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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      






Introduction


Every prior collection of mine has had an organizing theme behind it. The Steampunk Trilogy featured SF based on the Victorian era, while Ribofunk presented a vision of a biology-centered future. Fractal Paisleys was a collection of my allegedly humorous stories, as was Neutrino Drag, an encore. My “hardcore” science fiction ended up in Babylon Sisters, while my excursions into fantasy found a home in Little Doors. Lost Pages presented the alternate lives of famous authors. Finally, every story in Strange Trades explored the concept of working for a living.


In short, I have shown myself to be an author who likes tidy, homogenous packages of fiction. Rather like a person who prefers to eat an entire quart of vanilla ice cream at one sitting, rather than indulge in a heterogeneous three-scoop sundae.


I think there are some distinct advantages to books that reflect a thematic unity. The stories build on each other—especially if they’re actually linked by characters and incidents, as in Ribofunk—and they convey a coherent slant on existence.


But there’re disadvantages as well. The stories might begin to seem at best too much of a good thing or at worst repetitive. By the time you swallow that last spoon of vanilla ice cream, you’re longing for a hint of chocolate.


Hence this collection you hold in your hands. My first non-themed volume of short stories. Actually, the book does have a theme: inclusivity. Here is a sampling of everything I do, all the different modes I work in, available in one place. Eighteen stories that have never seen the light of day since their first appearances. Fantastical, realistic, surrealistic, speculative—this book’s a regular foot-long banana-split, with three kinds of sauce, nuts, cherries, whipped cream, and at least one flavor of ice cream you’re guaranteed to love.


I’m reminded of a character in a John Barth novel. This fellow vowed to be forever unpredictable in his behavior. But then he realized a paradox: total unpredictability was a predictable pattern! Therefore, he decided to violate his rule of total unpredictability in only one category: what he ate for breakfast. He would eat the same thing every day. Thus, this mote of predictability in his sea of unpredictability would preserve the true randomness of his lifestyle from being predictably unpredictable.


This book is my link of unpredictability in my chain of thematic predictableness.


Does your head hurt yet? Mine certainly does!









I - Periauricular Dampness


When I quit my day job in 1982 to embark on the career of a freelance writer, I drew up a little chart. I wrote down the names of all the extant SF zines and planned how often I would sell a story to each one. I figured that if I could place just one story per month among them, I’d have it made, earning about half the money I had been reaping as a programmer. Enough to live modesty on.


Emboldened by Ray Bradbury’s exhortation to fledgling writers to write a thousand words per day, thus composing one story per week, I figured I had plenty of room for learning-curve failures. Hell, only one story out of four had to be good enough to sell.


During the course of that first year, I wrote nearly fifty stories, lovingly assigning a number to each one (a tyro’s practice that, I was recently pleased to learn, Robert Silverberg shared in the early years of his career). I amassed over a quarter of a million words of fiction.


And I didn’t sell a single story.


Eventually, when my savings ran out, I had to get another day job. But I kept writing. And I must’ve gotten better at it, thanks to Bradbury’s formula, since I finally did begin to place a story here and there.


But sell a story per month? Not even Robert Reed or Michael Swanwick or James Patrick Kelly—writers at the height of their craft—do that nowadays.


Wet behind the ears? I guess you could say that.









Once I began selling fiction, I turned back to the stories that hadn’t sold. Now, in most cases, I could see why. But there was a single piece from the tail end of that run that seemed to have merit. Maybe it was different from the others because it was based on a template I had stolen from a master. Having read Melville’s “Benito Cereno,” I conceived of the notion of science-fictionalizing Herman Melville’s sea saga. I shook the dust off “Anselmo Merino” and found it a home in a small-press zine, the late lamented New Pathways. If there was any money involved, I can’t recall, but it couldn’t have been much. Still, I felt proud to see this in print. Editor Michael Adkisson, wherever you are: thanks again!


Anselmo Merino


being a true and accurate rendering of the encounter between the ships golden cockerel and melville, off encantada island, august 24th, 901 p.s.


All this happened many years ago.


For a period of my life, the events I am about to narrate—for the hundredth time, and yet, in a way, for the first—\dominated my thoughts. Then, for a brace of decades, they troubled me little, if at all. Now, however, in my retirement, as I sit in the high tower of my lonely house in Tirso Town, watching the sea by day and night, the strange and disturbing happenings that occupied barely twelve hours of my life recur vividly and portentously, as if fraught with more meaning than I can legitimately and consciously assign them.


So of them, at last, I will write.


I. We Sight the Distressed Ship


My vessel, the Melville, was anchored some hundred meters off Encantada Island, a crescent-shaped parcel of land claimed neither by the Union nor the Aristarchy, lying in mid-ocean between Ordesto and Carambriole, some five degrees below the Equator. From where my schooner rocked gently on the pellucid waters of the bay, I had an excellent view of a golden beach, and the Melville’s cutter grounded there. Beyond the beach, in a dense wall, began the satinwood trees, their silver boles tall and bare of branches and foliage, save for a tuft of feathery green at the very top of each.


From the island drifted faintly to me the brittle hum of the lasers wielded by my men, and the intermittent thump of a tree striking the earth. In an hour or so, the trundlebots would emerge from the woods, each bearing the massy, lustrous heart of a satinwood tree, excised almost surgically by my trained foresters. The bots would load the logs into the cutter. From each tree we took a piece averaging four meters in length and a fraction of the tree’s original diameter. Those shining, red-brown cores, cut into boards and finished to a moire-like sheen, would pay the costs of the entire voyage, with a handsome profit left for every crew member. Wasteful, in a way, to kill such splendid trees and use so little of them. Yet they did no good to the nonexistent inhabitants of Encantada Island, and we were careful to harvest judiciously, the trees being our livelihood.


This last load would fill the Melville’s, hold, and we would then depart for our home port of Tirso Town, capital of the Transmontane Union.


The sun beamed down—very hot, but not cruel—as I stood at the rail, eyeing the land. I was grateful for the lack of clouds, knowing that the banks of faceted solarcells atop the fore and aft deckhouses would be gathering energy aplenty. Overhead, in the rigging of the Melville’s twin masts, the sailbots scuttled like spiders, anticipatory of our leave-taking.


The allotted time passed. Breezes stroked my brow. On the sandy shore the trundlebots appeared, laden with Paean’s bounty. The entire complement of the Melville—myself naturally excluded—followed: four foresters and my first mate, Runcie Belgrano. The robots deposited their loads and entered the cutter, followed by the men. The slim craft put off soundlessly, powered by its small electric motor. How often, when becalmed in the doldrums, had I wished the Melville herself might possess larger versions of such motors. But our solarcells could never accumulate enough energy to feed such brutes, and so, Paean being a world poor in fossil and radioactive fuels, we were forced to rely on wind and sun.


And not a bad pair to put one’s faith in, for the most part, I always held.


The cutter arrowed across the calm surface of the sea. I began to discern more clearly the familiar faces of my crew, notably the fat, bristled cheeks of Belgrano. It struck me suddenly that contrary to all prior usage, the men did not gaze longingly on the Melville and her comforts, but beyond her, out to sea.


I turned with a sense of irrational foreboding.


I had often heard of a ship “limping” into port. Never had I fully appreciated the figure of speech until that moment, being a rather prosaic and unimaginative sort of man, not given to flights of fancy, nor extravagance in words or deeds. Yet the ship that approached us now, and which so riveted the attention of my men, did somehow evoke a human’s sore-footed gait, crawling almost in fits and starts.


Like the Melville, the ship was a double-masted schooner forty or so meters in length, with clean and fluid lines. There, however, all resemblance ended. Where the Melville was trig and polished, scoured and caulked, this newcomer was in disrepair and foul shape. Her sails were in tatters, and devoid of bots. The solarcells atop her deckhouses were smashed, functioning as useless collectors of rainwater. I saw charred scorches on her rails, as if lightning or lasers had bitten there. Her whole aura was one of neglect and desuetude. No living figures did I mark on board, either.


Small wonder my men were so captivated, it was such an unexpected and disreputable sight.


The cutter had by now pulled alongside the Melville. I had in the instant made up my mind what to do regarding the uncanny ship, and so leaned over to shout my orders.


“All bots: Come aboard with the cargo and stow it. Jenckes, Topps, Allen, and Strathmore: You also disembark. Mate Belgrano and I shall visit this stranger. Hold yourselves ready should we need you in any way.”


