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  Gardner Dozois’s annual anthology, The Mammoth Book of Best New SF, is now a series that comprises twenty hefty volumes,1

  which require close to three and a half feet of shelf space. You will find that three-and-a-half-foot expanse of Dozois anthologies in any science-fiction library worthy of the name. Their presence

  is essential, for the Dozois book is the definitive historical record of the most fertile twenty years in the history of the science-fiction short story. Volume by volume, each anthology is an

  exciting and memorable collection. Taken all in all, though, they form a whole rather greater than the sum of their parts: an extraordinary editorial achievement, a unique encyclopedic text. And

  now we are given a book that offers us The Best of the Best – editor Dozois’s selection of the finest of the hundreds of stories that make up those twenty anthologies.




  In no way does this book, good as it is, replace those twenty anthologies. No one volume possibly could. It serves, rather, as a marker, a signifier, which by the luminous excellence of

  its material reminds us of the magnitude of Gardner Dozois’s total accomplishment in assembling this wondrous series.




  The science-fiction short story’s illustrious history goes back a long way. Beyond doubt the Greeks and the Romans wrote them – tales of robot warriors and

  imaginary voyages, some of them voyages to the moon. Closer to our own day, Hawthorne, Poe, and Verne produced what was unquestionably science fiction. More than a century ago H. G. Wells, the

  first great modern master of the form, filled the popular magazines of his day with dozens of s-f stories – “The Country of the Blind,” “The Crystal Egg,” “The

  Star,” and many more – of such surpassing inventiveness that they have held their own in print ever since. From 1911 on, the Luxembourg-born gadgeteer Hugo Gernsback began publishing

  science fiction as a regular feature of his magazines Modern Electrics and Science and Invention, and it proved so popular that in 1926 Gernsback launched Amazing Stories, the first

  magazine devoted entirely to it. (Because new stories were so hard to find at first, Gernsback filled many of the early issues with the work of Poe, Verne, and Wells.) Amazing built an avid

  readership and before long had a vigorous pair of competitors: Wonder Stories and Astounding Stories. Those were followed by a host of others, gaudy pulp magazines with names like

  Startling Stories, Planet Stories, Cosmic Stories, and Super Science Stories, and then, after World War II, came a group of less flamboyant-looking magazines aimed at more

  sophisticated readers, most notably Galaxy Science Fiction and Fantasy and Science Fiction.




  Though much of the material in the science-fiction magazines of the 1930s and 1940s was crude and ephemeral, some was not, and, inevitably, book publishers began to collect the best of it in

  anthologies. The first such volume was Phil Stong’s The Other Worlds (1941), which drew on the pulps for stories by Lester del Rey, Theodore Sturgeon, Murray Leinster, Harry Bates, and

  other well-known s-f masters of the day. Two years later, the knowledgeable Donald A. Wollheim edited The Pocket Book of Science Fiction, with stories by Sturgeon, Wells, Robert A. Heinlein,

  and more. Then, just after the war, came two major collections, both of them still of major significance: Adventures in Time and Space, edited by Raymond J. Healy and J. Francis McComas, and

  The Best of Science Fiction, edited by Groff Conklin. The Healy-McComas book, studded with classics like Asimov’s “Nightfall” and Don A. Stuart’s “Who Goes

  There?”, was drawn largely from the pages of John W. Campbell’s Astounding Science Fiction, the dominant magazine in the field during the 1940s. The Conklin anthology also leaned

  heavily on Campbell’s magazine, but cast a wider net, with extensive representation of stories from the previous decade, including many from the Gernsback magazines, as well as work by Poe,

  Wells, and Arthur Conan Doyle.




  As the science-fiction magazines grew in number and quality in the post-war years, an inevitable next development was the coming of anthologies devoted to the best stories of a single year. The

  first of these was edited by Everett F. Bleiler and T. E. Dikty, a pair of scholarly science-fiction readers with long experience in the field, and it was called, not entirely appropriately (since

  it drew entirely on material published in 1948), The Best Science Fiction Stories: 1949.




  Science fiction then was a very small entity indeed – eight or nine magazines, a dozen or so books a year produced by semi-professional publishing houses run by old-time s-f fans, and the

  very occasional short story by the likes of Robert A. Heinlein in the Saturday Evening Post or some other well-known slick magazine. So esoteric a species of reading-matter was it that

  Bleiler and Dikty found it necessary to provide their book, which was issued by the relatively minor mainstream publishing house of Frederick Fell, Inc., with two separate introductory essays

  explaining the nature and history of science fiction to uninitiated readers.




  In those days science fiction was at its best in the short lengths, and the editors of The Best Science Fiction: 1949 had plenty of splendid material to offer. There were two stories by

  Ray Bradbury, both later incorporated in The Martian Chronicles; Wilmar Shiras’s fine superchild story “In Hiding;” an excellent early Poul Anderson story, one by Isaac

  Asimov, and hal4f a dozen others, all of which would be received enthusiastically by modern readers. The book did fairly well, by the modest sales standards of its era, and the Bleiler-Dikty series

  of annual anthologies continued for another decade or so.




  Towards the end of its era the Bleiler-Dikty collection was joined by a very different sort of Best of the Year anthology edited by Judith Merril, whose sophisticated literary tastes led her to

  go far beyond the s-f magazines, offering stories by such outsiders to the field as Jorge Luis Borges, Jack Finney, Donald Barthelme, and John Steinbeck cheek-by-jowl with the more familiar

  offerings of Asimov, Sturgeon, Robert Sheckley, and Clifford D. Simak. The Merril anthology, inaugurated in 1956, also lasted about a decade; and by then science fiction had become big business,

  with new magazines founded, shows like Star Trek appearing on network television, dozens and then hundreds of novels published every year. Since the 1960s no year has gone by without its

  Best of the Year collection, and sometimes two or three simultaneously. Such distinguished science-fiction writers as Frederik Pohl, Harry Harrison, Brian Aldiss, and Lester del Rey took their

  turns at compiling annual anthologies, along with veteran book editors like Donald A. Wollheim and Terry Carr.




  When word went forth in 1983 that one more Year’s Best anthology was being assembled, this one under the editorship of Gardner Dozois, it was reasonable to expect a creditable job. Dozois

  was, after all, a capable and well-known writer himself, who had begun his career precociously with a short story in 1966 and from 1971 on had brought forth a great deal of impressively powerful

  work; he had edited a string of theme anthologies (A Day in the Life, 1972, Future Power, 1976, Another World, 1977, and many others); and for five years beginning in 1977 had

  taken over the editorship of Lester del Rey’s Best Science Fiction Stories of the Year anthology. But no one, I think, was quite prepared for the magnitude and comprehensiveness of the

  inaugural volume of the new Dozois anthology, nor could anyone have anticipated that the series would, in time, come to be the defining summation of a glorious era in science fiction.




  I have the first volume of the Dozois series before me now. It looks surprisingly like the most recent one: a thick book that announces its name in bold letters emphasizing the

  words SCIENCE FICTION, and lists on its cover the names of thirteen of its contributors. Those contributors were a stellar group, of course. Taken all together, the stories represent a shrewd

  cross-section of what was already a potent period in the history of the s-f short story.




  But that first volume was not distinguished merely by the excellence of its fiction. What gave it special importance and, eventually, immense historical value, was the thirteen-page essay

  “Summation,” in which Dozois provided a penetrating, closely analytical account of the year’s activities in the world of science-fiction publishing: comings and goings among

  editors and publishers, sales figures for bestselling books, circulation figures for magazines, thematic trends in current science fiction, news of awards and conventions, comments on recent s-f

  movies, obituaries. No previous best-of-the-year anthology had provided anything comparable. Each of the nineteen subsequent volumes has had a similar summation section, each at least as lengthy as

  the first and some much longer indeed; in and of themselves they form a continuing chronicle of the evolution of science fiction in the late twentieth century that will be of value to critics,

  historians, and readers for decades to come.




  The stories chosen by Dozois in these first twenty volumes also constitute a statement about the nature of the s-f short story in that two-decade period – a statement filtered through the

  sensibility of just one reader, of course, but a highly informed one, steeped in the history of the field, imbued with a sense of science fiction’s value both as entertainment and

  intellectual stimulation, and further augmented by the editor’s own innate knowledge, as a skilled practitioner himself, of the art of the short story. Over the years Dozois’s

  story-picking expertize has been confirmed by reader approval, demonstrated through the great number of Hugo awards conferred on Dozois-chosen stories and by the many awards given to the anthology

  itself.




  Dozois’s task as anthologist was complicated, in an odd way, by being editor of Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine. Asimov’s had already established itself as the

  outstanding magazine of the field, but under Dozois’s guidance from 1985 onwards it attained an even more powerful position of dominance, as is shown by the unparalleled fourteen Hugo awards

  for Best Editor that he received during the nineteen years of his stewardship of the magazine. John Campbell’s Astounding was similarly dominant in its day, more than half a century

  ago – but Campbell was not also the editor of a Best of the Year anthology. When Healy and McComas, in 1946, chose twenty-five of their thirty-three stories from the Campbell

  Astounding, no one was particularly surprised or upset: everyone knew that most of the superior stories of the era had been published there. And, since science-fiction writers tend naturally

  to gravitate towards their era’s top magazine, a similar concentration of the best work began appearing in the Dozois-edited Asimov’s. But Dozois as anthology editor could not

  allow himself to draw as extensively on his own magazine as Healy and McComas had drawn on Campbell’s, lest his book seem merely self-promoting; and so he was faced with the perplexing

  necessity of finding worthy stories for his anthology that had originally appeared in magazines competitive with his own.




  Examining a few randomly chosen volumes of the Dozois series, we can see how well he managed this tricky task. The fourth volume of Best New SF, published in 1990, contains twenty-five

  stories, of which just nine originated in Asimov’s: an admirable show of objectivity. The eighth volume, from 1994, includes only seven Asimov’s items out of twenty-three. The sixteenth

  volume, released in 2003, shows an eight-for-twenty-six ratio. Surely the practice of this sort of discipline required Dozois to eliminate from his anthology a great many stories from his magazine

  that must have seemed as worthy of reprinting as the ones he did choose for the book; but the fact remains that he compelled himself to look far and wide for stories and the contents pages of his

  anthologies display a broad range of fiction from every appropriate source in the field.




  One does see a certain group of authors appearing regularly in volume after volume: Connie Willis, Bruce Sterling, James Patrick Kelly, Michael Swanwick, Ian McDonald, John Kessel, Nancy Kress,

  Lucius Shepard, Mike Resnick, Greg Egan, Walter Jon Williams, and four or five others. The presence of such a cast of constant favourites would hardly be a surprise in any ongoing series of

  anthologies, which, after all, represent by definition the personal tastes of the series’ editor; but in fact Dozois’s little group of regulars were chosen for one anthology after

  another primarily because they were consistently doing the best work in the field. New writers joined the group every year: Robert Reed, for example, an unknown writer when the series began, came

  in with the sixth volume and has scarcely missed one since. The contents page of the twentieth volume gives us Maureen F. McHugh, Charles Stross, Alexander Irvine, Alastair Reynolds, Charles

  Coleman Finlay, and three or four more whose names would have meant nothing to readers a decade or so ago, but who can be expected to turn up on future contents pages of the Dozois anthology with

  great regularity in the years to come. More than thirty years after he first edited a science-fiction anthology, Gardner Dozois still maintains the ability to spot fresh new talent.




  And now, to mark the completion of the first twenty years’ run of The Mammoth Book of Best New SF, Dozois has selected The Best of the Best. Every writer whose work is included here

  knows what an immense honour it is to be chosen. For Gardner Dozois himself the book is the capstone of two decades of remarkable work. Let him revel in the pleasure of knowing that he has given

  us, here, a volume that takes its place instantly among the classic science-fiction anthologies of all time.
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  When I started work on this series I was thirty-six, just past having been a hot young Turk in the ’70s, beginning to brown and curl a bit, my son was fourteen, most of

  the famous SF writers of the Campbellian Golden Age of the ’40s and the Gold/Boucher Age of the ’50s were not only still alive but available to be talked to at most science-fiction

  conventions, and most of my peers and contemporaries were, if not new writers anymore, still on the young ends of their careers and not really well-known yet . . . and I knew several young

  hopefuls, like a local fan called Michael Swanwick, who had only four or five sales under their belts. It would be two years yet before I took over the editorship of Isaac Asimov’s Science

  Fiction Magazine.




  Now, as I sit typing in 2004, I’m an old man, my son has two children of his own (six and eight, respectively), most of the Big-Name writers who dominated the genre then are dead, and my

  peers and contemporaries, those of them who are still alive, are no longer Hot Young Turks, but rather the Big-Name writers of the field, and they are as gray and wrinkled and sagging as I am.

  Michael Swanwick is a multiple Hugo-winner. And my almost-twenty-year career as editor of Asimov’s is behind me and being coolly evaluated by critics and historians. Time washes you away in a

  flood, and by the time you can turn your head and look back, the beach has dwindled to a thin tan line behind you. There is no further shore.




  By the time you read these words, there will have been twenty volumes of The Mammoth Book of Best New SF published. Those twenty volumes together contain 6 million words of fiction,

  written by one hundred and eighty different authors. When the idea of putting a Best of the Best retrospective anthology together first occurred to me, it seemed like a straightforward task,

  perhaps even an easy one. It was not. In fact, this may have been one of the hardest jobs I’ve ever had to do (as far as putting anthologies together is concerned anyway; shoveling coal in

  the hot sun is considerably harder by any absolute standard, believe me). For one thing, in order to figure out what stories in those volumes were really the best, I had to reread a

  significant proportion of those 6 million words, especially as I found that I barely remembered some of the stories from earlier volumes.




  Doing all that reading was not the hardest part, though. Looking back through the twenty volumes only served to remind me how many good stories had appeared in the book. Even a book twice

  the size of this one wouldn’t be big enough to include all the stories that probably should be included. Since all of those stories were to my taste in the first place – which

  should hardly come as a surprise – and since taste was the usual winnowing-screen I would employ in selecting which stories to use from someone else’s anthology or magazine, how

  was I going to cut the huge crop of contenders down to a manageable number?




  For starters, although novellas have always been among my favorite stories in the Bests, and there are easily a dozen or more that ought to be in the multidimensional,

  infinitely-expansible version of this book (Michael Swanwick’s “Griffin’s Egg,” Frederic Pohl’s “Outnumbering the Dead,” Ursula K. Le Guin’s “A

  Woman’s Liberation,” Kim Stanley Robinson’s “Green Mars,” William Barton’s “Off on a Starship,” Lucius Shepard’s “R&R,” Nancy

  Kress’s “Beggars in Spain,” Robert Silverberg’s “Sailing to Byzantium,” Judith Moffett’s “Tiny Tango,” Greg Benford’s

  “Immersion,” Greg Egan’s “Oceanic,” Ian McDonald’s “The Days of Solomon Gursky,” John Kessel’s “Stories For Men,” and so many

  more), here in the real world where practical considerations of length exist, I clearly had room for no more than a few of them, if I wanted to get a large selection of authors representative of

  twenty years’ worth of Best volumes into the book.




  I was still left with the most difficult problem, though – how do you decide what the word “Best” means in this context? Do I go for the best-known stories, stories such as

  Nancy Kress’s “Beggars in Spain” and James Patrick Kelly’s “Think Like a Dinosaur,” which have been reprinted very widely and which most people have already

  seen, or do I go with other good stories by the same authors that haven’t been as ballyhooed? If I didn’t use the most famous stories, many people were going to be disappointed that

  they weren’t there. On the other hand, if I used them exclusively, I’d produce a book full of stuff that everyone’s already read and that’s largely duplicable elsewhere. The

  only solution I could see was to walk a tightrope between the two, putting in some of the most famous stories and in other cases picking more obscure and unfairly overlooked alternatives instead

  – although I’m aware that I’m taking a chance of pleasing nobody with this approach.




  The biggest decision I came to, though, was that I had to pick the stories that had made the strongest impression on me as a reader, stories that really moved or excited or impressed me,

  both on first reading years ago and on rereading now, stories that made me put down the book when I finished them, and stare off through the air, and shiver, remembering the wonders I’d just

  experienced – and that I had to pick them with no (or as little as possible, anyway) consideration for demographics, for whether I had enough big-name writers, or enough women writers, or

  enough Brits, or whatever, or whether or not I’d selected stories from all the important markets that ought to be represented. So don’t even bother to tell me that there’s too

  many stories from Asimov’s here (although several of them are from before I took over as editor, and Asimov’s has been the dominant American SF magazine of the ’80s

  and ’90s, under three different editors), I already know. Or that there’s not enough stories from Interzone, or that there ought to be something from Science Fiction Age.

  I picked the stories I had the strongest emotional reactions to, and let the chips fall where they may, as far as demographics were concerned, although no doubt I’m buying myself a lot of

  trouble with the critics by doing so. I have no doubt that a different editor could have gone through this same pool of stories and come up with a totally different selection of stories that would

  have been equally valid and equally defensible as deserving the title Best of the Best, that in fact no two readers would come up with the same list if asked to select one. Hell, a day

  earlier or a day later, I might well have come up with a different list myself.




  But it’s reassuring to remember that there really have been a lot of good stories published in this series over the course of two decades. If ever the term “embarrassment of

  riches” applies, it applies here. So I like to tell myself that even if I’d closed my eyes, stabbed out a finger, and picked stories at random, you’d probably still be getting a

  pretty good anthology out of it.




  In closing, I’d like to thank Jim Frenkel, my editor at Bluejay, who not only proposed the idea of me doing a new Best-of-the-Year series in the first place, after my Dutton series had

  died, but who insisted that it be a really big fat volume, as big as possible; I was against this idea, thinking that people wouldn’t want to spend the extra money for a big hardcover

  volume, but over the years almost every positive review has mentioned the size of the Best as a selling point and most reader feedback indicates that people like it big, so he was right and

  I was wrong. If he’d listened to me, the series might have died long ago. I’d also like to thank my own editors at St. Martin’s over the years, Stuart Moore, Gordon Van Gelder,

  Bryan Cholfin, and, today, Marc Resnick.




  I’d also like to thank the often-unsung acquisitions editors who had the good taste to buy these stories in the first place: Ellen Datlow, Shawna McCarthy, Ed Ferman, Kristine Kathryn

  Rusch, Gordon Van Gelder, David Pringle, Peter Crowther, Constance Ash, Stanley Schmidt, Greg Bear, David Bischoff, and Patrick Nielson Hayden, as well as all the editors over the last twenty years

  who bought all the stories in those twenty volumes that didn’t happen to make the cut for this particular retrospective. I’d like to thank the writers, who labored long into the

  night over keyboards in lonely rooms to write all the stories in this anthology, and all the other stories in the twenty volumes of the Best, and all the good stories that didn’t make it into
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      Born in San Diego, California, Greg Bear made his first sale at the age of fifteen to Robert Lowndes’s Famous Science Fiction, and has subsequently established

      himself as one of the top professionals in the genre. He won a Nebula Award for his pyrotechnic novella “Hardfought,” a Nebula and Hugo Award for the famous story which follows,

      “Blood Music,” which was later expanded into a novel of the same title, and a subsequent Nebula and Hugo for his story “Tangents.” He added another Nebula Award to his

      collection for his novel Darwin’s Radio. His other books include the novels Hegira, Psychlone, Beyond Heaven’s River, Strength of Stones, The Infinity Concerto, The

      Serpent Mage, Eon, Eternity, The Forge of God, Anvil of Stars, Moving Mars, Heads, Legacy, Queen of Angels, Slant, and Dinosaur Summer, as well as the collections Wind from a

      Burning Woman and Tangents, and, as editor, the original anthology New Legends, one of the best anthologies of the ’90s. His most recent books are the novels,

      Vitals and Darwin’s Children, and the monumental collection The Collected Stories of Greg Bear. He had a story in our First annual collection. He lives with his

      family just outside of Seattle, Washington.




      Bear has a sweeping, Stapeldonean vision of how different the future must inevitably be from the present. This vision of the strange, inhuman future to come is featured powerfully in the

      story that follows, which may be the first true nanotech story, even though it was written several years before the term “nanotechnology” was even coined – a chilling story

      that warns us that that inhuman future may not be hundreds of years away, or even decades away, but may instead lie waiting for us only next week, or tomorrow, or today . . . and that the true

      frontiers of exploration may not lie Out There, but rather deep inside.


    


  




  THERE IS A PRINCIPLE in nature I don’t think anyone has pointed out before. Each hour, a myriad of trillions of

  little live things – bacteria, microbes, “animalcules” – are born and die, not counting for much except in the bulk of their existence and the accumulation of their tiny

  effects. They do not perceive deeply. They do not suffer much. A hundred billion, dying, would not begin to have the same importance as a single human death.




  Within the ranks of magnitude of all creatures, small as microbes or great as humans, there is an equality of “elan,” just as the branches of a tall tree, gathered together, equal

  the bulk of the limbs below, and all the limbs equal the bulk of the trunk.




  That, at least, is the principle. I believe Vergil Ulam was the first to violate it.




  It had been two years since I’d last seen Vergil. My memory of him hardly matched the tan, smiling, well-dressed gentleman standing before me. We had made a lunch appointment over the

  phone the day before, and now faced each other in the wide double doors of the employees’ cafeteria at the Mount Freedom Medical Center.




  “Vergil?” I asked. “My God, Vergil!”




  “Good to see you, Edward.” He shook my hand firmly. He had lost ten or twelve kilos and what remained seemed tighter, better proportioned. At university, Vergil had been the pudgy,

  shock-haired, snaggle-toothed whiz kid who hot-wired doorknobs, gave us punch that turned our piss blue, and never got a date except with Eileen Termagent, who shared many of his physical

  characteristics.




  “You look fantastic,” I said. “Spend a summer in Cabo San Lucas?”




  We stood in line at the counter and chose our food. “The tan,” he said, picking out a carton of chocolate milk, “is from spending three months under a sunlamp. My teeth were

  straightened just after I last saw you. I’ll explain the rest, but we need a place to talk where no one will listen close.”




  I steered him to the smokers’ corner, where three die-hard puffers were scattered among six tables.




  “Listen, I mean it,” I said as we unloaded our trays. “You’ve changed. You’re looking good.”




