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The dead are dead. The great and mighty go their way unchecked. All the hope left in the world is in the people of no account.

–Ursula Le Guin
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Prologue


[image: ]




W

ith the waves of commentary on the rise and fall of SMOKE, the Eschaton movement, and the campaign to reunify the United States finally cresting, the time has come for an inside account. I undertake to record it not because I deem myself gifted with heightened insight or literary talent. It is simply this: I was there, a member of the inside circle of Lamplight and of its founder, Mariam Najjar. Both played a larger role in the historical events mentioned above than is commonly known. 

My first thought was to record a biography of Mariam, a new kind of saint who was deeply and exquisitely human. She was firmly against this. "I am suspicious," she said when I raised the idea, "of biography, especially when infiltrated with hagiography. And either might steal attention from what matters: our sacred work." That she said "sacred" rather than "playcred," the word she coined to describe how lamplighting plays with inspiring rituals and tales, emphasized her seriousness.  

With reluctance, she approved a change of focus onto the recent struggles and doings of Lamplight’s leadership circle. Because she founded the movement and did so much to empower it, however, while protecting it as best she could from Suppressive Materialism and Obtrusive Knowability Enforcement on the one hand and from zealots on the other, my attention on her is inevitable. 

It is also important to counter the widespread attribution of SMOKE’s downfall to purely external causes. An example we are all familiar with is the sharp decline of public support caused by high mortality rates. These soared after SMOKE-supported Heartland clergy touted Cattlebell, an oily medicine invented to protect livestock from dying in the heat, as a miracle cure for the latest epidemic. Although Cattlebell when ingested is a dangerously forceful diarrhetic, the warnings of physicians and veterinarians alike were ignored by millions of true believers. Such an analysis misses the equally lethal Coastal fad of misusing meditation or chanting to "outvibrate" pandemic symptoms. 

Because every inside story hits the page from a particular standpoint, I will be transparent about myself as I proceed. My story is woven into Lamplight’s and Mariam’s, after all. With her encouragement, I will be autobiographical as needed to clarify my own standpoint on the events recorded here.

The story of Lamplight has often been compared to the tale of Camelot, but this time with a woman at its head. There is truth in this comparison. But as a child of Maine, I harbor an East Coast wariness of blurry idealizing and mythologizing. The Camelot comparison holds only to a point, as we will see. 

Another reason for composing this account is to publicly oppose casting Mariam as a demonically motivated enemy of traditional religion. Her Muslim, Christian, and Samaritan influences in childhood argue against this even without her plentiful public statements that Lamplight opposes no religion pe se, however forceful her arguments against authoritarian patriarchy. The obvious sexism and racism in so many of the attacks against Mariam hardly need further comment. If anything, they demonstrated her points.

Inevitably, any authentic spiritual leader—and Mariam certainly was one, however different her approach from any of the past—becomes a magnet for mythologizing. Earlier this week in Boston, in one of those squint-and-print shops that fabricate products on demand for passersby, I walked in, and before me floated a holo of a shirt bearing Mariam’s beatifically glowing face on a black background. SHE KNOWS read the shimmering caption. Better perhaps than a Buddha on a surfboard or Jesus on a piece of toast, but still unnerving. Especially with idealization as one of her ministry’s primary targets. As she so often complained, "When will we grow up?"

A hard lesson learned from the postmodern criticism of decades ago is that when we challenge idealizing or mythologizing directly, we risk destroying the guiding fictions by which people find meaning, navigate through life, and maintain their emotional equilibrium. Such people fall prey to any demagogue who comes whistling down the road with promises of salvation through force. It took a long time for the critics to realize that their sanitary judgmentalism only set up the naive for religious and political cults. Knowing this, Mariam advised us never to bring a wrecking ball without offering building materials for more meaningful and inclusive guiding stories. 

I will not, therefore, spend most of this record doing demolition. Instead, I offer a portrait of Mariam as the unique human being I met and got to know while trying to heal from violent trauma. From the first, she accepted me even with my abundant collection of wounds and scars. Little wonder I soon fell headlong in love with her. Nor did she judge me for that. 

In the end, Mariam was the right person at the right time to offer us all a healing draught of reenchanting sanity. She embodied a definitive answer to the question asked by humanity’s cynical bottom-liners: What good is wisdom? Although she never set out to gain influence over world affairs, she touched more lives more deeply than any political, financial, or military project in human history. 

That, of course, is also why she was so hated by SMOKE and its allies, including its spies and informers. She showed for all time that power resides with the lowly who wake up one day to themselves and each other as agents of historical change. 
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​I

T’s time to let the sanctuary go." 

A delicate silver mist lay over the quiet forest. Above the clearing, the mist thinned as the first rays of the day spilled over far-off purple peaks. As the air grew lighter, fingers of light danced along the treetops, brushed moist trunks, and lit the bulky flat stone on one side of our circle. We sat on the damp ground around the blackened remains of a campfire. 

A ray of dawn touched Mariam’s loose white and sky-blue throbe, sparking an embroidered bird into silver flight. The embroidery was hand-stitched and passed down (she had told us) through many generations of her Palestinian maternal line. Rania Al Khatib, her grandmother, had worn it during the Chava Intifada. Mariam’s black and white keffiyeh spilled down from her head to drape across her breast. 

Susan shook her ruddy curls sadly and stared down at the pit of ash. Next to her, Joan rubbed Susan’s back in sympathy. 

