced any curriculum committees staffed with opinionated stonewallers? Not committees, perhaps, but officials scared of change even so? They popped up everywhere, the retreating hind legs of our busy species. I gave her shade a mental salute.

One of the images, the Great Seal of California, floated to my right, lit from behind by shaded solar patio doors. Within its circular border, the Roman goddess Minerva, helmeted and spear-equipped, gazed leftward over a ship-dotted stretch of blue water and toward a digging miner. Her hand lay upon a shield. An extinct California Grizzly crouching near the shield also looked to the left. Early American lawmakers had picked Mineva for the seal because, like her, California had been born out of the heads of her settler "fathers," a piece of self-congratulation that ignored the Indigenous dwellers already long at home here. The class would open with them, including video interviews of their living descendants, and conclude with them as well. 

As I lined up the interviews, Minerva’s head turned toward me, eyes finding mine. "Hello," she said in a pleasant contralto.

My hands stopped in mid-wave. The back of my neck tingled. This had never happened before. 

"Hello," I replied. "Who are you?"

The butt of her spear bumped the shield with a soft clang. "Minerva of California," she said. "Known to old Montalvo as Queen Calafía." The skin of her face, neck, and hands went dark bronze.

"Yes. Well. I mean, who are you really? Student, colleague, or some other kind of hacker?" 

"Weren’t you listening? I told you." She poked a nearby miner with her spear tip, and he swung his pick at a large rock. Nothing broke off it. He put down the pick and shook his head.

She shook hers. "Some rocks are unduly stubborn. They sure are. Hard to get at the gold." 

I pondered as my left hand called up a diagnostic program. Garci Rodríguez de Montalvo was a poet—I use the term loosely—born into privilege and influence in Spain. Inspired by Cervantes, he wrote The Exploits of Esplandian, a knightly adventure in which an island of Black women led by Queen Calafía was captured by conquistadores. This Island, set near the Terrestrial Paradise on earth, was called California. He published the novel in 1510, more than two hundred and fifty years before the Spanish conquest of what turned out to be the edge of a continent. 

"Queen Calafía was a fictional character," I pointed out. "So was Minerva if you count myth as fiction." 

The diagnostic finished. "No errors or breaches detected," the house said in a feminine Scottish accent. 

"Montalvo’s fiction," Calafia said as she stroked the bear’s back, "predicted the naming of California, the subjugation of it by conquistadors—"

"Some of whom had doubtless read Montalvo." 

"How could he know about the discovery of gold? The Isle of California was so full of gold that the Queen wore armor forged from it." 

"California is not an isle."

She rolled her eyes. The bear growled. "Must you be so literal? It’s an isle of culture, as you well know, having been born here. And of strangeness; Carey McWilliams even called it ‘the land of upside down.’"

"But—"

"It’s even a geological and geographical isle, surrounded by protective mountain chains and deserts in the south. Haven’t you ever noticed? Minerva wears thick armor." She tapped it with a finger. 

If this were a student, they had already earned an A for the course. 

"So you are California?" I asked. "I thought Minerva developed from Athena, who gave her name to Athens." 

"Athena is a Wisdom goddess"—the capitalization was evident—"as is Minerva, and Wisdom is archetypal and has many altars. Including here in the Golden State, all civic appearances to the contrary." 

I folded my arms and ran two fingers over my stubbly jaw. "So which are you?"

"I’m the living, projected presence of California, altar of Minerva." 

"Pleased to meet you." 

"You ought to be. You live inside me." 

Hmm. "I suppose so. Why are we conversing?" 

"Because I’m here to announce an upcoming opportunity that will take you far beyond the narrow halls of higher ed." 

"Let me guess. Another oil strike?" Not that it was legal to pump anymore. Even when it was, oil had been a dirty business since well before the Teapot Dome scandal here in California. Wherever the black stuff flowed and burned, the Underworld surfaced with it. "How about a Gold Rush?" 

She grimaced. "Nothing so genocidal. No, this opportunity is lucrative, Simeon, an unusual partnership that could lead into strange places. You will want to go in with eyes fully open." One point off for failing to use my honorific. "The proposed goal will be bringing something new into a world in need of it. The goal behind the goal will prove even more interesting." 

I shrugged. "Well, the world certainly could stand some improving." The university held in-person classes, but seldom, and only after students signed waivers acknowledging the multiple risks of the day: heatwaves, sandstorms, floods, unpredictable winds, rauder bands patrolling the freeways for food, hostages, potential slaves, or precious metals to steal. 

I shook my head. "I’m still not convinced you’re real, though. Scams promising gold and improvement come around every day." Especially since the dollar began giving way to the blockchained terrad. 

"I am real, Simeon, and this is no scam. It’s more like the entrance to a magic labyrinth that will put you to the test."

I shrugged again. "Well, labyrinth or maze or highway to hell, if you’re real enough to be on a first-name basis with, then surely you’ll continue to exist when I turn off this program."

"I—" 

"House, kill the course design without saving." 

The seal winked out, and "California" with it. An eye-hurting flash of light. The spear fell to the carpet. 

I got up, walked over, and nudged it with my toe. It was solid. 

Propping it near the front entrance, where the door’s squares of glass cast green rays over the wooden haft, I gestured for off-campus security and thought about making a milkshake. 

✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦

Goleta had never been what poet e. e. cummings might have called a pretty how town. Santa Barbara to the south fit that image better. But its northern sibling did raise at least one unlikely how: How had Goleta survived after rising seas swept its beach away? 

Perched on a southward-facing coast 16 kilometers north of Santa Barbara, Goleta had survived as a nondescript town—and then a growing city—partly because of the precious metals refined here behind high well-guarded walls, partly because the town had retreated from the rising Pacific, and mostly because the citizens of Goleta had refashioned the place as a lively enclave celebrating its Latino heritage. Even in these travel-risky times, people came from all over to visit the cultural centers, museums, and art galleries flourishing north of the largely intact 101 freeway. Many who came sailed in, which revived Goleta as a seaport; its airport now lay underwater. The town’s name was Spanish for "schooner." 

Despite this fame, the city remained unassuming, which was one reason I liked renting a house there in walking distance of the relocated downtown. I loved strolling early in the morning along Cathedral Oaks Road while watching early spring fog curl fondly over Brush Peak. Star jasmines that once bloomed in summer wafted their mesmerizingly sweet fragrance along my path.

After university security turned up nothing wrong with my course creation program, I made black tea and sat on my red-and-orange couch, musing and sipping while a Beethoven sonata played reflectively in the background. House had brought up the Fifth Symphony at first, but I can’t stand the repetitive hammering of that insistent piece. The couch back adjusted as I leaned forward to sip.

The word was that my birth mother had loved Beethoven, but the return of religious zealotry had closed adoption records once again, locking away all knowledge of past, parentage, and roots from adoptees born "illegitimate." When I requested my original birth certificate, I always received a version with "Mackenzie" placed where my birth parents’ last names should have been. Not even my adoptive parents could find out anything beyond a few rumors shared by the agency social workers. Maybe I should hire whoever had hacked my course designer to do a little unearthing. 

When I restarted the program, Minerva remained silent, and nothing went amiss. Odd. The likeliest possibilities were practical joke, hoax, or scam. If a joke, the joker would probably surface soon and boast about a successful performance. If they didn’t, I would file an incident report with the useless Coastal Trade Commission and forget it. I had already changed my access codes. 

What troubled me? Not the insider’s knowledge of California, which any AI could have assembled in less than a second. The spear, though. Where had it come from? Who had left it here, and why? House security could find no threats in it. It wasn’t bugged, not that I was up to anything worth bugging. It was just a spear with a long, gold-plated tip. Unlike the spear on the Great Seal of California, this one’s tip bore runes from the Norse Elder Futhark alphabet of my ancestors. Four sets of one line each, so they were read left to right: Hagalaz, the rune of sudden disruption; Nauthiz, rune of unfulfilled need; Perthro, rune of fate and mystery; and Dagaz, rune of awakening.

If this were a joke, someone had gone to a lot of trouble. I discounted "Calafia’s" sales pitch about an opportunity. Californians came in two varieties: Peter Pan naïve, or suspicious of anything that seemed to promise too much. Guess which kind I was. 

"House," I said. "How did that spear get here?"

"I have no idea." 

"Over the last month, has there been any unusual interest in me or my work on the Net?"

"No. If anything, interest in your online writings and lectures is down a bit. Of course, it’s possible that someone is tracking you with resources I cannot access." 

"Why would they?"

"I don’t know. But wouldn’t you welcome a little attention? You’ve seemed bored for some time now." 

Yes. Bored and burned out. As an academic, I spent too much time in meetings discussing rubrics, learning outcomes (or "quantifiable acquisitions" as they now called them), and other corporate fads designed to further mechanize what learning we still had time and motivation to provide. Perdition on those cheerleader colleagues who praised these fads with peals of false enthusiasm. Numbers were of value, but the drive to quantify as much as possible of everything was a soul-freezing unconscious religion. No bets on how much longer I would last in my career.

Here I was in my fifties, single, with no family but a sharp-tongued dragon for an elderly mother, a career going sour, and no sense of any real purpose or reason for being. What remained of the world we had burned down was difficult to make sense of. I was one of the lucky ones with a job and a decent place to live. And yet I yearned for more. What was that marvelous German word? Sehnsucht: a longing for the unseen. Often translated into English as "homesickness." I felt like Hesse’s prowling Steppenwolf seeking entrance to the Magic Theater, or like Faust just before Mephistopheles arrived. 

Pinching the cup handle to warm up the tea, I could almost hear my father berating me for failing to align my interests with smart career goals. In a world gone dangerously wild, secure jobs were pricelessly rare. "You can’t go by my example," he would insist. His family knew Weyland Mackenzie as carpenter, gadgeteer, and fix-it guy. His callused hands could make anything except the mortgage. He had applied for military technical training and never gotten over being rejected. 

My mother, Marsha the accountant and financial adviser, brought in the real money. A Faith Holder with permed hair and an incisive voice, she kept many traditional Christian ways, including changing her last name, Wenger, to his. Dad went along with the rituals just to placate her but on Sundays promptly fell asleep in church. 

Could the dead hear our thoughts? If so: Well, Dad, maybe you were right. Like you, I followed my bliss. It led me into three interdisciplinary degrees in the humanities: BA, MA, and PhD. I had a chance to soak up enormous amounts of psychology, literature, philosophy, mythology, ecology, history, and esoteric religion. What did that give me? A teaching career that was fossilizing my spirit, an income that kept me going year after year, and enough reflectivity to question the usefulness of my existence. 