  “I’ve changed more than you know.” His tone was motion-picture ominous, and he delivered the line with a theatrical lift of his brows. “How’s Gail?”




  Gail was doing well, I told him, teaching nursery school. We’d married the year before. His gaze shifted down to his food – pineapple slice and cottage cheese, piece of banana cream

  pie – and he said, his voice almost cracking, “Notice something else?”




  I squinted in concentration. “Uh.”




  “Look closer.”




  “I’m not sure. Well, yes, you’re not wearing glasses. Contacts?”




  “No. I don’t need them anymore.”




  “And you’re a snappy dresser. Who’s dressing you now? I hope she’s as sexy as she is tasteful.”




  “Candice isn’t – wasn’t responsible for the improvement in my clothes,” he said. “I just got a better job, more money to throw around. My taste in clothes is

  better than my taste in food, as it happens.” He grinned the old Vergil self-deprecating grin, but ended it with a peculiar leer. “At any rate, she’s left me, I’ve been

  fired from my job, I’m living on savings.”




  “Hold it,” I said. “That’s a bit crowded. Why not do a linear breakdown? You got a job. Where?”




  “Genetron Corp.,” he said. “Sixteen months ago.”




  “I haven’t heard of them.”




  “You will. They’re putting out common stock in the next month. It’ll shoot off the board. They’ve broken through with MABs. Medical – ”




  “I know what MABs are,” I interrupted. “At least in theory. Medically Applicable Biochips.”




  “They have some that work.”




  “What?” It was my turn to lift my brows.




  “Microscopic logic circuits. You inject them into the human body, they set up shop where they’re told and troubleshoot. With Dr. Michael Bernard’s approval.”




  That was quite impressive. Bernard’s reputation was spotless. Not only was he associated with the genetic engineering biggies, but he had made news at least once a year in his practice as

  a neurosurgeon before retiring. Covers on Time, Mega, Rolling Stone.




  “That’s supposed to be secret – stock, breakthrough, Bernard, everything.” He looked around and lowered his voice. “But you do whatever the hell you want. I’m

  through with the bastards.”




  I whistled. “Make me rich, huh?”




  “If that’s what you want. Or you can spend some time with me before rushing off to your broker.”




  “Of course.” He hadn’t touched the cottage cheese or pie. He had, however, eaten the pineapple slice and drunk the chocolate milk. “So tell me more.”




  “Well, in med school I was training for lab work. Biochemical research. I’ve always had a bent for computers, too. So I put myself through my last two years – ”




  “By selling software packages to Westinghouse,” I said.




  “It’s good my friends remember. That’s how I got involved with Genetron, just when they were starting out. They had big money backers, all the lab facilities I thought anyone

  would ever need. They hired me, and I advanced rapidly.




  “Four months and I was doing my own work. I made some breakthroughs” – he tossed his hand nonchalantly – “then I went off on tangents they thought were premature. I

  persisted and they took away my lab, handed it over to a certifiable flatworm. I managed to save part of the experiment before they fired me. But I haven’t exactly been cautious . . . or

  judicious. So now it’s going on outside the lab.”




  I’d always regarded Vergil as ambitious, a trifle cracked, and not terribly sensitive. His relations with authority figures had never been smooth. Science, for him, was like the woman you

  couldn’t possibly have, who suddenly opens her arms to you, long before you’re ready for mature love – leaving you afraid you’ll forever blow the chance, lose the prize.

  Apparently, he did. “Outside the lab? I don’t get you.”




  “Edward, I want you to examine me. Give me a thorough physical. Maybe a cancer diagnostic. Then I’ll explain more.”




  “You want a five-thousand-dollar exam?”




  “Whatever you can do. Ultrasound, NMR, thermogram, everything.”




  “I don’t know if I can get access to all that equipment. NMR full-scan has only been here a month or two. Hell, you couldn’t pick a more expensive way – ”




  “Then ultrasound. That’s all you’ll need.”




  “Vergil, I’m an obstetrician, not a glamour-boy lab-tech. OB-GYN, butt of all jokes. If you’re turning into a woman, maybe I can help you.”




  He leaned forward, almost putting his elbow into the pie, but swinging wide at the last instant by scant millimeters. The old Vergil would have hit it square. “Examine me closely and

  you’ll . . .” He narrowed his eyes. “Just examine me.”




  “So I make an appointment for ultrasound. Who’s going to pay?”




  “I’m on Blue Shield.” He smiled and held up a medical credit card. “I messed with the personnel files at Genetron. Anything up to a hundred thousand dollars medical,

  they’ll never check, never suspect.”




  He wanted secrecy, so I made arrangements. I filled out his forms myself. As long as everything was billed properly, most of the examination could take place without official

  notice. I didn’t charge for my services. After all, Vergil had turned my piss blue. We were friends.




  He came in late at night. I wasn’t normally on duty then, but I stayed late, waiting for him on the third floor of what the nurses called the Frankenstein wing. I sat on an orange plastic

  chair. He arrived, looking olive-colored under the fluorescent lights.




  He stripped, and I arranged him on the table. I noticed, first off, that his ankles looked swollen. But they weren’t puffy. I felt them several times. They seemed healthy but looked odd.

  “Hm,” I said.




  I ran the paddles over him, picking up areas difficult for the big unit to hit, and programmed the data into the imaging system. Then I swung the table around and inserted it into the enameled

  orifice of the ultrasound diagnostic unit, the hum-hole, so-called by the nurses.




  I integrated the data from the hum-hole with that from the paddle sweeps and rolled Vergil out, then set up a video frame. The image took a second to integrate, then flowed into a pattern

  showing Vergil’s skeleton. My jaw fell.




  Three seconds of that and it switched to his thoracic organs, then his musculature, and, finally, vascular system and skin.




  “How long since the accident?” I asked, trying to take the quiver out of my voice.




  “I haven’t been in an accident,” he said. “It was deliberate.”




  “Jesus, they beat you to keep secrets?”




  “You don’t understand me, Edward. Look at the images again. I’m not damaged.”




  “Look, there’s thickening here” – I indicated the ankles – “and your ribs – that crazy zigzag pattern of interlocks. Broken sometime, obviously. And

  – ”




  “Look at my spine,” he said. I rotated the image in the video frame.




  Buckminster Fuller, I thought. It was fantastic. A cage of triangular projections, all interlocking in ways I couldn’t begin to follow, much less understand. I reached around and tried to

  feel his spine with my fingers. He lifted his arms and looked off at the ceiling.




  “I can’t find it,” I said. “It’s all smooth back there.” I let go of him and looked at his chest, then prodded his ribs. They were sheathed in something tough

  and flexible. The harder I pressed, the tougher it became. Then I noticed another change.




  “Hey,” I said. “You don’t have any nipples.” There were tiny pigment patches, but no nipple formations at all.




  “See?” Vergil asked, shrugging on the white robe, “I’m being rebuilt from the inside out.”




  In my reconstruction of those hours, I fancy myself saying, “So tell me about it.” Perhaps mercifully, I don’t remember what I actually said.




  He explained with his characteristic circumlocutions. Listening was like trying to get to the meat of a newspaper article through a forest of sidebars and graphic embellishments.




  I simplify and condense.




  Genetron had assigned him to manufacturing prototype biochips, tiny circuits made out of protein molecules. Some were hooked up to silicon chips little more than a micrometer in size, then went

  through rat arteries to chemically keyed locations, to make connections with the rat tissue and attempt to monitor and even control lab-induced pathologies.




  “That was something,” he said.




  “We recovered the most complex microchip by sacrificing the rat, then debriefed it – hooked the silicon portion up to an imaging system. The computer gave us bar graphs, then a

  diagram of the chemical characteristics of about eleven centimeters of blood vessel . . . then put it all together to make a picture. We zoomed down eleven centimeters of rat artery. You never saw

  so many scientists jumping up and down, hugging each other, drinking buckets of bug juice.” Bug juice was lab ethanol mixed with Dr. Pepper.




  Eventually, the silicon elements were eliminated completely in favor of nucleoproteins. He seemed reluctant to explain in detail, but I gathered they found ways to make huge molecules – as

  large as DNA, and even more complex – into electrochemical computers, using ribosome-like structures as “encoders” and “readers” and RNA as “tape.” Vergil

  was able to mimic reproductive separation and reassembly in his nucleoproteins, incorporating program changes at key points by switching nucleotide pairs. “Genetron wanted me to switch over

  to supergene engineering, since that was the coming thing everywhere else. Make all kinds of critters, some out of our imagination. But I had different ideas.” He twiddled his finger around

  his ear and made theremin sounds. “Mad scientist time, right?” He laughed, then sobered. “I injected my best nucleoproteins into bacteria to make duplication and compounding

  easier. Then I started to leave them inside, so the circuits could interact with the cells. They were heuristically programmed; they taught themselves. The cells fed chemically coded information to

  the computers, the computers processed it and made decisions, the cells became smart. I mean, smart as planaria, for starters. Imagine an E. coli as smart as a planarian worm!”




  I nodded. “I’m imagining.”




  “Then I really went off on my own. We had the equipment, the techniques; and I knew the molecular language. I could make really dense, really complicated biochips by compounding the

  nucleoproteins, making them into little brains. I did some research into how far I could go, theoretically. Sticking with bacteria, I could make a biochip with the computing capacity of a

  sparrow’s brain. Imagine how jazzed I was! Then I saw a way to increase the complexity a thousandfold, by using something we regarded as a nuisance – quantum chit-chat between the fixed

  elements of the circuits. Down that small, even the slightest change could bomb a biochip. But I developed a program that actually predicted and took advantage of electron tunneling. Emphasized the

  heuristic aspects of the computer, used the chit-chat as a method of increasing complexity.”




  “You’re losing me,” I said.




  “I took advantage of randomness. The circuits could repair themselves, compare memories, and correct faulty elements. I gave them basic instructions: Go forth and multiply. Improve. By

  God, you should have seen some of the cultures a week later! It was amazing. They were evolving all on their own, like little cities. I destroyed them all. I think one of the petri dishes would

  have grown legs and walked out of the incubator if I’d kept feeding it.”




  “You’re kidding.” I looked at him. “You’re not kidding.”




  “Man, they knew what it was like to improve! They knew where they had to go, but they were just so limited, being in bacteria bodies, with so few resources.”




  “How smart were they?”




  “I couldn’t be sure. They were associating in clusters of a hundred to two hundred cells, each cluster behaving like an autonomous unit. Each cluster might have been as smart as a

  rhesus monkey. They exchanged information through their pili, passed on bits of memory, and compared notes. Their organization was obviously different from a group of monkeys. Their world was so

  much simpler, for one thing. With their abilities, they were masters of the petri dishes. I put phages in with them; the phages didn’t have a chance. They used every option available to

  change and grow.”




  “How is that possible?”




  “What?” He seemed surprised I wasn’t accepting everything at face value.




  “Cramming so much into so little. A rhesus monkey is not your simple little calculator, Vergil.”




  “I haven’t made myself clear,” he said, obviously irritated. “I was using nucleoprotein computers. They’re like DNA, but all the information can interact. Do you

  know how many nucleotide pairs there are in the DNA of a single bacteria?”




  It had been a long time since my last biochemistry lesson. I shook my head.




  “About two million. Add in the modified ribosome structures – fifteen thousand of them, each with a molecular weight of about three million – and consider the combinations and

  permutations. The RNA is arranged like a continuous loop paper tape, surrounded by ribosomes ticking off instructions and manufacturing protein chains . . .” His eyes were bright and slightly

  moist. “Besides, I’m not saying every cell was a distinct entity. They cooperated.”




  “How many bacteria in the dishes you destroyed?”




  “Billions. I don’t know.” He smirked. “You got it, Edward. Whole planetsful of E. coli.”




  “But Genetron didn’t fire you then?”




  “No. They didn’t know what was going on, for one thing. I kept compounding the molecules, increasing their size and complexity. When bacteria were too limited, I took blood from

  myself, separated out white cells, and injected them with the new biochips. I watched them, put them through mazes and little chemical problems. They were whizzes. Time is a lot faster at that

  level – so little distance for the messages to cross, and the environment is much simpler. Then I forgot to store a file under my secret code in the lab computers. Some managers found it and

  guessed what I was up to. Everybody panicked. They thought we’d have every social watchdog in the country on our backs because of what I’d done. They started to destroy my work and wipe

  my programs. Ordered me to sterilize my white cells. Christ.” He pulled the white robe off and started to get dressed. “I only had a day or two. I separated out the most complex cells

  – ”




  “How complex?”




  “They were clustering in hundred-cell groups, like the bacteria. Each group as smart as a four-year-old kid, maybe.” He studied my face for a moment. “Still doubting? Want me

  to run through how many nucleotide pairs there are in a mammalian cell? I tailored my computers to take advantage of the white cells’ capacity. Four billion nucleotide pairs, Edward. And they

  don’t have a huge body to worry about, taking up most of their thinking time.”




  “Okay,” I said. “I’m convinced. What did you do?”




  “I mixed the cells back into a cylinder of whole blood and injected myself with it.” He buttoned the top of his shirt and smiled thinly at me. “I’d programmed them with

  every drive I could, talked as high a level as I could using just enzymes and such. After that, they were on their own.”




  “You programmed them to go forth and multiply, improve?” I repeated.




  “I think they developed some characteristics picked up by the biochips in their E. coli phases. The white cells could talk to each other with extruded memories. They found ways to

  ingest other types of cells and alter them without killing them.”




  “You’re crazy.”




  “You can see the screen! Edward, I haven’t been sick since. I used to get colds all the time. I’ve never felt better.”




  “They’re inside you, finding things, changing them.”




  “And by now, each cluster is as smart as you or I.”




  “You’re absolutely nuts.”




  He shrugged. “Genetron fired me. They thought I was going to take revenge for what they did to my work. They ordered me out of the labs, and I haven’t had a real chance to see

  what’s been going on inside me until now. Three months.”




  “So . . .” My mind was racing. “You lost weight because they improved your fat metabolism. Your bones are stronger, your spine has been completely rebuilt – ”




  “No more backaches even if I sleep on my old mattress.”




  “Your heart looks different.”




  “I didn’t know about the heart,” he said, examining the frame image more closely. “As for the fat – I was thinking about that. They could increase my brown cells,

  fix up the metabolism. I haven’t been as hungry lately. I haven’t changed my eating habits that much – I still want the same old junk – but somehow I get around to eating

  only what I need. I don’t think they know what my brain is yet. Sure, they’ve got all the glandular stuff – but they don’t have the big picture, if you see what I

  mean. They don’t know I’m in here. But boy, they sure did figure out what my reproductive organs are.”




  I glanced at the image and shifted my eyes away.




  “Oh, they look pretty normal,” he said, hefting his scrotum obscenely. He snickered. “But how else do you think I’d land a real looker like Candice? She was just after a

  one-night stand with a techie. I looked okay then, no tan but trim, with good clothes. She’d never screwed a techie before. Joke time, right? But my little geniuses kept us up half the night.

  I think they made improvements each time. I felt like I had a goddamned fever.”




  His smile vanished. “But then one night my skin started to crawl. It really scared me. I thought things were getting out of hand. I wondered what they’d do when they crossed the

  blood-brain barrier and found out about me – about the brain’s real function. So I began a campaign to keep them under control. I figured, the reason they wanted to get into the

  skin was the simplicity of running circuits across a surface. Much easier than trying to maintain chains of communication in and around muscles, organs, vessels. The skin was much more direct. So I

  bought a quartz lamp.” He caught my puzzled expression. “In the lab, we’d break down the protein in biochip cells by exposing them to ultraviolet light. I alternated sunlamp with

  quartz treatments. Keeps them out of my skin and gives me a nice tan.”




  “Give you skin cancer, too,” I commented.




  “They’ll probably take care of that. Like police.”




  “Okay. I’ve examined you, you’ve told me a story I still find hard to believe . . . what do you want me to do?”




  “I’m not as nonchalant as I act, Edward. I’m worried. I’d like to find some way to control them before they find out about my brain. I mean, think of it, they’re in

  the trillions by now, each one smart. They’re cooperating to some extent. I’m probably the smartest thing on the planet, and they haven’t even begun to get their act together. I

  don’t really want them to take over.” He laughed unpleasantly. “Steal my soul, you know? So think of some treatment to block them. Maybe we can starve the little buggers. Just

  think on it.” He buttoned his shirt. “Give me a call.” He handed me a slip of paper with his address and phone number. Then he went to the keyboard and erased the image on the

  frame, dumping the memory of the examination. “Just you,” he said. “Nobody else for now. And please . . . hurry.”




  It was three o’clock in the morning when Vergil walked out of the examination room. He’d allowed me to take blood samples, then shaken my hand – his palm was damp, nervous

  – and cautioned me against ingesting anything from the specimens.




  Before I went home, I put the blood through a series of tests. The results were ready the next day.




  I picked them up during my lunch break in the afternoon, then destroyed all of the samples. I did it like a robot. It took me five days and nearly sleepless nights to accept what I’d seen.

  His blood was normal enough, though the machines diagnosed the patient as having an infection. High levels of leukocytes – white blood cells – and histamines. On the fifth day, I

  believed.




  Gail came home before I did, but it was my turn to fix dinner. She slipped one of the school’s disks into the home system and showed me video art her nursery kids had been creating. I

  watched quietly, ate with her in silence.




  I had two dreams, part of my final acceptance. In the first, that evening, I witnessed the destruction of the planet Krypton, Superman’s home world. Billions of superhuman geniuses went

  screaming off in walls of fire. I related the destruction to my sterilizing the samples of Vergil’s blood.




  The second dream was worse. I dreamed that New York City was raping a woman. By the end of the dream, she gave birth to little embryo cities, all wrapped up in translucent sacs, soaked with

  blood from the difficult labor.




  I called him on the morning of the sixth day. He answered on the fourth ring. “I have some results,” I said. “Nothing conclusive. But I want to talk with you. In

  person.”




  “Sure,” he said. “I’m staying inside for the time being.” His voice was strained; he sounded tired.




  Vergil’s apartment was in a fancy high-rise near the lake shore. I took the elevator up, listening to little advertising jingles and watching dancing holograms display products, empty

  apartments for rent, the building’s hostess discussing social activities for the week.




  Vergil opened the door and motioned me in. He wore a checked robe with long sleeves and carpet slippers. He clutched an unlit pipe in one hand, his fingers twisting it back and forth as he

  walked away from me and sat down, saying nothing.




  “You have an infection,” I said.




  “Oh?”




  “That’s all the blood analyses tell me. I don’t have access to the electron microscopes.”




  “I don’t think it’s really an infection,” he said. “After all, they’re my own cells. Probably something else . . . some sign of their presence, of the change.

  We can’t expect to understand everything that’s happening.”




  I removed my coat. “Listen,” I said, “you really have me worried now.” The expression on his face stopped me: a kind of frantic beatitude. He squinted at the ceiling and

  pursed his lips.




  “Are you stoned?” I asked.




  He shook his head, then nodded once, very slowly. “Listening,” he said.




  “To what?”




  “I don’t know. Not sounds . . . exactly. Like music. The heart, all the blood vessels, friction of blood along the arteries, veins. Activity. Music in the blood.” He looked at

  me plaintively. “Why aren’t you at work?”




  “My day off. Gail’s working.”




  “Can you stay?”




  I shrugged. “I suppose.” I sounded suspicious. I glanced around the apartment, looking for ashtrays, packs of papers.




  “I’m not stoned, Edward,” he said. “I may be wrong, but I think something big is happening. I think they’re finding out who I am.”




  I sat down across from Vergil, staring at him intently. He didn’t seem to notice. Some inner process involved him. When I asked for a cup of coffee, he motioned to the kitchen. I boiled a

  pot of water and took a jar of instant from the cabinet. With cup in hand, I returned to my seat. He twisted his head back and forth, eyes open. “You always knew what you wanted to be,

  didn’t you?” he asked.




  “More or less.”




  “A gynecologist. Smart moves. Never false moves. I was different. I had goals, but no direction. Like a map without roads, just places to be. I didn’t give a shit for anything,

  anyone but myself. Even science. Just a means. I’m surprised I got so far. I even hated my folks.”




  He gripped his chair arms.




  “Something wrong?” I asked.




  “They’re talking to me,” he said. He shut his eyes.




  For an hour he seemed to be asleep. I checked his pulse, which was strong and steady, felt his forehead – slightly cool – and made myself more coffee. I was looking through a

  magazine, at a loss what to do, when he opened his eyes again. “Hard to figure exactly what time is like for them,” he said. “It’s taken them maybe three, four days to

  figure out language, key human concepts. Now they’re on to it. On to me. Right now.”




  “How’s that?”




  He claimed there were thousands of researchers hooked up to his neurons. He couldn’t give details. “They’re damned efficient, you know,” he said. “They

  haven’t screwed me up yet.”




  “We should get you into the hospital now.”




  “What in hell could other doctors do? Did you figure out any way to control them? I mean, they’re my own cells.”




  “I’ve been thinking. We could starve them. Find out what metabolic differences – ”




  “I’m not sure I want to be rid of them,” Vergil said. “They’re not doing any harm.”




  “How do you know?”




  He shook his head and held up one finger. “Wait. They’re trying to figure out what space is. That’s tough for them: They break distances down into concentrations of chemicals.

  For them, space is like intensity of taste.”




  “Vergil – ”




  “Listen! Think, Edward!” His tone was excited but even. “Something big is happening inside me. They talk to each other across the fluid, through membranes. They tailor

  something – viruses? – to carry data stored in nucleic acid chains. I think they’re saying ‘RNA.’ That makes sense. That’s one way I programmed them. But

  plasmidlike structures, too. Maybe that’s what your machines think is a sign of infection – all their chattering in my blood, packets of data. Tastes of other individuals. Peers.

  Superiors. Subordinates.”




  “Vergil, I still think you should be in a hospital.”




  “This is my show, Edward,” he said. “I’m their universe. They’re amazed by the new scale.” He was quiet again for a time. I squatted by his chair and pulled

  up the sleeve to his robe. His arm was crisscrossed with white lines. I was about to go to the phone when he stood and stretched. “Do you realize,” he said, “how many body cells

  we kill each time we move?”




  “I’m going to call for an ambulance,” I said.




  “No, you aren’t.” His tone stopped me. “I told you, I’m not sick, this is my show. Do you know what they’d do to me in a hospital? They’d be like

  cavemen trying to fix a computer. It would be a farce.”