Each trundlebot, clasping a piece of satinwood with two of its arms, ascended the hanging netting up the ship’s side using its other two limbs. They headed for the aft cargo hatch, where they would deposit the satinwood and then tap the flow from the solarcells. Jenckes, Topps, Allen, and Strathmore came aboard in their wake and made off to the galley, to refresh themselves after their work ashore.


I descended the netting, Mate Belgrano steadying the cutter against the Melville’s flanks.


In the cutter, I received from Belgrano his usual deferential nod, which I had long since ceased attempting to dissuade him of. Years ago, when Belgrano had first shipped under me, that gesture had rankled, seeming not in keeping with the egalitarian spirit of the Union as I conceived it; more the servile mark of acquiescence an Aristarch might demand. But after a time I realized it was only the old salt’s way of acknowledging the trust he placed in my command. Although he had five years over my forty-nine at the time, he treated me as one incredibly superior to him, and I could not but be suitably flattered.


“So, Captain Sanspeur,” he said in his hoarse growl, as he shoved off from the Melville before starting the motor up, “what do you make of this derelict? Think you we might find something worth salvaging?”


“Much remains to be seen,” I said, as if I knew more than in fact I did. Actually, the appearance here of the lame vessel, so far off normal sea lanes, was an enigma to me.


Slowly, as if some unseen force impeded the cutter’s progress, we approached the gaunt and haggard ship.


II. Aboard the Golden Cockerel, and Her Captain


As Belgrano steered in his assured way nearer and nearer the barely drifting ship, which seemed to have lost the current that had carried her so far, I scanned her bow, looking for her name. Several scores of meters away, I described the name in flaking red paint: Golden Cockerel. I knew then, from the style of lettering, that the ship hailed from the Aristarchy.


Why she neglected to fly that country’s flag, I could not guess, unless it had been destroyed like her sails.


Also, at this distance I noticed the movement of figures on the ship’s listing deck. So then: this was to be no salvage mission, but one of succor and rescue. I was grateful that the Melville held a surplus of food and fresh water (for I had replenished both on Encantada), with which to allav their sufferings.


Every minute our boat drew closer, I expected the rails to fill with the eager faces of the survivors I had glimpsed. The spaces at the starboard rail remained empty, however, as if no one noted or cared about our approach.


Finally we were bobbing close against the ship’s battered hull. No ladder was in sight. Belgrano silently returned my gaze, as if to ask, “What next?”


“Drop the anchor, Master Belgrano,” I said, and he heaved it overboard, paying out the line through his roughened hands. In the clear waters of the bay, we could watch our metal grapple sink for many a fathom, until it went where we could not follow.


“Ahoy, the Cockerel!” I shouted. “Toss us a line.”


I expected no response from the incurious ship, and so started a bit when a thick hawser flew from nowhere and thwacked against the hull.


Old as Belgrano and I were, we still retained a spryness of limb many a younger man might envy. It was an easy task to ascend the rope.


Aboard the Cockerel, there was so much to see at first—and so many of the sights exceedingly jarring—that I hardly know now where to begin to describe what greeted my eyes. Let me start—arbitrarily, for I cannot recollect after so many years the exact order in which I apprehended things—with the ship herself.


I have mentioned the shattered solarcells and the charred woodwork, visible from afar. Fresh evidence of the Cockerel’s sorry state was a scarred deck littered with trash: fruit peels, rags, empty bottles, several robot corpses, and, incredibly, pages from the ship’s log. The aft deckhouse had several panels missing from its walls. Coils of rope lay in tangles.


Altogether, a most unholy mess. The skipper had to be dead—lost at sea—or insane for such a state to exist.


Simultaneously, I was taken with the figure of the man who had thrown us a line. A short and scrawny fellow, with a beak of a nose and a sharp chin, he wore a soiled knitted ecclesiastical shawl atop a ripped embroidered purple shirt. Purple pantaloons ballooned on his skinny legs. I recognized him as a Sanctus.


Five hundred years ago, the Aristarchy had colonized Paean. As their name implied, they had been severe critics of everything about their home world, including its religion. They had come to Paean, the first humans, to implement their curious and stringent beliefs. The Aristarchs brought with them underclasses to do their bidding. Their religicos bore the title of Sanctus.


On the continent of Carambriole, the Aristarchy flourished alone for two centuries. Then new settlers appeared in orbit, my ancestors among them, and claimed Ordesto, the eastern continent. From this second wave of colonists the Transmontane Union arose.


At the present, there was little commerce between our two cultures. Relations were marked by a coldness that stopped short of belligerence.


All this history mattered little to me at the time, in the face of the chaos around me.


Yet I include it here to indicate how my feelings of unease were compounded by facing this alien ambassador of a hidden land.


The withered man bobbed his head and torso, his hands clasped together in supplication. I gripped his shoulders and straightened him up.


“Stand erect, man,” I said. “We’re here to help, not plunder. I am Captain Josiah Sanspeur of the Melville, out of Tirso Town. I take it your ship is captainless.”


His reedy voice sung out as if reciting liturgy. “Oh no, good sir, such is not our situation. We have a most fine and excellent captain, only occupied with pressing matters now is he. Our situation is more dire than mere loss of captain. You see—”


The head of the Sanctus had been constantly swiveling on his crane-like neck as he talked, while his pop-eyes stared here and there for I knew not what. His speech was cut short by the arrival of what he had obviously been fearing.


A Fanzoy walked into view.


The Fanzoii were the native race of Paean. They lived only on Carambriole. I had never seen one before.


Tall and willowy, the Fanzoy was clothed in a billowing off-white robe, sleeveless, with a square-cut yoke of intricate patterns. The Fanzoy’s flesh could be observed on its arms and neck and bare feet, as well as its face. It was a subdued orange, like the color of a peach or burra-fruit, and had a velvety nap, not unappealing. The Fanzoy’s lips were somewhat prehensile, its eyes a stunning violet.


It regarded us in what I took to be an unmenacing manner, yet the Sanctus was completely unnerved.


“I, I—” he faltered. Then, abandoning all pretense of calm, he turned and fled.


Belgrano and I watched him scurry off in amazement. With no human left to speak to, we approached the Fanzoy.


“Where is the captain?” I asked.


It eyed me stoically, curled its unnatural lip almost into a roll, and departed wordlessly. Had it even understood?


I decided to try the aft deckhouse, where traditionally, at least on Union ships, the captain’s quarters would be.


At this point more Fanzoii, two or three dozen, appeared, seemingly springing up from the very planks. All were similarly hipless and possessed of deep amethyst eyes. I could not distinguish between sexes or individuals. Their velvet-flocked faces bore no obvious expression of ill will.


Yet they carried at their sides wooden dowels like clubs.


Belgrano and I hastened to the deckhouse, the Fanzoii following several paces behind, en masse. I confess my heart was racing a bit faster than was its wont. At the rear superstructure, the door hung closed on one hinge. I knocked, and also called out.


“Hallo, captain of the Cockerel! This is Captain Sanspeur of the Melville. Are you there?”


The Fanzoii ringed us at a small distance. I had no hint as to what their next move might be.


I heard the door opening. I swung about.


A man emerged, closely trailed by a Fanzoy.


“Back, you rabble,” he called forcefully, gesturing languidly with one slim hand, which did much to mute the sternness of his command. “These are friends, not pirates. Can’t you fools see anything? Get back to your duties.”


At his words, the Fanzoii dispersed. However, ten or twelve took up sitting positions in a rubber-limbed fashion not far away, their truncheons resting across their laps.


I had time now to study the captain and his companion.


The man was of medium height, slender and wiry, in his mid-thirties. His face was wan and pinched, its olive skin drawn, like that of a hedonist whose pleasures have betrayed him, or a man used to comfort whom life had treated unwontedly harshly of a sudden. His black hair was cut short. His long mustachios were waxed and pointed. I smelled the pomade’s scent. His dress was of faded elegance. His manner was refined, yet indolent.


The Fanzoy had all the qualities of its kind: the eyes, the skin, the long graceful limbs. Yet I thought to detect a play of keen intelligence on its somewhat angular features, a kind of alert inquisitiveness not evident in the others, which set it apart.


The man who had saved us extended a hand that bore several begemmed rings. “Captain Sanspeur,” he said in a weary and lax voice totally unlike that which he had assumed to dismiss the Fanzoii, and yet which I took for some reason to be his normal tone, “I am Captain Anselmo Merino of the Golden Cockerel, out of Saint Ursula. Welcome aboard. We have much to discuss.”


As I shook Captain Merino’s bland hand, I marveled at his disingenuous understatement of the situation, and wondered what could possibly follow.