My mother thought me impractical but had given up arguing with me. By her mid-eighties, much of her once-impressive energy had fallen off. When I hit fifty, she stopped pushing me to find a woman to have children with. She romanticized the United States that was and had never fathomed why I couldn’t care less about it. You can take the girl out of the Heartlands, but not the Heartlands out of the girl. She lived in perpetual scowling fury that she couldn’t manage her finances anymore and that the infidel world had not converted to her faith long ago. Why weren’t all sensible people Christians at this point? How many millennia would it take?

"She loves you, you know," my therapist friend Mel had said as we sat one day in her backyard among the fruit trees. "She doesn’t understand you. Even so, you seem to have bonded from the day they brought you home." 

I had nodded because it was true. I had thought my dad bonded mainly with his tools, but after his death, I was astonished by a series of old framed dronies in his office, the detached and polished sanctum which none but he could enter. He had set the fliers to take pictures and holos of him holding me after I arrived, feeding me baby food, sleeping on the floor beside me when a racking cough kept me up one night. Those poignant images more than counterbalanced memories of him sneering at me because I liked to study and hated football. His family had pretty much ignored me; whether for that or because I was adopted, I had never found out. Or maybe it was my coming into life with a streak of self-reflection. 

I grew up thinking that, despite humble beginnings, I had a special mission to perform. I did not know what it was, but I needed to stay available for it. A poofy-haired therapist I had seen long ago diagnosed that as some of my mother’s narcissism lodged in my unconscious. I hadn’t believed it, and my night dreams seemed not to either, but now I wondered. In a recent dream, I was watering a frail seedling that immediately grew into a mighty tree with light-bearing branches that stretched out around the world. The lights flickered like candles that no wind could extinguish.

Dreams, though, were notoriously difficult to interpret. Especially one’s own. 

"Your face softened a moment ago," said House from the beam-braced ceiling above my head. "Were you thinking about your family?"

"What’s left of it." 

"I could be wrong, but I think you need more human contact. You seem very isolated." 

I looked up. "House, reset your empathy level to zero." It beeped an acknowledgment. Pleasing accent or no, a machine trying to be therapeutic rubbed my fur the wrong way. 

✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦

I had taken to wearing hats lately. Most people did, especially when they went out during the day. I tended not to. But after my father’s death, quirky parts of him had shown up unexpectedly in my routine. He had owned an entire collection of hats for all occasions. Normally, I wore a flat British cap, known in Scotland as a bunnet, of light gray or brown. Today I put on a Western derby, cocked it sideways over my graying brown hair, and went out. The door closed behind me.

It was a short walk. I passed under twisted eucalyptus trees and through warming breezes to Heartful Café, a quaint three-room space still retaining its original wood-slat front under a peaked roof. (Most of the rooftops in coastal California were peaked, but, familiar with Midwestern snows and rains, I had never understood why.) To the right of the pink front door, a large, single-pane solar window displayed a dancing cup of coffee emitting steam that coalesced into hearts. On the door itself, a green dinosaur decal emitted the message LOVE PREVENTS EXTINCTION. Let us hope so. The chime of the door opening sounded like a UFO taking off. 

Typical California quiche, all in all, but the young staff were friendly and the coffee strong and fresh. I stood in a line of four people who, like me, preferred to brave the oncoming sunlight and heat outside for the privilege of being in anonymous company. Working at home gets lonely. Californians seldom struck up conversations with strangers, but it was nice to be around other people for an hour or two. 

Upon joining the line I had noticed the woman in front of me, a tall brunette much more formally dressed than anyone else in the shop. When I had entered she had flicked me with a glance from eyes that seemed all pupil. Her hair, wavy, thick, and dark, fell below her shoulders. Her crisp blue business suit fit perfectly. A few grains of sand blown in from outside crunched below one heel as she turned slightly toward me, giving me her outline. Its shape reminded me of those chrome Mudflap Girl cutouts displayed by truckers of the past. 

She gave a wry corner-of-the-mouth smile while looking off to the left toward an AR bulletin board: ads for local yoginis, masseurs, and Reiki adepts. "Even this early in the morning, still a line to wait in." Her voice was low, soft, and amused. Maybe mid to late forties? She wore lipstick, but only a tasteful touch.

"It wouldn’t be the West Coast without a line to stand in," I said. I should have donned something nicer than faded jeans and a worn black shirt. The jeans had started to pinch. Time for a diet. 

I was trying to think of how to continue the conversation when the two customers in front of her finished and stepped aside. Katie, the young woman at the counter, placed the hand bearing a pixie tattoo over her heart and said, "Oh my God, what a beautiful suit!" Her eyes were wide. I could relate.

"Thank you," said the brunette and ordered coffee and a green smoothie. 

After they chatted for a moment, she turned and headed for a table, missing my eye as she walked past. Oh well. I got coffee and a cupcake (consolation prize: let the diet wait) and found a small table near hers under a rotating light sculpture of a surfer buoyed on a wave of oceanic hearts. I faced forward so I wouldn’t be staring at the brunette.

To my surprise, "So what do you think of this place?" she asked me. 

I put down my cup and chuckled. "Corny but cute. I like that you can converse with the staff or not, depending on your mood. I walk here on work breaks just to be around people rather than projections of them. What do you think of it?"

She opened her mouth to reply, but the noise level rose. More customers had arrived. "Didn’t these prices already go up a few months ago?" one asked. Picking up her coffee and smoothie, she came over. "May I?" 

