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Dear Reader:

 

We are especially proud to be bringing you this book, which is an iPublish.com original publication.

What that means is this book was discovered and endorsed for publication by other readers like you.

The author submitted the manuscript to iPublish.com, where it received ratings and reviews from other writers and readers. Their overwhelming enthusiasm for the submission brought it to the attention of the iPublish.com editors. We agreed this is a book that deserves to be enjoyed by many readers.

And one of them is you! We hope you agree it’s a real find.

 

Sincerely,

The iPublish Editors

 

P.S. If you’re interested in submitting your own work for publication consideration, visit us at www.ipublish.com to find out how!
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“I was getting addicted to the Travels channel . . .”

—glexztb

 

“The style, pace and dialogue . . . flow so well that I was surprised I reached the end so quickly. Brilliant!”

—CraigMartin

 

“Your writing style [is] . . . dead on.”

—frud
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“I had my novel, but how to get it published? Like many writers, I was caught in a frustrating catch-22. Only a few publishing houses will look at manuscripts that aren’t coming from an agent. And how do you get an agent? Well, you have to publish first. Aaarrrgh!

“Then I learned about iPublish from an Internet ad. I saw it as a win-win situation. Here is a place where you’re encouraged to write and improve. I went for it. And I’m glad I did!”

 

The son of an inventor, JERRY J. DAVIS is an ex–professional photographer and a journalist who was kicked out of journalism class. He currently works as a computer technologist in the Dallas area, where he’s known for having too vivid an imagination. He has a beautiful wife and two lovely daughters, three pesky cats, and a rambunctious dog.
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1. Anarchists

THE PHONE HAD been ringing for quite a while.

Dodd noticed the ringing. Then he noticed it more. It was like he was coming back from somewhere down a long hallway to find a phone ringing at the very end. Then it took him a moment to realize that he should answer it, since—after all—it was his phone.

He tore his eyes away from the large 3-D screen and looked around his living room. His girlfriend was there along with some other friends, all of them staring at the screen. The phone rang on. No one was noticing but him.

I should answer it, he thought.

Dodd struggled to his feet and walked across the living room to the adjacent kitchen. He groaned; the time display on the telephone’s screen read seven past midnight. What was he doing still awake? It was a work night. This was probably Toby’s wife calling to get him to come home.

He picked up the handset and touched the button to accept video. Instead of Toby’s wife, a bearded face with unkempt hair appeared. “Dodd!” the face said.

“Danny?” Dodd said back to it. He was alarmed—like dark clouds at sea, the appearance of Danny Marauder usually foretold trouble.

“Sorry I woke you up. You know I wouldn’t be bothering you if it wasn’t important.”


“I . . . you didn’t wake me.”

“Me and a couple of friends are kinda caught out in the open, if you know what I mean. We need a place to crash.”

Dodd fidgeted. Anarchists in my apartment? If it were just Marauder, it would be okay—but his friends? “Well, I . . . I have company over here, Danny.”

“We’ll stay in your garage if you want us to, man. I mean, we have to get under a roof. You understand?”

“You mean the . . .” Dodd cut himself off. He didn’t want to know.

“I really need this favor, Dodd,” Danny told him. “If you do this for me, we’ll be all even. Hell—I’ll be owing you.”

Dodd hesitated.

“Come on, man.” Danny was pleading.

“You just want to stay in my garage?”

“That’s all I’m asking.”

“Okay. Okay, I can do that. But”—he gave Danny a warning look—“don’t bring any . . . you know. Just don’t.” Dodd could imagine a half dozen anarchists getting drunk and shooting up his garage with high-powered energy weapons. What a nightmare!

“I love you, man,” Danny was saying. “We’ll be around in a little while, very quiet. No problems.”

Dodd nodded, said good-bye, and hung up. He immediately wanted to call Danny back and cancel the whole thing, but of course he had no idea where Danny had been calling from.

The time display now read 12:10 A.M. He had to get up for work at 5:30. I’ve got to get these people out of here, he thought, and walked back into the living room. “Okay, it’s time to call it a night. It’s way past my bedtime.”

No one looked away from the television. No one made a move. His girlfriend, Sheila, was only a meter away, and she hadn’t heard a word he’d said. She stared at the screen with glazed eyes, breathing slowly through her slack mouth. Colors from the giant screen reflected from her white face.


He reached over and shook her shoulder. “Are you asleep?” he asked.

“Huh?” She blinked, then turned and looked at him. “What?”

“I said, are you asleep?”

“Oh.” She held out her empty wineglass. “Can I have a refill?”

“A refill?”

“Yes, please.”

“Sheila, I . . .”

She was smiling sweetly at him. “Please?” she said.

Dodd took the glass and headed back toward the kitchen. This is getting out of hand, he thought. I’m just going to go to bed with them here.

In the kitchen, he opened the refrigerator and knelt, holding Sheila’s glass under the tiny silicon spigot. A pale red liquid dribbled out, Vinny’s Uncommon ’41, “The best hydroponic wine money can buy.” Haunting, racing music drifted in from the television—the endless sound track of the Travels station. It seemed to spin around him in the air, the holographic sound bouncing through the kitchen. As he listened, he forgot what he was doing, his head beginning to sway back and forth to the gentle rhythm. He finished filling Sheila’s glass, then got another for himself and began filling that as well. The Travels music was so relaxing. He felt light. He took the two glasses of wine back into the living room and eased himself down on the couch next to Sheila.

“Here,” he said.

Sheila took the glass wordlessly and ducked as he put his free arm around her. Dodd sipped the wine, and the image of the rolling ball on the screen pulled at his eyes like a magnet. For a moment he resisted, looking over at his friend and coworker Bob Recent. He was cuddling with his wife, Denise, at the opposite end of the couch. Both held empty wineglasses in their slack hands, and Dodd felt guilty that he hadn’t given them refills. His other friend, Toby Whitehouse, was beside the Recents in an overstuffed chair. He, too, was holding an empty glass.

Didn’t I have something to tell them? Dodd asked himself. He couldn’t remember. The screen reclaimed his attention.

The surreal, multicolored sphere had made its way down to a virgin beach; early-morning sunlight streamed through large, mist-shrouded waves as they crashed ashore, and gulls whirled and soared in the lazy glowing sky . . . The music surged and ebbed with the scenery, never stopping and never repeating itself. Dodd raised his wineglass to his mouth but nothing came out; it was already gone. He let his hand drop, forgetting the glass, watching as the sphere bounced higher up on the beach, rebounding off rocks and driftwood, hitting patches of sand and sending up clouds of slow-mo drifting particles.