III. Proposals and Rejections


I expected Captain Merino to exercise common courtesy by inviting us into his cabin. Instead, he carefully closed the door—through which I had gotten only a glimpse of shadowy interior—and turned his aesthete’s countenance toward us.


The Fanzoy that had emerged with him remained close by.


“I can’t tell you how glad I am to see another human face,” said Merino in a drained and languorous voice that totally belied any excitement. “As you can see, my ship has suffered disaster—a most unsettling tragedy. Perhaps you can better gauge the extent of it—and more readily appreciate my tale—if we conduct a promenade about the ship as we converse.”


Merino’s cavalier attitude—which I could only assume was a brave, if somewhat pompous, attempt to put up an unconcerned front—modified my fears that had arisen when the Fanzoii seemed ready to attack us. If this perfumed popinjay felt safe among his alien crew, then I could have nothing to fear.


“Very well,” I replied. “Let us talk freely, as one captain to another. I confess there is much about your ship and its status that I find puzzling and improper.” I turned to my first mate. “Mate Belgrano, station yourself by the rail above the cutter—to make sure she does not loose anchor and drift.”


In truth, I had no expectation of that happening. My real aim was twofold: to prevent any of the Fanzoii from appropriating the cutter, and to be with Merino alone, without subordinates, so that he would perhaps speak more directly.


Belgrano left, somewhat uneasily. I had faith in his abilities to hold off idle Fanzoii, or, failing that, to remove the cutter from their reach. I waited for Merino to dismiss his pet Fanzoy, which continued to hover close by him like an apricot-colored specter.


Merino only sized me up with an open and minute disbelief, as if he could have wished I had done otherwise than send Belgrano away. He pivoted on one booted heel and strode off, leaving me to catch up.


The Fanzoy never left him.


Merino began talking almost before I drew abreast of him. He did not catch my eyes, but stared straight ahead, ignoring both myself and the shoddy mishmash of trash at his feet. His manner belonged to one who recounted a much-rehearsed story that had been leeched of meaning. Yet as his talk progressed, he became a bit more fervid and uneasy, as if he could not repress all he must be feeling.


“We sailed from Saint Ursula over a year ago, on a voyage that was to take three months. My crew was a good and capable one, ten men and the standard complement of bots. Our ship was sweet and swift. Yet witness the once-proud Cockerel now: derelict and without destination.”


I could well believe that the ship had had a year’s worth of neglect. “You shipped with ten men, yet I saw only one.”


Merino waggled his hand negligently in the air. “You mean our Sanctus, Purslen Monteagle. Faugh! I had not even counted him, else it were eleven. He is supercargo, which the Aristarchy bids me haul, as every one of its ships must. No, not one of the ten remains”—he paused unnaturally—“alive. Nine were swept overboard in one of the fiercest storms I have ever experienced, along with many bots. Not a month out of port were we when it came upon us. The surviving man—my first mate, who was also my beloved cousin—took a great hurt and died shortly thereafter. With our sails rent and our cells staved in, we have drifted since, at the whim of the currents and the winds. Monteagle and I have been living off the victuals stored for eleven, yet even these are almost gone.”


The account seemed credible to me. Merino struck me as an indecisive and artificial captain, who could easily lose his crew through incompetent orders.


“This is your first command, I take it,” said I.


Bristling, he turned to impale me with his dark eyes. “Why do you say so? Am I so obviously and contemptibly inept?”


I recalled the stern pride of the Aristarchs, which had caused them to consider themselves superior to those others on their long-ago home-world, and which no doubt operated to this day. I tried to placate the unstable man.


“No, no, it is just that you are young. In the Union, a man is often close to my age before he attains his first command.”


Merino relaxed somewhat. “Perhaps I am too young. I had sailed much before this voyage, but only for pleasure, up and down our coast. My uncle, a high Aristarch, chose me for this mission. It is a government voyage I was on.”


Merino seemed like the weather, shifting and unpredictable, a man of many extravagant moods. Now he grew the most excited I had yet seen him.


“If you could help me complete my mission, the Aristarchy will reward you generously. You will have my undying gratitude as well.”


I was about to ask the central question that I had been withholding all this time: How did the Fanzoii figure in this bizarre affair? But I wished to ask it out of earshot of Merino’s pet Fanzoy, which tagged along still, sharp-eared and alert.


Merino must have intercepted my intent study of his familiar. His quick elation subsided to dourness. He said, “You may say whatever you wish in front of Tess. I call her by the closest approximation I can make to her true name. She understands our speech, but cannot reproduce it, and so nothing will be repeated.”


I observed then the queerest look pass between the man and the alien. It was a gaze compounded equally of desire, hatred, repugnance, and fatal attraction. I hope never to see its like again.


“All right,” I said. “I will be blunt. Why do the Fanzoii roam the ship, armed and dangerous? Why are they aboard at all? Was it some mad attempt by the Aristarchy to turn them into sailors? I have heard they are intractable.”


“You speak to the point,” Merino said, squeezing his chin, “and I can do no less. The Fanzoii were my cargo. Now they are my crew. I asked you before to help me complete my original mission. I doubt that such a thing could be done now.”


Perplexed and not a little frustrated, I said, “How were they your cargo?”


Merino sighed. “You do not have the Fanzoii to contend with on Ordesto, and can perhaps afford to be moralistic about what I shall tell you. Please restrain yourself. We of the Aristarchy are not so lucky, due to the twist of fate that inclined us to settle on Carambriole, and our plight could easily be yours. In any case, the Fanzoii occupy much choice land that our growing country needs. They are reluctant to be assimilated. Coexistence is proving impossible, as we expand. I was taking the first load of Fanzoii to the Nameless Continent, to plant a colony there.”


Paean has but three continents. The Nameless Continent stretches from the South Pole north for some forty degrees. Only its extreme northern edge is livable.


“But could they survive there?” I said. “Is it what they are used to?”


Shrugging, Merino replied, “Such questions were not thought to be germane. Our plan was simply to remove all the Fanzoii there and forget about them, so Carambriole could be free. However, with my crew lost, I was forced by practical considerations to free the Fanzoii from belowdecks, for their aid. Tess here has been a remarkable go-between, almost my second-in-command. The rest of the Fanzoii have proved themselves”—he shuddered briefly—“eminently capable at whatever they turn their hands to.”


The man’s mission seemed both mad and bad, not something that I wished to aid him with. “It is impossible for you to cling to this hulk any longer. Come aboard the Melville with me, you and the Sanctus. We will find room for the Fanzoii somewhere in the hold. With good winds, southern Carambriole is only three weeks away. Your troubles will be over as soon as you land. Let others try the voyage again, if they will.”


Merino parted his sensualist’s lips, and for a moment I was convinced he wanted—longed—to accept. Then the indigo eyes of the Fanzoy—Tess—seemed almost to spark, its upper lip fluting in that obscene fashion. A visible twinge went through Merino, whose back was to the native.


“No, I am afraid that is impossible. You must do whatever you can to refit my ship, so I may continue. Spare sails, cells, bots—whatever you can lend.”


I balked. “It seems like helping to send you to your doom. The Fanzoii are not experienced. You yourself are debilitated by your woes.”


Merino assumed a sudden absurd gaiety, clapping a hand on my shoulder. “We are prattling out here under the blazing sun like savages. This is not the treatment I should be extending to a guest—nay, a rescuer. Let’s adjourn to my cabin for a meal—it’s past noon—and discuss things further.”


I considered. It seemed allowable. I might learn more if Merino felt more relaxed.


“Done. Provided we can send my man Belgrano something at his watch.”


“Certainly,” said Merino. “Come with me.”


We reversed our course. As we were passing a large plastic water butt, full of a stagnant algae soup, I chanced to see the crouching figure of Purslen Monteagle behind it. Merino did not notice him, his eyes focused rather on some private landscape.


The Sanctus, knowing he had my attention, worked his wrinkled lips silently, over and over again, mouthing a single word which I at last interpreted as a name.


“Sadler.”


IV. A Meal, and Its Consequences


Back in front of the aft deckhouse we encountered the twelve seated Fanzoii. Their demeanor was obscure and unfathomable. Still in the positions we had left them in—ophidian limbs neatly coiled, truncheons laid across the valleys of their robes—they emanated a curious sensation of mental communion with each other, for all that their ianthine eyes followed our movements precisely.


Merino ignored—or truly failed—to see them.


The Fanzoy named Tess exchanged, I thought, a brief glance with her kin.


The captain of the Cockerel laid his bejeweled fingers on the door handle to his cabin. I noticed the smashed security keypad above the handle, and wondered how the storm had done that damage.