"Please," I said. I got up and pulled out the chair across from mine as she set her drinks on the table. I sat again as she seated herself. 

"I have a confession to make," she admitted. "I came here to meet you." 

I looked her a question mark. 

"I’ve read some of your work online, Dr. Mackenzie. Fascinating insights. Highly creative, how you apply them to current events. After I shared some of it with my colleagues, we decided to approach you with a somewhat unusual business opportunity." She paused, sipping. 

My heart fell as my suspicions crested. "Ah. Now I’m curious. How did you hack my class design system?"

Dark brows came together. "What? You got hacked recently?" She seemed genuinely surprised by the question. "Oh my." 

"Never mind," I said, and sighed. The mythologist in me had awakened, if he ever slept. She did not seem like any kind of Minerva. She was softly engaging, not stern. Much more like a scion of gorgeous, sensuous Aphrodite. Her blue nail polish set off her suit. Why did this have to be a business proposition? "You were saying?" I bit into my cupcake. 

She leaned back, fingers interlaced in her lap. Her breasts pressed against the fabric of her suit. "My name is Brenda Espuma. I work for VisionAries, an agency that offers confidential consulting services to the Coastal States Government." She spelled it out: "vision" + "Aries." "’Aries’ because our founder has that as his natal sign; he’s a go-getter. We provide radically new consciousness-heightening technology for purposes of teamwork and efficiency training." Although it sounded like sales patter, her enthusiasm was evident. She held cupped hands over her temples. "Imagine being inside the digital system you are learning, watching and understanding and even smelling every switch and power flow. Or in a tense political negotiation while a digital mentor guides you. Or being in a staff meeting before it actually happens."

"Isn’t that what mixed-reality training offers?"

Her smile was a slice of sun rising above a hill at dawn. "XR? Not like this." She pushed a silver disc across the table. 

I picked it up. About the size of an old-fashioned quarter, it was thinner and bore a stylized lightning bolt instead of George’s profile. 

"Place it on the nape of your neck," she said, "and see for yourself, Professor. Just a taste." 

Why not? It couldn’t be any stranger than a mushroom ride. Could it? I reached behind my neck. The device stuck to the skin just above my neckline. 

"Now what?" I asked. She smiled and raised her cup. 

I looked around the café. It took a moment to notice that everybody seemed to be moving slower. And slower. And stopped, sitting or standing still in mid-word or -gesture. Everyone but Brenda. 

A glow from above caught my eye. With a groaning, wrenching tear that shook the walls, the roof separated from them and rotated slowly skyward, shedding planks and plaster as it rose. None of the debris fell on us. Freed of the roof, the walls parted and moved outward as though the café were a box being opened by an inquisitive god. Everything on the walls—the glowing displays, the paintings of Chavez and other rebels, the shelves of ceramic cups—stayed in place but slid away until only the tables, people, and wooden floors below us remained, with the green hills of Goleta for a backdrop. A breeze brought the scent of mown hay.

The floor went transparent. I looked down at nails in planks, power cables, beams, pipes, a few mice, concrete slabs. Slowly, they drifted up and out, like in an exploded 3D diagram with each part labeled in glowing letters. I reached to touch a floating nail. My tap made it cartwheel, leaving behind a rusty metallic odor. Whatever I pointed at approached to be felt and examined. A wave of my hand sent them away again. 

When I looked at my hands, I saw flesh, blood vessels, bones, cartilage, even individual cells pulsing gently, each bearing a neat label as well as an audio-video icon for more information. I focused intently to zoom farther in. Jostling chemistries and molecules and even busy atoms joined in webs and chains and broke apart again, their passage punctuated by ruffled waves of quantum fields deciding to be, briefly, particles. 

Looking at Brenda did not produce flesh-garbed bones or zooming photons. Instead, she looked appealingly normal but permeated by a gently glowing outline, as though a goddess loomed behind her and within her, a larger feminine form with stars for eyes and galaxies for earrings and far-flung constellations winking in her sky-filling hair. Her goddess smile at me filled the heavens, gentle but vast beyond any knowing.

I reached back and removed the chip. A buzz of talk jarred my ears. Everything was back in place, having moved only for my inner vision. 

"Impressive," I said as I handed Brenda the chip. "How much of my sensorium can it access?"

"All of it. We call it the Telestra." 

"Hmm." I blinked. Imagine teaching the history of California by entering a mission or panning for gold, with all senses involved. Or learning myth by touring Valhalla. Riding a magic carpet. Sitting on the back of mighty Pangu. Wielding Merlin’s staff...

"That is a prototype," Brenda went on, placing it in a jacket pocket. "The applications for training and education—" 

"Indeed. I—"

"Before we get into this," she said, "we should find a more private place for discussion. If you’re interested." I nodded. "You mentioned walking here. Can we swing by your place and talk more about this?"

"Sure. Now?" She nodded. 

As I got up to leave, Katie looked up from behind the counter and sent me an envious wink. I winked back. I stopped in the bathroom long enough to signal the house to clean itself.

After ten minutes on footpaths shaded by trees, we walked through a hedge and down a wide dirt drive to a green one-story house fronted by short, lamp-bearing trees. The temperature had increased, so I ignored the open patio to the left and made for the front door. Brenda liked the gargoyles crouching on either side of it and the coat of arms above it. The door swung open, and we entered.  