Suddenly he couldn’t see the screen. His eyes struggled to focus on a dark silhouette centimeters from his face. “Hey,” a voice said.

“Danny?”

“Yeah, you noticed. Been ringing for a while, man. Had to finally let myself in.”

Dodd glanced over at the time display. It was close to 2:00 A.M. “Jesus!” he exclaimed.

“You’re frying your brain watching that stuff.”

Dodd nodded. That was true. He stood and turned around to say something to Sheila, but she was still staring at the screen. Bob and Denise were oblivious, and so was Toby. They just stared at the screen. It seemed unreal.

“Hello,” he said to his guests. “Hello?”

“Want me to get their attention?” Danny asked.

“No.” God no! “Let’s go out to the garage.”

They went out the front door, then around to the side of the small apartment complex. There was a row of garage doors with brightly lit numbers above them. Dodd led Danny over to one of them and unlocked the door with his voice. It opened with an electric whine, revealing an empty space with a few boxes in one corner.

“No car?” Danny asked.

“Haven’t had one for years.”


“Damn. I was going to ask if I could borrow it.”

Dodd laughed, short and sharp.

Two men and a woman Dodd had never met emerged from the bushes and hurried into the garage. Danny Marauder gave Dodd a hug, and said, “Good night, and thank you.” He followed his companions in and closed the garage door with the inside button, leaving Dodd alone outside. He looked up involuntarily and searched the sky for police drones, but without a pair of spotters he would never be able to see one—at least not at night.

He reentered his apartment and stood looking at his friends. For a moment he considered just going to bed and leaving them to themselves, but then he remembered that Bob and Toby had to work just like he did. Maybe all he had to do was remind them of the fact. Dodd leaned over his stack of video components and hit the main power button. “Hey,” he said in a loud voice, “it’s after two in the morning!”

His friends’ expressions would have been funny had Dodd been in a better mood. They looked like they were in shock. Sheila looked angry.

“Come on, guys,” Dodd pleaded, “let’s ambulate. The theater’s closed.”

“I didn’t realize it was so late,” Bob Recent said. He yawned, and the yawn spread to his wife.

Toby was the first one to stand up. He looked sheepish. “I had no intention of staying this late,” he said. He was a naturalized Jamaican-American from when his country had become an American state, and his accent was still very prominent. “I am going to catch hell from my wife.”

Dodd shrugged. “I tried to get you guys outta here two hours ago.”

“You did?” Bob said.

“Yeah, you were all on another planet.” Dodd looked over at Sheila. She glared back at him. Uh-oh, he thought.

Toby, Bob, and Denise said their good-byes and exited gracefully, leaving Sheila behind in the apartment. As soon as Dodd shut the door, Sheila said, “Are you throwing me out, too?”

“You can stay if you want to go to sleep.” Dodd pushed a button on the computer panel beside the door, starting the routine that would shut off the lights and silently take phone messages. There was a solid, loud clunk as the front door locked itself.

“I want to watch Travels a little longer,” Sheila said.

“It’s two in the morning.”

Sheila’s expression softened. Now she was pouting. “Can’t I watch it for just a little bit?”

“Sheila, look! Even if I go to sleep right now, I’ll only get three and a half hours in before I have to get up and go to work!”

“Please?”

“I don’t function well with only three and a half hours sleep! Can’t you understand that?”

“Oh, come on—please?” She made a big pout.

Dodd tromped angrily over to the video components and turned them back on. He adjusted the volume, and said, “Please don’t turn this up.” He walked out of the room and down the hall to his bedroom, closing the door behind him and falling into bed.

Within minutes she had turned the volume up.

Dodd was angry for a while, but then he relaxed as the music worked on him. It was nice, really. It was also haunting, seeming to spin through time from eternity, passing through him and on . . . it was sparkling, pure. It brought images to mind of the rolling Travels sphere, flashing its colors as it bounced along a misty beach, bouncing on and on, never slowing, never stopping, taking him into his dreams, becoming his dreams, displacing his dreams.




 

2. Mutant

THE SETTING SUN was fat, red—a globe of hell descending to the ocean.

And he was staring at it.

His eyes began to char and burn in his head.

Saul exhaled sharply and forced himself to look away. The setting sun was real despite the effects of the drug. It was real, and he shouldn’t be staring at it. He held his left hand against his closed eyes and felt a distant sensation of pain. Colors swam under his eyelids, brightly glowing shapes and patterns, shifting and melting and forming new ones. His right hand held his drink; he took a sip and blindly set it down where he could find it again without having to open his eyes. Over the railing came the distant booming hiss of ocean waves crashing ashore—the sound was altered by the Mataphin drug, giving him the distinct impression of someone whispering to him through a cardboard tube.

Saul took several long, deep breaths, easing his muscles, relaxing and clearing his mind. The patterns became less random, the colors more subdued. In the center of his mind’s eye he visualized a sphere, the Travels sphere, and imagined it rolling along. As he relaxed the image solidified, became three-dimensional. With the aid of the Mataphin he was entering a lucid-dream state while remaining fully conscious. It was a powerful and dangerous drug, and he’d been abusing it lately, but he needed it.

I’m almost there, Saul thought.

He watched the ball rolling through iridescent red-and-black landscapes; through oddly symmetrical forests where the leaves shone like neon; through glassy, shimmering shores where all the rocks had perfectly flat tops covered in tiny, glowing beads of moisture. Perfect images, and flawless movements as graceful as running water. I’m there, he thought. I’m there. Saul moved his hand in slow motion toward the small cerebral recorder in his pocket, the input plugged right into the base of his skull—straight into his visual cortex. His finger touched the record button.

There was a sudden scream, a sound as loud as an air-raid siren. Saul’s body jerked, and his eyes opened wide. He felt as if someone had hit him over the head with a chair. “Mirro!” he yelled. “Mirrrrooo!” No one answered him, and the baby kept crying.

Trying to ignore the shrieks, Saul took a few deep breaths and closed his eyes, watching the visions. He tried to bring back the clarity, the flow and balance, but every time the mournful scream reached a crescendo his visions shattered like glass plates. He was never going to get any work done with the baby crying. Saul sat up, calling out his wife’s name again. There was still no answer, so he stood up and walked through the hanging beads into the house, cringing at the shrieks, trying to keep his balance under the effects of the drug.