“You must,” said Merino, “excuse the condition of my cabin. At home, I was overused to servants, I fear, and have consequently never gotten accustomed to tidying up after myself. And with the trouble and all …”


I dismissed his concerns—as always, seeking to make myself agreeable to him, and so bring down the barrier I felt he was maintaining between us. “I am not overnice,” I said. “Life at sea is not for the fastidious. A moderate cleanliness suffices.”


“Not for the fastidious,” he mused somberly. “How true.”


He swung the invalid door open and we entered.


Besmudged windows excluded much light. My eyes were some time in adjusting. Merino failed to turn on any luminescents, and only then did the ship’s complete lack of power hit home. Suddenly, I had a vivid image of Merino sitting in this stuffy cave on a black night, his ship drifting helplessly, the insidious Tess his only companion. I experienced a deep sympathy for the man, tinged with revulsion.


My eyes could see at last. If I had thought the deck full of detritus, it had only just prepared me for Merino’s quarters.


More logbook pages lay like a snowy blanket. Organic rubbish bred unhealthy odors. Two large wooden chairs flanked an intricately carved table, whose top was heaped with miscellaneous objects: a broken clock, a ceremonial dagger, glasses, a bottle of yellow wine, redolent cigar stubs. A bunk bore dirty, sweat-reeking sheets in a tangle. A door led inward to what I surmised was a private galley or head.


“Take a seat,” said Merino debonairly, as if hosting me in a lavish palace.


Incredulously, I swept debris from a chair and sat. As I did, I noticed two other objects in the room. One was a wall-mounted glass-fronted case, with a useless lock, bearing on racks a score or more of laser pistols. The other was a tall, sheet-draped figure in a corner. From its shrouded lines, I had sworn it were a man, had it not been so stiff and immobile. Perhaps it was some religious effigy, and I thought it best not to mention it.


Not so with the weapons, however, the presence of which made me skittish.


“Why do you carry so many arms?” I asked, nodding toward the case.


Merino, seating himself, said, “It was felt that we should have them against the Fanzoii, should they escape. But you can see how needless such precautions were.”


Tess remained standing, seemingly awaiting orders. Merino at last deigned to acknowledge her, speaking directly to her for the first time in my hearing. I listened closely for what his tone of voice might reveal.


“Tess,” he said equably, “please serve us a meal.”


Nothing. Master to slave, equal to equal, captor to captive—any or all of these might have been inferred.


Tess departed through the second door, and soon the noise of clanking pots and pans filtered out.


“Now,” said Merino, “out of that brutal sun, with a glass of good wine to hand, we may truly talk.” He lifted the broad-based flask full of amber wine and poured us each a glass. “You must praise such an excellent vintage. It’s from my estate back home. I bless the day I thought to ship several cases of it. Truth be told, I believe sometimes it’s all that has seen me through this crisis.”


I sipped my wine after Merino sipped his. “Very palatable,” I said. “But you should not give the wine overmuch credit. Surely the inner qualities of a man count for far more. Fortitude, endurance, courage, wit.”


Merino’s false ebullience disappeared. “Perhaps you are right. Yet when those fail a man, the consolations of wine are not to be spurned.”


Merino drained his glass and poured another. Aromas of cooking wafted out the open galley door.


“This bouquet reminds me of my home,” Merino said dreamily. “The dark woods, the bright, cloud-swept lawns, the lavish rooms of Truro …” His bronze-olive face grew animated. He stroked his oily mustache. Without preamble, as we sat in the gloom, he launched into a rambling discourse on his distant home.


I had only to listen and nod, and used the interval to study the enigmatic captain. He struck me as whimsical and capricious, by turns mordant and blithe, a poorly balanced fellow, who knew not his own mind. I felt then that his trouble was that he had no code to live by, was rudderless in the ethical sea, despite the imposed strictures of the Aristarchy. I, who have always prided myself on living by a certain code (whose tenets need not be described here), thought this to be the ultimate moral abyss.


What I did not consider at the time was the possibility that Merino had had a code—but that it had broken down of its inherent inconsistencies or limitations, leaving him despairing and deracinated.


The man chattered on, his black eyes liquidly refulgent, seeming to trap all the small light there was. What I gathered from his talk was that his old life had been one of leisure and only ceremonial duties, carefree and pleasure-centered.


Not the best preparation for the mission he had been sent on.


At last Tess entered with our meal: canned beef, heated, with boiled potatoes in which I later found a dead worm.


Her entrance completely transformed Merino. His pathetic panache vanished, and he fell mostly silent, drinking even more heavily.


As I ate, I studied the Fanzoy.


She—I had accepted Merino’s assertion of her sex—sat on the bunk while we picked at our meal. Her supple arms hung lightly, with her hands folded in her lap. Her soft skin, with its nap the color of certain pale-orange roses, was pleasant to look upon. Her unreadable face bore down on Merino continuously. I noticed he could not meet her eyes.


I asked to send half my meal to Belgrano. Tess passed the plate out the door to another Fanzoy, waiting instantly there.


Eventually the wine began to tell on Merino. He had drunk an enormous quantity, opening another bottle brought from under the bunk. I was barely on my second glass.


I thought that now was perhaps the best time to mention the name that had seemed so important to Sanctus Monteagle. Perhaps Merino’s unimprisoned lips would let slip something.


“Did you have,” I inquired offhandedly, “a crewman by the name of Sadler?”


Merino shot to his feet, his face livid. “Goddamn you for a sneaking spy! How came you by the name of Sadler?”


I had expected nothing so fierce. Luckily, I had had the foresight to prepare a story to shield the Sanctus.


“I glimpsed it on a strewn page from your own miskept log. Why take it so meanly?”


Merino sat again, passing a trembling hand across his sweaty brow. Tess had never stirred. “Forgive me. It is only that—I thought—No matter. Yes, there was one Sadler aboard. Sadler Merino, my cousin and first mate, whom I mentioned before. A bold and worthy man, better by far than I. But he is no more. Would he had gone overboard with the rest, instead of dying as he did!”


Merino refilled his glass, which had tipped when he jumped up, adding its yellow river to the mess. I thought he had to forcibly stop his eyes from going to the veiled statue in the corner. Maybe some old touch of religious feeling he sought to deny was upon him.


Now all meanness, Merino barked an order at the Fanzoy.


“Tess, you bloody snake! Clear these dishes away!”


What happened next was uncanny.


Tess arose and approached Merino. When she was less than half a meter away, the captain began to stand, unwillingly, like an automaton, as if his muscles were under another’s control. When he was upright, his arm swung in a similar fashion. At the end of its arc, it touched the Fanzoy’s cheek.


He stroked Tess’s face once or twice in a horrible mechanical parody of affection.


Tess broke the tableau. She gathered the plates and walked away. Merino collapsed sobbing into his seat.


I averted my face.


After a time, he ceased weeping. All his hostility had turned now to solicitude. Which emotion was the real one? Or were both?


“You must return to your ship, to begin ferrying us supplies. Let me escort you to the rail.”


He stood. Apparently on impulse, he buckled the short scabbard and dagger lying before him onto his belt.


Tess emerged inescapably to accompany us.


We left the tenebrous cabin for the brilliant sunlight.


V. Return to the Melville, and the Unexpected


To step outdoors was to be reborn.


Never had I so appreciated the tropic breezes, the balmy light, the spumy air. The dark cabin seemed now like a grave, and I marveled that I had escaped.


How much more keenly must Merino have felt it, after inhabiting the cabin for a year.


I could see that in the hours I had been with Merino, our two ships had drifted closer together. Now only seventy meters or so separated the two vessels, one so clean and wholesomely gay, the other unkempt and exhaling an almost visible miasma of doom.


Merino, Tess, and I walked toward the rail where sturdy old Belgrano kept his post, a bluff watchdog if ever there was one.


A light pattering behind me caused me to turn.


Eighty Fanzoii or more—what I took to be the full number aboard—now followed us at a discreet distance. Their buff robes and peachy flesh made them seem like a pale wall mottled with skyrr-lichen which was toppling endlessly toward us. Their inexpressive faces were more alarming at the time than the ugliest masks of human hatred.


In their midst, through a gap, I thought to glimpse poor Purslen Monteagle, herded like a lone sheep among wolves. His face exhibited an agonized alarm; his mouth worked, yet no sound emerged.


My heart went out to the inoffensive man. I almost stopped to demand that Merino extricate him from the tangle of Fanzoii. Yet how could I justly interfere? The Cockerel was Merino’s command, no matter how shabbily he had performed so far. How would I react if he began to give orders aboard my ship? No, I had no say here.


