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Chapter Five:

On The Road

 


I

 


Bleach stood at the side of long,
paved road which winded its way from the west to the far eastern
horizon. He held his hand out with his thump up and waved it while
he looked expectantly to either side. He was hitching a ride,
something Grampah warned him against never, ever, doing. When
Bleach asked him what it was, Grampah showed him how.

 


Sometimes, adults were funny that
way. That you were always told not to do something, but they did it
anyway. Grampah could of hitched a ride lots of times, but he never
did. So far, Grampah needn't worry; nobody was coming,
anyway.

 


Funny how somebody built this road
and they never used it. I wonder why? How could this road possibly
be here and not be used?

 


Could they perhaps not know it was
here? That would be impossible!

As he thought these things, he
walked. The ground beneath his feet is hard and firm, radiating a
mysterious heat through the thin soles of his shoes. He liked the
feel of it, a complete contrast to the soft, wet grass and filthy
mud which drastically changed with each foot step. The road is
resolute. It goes straight ahead and around a corner, exactly where
he's headed. He knows not who put it here and for what purpose is
completely inconceivable to him. He stared at his feet, marveling
at how they moved. One foot lifted itself from the ground, moved
forward, lowered itself to the ground, and the other advanced ahead
of its brother. Right foot forward, left, right, left, right... He
envied them, they knew how to walk. He knew nothing, but they knew
how to walk. He looked ahead of himself to see where his smart feet
were taking him. He stopped.

 


After waiting a full hour, he sits
down in frustration and slowly falls asleep. He lies there,
undisturbed, in a dreamless slumber. He begins to snore.

 


Much later, he begins to have
nightmares. He dreams that Grinlab climbs out of the gaping mouth
of the volcanic mountain, Devalcrag, and stares down at him
menacingly. The little creature which had shot at him while he
sleeps now dances about his feet, about the size of an insect, and
stabs him continually in the ankle with a sword the size of sewing
needle. He stomps it with his bare foot and the giant does the same
to him.

 


He wakes with a start and hears
the same chugging, whistling, popping sound he had heard the day
his mother died coming from the west. He looks that way and sees a
cloud of dust and glint of steel, coming closer every second. He
jumps behind a boulder and hides.

 


He peeked out from behind the rock
and saw an eccentric looking old man in peculiar clothes pull up in
a bizarre, metallic vehicle. He slowed down to a crawl and called
out in a voice has somehow gaspy, friendly, and, some how, as
Grampah used to put it, with A-MAN-OF-THE-WORLD's tone ("I've been
all over the world, and, boy, the tales I can tell...") all wrapped
into one, "Hey, you there! Hop in the wagon and you climb in front
with me if you want a ride! I can't spot this damned thing on a
dime, y'know!!!"

 


Bleach did as he was told. At
least, the man did gasp. And with good reason: a miniature chimney
was attached to the front of his contraption and it gave off
grayish-black smoke which blew directly in his face. He decided to
trust the guy. Surely, somebody as peculiar as this couldn't be of
any harm to associate with. Could he? He shouldered his backpack by
both straps and jogged alongside of the wagon and leapt in. He
landed heavily on a large pile of coal which filled the wagon
halfway. This must be the power source, he thought. The wagon was
hitched to the back of the odd machine by a short length of chain.
Bleach hopped over that gap lightly and landed on the seat right
next to the old man.

 


"Graceful, ain't 'cha?" the old
man asked almost casually. He wore a leather aviator's cap with his
white hair protruding out the front over his fore head like a small
fan. Because of the exhaust, his hair was almost black at the tips
and his bushy side burns were white. His face was creased in many
places and he had crow's feet around his eyes, which made him look
very old, but the eyes themselves were bluer and more lucid than
those of any one any fraction of his age could possibly be.
Worldly. Like Grampah, we wore horn-rimmed glasses with wire
frames, which occasionally got all sooty so he had to clean them
with a dirty handkerchief while he drove with his elbows---which he
was doing at the moment.