  “Then what the hell am I doing here?” I asked, getting angry. “I can’t do anything. I’m one of those cavemen.”




  “You’re a friend,” Vergil said, fixing his eyes on me. I had the impression I was being watched by more than just Vergil. “I want you here to keep me company.” He

  laughed. “But I’m not exactly alone.”




  He walked around the apartment for two hours, fingering things, looking out windows, slowly and methodically fixing himself lunch. “You know, they can actually feel their own

  thoughts,” he said about noon. “I mean, the cytoplasm seems to have a will of its own, a kind of subconscious life counter to the rationality they’ve only recently acquired. They

  hear the chemical ‘noise’ of the molecules fitting and unfitting inside.”




  At two o’clock, I called Gail to tell her I would be late. I was almost sick with tension, but I tried to keep my voice level. “Remember Vergil Ulam? I’m talking with him right

  now.”




  “Everything okay?” she asked.




  Was it? Decidedly not. “Fine,” I said.




  “Culture!” Vergil said, peering around the kitchen wall at me. I said good-bye and hung up the phone. “They’re always swimming in that bath of information. Contributing

  to it. It’s a kind of gestalt thing. The hierarchy is absolute. They send tailored phages after cells that don’t interact properly. Viruses specified to individuals or groups. No

  escape. A rouge cell gets pierced by the virus, the cell blebs outward, it explodes and dissolves. But it’s not just a dictatorship. I think they effectively have more freedom than in a

  democracy. I mean, they vary so differently from individual to individual. Does that make sense? They vary in different ways than we do.”




  “Hold it,” I said, gripping his shoulders. “Vergil, you’re pushing me to the edge. I can’t take this much longer. I don’t understand, I’m not sure I

  believe – ”




  “Not even now?”




  “Okay, let’s say you’re giving me the right interpretation. Giving it to me straight. Have you bothered to figure out the consequences yet? What all this means, where it might

  lead?”




  He walked into the kitchen and drew a glass of water from the tap then returned and stood next to me. His expression had changed from childish absorption to sober concern. “I’ve

  never been very good at that.”




  “Are you afraid?”




  “I was. Now, I’m not sure.” He fingered the tie of his robe. “Look, I don’t want you to think I went around you, over your head or something. But I met with Michael

  Bernard yesterday. He put me through his private clinic, took specimens. Told me to quit the lamp treatments. He called this morning, just before you did. He says it all checks out. And he asked me

  not to tell anybody.” He paused and his expression became dreamy again. “Cities of cells,” he continued. “Edward, they push tubes through the tissues, spread information

  – ”




  “Stop it!” I shouted. “Checks out? What checks out?”




  “As Bernard puts it, I have ‘severely enlarged macrophages’ throughout my system. And he concurs on the anatomical changes.”




  “What does he plan to do?”




  “I don’t know. I think he’ll probably convince Genetron to reopen the lab.”




  “Is that what you want?”




  “It’s not just having the lab again. I want to show you. Since I stopped the lamp treatments, I’m still changing.” He undid his robe and let it slide to the floor. All

  over his body, his skin was crisscrossed with white lines. Along his back, the lines were starting to form ridges.




  “My God,” I said.




  “I’m not going to be much good anywhere else but the lab soon. I won’t be able to go out in public. Hospitals wouldn’t know what to do, as I said.”




  “You’re . . . you can talk to them, tell them to slow down,” I said, aware how ridiculous that sounded.




  “Yes, indeed I can, but they don’t necessarily listen.”




  “I thought you were their god or something.”




  “The ones hooked up to my neurons aren’t the big wheels. They’re researchers, or at least serve the same function. They know I’m here, what I am, but that doesn’t

  mean they’ve convinced the upper levels of the hierarchy.”




  “They’re disputing?”




  “Something like that. It’s not all that bad, anyway. If the lab is reopened, I have a home, a place to work.” He glanced out the window, as if looking for someone. “I

  don’t have anything left but them. They aren’t afraid, Edward. I’ve never felt so close to anything before.” The beatific smile again. “I’m responsible for them.

  Mother to them all.”




  “You have no way of knowing what they’re going to do.”




  He shook his head.




  “No, I mean it. You say they’re like a civilization – ”




  “Like a thousand civilizations.”




  “Yes, and civilizations have been known to screw up. Warfare, the environment – ”




  I was grasping at straws, trying to restrain a growing panic. I wasn’t competent to handle the enormity of what was happening. Neither was Vergil. He was the last person I would have

  called insightful and wise about large issues.




  “But I’m the only one at risk.”




  “You don’t know that. Jesus, Vergil, look what they’re doing to you!”




  “To me, all to me!” he said. “Nobody else.”




  I shook my head and held up my hands in a gesture of defeat. “Okay, so Bernard gets them to reopen the lab, you move in, become a guinea pig. What then?”




  “They treat me right. I’m more than just good old Vergil Ulam now. I’m a goddamned galaxy, a super-mother.”




  “Super-host, you mean.” He conceded the point with a shrug.




  I couldn’t take any more. I made my exit with a few flimsy excuses, then sat in the lobby of the apartment building, trying to calm down. Somebody had to talk some sense into him. Who

  would he listen to? He had gone to Bernard. . . .




  And it sounded as if Bernard was not only convinced, but very interested. People of Bernard’s stature didn’t coax the Vergil Ulams of the world along unless they felt it was to their

  advantage.




  I had a hunch, and I decided to play it. I went to a pay phone, slipped in my credit card, and called Genetron.




  “I’d like you to page Dr. Michael Bernard,” I told the receptionist.




  “Who’s calling, please?”




  “This is his answering service. We have an emergency call and his beeper doesn’t seem to be working.”




  A few anxious minutes later, Bernard came on the line. “Who the hell is this?” he asked. “I don’t have an answering service.”




  “My name is Edward Milligan. I’m a friend of Vergil Ulam’s. I think we have some problems to discuss.”




  We made an appointment to talk the next morning.




  I went home and tried to think of excuses to keep me off the next day’s hospital shift. I couldn’t concentrate on medicine, couldn’t give my patients anywhere near the

  attention they deserved.




  Guilty, angry, afraid.




  That was how Gail found me. I slipped on a mask of calm and we fixed dinner together. After eating, holding onto each other, we watched the city lights come on in late twilight

  through the bayside window. Winter starlings pecked at the yellow lawn in the last few minutes of light, then flew away with a rising wind which made the windows rattle.




  “Something’s wrong,” Gail said softly. “Are you going to tell me, or just act like everything’s normal?”




  “It’s just me,” I said. “Nervous. Work at the hospital.”




  “Oh, lord,” she said, sitting up. “You’re going to divorce me for that Baker woman.” Mrs. Baker weighed three hundred and sixty pounds and hadn’t known she

  was pregnant until her fifth month.




  “No,” I said, listless.




  “Rapturous relief,” Gail said, touching my forehead lightly. “You know this kind of introspection drives me crazy.”




  “Well, it’s nothing I can talk about yet, so . . .” I patted her hand.




  “That’s disgustingly patronizing,” she said, getting up. “I’m going to make some tea. Want some?” Now she was miffed, and I was tense with not telling.




  Why not just reveal all? I asked myself. An old friend was turning himself into a galaxy.




  I cleared away the table instead. That night, unable to sleep, I looked down on Gail in bed from my sitting position, pillow against the wall, and tried to determine what I knew was real, and

  what wasn’t.




  I’m a doctor, I told myself. A technical, scientific profession. I’m supposed to be immune to things like future shock.




  Vergil Ulam was turning into a galaxy.




  How would it feel to be topped off with a trillion Chinese? I grinned in the dark and almost cried at the same time. What Vergil had inside him was unimaginably stranger than Chinese. Stranger

  than anything I – or Vergil – could easily understand. Perhaps ever understand.




  But I knew what was real. The bedroom, the city lights faint through gauze curtains. Gail sleeping. Very important. Gail in bed, sleeping.




  The dream returned. This time the city came in through the window and attacked Gail. It was a great, spiky lighted-up prowler, and it growled in a language I couldn’t understand, made up

  of auto horns, crowd noises, construction bedlam. I tried to fight it off, but it got to her – and turned into a drift of stars, sprinkling all over the bed, all over everything. I jerked

  awake and stayed up until dawn, dressed with Gail, kissed her, savored the reality of her human, unviolated lips.




  I went to meet with Bernard. He had been loaned a suite in a big downtown hospital; I rode the elevator to the sixth floor, and saw what fame and fortune could mean.




  The suite was tastefully furnished, fine serigraphs on wood-paneled walls, chrome and glass furniture, cream-colored carpet, Chinese brass, and wormwood-grain cabinets and tables.




  He offered me a cup of coffee, and I accepted. He took a seat in the breakfast nook, and I sat across from him, cradling my cup in moist palms. He wore a dapper gray suit and had graying hair

  and a sharp profile. He was in his mid sixties and he looked quite a bit like Leonard Bernstein.




  “About our mutual acquaintance,” he said. “Mr. Ulam. Brilliant. And, I won’t hesitate to say, courageous.”




  “He’s my friend. I’m worried about him.”




  Bernard held up one finger. “Courageous – and a bloody damned fool. What’s happening to him should never have been allowed. He may have done it under duress, but that’s

  no excuse. Still, what’s done is done. He’s talked to you, I take it.”




  I nodded. “He wants to return to Genetron.”




  “Of course. That’s where all his equipment is. Where his home probably will be while we sort this out.”




  “Sort it out – how? Why?” I wasn’t thinking too clearly. I had a slight headache.




  “I can think of a large number of uses for small, superdense computer elements with a biological base. Can’t you? Genetron has already made breakthroughs, but this is something else

  again.”




  “What do you envision?”




  Bernard smiled. “I’m not really at liberty to say. It’ll be revolutionary.




  We’ll have to get him in lab conditions. Animal experiments have to be conducted. We’ll start from scratch, of course. Vergil’s . . . um . . . colonies can’t be

  transferred. They’re based on his own white blood cells. So we have to develop colonies that won’t trigger immune reactions in other animals.”




  “Like an infection?” I asked.




  “I suppose there are comparisons. But Vergil is not infected.”




  “My tests indicate he is.”




  “That’s probably the bits of data floating around in his blood, don’t you think?”




  “I don’t know.”




  “Listen, I’d like you to come down to the lab after Vergil is settled in. Your expertise might be useful to us.”




  Us. He was working with Genetron hand in glove. Could he be objective? “How will you benefit from all this?”




  “Edward, I have always been at the forefront of my profession. I see no reason why I shouldn’t be helping here. With my knowledge of brain and nerve functions, and the research

  I’ve been conducting in neurophysiology – ”




  “You could help Genetron hold off an investigation by the government,” I said.




  “That’s being very blunt. Too blunt, and unfair.”




  “Perhaps. Anyway, yes: I’d like to visit the lab when Vergil’s settled in. If I’m still welcome, bluntness and all.” He looked at me sharply. I wouldn’t be

  playing on his team; for a moment, his thoughts were almost nakedly apparent.




  “Of course,” Bernard said, rising with me. He reached out to shake my hand. His palm was damp. He was as nervous as I was, even if he didn’t look it.




  I returned to my apartment and stayed there until noon, reading, trying to sort things out. Reach a decision. What was real, what I needed to protect.




  There is only so much change anyone can stand: innovation, yes, but slow application. Don’t force. Everyone has the right to stay the same until they decide otherwise.




  The greatest thing in science since . . .




  And Bernard would force it. Genetron would force it. I couldn’t handle the thought. “Neo-Luddite,” I said to myself. A filthy accusation.




  When I pressed Vergil’s number on the building security panel, Vergil answered almost immediately. “Yeah,” he said. He sounded exhilarated. “Come on up. I’ll be in

  the bathroom. Door’s unlocked.”




  I entered his apartment and walked through the hallway to the bathroom. Vergil lay in the tub, up to his neck in pinkish water. He smiled vaguely and splashed his hands. “Looks like I slit

  my wrists, doesn’t it?” he said softly. “Don’t worry. Everything’s fine now. Genetron’s going to take me back. Bernard just called.” He pointed to the

  bathroom phone and intercom.




  I sat on the toilet and noticed the sunlamp fixture standing unplugged next to the linen cabinets. The bulbs sat in a row on the edge of the sink counter. “You’re sure that’s

  what you want,” I said, my shoulders slumping.




  “Yeah, I think so,” he said. “They can take better care of me. I’m getting cleaned up, going over there this evening. Bernard’s picking me up in his limo. Style.

  From here on in, everything’s style.”




  The pinkish color in the water didn’t look like soap. “Is that bubble bath?” I asked. Some of it came to me in a rush then and I felt a little weaker; what had occurred to me

  was just one more obvious and necessary insanity.




  “No,” Vergil said. I knew that already.




  “No,” he repeated, “it’s coming from my skin. They’re not telling me everything, but I think they’re sending out scouts. Astronauts.” He looked at me

  with an expression that didn’t quite equal concern; more like curiosity as to how I’d take it.




  The confirmation made my stomach muscles tighten as if waiting for a punch. I had never even considered the possibility until now, perhaps because I had been concentrating on other aspects.

  “Is this the first time?” I asked.




  “Yeah,” he said. He laughed. “I’ve half a mind to let the little buggers down the drain. Let them find out what the world’s really about.”




  “They’d go everywhere,” I said.




  “Sure enough.”




  “How . . . how are you feeling?”




  “I’m feeling pretty good now. Must be billions of them.” More splashing with his hands. “What do you think? Should I let the buggers out?”




  Quickly, hardly thinking, I knelt down beside the tub. My fingers went for the cord on the sunlamp and I plugged it in. He had hot-wired doorknobs, turned my piss blue, played a thousand dumb

  practical jokes and never grown up, never grown mature enough to understand that he was sufficiently brilliant to transform the world; he would never learn caution.




  He reached for the drain knob. “You know, Edward, I – ”




  He never finished. I picked up the fixture and dropped it into the tub, jumping back at the flash of steam and sparks. Vergil screamed and thrashed and jerked and then everything was still,

  except for the low, steady sizzle and the smoke wafting from his hair.




  I lifted the toilet lid and vomited. Then I clenched my nose and went into the living room. My legs went out from under me and I sat abruptly on the couch.




  After an hour, I searched through Vergil’s kitchen and found bleach, ammonia, and a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. I returned to the bathroom, keeping the center of my gaze away from

  Vergil. I poured first the booze, then the bleach, then the ammonia into the water. Chlorine started bubbling up and I left, closing the door behind me.




  The phone was ringing when I got home. I didn’t answer. It could have been the hospital. It could have been Bernard. Or the police. I could envision having to explain everything to the

  police. Genetron would stonewall; Bernard would be unavailable.




  I was exhausted, all my muscles knotted with tension and whatever name one can give to the feelings one has after –




  Committing genocide?




  That certainly didn’t seem real. I could not believe I had just murdered a hundred trillion intelligent beings. Snuffed a galaxy. It was laughable. But I didn’t laugh.




  It was easy to believe that I had just killed one human being, a friend. The smoke, the melted lamp rods, the drooping electrical outlet and smoking cord.




  Vergil.




  I had dunked the lamp into the tub with Vergil.




  I felt sick. Dreams, cities raping Gail (and what about his girlfriend, Candice?). Letting the water filled with them out. Galaxies sprinkling over us all. What horror. Then again, what

  potential beauty – a new kind of life, symbiosis and transformation.




  Had I been thorough enough to kill them all? I had a moment of panic. Tomorrow, I thought, I will sterilize his apartment. Somehow, I didn’t even think of Bernard.




  When Gail came in the door, I was asleep on the couch. I came to, groggy, and she looked down at me.




  “You feeling okay?” she asked, perching on the edge of the couch. I nodded.




  “What are you planning for dinner?” My mouth didn’t work properly. The words were mushy. She felt my forehead.




  “Edward, you have a fever,” she said. “A very high fever.”




  I stumbled into the bathroom and looked in the mirror. Gail was close behind me. “What is it?” she asked.




  There were lines under my collar, around my neck. White lines, like freeways. They had already been in me a long time, days.




  “Damp palms,” I said. So obvious.




  I think we nearly died. I struggled at first, but in minutes I was too weak to move. Gail was just as sick within an hour.




  I lay on the carpet in the living room, drenched in sweat. Gail lay on the couch, her face the color of talcum, eyes closed, like a corpse in an embalming parlor. For a time I thought she was

  dead. Sick as I was, I raged – hated, felt tremendous guilt at my weakness, my slowness to understand all the possibilities. Then I no longer cared. I was too weak to blink, so I closed my

  eyes and waited.




  There was a rhythm in my arms, my legs. With each pulse of blood, a kind of sound welled up within me, like an orchestra thousands strong, but not playing in unison; playing whole seasons of

  symphonies at once. Music in the blood. The sound became harsher, but' more coordinated, wave-trains finally canceling into silence, then separating into harmonic beats.




  The beats seemed to melt into me, into the sound of my own heart.




  First, they subdued our immune responses. The war – and it was a war, on a scale never before known on Earth, with trillions of combatants – lasted perhaps two days.




  By the time I regained enough strength to get to the kitchen faucet, I could feel them working on my brain, trying to crack the code and find the god within the protoplasm. I drank until I was

  sick, then drank more moderately and took a glass to Gail. She sipped at it. Her lips were cracked, her eyes bloodshot and ringed with yellowish crumbs. There was some color in her skin. Minutes

  later, we were eating feebly in the kitchen.




  “What in hell is happening?” was the first thing she asked. I didn’t have the strength to explain. I peeled an orange and shared it with her. “We should call a

  doctor,” she said. But I knew we wouldn’t. I was already receiving messages; it was becoming apparent that any sensation of freedom we experienced was illusory.




  The messages were simple at first. Memories of commands, rather than the commands themselves, manifested themselves in my thoughts. We were not to leave the apartment – a concept which

  seemed quite abstract to those in control, even if undesirable – and we were not to have contact with others. We would be allowed to eat certain foods and drink tap water for the time

  being.




  With the subsidence of the fevers, the transformations were quick and drastic. Almost simultaneously, Gail and I were immobilized. She was sitting at the table, I was kneeling on the floor. I

  was able barely to see her in the corner of my eye.




  Her arm developed pronounced ridges.




  They had learned inside Vergil; their tactics within the two of us were very different. I itched all over for about two hours – two hours in hell – before they made the breakthrough

  and found me. The effort of ages on their timescale paid off and they communicated smoothly and directly with this great, clumsy intelligence who had once controlled their universe.




  They were not cruel. When the concept of discomfort and its undesirability was made clear, they worked to alleviate it. They worked too effectively. For another hour, I was in a sea of bliss,

  out of all contact with them.




  With dawn the next day, they gave us freedom to move again; specifically, to go to the bathroom. There were certain waste products they could not deal with. I voided those – my urine was

  purple – and Gail followed suit. We looked at each other vacantly in the bathroom. Then she managed a slight smile. “Are they talking to you?” she asked. I nodded. “Then

  I’m not crazy.”




  For the next twelve hours, control seemed to loosen on some levels. I suspect there was another kind of war going on in me. Gail was capable of limited motion, but no more.




  When full control resumed, we were instructed to hold each other. We did not hesitate.




  “Eddie . . .” she whispered. My name was the last sound I ever heard from outside.




  Standing, we grew together. In hours, our legs expanded and spread out. Then extensions grew to the windows to take in sunlight, and to the kitchen to take water from the sink. Filaments soon

  reached to all corners of the room, stripping paint and plaster from the walls, fabric and stuffing from the furniture.




  By the next dawn, the transformation was complete.




  I no longer have any clear view of what we look like. I suspect we resemble cells – large, flat, and filamented cells, draped purposefully across most of the apartment. The great shall

  mimic the small.




  Our intelligence fluctuates daily as we are absorbed into the minds within. Each day, our individuality declines. We are, indeed, great clumsy dinosaurs. Our memories have been taken over by

  billions of them, and our personalities have been spread through the transformed blood.




  Soon there will be no need for centralization.




  Already the plumbing has been invaded. People throughout the building are undergoing transformation.




  Within the old time frame of weeks, we will reach the lakes, rivers, and seas in force.




  I can barely begin to guess the results. Every square inch of the planet will teem with thought. Years from now, perhaps much sooner, they will subdue their own individuality – what there

  is of it.




  New creatures will come, then. The immensity of their capacity for thought will be inconceivable.




  All my hatred and fear is gone now.




  I leave them – us – with only one question.




  How many times has this happened, elsewhere? Travelers never came through space to visit the Earth. They had no need.




  They had found universes in grains of sand.
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      Here he confronts us with a power old and cold and strange, one as chameleonic as it is implacable.


    


  




  IT MIGHT HAVE BEEN a child’s drawing of a ship. He blinked, and blinked again. There were masts and sails, surely.

  One stack, perhaps another. If the ship were really there at all. He went back to his father’s beach cottage, climbed the five wooden steps, wiped his feet on the coco mat.




  Lissy was still in bed, but awake, sitting up now. It must have been the squeaking of the steps, he thought. Aloud he said, “Sleep good?”




  He crossed the room and kissed her. She caressed him and said, “You shouldn’t go swimming without a suit, dear wonderful swimmer. How was the Pacific?”




  “Peaceful. Cold. It’s too early for people to be up, and there’s nobody within a mile of here anyway.”




  “Get into bed then. How about the fish?”




  “Salt water makes the sheets sticky. The fish have seen them before.” He went to the corner, where a showerhead poked from the wall. The beach cottage – Lissy called it a cabin

  – had running water of the sometimes and rusty variety.




  “They might bite ’em off. Sharks, you know. Little ones.”




  “Castrating woman.” The shower coughed, doused him with icy spray, coughed again.




  “You look worried.”




  “No.”




  “Is it your dad?”




  He shook his head, then thrust it under the spray, fingers combing his dark, curly hair.




  “You think he’ll come out here? Today?”




  He withdrew, considering. “If he’s back from Washington, and he knows we’re here.”




  “But he couldn’t know, could he?”




  He turned off the shower and grabbed a towel, already damp and a trifle sandy. “I don’t see how.”




  “Only he might guess.” Lissy was no longer smiling. “Where else could we go? Hey, what did we do with my underwear?”




  “Your place. Your folks’. Any motel.”