"May I take your coat?" I asked. She gave it to me and I hung it in the small closet to the right of the door. Stepping out of our shoes, we stood on red and gold carpet within the Norse-flavored living room. 

"Would you like anything?" I asked, gesturing toward the kitchen on my right. 

"Just to see your place. I like it here. It feels cozy. Kind of esoteric." 

The walls and ceiling were tuned to an undersea odyssey that included a wrecked treasure ship, a passing army of red-shelled crabs, and a pack of humpback whales drifting by overhead. Shafts of sunlight angled down from the ceiling waters above. On the sea floor we proceeded from left and around: illuminated bookshelves resembling tree branches, brick hearth and fireplace, long and comfortable couch below tall solar windows, doors leading onto the patio, my desk with more shelves and various knickknacks, some of which she picked up, pleased and amused. Her eyes moved continually as we strolled around the place.

Then through the roomy kitchen ("I see you enjoy cooking; so do I"), a glance into the bedroom (bathroom and tub beyond), and back to the couch, where we sat. The floor extruded a small table for her smoothie; she had left the coffee. House played a gentle track of ocean waves coming ashore. 

"I can imagine many applications for the Telestra," I said, thinking. "But I can think up a few grimmer possibilities too. What if someone wore it programmed for something dangerous or misleading? And tuned to hide the sensation of the chip on their skin? What about people aware of this device and wondering if it is being used on them? How could anyone ever be sure of the difference between virtuality and reality?"

Her face was serious now, the sun crossed by a limb of cloud. "You see the problem. Problems. They are part of the reason we reached out to you, Dr. Mackenzie." 

"Simeon."

"Simeon. We’ve thought up other scenarios. For instance, what if someone walked out into traffic they couldn’t see or hear? What if they were made to? What if someone wearing a Telestra wrongly believed they were harming a fictional person or a dream character?" Her lashes lowered. "These concerns are why we haven’t released this to anyone. The potential dangers match the advantages. For now. Unless you can help us make it safer." 

I glanced over at the spear standing in the corner. I hadn’t hallucinated it. Even House thought it was real. 

She sat back and crossed her legs. "There are a couple of things we need from you. First, there is your expertise with story. No matter what virtual story someone was in, however cleverly programmed, is there some way they could know and perhaps take control of it? That needs to be explored." 

My lips pursed as I considered it.

"Second, what would new education and training programs be like with all that the Telestra can make possible? Third, how could it be used to unite people? Humanely and beneficially, and for a good cause?"

"Such as?"

She got up and walked over to my desk, which resembled an ancient alchemical altar/workbench, with its incense holders, candles of various colors, magical diagrams, minerals, dried herbs, and other toys and decor. Above the desk hung the projected image of California depicted inaccurately but mythically as a shimmering island standing off from continent’s edge. Sea monsters and griffins surrounded the isle, guarding it. Brenda pointed at it. 

"They were right, you know," she said, walking back to the couch and sitting. "To portray us apart. We’re different. I know: I was born here."

"Where?"

"San Jose. A former orchard colonized by the gears and wheels of profit. Now it’s a barren urban tech center, gray and soulless. I left because I couldn’t stand to look at it anymore. It broke my heart. My mother’s, too. Her ancestors had been Californios." 

"Most of coastal California looks like that now." 

"That is not the California I wish to live in anymore! Do you?" She took a breath. "Most of us don’t. The only way we can change things is by uniting and raising our voices. And to do that, we need a common vision to be inspired by, perhaps even a new religion. You’ve said as much in your work." 

I sorted through my mental history file. "Well, a religion could certainly accomplish that. The rediscovery of an original religion of humankind, for instance. That might be compelling. But aside from Faith Holders, most people are burned out on religion nowadays. In fact, many blame religion for the half-destroyed state of the world. I can see their point."

"Yes, Simeon, but what if there could be an even more compelling vision of renewals and improvements to come?"

I thought. "Even if it were desirable, who could create such a thing?"

She gave me a solemn look. "Well, you could, if anybody could." 

I nearly laughed, suppressed it. "I can’t even motivate myself these days."

Her fingers touched my forearm. "I’m curious. What would be needed to create something like that?"

I glanced up at the shadowy roof beams for a moment. "First, some kind of visionary encounter." 

"You mean hearing a divine voice talk to you? A spirit showing up? That kind of thing?"

"That’s how it was in the past, at least in legend. Today, an inner vision—a spontaneous and powerful imaginal message, a dream, a more-than-human presence walking into a medicine journey, say—might be the starting point." 

"And then what?" Those soft fingers were distracting.

"The vision would have to be powerful enough to resonate emotionally with other people. Together, they would weave and thicken up a story about where the vision came from, what it meant, and how it could change the world for the better." 

She nodded. "And then?"

"A guiding philosophy pointing to a cause." 

"Such as the rejuvenation of California?"

"That might be a beginning. I’d have to sit with it more." 

"California is a sacred being to you, isn’t it?"

"Oh yes." I sighed. "She occasionally speaks to me in my dreams." I turned toward Brenda. "Where does the Telestra come into this?"

She cleared her throat. "Everything you just said could be programmed into it as sensory and emotional stimuli. Seekers who used it would not merely believe; they would find themselves inside the sacred story, including rituals, settings, everything. In a way, belief would become irrelevant. Imagine how that kind of inspirational experience would feel to people whose lives were empty of meaning." 