 


He wore a red-and-white, candy
cane-striped scarf which he wrapped around his neck twice and
flapped in the breeze. Besides these things, his dress was not too
different than that of the common blacksmith, complete with brown
apron with the pockets filled with tools. He wore a leather belt
which was buckled over top of the apron he had a pair of
utilitarian boots which have appeared to have been torn and
repaired and then torn again a great deal times, considering the
various stitches on them.

 


The man held out a gloved hand,
his left, and shook Bleach's from across his body. "My name's
Athens Ford. And this, my friend is My Marvelous Machine. I
invented it. I'm going to display it at the circus. What do you
think, my lad? Isn't just a simply wonderful machine?" Athens
smiled with teeth whiter and straighter than Bleach would expected
in the mouth of such and old man. A little spark of light glinted
off of one tooth, creating a peculiar sense of goodwill, actually
making the smile seem even more benevolent than it otherwise would
of been. Then, Athens upper row of teeth popped out of his mouth
and fell in his lap. Bleach blinked. Where there had been healthy
teeth a second ago, there was only pink gums in Athen's open mouth.
"Oops!" said the toothless old man. He plucked his teeth out of his
lap, blew on the them to get the crud off which might of
accumulated on them, and put them back in his mouth. "Sorry. It's
these dang dentures of mine! They keep falling out!"

Bleach was astonished. At first,
he had been absolutely terrified by the sound of the oncoming
machine. He had thought that the malevolent machine which had
killed his mother and all of the trees in the Forest of Tears so
many years ago had finally returned to finish the job by killing
him, too. Then, he saw this strange little man roll by in this
thing which he calls his "Marvelous Machine" and he could only
wonder what else could possibly happen to him. The machine at first
resembled a wagon or a horseless carriage made out of steel and
other metals, with large, wooden cartwheels which were three or
four feet in diameter and were just as tall as his hip. The seat
which they sat abreast of each other on was comfortable and
well-padded, in fact, it was actually and old sofa which was bolted
down by the feet to keep it in place. Athens steered it with a
"wheel" made out of the iron loop of a barrel and wore tough,
leather gloves to protect his hands from getting cut by any sharp
edges he hadn't already sanded out. The workmanship was admirable,
although it was by no means perfect. Here and there, along the
body, there were dents from a misplaced swing of a hammer. It was
painted a noxious shade of green, almost florescent, and, along the
sides, "MARVELOUS MACHINE" was written in bright yellow. On the
hood, a large stencil of three balloons (one blue, a red one, and
the last was purple) were drawn with their strings tied together
and held in a disembodied hand. To the right of the balloon-holding
hand, there was a clown's smiling face with gaudy make-up on it and
it wore an orange wig.

 


Athens Ford was obviously a very
pretentious man. Having gotten the idea of taking his invention to
be shown off at a circus, he had gone to the trouble of actually
making it looked it already was part of one. If he had been
rejected by the circus's manager, Bleach had the feeling that he
might continue to stubbornly insist that they needed him, that,
after a while, they would come to him and beg on their hands and
knees for forgiveness and so on until the poor man finally knuckled
under and let Athens join up just so that he'd shut up about his
damned machine's potential for earning the circus money. He had to
admit, Athens could be just as tenacious at bartering with those
show biz types, may even more so, as he'd expected him to
be.

 


Athens was saying, "---do you
really like it? I modeled after the Little Engine that could. All
my life, no matter what task had been set before me, I tackled it
with the same determination and courage as that danged little
sucker in my favorite story. He'd always say, `I think I can, I
think I can,' and, you know what? He did! If you think you can do
something, you will. If you don't, you won't. All ya gotta do is
try!" He smiled again, this time with only his lips so his teeth
wouldn't fall out again. After a second, he showed a little bit of
teeth, then returned his attention to the road ahead.

 


Bleach asked him, "How does it
work?"