"I know," Mariam went on softly. "It hurts. Especially for you, Susan, after putting so much of your soul into—"

"It’s more than that." Susan angrily wiped an eye and glared across the circle at Mariam. "I’m tired of retreating, always and forever retreating."

"Hear, hear," Nigel muttered, tracing a circle in the soil with his finger and stabbing a dot in the center. His old urban fatigues habit had reasserted itself in splotches and stripes of gray worn with well-shined black boots. His iron-gray crewcut was doubtless the exact length it had been when he enlisted in the Coastal Marines in his teens. 

"It will be terrible for morale." Like Mariam, Tien had dressed traditionally. Her sea-green áo dài covered her arms to the wrist but reached down only to her knees, making it easier for her to sit on the ground, there to my left. "Look at what it’s doing to us." 

Would protective Bethany jump in? She did. Half of her sat in Mariam’s shadow, cast by the rising sun. Her prosthetic hand was flesh-colored today. 

"Well," her voice twanged, "does anyone have a better suggestion? Yes, losing the Midtown Grotto means yet another sacrifice. But what else can we do with SMOKE knocking on the door?" She ran a fidgety hand through her brown hair and glanced at Mariam for support. 

"Has anyone seen Brenda or Simeon?" Mariam asked. "It’s not like them to miss an important leadership meeting. Even if they aren’t regulars." 

As though conjured by Mariam, the two popped in just beyond the circle, which widened to give them space to sit. Both looked expressionless, as though trying not to frown. 

"I’m sorry we’re late," Simeon said gruffly as he sat and crossed his legs. "What did we miss?"

"The opening ritual," Susan replied, "and Mariam’s decision to close our last sanctuary." 

"I’m not surprised," Simeon said, which got him a dirty look from Brenda and a nod from Nigel. "From what I hear, Heartland Faith Holders have been putting a lot of pressure on SMOKE again to lean on us." 

Joan shuddered. Was it sincere? I put away my suspicions yet again.  

"I hear that too," said dapper James, seated on Susan’s left. "The hypocrisy of two organizations standing up publicly and loudly for ‘religious freedom’ while secretly sabotaging us..." He shrugged. "I take Tien’s point about morale even while echoing Bethany: What else can we do?" He shook his head. 

"Do you have a recommendation?" Nigel asked him pointedly. 

"None beyond considering the risk to the Lamplighters still networking and performing rituals at the Grotto." 

A memory rose from nearly a decade back. In my early thirties, I had trudged from Greenwich Village to Midtown on a morning of unseasonable chill. Autotemp garments adjusted themselves, but the occasional -17C in early December, or 0 degrees F as we measured it in my childhood, were long gone, as were the snows. Even so, the breeze off the river a few kilometers away ran sharp and brisk as I entered the Grotto and beheld smiling greeters seated behind tables filled with spiritual objects: candle lamps, aromatic dispensers, mood mirrors, Tarot decks and spreads, planetary transit projectors, hand-crafted pendants and other jewelry, and of course books, which were allowed back then. 

It was strange to be smiled at. What did the woman behind the table see as she looked up at me? A tall, long-limbed man with prominent knees and elbows, a wave of prematurely white hair just about to crest, a nose with a rounded tip, drawn red cheeks, and bloodshot blue eyes. The frayed autotemps hung about my frame were tuned to grays like those of the aging cityscape.

"Welcome," she said. "Have you been to the Grotto before?" A Manhattan accent tinged with...Italian? 

"I have not," I said. "I’m staying around town and decided to come in for something to read." I was an ardent reader, especially of anything literary or deep.

"You have precise enunciation for a Mainer." 

I smiled. When had been the last time? "Ayuh," I said. Her eyes were as dark as her bob. "Manhattanite?" 

"Born and raised." 

"Italian family?"

"Decisamente!" We both smiled. 

"I’m Kay," I said. 

"Ginevra. Pleased to meet you, Kay." 

"I’m new at all this spiritual stuff," I said, looking around. "Based solely on your intuition, what do you think I should read?"

Her eyes studied me for a moment. After three passes over an imaginary crystal ball, "Healing," she decided.

"That fits. Can your invisible ball perchance be more specific?"

Her eyes narrowed again. They glanced at my hands, which shook slightly. "I would say two kinds of healing: physical, which we haven’t got too much material on just now, and psychospiritual." She looked solemn. 

"Once again your intuition is on target," I said. "I have been through a lot, and for a long time. However, I do have two superpowers." 

"Really? What are they?"

"One is that I can’t be killed." 

"That sounds very handy. Is it shareable?"

"Unfortunately not. However, that’s where my second superpower comes in. I seem to have a strange healing gift. I don’t know how to develop it and cannot control it. It doesn’t work on me. I wish it did." 

She drew a breath. "Would you mind waiting here for just a moment? I have an idea I need to discuss with someone." 

I nodded. "I’ll just glob around a bit." 

I browsed among tables and the shelves lining the walls. Above the books hung river, moonlight, and goddess paintings by local artists. Artsy projectors threw angels, planets, and other such symbols into the air, where they floated, spun, or danced. Floral odors drifted by. What had I expected? A metaphysical library. Thick carpets produced images of fantastic stairways and underground labyrinths. But the conversations sounded earnest and thoughtful, and store personnel were PhD-level specialists on the topics. 