  She swung long, golden legs out of bed, still holding the sheet across her lap. Her breasts were nearly perfect hemispheres, except for the tender protrusions of their pink nipples. He decided

  he had never seen breasts like that. He sat down on the bed beside her. “I love you very much,” he said. “You know that?”




  It made her smile again. “Does that mean you’re coming back to bed?”




  “If you want me to.”




  “I want a swimming lesson. What will people say if I tell them I came here and didn’t go swimming.”




  He grinned at her. “That it’s that time of the month.”




  “You know what you are? You’re filthy!” She pushed him. “Absolutely filthy! I’m going to bite your ears off.” Tangled in the sheet, they fell off the bed

  together. “There they are!”




  “There what are?”




  “My bra and stuff. We must have kicked them under the bed. Where are our bags?”




  “Still in the trunk. I never carried them in.”




  “Would you get mine? My swimsuit’s in it.”




  “Sure,” he said.




  “And put on some pants!”




  “My suit’s in my bag too.” He found his trousers and got the keys to the Triumph. Outside the sun was higher, the chill of the fall morning nearly gone. He looked for the ship

  and saw it. Then it winked out like a star.




  That evening they made a fire of driftwood and roasted the big, greasy Italian sausages he had brought from town, making giant hot dogs by clamping them in French bread. He had

  brought red supermarket wine too; they chilled it in the Pacific. “I never ate this much in my life,” Lissy said.




  “You haven’t eaten anything yet.”




  “I know, but just looking at this sandwich would make me full if I wasn’t so hungry.” She bit off the end. “Cuff tough woof.”




  “What?”




  “Castrating woman. That’s what you called me this morning, Tim. Now this is a castrating woman.”




  “Don’t talk with your mouth full.”




  “You sound like my mother. Give me some wine. You’re hogging it.”




  He handed the bottle over. “It isn’t bad, if you don’t object to a complete lack of character.”




  “I sleep with you, don’t I?”




  “I have character, it’s just all rotten.”




  “You said you wanted to get married.”




  “Let’s go. You can finish that thing in the car.”




  “You drank half the bottle. You’re too high to drive.”




  “Bullshoot.”




  Lissy giggled. “You just said bullshoot. Now that’s character!”




  He stood up. “Come on, let’s go. It’s only five hundred miles to Reno. We can get married there in the morning.”




  “You’re serious, aren’t you?”




  “If you are.”




  “Sit down.”




  “You were testing me,” he said. “That’s not fair, now is it?”




  “You’ve been so worried all day. I wanted to see if it was about me – if you thought you’d made a terrible mistake.”




  “We’ve made a mistake,” he said. “I was trying to fix it just now.”




  “You think your dad is going to make it rough for you – ”




  “Us.”




  “ – for us because it might hurt him in the next election.”




  He shook his head. “Not that. All right, maybe partly that. But he means it too. You don’t understand him.”




  “I’ve got a father myself.”




  “Not like mine. Ryan was almost grown up before he left Ireland. Taught by nuns and all that. Besides, I’ve got six older brothers and two sisters. You’re the oldest kid.

  Ryan’s probably at least fifteen years older than your folks.”




  “Is that really his name? Ryan Neal?”




  “His full name is Timothy Ryan Neal, the same as mine. I’m Timothy, Junior. He used Ryan when he went into politics because there was another Tim Neal around then, and we’ve

  always called me Tim to get away from the Junior.”




  “I’m going to call him Tim again, like the nuns must have when he was young. Big Tim. You’re Little Tim.”




  “Okay with me. I don’t know if Big Tim is going to like it.”




  Something was moving, it seemed, out where the sun had set. Something darker against the dark horizon.




  “What made you Junior anyway? Usually it’s the oldest boy.”




  “He didn’t want it, and would never let Mother do it. But she wanted to, and I was born during the Democratic convention that year.”




  “He had to go, of course.”




  “Yeah, he had to go, Lissy. If you don’t understand that, you don’t understand politics at all. They hoped I’d hold off for a few days, and what the hell, Mother’d

  had eight with no problems. Anyway he was used to it – he was the youngest of seven boys himself. So she got to call me what she wanted.”




  “But then she died.” The words sounded thin and lonely against the pounding of the surf.




  “Not because of that.”




  Lissy upended the wine bottle; he saw her throat pulse three times. “Will I die because of that, Little Tim?”




  “I don’t think so.” He tried to think of something gracious and comforting. “If we decide we want children, that’s the risk I have to take.”




  “You have to take? Bullshoot.”




  “That both of us have to take. Do you think it was easy for Ryan, raising nine kids by himself?”




  “You love him, don’t you?”




  “Sure I love him. He’s my father.”




  “And now you think you might be ruining things for him. For my sake.”




  “That’s not why I want us to be married, Lissy.”




  She was staring into the flames; he was not certain she had even heard him. “Well, now I know why his pictures look so grim. So gaunt.”




  He stood up again. “If you’re through eating . . .”




  “You want to go back to the cabin? You can screw me right here on the beach – there’s nobody here but us.”




  “I didn’t mean that.”




  “Then why go in there and look at the walls? Out here we’ve got the fire and the ocean. The moon ought to be up pretty soon.”




  “It would be warmer.”




  “With just that dinky little kerosene stove? I’d rather sit here by the fire. In a minute I’m going to send you off to get me some more wood. You can run up to the cabin and

  get a shirt too if you want to.”




  “I’m okay.”




  “Traditional roles. Big Tim must have told you all about them. The woman has the babies and keeps the home fires burning. You’re not going to end up looking like him though, are you,

  Little Tim?”




  “I suppose so. He used to look just like me.”




  “Really?”




  He nodded. “He had his picture taken just after he got into politics. He was running for ward committeeman, and he had a poster made. We’ve still got the picture, and it looks like

  me with a high collar and a funny hat.”




  “She knew, didn’t she?” Lissy said. For a moment he did not understand what she meant. “Now go and get some more wood. Only don’t wear yourself out, because when

  you come back we’re going to take care of that little thing that’s bothering you, and we’re going to spend the night on the beach.”




  When he came back she was asleep, but he woke her carrying her up to the beach cottage.




  Next morning he woke up alone. He got up and showered and shaved, supposing that she had taken the car into town to get something for breakfast. He had filled the coffee pot

  and put it on before he looked out the shore-side window and saw the Triumph still waiting near the road.




  There was nothing to be alarmed about, of course. She had awakened before he had and gone out for an early dip. He had done the same thing himself the morning before. The little patches of green

  cloth that were her bathing suit were hanging over the back of a rickety chair, but then they were still damp from last night. Who would want to put on a damp, clammy suit? She had gone in naked,

  just as he had.




  He looked out the other window, wanting to see her splashing in the surf, waiting for him. The ship was there, closer now, rolling like a derelict. No smoke came from its clumsy funnel and no

  sails were set, but dark banners hung from its rigging. Then there was no ship, only wheeling gulls and the empty ocean. He called her name, but no one answered.




  He put on his trunks and a jacket and went outside. A wind had smoothed the sand. The tide had come, obliterating their fire, reclaiming the driftwood he had gathered.




  For two hours he walked up and down the beach, calling, telling himself there was nothing wrong. When he forced himself not to think of Lissy dead, he could only think of the headlines, the

  ninety seconds of ten o’clock news, how Ryan would look, how Pat – all his brothers – would look at him. And when he turned his mind from that, Lissy was dead again, her pale hair

  snarled with kelp as she rolled in the surf, green crabs feeding from her arms.




  He got into the Triumph and drove to town. In the little brick station he sat beside the desk of a fat cop and told his story.




  The fat cop said, “Kid, I can see why you want us to keep it quiet.”




  Tim said nothing. There was a paperweight on the desk – a baseball of white glass.




  “You probably think we’re out to get you, but we’re not. Tomorrow we’ll put out a missing persons report, but we don’t have to say anything about you or the senator

  in it, and we won’t.”




  “Tomorrow?”




  “We got to wait twenty-four hours, in case she should show up. That’s the law. But kid – ” The fat cop glanced at his notes.




  “Tim.”




  “Right. Tim. She ain’t going to show up. You got to get yourself used to that.”




  “She could be . . .” Without wanting to, he let it trail away.




  “Where? You think she snuck off and went home? She could walk out to the road and hitch, but you say her stuff’s still there. Kidnapped? Nobody could have pulled her out of bed

  without waking you up. Did you kill her?”




  “No!” Tears he could not hold back were streaming down his cheeks.




  “Right. I’ve talked to you and I don’t think you did. But you’re the only one that could have. If her body washes up, we’ll have to look into that.”




  Tim’s hands tightened on the wooden arms of the chair. The fat cop pushed a box of tissues across the desk.




  “Unless it washes up, though, it’s just a missing person, okay? But she’s dead, kid, and you’re going to have to get used to it. Let me tell you what happened.” He

  cleared his throat.




  “She got up while you were still asleep, probably about when it started to get light. She did just what you thought she did – went out for a nice refreshing swim before you woke up.

  She went out too far, and probably she got a cramp. The ocean’s cold as hell now. Maybe she yelled, but if she did she was too far out, and the waves covered it up. People think drowners

  holler like fire sirens, but they don’t – they don’t have that much air. Sometimes they don’t make any noise at all.”




  Tim stared at the gleaming paperweight.




  “The current here runs along the coast – you probably know that. Nobody ought to go swimming without somebody else around, but sometimes it seems like everybody does it. We lose a

  dozen or so a year. In maybe four or five cases we find them. That’s all.”




  The beach cottage looked abandoned when he returned. He parked the Triumph and went inside and found the stove still burning, his coffee perked to tar. He took the pot outside,

  dumped the coffee, scrubbed the pot with beach sand and rinsed it with salt water. The ship, which had been invisible through the window of the cottage, was almost plain when he stood waist deep.

  He heaved the coffee pot back to shore and swam out some distance, but when he straightened up in the water, the ship was gone.




  Back inside he made fresh coffee and packed Lissy’s things in her suitcase. When that was done, he drove into town again. Ryan was still in Washington, but Tim told his secretary where he

  was. “Just in case anybody reports me missing,” he said.




  She laughed. “It must be pretty cold for swimming.”




  “I like it,” he told her. “I want to have at least one more long swim.”




  “All right, Tim. When he calls, I’ll let him know. Have a good time.”




  “Wish me luck,” he said, and hung up. He got a hamburger and more coffee at a Jack-in-the-Box and went back to the cottage and walked a long way along the beach.




  He had intended to sleep that night, but he did not. From time to time he got up and looked out the window at the ship, sometimes visible by moonlight, sometimes only a dark presence in the

  lower night sky. When the first light of dawn came, he put on his trunks and went into the water.




  For a mile or more, as well as he could estimate the distance, he could not see it. Then it was abruptly close, the long oars like the legs of a water spider, the funnel belching sparks against

  the still-dim sky, sparks that seemed to become new stars.




  He swam faster then, knowing that if the ship vanished he would turn back and save himself, knowing too that if it only retreated before him, retreated forever, he would drown. It disappeared

  behind a cobalt wave, reappeared. He sprinted and grasped at the sea-slick shaft of an oar, and it was like touching a living being. Quite suddenly he stood on the deck, with no memory of how he

  came there.




  Bare feet pattered on the planks, but he saw no crew. A dark flag lettered with strange script flapped aft, and some vague recollection of a tour of a naval ship with his father years before

  made him touch his forehead. There was a sound that might have been laughter or many other things. The captain’s cabin would be aft too, he thought. He went there, bracing himself against the

  wild roll, and found a door.




  Inside, something black crouched upon a dais. “I’ve come for Lissy,” Tim said.




  There was no reply, but a question hung in the air. He answered it almost without intending to. “I’m Timothy Ryan Neal, and I’ve come for Lissy. Give her back to me.”




  A light, it seemed, dissolved the blackness. Cross-legged on the dais, a slender man in tweeds sucked at a long clay pipe. “It’s Irish, are ye?” he asked.




  “American,” Tim said.




  “With such a name? I don’t believe ye. Where’s yer feathers?”




  “I want her back,” Tim said again.




  “An’ if ye don’t get her?”




  “Then I’ll tear this ship apart. You’ll have to kill me or take me too.”




  “Spoken like a true son of the ould sod,” said the man in tweeds. He scratched a kitchen match on the sole of his boot and lit his pipe. “Sit down, will ye? I don’t fancy

  lookin’ up like that. It hurts me neck. Sit down, and ’tis possible we can strike an agreement.”




  “This is crazy,” Tim said. “The whole thing is crazy.”




  “It is that,” the man in tweeds replied. “An’ there’s much, much more comin’. Ye’d best brace for it, Tim me lad. Now sit down.”




  There was a stout wooden chair behind Tim where the door had been. He sat. “Are you about to tell me you’re a leprechaun? I warn you, I won’t believe it.”




  “Me? One o’ them scamperin’, thievin’, cobblin’, little misers? I’d shoot meself. Me name’s Daniel O’Donoghue, King o’ Connaught. Do ye

  believe that, now?”




  “No,” Tim said.




  “What would ye believe then?”




  “That this is – some way, somehow – what people call a saucer. That you and your crew are from a planet of another sun.”




  Daniel laughed. “Tis a close encounter you’re havin’, is it? Would ye like to see me as a tiny green man wi’ horns like a snail’s? I can do that too.”




  “Don’t bother.”




  “All right, I won’t, though ’tis a good shape. A man can take it and be whatever he wants, one o’ the People o’ Peace or a bit o’ a man from Mars. I’ve

  used it for both, and there’s nothin’ better.”




  “You took Lissy,” Tim said.




  “And how would ye be knowin’ that?”




  “I thought she’d drowned.”




  “Did ye now?”




  “And that this ship – or whatever it is – was just a sign, an omen. I talked to a policeman and he as good as told me, but I didn’t really think about what he said until

  last night, when I was trying to sleep.”




  “Is it a dream yer havin’? Did ye ever think on that?”




  “If it’s a dream, it’s still real,” Tim said doggedly. “And anyway, I saw your ship when I was awake, yesterday and the day before.”




  “Or yer dreamin’ now ye did. But go on wi’ it.”




  “He said Lissy couldn’t have been abducted because I was in the same bed, and that she’d gone out for a swim in the morning and drowned. But she could have been abducted, if

  she had gone out for the swim first. If someone had come for her with a boat. And she wouldn’t have drowned, because she didn’t swim good enough to drown. She was afraid of the water.

  We went in yesterday, and even with me there, she would hardly go in over her knees. So it was you.”




  “Yer right, ye know,” Daniel said. He formed a little steeple of his fingers. “Twas us.”




  Tim was recalling stories that had been read to him when he was a child. “Fairies steal babies, don’t they? And brides. Is that why you do it? So we’ll think that’s who

  you are?”




  “Bless ye, ’tis true,” Daniel told him. “Tis the Fair Folk we are. The jinn o’ the desert too, and the saucer riders ye say ye credit, and forty score more. Would

  ye be likin’ to see me wi’ me goatskin breeches and me panpipe?” He chuckled. “Have ye never wondered why we’re so much alike the world over? Or thought that we

  don’t always know just which shape’s the best for a place, so the naiads and the dryads might as well be the ladies o’ the Deeny Shee? Do ye know what the folk o’ the

  Barb’ry Coast call the hell that’s under their sea?”




  Tim shook his head.




  “Why, ’tis Domdaniel. I wonder why that is, now. Tim, ye say ye want this girl.”




  “That’s right.”




  “An’ ye say there’ll be trouble and plenty for us if ye don’t have her. But let me tell ye now that if ye don’t get her, wi’ our blessin’ to boot,

  ye’ll drown. – Hold your tongue, can’t ye, for ’tis worse than that. – If ye don’t get her wi’ our blessin’, ’twill be seen that ye were

  drownin’ now. Do ye take me meaning?”




  “I think so. Close enough.”




  “Ah, that’s good, that is. Now here’s me offer. Do ye remember how things stood before we took her?”




  “Of course.”




  “They’ll stand so again, if ye but do what I tell ye. ’Tis yerself that will remember, Tim Neal, but she’ll remember nothin’. An’ the truth of it is,

  there’ll be nothin’ to remember, for it’ll all be gone, every stick of it. This policeman ye spoke wi’, for instance. Ye’ve me word that ye will not have done

  it.”




  “What do I have to do?” Tim asked.




  “Service. Serve us. Do whatever we ask of ye. We’d sooner have a broth of a girl like yer Lissy than a great hulk of a lad like yerself, but then too, we’d sooner be

  havin’ one that’s willin’, for the unwillin’ girls are everywhere – I don’t doubt but ye’ve seen it yerself. A hundred years, that’s all we ask of

  ye. ’Tis short enough, like Doyle’s wife. Will ye do it?”




  “And everything will be the same, at the end, as it was before you took Lissy?”




  “Not everythin’, I didn’t say that. Ye’ll remember, don’t ye remember me sayin’ so? But for her and all the country round, why ’twill be the

  same.”




  “All right,” Tim said. “I’ll do it.”




  “’Tis a brave lad ye are. Now I’ll tell ye what I’ll do. I said a hundred years, to which ye agreed – ”




  Tim nodded.




  “ – but I’ll have no unwillin’ hands about me boat, nor no ungrateful ones neither. I’ll make it twenty. How’s that? Sure and I couldn’t say fairer,

  could I?”




  Daniel’s figure was beginning to waver and fade; the image of the dark mass Tim had seen first hung about it like a cloud.




  “Lay yerself on yer belly, for I must put me foot upon yer head. Then the deal’s done.”




  The salt ocean was in his mouth and his eyes. His lungs burst for breath. He revolved in the blue chasm of water, tried to swim, at last exploded gasping into the air.




  The King had said he would remember, but the years were fading already. Drudging, dancing, buying, spying, prying, waylaying, and betraying when he walked in the world of men. Serving something

  that he had never wholly understood. Sailing foggy seas that were sometimes of this earth. Floating among the constellations. The years and the slaps and the kicks were all fading, and with them

  (and he rejoiced in it) the days when he had begged.




  He lifted an arm, trying to regain his old stroke, and found that he was very tired. Perhaps he had never really rested in all those years. Certainly, he could not recall resting. Where was he?

  He paddled listlessly, not knowing if he were swimming away from land, if he were in the center of an ocean. A wave elevated him, a long, slow swell of blue under the gray sky. A glory – the

  rising or perhaps the setting sun – shone to his right. He swam toward it, caught sight of a low coast.




  He crawled onto the sand and lay there for a time, his back struck by drops of spray like rain. Near his eyes, the beach seemed nearly black. There were bits of charcoal,

  fragments of half-burned wood. He raised his head, pushing away the earth, and saw an empty bottle of greenish glass nearly buried in the wet sand.




  When he was able at last to rise, his limbs were stiff and cold. The dawnlight had become daylight, but there was no warmth in it. The beach cottage stood only about a hundred yards away, one

  window golden with sunshine that had entered from the other side, the walls in shadow. The red Triumph gleamed beside the road.




  At the top of a small dune he turned and looked back out to sea. A black freighter with a red and white stack was visible a mile or two out, but it was only a freighter. For a moment he felt a

  kind of regret, a longing for a part of his life that he had hated but that was now gone forever. I will never be able to tell her what happened, he thought. And then, Yes I will, if only I let her

  think I’m just making it up. And then, No wonder so many people tell so many stories. Goodbye to all that.




  The steps creaked under his weight, and he wiped the sand from his feet on the coco mat. Lissy was in bed. When she heard the door open she sat up, then drew up the sheet to cover her

  breasts.




  “Big Tim,” she said. “You did come. Tim and I were hoping you would.”




  When he did not answer, she added, “He’s out having a swim, I think. He should be around in a minute.”




  And when he still said nothing. “We’re – Tim and I – we’re going to be married.”
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      Lucius Shepard was one of the most popular, influential, and prolific of the new writers of the ’80s, and that decade and much of the decade that followed would see a

      steady stream of bizarre and powerfully compelling stories by Shepard, stories such as the landmark novella “R&R,” which won him a Nebula Award in 1987, “The Jaguar

      Hunter,” “Black Coral,” “A Spanish Lesson,” “The Man Who Painted the Dragon Griaule,” “Shades,” “A Traveller’s Tale,”

      “Human History,” “How the Wind Spoke at Madaket,” “Beast of the Heartland,” “The Scalehunter’s Beautiful Daughter,” and “Barnacle

      Bill the Spacer,” which won him a Hugo Award in 1993. In 1988, he picked up a World Fantasy Award for his monumental short-story collection The Jaguar Hunter, following it in 1992

      with a second World Fantasy Award for his second collection, The Ends of the Earth.




      In the mid to late ’90s, Shepard’s production slowed dramatically, but in the new century he has returned to something like his startling prolificacy of old; by my count, Shepard

      published at least ten or eleven stories in 2003 alone, many of them novellas, including three almost-novel-length chapbooks, Louisiana Breakdown, Floater, and Colonel

      Rutherford’s Colt. Nor has the quality of his work slipped – stories like “Radiant Green Star,” “Only Partially There,” and “Liar’s

      House” deserve to be ranked among his best work ever, and his “Over Yonder” won him the Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award. And it may be that he’s only beginning to hit

      his stride. Shepard’s other books include the novels Green Eyes, Kalimantan, The Golden, and the collection Barnacle Bill the Spacer. His stories have appeared in our First,

      Second, Third, Fourth, Fifth snd Fourteenth annual collections. His most recent books are two new collections, Trujillo and Two Trains Running. Born in Lynchburg, Virginia, he now

      lives in Vancouver, Washington.




      In the harrowing story that follows, the first to make me really sit up and take serious notice of Shepard as a writer, he shows us that we do learn from the experience of war – the

      only question is, learn what?


    


  




  THREE WEEKS BEFORE they wasted Tecolutla, Dantzler had his baptism of fire. The platoon was crossing a meadow at the foot

  of an emerald-green volcano, and being a dreamy sort, he was idling along, swatting tall grasses with his rifle barrel and thinking how it might have been a first-grader with crayons who had

  devised this elementary landscape of a perfect cone rising into a cloudless sky, when cap-pistol noises sounded on the slope. Someone screamed for the medic, and Dantzler dove into the grass,

  fumbling for his ampules. He slipped one from the dispenser and popped it under his nose, inhaling frantically; then, to be on the safe side, he popped another – “A double helpin’

  of martial arts,” as DT would say – and lay with his head down until the drugs had worked their magic. There was dirt in his mouth, and he was very afraid.