 


At that, Athens Ford stomped his
foot hard on a pedal and threw back a metal lever. The Marvelous
Machine all at once came to a screeching halt, and Bleach was
thrown forward into the dashboard by the momentum. They hadn't been
going too fast at all, but, if they were, he might of been tossed
right out of his seat and collided head-first into the hot chimney
and burned himself very badly. That was a close one!

"Why, I'll do better than tell you
how it works, I'll show you! Come with me!" Athens jumped out of
his seat onto the floor and landed as gingerly as a small child
would of. Bleach did the same, but tripped on his own two feet and
fell headlong into the dust. Athens was standing around the front
of the vehicle, waving impatiently at Bleach in the manner of a
child, eager to show a discovery to an adult, but too impatient for
them to move in their own pace. In fact, the same impatience with
which Bleach had acted with Granpa so long ago over the argument
about a towel. Dismayed, Bleach pushes up off the floor and hobbles
painfully around his side until he stands next to
Athens.

 


Athens opens the hood of his car,
revealing complex array of mechanics which would take a child as
young Bleach or an old man like his grandfather a great deal of
curmudgeonly to understand. Athens points out the parts as he goes
along. "This is a design of mine, the external combustion engine.
I'm currently drawing up plans for an internal combustion engine,
but I can't find the right materials to use. I once obtained a
special elixir from a tradesman in Nistau who said that it was a
nearly purified form of the stuff in the Black Tide. He said if I
would invest in his wares, he may someday, with my help, find a way
to actually purify that entire ocean's putrid toxins for abundant
drinking water. Of course, that all was so much poppy cock, but
I've found that the elixir is surprisingly flammable. Now, follow
me. This engine is powered by two different cycles. First, I heat
the water by burning the coal, the boiled water makes steam.
Second, the steam passes through the turbines, creating
motion.

 


"Of course, you can see that it
would not be a very good idea if I kept boiling and boiling a great
deal of water, over, and over, and over again. That would be all
fine and dandy if I lived near a major body of water and always
followed along it, but that would be both ridiculous and impossible
as I've already said that there is none abundant enough for this
task. In fact, most people get their water from cactus-es or
reconstituted whatever. So, using the process of---" said Athens in
a lecturing tone of voice used by many pompous and brilliant people
alike. The question is, what is the difference?

 


"Distillation," said Bleach. When
it came right down to it, he actually knew a great deal about how
machines worked, after all. He knew of distillation because that
was how the people in the City of Eden had kept the water in their
bath house so pure, from distilled hot spring water.

 


"Right!" said Athens. He applauded
Bleach, literally clapping his hands together. Not knowing what was
expected of him, Bleach bowed. "This tube, here, leaves the engine
after the vapor has passed through the turbines, then goes down,
along the bottom of the car," said Athens, trailing the tubing
exactly and even climbing underneath his contraption, "this prevent
the steam from re-entering the engine immediately. It goes up here,
into this chamber underneath the seat where it is cooled by a
mechanical bellows. The bellows are powered by each rotation of the
rear-left wheel, see? The liquid is then pumped back into the
engine. I guess you could say that my design is almost as efficient
as the human body. The bellows are beating heart, the water is the
engine's life blood which is continually recycled throughout the
cycle. No haste makes waste." Athens started to breath deeply, both
because he'd talked himself hoarse and also because he could tell
that Bleach needed some time to let this all sink in.

 


As a child, he had been anguished
by the way mechanical giant Grinlab had destroyed first the
Licanthos forest, then his own mother, with out even a trace of
emotion. Its face showed no trace of the characteristics of a
creature which had a conscience. It had worked its evil deeds
without mercy or a moment of pause. If it had expressed pleasure,
grinning insanely as it chopped its great ax into the flesh of each
tree, he would of felt a touch of disgust as well as fear. If it
had re-directed its fury on the millions of animals which it
displaced from their homes and even then were attacking it on all
sides to no avail, he would of also been outraged. As it was,
Grinlab was oblivious to the misery it was causing to all of those
living things. If it felt the slightest twinge of pain as the birds
pecked at its knees or the lion's teeth upon its arms or coils of a
boa constrictor around its neck, it didn't respond in the least
bit.