I couldn’t quite make it out. It was like a contemporary edition of a mystery school annex disguised as a spiritual bookshop. 

My nose for deep healing twitched. It had brought me here for a reason. I had nowhere else to go. 

A second-level door opened. Ginevra walked down steps and came up to me with strangely shining eyes. 

"It just so happens," she said, "that someone is visiting today who had a dream about you and wants to meet you." 

Had the dream included the out-of-work wingnut and addict part? "Lead the way," I said. I had no expectations. But that was how I met Mariam Najjar. She took one look at my bloodshot eyes and my shaking hands and called the in-house doctors to care for me. 

After a hellish week of withdraw blazing in my head, raging anxiety, and screaming nightmares, I felt well enough to be of service, especially to the poor and hungry. Full physical healing took more than a year and a half. 

She glanced across the fire circle at me and smiled sadly.

"Yes," I said. "A painful loss for many, including me. I met Mariam there, found myself and Lamplight there, got a handle on my post-acute withdrawal there. But Faith Holders have harassed the Grotto for a while now. It was only a matter of time until they tattled." 

"They are the worst kind of Faith Holders," said Bethany, who had been one. "They aren’t all intolerant." 

"Most aren’t," Simeon added. "The intolerant are the loudest, and they get all the attention." 

"No chance of making a stand at the Grotto, then?" Nigel too was tired of retreating. No soldier likes a long series of defeats, and he was used to victories.

Mariam shook her head. "We aren’t ready. Still some road to walk before we get there. Things are moving." 

Our silence carried recollections of what had happened before. First, the local rumors, devised and spread by Faith Holders, SMOKE, or both. Say, have you heard what those Lamplighters are doing over there? It’s worse than witchcraft, although it likely includes that too. It’s subversive. My friend at the utility company says their power use is off the charts. What are they printing over there night and day? Mind control gear? Surveillance dust? Weapons? They prey on people, too. They’re clever. Get you when you’re weak and convert you to their cause. Then you go out and trap others...

When a neighborhood had been thus poisoned, the formal complaints rolled in until city or county officials got tired of them. False accusations. Invented documentation. Outright slander. Demands for quick action. Louder complaints. Why were these traitors allowed to stay around? They belonged in the work camps. Even our clergy say so. 

In the past, Lamplighters had been forced to relocate. Mariam and her immediate circle were never threatened. They were needed. Lamplight and its Ten Lamps philosophy had given hope to millions. Lamplighters also collected donations for feeding and housing the destitute. Get rid of Mariam and her central people, and collective despair and outrage would rock the Coasts and the Heartland and regions far beyond. SMOKE had learned that whereas a moderate terror level kept people in line, too much bred incendiary and even violent opposition. Better to let people think they were in control, and that they observed all on their own the current restrictions on fiction, theater, and "evil" imaginative literature. 

As the Darker Ages deepened, however, and opposition multiplied anyway, SMOKE had grown bolder in its oppression. 

Ginevra Colombo, one of the Wise on site, had reported familiar ominous signs: intensified conspiracy rumors, vandalism, random power outages, and pass-through surveillance intended to intimidate. It was high time for the demonized Grotto team to withdraw and go elsewhere. 

"It would seem," Joan said, "that we’re being pushed to stretch further into what we already teach: that it’s time to leave the physical sanctuaries and temples to find Spirit within, between, and around us." The luminous beads in her braids clicked softly as she nodded.

"Indeed we are," Mariam said, taking in faces. "Also, this time I want the documentation of abuses to be widely spread. Very widely spread. People need to know how we’re being abused by a security agency taken over by zealots."

"The true believers will discount it," James said. "They’ll say it’s invented."

"Of course they will. But they will still see and hear it and, at some level, register it. So will others less brainwashed. The world needs to know what is happening here. And SMOKE needs to know we won’t just sit on our hands while they bully us." 

Simeon cocked his head and looked a question at her. 

"Yes," she told him. "Let’s ask our esoteric siblings to help send the word around. Please notify the Transdaimonic League that we intend to raise our voice." 

Tien cleared her throat. "I do hope this means transition into a more direct posture of activism. Even if it means we’ll have to go fully underground."

Bethany frowned. "But we aren’t activists. We’re Lamplighters." 

"Can’t we be both? Sometimes people of faith have had to stir the pot to make real change happen." 

"Like Dr. King did, you mean?" Joan asked, swiveling her long neck. 

"No," Tien stated. "Like the Deacons for Defense. Like the Black Panthers. Like the militants who fought gradualism in order to get things done." 

"They used violence," Bethany said, glancing sidelong at Mariam. 

"They made King and his followers seem moderate by comparison." Tien looked around at us. "Most of these ‘nonviolent’ movements succeed because of less desirable, more radical and more militant accompaniment. Gandhi’s movement: same thing. South Africa: same." 

Bethany stared at the ground in unfocused distress. James shook his head. Joan folded her hands. Silence. 

"As you all know," Mariam said at length, "I grew up in the founding days of the Israeli-Palestinian Aitilaf. Many decades of direct action—rockets, drones, thrown rocks—led up to it. The PLO and the Palestinian Authority came to seem like moderates in comparison with the more militant groups fighting for revolutionary change." 

She paused. "But in the end, it was the totality boycott undertaken by Palestinian and Jewish women that swept the pieces from the game board. We rose and spoke and claimed our power. And then everything changed. Where generations of struggle by hate-filled, divisive, and short-sighted men failed, we succeeded. And the IPA was born: one land, two governments. Born after many difficult conversations."