“Oh, sweetheart,” he muttered emptily. “Oh, honey, what’s wrong?” He stroked his daughter’s flaccid skin, trying to calm her. She was fourteen years old, weighed over four hundred pounds, and had a brain the size of a small lizard thanks to her mother’s continued use of Lottalove, the pheromone perfume Mirro had worn when she and Saul were first married.

His daughter settled down and grinned at him, gurgling as he gently stroked her stomach. Her enormous round face wrinkled grotesquely with the grin, drool running down her cheek and mingling with tears. Her eyes and mouth were tiny, her hair fine and golden. Her arms and legs were very short. From the smell of her, she needed her diaper changed.


“Oh God,” Saul muttered, standing over her and trying to prepare himself for the task. Changing the diaper of a four-hundred-pound perpetual baby was, for him, a half hour job. As he was preparing the bedside hoist he heard the front door open, and, hoping it was his wife, called out, “Is that you?”

“Silly question,” her voice came back. “Anyone would answer that ‘yes.’”

Saul frowned. “The baby was crying. Where were you?”

“Seeing Vicky. Are you getting any work done?” She appeared in the doorway of their daughter’s room, scantily clad and looking as if she’d been asleep. There was something different about her this evening; it took Saul a few minutes to figure out what it was. The tips of her golden hair had been dyed powder blue. “Oh,” she said, sniffing the air, “time for a change-change.”

“I was about to do it.”

“Oh, it takes you forever. Go on, get back to work.”

Saul turned and walked out of the room, brushing past her in the doorway. “Could you stay and keep her quiet, please?” he said as he walked down the hallway. “At least until I come down?”

“Sorry, honey,” she said.

“Yeah,” he muttered, thinking: If you weren’t so fucking sorry maybe we could stick this freak child of yours into a Home. Or better yet into one of those euthanasia centers. We could live like royalty on the money we spend keeping that thing alive.

Saul stopped in mid-stride, standing in the long west-wing hall, horrified at his own thoughts. Is that me? he wondered. Is that really me? My God, it must be the drug. It must be. The Mataphin amplifies . . . it must be amplifying my resentment. I don’t wish death for her. Poor baby, it’s not her fault she’s like that.

Saul made his way back to the oceanfront porch, taking deep breaths to clear his mind of the ugliness and depression. He settled himself into the couch and sipped his drink, closing his eyes, seeing the red of the sunset through his eyelids. It looked like fire. Raging red fire, sprays of molten rock, and through it rolled the sphere, the Travels sphere, and with it came relaxation and peace. The fire faded, other images came to mind, beautiful images luxurious and deep, the ball rolling and rebounding, and Saul followed along behind it, watching closely, controlling its direction, and forgetting about his mutant daughter and bisexual wife and his lost chance to have a true family. The sphere led the way. Soon he arrived where he wanted to be, and he slid his hand up to the small recorder in his pocket, and once again pushed RECORD.




 

3. Testicles

DODD WAS GROGGY and ill-tempered when he left his apartment for work the next morning. When the house computer woke him at 5:30 A.M., the television in the front room was still going, the twenty-four-hour Travels channel continuing its coverage of the rolling ball with no interruptions or commercial breaks. Sheila was asleep, so there was no argument from her when he turned off the TV, but by the time he had showered, shaved, dressed, and eaten breakfast, she was awake again, and the Travels channel was back on the screen.

The anarchists in his garage were already gone, but he found a note of thanks spray-painted on one of the walls.

BEWARE THE ANTICHRIST AI!

it read, luminous red words outlined in black. They had dug through his boxes of junk and taken a few cooking utensils. This made Dodd mad, not because he had cherished the old stained utensils—far from it, they were junk—but it was the way they had just taken it; they hadn’t even thought about asking. And the spray paint! He was going to have to paint the whole wall to cover it, and he’d have to do it soon, too—the apartment management was rarely understanding about this sort of thing. Dodd was sure that somewhere in his lease agreement was the clause, “Letting anarchists sleep in your garage unit is terms for eviction.”


Dodd joined the other pedestrians on the sidewalk, walking the six blocks down the street toward the subway terminal.

BEWARE THE ANTICHRIST AI!

What the hell was that supposed to mean? Either Danny Marauder had finally gone over the edge, or it was something the anarchists were into. There was no way of telling—the anarchists seemed to be into everything. Like Dodd, many of them were veterans. That’s where he’d met Danny—they had served together in the South American War. Carrying guns powerful enough to blow up a truck with a single round, never firing a shot, wading through cities of dead people who couldn’t decay. It was graveyard duty. Dodd had been able to maintain his grasp on reality; he returned home to lead a normal life. But the others, the ones that ended up anarchists, they had lost their grip.

His train hissed to a halt, and Dodd boarded, packing himself in with a hundred other bodies, standing because all the seats were taken. The ride was uneventful. He endured it as usual by escaping into a trancelike state until an amplified voice announced his stop. “Cherokee. Cherokee Station.” Dodd made his way to the door and waited. Beyond the yellowed windows of the subway car, the brick walls of the station blurred past and slowed, graffiti everywhere, layer upon layer.

BEWARE THE ANTICHRIST AI!

The doors opened, and Dodd stepped out, walking involuntarily up to the painted letters, looking closely, as if he would find meaning in the texture of the painted brick. Danny must have been here, he thought. Shaking his head, he turned and trudged up the escalator. The main gate of Honda Aerospace was seven blocks away.

At Honda he presented his union card to a machine and was cleared through by a smirking, smoking, gruff-looking old lady in a guard’s uniform. Beyond the gates, all across the sprawling plant, people and machines rushed to and fro in the early sunlight, impossibly busy. Dodd made his way to the forklift station, checked in, bought a cup of freshly brewed coffee from the garage’s machine, and slowly, carefully climbed aboard his semiautonomic rig. The forklift came to life as he keyed in his employee number; on a screen behind the controls his morning assignment appeared. Dodd instructed the forklift to go—it knew the way—then settled back in the comfortable black seat to enjoy his coffee and try to wake up.

When Dodd saw Bob Recent, Bob was just getting through the front gate; he was thirty-five minutes late. Dodd brought his rig to a stop and waved, but either Bob didn’t see or he was ignoring Dodd; Bob walked past without acknowledging. Is he mad at me? Dodd wondered. Why, because I kicked him out of my apartment at two in the morning? No. He’s probably mad because I didn’t kick him out sooner.