 


Once, after it had been completely
overrun by beasts so that, to Bleach, it looked as they were all
posing for some odd living sculpture only a complete genius or a
lunatic would conceive and only hope of accomplishing. A living
heap of inhuman creatures, of the entirety of life besides our own,
all writhing together in an orgy of ferocious violence as if they
all planned to fight to death so that only one of them would stand
victorious among a hideous slaughter to proclaim itself the
rightful King of the Jungle. A bizarre thought, but, with that most
inhuman and conscious-less mechanical wonder absolutely covered
from head to toe by the beasts which attacked it, that was the only
conclusion you could make. Then, every single creature screamed in
agony and left of their prey, fleeing in every possible direction.
Some died and fell in a lifeless pile around Grinlab and others
were trampled to death by the escaping menagerie. When they all
were gone, Grinlab stood there shining even brighter than the Suns
themselves with an incandescent yellow light for a few
seconds.

 


When it had finished, it spit out
an crude, black liquid on the heap of corpses which was the exact
color with which the entire then-blue Pax-Atlantic Ocean would
become in a year's time. It sparked once more and all of those dead
creatures were burned in a huge, ring-shaped bonfire with Grinlab
standing in the middle with a expressionless face. Afterward, after
the fires subsided, it plowed through a wall of ash and set back to
its work as if nothing at all had happened. No counter-attack, no
murder, nothing. As if it hadn't even stopped doing what it was
doing all of this time to defend itself. Most of all, it didn't
show any regret whatsoever.

 


If a machine could do all of these
things, carry out a single-minded task such as destroy the Forest
of Tears completely and indiscriminately and efficiently dispose of
whatever obstacles stood in its way, then leave once it's mission
had been completed; Bleach could accept such mindless destruction
even though it had so traumatized the rest of his life. However, to
sit here and find out that a man like Athens Ford, an inventor,
could create such a thing in the name of science and discovery of
their own potential for creating "life" out of something which
never lived was too much. Sure, Athens probably didn't make that
horrific thing which haunted his dreams with the murder of his own
mother, but the facts still stated that he could of been. Could of
made something like it and sold it to some insidious person who
then sent it on such a destructive rampage.

 


That was unthinkable. And
unforgivable.

 


Then again, looking into the
wonder-lust in the man's eyes which would of been more appropriate
in a child of, well, Bleach's age or younger, rather than the
spectacled eyes of a man perhaps sixty or eighty years old. It was
a look which seemed fundamentally out of place but strangely
reassuring in its presence. He was used to seeing older folk with a
contented, happy look in their eyes and faces, who always seemed to
be smiling confidently no matter what happened as if it had
happened to them a million times before in earlier years and they
were used to it.

 


He had even seen those of the
perpetually ill or disadvantaged who always seemed to be in some
kind of excruciating pain but were too proud to cry out in agony.
Those people looked at him, with his youth and dependably
functional body, with aether an odd measure of envy or mild
disgust. Such health is wasted on the young, is a thought he
perceived of them thinking each time he saw that particular
look.

 


But, worst of all, he had seen the
eyes of the tragically old and wretched. Their eyes were too
glassy, too pathetic, the hound-dog expression a dog would use to
beg of its master for a treat. There was no clarity in those
people's eyes, just a lost, sad expression. As if no cognizant
thoughts rattled inside their heads except endless rhetorical
question for which they had long-ago forgotten the answers: Where
am I? Who are those people? Who am I? What am I doing here? Why
can't I remember anything? This was the way he had always perceived
babies, but at least babies have their entire lives ahead of them
while the elderly have lived their entire lives but have forgotten
every nuance of them.
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