Taiwan came to mind. Somewhat different, of course: in this case, more like "one nation, two governments." The opportunity to do that in Hong Kong had been spoiled decades ago by media and election restrictions and rights crackdowns. But a new generation of Chinese leaders—many women—had brought new possibilities to light.   

Mariam sighed. "I don’t know if we can repeat the success of Eve’s Uprising, this time against SMOKE. Or of uprisings throughout the Middle East and North Africa, where those who resisted called out ‘silmiyya, silmiyya’: peaceful, peaceful.’ Or, more recently, the Renacimiento Libertad in Mexico. The problem here is different. 

"But I do know that I am a woman of faith and not a revolutionary. Perhaps some of you can be successful at this where I can’t be. And so, Tien, while acknowledging and appreciating your point, I’m here to light the lamps." Her eyes took in our faces. "I speak only for myself." 

"And if," I said, "a more radical flank comes along to challenge SMOKE, you can hardly be blamed for seeming moderate by comparison, can you?" Tien and Nigel smiled. 

"Be careful what you wish for," Mariam said. 

✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦

I emerged from the immersion meeting with a stomach-raging desire for a printed hamburger. Removing the old-fashioned headset, I unfolded myself from between the patched arms of my cranky old recliner and headed for the kitchen, ducking slightly under an arch as I entered in quest of sustenance. 

As I whistled up a table and sat down to eat, taking a pinch of centaury herb for good measure, the lonely moan of a buoy crept in through the closed window. It reminded me to check the flood report. Names of drowned places up and down Manhattan glowed above the tabletop: Battery Park of course, and more of the East Side. The entire edge of Lower Manhattan several blocks in, including Seaport, the East River Greenway, Pier 35, South Cove, North Cove, Pier 34, Pier 40, and piers north of it (including the Intrepid Museum). Some seawalled, some not. But all threatened. No seawall we could budget for had ever withstood a Category 6 hurricane.

Next slide: 12th Avenue, and, to the east and descending once again, FDR Drive, Skyport Marina, East River Greenway, neighborhoods around South Street, Westville Wall Street, One New York Plaza, and, ironically, Water Street. Liberty Island and Ellis Island lay mostly under the waves, but the Statue of Liberty still towered above them, albeit concealed behind a giant cover. The Coastal Government had planned renovations, but the cover had been on for years now.

Things would get worse as sea levels continued to rise. The encroaching brine had not yet claimed the island’s interior, although the subway had been among the first casualties, but floods—especially those brought by hurricanes and larger saudicanes—reached all but the highest spots. It was only a matter of time until even Bennett Park and Fort Washington Avenue were breached. Almost nobody lived or worked on first or second floors anymore. With streets swept by blistering exxons and mass transit all but eradicated, the prime movers had left Manhattan to people like me who could actually afford to live here now. 

I sighed as I chewed. I would gladly give up the privilege of living here if some of the grandeur would return. Even if it had been founded on a rapacious worldview in steep decline. After enough repentance, perhaps Fortuna, patron goddess of New York City, would find a way to bless us once again. 

It was even worse elsewhere. Right next door, the south coast of Long Island was no longer, for part of the year, a coast. Atlantic City was drowned. Down in Washington DC, several monuments, including Jefferson’s, were watery homes to curious fishes. Hampton, Norfolk, Charleston, Savannah, Jacksonville, and the southern half of Florida: all of them vanquished by the unforgiving sea. 

Mariam was right. In such a time, we needed to light as many lamps of hope as we could. We needed motivational fuel to help Earth repair itself.

But Tien was also right. Things would not shift until pushed to. 

I dialed up black tea and sipped. 

Mariam and other Lamplighters had taught me the habit of honest self-reflection. Why did I find Tien’s alternative so alluring? Was it because of my violent past? 

"Violence," Nigel had said as we cast for bass and cod in the swollen Long Island Sound one day, "seduces us into thinking we can settle our long-term problems right now. Once enough people want to fight, the urge gets almost impossible to resist. I have felt it many times." He had seen a lot of combat. "Got an enemy? Let’s just take them out to a flat field and settle things once and for all." 

As we bobbled in the inflatable that morning under a sky of cornflower blue, I had wondered at the differences between his kind of violence and mine. A large difference was that mine had never felt like a solution. Each stabbing, clubbing, or shooting in the head or chest was one more staving off of death or worse in an endless grim game of survival. 

"In battle," I asked, "how scared were you?"

His craggy smile must have frightened his unlucky opponents. "At first, terrified. We all were. After a time, though, you get used to it." He checked his line. "Cyrano, sometimes I fell asleep under fire, and I wasn’t the only one." 

There was another difference: I had never gotten used to it. But I can’t say I was ever deeply frightened by it. The fright I grew up in felt so encompassing that violence could not make it worse, only temporarily more intense, like a throb in the throat warning you to get out of the street right now. Mostly I just felt sick and vigilant. Learning from Lamplighters to meditatively chant helped, but I heard my first incantations decades after learning to pick out the muffled crack of snapping bones. 