Perhaps if I had known it was the last time I would see the Sanctus alive, I might have acted differently.


We reached Belgrano.


“Anything to report, Master Belgrano?” I queried.


“Nary a thing, captain,” he replied, looking relieved at my long-delayed reappearance. His face bore an expression that said that if I had asked for his opinion of the Cockerel and her captain, he would be glad to disburden himself of a few choice words.


“Very good.” I turned to Merino. “Perhaps I can yet persuade you to abandon this mad scheme of continuing to the Nameless Land. You yourself mentioned that you cannot regard the Fanzoii as cargo any longer. Is it that they have expressed a wish to go there?”


Intense emotions flickered across Merino’s saturnine face. “No, they’re not cargo, and yet—we must go on sailing. It seems it will be forever. If only—but it cannot be. You must help as best you can.”


His jumbled speech seemed the sign of an increasing tumult in his weary brain. Surely he would die ignobly not long after we parted, by his own hand or by Fate’s.


“I have tried all I can to make you see sense. Failing that, I cannot deny you any materials I can legitimately spare without endangering my own ship. We will warp our two vessels together, and thus make loading easier. My first gift will be an anchor for your wayward craft.”


I gripped Belgrano’s shoulder. “Let’s be off.”


My mate descended first. I had one leg over the rail when Merino shouted.


“Wait! I must go with you. If only to be off this ship for a minute.”


I regarded him searchingly from my awkward position, striving to detect any ulterior motive. He continued to beseech me silently. I deemed him truthful at last in wishing only a change of scenery, however small.


“Follow me, then,” I said.


Once in the cutter, I looked up.


Merino descended the rope with weak limbs.


Tess came after him


I almost urged Belgrano to pull the cutter away, rather than have the Fanzoy set foot in it. Yet that would have left Merino dangling literally at the end of his rope. I doubted he could make it back up in his ineffectual fashion. Would the Fanzoii on the deck help him? Maybe, and maybe not. I could not leave him in such a strait.


I let Merino and Tess enter the cutter, despite my irrational loathing of the native.


“Master Belgrano.” I ordered, “take us back to the Melville.”


We motored off smoothly.


I felt my heart lightening as we neared my ship and left Merino’s behind. The glum and high-strung captain of the Cockerel failed to match my spirits however. He seemed abstracted and lost, buried in private speculations.


We reached the Melville’s port side, whence we had departed hours ago—hours that loomed as years. I grabbed the wet netting lying athwart the hull. I was in good spirits again, my usual self.


“Come aboard, Captain Merino,” I declaimed, “and let me return your hospitality. Bring Tess too.” (As if they could ever have been separated this side of death!) “I’ll have my mate run a line back to your ship and we’ll begin the warping. You can step back aboard her when we’re done.”


Merino looked longingly at my vessel, returning the curious gaze of my men gathered at the rail. “I—I can’t,” he said. “I can’t come aboard. Thank you, though. Thank you.”


This I liked little. Yet who could account for the whims of an unstable mind?


“In that case, I’ll ascend and toss down the line. Mate Belgrano will stay with you.”


I wasn’t about to lose my cutter at this stage, if Merino took it in his head to abscond.


Up the netting I scrambled, and was soon on deck. How welcome it felt! The first thing I noticed was my men’s shocked faces, as when they had first sighted the drifting hulk. Events seemed to be repeating themselves in an endless cycle.


I looked back to the cutter.


Merino had come unsteadily to his feet in the rocking dinghy. His dagger was unsheathed and upraised. Belgrano was still rooted to his seat in amazement, but in the process of shifting to stand. Tess was sitting calmly.


The dagger began its plunge toward the Fanzoy’s breast.


It was arrested in midair, Merino’s hand caught fast in some invisible grip.


Things happened with baffling speed. Belgrano stood and moved on the Fanzoy. Either unable or unwilling to stop him as she had stopped Merino, she resorted to physical means, striking him an unexpected and massive blow across his thighs from her seated position. He toppled backwards and overboard.


Merino’s dagger began to reverse its course, heading slowly toward his own heart.


His face was frozen in a rictus of fear.


Tess was immobile and dispassionate.


I glanced frantically around on the deck. The tree-cutting lasers lay where the men had first dropped them upon coming aboard, not stowed because of the strange happenings.


A slovenly failure I would certainly have upbraided them for. But now—what an unexpected blessing!


I snatched one up, rested its snout on the rail.


Before Merino could bury his blade in his own heart, I had driven a beam of light through the Fanzoy’s chest.


She died soundlessly.


Merino collapsed over the gunwale, his head dangling just over the waves.


VI. The Slaughter, and Its Aftermath


Now the sun was falling in the west, as we fished Belgrano—unhurt—out of the water, and brought him and the unconscious Merino aboard.


The corpse of Tess we heaved into the uncomplaining water, watching it sink like an unattached anchor out of sight.


Once we were all aboard the Melville, we turned naturally toward the Cockerel. It had drifted closer to us in the meantime.


All the Fanzoii were clustered silently at the rail. They still seemed nonthreatening.


Suddenly a human scream filled the air. I knew it instinctively for the death cry of the Sanctus. A shudder went through my crew.


The scream served to awaken Merino, who got unsteadily to his feet. He passed a shaky hand across his wracked features, as if brushing unseen cobwebs away. I was at a loss what to do, and awaited Merino’s insights into the situation. Clearly the Fanzoii were murderers and brigands and had to be stopped. But how?


Merino stumbled to the rail and rested his hands upon it. He looked toward the Cockerel, like Lazarus at his vacated tomb.


There was a parting of the ranks of the quiet Fanzoii. Two individuals walked forward with the sheeted statue from Merino’s cabin.


So now they were planning to taunt Merino with sacrilege, I thought.


Merino blanched as if drained of blood.


The Fanzoii whisked off the sheet.


A man—clearly of flesh and blood—was revealed. He began to jig and prance and wave his arms, in a grotesque and obscene parody of a tarantella.


Merino spoke in a voice empty of all emotion, as if from beyond death. “It is my cousin Sadler. He is no longer truly alive.” He turned imploring eyes on me and his voice rose in a shriek. “My God, sink that ship of devils and end his misery!”


With that he collapsed onto the deck once more.


I have said previously that I have always tried to live by a certain code. One tenet of that code was never to attack a helpless foe. For all the grief the Fanzoii had caused, I could not bring myself to fire upon them. What I would have done had they not escalated the battle I do not know. Perhaps tried to capture them unharmed, and so have doomed myself and all those who relied on me.


As it was, the Cockerel’s laser pistols suddenly appeared in the hands of the Fanzoii.


One shot the dancing Sadler through the head.


The rest began firing on us.


The beams were not meant for such long-range work. Yet one freak shot scorched the hand of Topps, the meekest among us.


A deep and furious rage came upon me then, and I shouted, “Up with our own lasers, lads, and hole the bastards below the waterline!”


The men fell to with a will. Four beams—much more powerful than those of the pistols—concentrated on one spot, causing the water to steam and boil.


Soon the beams ate through the hull. The Cockerel canted thirty degrees and began to sink.


Fanzoii jumped into the water. Some started to swim our way.


Then did I violate my own code irreparably. I have never fully trusted myself since.


With a thickness in my throat I said, “Fire on any who approach—to kill.”


The men complied.


When the carnage was over—and there were never any screams or cries, only the hiss of the beams biting—my men and I felt as one, that we would retch and never stop.


Our only casualties were Belgrano’s bruised limbs and Topps’s burned skin. Both took painkillers and proclaimed themselves well.


We winched the cutter aboard, and set sail from the tainted bay.


If any Fanzoii escaped to Encantada Island and there prospered, I cannot say. I have never been back after that fateful voyage.


Night fell. Merino regained consciousness in my cabin, on the bunk where we had laid him. After he took a meager meal, he remained seated at my table, myself opposite him, in a reprise with variations of our earlier encounter.


How different those two sessions seemed at that moment! My bright and well-appointed quarters contrasted immensely with that dank and unhealthy cave of his that now lay beneath the waves. Security and goodwill flourished here, in place of danger and suspicion. Yet a whiff of the Cockerel’s malaise lingered, seemingly immune to being exorcised.


Merino sat with a gray blanket wrapped around his hunched shoulders. He sipped now and again at a small tumbler of medicinal brandy. He had not spoken during his meal, and I had not forced him.


Now, however, without prompting, he began to tell me the true story of his voyage, holding my eyes with his own tormented ones.