  Gradually his arms and legs lost their heaviness, and his heart rate slowed. His vision sharpened to the point that he could see not only the pinpricks of fire blooming on the slope, but also

  the figures behind them, half-obscured by brush. A bubble of grim anger welled up in his brain, hardened to a fierce resolve, and he started moving toward the volcano. By the time he reached the

  base of the cone, he was all rage and reflexes. He spent the next forty minutes spinning acrobatically through the thickets, spraying shadows with bursts of his M-18; yet part of his mind remained

  distant from the action, marveling at his efficiency, at the comic-strip enthusiasm he felt for the task of killing. He shouted at the men he shot, and he shot them many more times than was

  necessary, like a child playing soldier.




  “Playin’ my ass!” DT would say. “You just actin’ natural.”




  DT was a firm believer in the ampules; though the official line was that they contained tailored RNA compounds and pseudoendorphins modified to an inhalant form, he held the opinion that they

  opened a man up to his inner nature. He was big, black, with heavily muscled arms and crudely stamped features, and he had come to the Special Forces direct from prison, where he had done a stretch

  for attempted murder; the palms of his hands were covered by jail tattoos – a pentagram and a horned monster. The words DIE HIGH were painted on his helmet. This was his second tour in

  Salvador, and Moody – who was Dantzler’s buddy – said the drugs had addled DT’s brains, that he was crazy and gone to hell.




  “He collects trophies,” Moody had said. “And not just ears like they done in ’Nam.”




  When Dantzler had finally gotten a glimpse of the trophies, he had been appalled. They were kept in a tin box in DT’s pack and were nearly unrecognizable; they looked like withered brown

  orchids. But despite his revulsion, despite the fact that he was afraid of DT, he admired the man’s capacity for survival and had taken to heart his advice to rely on the drugs.




  On the way back down the slope they discovered a live casualty, an Indian kid about Dantzler’s age, nineteen or twenty. Black hair, adobe skin, and heavy-lidded brown eyes. Dantzler, whose

  father was an anthropologist and had done fieldwork in Salvador, figured him for a Santa Ana tribesman; before leaving the States, Dantzler had pored over his father’s notes, hoping this

  would give him an edge, and had learned to identify the various regional types. The kid had a minor leg wound and was wearing fatigue pants and a faded COKE ADDS LIFE

  T-shirt. This T-shirt irritated DT no end.




  “What the hell you know ’bout Coke?” he asked the kid as they headed for the chopper that was to carry them deeper into Morazán Province. “You think it’s

  funny or somethin’?” He whacked the kid in the back with his rifle butt, and when they reached the chopper, he slung him inside and had him sit by the door. He sat beside him, tapped

  out a joint from a pack of Kools, and asked, “Where’s Infante?”




  “Dead,” said the medic.




  “Shit!” DT licked the joint so it would burn evenly. “Goddamn beaner ain’t no use ’cept somebody else know Spanish.”




  “I know a little,” Dantzler volunteered.




  Staring at Dantzler, DT’s eyes went empty and unfocused. “Naw,” he said. “You don’t know no Spanish.”




  Dantzler ducked his head to avoid DT’s stare and said nothing; he thought he understood what DT meant, but he ducked away from the understanding as well. The chopper bore them aloft, and

  DT lit the joint. He let the smoke out his nostrils and passed the joint to the kid, who accepted gratefully.




  “Qué sabor!” he said, exhaling a billow; he smiled and nodded, wanting to be friends.




  Dantzler turned his gaze to the open door. They were flying low between the hills, and looking at the deep bays of shadow in their folds acted to drain away the residue of the drugs, leaving him

  weary and frazzled. Sunlight poured in, dazzling the oil-smeared floor.




  “Hey, Dantzler!” DT had to shout over the noise of the rotors. “Ask him whass his name!”




  The kid’s eyelids were drooping from the joint, but on hearing Spanish he perked up; he shook his head, though, refusing to answer. Dantzler smiled and told him not to be afraid.




  “Ricardo Quu,” said the kid.




  “Kool!” said DT with false heartiness. “Thass my brand!” He offered his pack to the kid.




  “Gracias, no.” The kid waved the joint and grinned.




  “Dude’s named for a goddamn cigarette,” said DT disparagingly, as if this were the height of insanity.




  Dantzler asked the kid if there were more soldiers nearby, and once again received no reply; but, apparently sensing in Dantzler a kindred soul, the kid leaned forward and spoke rapidly, saying

  that his village was Santander Jiménez, that his father was – he hesitated – a man of power. He asked where they were taking him. Dantzler returned a stony glare. He found it

  easy to reject the kid, and he realized later this was because he had already given up on him.




  Latching his hands behind his head, DT began to sing – a wordless melody. His voice was discordant, barely audible above the rotors; but the tune had a familiar ring and Dantzler soon

  placed it. The theme from “Star Trek.” It brought back memories of watching TV with his sister, laughing at the low-budget aliens and Scotty’s Actors’ Equity accent. He

  gazed out the door again. The sun was behind the hills, and the hillsides were unfeatured blurs of dark green smoke. Oh, God, he wanted to be home, to be anywhere but Salvador! A couple of the guys

  joined in the singing at DT’s urging, and as the volume swelled, Dantzler’s emotion peaked. He was on the verge of tears, remembering tastes and sights, the way his girl Jeanine had

  smelled, so clean and fresh, not reeking of sweat and perfume like the whores around Ilopango – finding all this substance in the banal touchstone of his culture and the illusions of the

  hillsides rushing past. Then Moody tensed beside him, and he glanced up to learn the reason why.




  In the gloom of the chopper’s belly, DT was as unfeatured as the hills – a black presence ruling them, more the leader of a coven than a platoon. The other two guys were singing

  their lungs out, and even the kid was getting into the spirit of things. “Música!” he said at one point, smiling at everybody, trying to fan the flame of good feeling. He

  swayed to the rhythm and essayed a “la-la” now and again. But no one else was responding.




  The singing stopped, and Dantzler saw that the whole platoon was staring at the kid, their expressions slack and dispirited.




  “Space!” shouted DT, giving the kid a little shove. “The final frontier!”




  The smile had not yet left the kid’s face when he toppled out the door. DT peered after him; a few seconds later he smacked his hand against the floor and sat back, grinning. Dantzler felt

  like screaming, the stupid horror of the joke was so at odds with the languor of his homesickness. He looked to the others for reaction. They were sitting with their heads down, fiddling with

  trigger guards and pack straps, studying their bootlaces, and seeing this, he quickly imitated them.




  Morazán Province was spook country. Santa Ana spooks. Flights of birds had been reported to attack patrols; animals appeared at the perimeters of campsites and vanished

  when you shot at them; dreams afflicted everyone who ventured there. Dantzler could not testify to the birds and animals, but he did have a recurring dream. In it the kid DT had killed was

  pinwheeling down through a golden fog, his T-shirt visible against the roiling backdrop, and sometimes a voice would boom out of the fog, saying, “You are killing my son.” No, no,

  Dantzler would reply, it wasn’t me, and besides, he’s already dead. Then he would wake covered with sweat, groping for his rifle, his heart racing.




  But the dream was not an important terror, and he assigned it no significance. The land was far more terrifying. Pine-forested ridges that stood out against the sky like fringes of electrified

  hair; little trails winding off into thickets and petering out, as if what they led to had been magicked away; gray rock faces along which they were forced to walk, hopelessly exposed to ambush.

  There were innumerable booby traps set by the guerrillas, and they lost several men to rockfalls. It was the emptiest place of Dantzler’s experience. No people, no animals, just a few hawks

  circling the solitudes between the ridges. Once in a while they found tunnels, and these they blew with the new gas grenades; the gas ignited the rich concentrations of hydrocarbons and sent flame

  sweeping through the entire system. DT would praise whoever had discovered the tunnel and would estimate in a loud voice how many beaners they had “refried.” But Dantzler knew they were

  traversing pure emptiness and burning empty holes. Days, under debilitating heat, they humped the mountains, traveling seven, eight, even ten klicks up trails so steep that frequently the feet of

  the guy ahead of you would be on a level with your face; nights, it was cold, the darkness absolute, the silence so profound that Dantzler imagined he could hear the great humming vibration of the

  earth. They might have been anywhere or nowhere. Their fear was nourished by the isolation, and the only remedy was “martial arts.”




  Dantzler took to popping the pills without the excuse of combat. Moody cautioned him against abusing the drugs, citing rumors of bad side effects and DT’s madness; but even he was using

  them more and more often. During basic training, Dantzler’s D.I. had told the boots that the drugs were available only to the Special Forces, that their use was optional; but there had been

  too many instances of lackluster battlefield performance in the last war, and this was to prevent a reoccurrence.




  “The chickenshit infantry should take ’em,” the D.I. had said. “You bastards are brave already. You’re born killers, right?”




  “Right, sir!” they had shouted.




  “What are you?”




  “Born killers, sir!”




  But Dantzler was not a born killer; he was not even clear as to how he had been drafted, less clear as to how he had been manipulated into the Special Forces, and he had learned that nothing was

  optional in Salvador, with the possible exception of life itself.




  The platoon’s mission was reconnaissance and mop-up. Along with other Special Forces platoons, they were to secure Morazán prior to the invasion of Nicaragua; specifically, they

  were to proceed to the village of Tecolutla, where a Sandinista patrol had recently been spotted, and following that they were to join up with the First Infantry and take part in the offensive

  against León, a provincial capital just across the Nicaraguan border. As Dantzler and Moody walked together, they frequently talked about the offensive, how it would be good to get down into

  flat country; occasionally they talked about the possibility of reporting DT, and once, after he had led them on a forced night march, they toyed with the idea of killing him. But most often they

  discussed the ways of the Indians and the land, since this was what had caused them to become buddies.




  Moody was slightly built, freckled, and red-haired; his eyes had the “thousand-yard stare” that came from too much war. Dantzler had seen winos with such vacant, lusterless stares.

  Moody’s father had been in ’Nam, and Moody said it had been worse than Salvador because there had been no real commitment to win; but he thought Nicaragua and Guatemala might be the

  worst of all, especially if the Cubans sent in troops as they had threatened. He was adept at locating tunnels and detecting booby traps, and it was for this reason Dantzler had cultivated his

  friendship. Essentially a loner, Moody had resisted all advances until learning of Dantzler’s father; thereafter he had buddied up, eager to hear about the field notes, believing they might

  give him an edge.




  “They think the land has animal traits,” said Dantzler one day as they climbed along a ridgetop. “Just like some kinds of fish look like plants or sea bottom, parts of the land

  look like plain ground, jungle . . . whatever. But when you enter them, you find you’ve entered the spirit world, the world of Sukias.”




  “What’s Sukias?” asked Moody.




  “Magicians.” A twig snapped behind Dantzler, and he spun around, twitching off the safety of his rifle. It was only Hodge – a lanky kid with the beginnings of a beer gut. He

  stared hollow-eyed at Dantzler and popped an ampule.




  Moody made a noise of disbelief. “If they got magicians, why ain’t they winnin’? Why ain’t they zappin’ us off the cliffs?”




  “It’s not their business,” said Dantzler. “They don’t believe in messing with worldly affairs unless it concerns them directly. Anyway, these places – the

  ones that look like normal land but aren’t – they’re called. . . .” He drew a blank on the name. “Aya-something. I can’t remember. But they have different

  laws. They’re where your spirit goes to die after your body dies.”




  “Don’t they got no Heaven?”




  “Nope. It just takes longer for your spirit to die, and so it goes to one of these places that’s between everything and nothing.”




  “Nothin’,” said Moody disconsolately, as if all his hopes for an afterlife had been dashed. “Don’t make no sense to have spirits and not have no Heaven.”




  “Hey,” said Dantzler, tensing as wind rustled the pine boughs. “They’re just a bunch of damn primitives. You know what their sacred drink is? Hot chocolate! My old man

  was a guest at one of their funerals, and he said they carried cups of hot chocolate balanced on these little red towers and acted like drinking it was going to wake them to the secrets of the

  universe.” He laughed, and the laughter sounded tinny and psychotic to his own ears. “So you’re going to worry about fools who think hot chocolate’s holy water?”




  “Maybe they just like it,” said Moody. “Maybe somebody dyin’ just give ’em an excuse to drink it.”




  But Dantzler was no longer listening. A moment before, as they emerged from pine cover onto the highest point of the ridge, a stony scarp open to the winds and providing a view of rumpled

  mountains and valleys extending to the horizon, he had popped an ampule. He felt so strong, so full of righteous purpose and controlled fury, it seemed only the sky was around him, that he was

  still ascending, preparing to do battle with the gods themselves.




  Tecolutla was a village of whitewashed stone tucked into a notch between two hills. From above, the houses – with their shadow-blackened windows and doorways –

  looked like an unlucky throw of dice. The streets ran uphill and down, diverging around boulders. Bougainvilleas and hibiscuses speckled the hillsides, and there were tilled fields on the gentler

  slopes. It was a sweet, peaceful place when they arrived, and after they had gone it was once again peaceful; but its sweetness had been permanently banished. The reports of Sandinistas had proved

  accurate, and though they were casualties left behind to recuperate, DT had decided their presence called for extreme measures. Fu gas, frag grenades, and such. He had fired an M-60 until the

  barrel melted down, and then had manned the flamethrower. Afterward, as they rested atop the next ridge, exhausted and begrimed, having radioed in a chopper for resupply, he could not get over how

  one of the houses he had torched had come to resemble a toasted marshmallow.




  “Ain’t that how it was, man?” he asked, striding up and down the line. He did not care if they agreed about the house; it was a deeper question he was asking, one concerning

  the ethics of their actions. “Yeah,” said Dantzler, forcing a smile. “Sure did.” DT grunted with laughter. “You know I’m right, don’tcha man?”

  The sun hung directly behind his head, a golden corona rimming a black oval, and Dantzler could not turn his eyes away. He felt weak and weakening, as if threads of himself were being spun loose

  and sucked into the blackness. He had popped three ampules prior to the firefight, and his experience of Tecolutla had been a kind of mad whirling dance through the streets, spraying erratic bursts

  that appeared to be writing weird names on the walls. The leader of the Sandinistas had worn a mask – a gray face with a surprised hole of a mouth and pink circles around the eyes. A ghost

  face. Dantzler had been afraid of the mask and had poured round after round into it. Then, leaving the village, he had seen a small girl standing beside the shell of the last house, watching them,

  her colorless rag of a dress tattering in the breeze. She had been a victim of that malnutrition disease, the one that paled your skin and whitened your hair and left you retarded. He could not

  recall the name of the disease – things like names were slipping away from him – nor could he believe anyone had survived, and for a moment he had thought the spirit of the village had

  come out to mark their trail.




  That was all he could remember of Tecolutla, all he wanted to remember. But he knew he had been brave.




  Four days later, they headed up into a cloud forest. It was the dry season, but dry season or not, blackish gray clouds always shrouded these peaks. They were shot through by

  ugly glimmers of lightning, making it seem that malfunctioning neon signs were hidden beneath them, advertisements for evil. Everyone was jittery, and Jerry LeDoux – a slim dark-haired Cajun

  kid – flat-out refused to go.




  “It ain’t reasonable,” he said. “Be easier to go through the passes.”




  “We’re on recon, man! You think the beaners be waitin’ in the passes, wavin’ their white flags?” DT whipped his rifle into firing position and pointed it at LeDoux.

  “C’mon, Louisiana man. Pop a few, and you feel different.”




  As LeDoux popped the ampules, DT talked to him.




  “Look at it this way, man. This is your big adventure. Up there it be like all them animal shows on the tube. The savage kingdom, the unknown. Could be like Mars or somethin’.

  Monsters and shit, with big red eyes and tentacles. You wanna miss that, man? You wanna miss bein’ the first grunt on Mars?”




  Soon LeDoux was raring to go, giggling at DT’s rap.




  Moody kept his mouth shut, but he fingered the safety of his rifle and glared at DT’s back. When DT turned to him, however, he relaxed. Since Tecolutla he had grown taciturn, and there

  seemed to be a shifting of lights and darks in his eyes, as if something were scurrying back and forth behind them. He had taken to wearing banana leaves on his head, arranging them under his

  helmet so the frayed ends stuck out the sides like strange green hair. He said this was camouflage, but Dantzler was certain it bespoke some secretive irrational purpose. Of course DT had noticed

  Moody’s spiritual erosion, and as they prepared to move out, he called Dantzler aside.




  “He done found someplace inside his head that feel good to him,” said DT. “He’s tryin’ to curl up into it, and once he do that he ain’t gon’ be

  responsible. Keep an eye on him.”




  Dantzler mumbled his assent, but was not enthused.




  “I know he your fren’, man, but that don’t mean shit. Not the way things are. Now me, I don’t give a damn ’bout you personally. But I’m your brother-in-arms,

  and thass somethin’ you can count on . . . y’understand.”




  To Dantzler’s shame, he did understand.




  They had planned on negotiating the cloud forest by nightfall, but they had underestimated the difficulty. The vegetation beneath the clouds was lush – thick, juicy leaves that mashed

  underfoot, tangles of vines, trees with slick, pale bark and waxy leaves – and the visibility was only about fifteen feet. They were gray wraiths passing through grayness. The vague shapes of

  the foliage reminded Dantzler of fancifully engraved letters, and for a while he entertained himself with the notion that they were walking among the half-formed phrases of a constitution not yet

  manifest in the land. They barged off the trail, losing it completely, becoming veiled in spiderwebs and drenched by spills of water; their voices were oddly muffled, the tag ends of words

  swallowed up. After seven hours of this, DT reluctantly gave the order to pitch camp. They set electric lamps around the perimeter so they could see to string the jungle hammocks; the beam of light

  illuminated the moisture in the air, piercing the murk with jeweled blades. They talked in hushed tones, alarmed by the eerie atmosphere. When they had done with the hammocks, DT posted four

  sentries – Moody, LeDoux, Dantzler, and himself. Then they switched off the lamps.




  It grew pitch-dark, and the darkness was picked out by plips and plops, the entire spectrum of dripping sounds. To Dantzler’s ears they blended into a gabbling speech. He imagined tiny

  Santa Ana demons talking about him, and to stave off paranoia he popped two ampules. He continued to pop them, trying to limit himself to one every half hour; but he was uneasy, unsure where to

  train his rifle in the dark, and he exceeded his limit. Soon it began to grow light again, and he assumed that more time had passed than he had thought. That often happened with the ampules –

  it was easy to lose yourself in being alert, in the wealth of perceptual detail available to your sharpened senses. Yet on checking his watch, he saw it was only a few minutes after two

  o’clock. His system was too inundated with the drugs to allow panic, but he twitched his head from side to side in tight little arcs to determine the source of the brightness. There did not

  appear to be a single source; it was simply that filaments of the cloud were gleaming, casting a diffuse golden glow, as if they were elements of a nervous system coming to life. He started to call

  out, then held back. The others must have seen the light, and they had given no cry; they probably had a good reason for their silence. He scrunched down flat, pointing his rifle out from the

  campsite.




  Bathed in the golden mist, the forest had acquired an alchemic beauty. Beads of water glittered with gemmy brilliance; the leaves and vines and bark were gilded. Every surface shimmered with

  light . . . everything except a fleck of blackness hovering between two of the trunks, its size gradually increasing. As it swelled in his vision, he saw it had the shape of a bird, its wings

  beating, flying toward him from an inconceivable distance – inconceivable, because the dense vegetation did not permit you to see very far in a straight line, and yet the bird was growing

  larger with such slowness that it must have been coming from a long way off. It was not really flying, he realized; rather, it was as if the forest were painted on a piece of paper, as if someone

  were holding a lit match behind it and burning a hole, a hole that maintained the shape of a bird as it spread. He was transfixed, unable to react. Even when it had blotted out half the light, when

  he lay before it no bigger than a mote in relation to its huge span, he could not move or squeeze the trigger. And then the blackness swept over him. He had the sensation of being borne along at

  incredible speed, and he could no longer hear the dripping of the forest.




  “Moody!” he shouted. “DT!”




  But the voice that answered belonged to neither of them. It was hoarse, issuing from every part of the surrounding blackness, and he recognized it as the voice of his recurring dream.




  “You are killing my son,” it said. “I have led you here, to this ayahuamaco, so he may judge you.”




  Dantzler knew to his bones the voice was that of the Sukia of the village of Santander Jiménez. He wanted to offer a denial, to explain his innocence, but all he could manage was,

  “No.” He said it tearfully, hopelessly, his forehead resting on his rifle barrel. Then his mind gave a savage twist, and his soldiery self regained control. He ejected an ampule from

  his dispenser and popped it.




  The voice laughed – malefic, damning laughter whose vibrations shuddered Dantzler. He opened up with the rifle, spraying fire in all directions. Filigrees of golden holes appeared in the

  blackness, tendrils of mist coiled through them. He kept on firing until the blackness shattered and fell in jagged sections toward him. Slowly. Like shards of black glass dropping through water.

  He emptied the rifle and flung himself flat, shielding his head with his arms, expecting to be sliced into bits; but nothing touched him. At last he peeked between his arms; then – amazed,

  because the forest was now a uniform lustrous yellow – he rose to his knees. He scraped his hand on one of the crushed leaves beneath him, and blood welled from the cut. The broken fibers of

  the leaf were as stiff as wires. He stood, a giddy trickle of hysteria leaking up from the bottom of his soul. It was no forest, but a building of solid gold worked to resemble a forest – the

  sort of conceit that might have been fabricated for the child of an emperor. Canopied by golden leaves, columned by slender golden trunks, carpeted by golden grasses. The water beads were diamonds.

  All the gleam and glitter soothed his apprehension; here was something out of a myth, a habitat for princesses and wizards and dragons. Almost gleeful, he turned to the campsite to see how the

  others were reacting.




  Once, when he was nine years old, he had sneaked into the attic to rummage through the boxes and trunks, and he had run across an old morocco-bound copy of Gulliver’s Travels. He

  had been taught to treasure old books, and so he had opened it eagerly to look at the illustrations, only to find that the centers of the pages had been eaten away, and there, right in the heart of

  the fiction, was a nest of larvae. Pulpy, horrid things. It had been an awful sight, but one unique in his experience, and he might have studied those crawling scraps of life for a very long time

  if his father had not interrupted. Such a sight was now before him, and he was numb with it.