How much of my draw to danger and death stemmed from growing up in religious violence? Not only Faith Holder violence, but Christian. "Jesus is archetypal brother," Simeon had explained once, "to Osiris, Attis, Tammuz, Orpheus, Dionysus, and many other gods who either go to the Underworld or live there. The cults surrounding these gods have a strong death drive." That had been the most useful learning from a disastrous double date: Simeon, Brenda, me, and Meadow, the madwoman psychotherapist who had made an ass of herself by drinking too much and openly flirting with unresponsive Simeon. We had left the Chinese restaurant as soon as the bill beeped on our multiphones. 

What Simeon had said clicked. The Christians who raised me would not have recognized their own Savior if he’d walked up and shook their hand. They talked a lot and loudly about redemption, but their actions sowed hatred and shed blood. They were the hypocrites Christ had warned about.

I had devoured my burger without tasting it. Savor every bite and appreciate its earthly sources: that was the Lamplight teaching. But Lamplight was no dogma. "Dogmas bark you into submission," Mariam had observed in an impromptu lecture at the Grotto. "When they assail you from inside, pat them on the head and send them on their way. Anything but feed them or argue with them." 

I had been distracted. That was another teaching: Note the distraction, if only after the fact, and find out its hidden summons. 

When I sat back down in the recliner, Constant jumped into my lap. Talk about distractions. I scratched the star-shaped patch of white fur on her broad forehead as my eyes rested in the soft digital flames licking the wall above a rack of bookshelves cobbled together from driftwood. For a tuxedo cat she was quiet, which I appreciated. I had rescued her in kittenhood during a flood in Midtown East.

"I think," I told her as she purred, "that I need to have a heart-to-heart with Tien. Sooner rather than later." Tien and I were known to be friends, so let any listeners-in make of that what they would. 

✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦

"Kay Tristan Bormanus, Counselor at Large." 

"Present and accounted for." 

Tien nodded as she sipped her Greenwich Village. I swallowed lemonade. Gah, too sweet. We sat at noon at an imitation mahogany table in Bugsy’s on West 32nd Street. The place was nearly empty, having just opened. A skylight revealed the gray top tiers of the Empire State Building one block up. 

"I’ve never asked you," she continued, "why people call you Cyrano." 

I chuckled. "My looks, my background, and my crush on Mariam, probably. Nigel started it." 

"Naughty him." 

"I probably deserved it for calling him Lancelot."

"But his nickname didn’t stick. That I know of." 

"It did until he learned to reply with that ghastly smile of his." I finger-ordered some water, for dilution purposes. "Nigel doesn’t exactly have the kind of face that lends itself to levity at his expense." 

Tien smiled with eye crinkles and sipped again. Her own young-ageless face could be expressive but seldom was. The silken sheen of her bright white top contrasted pleasantly with her black hair and jade hoop earrings. 

When we had first sat down, my random-seeming ear tug had alerted her to go mental. Everyone on the Wisdom Council had plenty of practice carrying one conversation verbally and another through modified and encrypted short-range M2M. 

So she showed no surprise when I said, "Anyway, I’m rethinking our prior relationship conversation" out loud and this subvocally: 

—Thanks for meeting me here. I wanted to talk to you about prospects for eliminating gradualism.

Her brows rose. "The conversation in which you said you weren’t ready for a relationship and might never be?" 

Subvocally, she said, Good. I was disappointed by the lack of attention that got in our meeting earlier today. 

—Me too, actually. Our thinking has been in parallel to some extent. 

"Yes, that one. I might be coming to a different place with that if it’s not too late..."

As our conversations wove along, the owner, Sam, a balding man in an apron resembling a bulletproof vest, came to say hello and ask about refreshing our drinks. His costume fit the retro motif around us: brass-railed bar, shelves bearing old "blower" telephones, fake gold bars, framed black-and-white photos of famous New York gangsters, and even replica tommy guns crossed barrel to barrel on one wall. It was a bit much, especially for someone who grew up around real gangsters, but the food was good and the staff attentive.

At length, Tien sighed and sat back. 

I can tell you still have reservations about my plan. 

I nodded. –It doesn’t seem like much of a plan. Enlist the Erinyes to be our radical flank. 

Yes. Obviously, we’d need to work out the details. 

—Of course. I understand that. The part I really don’t favor, though, is that the Erinyes sometimes kill people. 

I have it on good authority that they’ve changed their ways since Primorsk. What a shit show. More than a dozen dead when that oil port went up. 

I stared at her. 

—Tien Dinh. What good authority? 

She squinted at me, considering. I know Alekto Malik. 

—And? 

She says they are ready to help us. 

—In return for what?

Sam returned, retreating when Tien shook her head for both of us. 

Some upgraded secure communications equipment. 

—Which the League made us promise never to share. 

She shrugged and sipped. 

What price victory over SMOKE? "The enemy of my enemy..."

A sigh raised and lowered my chest. 

—I need to think about and dream on this. Does anyone else know?

No. 

I wondered. 

I wish you were serious about reconsidering a relationship. 

I reached out and squeezed her hand. 

—The problem is me, Tien, not you. As you know, I’ve had a disastrous run of relationships. I don’t trust myself. 

I trust you more than you do. Her faint smile was sad. 

—Do you need a recap? The shrink who got drunk and hit on Simeon. The covert narcissist counselor who after two dates and a "no" did her best to destroy my friendships. The redhead with an entire secret life I found out about by accident. The—

I know, Kay. I know. I also know I’m not nuts, except for wanting to be with a man who thinks he’s unavailable. 