“There was no storm,” he commenced. “Or rather, there was a storm, but it came later, after the real damage had already been done.”


“We sailed from Saint Ursula as I told you: ten men, the Sanctus, and myself, with the Fanzoii as our cargo, our goal the Nameless Land, where we indeed hoped to plant a colony. Was there ever a more misguided venture, with a less capable fool in charge?”


“I was truly ill-fit for the rigors of months at sea. At home I had whatever I fancied. At sea I was cast back on my own resources. They proved limited indeed. Books held no interest for me, nor did the petty details of managing the ship and crew. I began to chafe under the dull monotony of the trip. The sameness of the food, the company, the sights.”


“One daily sight was that of the Fanzoii taking their exercise on deck. Sadler had advised me to let them rot in the hold, but I contended that they were our charges, and could hardly function as colonists if mistreated. So we let them come up five at a time under guard, to take light and air.”


“After a while, I began to notice one Fanzoy in particular. You will hardly need to be told that it was Tess. She seemed more vibrant than rest, almost human. And then there was her sinuous way of carrying herself, which gradually grew more and more attractive to me.”


Here Merino coughed, sipped his brandy, and resumed speaking.


“I have always been a womanizer, I fear. It was so easy to indulge, in my privileged position. There were always women—of my own class or lower—who were willing to satisfy my lusts.”


“On the voyage, there were none. And it was maddening.”


“I resisted the evil urge to sleep with the Fanzoy Tess as long as I could. Perhaps you, or another strong soul, would never have succumbed. I can only recount what I did—did deliberately, but with no foreknowledge of the consequences, I swear.”


“One night I had my men act as bawds and fetch the Fanzoy to my cabin. They obeyed, but eyed me with disgust. They left us alone.”


“Not to mince words, I took the alien carnally, upon the very bunk she sat on so mockingly while you were there.”


“She did not resist at all.”


“It was like yet unlike sex with a human woman. I will say no more than that. What is crucial is what happened after.”


“I found myself bonded psychically to the Fanzoy.”


Merino assumed a contemplative air for a second, as if he had long considered this part of his gruesome experiences in a detached way, insofar as it applied to his whole culture.


“We know so little about them, having ignored them all these centuries of our uneasy coexistence. Apparently, from what I later learned, the Fanzoii—highly telepathic among themselves—mate but once, and for life, forging a special mental link between couples.”


“Among Fanzoii, the bond is a two-way union between equals.”


“Between a human and a Fanzoy, it is a chain binding slave and master.”


“I was now subject to Tess’s compulsions. Although I could fight them for a time, I always caved in. She proved that during the first night. Also, a vague conceptual link sprang up between us. Tess could easily project her thoughts to me, but had trouble reading mine.”


“I was forced to keep Tess in my cabin all the next day. The men spoke of it behind my back, uneasy and afraid. When the next night came, Tess had me free all her comrades from belowdecks, promising that my men would not be hurt.”


“But there was instant carnage. The Fanzoii broke open the armory and lasered all my men, save for Sadler and the Sanctus, who hid in the galley.”


“One man—I know not who—had the presence of mind before being hunted down to wreck the solarcells and command many of the robots to hurl themselves overboard.”


“When dawn broke the Cockerel was a bloody abattoir, under complete control of the Fanzoii.”


“With their savagery dissipated, the Fanzoii let Sadler and Purslen live. But they wanted them under their control. So another Fanzoy female raped Sadler. When they stripped Purslen they found him to be a capon. They almost killed him outright, but he begged so piteously they relented, deeming him harmless, which he proved indeed to be.”


“Three days later the storm truly came upon us. Without men or bots, we sustained the damage you saw.”


“In the storm, Sadler received a concussion from a falling spar. He never awoke from it, and would normally have died, I believe, save for the bond with the Fanzoy female. She kept his autonomic nervous system functioning. They used him like a toy, as you saw. He was held rigid, barely breathing, under the sheet in my cabin, as you sat unknowing, not two meters away.”


Merino’s tale of horror made my stomach and mind revolt. Yet I longed to hear it through to its end. As I watched the shriveled man speak, clearly a husk of his former elegant self, the same mix of pity and repugnance I had felt for him earlier swept over me.


“The next months were a torpid living hell. The Fanzoii, as I understood through the thoughts of Tess, longed to return to Carambriole, or, failing that, to make landfall elsewhere. Many times they were so frustrated by their situation that Monteagle and I were nearly put to death.”


“But always they saved us to be their go-betweens, should we ever sight another ship.”


“And then you hailed us.”


“When you and your mate came aboard, you nearly died. Outside my cabin, the Fanzoii were ready to set upon you, despite their prior plans. Through Tess, I saved your lives. I convinced her that we could get all we wanted through subterfuge, and that if we killed you it would alert your ship, which would sail away.”


“The rest you know. I emerged and made my show of commanding those who commanded me. Then fell to me the task of convincing you of our innocent need. Every second you were on the Cockerel, death hovered at your back, should you so much as breathe suspicion of the true state of affairs.”


“Only my play-acting kept you and your mate—and possibly the rest of your crew—from death. Or from becoming living puppets.”


“When you proposed to warp our two ships together, the Fanzoii rejoiced. They planned to swarm aboard in seconds and take over the Melville. The best you could have expected was to be cast adrift in my wreck.”


“I knew I had to do something. I begged to come with you. Tess silently assented, believing me sapped of my will. Luckily she could not see the whole shape of my thoughts.”


“It worked out as you witnessed. God be thanked it did. If only Monteagle might also have been saved. If only none of this had happened!”


Merino drained his glass. I wordlessly refilled it. He sat unspeaking.


Here then was the man I had labeled in my mind a coward and a spineless fop. Weak in the face of his unnatural lusts he might have been—but which of us has not some hidden master he bows down to will-lessly? Coward? Fop? How would I have endured his fate?


“I will take you home,” I said at last.


“If only you could,” said Merino, and gazed ceilingward with a shiver.


VII. A Partial Transcript


Seventeen years passed between the time I watched the despondent Anselmo Merino, a borrowed suit of my clothes hanging loosely on him, walk down the gangplank of my detoured ship and onto the dock at Saint Ursula, and the time I next heard of him.


Much happened, of course, in those years. I returned to Tirso Town, a continent away, where I sold my last load of satinwood for more than I had expected when I embarked. There I paid off my men and found quite to my surprise that all my taste for being a free trader was gone, leaving a film of ashes in my mouth. It was as if something vital had been sapped from me off Encantada Island, never to be replenished.


I became a shipper of other men’s goods, an easy and undemanding profession. Gradually I recovered my old spirits, but was never wholly as I had been.


One day, after the interval of time mentioned above, I found myself supervising the loading of some crates. Trundlebots were streaming aboard like ants when one malfunctioned and plunged back several meters down to the stone quay with its box. Robot and crate smashed with a sickening sound.


In the process of cleaning up the debris I noticed that the pottery in the crate had been wrapped in old and yellowed newspaper. Idly, I examined a sheet.


Its masthead read The Saint Ursula Daily Gleaner. The date was several months after Merino had disembarked.


I gathered up all the sheets I could find and returned to my cabin.


There I read—with, strangely, no feeling of surprise, as if I had always known that I would some day learn of this—a partial transcript of the trial of Anselmo Merino, on charges of dereliction of duty, gross misconduct, and bestiality.


The possible sentence specified that the prisoner be remanded to the Holy Inquisitors for undescribed punitive measures, should he be judged guilty.


I here re-transcribe what I believe is the most relevant—and revelatory—section of the fragment, in an effort to further illuminate that odd and flawed, yet compelling, man, Anselmo Merino, with whose life mine had the fortune—whether good or ill, I still cannot say—to become inextricably entangled, and whom I yet brood on constantly.


His fate the fragment failed to reveal.


I dare to hope they found him innocent, or deemed mercy applicable and pardoned him.