  They were all dead. He should have guessed they would be; he had given no thought to them while firing his rifle. They had been struggling out of their hammocks when the bullets hit, and as a

  result they were hanging half-in, half-out, their limbs dangling, blood pooled beneath them. The veils of golden mist made them look dark and mysterious and malformed, like monsters killed as they

  emerged from their cocoons. Dantzler could not stop staring, but he was shrinking inside himself. It was not his fault. That thought kept swooping in and out of a flock of less acceptable thoughts;

  he wanted it to stay put, to be true, to alleviate the sick horror he was beginning to feel.




  “What’s your name?” asked a girl’s voice behind him.




  She was sitting on a stone about twenty feet away. Her hair was a tawny shade of gold, her skin a half-tone lighter, and her dress was cunningly formed out of the mist. Only her eyes were real.

  Brown heavy-lidded eyes – they were at variance with the rest of her face, which had the fresh, unaffected beauty of an American teenager.




  “Don’t be afraid,” she said, and patted the ground, inviting him to sit beside her.




  He recognized the eyes, but it was no matter. He badly needed the consolation she could offer; he walked over and sat down. She let him lean his head against her thigh.




  “What’s your name?” she repeated.




  “Dantzler,” he said. “John Dantzler.” And then he added, “I’m from Boston. My father’s . . .” It would be too difficult to explain about

  anthropology. “He’s a teacher.”




  “Are there many soldiers in Boston?” She stroked his cheek with a golden finger.




  The caress made Dantzler happy. “Oh, no,” he said. “They hardly know there’s a war going on.”




  “This is true?” she said, incredulous.




  “Well, they do know about it, but it’s just news on the TV to them. They’ve got more pressing problems. Their jobs, families.”




  “Will you let them know about the war when you return home?” she asked. “Will you do that for me?”




  Dantzler had given up hope of returning home, of surviving, and her assumption that he would do both acted to awaken his gratitude. “Yes,” he said fervently. “I

  will.”




  “You must hurry,” she said. “If you stay in the ayahuamaco too long, you will never leave. You must find the way out. It is a way not of directions or trails, but of

  events.”




  “Where is this place?” he asked, suddenly aware of how much he had taken it for granted.




  She shifted her leg away, and if he had not caught himself on the stone, he would have fallen. When he looked up, she had vanished. He was surprised that her disappearance did not alarm him; in

  reflex he slipped out a couple of ampules, but after a moment’s reflection he decided not to use them. It was impossible to slip them back into the dispenser, so he tucked them into the

  interior webbing of his helmet for later. He doubted he would need them, though. He felt strong, competent, and unafraid.




  Dantzler stepped carefully between the hammocks, not wanting to brush against them; it might have been his imagination, but they seemed to be bulged down lower than before, as

  if death had weighed out heavier than life. That heaviness was in the air, pressuring him. Mist rose like golden steam from the corpses, but the sight no longer affected him – perhaps because

  the mist gave the illusion of being their souls. He picked up a rifle with a full magazine and headed off into the forest.




  The tips of the golden leaves were sharp, and he had to ease past them to avoid being cut; but he was at the top of his form, moving gracefully, and the obstacles barely slowed his pace. He was

  not even anxious about the girl’s warning to hurry; he was certain the way out would soon present itself. After a minute or so he heard voices, and after another few seconds he came to a

  clearing divided by a stream, one so perfectly reflecting that its banks appeared to enclose a wedge of golden mist. Moody was squatting to the left of the stream, staring at the blade of his

  survival knife and singing under his breath – a wordless melody that had the erratic rhythm of a trapped fly. Beside him lay Jerry LeDoux, his throat slashed from ear to ear. DT was sitting

  on the other side of the stream; he had been shot just above the knee, and though he had ripped up his shirt for bandages and tied off the leg with a tourniquet, he was not in good shape. He was

  sweating, and a gray chalky pallor infused his skin. The entire scene had the weird vitality of something that had materialized in a magic mirror, a bubble of reality enclosed within a gilt

  frame.




  DT heard Dantzler’s footfalls and glanced up. “Waste him!” he shouted, pointing to Moody.




  Moody did not turn from contemplation of the knife. “No,” he said, as if speaking to someone whose image was held in the blade.




  “Waste him, man!” screamed DT. “He killed LeDoux!”




  “Please,” said Moody to the knife. “I don’t want to.”




  There was blood clotted on his face, more blood on the banana leaves sticking out of his helmet.




  “Did you kill Jerry?” asked Dantzler; while he addressed the question to Moody, he did not relate to him as an individual, only as part of a design whose message he had to

  unravel.




  “Jesus Christ! Waste him!” DT smashed his fist against the ground in frustration.




  “Okay,” said Moody. With an apologetic look, he sprang to his feet and charged Dantzler, swinging the knife.




  Emotionless, Dantzler stitched a line of fire across Moody’s chest; he went sideways into the bushes and down.




  “What the hell was you waitin’ for!” DT tried to rise, but winced and fell back. “Damn! Don’t know if I can walk.”




  “Pop a few,” Dantzler suggested mildly.




  “Yeah. Good thinkin’, man.” DT fumbled for his dispenser.




  Dantzler peered into the bushes to see where Moody had fallen. He felt nothing, and this pleased him. He was weary of feeling.




  DT popped an ampule with a flourish, as if making a toast, and inhaled. “Ain’t you gon’ to do some, man?”




  “I don’t need them,” said Dantzler. “I’m fine.”




  The stream interested him; it did not reflect the mist, as he had supposed, but was itself a seam of the mist.




  “How many you think they was?” asked DT.




  “How many what?”




  “Beaners, man! I wasted three or four after they hit us, but I couldn’t tell how many they was.”




  Dantzler considered this in light of his own interpretation of events and Moody’s conversation with the knife. It made sense. A Santa Ana kind of sense.




  “Beats me,” he said. “But I guess there’s less than there used to be.”




  DT snorted. “You got that right!” He heaved to his feet and limped to the edge of the stream. “Gimme a hand across.”




  Dantzler reached out to him, but instead of taking his hand, he grabbed his wrist and pulled him off-balance. DT teetered on his good leg, then toppled and vanished beneath the mist. Dantzler

  had expected him to fall, but he surfaced instantly, mist clinging to his skin. Of course, thought Dantzler; his body would have to die before his spirit would fall.




  “What you doin’, man?” DT was more disbelieving than enraged.




  Dantzler planted a foot in the middle of his back and pushed him down until his head was submerged. DT bucked and clawed at the foot and managed to come to his hands and knees. Mist slithered

  from his eyes, his nose, and he choked out the words “. . . kill you . . .” Dantzler pushed him down again; he got into pushing him down and letting him up, over and over. Not so as to

  torture him. Not really. It was because he had suddenly understood the nature of the ayahuamaco’s laws, that they were approximations of normal laws, and he further understood that his

  actions had to approximate those of someone jiggling a key in a lock. DT was the key to the way out, and Dantzler was jiggling him, making sure all the tumblers were engaged.




  Some of the vessels in DT’s eyes had burst, and the whites were occluded by films of blood. When he tried to speak, mist curled from his mouth. Gradually his struggles subsided; he clawed

  runnels in the gleaming yellow dirt of the bank and shuddered. His shoulders were knobs of black land foundering in a mystic sea.




  For a long time after DT sank from view, Dantzler stood beside the stream, uncertain of what was left to do and unable to remember a lesson he had been taught. Finally he shouldered his rifle

  and walked away from the clearing. Morning had broken, the mist had thinned, and the forest had regained its usual coloration. But he scarcely noticed these changes, still troubled by his faulty

  memory. Eventually, he let it slide – it would all come clear sooner or later. He was just happy to be alive. After a while he began to kick the stones as he went, and to swing his rifle in a

  carefree fashion against the weeds.




  When the First Infantry poured across the Nicaraguan border and wasted León, Dantzler was having a quiet time at the VA hospital in Ann Arbor, Michigan; and at the

  precise moment the bulletin was flashed nationwide, he was sitting in the lounge, watching the American League playoffs between Detroit and Texas. Some of the patients ranted at the interruption,

  while others shouted them down, wanting to hear the details. Dantzler expressed no reaction whatsoever. He was solely concerned with being a model patient; however, noticing that one of the staff

  was giving him a clinical stare, he added his weight on the side of the baseball fans. He did not want to appear too controlled. The doctors were as suspicious of that sort of behavior as they were

  of its contrary. But the funny thing was – at least it was funny to Dantzler – that his feigned annoyance at the bulletin was an exemplary proof of his control, his expertise at moving

  through life the way he had moved through the golden leaves of the cloud forest. Cautiously, gracefully, efficiently. Touching nothing, and being touched by nothing. That was the lesson he had

  learned – to be as perfect a counterfeit of a man as the ayahuamaco had been of the land; to adopt the various stances of a man, and yet, by virtue of his distance from things human,

  to be all the more prepared for the onset of crisis or a call to action. He saw nothing aberrant in this; even the doctors would admit that men were little more than organized pretense. If he was

  different from other men, it was only that he had a deeper awareness of the principles on which his personality was founded.




  When the battle of Managua was joined, Dantzler was living at home. His parents had urged him to go easy in readjusting to civilian life, but he had immediately gotten a job as a management

  trainee in a bank. Each morning he would drive to work and spend a controlled, quiet eight hours; each night he would watch TV with his mother, and before going to bed, he would climb to the attic

  and inspect the trunk containing his souvenirs of war – helmet, fatigues, knife, boots. The doctors had insisted he face his experiences, and this ritual was his way of following their

  instructions. All in all, he was quite pleased with his progress, but he still had problems. He had not been able to force himself to venture out at night, remembering too well the darkness in the

  cloud forest, and he had rejected his friends, refusing to see them or answer their calls – he was not secure with the idea of friendship. Further, despite his methodical approach to life, he

  was prone to a nagging restlessness, the feeling of a chore left undone.




  One night his mother came into his room and told him that an old friend, Phil Curry, was on the phone. “Please talk to him, Johnny,” she said. “He’s been drafted, and I

  think he’s a little scared.”




  The word drafted struck a responsive chord in Dantzler’s soul, and after brief deliberation he went downstairs and picked up the receiver.




  “Hey,” said Phil. “What’s the story, man? Three months, and you don’t even give me a call.”




  “I’m sorry,” said Dantzler. “I haven’t been feeling so hot.”




  “Yeah, I understand.” Phil was silent a moment. “Listen, man. I’m leavin’, y’know, and we’re havin’ a big send-off at Sparky’s. It’s

  goin’ on right now. Why don’t you come down?”




  “I don’t know.”




  “Jeanine’s here, man. Y’know, she’s still crazy ’bout you, talks ’bout you alla time. She don’t go out with nobody.”




  Dantzler was unable to think of anything to say.




  “Look,” said Phil, “I’m pretty weirded out by this soldier shit. I hear it’s pretty bad down there. If you got anything you can tell me ’bout what it’s

  like, man, I’d ’preciate it.”




  Dantzler could relate to Phil’s concern, his desire for an edge, and besides, it felt right to go. Very right. He would take some precautions against the darkness.




  “I’ll be there,” he said.




  It was a foul night, spitting snow, but Sparky’s parking lot was jammed. Dantzler’s mind was flurried like the snow, crowded like the lot – thoughts whirling in, jockeying for

  position, melting away. He hoped his mother would not wait up, he wondered if Jeanine still wore her hair long, he was worried because the palms of his hands were unnaturally warm. Even with the

  car windows rolled up, he could hear loud music coming from inside the club. Above the door the words SPARKY’S ROCK CITY were being spelled out a letter at a time in red neon, and when the

  spelling was complete, the letters flashed off and on and a golden neon explosion bloomed around them. After the explosion, the entire sign went dark for a split second, and the big ramshackle

  building seemed to grow large and merge with the black sky. He had an idea it was watching him, and he shuddered – one of those sudden lurches downward of the kind that take you just before

  you fall asleep. He knew the people inside did not intend him any harm, but he also knew that places have a way of changing people’s intent, and he did not want to be caught off guard.

  Sparky’s might be such a place, might be a huge black presence camouflaged by neon, its true substance one with the abyss of the sky, the phosphorescent snowflakes jittering in his

  headlights, the wind keening through the side vent. He would have liked very much to drive home and forget about his promise to Phil; however, he felt a responsibility to explain about the war.

  More than a responsibility, an evangelistic urge. He would tell them about the kid falling out of the chopper, the white-haired girl in Tecolutla, the emptiness, God, yes! How you went down

  chock-full of ordinary American thoughts and dreams, memories of smoking weed and chasing tail and hanging out and freeway flying with a case of something cold, and how you smuggled back a

  human-shaped container of pure Salvadorian emptiness. Primo grade. Smuggled it back to the land of silk and money, of mindfuck video games and topless tennis matches and fast-food solutions to the

  nutritional problem. Just a taste of Salvador would banish all those trivial obsessions. Just a taste. It would be easy to explain.




  Of course, some things beggared explanation.




  He bent down and adjusted the survival knife in his boot so the hilt would not rub against his calf. From his coat pocket he withdrew the two ampules he had secreted in his helmet that long-ago

  night in the cloud forest. As the neon explosion flashed once more, glimmers of gold coursed along their shiny surfaces. He did not think he would need them; his hand was steady, and his purpose

  was clear. But to be on the safe side, he popped them both.
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      People have been searching for God for thousands of years, perhaps from the very beginnings of the human species, but until now it hasn’t occurred to anyone that it might be possible

      to use the sophisticated tools of modern high technology as an aid to that search.




      That thought does occur to the characters in the unsettling story that follows (one from early in her distinguished career, before most readers had realized that a giant of the form

      had appeared); what doesn’t occur to them is that if you look hard enough for something, you just might be unlucky enough to find it. . . .




      

        Lord, I believe; help Thou mine unbelief!




        – Mark 9:24


      


    


  




  AT FIRST I DIDN’T RECOGNIZE DEVRIE.




  Devrie – I didn’t recognize Devrie. Astonished at myself, I studied the wasted figure standing in the middle of the bare reception room: arms like wires, clavicle sharply

  outlined, head shaved, dressed in that ugly long tent of lightweight gray. God knew what her legs looked like under it. Then she smiled, and it was Devrie.




  “You look like shit.”




  “Hello. Seena. Come on in.”




  “I am in.”




  “Barely. It’s not catching, you know.”




  “Stupidity fortunately isn’t,” I said and closed the door behind me. The small room was too hot; Devrie would need the heat, of course, with almost no fat left to insulate her

  bones and organs. Next to her I felt huge, although I am not. Huge, hairy, sloppy-breasted.




  “Thank you for not wearing bright colors. They do affect me.”




  “Anything for a sister,” I said, mocking the childhood formula, the old sentiment. But Devrie was too quick to think it was only mockery; in that, at least, she had not changed. She

  clutched my arm and her fingers felt like chains, or talons.




  “You found him. Seena, you found him.”




  “I found him.”




  “Tell me,” she whispered.




  “Sit down first, before you fall over. God, Devrie, don’t you eat at all?”




  “Tell me” she said. So I did.




  Devrie Caroline Konig had admitted herself to the Institute of the Biological Hope on the Caribbean island of Dominica eleven months ago, in late November of 2017, when her age

  was 23 years and 4 months. I am precise about this because it is all I can be sure of. I need the precision. The Institute of the Biological Hope is not precise; it is a mongrel, part research

  laboratory in brain sciences, part monastery, part school for training in the discipline of the mind. That made my baby sister guinea pig, postulant, freshman. She had always been those things,

  but, until now, sequentially. Apparently so had many other people, for when eccentric Nobel Prize winner James Arthur Bohentin had founded his Institute, he had been able to fund it, although

  precariously. But in that it did not differ from most private scientific research centers.




  Or most monasteries.




  I wanted Devrie out of the Institute of Biological Hope.




  “It’s located on Dominica,” I had said sensibly – what an ass I had been – to an unwasted Devrie a year ago, “because the research procedures there fall

  outside United States laws concerning the safety of research subjects. Doesn’t that tell you something, Devrie? Doesn’t that at least give you pause? In New York, it would be

  illegal to do to anyone what Bohentin does to his people.”




  “Do you know him?” she had asked.




  “I have met him. Once.”




  “What is he like?”




  “Like stone.”




  Devrie shrugged, and smiled. “All the particpants in the Institute are willing. Eager.”




  “That doesn’t make it ethical for Bohentin to destroy them. Ethical or legal.”




  “It’s legal on Dominica. And in thinking you know better than the participants what they should risk their own lives for, aren’t you playing God?”




  “Better me than some untrained fanatic who offers himself up like an exalted Viking hero, expecting Valhalla.”




  “You’re an intellectual snob, Seena.”




  “I never denied it.”




  “Are you sure you aren’t really objecting not to the Institute’s dangers but to its purpose? Isn’t the ‘Hope’ part what really bothers you?”




  “I don’t think scientific method and pseudo-religious mush mix, no. I never did. I don’t think it leads to a perception of God.”




  “The holotank tapes indicate it leads to a perception of something the brain hasn’t encountered before,” Devrie said, and for a moment I was silent.




  I was once, almost, a biologist. I was aware of the legitimate studies that formed the basis for Bohentin’s megalomania: the brain wave changes that accompany anorexia nervosa, sensory

  deprivation, biological feedback, and neurotransmitter stimulants. I have read the historical accounts, some merely pathetic but some disturbingly not, of the Christian mystics who achieved rapture

  through the mortification of the flesh and the Eastern mystics who achieved anesthesia through the control of the mind, of the faith healers who succeeded, of the carcinomas shrunk through trained

  will. I knew of the research of focused clairvoyance during orgasm, and of what happens when neurotransmitter number and speed are increased chemically.




  And I knew all that was known about the twin trance.




  Fifteen years earlier, as a doctoral student in biology, I had spent one summer replicating Sunderwirth’s pioneering study of drug-enhanced telepathy in identical twins. My results were

  positive, except that within six months all eight of my research subjects had died. So had Sunderwirth’s. Twin-trance research became the cloning controversy of the new decade, with the same

  panicky cycle of public outcry, legal restrictions, religious misunderstandings, fear, and demagoguery. When I received the phone call that the last of my subjects was dead – cardiac arrest,

  no history of heart disease, forty-three Goddamn years old – I locked myself in my apartment, with the lights off and my father’s papers clutched in my hand, for three days. Then I

  resigned from the neurology department and became an entomologist. There is no pain in classifying dead insects.




  “There is something there,” Devrie had repeated. She was holding the letter sent to our father, whom someone at the Institute had not heard was dead. “It says the

  holotank tapes – ”




  “So there’s something there,” I said. “So the tanks are picking up some strange radiation. Why call it ‘God’?”




  “Why not call it God?”




  “Why not call it Rover? Even if I grant you that the tape pattern looks like a presence – which I don’t – you have no way of knowing that Bohentin’s phantom

  isn’t, say, some totally ungodlike alien being.”




  “But neither do I know that it is.”




  “Devrie – ”




  She had smiled and put her hands on my shoulders. She had – has, has always had – a very sweet smile. “Seena. Think. If the Institute can prove rationally that God

  exists – can prove it to the intellectual mind, the doubting Thomases who need something concrete to study . . . faith that doesn’t need to be taken on faith . . .”




  She wore her mystical face, a glowing softness that made me want to shake the silliness out of her. Instead I made some clever riposte, some sarcasm I no longer remember, and reached out to

  ruffle her hair. Big-sisterly, patronizing, thinking I could deflate her rapturous interest with the pinprick of ridicule. God, I was an ass. It hurts to remember how big an ass I was.




  A month and a half later Devrie committed herself and half her considerable inheritance to the Institute of the Biological Hope.




  “Tell me,” Devrie whispered. The Institute had no windows; outside I had seen grass, palm trees, butterflies in the sunshine, but inside here in the bare gray room

  there was nowhere to look but at her face.




  “He’s a student in a Master’s program at a third-rate college in New Hampshire. He was adopted when he was two, nearly three, in March of 1997. Before that he was in a

  government-run children’s home. In Boston, of course. The adopting family, as far as I can discover, never was told he was anything but one more toddler given up by somebody for

  adoption.”




  “Wait a minute,” Devrie said. “I need . . . a minute.”




  She had turned paler, and her hands trembled. I had recited the information as if it were no more than an exhibit listing at my museum. Of course she was rattled. I wanted her rattled. I wanted

  her out.




  Lowering herself to the floor, Devrie sat cross-legged and closed her eyes. Concentration spread over her face, but a concentration so serene it barely deserved that name. Her breathing slowed,

  her color freshened, and when she opened her eyes, they had the rested energy of a person who has just slept eight hours in mountain air. Her face even looked plumper, and an EEG, I guessed, would

  show damn near alpha waves. In her year at the Institute she must have mastered quite an array of biofeedback techniques to do that, so fast and with such a malnourished body.




  “Very impressive,” I said sourly.




  “Seena – have you seen him?”




  “No. All this is from sealed records.”




  “How did you get into the records?”




  “Medical and governmental friends.”




  “Who?”




  “What do you care, as long as I found out what you wanted to know?”




  She was silent. I knew she would never ask me if I had obtained her information legally or illegally; it would not occur to her to ask. Devrie, being Devrie, would assume it had all been

  generously offered by my modest museum connections and our dead father’s immodest research connections. She would be wrong.




  “How old is he now?”




  “Twenty-four years last month. They must have used your two-month tissue sample.”




  “Do you think Daddy knew where the . . . baby went?”




  “Yes. Look at the timing – the child was normal and healthy, yet he wasn’t adopted until he was nearly three. The researchers kept track of him, all right, they kept all six

  clones in a government-controlled home where they could monitor their development as long as humanely possible. The same-sex clones were released for adoption after a year, but they hung onto the

  cross-sex ones until they reached an age where they would become harder to adopt. They undoubtedly wanted to study them as long as they could. And even after the kids were released for

  adoption, the researchers held off publishing until April, 1998, remember. By the time the storm broke, the babies were out of its path, and anonymous.”




  “And the last,” Devrie said.