"Let’s keep talking about it," I said aloud, threading it into the exchange. We got up together. 

She came into my arms and kissed my cheek as one sly knee nudged an interesting place. 

"Yes, let’s." And just maybe do more than talk for a change...

✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦

The waterfront neighborhood picked clean by rauders hid itself and its abandoned lots among multi-story buildings built of brick back in the early 1800s to keep them from burning down. Rainwater had pooled in the center of the brick streets lined with bent and broken streetlamps. Despite the recent storm, the air still smelled of fish. Windows facing this lot glared into it from behind black security bars. 

I faced a young man nearly as tall as I was and carrying much more muscle. Evidently he had known the luxury of a space to work out in. He sneered as his fingers made a beckoning motion. We stood two or so meters apart on dirt much scuffled by prior fights. 

Once the Great Portland Flood had destroyed our house and most of my family with it, I was on my own, a twelve-year-old cast into the streets. Rauders had taken me in. They too had been displaced by climate chaos; in fact, many were former tech employees replaced by machines. The deal they offered was simple: food, clothing, and shelter in exchange for doing battle in the pits. 

Betting provided a substantial chunk of revenue for rauders. If you had the money, you could bet on anything to do with the bout, including who would win or lose, method of winning, pre-bout bets versus live, and, in the high-stakes games, who would live or die. My opponent was favored to win. We each had about two years of fighting experience, but by reputation he was a "maimer," one who tended to leave opponents with lasting injuries. Had he ever killed anyone? I hadn’t. 

For this no-weapons bout we wore only shorts and sneakers. I folded myself around my midsection with my right side forward, knuckles brushing my jawline, head sliding and bobbing. He came in left side forward, hands loose and dancing. My heart raced familiarly as I took deep breaths and concentrated.

He hit and kicked in short flurries, each triggering shouts from the crowd around us. Most of his tries bounced off my arms or missed as I sidestepped or ducked away and counterhit. A few landed. My nose bled. I was a bit out of practice and landed only one in three or four, including a right palm hook to his ribs that bent him briefly sideways. He lunged in to grapple and my knee caught him under the chin. He shook his head and dodged away. 

"You’ll regret that," he said in a high, tight voice. I shrugged. I was sick of the fights and couldn’t get motivated to do better despite the risk. The gladiator who first taught me would have been disappointed. 

Ducking under a heavy lead hook, I struck him near the solar plexus with my left palm. Not near enough. Although he grunted, he caught my hand and, bending the arm, was about to force my hand down to break my wrist when my right elbow arced inward to strike his chin. The concussion ran up my arm. As he let go, face blank, a sudden fury lit in me. My middle convulsed with the force of the double hammer blow pounding down onto his face. As he reeled back, my rear foot caught him in the groin.

When he collapsed, face down and doubled over, I heel-kicked his kidney, then knelt to place my right knee on his spine. Possessed by rage, I caught his thick neck in my right arm and pushed against the ground with my left foot. I was hauling on him, choking him and about to break his back, when several hands seized me and pulled me away. 

I panted and blinked around through sweaty eyes. Clapping, one or two cheers ("Jackpot!"), and a few moans of disappointment over bets lost. 

The overman of my squad walked over and smiled darkly. "Very good, Kay," Seize rumbled at me, nodding. "Very very good." His huge hand clapped me on the shoulder. "I think you’re about ready for the big time." 

My mouth was opening to protest when I woke sitting up. 

Sweaty sheets clung to me. Near my feet, Constant sat up in surprise. 

I petted her, breathing myself down. "Sorry to wake you," I said. She curled up and emitted cat snores. 

Most of the post-traumatic stress had left me, but nightmares out of my past still ambushed me now and then. This one came with a certain sense of anticipation. 

"In the morning," I said to whatever served as my unconscious, "well see what happens next." I dried off and went back to sleep. 
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rbitveil’s current CEO had inherited a raft of problems to solve, some of them quite unusual, after the previous CEO was given the boot for his irresponsible financial gambles. With money inherited from his father, he had founded a profitable satellite protection business after stealing the idea from a partner and buying her out. After the disaster of Space War I, satellite owners all over the world had been eager for orbital guardians of the kind offered by Orbitveil.

Watchkeepers had infiltrated the company, however, while the CEO got richer selling secret services to the Heartland Security Agency. Unaware that most of the Midtown HQ staff he mistreated had been gladly recruited by A 1-8, he found himself replaced by the formidable Chenoa Mankiller Peshlakai, a highly experienced Diné and Sioux administrator and leadership expert. With a firm jaw and a collaborative style, she had removed obstacles with a resolve worthy of mighty Nayenezgani. The board of directors had selected well. 

That was also the opinion of staff, administrators, executives, and Mariam Najjar, a former Orbitveil technical specialist, a one-time Watchkeeper agent, and now a leading investor. Some former agents had joined Lamplight as well. What Watchkeepers lost of their former intelligence network they made up in a friendly and more open relationship with the company. 

These recollections floated through my mind as we entered the solar glass Art Deco doors guarded by a pair of glowing guardian spheres on stonework pillars. I expected the human greeter Orbitveil preferred to the usual lobby autodesk, but Peshlekai herself stood up behind the marble-topped station and walked around to press our palms. 