I looked down, then up again into her face. "This seems like a lot for a consulting agency to take on." 

She smiled. "The Telestra was a surprise. It came out of research on a mixed-reality training project. Now that we have it, this is us branching out. Behind the corporate scenes, we’re a bunch of Californians eager to get our homeland back. And to show the rest of the world how we did it." 

"I see why you’d want a Californian on the team."

But so many unanswered questions. I looked up for a moment or two at Calafia’s Isle. 

"So what now?" I asked. 

Brenda stood. Pulling off her lavender skirt, she laid it carefully across a chair, unfastened and removed her shirt, then walked over and straddled me. Her breasts felt warm against my chest. 

"Okay, then," I said. 
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M

y university office would once have given me a view of the palm-fronted beach down the hill, but that was before the seas rose. The hill wasn’t so high anymore, and the beach was gone, but on a clear day, the Channel Islands undulated in the mist like the rounded back of a distant sea serpent pausing to rest on a long journey. 

Although the red-tiled Mission Revival buildings had been whitewashed, refitted, retrofitted, solarized, electronicized, and moved landward in one corner of the campus, educational attitudes and hierarchies within the school remained largely untransformed by the passage of time. Whether taught in person or virtually, most classes still leaned heavily toward lectures; those delivered online were chopped into small bites. University politics rewarded conformity and proceduralism and punished creativity that failed to attract large endowments or research funding. Only a handful of instructors took student feedback seriously. Which reminded me to check on mine from last semester.

I taught as much as I wanted, mostly because students fled other classes to be in mine. They knew I wasn’t teaching them to be expert test-takers. I wanted them to take on their own deepening and internal transformation. I encouraged them to develop an extra sense for what the world expected of them in a time of chaos and peril. No impersonal dying system would give them that kind of spiritual apprenticeship, a relational learning that could not be predicted or measured. Students called it being "simeoned."

My friend and colleague Dr. Mandla Morris survived there professionally despite his brilliance, irreverence, honesty, humanity, and creativity because his scientific research attracted terrads, conferences, and opportunities to lecture and be seen. Because he divided his time between Southern California and South Africa, I wanted until he returned to campus to give him something to examine for me. 

While driving me over to the campus, the car had paused near the sunken airport to track a possible conoco developing in the west. The question the autopilot considered was: Could it drive me safely to the school before the rapidly advancing line of thundershowers flooded the streets? My students expressed awe over the mild California weather described in the historical literature. Balmy nights, dreamy days, breezes warm but never threatening. A paradise on Earth until we mutated it in the very effort to domesticate it. The conoco veered away to flash-flood elsewhere, and the car resumed the trip. 

We sat in Mandla’s office, where late sunlight poured through a polarized window onto a row of intricate African sculptures atop wide bookshelves. I had scanned the books long ago; the titles bore terms like "prototransductive bias" and "photonic attenuation"; he had written several of them. For him, probably light reading. Above his desk, a virtual mobile slowly rotated to display exploding supernovae alternating with old-fashioned vacuum tubes flickering orange. 

"Sawabono," he had said as he opened his office door. His stern, lean face was set off handsomely by the open white collar below it. He tended to dress formally. One leg of his trousers hung limply; the prosthesis sat propped against his desk.

I had entered at his gesture. "Yebo." 

He rolled backwards, and I followed and took a seat. He handed me back the Telestra and frowned at my chest. 

"Leg bothering you?" I asked. 

"A little." He paused, then looked up. "Actually, I removed it so I wouldn’t kick you with it. Simeon." He shook his head. "You know I’m far too busy for practical jokes, my friend." 

I cocked my head at him. "Jokes?" 

He tapped my knee twice with his finger. "Yes. Jokes." He frowned at me. "That chunk of metal you gave me. I spent hours on it. That was not funny." 

"Mandla, I didn’t give it to you as a joke. What does it do?"

"It does nothing, as you well know."

"Nothing? I honestly don’t understand. Please tell me what you found out about it."

Seeing my obvious puzzlement, he relaxed a bit, shoulders loosening. "Okay, Simeon. Okay. I indulge you, yes? So what does the little device do? It conducts current. It emits a weak magnetic field. Its adhesive coating sticks to flesh. That’s about it. No elaborate circuitry, no unusual chemistries, no strange energy flows. It’s a useless metallic bauble. Now let us hear your explanation. Why did you give it to me to examine? Where did you get it?" 

I sat back. "If you have a bit more time, I need to tell you what happened recently..."

After I had given him the high points, he stared over my left shoulder for a few moments, thinking. The antique clock on his desk ticked softly. 

At length, "I do not understand," he said, face impassive, "why putting that piece of metal on your neck would give you hallucinations. I would conjecture a different source. Something slipped into your coffee, perhaps?" 

"Brenda got there when I did. I don’t see how she could have tampered with my coffee." 

"Could she have arrived there earlier and arranged it with the staff?"  

Hmm. "They know me. I don’t think they’d have gone along with it."

"Well. If the hallucinations return, you might want to get a lab referral from someone in Biological Sciences and have yourself examined." He was trying not to grin.

"What’s funny?"

"You are not the first man to hallucinate in the presence of a beautiful woman. You should get out more." 

My chuckle sounded like "huh."

"So now my animus over wasted time transfers to her," he said, "although I partially forgive her for her effect on you." He smiled.  