  “And the last,” I agreed, although of course the researchers hadn’t foreseen that. So few in the scientific community had foreseen that. Offense against God and man,

  Satan’s work, natter natter. Watching my father’s suddenly stooped shoulders and stricken eyes, I had thought how ugly public revulsion could be and had nobly resolved – how had I

  thought of it then? So long ago – resolved to snatch the banner of pure science from my fallen father’s hand. Another time that I had been an ass. Five years later, when it had been my

  turn to feel the ugly scorching of public revulsion, I had broken, left neurological research, and fled down the road that led to the Museum of Natural History, where I was the curator of ants

  fossilized in amber and moths pinned securely under permaplex.




  “The other four clones,” Devrie said, “the ones from that university in California that published almost simultaneously with Daddy – ”




  “I don’t know. I didn’t even try to ask. It was hard enough in Cambridge.”




  “Me,” Devrie said wonderingly. “He’s me.”




  “Oh, for – Devrie, he’s your twin. No more than that. No – actually less than that. He shares your genetic material exactly as an identical twin would, except for the Y

  chromosome, but he shares none of the congenital or environmental influences that shaped your personality. There’s no mystical replication of spirit in cloning. He’s merely a twin who

  got born eleven months late!”




  She looked at me with luminous amusement. I didn’t like the look. On that fleshless face, the skin stretched so taut that the delicate bones beneath were as visible as the veins of a moth

  wing, her amusement looked ironic. Yet Devrie was never ironic. Gentle, passionate, trusting, a little stupid, she was not capable of irony. It was beyond her, just as it was beyond her to wonder

  why I, who had fought her entering the Institute of the Biological Hope, had brought her this information now. Her amusement was one-layered, and trusting.




  God’s fools, the Middle Ages had called them.




  “Devrie,” I said, and heard my own voice unexpectedly break, “leave here. It’s physically not safe. What are you down to, ten percent body fat? Eight? Look at yourself,

  you can’t hold body heat, your palms are dry, you can’t move quickly without getting dizzy. Hypotension. What’s your heartbeat? Do you still menstruate? It’s

  insane.”




  She went on smiling at me. God’s fools don’t need menstruation. “Come with me, Seena. I want to show you the Institute.”




  “I don’t want to see it.”




  “Yes. This visit you should see it.”




  “Why this visit?”




  “Because you are going to help me get my clone to come here, aren’t you? Or else why did you go to all the trouble of locating him?”




  I didn’t answer. She still didn’t see it.




  Devrie said, “‘Anything for a sister.’ But you were always more like a mother to me than a sister.” She took my hand and pulled herself off the floor. So had I pulled her

  up to take her first steps, the day after our mother died in a plane crash at Orly. Now Devrie’s hand felt cold. I imprisoned it and counted the pulse.




  “Bradycardia.”




  But she wasn’t listening.




  The Institute was a shock. I had anticipated the laboratories: monotonous gray walls, dim light, heavy soundproofing, minimal fixtures in the ones used for sensory dampening;

  high-contrast textures and colors, strobe lights, quite good sound equipment in those for sensory arousal. There was much that Devrie, as subject rather than researcher, didn’t have authority

  to show me, but I deduced much from what I did see. The dormitories, divided by sex, were on the sensory-dampening side. The subjects slept in small cells, ascetic and chaste, that reminded me of

  an abandoned Carmelite convent I had once toured in Belgium. That was the shock: the physical plant felt scientific, but the atmosphere did not.




  There hung in the gray corridors a wordless peace, a feeling so palpable I could feel it clogging my lungs. No. “Peace” was the wrong word. Say “peace” and the picture is

  pastoral, lazy sunshine and dreaming woods. This was not like that at all. The research subjects – students? postulants? – lounged in the corridors outside closed labs, waiting for the

  next step in their routine. Both men and women were anorectic, both wore gray bodysuits or caftans, both were fined down to an otherworldly ethereality when seen from a distance and a malnourished

  asexuality when seen up close. They talked among themselves in low voices, sitting with backs against the wall or stretched full-length on the carpeted floor, and on all their faces I saw the same

  luminous patience, the same certainty of being very near to something exciting that they nonetheless could wait for calmly, as long as necessary.




  “They look,” I said to Devrie, “as if they’re waiting to take an exam they already know they’ll ace.”




  She smiled. “Do you think so? I always think of us as travelers waiting for a plane, boarding passes stamped for Eternity.”




  She was actually serious. But she didn’t in fact wear the same expression as the others; hers was far more intense. If they were travelers, she wanted to pilot.




  The lab door opened and the students brought themselves to their feet. Despite their languid movements, they looked sharp: sharp protruding clavicles, bony chins, angular unpadded elbows that

  could chisel stone.




  “This is my hour for biofeedback manipulation of drug effects,” Devrie said. “Please come watch.”




  “I’d sooner watch you whip yourself in a twelfth-century monastery.”




  Devrie’s eyes widened, then again lightened with that luminous amusement. “It’s for the same end, isn’t it? But they had such unsystematic means. Poor struggling

  God-searchers. I wonder how many of them made it.”




  I wanted to strike her. “Devrie – ”




  “If not biofeedback, what would you like to see?”




  “You out of here.”




  “What else?”




  There was only one thing: the holotanks. I struggled with the temptation, and lost. The two tanks stood in the middle of a roomy lab carpeted with thick gray matting and completely enclosed in a

  Faraday cage. That Devrie had a key to the lab was my first clue that my errand for her had been known, and discussed, by someone higher in the Institute. Research subjects do not carry keys to the

  most delicate brain-perception equipment in the world. For this equipment Bohentin had received his Nobel.




  The two tanks, independent systems, stood as high as my shoulder. The ones I had used fifteen years ago had been smaller. Each of these was a cube, opaque on its bottom half, which held the

  sensing apparatus, computerized simulators, and recording equipment; clear on its top half, which was filled with the transparent fluid out of whose molecules the simulations would form. A separate

  sim would form for each subject, as the machine sorted and mapped all the electromagnetic radiation received and processed by each brain. All that each brain perceived, not only the visuals;

  the holograph equipment was capable of picking up all wavelengths that the brain did, and of displaying their brain-processed analogues as three-dimensional images floating in a clear womb. When

  all other possible sources of radiation were filtered out except for the emanations from the two subjects themselves, what the sims showed was what kinds of activity were coming from – and

  hence going on in – the other’s brain. That was why it worked best with identical twins in twin trance: no structural brain differences to adjust for. In a rawer version of this

  holotank, a rawer version of myself had pioneered the recording of twin trances. The UCIC, we had called it then: What you see, I see.




  What I had seen was eight autopsy reports.




  “We’re so close,” Devrie said. “Mona and Marlene – ” she waved a hand toward the corridor, but Mona and Marlene, whichever two they had been, had gone

  – “had taken KX3, that’s the drug that – ”




  “I know what it is,” I said, too harshly. KX3 reacts with one of the hormones overproduced in an anorectic body. The combination is readily absorbed by body fat, but in a body

  without fat, much of it is absorbed by the brain.




  Devrie continued, her hand tight on my arm. “Mona and Marlene were controlling the neural reactions with biofeedback, pushing the twin trance higher and higher, working it. Dr. Bohentin

  was monitoring the holotanks. The sims were incredibly detailed – everything each twin perceived in the perceptions of the other, in all wavelengths. Mona and Marlene forced their

  neurotransmission level even higher and then, in the tanks – ” Devrie’s face glowed, the mystic-rapture look – “a completely third sim formed. Completely separate. A

  third presence.”




  I stared at her.




  “It was recorded in both tanks. It was shadowy, yes, but it was there. A third presence that can’t be perceived except through another human’s electromagnetic

  presence, and then only with every drug and trained reaction and arousal mode and the twin trance all pushing the brain into a supraheightened state. A third presence!”




  “Isotropic radiation. Bohentin fluffed the pre-screening program and the computer hadn’t cleared the background microradiation – ” I said, but even as I spoke I knew how

  stupid that was. Bohentin didn’t make mistakes like that, and isotropic radiation simulates nowhere close to the way a presence does. Devrie didn’t even bother to answer me.




  This, then, was what the rumors had been about, the rumors leaking for the last year out of the Institute and through the scientific community, mostly still scoffed at, not yet picked up by the

  popular press. This. A verifiable, replicable third presence being picked up by holography. Against all reason, a long shiver went over me from neck to that cold place at the base of the spine.




  “There’s more,” Devrie said feverishly. “They felt it. Mona and Marlene. Both said afterwards that they could feel it, a huge presence filled with light, but they

  couldn’t quite reach it. Damn – they couldn’t reach it, Seena! They weren’t playing off each other enough, weren’t close enough. Weren’t, despite the twin

  trance, melded enough.”




  “Sex,” I said.




  “They tried it. The subjects are all basically heterosexual. They inhibit.”




  “So go find some homosexual God-yearning anorectic incestuous twins!”




  Devrie looked at me straight. “I need him. Here. He is me.”




  I exploded, right there in the holotank lab. No one came running in to find out if the shouting was dangerous to the tanks, which was my second clue that the Institute knew very well why Devrie

  had brought me there. “Damn it to hell, he’s a human being, not some chemical you can just order up because you need it for an experiment! You don’t have the right to expect him

  to come here, you didn’t even have the right to tell anyone that he exists, but that didn’t stop you, did it? There are still anti-bioengineering groups out there in the real world,

  religious split-brains who – how dare you put him in any danger? How dare you even presume he’d be interested in this insane mush?”




  “He’ll come,” Devrie said. She had not changed expression.




  “How the hell do you know?”




  “He’s me. And I want God. He will, too.”




  I scowled at her. A fragment of one of her poems, a thing she had written when she was fifteen, came to me: “Two human species/Never one – /One aching for God/One never.” But

  she had been fifteen then. I had assumed that the sentiment, as adolescent as the poetry, would pass.




  I said, “What does Bohentin think of this idea of importing your clone?”




  For the first time she hesitated. Bohentin, then, was dubious. “He thinks it’s rather a long shot.”




  “You could phrase it that way.”




  “But I know he’ll want to come. Some things you just know, Seena, beyond rationality. And besides – ” she hesitated again, and then went on, “I have left

  half my inheritance from Daddy, and the income on the trust from Mummy.”




  “Devrie. God, Devrie – you’d buy him?”




  For the first time she looked angry. “The money would be just to get him here, to see what is involved. Once he sees, he’ll want this as much as I do, at any price! What price can

  you put on God? I’m not ‘buying’ his life – I’m offering him the way to find life. What good is breathing, existing, if there’s no purpose to it?

  Don’t you realize how many centuries, in how many ways, people have looked for that light-filled presence and never been able to be sure? And now we’re almost there, Seena,

  I’ve seen it for myself – almost there. With verifiable, scientifically-controlled means. Not subjective faith this time – scientific data, the same as for any other actual

  phenomenon. This research stands now where research into the atom stood fifty years ago. Can you touch a quark? But it’s there! And my clone can be a part of it, can be it, how can you

  talk about the money buying him under circumstances like that!”




  I said slowly, “How do you know that whatever you’re so close to is God?” But that was sophomoric, of course, and she was ready for it. She smiled warmly.




  “What does it matter what we call it? Pick another label if it will make you more comfortable.”




  I took a piece of paper from my pocket. “His name is Keith Torellen. He lives in Indian Falls, New Hampshire. Address and mailnet number here. Good luck, Devrie.” I turned to go.




  “Seena! I can’t go!”




  She couldn’t, of course. That was the point. She barely had the strength in that starved, drug-battered body to get through the day, let alone to New Hampshire. She needed the

  sensory-controlled environment, the artificial heat, the chemical monitoring. “Then send someone from the Institute. Perhaps Bohentin will go.”




  “Bohentin!” she said, and I knew that was impossible; Bohentin had to remain officially ignorant of this sort of recruiting. Too many U.S. laws were involved. In addition,

  Bohentin had no persuasive skills; people as persons and not neurologies did not interest him. They were too far above chemicals and too far below God.




  Devrie looked at me wih a kind of level fury. “This is really why you found him, isn’t it? So I would have to stop the drug program long enough to leave here and go get him. You

  think that once I’ve gone back out into the world either the build-up effects in the brain will be interrupted or else the spell will be broken and I’ll have doubts about coming back

  here!”




  “Will you listen to yourself? ‘Out in the world.’ You sound like some archaic nun in a cloistered order!”




  “You always did ridicule anything you couldn’t understand,” Devrie said icily, turned her back on me, and stared at the empty holotanks. She didn’t turn when I left the

  lab, closing the door behind me. She was still facing the tanks, her spiny back rigid, the piece of paper with Keith Torellen’s address clutched in fingers delicate as glass.




  In New York the museum simmered with excitement. An unexpected endowment had enabled us to buy the contents of a small, very old museum located in a part of Madagascar not

  completely destroyed by the African Horror. Crate after crate of moths began arriving in New York, some of them collected in the days when naturalists-gentlemen shot jungle moths from the trees

  using dust shot. Some species had been extinct since the Horror and thus were rare; some were the brief mutations from the bad years afterward and thus were even rarer. The museum staff uncrated

  and exclaimed.




  “Look at this one,” said a young man, holding it out to me. Not on my own staff, he was one of the specialists on loan to us – DeFabio or DeFazio, something like that. He was

  very handsome. I looked at the moth he showed me, all pale wings outstretched and pinned to black silk. “A perfect Thysania Africana. Perfect.”




  “Yes.”




  “You’ll have to loan us the whole exhibit, in a few years.”




  “Yes,” I said again. He heard the tone in my voice and glanced up quickly. But not quickly enough – my face was all professional interest when his gaze reached it. Still, the

  professional interest had not fooled him; he had heard the perfunctory note. Frowning, he turned back to the moths.




  By day I directed the museum efficiently enough. But in the evenings, home alone in my apartment, I found myself wandering from room to room, touching objects, unable to settle to work at the

  oversize teak desk that had been my father’s, to the reports and journals that had not. His had dealt with the living, mine with the ancient dead – but I had known that for years. The

  fogginess of my evenings bothered me.




  “Faith should not mean fogginess.”




  Who had said that? Father, of course, to Devrie, when she had joined the dying Catholic Church. She had been thirteen years old. Skinny, defiant, she had stood clutching a black rosary from God

  knows where, daring him from scared dark eyes to forbid her. Of course he had not, thinking, I suppose, that Heaven, like any other childhood fever, was best left alone to burn out its course.




  Devrie had been received into the Church in an overdecorated chapel, wearing an overdecorated dress of white lace and carrying a candle. Three years later she had left, dressed in a magenta body

  suit and holding the keys to Father’s safe, which his executor had left unlocked after the funeral. The will had, of course, made me Devrie’s guardian. In the three years Devrie had

  been going to Mass, I had discovered that I was sterile, divorced my second husband, finished my work in entomology, accepted my first position with a museum, and entered a drastically premature

  menopause.




  That is not a flip nor random list.




  After the funeral, I sat in the dark in my father’s study, in his maroon leather chair and at his teak desk. Both felt oversize. All the lights were off. Outside it rained; I heard the

  steady beat of water on the window, and the wind. The dark room was cold. In my palm I held one of my father’s research awards, a small abstract sculpture of a double helix, done by Harold

  Landau himself. It was very heavy. I couldn’t think what Landau had used, to make it so heavy. I couldn’t think, with all the noise from the rain. My father was dead, and I would never

  bear a child.




  Devrie came into the room, leaving the lights off but bringing with her an incandescent rectangle from the doorway. At sixteen she was lovely, with long brown hair in the masses of curls again

  newly fashionable. She sat on a low stool beside me, all that hair falling around her, her face white in the gloom. She had been crying.




  “He’s gone. He’s really gone. I don’t believe it yet.”




  “No.”




  She peered at me. Something in my face, or my voice, must have alerted her; when she spoke again it was in that voice people use when they think your grief is understandably greater than theirs.

  A smooth dark voice, like a wave.




  “You still have me, Seena. We still have each other.”




  I said nothing.




  “I’ve always thought of you more as my mother than my sister, anyway. You took the place of Mother. You’ve been a mother to at least me.”




  She smiled and squeezed my hand. I looked at her face – so young, so pretty – and I wanted to hit her. I didn’t want to be her mother; I wanted to be her. All her choices lay

  ahead of her, and it seemed to me that self-indulgent night as if mine were finished. I could have struck her.




  “Seena – ”




  “Leave me alone! Can’t you ever leave me alone? All my life you’ve been dragging behind me; why don’t you die and finally leave me alone!”




  We make ourselves pay for small sins more than large ones. The more trivial the thrust, the longer we’re haunted by memory of the wound.




  I believe that.




  Indian Falls was out of another time: slow, quiet, safe. The Avis counter at the airport rented not personal guards but cars, and the only shiny store on Main Street sold

  wilderness equipment. I suspected that the small state college, like the town, traded mostly on trees and trails. That Keith Torellen was trying to take an academic degree here told me more

  about his adopting family than if I had hired a professional information service.




  The house where he lived was shabby, paint peeling and steps none too sturdy. I climbed them slowly, thinking once again what I wanted to find out.




  Devrie would answer none of my messages on the mailnet. Nor would she accept my phone calls. She was shutting me out, in retaliation for my refusing to fetch Torellen for her. But Devrie would

  discover that she could not shut me out as easily as that; we were sisters. I wanted to know if she had contacted Torellen herself, or had sent someone from the Institute to do so.




  If neither, then my visit here would be brief and anonymous; I would leave Keith Torellen to his protected ignorance and shabby town. But if he had seen Devrie, I wanted to discover if

  and what he had agreed to do for her. It might even be possible that he could be of use in convincing Devrie of the stupidity of what she was doing. If he could be used for that, I would use

  him.




  Something else: I was curious. This boy was my brother – nephew? no, brother – as well as the result of my father’s rational mind. Curiosity prickled over me. I rang the

  bell.




  It was answered by the landlady, who said that Keith was not home, would not be home until late, was “in rehearsal.”




  “Rehearsal?”




  “Over to the college. He’s a student and they’re putting on a play.”




  I said nothing, thinking.




  “I don’t remember the name of the play,” the landlady said. She was a large woman in a faded garment, dress or robe. “But Keith says it’s going to be real good. It

  starts this weekend.” She laughed. “But you probably already know all that! George, my husband George, he says I’m forever telling people things they already know!”




  “How would I know?”




  She winked at me. “Don’t you think I got eyes? Sister, or cousin? No, let me guess – older sister. Too much alike for cousins.”




  “Thank you,” I said. “You’ve been very helpful.”




  “Not sister!” She clapped her hand over her mouth, her eyes shiny with amusement. “You’re checking up on him, ain’t you? You’re his mother! I should of seen

  it right off!”




  I turned to negotiate the porch steps.




  “They rehearse in the new building, Mrs. Torellen,” she called after me. “Just ask anybody you see to point you in the right direction.”




  “Thank you,” I said carefully.




  Rehearsal was nearly over. Evidently it was a dress rehearsal; the actors were in period costume and the director did not interrupt. I did not recognize the period or the play.

  Devrie had been interested in theater; I was not. Quietly I took a seat in the darkened back row and waited for the pretending to end.




  Despite wig and greasepaint, I had no trouble picking out Keith Torellen. He moved like Devrie: quick, light movements, slightly pigeon-toed. He had her height and, given the differences of a

  male body, her slenderness. Sitting a theater’s length away, I might have been seeing a male Devrie.




  But seen up close, his face was mine.




  Despite the landlady, it was a shock. He came towards me across the theater lobby, from where I had sent for him, and I saw the moment he too struck the resemblance. He stopped dead, and we

  stared at each other. Take Devrie’s genes, spread them over a face with the greater bone surface, larger features, and coarser skin texture of a man – and the result was my face. Keith

  had scrubbed off his makeup and removed his wig, exposing brown curly hair the same shade Devrie’s had been. But his face was mine.




  A strange emotion, unnamed and hot, seared through me.




  “Who are you? Who the hell are you?”




  So no one had come from the Institute after all. Not Devrie, not any one.




  “You’re one of them, aren’t you?” he said; it was almost a whisper. “One of my real family?”




  Still gripped by the unexpected force of emotion, still dumb, I said nothing. Keith took one step toward me. Suspicion played over his face – Devrie would not have been suspicious –

  and vanished, replaced by a slow painful flush of color.




  “You are. You are one. Are you . . . are you my mother?”




  I put out a hand against a stone post. The lobby was all stone and glass. Why were all theater lobbies stone and glass? Architects had so little damn imagination, so little sense of the

  bizarre.




  “No! I am not your mother!”




  He touched my arm. “Hey, are you okay? You don’t look good. Do you need to sit down?”




  His concern was unexpected, and touching. I thought that he shared Devrie’s genetic personality and that Devrie had always been hypersensitive to the body. But this was not Devrie. His

  hand on my arm was stronger, firmer, warmer than Devrie’s. I felt giddy, disoriented. This was not Devrie.




  “A mistake,” I said unsteadily. “This was a mistake. I should not have come. I’m sorry. My name is Dr. Seena Konig and I am a . . . relative of yours, but I think this is

  a mistake. I have your address and I promise that I’ll write about your family, but now I think I should go.” Write some benign lie, leave him in ignorance. This was a mistake.




  But he looked stricken, and his hand tightened on my arm. “You can’t! I’ve been searching for my biological family for two years! You can’t just go!”




  We were beginning to attract attention in the theater lobby. Hurrying students eyed us sideways. I thought irrelevantly how different they looked from the “students” at the

  Institute, and with that thought regained my composure. This was a student, a boy – “you can’t!” a boyish protest, and boyish panic in his voice – and not the

  man-Devrieme he had seemed a foolish moment ago. He was nearly twenty years my junior. I smiled at him and removed his hand from my arm.




  “Is there somewhere we can have coffee?”




  “Yes. Dr. . . .”




  “Seena,” I said. “Call me Seena.”




  Over coffee, I made him talk first. He watched me anxiously over the rim of his cup, as if I might vanish, and I listened to the words behind the words. His adopting family was the kind that

  hoped to visit the Grand Canyon but not Europe, go to movies but not opera, aspire to college but not to graduate work, buy wilderness equipment but not wilderness. Ordinary people. Not religious,

  not rich, not unusual. Keith was the only child. He loved them.




  “But at the same time I never really felt I belonged,” he said, and looked away from me. It was the most personal thing he had knowingly revealed, and I saw that he regretted it.