Dodd made his way over to the shipping warehouse and gently dropped off his sixth load of inertia-null units. He watched for a moment as two spidery robots began sorting them out, preparing them for inventory. Dodd disliked these two little robots—he’d known the workers they replaced.

On his way back to production/inspection for another load he saw Bob Recent again, this time standing with one of the big bosses near the administration office. Dodd sipped the last of his lukewarm coffee and watched them, wanting to see if Bob was being chewed out for being late. It would be a first. Bob was habitually late, but never seemed to get caught. It would serve him right if they fired his ass, Dodd thought. But then again, he really didn’t want that to happen. A fully autonomic forklift, not a human driver, would replace Bob. Dodd didn’t need any more “smart” forklifts running around reminding him that his job was more of a union-management compromise than something vital and necessary to the company.

It didn’t look like Bob was being fired. He and the big boss were shaking hands. They passed out of sight behind the edge of a building, leaving Dodd with an unpleasant feeling in his bowels. Bob Recent? No. No way.

A few hours later Dodd saw a little white cart racing toward him across the smooth concrete plain, the driver waving for him to stop. Dodd felt a headache coming on. It was Bob Recent.

Dodd pulled to a stop as the cart came alongside him. Bob’s smile was large, his eyes glassy. There was the flush of blood in his cheeks. “Hey, guess what happened.”

“You’re management now.”

“Right! I’m section foreman. I’m this section’s foreman.”

“You’re my boss.”

“Yeah! Isn’t it great? Me, section foreman!” He laughed like a kid.

“Well, I’m happy for you, Bob,” Dodd lied.

“Oh, boy, so am I! Wow. I can’t wait to tell Denise about this, she’ll be thrilled!”

“I’m sure she will.” Dodd felt obligated to hold out his hand. “Congratulations.”

Bob shook. “Thank you.”

“How did you manage this, anyway?”

“Well, it’s funny, it all started when I put in my resignation—”

“Resignation?”

“Oh, yeah. Well,” Bob fidgeted, becoming self-conscious. “Well, you see, Denise quit her job—”

“Denise quit her job?”

“Yes.”

“I thought she loved that job!”

“Well, she did, but it didn’t leave her with a whole lot of free time. Denise wanted to stay home and watch Travels during the day.”

“Travels?”

“Yeah, and well, I thought that, hell . . . if she did that, I didn’t see why I shouldn’t. So I discussed it with her, and we decided that I should quit and go on compensation—”


“Compensation? Bob, what kind of compensation?”

“Progeny compensation,” Bob said defensively.

“I was afraid of that. Bob, I thought you wanted kids. You told me that’s why you and Denise got married, why you stuck around here doing a robot’s job.”

“Well—”

“You told me that. Those were your words.”

“I know. My God, you make me feel like I’m a traitor or something.”

“I just don’t want you to do something you’ll regret. I mean, it used to mean something to you, something to work for, a goal. How much progeny tax do you have saved up, Bob? Last time we talked about it, you had over five hundred thousand. You’re almost there! You’re going to throw that all away on something else?”

“I’m not throwing it away on anything,” Bob said, angry now. “Sometimes people’s priorities change, sometimes people acquire new goals instead of hanging on to old, outdated ones. Denise has decided she doesn’t want a baby, Dodd. And that’s her right—it’s her body. So if she doesn’t want a baby, what difference does it make if I get a vasectomy? I can’t start a family without my wife, can I?”

“This was Denise’s decision, then?”

“No, it was both of ours!”

“Okay. I think it’s a mistake, but hey, it’s your life.”

“That’s right, it’s my life.”

“Right.”

“And I don’t think it’s a mistake.”

“Okay. Sure.”

“I mean it.”

“Hey, you’re right, it’s none of my business.”

They stared at each other for a tense moment, then Bob said, “I’m going to let this drop. It doesn’t matter why I was going to quit or what I was going to do, because I didn’t. What does matter is that I’m your new foreman, and you’d better keep that in mind from now on.”


“Whatever you say.”

“Get back to work.” Bob said it as if he were trying the words on for size.

Dodd stared at him in silent outrage. Bob, unable to look him in the eyes, turned and climbed into his little white cart. It lurched into motion, speeding off across the long, flat concrete, leaving Dodd cursing under his breath.




 

4. Come Knockin’

TOBY WHITEHOUSE LIVED in an old tan house that had somehow evaded the great, sweeping renovations which had overtaken whole neighborhoods after the South American War. The front yard was kept neatly mowed, and the old house always seemed to have a fresh coat of paint. Even the picket fence out front was painted white, keeping it cheery. The wood of the picket fence was probably older than Dodd; it sagged in places where rot had set in, but the five dozen coats of paint held it together. On either side of the front door were gaudy stained-glass windows that ran from ground level to the top of the doorframe. Dodd rang the doorbell and tried to peer through the glass, but he couldn’t see a thing—nothing but a multicolored blur. The glass itself depicted gruesome pictures of Jesus Christ hanging from the cross, blood gushing from His hands and feet.

The South American War had affected its veterans in different ways. Some had turned to anarchy, some had turned to drugs. Toby Whitehouse had turned to JTV, Jesus Television. It was a mild and somewhat positive preoccupation, and Dodd had no problem with it. Whatever made Toby and his family happy was okay with him. He rang the doorbell again and listened for footsteps.

There was the sound of wood sliding roughly against wood, and Dodd looked up to see Savina, Toby’s seventeen-year-old daughter, poking her head and shoulders through her bedroom window. “Dodd,” she said in a loud whisper. “I’ve got to talk to you.”


Just then the front door opened, and Toby was smiling and greeting him. “Dodd! Dodd, come in.” His accent was heavier than usual today, which told Dodd he was excited about something. Dodd smiled up at Savina before walking inside the house with her father.

“Today has been an incredible day,” Dodd said.

Toby closed the door behind him. “That it has.” He was grinning. “Come on in. Sit down.”

“Thank you.” Dodd followed him into the den and leaned against a wall, feeling too pent-up to sit down. “I’m troubled, Toby.”

Toby paused in front of him, looking at him as if he had no right to be troubled. “And what is it that’s bothering you on this incredible day?”

“Did you know that Bob was going to quit his job?”

“No, that I didn’t.”

“He went in and gave them his resignation, and they talked him out of it. They gave him a promotion—now he’s my boss.”

“You don’t seem very happy about it.”

“I’m not. We got into a fight.”

“Oh, that’s bad. Especially now that he’s your boss.”