She hugged Mariam. "Always a delight, my dear," she murmured, patting Mariam’s embroidered blouse as one deep brown eye winked a hello at me. I winked back, studying her. Dark purple business suits had come into fashion, it would seem. It certainly fit her better than my navy-blue coat and slacks fit me. No printer could ever get my size right. A large turquoise-and-silver clasp secured her long black hair. 

"Chenoa!" Mariam said as they separated, "The stories I hear of your many accomplishments never end! Your leadership continues to create awe."

"It does," I added. "Why your hair hasn’t gone white from all you’ve had to deal with is beyond me." 

Peshlekai laughed. "How do you know it hasn’t?" She put a hand over her heart and stood straight. "A gentlewoman never tells." 

She invited us to elevate to her fifth-floor office, which we did. A table bearing tea, oranges, apples, grapes, and rolls awaited us between tall maple shelves holding many picture books (the only kind SMOKE allowed) along with Diné baskets and small striped pots. Beautiful Klagetoh-style weavings hung from walls surrounding hand-woven rugs. I went around them (who could walk on such beauties?) and sat. Peshlekai conducted most of her business in front of her desk, not behind it. Mariam was like that too.

Small talk had never come readily to me, but they eased things by making sure to include me in the conversation as they got caught up. I had met the CEO only a few times, and always with Mariam there, but after fifteen minutes or so she asked me to call her Chenoa rather than President Peshlekai. 

One of the president’s achievements was broadening Orbitveil’s portfolio to include sun shades now that international research had highlighted their potential effectiveness. In addition to help cool the planet, the shades would also supply solar power.

"There is something I’ve wondered about," I said, "and this is too good an opportunity to miss."

"Please," Chenoa said. 

"One of the reasons the ex-military stratotanker fleet got approved to drop microscopic aerosols above the poles was that any blunder would be cleared away by the atmosphere itself. As a result, global temperatures are dropping a few degrees Centigrade a year, and the rogue winds are dying down. On the other hand, sun shades are considered ruinously expensive, about 3% of solar radiation would need to be blocked—"

"At least," Chenoa said.

"—and, depending on which method was used, the need for maintenance would be constant and expensive. So why is this a good idea?"

Chenoa smiled. "Those are a few of the objections. Others include space debris wreaking havoc on the shades, managing a swarm of ‘Dyson dots’ the size of Texas, temperature variations between Earth’s equator and the poles, inadvertent critical weather changes like droughts and monsoon collapses, photosynthesis-disrupting shadows, and so on. If only we could plant enough trees."

"Subversion of the technology by a hostile power," I added, recalling Lucas Murdock’s near-fatal assault by a powersat laser.

"Exactly. We’re still hearing about that one." 

"My understanding is that setting up at Lagrange Point 1 between Earth and Sun might eliminate the shadow and debris problems." 

"Among others," she said. "But at L1, we have the problem of a big shade drifting away in a few years."

"Could it be made of thousands of self-adjusting parts instead? Printed on the Moon and transported to L1, for example?" 

"The parts would also have to be self-repairing," Mariam said. "They would face the solar wind, solar storms, micrometeoroids..." 

"They would be more controllable than giant clouds of dust," I said. "And they would generate about 70 terawatts of solar power. Almost enough for all global demand even without the fusion plants and superconductor network." 

"A sun shade project would also create new industries, trade, and jobs on the Moon, in orbit, and elsewhere," Mariam pointed out. "In fact, the lunar economy would boom. The project could also rejuvenate the space industries, including scientific research, robotics, exploration, manufacturing, tourism, and so on." 

We fell quiet. Soft music beat in the background. Visions of heliotropic dust rings and giant parasols danced in my head. 

The two women burst into laughter. 

"All right," I said, "come clean. How much of this is already in space courtesy of Orbitveil?" 

"We’re combining two approaches," Chenoa said, pinching her cup to reheat her tea. "Testing and research. We’ve got probes at L1 and teams on the Moon scouting good locations for factories and mag launchers. In this way we build on all the research already conducted by Russian, Chinese, and Indian scientists. We proceed carefully, testing each step." 

I shook my head. "I’ve heard nothing of this, and I’m a news junkie. Or at least my AI is." 

"It’s about to break. We’re going for a worldwide collaborative approach involving research institutes, space programs, universities..."

"Toward what end?"

"Light, adjustable, transparent, and interlocking shades," Mariam said. "Thousands of them. Printers building printers to build shades. Printed up with Moon metals and launched into space. Self-repairing, inflatable, deflatable, and supervised constantly by AIs, quantputers, and humans. We test and research simultaneously. If problems arise, can adjust the shades immediately."

"Well," I said, "almost immediately. A five light-second delay to L1 if I remember correctly." L1 was four times farther away than the Moon.

"Our agreement with our investors, which include national governments, is that a rotating team of humans remain on site at all times." 

An orange call light blinked above Chenoa’s desk. 

I looked at them. "I’m sorry to have taken up so much time with this." 

Chenoa shook her head. "Not at all. It’s such an exciting topic. I’m always glad to discuss it." 

Mariam smiled at me. 

"So," Chenoa went on, rising and looking at Mariam. "A sealed conference room, as usual?" 

"Please." My eye found no change in Mariam’s expression, but she suddenly felt much more serious, even sad. 

The two embraced. Mariam led us out into the corridor so Chenoa could take her call. 

✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦  ✦

The small conference room, as bug-proof as any room on the planet, had walls tuned to one of Mariam’s favorite scenes: passing clouds as seen from just above them. Mariam was a purveyor of extreme sports involving height and velocity. Now that the winds were dying down she had taken up BASE jumping, paragliding, and skydiving, among other perilous activities. 