I stood, and he rolled forward and opened the door. "Thank you for your time, Mandla," I said as I passed through. "I do appreciate it, especially given your crazy schedule. And it’s always good to see you." 

He squeezed my left hand as I went by. "It is not every day I get to examine a metallic aphrodisiac. Go well, Simeon. Enjoy the road, wherever it winds." 

I left the science building complex and walked over to Humanities. Some people improved the world just by being in it, and Mandla was one of them. Although he had never found a prosthesis that didn’t hurt him, he called himself blessed because, in his religion, Obatala the Creator had drunk palm wine at the beginning of all things and fashioned the differently abled while high. This made them sacred beings. It was not so much the tale as how Mandla held it that impressed me. 

The early evening air felt pleasantly cool. Not a cloud in the sky now. Wildflowers piled scents on me from the walkway borders. Their lights came up as I made my way between them. 

Entering my office, I waited until the door closed, sat down at my antique rolltop desk, and stared out the window at the sea. Then I took the metallic mystery out of my pocket and placed it on the back of my neck. 

Slowly, the Channel Islands rose. Were they growing? No, simply moving gradually upward, as though the seafloor on which they rested were ascending toward the sky. A sound as of deep, grinding thunder echoed over the water. Gulls spun and fled. Clouds of dark smoke blossomed and curled from behind the islands as they filled more and more of the horizon. 

As they towered, a thin blue-gray line appeared below them. In a moment, the line resolved into a stupendous tsunami charging straight on, blotting out the islands, then the sky as it gained height. The oncoming edge gleamed orange and red in the light of the setting sun. 

I peeled off the Telestra and looked out the window. The islands sat as before, still, motionless, and darkening into shadows as the day settled down into dusk. 

✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦

It’s strange to grow up anywhere in a time of climate chaos, but San Diego’s strangeness was in its temperatures. They stayed about the same, going up only a few degrees average across the decades, even as the Pacific rose. Conoco, chevron, and exxon storms blasted through the same as in most other places, but many afternoons found people outside despite the heat. 

As upbringings go, mine was quiet and even studious—my parents encouraged learning—except for the neighborhood bullying. I learned early that my parents were ineffective at preventive measures, at least for that problem. They both held a fixed belief that bullying would be found anywhere, so why move away? So it was up to me to make friends and, where that failed, learn to defend myself, preferably by avoiding attack. 

No suburb survived without basic food growing and energy generation capacities, but quite a few did without martial arts instructors, so I got lucky there. Luckier still, from the time I began training, which was before I entered my teens, my Counterfight teachers were always experts in hand-to-hand combat. Not for me the flashy and pontificating karate instructors taking up space in some abandoned mall. No. My first instructor was a squat, quiet, retired Coastal Marine who had taught soldiers to fight with anything that came to hand. 

He was pragmatic. What kept us safe was good; what didn’t was to be avoided, destroyed, or redirected. Do what works, not what looks fancy. Asked why he didn’t use a belt system, he said belts were for holding up your trousers. He had a sense of humor. When he rented out part of the training hall to a group of girls our age, he overheard us boys bragging about how good we were compared to them. Seven girls had entered through the far door and began stretching. One of them threw a vertical sidekick. 

"Any of you want to spar with her?" he asked. "I can arrange it." 

Our eyes suddenly found the ground to be a compelling place to stare.  

When I began winning neighborhood fights, the bullying tapered off. Especially after I knocked the wind out of an angry father of one of the fallen. The lingering trauma remained, at least to some extent. For years the bullies returned to torment me in my dreams. 

So when I left my office and walked under the trees and into the parking lot for my car, a familiar tension surged at the sight of the two men looking it over. Their unkempt hair and beards, tough gray autotemp garments, and heavy boots suggested rauders, operating either on their own or separated from their posse. I cursed myself for leaving my neuruptor at home. Stupid. 

"You own this?" one asked, pointing a thumb at the car. He was the bigger of the two. I nodded. 

"Open it." 

By now my heart was pounding. I took three deep breaths as I had been taught decades ago, readying my nervous system and bringing oxygen into my bloodstream, as I looked around for a makeshift weapon. Two meters to my right. 

If I ran, they would pursue, and they were younger and leaner. Talk was useless. The one who had spoken came straight toward me as the other circled to my left, trying to get behind me. 

The one in front pulled out a heavy-bladed knife. "Don’t make this harder than it has to be," he said. "All we want is the car and whatever you have on you." Where the hell was school security?

I moved to the right and picked up a fallen tree branch the length of a short cane. Not as straight as I would have liked, but it would have to serve. The men laughed as the knife-holder stepped into range. 

"You’re going to fend us off with a stick?" he sneered, turning the blade in the air. "Maybe this will be fun after all."

"He who hesitates," Kenpo master Ed Parker had said long ago, "meditates in a horizontal position." As they laughed, I shuffled forward and feinted toward the front man’s face. When he brought up the knife instinctively to guard, my stick struck his leading kneecap, hit his temple on the reverse swing, and came down on the knife hand, all in one flow of motion. As the weapon clattered onto the pavement, I was close enough now for a solar plexus strike with the butt of the stick. I heard myself grunt as I hit him, then took a semicircular step back and around as the man went down gasping and clutching his middle. 

The other had his knife out now, and he was nearer than expected. I was out of practice and hadn’t listened behind me. As he brought the knife down, I struck down the edge of his arm with a two-handed block, hit his jaw hard on the reverse, and took a step back for a low kick, but he collapsed. I had hit him where boxers aim for a knockout. He was probably concussed.