Dodd gave him a brief summary of the argument, to which Toby made grave faces but little comment. Something else was on his mind. Savina made an appearance downstairs and Dodd smiled at her; she made mysterious hand signals behind her dad’s back, then put her finger to her lips, telling Dodd to be quiet about something. He winked at her, ruffling her thin braids as she came close. She laughed, dodging away.

“So,” Toby said, “have you heard the big news?”

“What big news?”

“About the Savior! The Second Coming.”

“No, I think I’ve missed that one.”

Toby’s eyes were gleaming like the eyes of a used-robotics salesman. “You haven’t heard, then?”

“What? No, I haven’t.”


“It’s something fantastic,” Toby said, exhilarated. “They announced it today on JTV. The Pope of the United Church was given a revelation. He’s coming back!”

“Back where? To the Americas?”

“No, to Jerusalem!”

“The Pope’s going to Jerusalem?” Dodd didn’t understand. What was the big deal?

“No, not the Pope. The Savior!”

“The savior?” Dodd still didn’t understand. “Which savior?”

Toby looked very disappointed in him. “You know, the Savior. The Son! Jesus Christ.”

Dodd thought that he was still missing something. “Jesus Christ?” he said, hoping for some vital clue.

“Yes. Jesus Christ. The Savior.”

“Jesus Christ is going back to Jerusalem.” The sentence was meaningless to him. He waited for Toby to correct him.

“Yes. Is it not a spectacular revelation?”

“Jesus Christ is going back to Jerusalem. This is what you’re trying to tell me?”

“Yes! That’s it!”

“I don’t get it,” Dodd told Toby.

Toby took him by the shoulders and gently shook him back and forth. “Are you in shock? I’m telling you in the simplest words I know.”

Dodd stared deep into his friend’s eyes. In the background he could hear Savina laughing. Suddenly it dawned on him that Toby meant the actual words that he had said, “Jesus Christ is going back to Jerusalem.” His mind tried to reject it again, but there was no other explanation. “Wait a minute,” he said to Toby, “you’re telling me the Pope came on JTV and made this announcement?”

“Yes!” Toby was grinning. “In eighteen days.”

“What were his exact words?”

“This is what he said: ‘Our Lord and Savior is returning to Earth in eighteen days. He’s coming to Jerusalem.’”


“The Pope made this announcement?”

“Yes!”

“In all seriousness?”

“Yes!” Toby was grinning like a maniac, his white teeth shining in high contrast to his dark skin.

Dodd’s skin had gone pale. The United Church was a very serious organization. They were not into making shocking, sensationalist statements. “Do you have this statement recorded?”

“No need, they’ve been repeating the Pope’s announcement every five minutes.” Toby led Dodd into the next room, where his video system was on with the sound turned way down. Toby turned the volume up and they watched the tail end of a PTL Cola commercial: thin and genetically perfect Believers guzzling from bright cans with obvious sexual delight. The music was very up, very bouncy. Then a JTV announcer was grinning, and just as Toby claimed, they were replaying the Pope’s announcement. It was very calm and dignified, a news conference held in what had once been the Catholic Vatican. The Pope was old and dressed in white with gold trimmings, and he was surrounded by rich reds and purples. In the background were other old men in tall hats, smiling peacefully. “The Savior is returning to Earth. He will be in Jerusalem in eighteen days. Let us pray . . .” There was a long session of chanting, most of it in Latin, and then a lot of praising of God. The clip ended, leaving Dodd breathless.

“We’re going to church tonight,” Toby told him, catching him off guard. “It would give me great pleasure if you would attend with us.”

No convenient excuse came to mind—indeed, Dodd’s mind was blank. “I don’t know, Toby.”

“You don’t know!” Toby was very displeased.

“I have to think this over.”

“What is there to think about? You come to church with us, you pray to God, maybe your soul will be saved.”

Wheels turned in Dodd’s mind, thoughts that would only offend his old friend. “Sorry, Toby, I’m in shock. Pray for me if you want, but I don’t think I want church tonight.”

“You pray for yourself,” Toby said angrily.

“Please, Toby. Not tonight.”

Toby searched his eyes. His expression softened, and he nodded. “If it is not right for you, it is not right. I will pray for you.”

“Thank you. I think I’ll be going now.”

“Okay.” Toby shrugged. He followed Dodd to the door and opened it for him, his daughter Savina trailing behind and giving Dodd meaningful looks. He said good-bye and left, walking in a hurry.

The United Church owned JTV, he thought. JTV is having a ratings slump. The church is losing money. So they have the Pope come on and announce something exciting to boost ratings.

Dodd thought the situation through very carefully. It seemed to make sense, though the letdown at the end of the eighteen days was going to be a big risk for the church. He couldn’t understand why the church would take that big a chance, unless they were about to sell the network. That’s it, he thought—boost the ratings, sell the network, say the Pope’s vision was a little off, maybe he meant eighteen years instead of days. People would be a little disillusioned, but they would have to forgive their pope. Meanwhile, the church has made money and at the same time dumped a major obligation.

That’s got to be it, he thought. It had to be the explanation, or at least close—because Dodd was positive the church couldn’t be serious. The Savior returning? The Second Coming in eighteen days?

He paused a block away from his apartment complex, gazing across the skyline at the late-afternoon sunlight. All the buildings glinted, little sparkles reflecting off ten million windows. He bit his lower lip at a frightening thought that he could not dismiss: What if the Savior was coming back? Dodd lowered his head, looking at the sidewalk, eyeing the motion of a beetle that happened to be crawling a few centimeters from his feet.


During his childhood, back before the collapse of ’26 and the wars that followed, Dodd had been forced to memorize the Bible by a wire-haired old man with bad breath who screamed at him and several other children every Sunday for six years. Jesus Christ was coming back, the man had insisted. He was coming back in fire and glory, yes, yes indeed, He was due to return, but at the end of the world.

The End of the World.

Of course this was from the old Bible, the King James Version, which according to the United Church was “grossly distorted and altered to serve the purposes of man.” They made the same claims about every other edition predating their own “new translation,” which came about after the collapse, after the United Church had swallowed up Christian Life, the Southern Baptists, the Mormons, and others . . . even the Catholics.

The End of the World. It certainly seemed to Dodd that the world was on the brink of chaos, that reality was growing feeble and order was disappearing. What was true one day was wrong the next. The idea of something being permanent was forgotten. There were always New Advances. And in his head the images of the war, the terrible silence, the endless marching through craters littered with dead women and children, all with their arms around each other, around their poor dead animals, dogs and chickens, blackened, bloating, eyes white and featureless like hard-boiled eggs. No rot, no stink. Perfectly sterile.