Testimony Given in the Trial of Aristarch Anselmo Merino, in the Matter of the Loss of His Ship, the Golden Cockerel, and the Miscarriage of His Mission. 6 January 902 Post Scattering





judge: Quiet in the court! There must be a decorous silence, however repugnant the testimony becomes, or the court will be cleared! Fine. See that it is maintained. Prosecutor, you may proceed.


prosecutor: Thank you, Your Honor. Let me recapitulate, Aristarch Merino. You do not deny having carnal relations with one of the Fanzoii you were transporting?


merino: No.


prosecutor: Nor do you deny that said relations, by chaining your will to that of the alien referred to hereafter as “Tess,” were ultimately responsible for the deaths of your entire crew and the total failure of your mission?


merino: No, I do not deny that.


prosecutor: Can you suggest any reason why the court should see your actions as anything other than arrogant self-indulgence that resulted in the most dishonorable tragedy in the Aristarchy’s history? How can your actions fail to besmirch all Aristarchs by implication, in the eyes of the lower classes? How can we be lenient with you, and not appear to condone your deeds?


merino: [After a pause] I cannot by any means justify what I did. And it would be reprehensible to lay the blame on those above me, who chose an imperfect tool for their task. I can only express my sincerest sorrow for the men I doomed, and wish that they had had a better captain. As for the taint I placed on the Aristarchy, I hereby affirm that I alone am culpable. I heartily wish that events had not transpired as they did. Yet who can undo the past? I only caution all those involved in similar ventures in the future, who might be quick to pass judgment on me, to examine their own souls and hearts and ask if they too might not fail when put to the test.


judge: Refrain from instructing us in morality, Aristarch Merino. You are hardly in a position to do so.


merino: I realize that, your Honor. I only sought to point out the possibility that others might act as I found myself acting, should the Aristarchy persist in this misguided scheme.


judge: I, for one, find such an imputation baseless and arrogant. And your attempt to shape policy is itself misguided. In fact, your whole attitude during this trial has struck me as overbearing and lacking in contrition.


merino: I repeat my deepest regrets for the suffering I have caused.


judge: Protestations of sorrow are easy to make, yet truly felt perhaps only under the hands of the Inquisitors.


merino: [Silent]


prosecutor: Do you have anything further to say in your defense?


merino: No.


judge: The jury will now adjourn.









II - Adventures of a Restless Mind


We’ve all heard the famous adage about the fox knowing many small things, and the hedgehog knowing one big thing. It seems to me that this truism applies to writers more so than to those in other professions.


There are writers who focus on the same material from book to book, digging deeper and deeper into seemingly inexhaustible motherlodes of theme and topic. Then there are writers who feel the need to prospect across vast literary Alaskas, hungry for new horizons and possible riches in anyplace other than where they’ve already been.


It should be obvious to anyone who’s read my stuff that I’m one of the latter. A fox on the move, a butterfly or industrious bee, zipping from flower to flower. I like to think such constant change keeps me flexible and fresh, makes me widen the tunnel vision we all inevitably develop.


So here in this section, you’ll see me dabbling in realism, fabulism, ribofunk, horsepowerpunk, and what might be called “galactic core values.”


I might not have struck gold yet, but I keep looking.









My, my, how times do change! Once, not so very long ago in a more innocent age, the notion of “monkey-wrenching” or “culture-jamming” seemed like good, clean fun. A stolid, stable, somnolent society can always use a few jesters to speed up its pulse and awaken the stupefied masses to thoughts of alternatives to their daily grind. But in a world where society teeters on the brink of collapse (or is perceived to be so teetering), due to enemies within and without, where the majority of citizens are scared stiff and a premium is placed on not rocking the boat, the actions which earlier had been considered tolerable buffoonery now look like sheer sedition. After 9/11, every yippie became a terrorist by default. But perhaps you can let your freak flag fly high once more for just the space of a few pages …


My Adventures with the SPCA


I screwed on the stolen plates, while Fiona used bungee cords to mount the PA system speakers on the Toyota’s roof, next to the illuminated Domino’s Pizza sign we had lifted from an unattended delivery car. Burr had his head under the hood.


Standing, I brushed grit off the knees of my jeans.


“Are we ready?”


Fiona twanged the bungee cords. “Snug as a plug in a jug.” Tonight for some reason she was smiling. It looked good on her, and I felt sad she couldn’t do it more often.


Burr emerged from beneath the hood and slammed it shut.


“All wired,” he said, brushing black curls away from his eyes.


Tonight for some reason Burr was scowling. It looked lousy on him, and I was glad he didn’t do it more often.


“What about the leaflets?” I said.


“Shit!” said Burr. “Almost forgot. I’ll get’em.”


I watched Burr go inside our house. Then I turned to Fiona.


“Everything all right?”


“Yeah, fine.”


“Sure?”


“Oh, quit worrying about me. I’m great. If you must know, Burr tried grabbing my ass a few minutes ago in the kitchen.”


“That’s just Burr. Don’t let it get in the way of our job.”


“Oh, I won’t.”


I still didn’t understand something. “Why are you smiling?”


“I’m picturing his face when he looked down and saw the knife.”


“Woof!”


Burr came out with the box from Kinko’s. “All set!”


We clambered into the car. I was driving, and Burr was beside me in front, mic already nervously in hand. Fiona held the open box of leaflets in her lap. It had cost an extra penny apiece to get them folded, but was well worth it for the professional look.


“Take the freeway?”


“It’s a little too light out yet,” Burr said. “We don’t want to make it easy for people to remember our faces. Let’s go crosstown.”


“Good thinking.”


No one said much on the ride. It was a nice summer night, but we were all busy thinking about what could go wrong.


Burr tried whistling the Mission Impossible theme song once, but gave up when it fell flat.


The south side of the city was Burnout Town, trickle-down economics at its finest: vacant lots littered with trash; old rows of dismal project housing; fortified stores; a lone Salvation Army outpost; human wreckage almost indistinguishable from the inanimate junk. All that was missing to make it look like the worst Brazilian favela was a flock of circling buzzards, vigilante-strung corpses on the few remaining light poles, and a burning garbage dump.


Suspicious and indifferent black and Hispanic faces watched us from corners, stoops, and windows. Although Domino’s was only half a mile away, on the edge of the devastation, their drivers seldom ventured in this direction.


“Better start,” said Burr nervously. “Before they decide we look like a can of government surplus meat waiting to be opened.”


“That’s really unfair and judgmental,” Fiona said.


“Don’t get on my case now, you and your frigid bleeding heart—”


“Forget it,” I said. “Let’s just do it.”


Burr flicked on the PA. He coughed a couple of times, and it came out sounding like God’s bronchitis. He turned down the volume, then began his rap.


“Free pizza! Help celebrate our anniversary! Free pizza for the first thousand people! Grab a flier! Use the coupon! Free pizza right now!”


Fiona started tossing fliers from the car. The people already on the street snatched them from midair or piled on them like football players. Men, women, and kids were pouring out of the buildings.


The fliers looked really pro. Burr had typeset them on our Mac, using scanned Domino’s illos. The pizza joint’s address was in twelve-point bold.


At the bottom, in minuscule type, a line read: “Sponsored in part by the SPCA.”


There had been a quaver in Burr’s voice. But now that he saw how successful his spiel was, he got cocky.


“Extra pepperoni! Double cheese! Anchovies and pineapples!”


“Hey, cool it, man …”


We drove up and down through the neighborhood until all the fliers were gone. Then we made a big circle back toward Domino’s.


Parking a dozen blocks away, we switched plates, dismounted the sign and speakers, and trashed them in a Dumpster.


“Hate to waste good equipment like that—” said Burr.


“They’re incriminating. And besides, we won’t be needing them again. No repeating ourselves, remember?”


We started to walk toward Domino’s. Four blocks away, we could hear the angry crowd noise.


“I’m a little scared,” Fiona said.


“Nothing to be scared of. Believe me, no one got a good look at us. They were too busy diving for coupons.”


Sirens started to wail, plainly converging on the disturbance.


We couldn’t get any closer than a hundred yards to the Domino’s. It was surrounded by a solid mass of people, and the people were ringed by squad cars, their lights painting the scene a patriotic red, white, and blue.


A chant began to swell.


“Pizza! Pizza! Motherfuckin’ pizza!”


I approached a cop. He dropped his hand to his gun instinctively, then recovered himself.


“What’s happening, officer?” I said in my best concerned Young Republican voice.


“Some kinda crazy publicity stunt that went cock-eyed.” His walkie-talkie crackled. “’Scuse me.”


I eavesdropped on his conversation. Apparently, every Domino’s in the city had been enlisted to deal with the crisis. All orders in progress had been diverted to the scene of the incipient riot. Ovens were being crammed with pizza after hastily assembled pizza to satisfy the crowd. Extra tomato sauce and mozzarella had been requisitioned from as far away as Boston. All speed limits and traffic laws had been temporarily waived for the courageous drivers.


I walked back to Fiona and Burr.


“Ladies and gentlemen, we have ignition.”


Perhaps a little unwisely, considering the cops, we gave each other high-five salutes. But we couldn’t help it, and they were too busy to notice.


“Let’s get home,” said Burr. “I’m starving.”