  Devrie would not have. More private, then, and less trusting. And I sensed in him a grittiness, a tougher awareness of the world’s hardness, than Devrie had ever had – or needed to

  have. I made my decision. Having disturbed him thus far, I owed him the truth – but not the whole truth.




  “Now you tell me,” Keith said, pushing away his cup. “Who were my parents? Our parents? Are you my sister?”




  “Yes.”




  “Our parents?”




  “Both are dead. Our father was Dr. Richard Konig. He was a scientist. He – ” But Keith had recognized the name. His readings in biology or history must have been more extensive

  than I would have expected. His eyes widened, and I suddenly wished I had been more oblique.




  “Richard Konig. He’s one of those scientists that were involved in that bioengineering scandal – ”




  “How did you learn about that? It’s all over and done with. Years ago.”




  “Journalism class. We studied how the press handled it, especially the sensationalism surrounding the cloning thing twenty years – ”




  I saw the moment it hit him. He groped for his coffee cup, clutched the handle, didn’t raise it. It was empty anyway. And then what I said next shocked me as much as anything I have ever

  done.




  “It was Devrie,” I said, and heard my own vicious pleasure, “Devrie was the one who wanted me to tell you!”




  But of course he didn’t know who Devrie was. He went on staring at me, panic in his young eyes, and I sat frozen. That tone I heard in my own voice when I said “Devrie,” that

  vicious pleasure that it was she and not I who was hurting him . . .




  “Cloning,” Keith said. “Konig was in trouble for claiming to have done illegal cloning. Of humans.” His voice held so much dread that I fought off my own dread and tried

  to hold my voice steady to his need.




  “It’s illegal now, but not then. And the public badly misunderstood. All that sensationalism – you were right to use that word, Keith – covered up the fact that there is

  nothing abnormal about producing a fetus from another diploid cell. In the womb, identical twins – ”




  “Am I a clone?”




  “Keith – ”




  “Am I a clone?”




  Carefully I studied him. This was not what I had intended, but although the fear was still in his eyes, the panic had gone. And curiosity – Devrie’s curiosity, and her eagerness

  – they were there as well. This boy would not strike me, nor stalk out of the restaurant, nor go into psychic shock.




  “Yes. You are.”




  He sat quietly, his gaze turned inward. A long moment passed in silence.




  “Your cell?”




  “No. My – our sister’s. Our sister Devrie.”




  Another long silence. He did not panic. Then he said softly, “Tell me.”




  Devrie’s phrase.




  “There isn’t much to tell, Keith. If you’ve seen the media accounts, you know the story, and also what was made of it. The issue then becomes how you feel about what you saw.

  Do you believe that cloning is meddling with things man should best leave alone?”




  “No. I don’t.”




  I let out my breath, although I hadn’t known I’d been holding it. “It’s actually no more than delayed twinning, followed by surrogate implantation. A zygote –

  ”




  “I know all that,” he said with some harshness, and held up his hand to silence me. I didn’t think he knew that he did it. The harshness did not sound like Devrie. To my ears,

  it sounded like myself. He sat thinking, remote and troubled, and I did not try to touch him.




  Finally he said, “Do my parents know?”




  He meant his adoptive parents. “No.”




  “Why are you telling me now? Why did you come?”




  “Devrie asked me to.”




  “She needs something, right? A kidney? Something like that?”




  I had not foreseen that question. He did not move in a class where spare organs are easily purchasable. “No. Not a kidney, not any kind of biological donation.” A voice in my mind

  jeered at that, but I was not going to give him any clues that would lead to Devrie. “She just wanted me to find you.”




  “Why didn’t she find me herself? She’s my age, right?”




  “Yes. She’s ill just now and couldn’t come.”




  “Is she dying?”




  “No!”




  Again he sat quietly, finally saying, “No one could tell me anything. For two years I’ve been searching for my mother, and not one of the adoptee-search agencies could find a single

  trace. Not one. Now I see why. Who covered the trail so well?”




  “My father.”




  “I want to meet Devrie.”




  I said evenly, “That might not be possible.”




  “Why not?”




  “She’s in a foreign hospital. Out of the country. I’m sorry.”




  “When does she come home?”




  “No one is sure.”




  “What disease does she have?”




  She’s sick for God, I thought, but aloud I said, not thinking it through, “A brain disease.”




  Instantly, I saw my own cruelty. Keith paled, and I cried, “No, no, nothing you could have as well! Truly, Keith, it’s not – she took a bad fall. From her hunter.”




  “Her hunter,” he said. For the first time, his gaze flickered over my clothing and jewelry. But would he even recognize how expensive they were? I doubted it. He wore a synthetic,

  deep-pile jacket with a tear at one shoulder and a cheap wool hat, dark blue, shapeless with age. From long experience I recognized his gaze: uneasy, furtive, the expression of a man glimpsing the

  financial gulf between what he had assumed were equals. But it wouldn’t matter. Adopted children have no legal claim on the estates of their biological parents. I had checked.




  Keith said uneasily, “Do you have a picture of Devrie?”




  “No,” I lied.




  “Why did she want you to find me? You still haven’t said.”




  I shrugged. “The same reason, I suppose, that you looked for your biological family. The pull of blood.”




  “Then she wants me to write to her.”




  “Write to me instead.”




  He frowned. “Why? Why not to Devrie?”




  What to say to that? I hadn’t bargained on so much intensity from him. “Write in care of me, and I’ll forward it to Devrie.”




  “Why not to her directly?”




  “Her doctors might not think it advisable,” I said coldly, and he backed off – either from the mention of doctors or from the coldness.




  “Then give me your address, Seena. Please.”




  I did. I could see no harm in his writing me. It might even be pleasant. Coming home from the museum, another wintry day among the exhibits, to find on the mailnet a letter I could answer when

  and how I chose, without being taken by surprise. I liked the idea.




  But no more difficult questions now. I stood. “I have to leave, Keith.”




  He looked alarmed. “So soon?”




  “Yes.”




  “But why?”




  “I have to return to work.”




  He stood, too. He was taller than Devrie. “Seena,” he said, all earnestness, “just a few more questions. How did you find me?”




  “Medical connections.”




  “Yours?”




  “Our father’s. I’m not a scientist.” Evidently his journalism class had not studied twin-trance sensationalism.




  “What do you do?”




  “Museum curator. Arthropods.”




  “What does Devrie do?”




  “She’s too ill to work. I must go, Keith.”




  “One more. Do I look like Devrie as well as you?”




  “It would be wise, Keith, if you were careful whom you spoke with about all of this. I hadn’t intended to say so much.”




  “I’m not going to tell my parents. Not about being – not about all of it.”




  “I think that’s best, yes.”




  “Do I look like Devrie as well as you?”




  A little of my first, strange emotion returned with his intensity. “A little, yes. But more like me. Sex variance is a tricky thing.”




  Unexpectedly, he held my coat for me. As I slipped into it, he said from behind, “Thank you, Seena,” and let his hands rest on my shoulders.




  I did not turn around. I felt my face flame, and self-disgust flooded through me, followed by a desire to laugh. It was all so transparent. This man was an attractive stranger, was Devrie, was

  youth, was myself, was the work not of my father’s loins but of his mind. Of course I was aroused by him. Freud outlasts cloning: a note for a research study, I told myself grimly, and

  inwardly I did laugh.




  But that didn’t help either.




  In New York, winter came early. Cold winds whipped whitecaps on harbor and river, and the trees in the Park stood bare even before October had ended. The crumbling outer

  boroughs of the shrinking city crumbled a little more and talked of the days when New York had been important. Manhattan battened down for snow, hired the seasonal increases in personal guards, and

  talked of Albuquerque. Each night museum security hunted up and evicted the drifters trying to sleep behind exhibits, drifters as chilled and pale as the moths under permaplex, and, it seemed to

  me, as detached from the blood of their own age. All of New York seemed detached to me that October, and cold. Often I stood in front of the cases of Noctuidae, staring at them for so long that my

  staff began to glance at each other covertly. I would catch their glances when I jerked free of my trance. No one asked me about it.




  Still no message came from Devrie. When I contacted the Institute on the mailnet, she did not call back.




  No letter from Keith Torellen.




  Then one night, after I had worked late and was hurrying through the chilly gloom towards my building, he was there, bulking from the shadows so quickly that the guard I had taken for the walk

  from the museum sprang forward in attack position.




  “No! It’s all right! I know him!”




  The guard retreated, without expression. Keith stared after him, and then at me, his face unreadable.




  “Keith, what are you doing here? Come inside!”




  He followed me into the lobby without a word. Nor did he say anything during the metal scanning and ID procedure. I took him up to my apartment, studying him in the elevator. He wore the same

  jacket and cheap wool hat as in Indian Falls, his hair wanted cutting, and the tip of his nose was red from waiting in the cold. How long had he waited there? He badly needed a shave.




  In the apartment he scanned the rugs, the paintings, my grandmother’s ridiculously ornate, ugly silver, and turned his back on them to face me.




  “Seena. I want to know where Devrie is.”




  “Why? Keith, what has happened?”




  “Nothing has happened,” he said, removing his jacket but not laying it anywhere. “Only that I’ve left school and spent two days hitching here. It’s no good, Seena.

  To say that cloning is just like twinning: it’s no good. I want to see Devrie.”




  His voice was hard. Bulking in my living room, unshaven, that hat pulled down over his ears, he looked older and less malleable than the last time I had seen him. Alarm – not physical

  fear, I was not afraid of him, but a subtler and deeper fear – sounded through me.




  “Why do you want to see Devrie?”




  “Because she cheated me.”




  “Of what, for God’s sake?”




  “Can I have a drink? Or a smoke?”




  I poured him a Scotch. If he drank, he might talk. I had to know what he wanted, why such a desperate air clung to him, how to keep him from Devrie. I had never seen her like this. She

  was strong-willed, but always with a blitheness, a trust that eventually her will would prevail. Desperate forcefulness of the sort in Keith’s manner was not her style. But of course Devrie

  had always had silent money to back her will; perhaps money could buy trust as well as style.




  Keith drank off his Scotch and held out his glass for another. “It was freezing out there. They wouldn’t let me in the lobby to wait for you.”




  “Of course not.”




  “You didn’t tell me your family was rich.”




  I was a little taken aback at his bluntness, but at the same time it pleased me; I don’t know why.




  “You didn’t ask.”




  “That’s shit, Seena.”




  “Keith. Why are you here?”




  “I told you. I want to see Devrie.”




  “What is it you’ve decided she cheated you of? Money?”




  He looked so honestly surprised that again I was startled, this time by his resemblance to Devrie. She too would not have thought of financial considerations first, if there were emotional ones

  possible. One moment Keith was Devrie, one moment he was not. Now he scowled with sudden anger.




  “Is that what you think – that fortune hunting brought me hitching from New Hampshire? God, Seena, I didn’t even know how much you had until this very – I still

  don’t know!”




  I said levelly, “Then what is it you’re feeling so cheated of?”




  Now he was rattled. Again that quick, half-furtive scan of my apartment, pausing a millisecond too long at the Caravaggio, subtly lit by its frame. When his gaze returned to mine it was

  troubled, a little defensive. Ready to justify. Of course I had put him on the defensive deliberately, but the calculation of my trick did not prepare me for the staggering naivete of his

  explanation. Once more it was Devrie complete, reducing the impersonal greatness of science to a personal and emotional loss.




  “Ever since I knew that I was adopted, at five or six years old, I wondered about my biological family. Nothing strange in that – I think all adoptees do. I used to make up stories,

  kid stuff, about how they were really royalty, or lunar colonists, or survivors of the African Horror. Exotic things. I thought especially about my mother, imagining this whole scene of her holding

  me once before she released me for adoption, crying over me, loving me so much she could barely let me go but had to for some reason. Sentimental shit.” He laughed, trying to make light of

  what was not, and drank off his Scotch to avoid my gaze.




  “But Devrie – the fact of her – destroyed all that. I never had a mother who hated to give me up. I never had a mother at all. What I had was a cell cut from Devrie’s

  fingertip or someplace, something discardable, and she doesn’t even know what I look like. But she’s damn well going to.”




  “Why?” I said evenly. “What could you expect to gain from her knowing what you look like?”




  But he didn’t answer me directly. “The first moment I saw you, Seena, in the theater at school, I thought you were my mother.”




  “I know you did.”




  “And you hated the idea. Why?”




  I thought of the child I would never bear, the marriage, like so many other things of sweet promise, gone sour. But self-pity is a fool’s game. “None of your business.”




  “Isn’t it? Didn’t you hate the idea because of the way I was made? Coldly. An experiment. Weren’t you a little bit insulted at being called the mother of a discardable

  cell from Devrie’s fingertip?”




  “What the hell have you been reading? An experiment – what is any child but an experiment? A random egg, a random sperm. Don’t talk like one of those anti-science religious

  split-brains!”




  He studied me levelly. Then he said, “Is Devrie religious? Is that why you’re so afraid of her?”




  I got to my feet, and pointed at the sideboard. “Help yourself to another drink if you wish. I want to wash my hands. I’ve been handling specimens all afternoon.” Stupid,

  clumsy lie – nobody would believe such a lie.




  In the bathroom I leaned against the closed door, shut my eyes, and willed myself to calm. Why should I be so disturbed by the angry lashing-out of a confused boy? I was handy to lash out

  against; my father, whom Keith was really angry at, was not. It was all so predictable, so earnestly adolescent, that even over the hurting in my chest I smiled. But the smile, which should have

  reduced Keith’s ranting to the tantrum of a child – there, there, when you grow up you’ll find out that no one really knows who he is – did not diminish Keith. His losses

  were real – mother, father, natural place in the natural sequence of life and birth. And suddenly, with a clutch at the pit of my stomach, I knew why I had told him all that I had about his

  origins. It was not from any ethic of fidelity to “the truth.” I had told him he was clone because I, too, had had real losses – research, marriage, motherhood – and Devrie

  could never have shared them with me. Luminous, mystical Devrie, too occupied with God to be much hurt by man. Leave me alone! Can’t you ever leave me alone! All my life you’ve been

  dragging behind me – why don’t you die and finally leave me alone! And Devrie had smiled tolerantly, patted my head, and left me alone, closing the door softly so as not to disturb

  my grief. My words had not hurt her. I could not hurt her.




  But I could hurt Keith – the other Devrie – and I had. That was why he disturbed me all out of proportion. That was the bond. My face, my pain, my fault.




  Through my fault, through my fault, through my most grievous fault. But what nonsense. I was not a believer, and the comforts of superstitious absolution could not touch me. What shit.

  Like all nonbelievers, I stood alone.




  It came to me then that there was something absurd in thinking all this while leaning against a bathroom door. Grimly absurd, but absurd. The toilet as confessional. I ran the cold water,

  splashed some on my face and left. How long had I left Keith alone in the living room?




  When I returned, he was standing by the mailnet. He had punched in the command to replay my outgoing postal messages, and displayed on the monitor was Devrie’s address at the Institute of

  the Biological Hope.




  “What is it?” Keith said. “A hospital?”




  I didn’t answer him.




  “I can find out, Seena. Knowing this much, I can find out. Tell me.”




  Tell me. “Not a hospital. It’s a research laboratory. Devrie is a voluntary subject.”




  “Research on what? I will find out, Seena.”




  “Brain perception.”




  “Perception of what?”




  “Perception of God,” I said, torn among weariness, anger and a sudden gritty exasperation, irritating as sand. Why not just leave him to Devrie’s persuasions, and her to

  mystic starvation? But I knew I would not. I still, despite all of it, wanted her out of there.




  Keith frowned, “What do you mean, ‘perception of God’?”




  I told him. I made it sound as ridiculous as possible, and as dangerous. I described the anorexia, the massive use of largely untested drugs that would have made the Institute illegal in the

  United States, the skepticism of most of the scientific community, the psychoses and death that had followed twin-trance research fifteen years earlier. Keith did not remember that – he had

  been eight years old – and I did not tell him that I had been one of the researchers. I did not tell him about he tapes of the shadowy third presence in Bohentin’s holotanks. In every

  way I could, with every verbal subtlety at my use, I made the Institute sound crackpot, and dangerous, and ugly. As I spoke, I watched Keith’s face, and sometimes it was mine, and sometimes

  the expression altered it into Devrie’s. I saw bewilderment at her having chosen to enter the Institute, but not what I had hoped to see. Not scorn, not disgust.




  When I had finished, he said, “But why did she think that I might want to enter such a place as a twin subject?”




  I had saved this for last. “Money. She’d buy you.”




  His hand, holding his third Scotch, went rigid. “Buy me.”




  “It’s the most accurate way to put it.”




  “What the hell made her think – ” he mastered himself, not without effort. Not all the discussion of bodily risk had affected him as much as this mention of Devrie’s

  money. He had a poor man’s touchy pride. “She thinks of me as something to be bought.”




  I was carefully quiet.




  “Damn her,” he said. “Damn her.” Then roughly, “And I was actually considering – ”




  I caught my breath. “Considering the Institute? After what I’ve just told you? How in hell could you? And you said, I remember, that your background was not religious!”




  “It’s not. But I . . . I’ve wondered.” And in the sudden turn of his head away from me so that I wouldn’t see the sudden rapt hopelessness in his eyes, in the

  defiant set of shoulders, I read more than in his banal words, and more than he could know. Devrie’s look, Devrie’s wishfulness, feeding on air. The weariness and anger, checked before,

  flooded me again and I lashed out at him.




  “Then go ahead and fly to Dominica to enter the Institute yourself!”




  He said nothing. But from something – his expression as he stared into his glass, the shifting of his body – I suddenly knew that he could not afford the trip.




  I said, “So you fancy yourself as a believer?”




  “No. A believer manqué.” From the way he said it, I knew that he had said it before, perhaps often, and that the phrase stirred some hidden place in his imagination.




  “What is wrong with you,” I said, “with people like you, that the human world is not enough?”




  “What is wrong with people like you, that it is?” he said, and this time he laughed and raised his eyebrows in a little mockery that shut me out from this place beyond reason, this

  glittering escape. I knew then that somehow or other, sometime or other, despite all I had said, Keith would go to Dominica.




  I poured him another Scotch. As deftly as I could, I led the conversation into other, lighter directions. I asked about his childhood. At first stiffly, then more easily as time and Scotch

  loosened him, he talked about growing up in the Berkshire Hills. He became more lighthearted, and under my interest turned both shrewd and funny, with a keen sense of humor. His thick brown hair

  fell over his forehead. I laughed with him, and broke out a bottle of good port. He talked about amateur plays he had acted in; his enthusiasm increased as his coherence decreased. Enthusiasm,

  humor, thick brown hair. I smoothed the hair back from his forehead. Far into the night I pulled the drapes back from the window and we stood together and looked at the lights of the dying city ten

  stories below. Fog rolled in from the sea. Keith insisted we open the doors and stand on the balcony; he had never smelled fog tinged with the ocean. We smelled the night, and drank some more, and

  talked, and laughed.




  And then I led him again to the sofa.




  “Seena?” Keith said. He covered my hand, laid upon his thigh, with his own, and turned his head to look at me questioningly. I leaned forward and touched my lips to his, barely in

  contact, for a long moment. He drew back, and his hand tried to lift mine. I tightened my fingers.




  “Seena, no .




  “Why not?” I put my mouth back on his, very lightly. He had to draw back to answer, and I could feel that he did not want to draw back. Under my lips he frowned slightly; still,

  despite his drunkenness – so much more than mine – he groped for the word.




  “Incest . . .”




  “No. We two have never shared a womb.”




  He frowned again, under my mouth. I drew back to smile at him, and shifted my hand. “It doesn’t matter any more, Keith. Not in New York. But even if it did – I am not your

  sister, not really. You said so yourself – remember? Not a family. Just . . . here.”




  “Not family,” he repeated, and I saw in his eyes the second before he closed them the flash of pain, the greed of a young man’s desire, and even the crafty evasions of the good

  port. Then his arms closed around me.




  He was very strong, and more than a little violent. I guessed from what confusions the violence flowed but still I enjoyed it, that overwhelming rush from that beautiful male-Devrie body. I

  wanted him to be violent with me, as long as I knew there was not real danger. No real danger, no real brother, no real child. Keith was not my child but Devrie was my child-sister, and I had to

  stop her from destroying herself, no matter how . . . didn’t I? “The pull of blood.” But this was necessary, was justified . . . was the necessary gamble. For Devrie.




  So I told myself. Then I stopped telling myself anything at all, and surrendered to the warm tides of pleasure.




  But at dawn I woke and thought – with Keith sleeping heavily across me and the sky cold at the window – what the hell am I doing?




  When I came out of the shower, Keith was sitting rigidly against the pillows. Sitting next to him on the very edge of the bed, I pulled a sheet around my nakedness and reached

  for his hand. He snatched it away.




  “Keith. It’s all right. Truly it is.”




  “You’re my sister.”




  “But nothing will come of it. No child, no repetitions. It’s not all that uncommon, dear heart.”




  “It is where I come from.”




  “Yes. I know. But not here.”




  He didn’t answer, his face troubled.




  “Do you want breakfast?”




  “No. No, thank you.”




  I could feel his need to get away from me; it was almost palpable. Snatching my bodysuit off the floor, I went into the kitchen, which was chilly. The servant would not arrive for another hour.

  I turned up the heat, pulled on my bodysuit – standing on the cold floor first on one foot and then on the other, like some extinct species of water fowl – and made coffee. Through the

  handle of one cup I stuck two folded large bills. He came into the kitchen, dressed even to the torn jacket.




  “Coffee.”




  “Thanks.”




  His fingers closed on the handle of the cup, and his eyes widened. Pure, naked shock, uncushioned by any defenses whatsoever: the whole soul, betrayed, pinned in the eyes.




  “Oh God, no, Keith – how can you even think so? It’s for the trip back to Indian Falls! A gift!”




  An endless pause, while we stared at each other. Then he said, very low, “I’m sorry. I should have . . . seen what it’s for.” But his cup trembled in his hand, and a few

  drops sloshed onto the floor. It was those few drops that undid me, flooding me with shame. Keith had a right to his shock, and to the anguish in his/my/Devrie’s face. She wanted him for her

  mystic purposes, I for their prevention. Fanatic and saboteur, we were both better defended against each other than Keith, without money nor religion nor years, was against either of us. If I could

  have seen any other way than the gamble I had taken . . . but I could not. Nonetheless, I was ashamed.
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