Dodd found himself wanting to believe Jesus Christ was coming back to save him. He wanted desperately to believe. He couldn’t, though. He just couldn’t find it in himself. He couldn’t trust JTV, because it was big business, and this was a big event, and all he could see was the money they were going to make because of all the people who wanted so desperately to believe.

And yet, Dodd couldn’t believe the United Church would risk the anger of a world of betrayed believers.

The beetle at his feet crawled down a crack, disappearing from sight. Dodd put his hands into his pockets and continued on his way, walking down the block to his apartment complex, a small, cheap dwelling compared to the massive corporate-housing complexes looming to the north, south, and west. He passed the row of garages, guiltily thought about the graffiti painted inside his own, and walked up to his front door. “Open please,” he told it. Recognizing his voice, it obeyed.

The television was silent. Dodd was amazed. He wondered where Sheila had gone, and walking down to the bedroom he was tickled to find her taking a nap in his bed. He stood over her in the dim light that filtered through the electric shades, studying her prone, nude figure sprawled across the unmade sheets. Her bright red hair spilled across her shoulders and back, messy and unwashed. Seeing her like this made Dodd feel better, and he bent over and gave her a gentle kiss on the small of her back. Her shoulder blades twitched, and after a moment she raised her head, turning and looking over her shoulder. Seeing him, she smiled and rolled over on her back, splaying her legs. She took a hold of his arm and pulled him insistently down.




 

5. Expecting

SAVINA WATCHED DODD walking away from the house, her smooth face set into a frustrated expression. She needed to talk to him, and her father had scared him away. Her father also forbade her to leave the house because they were going to church that night, so she couldn’t go chasing after him.

“What’s wrong, child?” her father asked her.

“Nothing,” she replied.

Behind both of them the television showed one of the JTV choirs that the Church was so proud of, a gathering of perfect-faced men and women singing with all the enthusiasm their hearts and lungs could muster. “. . . blood runs so red to my face,” they sang, “. . . I am awash in shame . . . when the Savior arrived . . . I had not yet been saved . . .” Savina wanted to gag.

Her father spontaneously hugged her, kissing her hair. Religious things always made him so emotional. “I love you, child,” he said.

“I love you too, Daddy.” She hugged him back, and something flashed in her mind in the mutual squeeze. An idea. “Can I invite a friend along to church tonight?”

“What friend is this?” her father asked.

“A girl from one of my classes.” Savina thought frantically. “Her name is Lamissa.”

“She isn’t going to church with her own family?”

“Her family are atheists—I’m trying to convert her.”

“Ah, now!” He seemed very pleased.


Here’s the trick, Savina thought. “They don’t have a phone. I have to go over to her house to ask her to come.”

“No phone, child? What kind of family has no phone?” His voice was suspicious.

“They’re Luddites, Daddy. Back-to-the-trees people. But Lamissa’s not like that—she believes in God, and she really needs guidance.”

“Where does Lamissa live?”

“Not far, between here and Dodd’s.”

Her father seemed to deliberate. “Okay, child. But you be back before we go to church—we are not going to wait around. If you make us late for church, you’ll be paying for it later.” He pronounced it “lay-tah,” stretching the word out for emphasis.

“It won’t take long, Daddy,” she promised. She gave him a kiss, and smiled. “Bye!”

“Remember what I said.”

“I will!” She was already on her way to the door.

“Bye-bye now,” he said, “and good luck with Lamissa’s parents.”

“Thanks!” She opened the door, then dashed outside. In reality there was a Lamissa in one of her classes, but Savina hardly knew her. She certainly had no intention of inviting the girl to church. When she got back from Dodd’s she would simply tell her father that Lamissa’s parents wouldn’t let their daughter go.

She trotted across the front walk and down to the sidewalk. Dodd was nowhere in sight—he had quite a lead on her—and she wanted to catch him before he got home and Sheila got her hands on him. With Sheila around he wouldn’t talk to her.

Savina remembered the days when Dodd had been living with Leslie. She thought of the time as BS—Before Sheila—a happy time of warmth and excitement and freedom. Her parents used to let her stay with Dodd and Leslie, and they had taken her to the coast, to the mountains, out skiing; these were some of the happiest memories she had. Dodd and Leslie were so easy to talk to, she kept no secrets from them, and felt free to ask any questions she liked. They were open, honest. Savina had learned a lot about sex. It was no big deal. She and Dodd and Leslie had grown to be very close friends, and then Leslie was transferred to a new job, and she left. She just left. Dodd had said it was okay, that Leslie had to leave because of her career, and he had to stay because of his job, and that was life. He tried to hide it, but Savina could tell his heart was broken. Savina was fifteen at the time, and had an enormous crush on him. She would have done anything to make him feel better.

That’s when Sheila came into the picture. Sheila was the woman in the apartment upstairs, the woman who’d been watching Dodd through the window and panting over him in the hall. She’d gotten to him when he was vulnerable and used sex to keep him. Savina thought she was a slut. Even her parents thought the woman was a slut, and had abruptly stopped allowing Savina to hang out at Dodd’s place.

That hurt Savina, and made her dislike Sheila even more. Dodd was her friend, the only person she had left whom she could open up to, and the only person who could give her advice that was worth anything. The only one who supported her dreams. Savina needed him now more than ever.

She reached his apartment without seeing him. Dammit, she thought. Reaching out an index finger, she touched the burnished metal beside the blue-gray door and stood nervously waiting. After a minute she touched the button again.

No answer. Savina began to wonder if Dodd hadn’t come straight home, if he’d stopped somewhere else. She touched the button again, standing on one foot, then the other. She was beginning to feel a little foolish, just standing there. Where else could he be? she wondered. He occasionally went to a bar about seven blocks away, but that wouldn’t do her any good—they wouldn’t let her in.

After ringing the bell again and waiting another minute, Savina walked with crossed arms around to Dodd’s bedroom window and peered through the shades. At first she couldn’t see anything—there was only a small slit she could see through—but in the dimness beyond she could make out the bed, and figures on the bed . . . pale, moving . . . and Savina ducked and moved away from the window, heart hammering and face flushed. She felt guilty and frustrated. Sheila! She hated Sheila. The slut had firmly wedged herself in between her and Dodd, cutting Savina off completely. What could Dodd possibly see in her?