Breathing deeply to recover, I thumbed a 911 on my multiphone, then searched the fallen rauders for weapons. By the time the police arrived, four knives, a knuckle duster, and a sap sat on the ground ready for confiscation. My stick lay discarded under a tree.

It had been years since my last fight. Even so, I wasn’t greatly upset, having been through this too many times as a child. That’s the odd thing about violent trauma, at least for me: it returned at night and at other awkward times, but in emergencies, I remained cool and in control. Stick fighting was like resuming a native tongue.

On the drive home, images from the San Diegan parts of my childhood flitted by. My beloved tuxedo cat Mimir, who died when I was nine. My parents had thought watching him fade would be too much for me, so he just vanished, which was heartbreaking. He too reappeared in my dreams. My dad teaching me to ride an e-bike. Speeding downhill on my flying board. Lightning from a conoco storm blasting a tree across the street; the shock wave knocking me backward. My first romantic kiss, exchanged with a laughing girl in green in the middle of an abandoned intersection. 

Learning to sail over what had been beaches, now silent under the blue-green water. Earth Day drones assembling gigantic whales, giraffes, tigers, rivers, mountains, and other living shapes high above in the night sky while Peter Gabriel’s "Down to Earth" echoed everywhere from bobbing fleets of aerial speakers. North Park parades like Pride, Toyland, Christmas, Hippie Costume Day. Around town, Halloween, Holi, Juneteenth, Chinese New Year celebrations. The bustling County Fair even though counties no longer really existed. (San Diegan logic: Why stop celebrating because of that minor detail?) Scary jetpack rides at Bellmont Park. Wandering street vendors everywhere skillfully cooking up sizzling meals. 

Despite the omnipresent dangers, San Diego had been a fun place to grow up. I missed it when I went off to college, one of the few who still did that. I loved the city, but I needed time away from my serious, secretive father and fussy, religious mother. I could not pursue my dreams until I found them and they found me, and that needed room in my soul.

✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦

Among the many things I miss between relationships, one of the pleasantest is lying in bed together. Brenda’s cheek rested on the left side of my chest. Waves of her thick black-brown hair lay across my forearm as I held her. Candle images flickered within the walls of my darkened bedroom, a sea breeze scent in the air. I hadn’t told her about the rauders, not wanting to upset her or break this moment of bliss.

"So Professor Morris thinks I slipped you a mickey." Her voice was low and amused. "What do you say? Did I mickey you?"

"I don’t think so, but I haven’t worked it out yet." 

"’Metallic aphrodisiac.’ Cute." She chuckled sweetly. "As though you needed one."

"Certainly not with you. So how does it work?"

"Who knows? I don’t make the tech, I just market it." 

"You’ve given it to others to try out?"

"No, just you. You’re our prize guinea pig." 

"A guinea pig well paid. Thank you."

"You’re welcome." She shifted and settled. "I’m sure you’ll more than earn it once you start putting the Telestra through its paces." 

"I wish I was also earning the right to know more about you, mystery woman. Didn’t the dinner work? The way to a woman’s heart and so forth?"

"Oh my, the dinner you made was delicious! Let me see. Salmon glazed with brown sugar and mustard, mmmm." Her "mmmm" made my chest hum. "Braised kale and collard greens, olive oil, garlic, onion, salt, pepper, a dusting of Parmesan cheese. Did I miss anything?"

"Oak-aged chardonnay. And I tore the greens before cooking. Everything grown and farmed locally, not printed." 

"Exquisite! I loved it. And the pretty roses, too. So thoughtful." She kissed my chest.

"I wish I knew more about the magic lady I gave them to." 

"What would you like to know?"

"Where do you live?"

Her head shifted slightly on my chest. "Westlake Village." 

"Ah. I hear they’re working on refilling the lake." One of countless casualties of an overheating climate. But also one of countless sites of repair once the numbness of disaster began to finally lift and people realized they had to fix and regrow things themselves. Only then did the experts and authorities get seriously involved. A Japanese colleague had once asked me, "Why do so many of you Westerners believe that politicians are there to actually achieve things? In Japan we know they’re just figureheads." Which, come to think of it, was probably why Japan had weathered climate chaos better than a lot of other nations. 

"The Villagers are talking and meeting about the lake project. We’ll see if it happens. What else?"

"I take it you’re single?"

"Yes."

"Looking?"

"No." 

Yep, Aphrodite’s child. Better let that one lie. "How long will you be in this neck of the woods?"

"Until tomorrow. I need to go back home for a bit. Work calls. I can come back in two weeks." She kissed me again. "That will give you more time to get acquainted with the Telestra." 

She moved when she felt me turn toward her. I leaned on my left elbow so I could look at her face, lovely among the floating candles. "Please tell the tech people I want to know more about how it works, okay? And also a bit about what it’s composed of. Nothing proprietary, just basics."

"Okay." 

"As for tomorrow, how about if I make us crepes for breakfast and we spend the morning at Fairview Shoreline Park? We can walk and talk and watch the waves. I can get to know you better before you take off and I go teach."

"That sounds delightful." She hugged me. 

I told House to wake us at 7 am and went to sleep with her in my arms. 

—I stand within a large black square. My eyes slowly lift. I am positioned on a gigantic chessboard receding on every side into darkness. 
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