“There’s nothing in the fridge,” Fiona reminded us. “Takeout?”


“Chinese? Or pizza?” said Fiona reflexively.


And that’s when we lost it, laughing through tears so hard that we could hardly find the car.


The Society for Poetically Creative Anarchy was born in a laundromat, while our grass-greened workclothes were in the spin cycle.


That’s where Burr and I met Fiona.


Burr and I had grown up together. We went through elementary school, high school, and three years of college as buddies, reading the same comics, the same science fiction, the same boho philosophers, the same semiotic jarheads. When we both ran out of intellectual steam and tuition money at the same time—that year they axed the Pell grants—we dropped out together and started a landscaping business with a used Ford Ranger and some old tools and mowers given to us by Burr’s uncle Karl, who wanted to retire.


The work was hard but the money was decent, and we were our own bosses. We even had a few months off in midwinter, when we collected unemployment.


We were pretty much content to glide along as we were doing. But even though we were pretty comfortable, we still liked to bullshit about how fucked-up society was.


We were metaphysical malcontents, our brains warped by too much Edward Abbey and secondhand Bakunin, but lacking any clear goals.


That day in the laundromat we were talking about this book called The Abolition of Work.


I guess we got pretty loud and excitable. The next thing we knew, this woman was standing over us.


She wore a backwards baseball cap, overalls with one strap dangling across a thermal undershirt, and the inevitable Doc Martens. She had red hair shorter than mine, too much purple lipstick, and six studs in one ear, each one a different fake gem.


A pin on her bib said: anarchy won’t work? that’s an indictment of work, not anarchy.


Her voice was roughened by smoke and drink. “Have you guys read Hakim Bey?”


“Who?”


She told us about this mysterious Arab and his theory of “poetic anarchy.” It sounded intriguing.


So we read him.


Burr and I started hanging out with Fiona. We found out a little about her.


She worked a phone-sex line, and hated it. But she couldn’t stand any other job, either. She shared a crummy apartment with a junkie girlfriend on welfare. And somewhere back in her past, she must’ve been really hurt by some guy.


This part we more or less deduced by her determined stoniness to advances from either of us.


Her life was like a Lou Reed outtake. Easy to poke fun at. Except that it was all too real for her.


A few months after we met Fiona, Uncle Karl died of a heart attack.


So much for retirement.


We were amazed as hell to learn he had willed his old house to Burr, along with a few thousand dollars.


Fiona helped us move our junk in the Ranger.


When we had carried in the last box, it somehow didn’t surprise me when Burr said, “Now we’ll go for your stuff.”


“Okay,” said Fiona.


That night, over dinner, Fiona said, “You know, we’re pretty lucky. A roof over our heads, food, money … Let’s have a toast to Uncle Karl!”


We clinked our glasses, full of cheap jug wine.


“We’d be pretty irresponsible,” Fiona continued solemnly, “if we didn’t take advantage of our good fortune.” Burr smiled as if he knew exactly what she meant. I realized with a start that I kinda did, too.


“Meaning …?”


“Meaning that the time for talk is over. Now it’s time for action.”


“Poetic?” Burr said.


“Creative?” I asked.


“Anarchistic!” Fiona replied.


I pulled up in front of an unmarked steel door at the rear of the mall and put the Toyota in park, leaving the engine running. Odors of french fries and plastic clothing seeped in.


I turned to look at Fiona. She was sitting primly in the passenger seat, knees together, clutching a patent-leather purse in her lap by its gold chain. Sodium light lit her from overhead. I burst out laughing.


Fiona wore a teased and frosted wig. Her face was made up so she looked like Tammy Faye Bakker’s slightly more sophisticated sister. A frilly blouse, madras skirt, opaque pantyhose, and pumps completed her outfit.


“Who’s your husband again?”


Fiona’s rough voice had somehow been transformed into that of a pampered suburban hausfrau. All that phone sex, I guessed.


“Councilman Danvers. And he’s going to be so worried unless we find little Jennifer right now!”


Her voice had escalated into a kind of peremptory hysteria on the final phrase, and I found myself utterly convinced, even though I had helped write the script.


“Great. Buy us half an hour, and then we’ll pick you up right here.”


Fiona locked gazes with me then, only her pirate eyes familiar in her strange face. “Don’t forget me in there,” she urged in her normal rasp.


I was taken aback by her intensity. I couldn’t think of what to say, so I reached for her hand.


The mall door opened, and someone hissed.


“Okay, you guys—hurry!”


The weird moment ended. Fiona jacked open the car door and hustled inside the mall. Burr took her place.


“No one will see her come in without little Jenny,” Burr chortled. “There’s nothing down that corridor but the rest rooms, and that’ll be her excuse out.”


I was kind of irritated that Burr had chosen just then to break up whatever might have been about to happen between Fiona and me, even as I told myself I shouldn’t be. “I know all that, man. We’ve been over the plan a hundred times.”


Burr looked hurt. “Hey, chill out. I’m as nervous as you, for Christ’s sake.”


“Let’s get to it, then.”


I drove around to the front of the mall. The immense parking lot was three quarters full. Saturday night at Consumerville. Nail painting and arcade action, digitized portrait T-shirts that read world’s greatest dad. Slurpees, burgers, and six screens of Hollywood entertainment. Who’d ever want to leave?


Tonight we’d find out.


We spotted the security guard’s Suzuki Samurai parked in the shadows near the closed bank branch. Almost as soon as I killed our engine, he wheeled off toward the mall.


The search for missing little Jennifer was on. I could almost hear Fiona’s desperate supplications.


Burr and I emerged. We each wore zippered belly-packs containing fifty tubes of Krazy Glue, their tips already presnipped and recapped. Now we took out one apiece.


Burr held his up like a sword. “For Duty and Humanity!”


“Duty and Humanity!”


We took up our positions on opposite sides of the random first car, Burr on the left and me on the right.


Like some bizarre precision skating duo, we inserted our tube tips into the car’s keyholes and squeezed.


“All right!” exclaimed Burr.


“No time for gloating. Five seconds per car, remember?”


“Gotcha.”


We started trotting, sneakers digging into the tarmac.


Finger the keyhole, insert, squeeze. Jog, jog, jog. Finger, insert, squeeze. Jog, jog, jog


Our first tubes sufficed for twenty cars, all in a little over a minute and a half. We wouldn’t quite finish the fifty tubes in the time allotted, unless we picked up the pace.


“Are you game for speeding things up?”


“Lead on, MacDuffer!”


We began to seriously haul some ass.


After about the two hundredth car, Burr began to chant a eulogy for the dead with every hit.


“Inner cities! Downtown theaters! Vanished wetlands!”


I joined in. “Country roads! Independent bookstores! Public transit!”


“Clean air! Mom’n’ pop markets! Pushcart vendors!”


We had to quit chanting as we began to breathe harder. We were squirting locks shut about every three seconds. Security was still nowhere in sight. Hardly any mall patrons had emerged either. They were probably all gawping at Fiona’s simulated distress.


At a bit under the halfway mark by our watches we reversed direction, heading back toward the Toyota, down another aisle.


“Shit! A keypad!”


“Cement the fucking wipers!”


We arrived back at our car almost breathless.


“We crack a thousand?”


“Think so. C’mon, Fiona’ll be waiting.” We pulled up outside the emergency exit. “—four, three, two, one!”


No Fiona.


A minute crawled by like a slug on’ludes.


Burr began to mutter. “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon, you beautiful crazy bitch. Don’t blow it—”


The door burst open, and Fiona dashed out.


I peeled out as soon as she had one leg and half her body in the car.


Beneath the absurd makeup, her face was pale. “They sent a lady cop to the john with me. I had to slug her.”


“With what?”


Fiona cracked her purse. Inside was a brick.


“Remember Shepherd’s Department Store, down on Main? They knocked it down last year—?”


“Way to go, girl!”


All the local stations had remote crews at the mall for the eleven o’clock news. The mayor of Malltown was ranting about harsh justice for the perpetrators of this “outrage against all decent consumers.” Approximately fifteen hundred very fussy and irate people were stranded. Every tow truck in the state was lined up to haul their useless vehicles away. Cops earning copious overtime juggled the wreckers with the incoming rescuers: family members in second cars, as well as several hastily commissioned school buses for those without extra wheels. The mall management had coerced several restaurants into dispensing free refreshments to quell the indignant bitching. Liability suits were expected to total several millions.


Fiona wiggled her sore toes atop the hassock, her face pink from scrubbing. She raised a glass to the television.


“Shop till you drop, folks!”


The SPCA lay low for a few weeks after that.
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