Savina strode away, face burning, arms crossed. Her hopes were crushed—she couldn’t talk to Dodd and it was all Sheila’s fault. She walked in the direction of the neighborhood subway station, heading reluctantly to her boyfriend’s house. Her boyfriend by all rights should be the first to know, but Savina would have felt more secure if she’d talked to Dodd first.

At the entrance to the subway station Savina halted, watching the people emerge, staring at the old men, the women, the kids, the occasional raggedly dressed anarchist . . . She realized she had no idea of what to say to Greg. She was so angry she could slap his face, and at the same time she wanted to hug and kiss him until the fear was washed away. What am I going to say? she thought. How am I going to break the news? It was so hard to talk to him.

Abruptly she decided not to.

Her shoulders slumped, her head down, she turned and walked back to her parents’ house.




 

6. Jesus Thing

SAUL KALMAN RETRIEVED an urgent message on his desk terminal—a new account had been set up for a Russian company: Jacovik Premium Imported Vodka. It was to be advertised subliminally on the Travels network, and it was part of Saul’s job to supervise the design of the subliminal message.

“Shit,” he muttered to himself as he stared at the screen. He was feeling more than a little dizzy. Saul didn’t approve of advertising on Travels; the company didn’t need it, subscriber fees paid for the channel. Ratings were phenomenally high for the network and still growing; Travels had a continuous 27 percent to 39 percent share of the total television audience. Telcron Systems, Inc., the company that produced Travels, was upsetting the balance of the entire video industry, dominating the other networks—and Telcron was yielding, at last, to advertisers clamoring to use the Travels medium, and to Telcron stockholders who wanted the advertising for the tripled income. Commercials were now present on Travels, but they did not interrupt the program—the program must remain endless, uninterrupted—so advertisers were paying multimillions to be part of the background, the commercials entirely subliminal. Also, there was a maximum limit of commercial accounts accepted by Telcron; advertisers fought and backstabbed each other to acquire accounts. Saul wondered uneasily about the hoops Jacovik Vodka had gone through to secure this new account.

“Shit,” he said again. It was hard for him to concentrate on the problem; it was too early in the morning. He gave up, deciding to drop the whole matter in the lap of Vicky Zcavowitz, his assistant creative engineer. Pushing a button on his terminal, he sent the memo and information down to her and paused for a moment to add a few suggestions to help her along. Maybe, he thought, we could stick it on a billboard in the background. Hell, have the ball bounce off the billboard, slo-mo, in an erotic and suggestive way.

He shook his head. That was too obvious. Hell, he thought, let her think about it. With a decisive motion he slammed the SEND button and his notes joined the rest of the problem down in Vicky’s terminal, waiting for her just as it had been waiting for him. He looked at the time readout on the screen. Hmmmm. She would be calling in about five minutes, madder than hell, and he was going to have to placate her, calm her down, show confidence in her, and promise a raise or something, then pray she did a good job or it would be his neck. But dammit, he thought, I don’t have time for this! Saul had to be out in the field in an hour, and he should be taking his morning dose of Mataphin about now. If they wanted advertising, they should have a whole department to take care of it—not just him.

The terminal in front of him buzzed as a call came in. The point of origin was the main fifty-fourth-floor terminal, probably Lisa Schemandle. If it was Lisa, Saul knew what it would be about—something related to the Second Coming stunt that JTV was pulling. Saul reached over and picked up his Mataphin dispenser, deciding to take a double dose of the creativity enhancer immediately, to get it into his system before having to deal with this money-head bitch.

Her face blinked onto the screen, off-center. It was ruddy and lined, her eyebrows clenched, her expression dour. “Saul,” she said.

“Good morning, Lisa.”

“We’ve got to do something about this Jesus thing. We’ve got to neutralize it somehow.”

“Why?” Saul said.


“Well, Saul, use your goddamn head! They’re trying to get their ratings back! If they pull this off, the bottom will drop out—isn’t that obvious to you? We’ve got to take steps to neutralize it!”

“You really think they have a chance?”

“Saul, you know who owns JTV, right? The United Church! The United Church leases satellite time from the Swiss National Trust, which has large holdings in the U.S. Food & Materials Corporation. The USFMC is owned by the United States government. The United Church has special rates on their satellite time because they own a large chunk of Swiss Trust, and the USFMC donates a hell of a lot of money to the United Church. Do you get the picture, Saul? Do I have to spell it out any more? We’re dealing with a giant, a megacorp! We can’t take any chances.”

Saul didn’t appreciate this demeaning tone of hers; he glared at her, frowning. “Telcron is owned by Mitsubishi.”

“That’s not the point!”

“Well then, what is the point? We’re a megacorp, too. Why should we panic? I mean, it’s not like we can stage a counter spectacular. We can’t change the format, Travels is Travels. People—”

“Shut up for a second and listen to me. Saul, my own personal neck is on the cutting block here. I have no idea what to do either, but something must be done—something. You and I can come up with something if we think. Muck with the AHL intensity, increase the pace, anything! We’ve got to. Those bastards have pulled a fast one, Saul. This is serious. But they’re dough-heads, fucking god-freaks—not professionals like us, not artists like you. Consult with your expert systems, your staff, and phone me after you get back from the field. Around six o’clock.” She cut the connection, leaving Saul with sweating palms. He took another two Mataphin tabs without realizing he’d already had double his morning dosage, and shuffled out of his office, escaping down the elevator.

The fresh morning air did nothing to cheer him, and he felt rotten about what he had done to Vicky. He dreaded facing her. She’s in the same goddamned position I’m in, he realized. I’ve put her there, out of panic, just like Lisa Schemandle panicked and put her job on my lap.

The Mataphin began taking strong hold as he found himself a seat on the crew truck. He settled back, made himself comfortable, and tried to relax and think. The crew would be down in a few moments, along with a fuming Vicky Zcavowitz, but for the moment, at least, he had peace.

So, he thought. What to do?

Well, the strength of Travels was its high Attention Holding Level; motion and music created by the human mind for the human mind, enhanced and reinforced to produce a strong mesmerizing effect. When Saul had first joined Telcron Systems, the AHL was merely an afterthought, a study done by one of the Mitsubishi executives long since gone—the study did nothing more than pin down what it was that made beta-test versions of Travels so pleasant to watch. Later the idea was seized upon, developed, artificially enhanced by teams of creative engineers of which Saul had been a key member. Now the AHL was more important than the program itself—the “art” that had been Travels was relegated to the background. The AHL was Travels, and if there were an answer to the present problem, it had to lie in the AHL.