"I’m going closer to God," she giggled when I had asked her why. 

"I’m serious. Is it the rush? The risk?"

"Every leader needs reminders of our mortality. They keep us humble." 

We sat at a multitable with a surface resembling still water. Our arms made ripples appear on the hard surface.

Mariam cleared her throat, an unusual mannerism for her. 

"Kay, I have a difficult assignment for you, especially emotionally. I want you to feel free to say no." She rubbed her forehead with slender fingertips, sat back, and looked directly at me. The clouds made her cheeks shine softly. I waited. 

"I believe that SMOKE has planted an agent among us. Someone core. Someone we all trust, but shouldn’t. And I want you to find out who it is." 

I sat back in shock and disbelief. It was as though someone had removed a stopper from my heart to let most of the blood out. My hands rubbed my face.

"How could there possibly be a traitor?" I asked. "We screen everyone. Thoroughly. Closely." 

Lamplight was as easy to join as any religion. Easier than some, in fact. You didn’t need to believe in holy books, priesthoods, saviors, or lethal dad gods, or hate preselected outsiders you pretended to care about. We welcomed participation at whatever level people were willing to get involved. We cared for each other (including those not interested in our faith), never missionized, celebrated the seasons, and taught people how to hope and dream again. We tended imagination as a sacred path of knowing. We played together.

Being welcoming is not, however, the same as being innocently indiscreet about matters of governance. Narcissists, for example, could not become either leaders or lampwrights: the creatives who elaborate our playcred stories, rituals, and guiding fictions. We went far to keep selfish, exploitive, destructive people out of positions of responsibility. We kept eyes open for signs of emotional immaturity in our leaders.

Before admitting people to our inner circles, we checked their backgrounds (Lucas’s and Josephine Brown’s tools helped there), watched them closely for months, interviewed them thoroughly, and even used a modified version of M2M courtesy of Simeon Mackenzie, whose birth mother had left him a unit to build from. We dreamed about applicants, consulted our intuition, and asked the Powers and Primordials about them. We analyzed and scoped and scanned them. I couldn’t imagine a more thorough screening procedure. The Transdaimonic League had adapted some of our procedures for their own use.

I sighed as my eyes moved from the clouds to Mariam. "You must have your own good reasons for suspecting a traitor. May I know what they are?" 

She folded her arms, took a breath, exhaled. "First, I see a pattern in how SMOKE attacks us, including in the grottos and service centers. It’s as though they know exactly where we are weak. That’s one item."

"You ran the probabilities?"

"The AI assigns a just-above-chance level to the attacks. My felt sense says otherwise." 

"I see." 

"Heartlander clergy who preach against us know more than they should about what’s talked about in our private meetings. That probability level is even higher." 

"Hmm." 

"Although the Heartland Government generally ignores their own poor, new food and shelter programs spring up wherever we feed, clothe, and heal out in public. The programs show signs of having been planned just before we got there, not as a reaction to our activities." 

She sighed again. "Then there is intuition. Alarms are going off in my body. In my dreams. I have recurrent nightmares of fluids leaking out of containers: baskets, bowls, even a chalice in one dream." 

I knew Mariam too well to suspect her of being neurotic about something like this. She was the least neurotic person I had ever known. If there was any doubt about what she felt, she would be the first to raise it. She undoubtedly already had within herself. 

"You are a keen judge of character," she continued, "you possess street smarts beyond what the rest of us can muster, and you have counseling skills we spent years giving you."

"Shouldn’t it be someone outside the Council?"

She spread her hands. "Whom would you trust? I do know someone, but I would bring him in as an advisor if needed, not as the main investigator. So will you do it?"

"Yes," I said, "starting right now. I need to tell you about a recent mental conversation I had with Tien." 

"I know about it. She was testing you, Kay. On her own." Her smile was weary. "Tien is another reason I suspect a bad apple. She came to me last week with an idea for a trap: talk up direct action and see who bites the bait."

"Why?" 

"Her anxiety has been tapping on her shoulder. She thinks someone among us might have dealings with rauders or agents provocateurs as a means to frame us for political violence. She has seen that setup before." Yes, she would have, during the ongoing liberation of Vietnam.

"SMOKE would love that," I said, sighing. So much for Tien’s come-on. No wonder she was single.

Mariam put her head in her hands. Thick hair spilled over her wrists as ripples spread beneath her elbows. "Akh! The time is out of joint, O cursed spite." She looked up. "Thank you, Kay. I appreciate you." 

Mariam Najjar. You never asked for any of this, did you? You came to New York from Palestine to work, read, reflect, and support your family of sea fishers back home. All of which you did with admirable grace. But those deep inner fires would not be quenched, for you were never destined for mere normality. No. You had awakened to the Power voices within you even before Lucas Murdock taught you about the spirit of place. He too noticed the shine in your eyes, the glow of wisdom that no trials could dampen. 

All you wanted to do was bear witness to the miraculous at large in the world and in us. In return, you ran into every possible barrier a woman like you could encounter, including pressure to align with whatever big influences would back you. They wear at you. But your response is to fight back with soul and spirit while staying open to new possibilities. No wonder we love and admire you.

"Where do you want me to start?" I asked. 

"Wherever you feel led to." 
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