That was the solution.

If the viewers are already in heaven, Saul thought, what would they need a savior for? The AHL needs to be intensified. But that means a hell of a lot of work. The entire production system would have to be regeared.

Shit, he thought. Why do it? Why panic and overreact? Why couldn’t we just ride it out? JTV’s stunt, after all, is risky—it could backfire altogether, eliminate the need for a Travels response. And the “response,” the compensation for their stunt, could backfire as well. The Politico Network could end up with all the ratings.

Nevertheless Saul had to do it. It was now his job. As he sat there thinking about all his problems, which were made colorful and even larger by the influence of Mataphin, Vicky arrived to complicate everything and make Saul even more miserable.




 

7. Kisses and Fellatio

THE SCREEN ON Dodd’s bedroom telephone read: Messages: 00 Mail: 01

Someone had sent him mail. Probably junk mail, he thought as he retrieved it to the screen. The ancient art of “spam.” As the message flashed up in little glowing letters, Dodd wondered if it was junk mail or if it was truly directed at him:


TO: Dodd Corley

DATE: 6/1/42

FROM: friends

SUBJECT: your soul

 

THESE are the LAST DAYS.

BEWARE the ANTICHRIST AI!

 

Don’t be fooled by the LIAR which mixes Truth with his LIES.

<<< BELIEVE NOTHING! >>>

Believe nothing and nothing will fool you.

Trust only what you can reach out and touch!

GUARD your SOUL!

BELIEVE NOTHING! BEWARE THE ANTICHRIST AI!




Digital graffiti junk mail. Dodd erased the message, wishing he had an artificial intelligence program of his own to shield him from such things.


These are the last days.

Oh goddammit, he told himself. Stop it. These are the last days. Beware the Antichrist AI. He’d been reading in his old King James Bible again, confirming what he remembered from his childhood studies: When Christ returned, he would return at the end of the world. He had found several references to it, a phrase that Christ had apparently been fond of: “. . . I am the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end, the first and the last.”

Of course nothing like this appeared in the United Church version. They seemed to have mixed in a little Eastern religion, changing it around so that the return of the Savior is a time of joy and new beginnings. The part about Armageddon was reduced to a time of “struggle and change,” and war was eliminated altogether. They didn’t even use the term Armageddon.

Or did they? Dodd punched keys on his phone terminal, calling up a copy of the United Church Bible. “Search for references to Armageddon,” he told it. The reply came on the screen, little words between two asterisks:

* Not Found *

“Search for any occurrence of the word Armageddon,” he asked.

* Not Found *

Dodd shook his head in wonder. Armageddon was missing. He asked it for references to the Rapture, and it retrieved passages where people were in rapture at the voice of the Savior, but never were they raptured, the true believers taken away to heaven before Armageddon, spared the pain and agony of the Trials and Tribulations. People who were taken away during the Rapture simply disappeared off the face of the Earth. Or so Dodd had been taught as a child.

* Not Found *

Jesus is the beginning and the end, Dodd thought. If Jesus shows up, it will be the end. The finish.

Two weeks from now. Beware the Antichrist AI! The slogan kept popping into his head. These are the last days.


It was depressing to Dodd, because he couldn’t help but feel that these were the last days. The world was going to hell. Robots and AIs were taking all the jobs. The poor and the disturbed were disappearing into euthanasia centers. Child taxation was making it harder and harder to have children, unless one happened to qualify for the “special circumstance clause”—which Dodd didn’t. People were selling their progeny rights. Things changed so fast that one was apt to wander around in confusion from one week to the next, forever trying to get used to their surroundings. Thirty years ago interstellar colonies were still an impractical dream, and now they were reality—normal, everyday people, Dodd’s neighbors, were packing up and leaving. Going to the new frontier, billions upon billions of kilometers away. It was incredible. Dodd couldn’t see how such upheaval could keep up, this constant change. It was like society was stretching reality to its limits, and like anything—it was a universal law—if you stretched something too far, by God it was going to break.

Maybe Jesus is coming, he thought.

The phone began ringing, startling him, and he exited the UC Bible. He touched the key to accept video and picked up the handset. He recognized the lurid, painted Oriental face of Mr. Chang, the apartment manager, as it appeared on the screen. “Is Sheila Dwaas there, Mr. Corley?” he asked in his pleasant, patient voice.

“Yes. Just a minute.”

“Thank you.”

Dodd touched the hold key and padded down the hall into the living room, stood in front of the television, and faced Sheila. “Hey,” he said. “Telephone.”

She stared at his legs, mouth slack and eyes half-open. She looked like she was either dead or dying.

“Hey,” he said, waving his hand in front of her face. “Sheila. Sheila! Sheila! ”

Sheila jumped, startled, covering her bare breasts with her arms. “What?” she said, irritation in her voice.


“The manager wants to talk to you.”

“What manager?”

“The apartment manager.”

“Is he here?” Sheila looked around the room.

Dodd sighed, shaking his head. He pointed toward the kitchen. “On the phone.”

“Oh.” Sheila snatched a robe that had been sitting in a heap on the floor. Dodd went back into the bedroom as she answered the call, but after a few minutes she appeared in the doorway. “Hi,” she said.

Dodd was lying on his bed with the old King James. He threw it aside and said, “What?”

“The rent on my apartment is due.”

Dodd nodded, accepting the inevitable. “I’ll pick it up.”

“You still want me to keep it?”

Dodd stared at her with a blank expression. Then his eyes lit up. “What, are you saying you want to move in with me?”

“I’m more or less moved in now.”

“You said you wanted to keep your place.”

She shrugged, the loose robe sliding down to expose one of her smooth shoulders. “It doesn’t matter. I mean, you’re the one paying for it.”

True, Dodd thought. It would save money to get rid of her apartment . . . and if she were officially moved in, living with him, they would be that one step closer to a marriage contract, and—

With Sheila? he thought. Would he want to have a child with her? Would she want to have one?

She frowned at his odd expression. “What?” she said. “Look, it’s okay, I don’t have to move in. I mean—”

“You can move in,” Dodd said. “I mean, why not? Why not make it official? Besides, we can use that money we’re paying out for your apartment for something else.”

“Really?” She smiled, walking gracefully from the door to the bed, sitting down next to him. “For what?”

“I don’t know. We’ll see.”


“We will?”

“Yes.” Dodd was smiling at her now, fingering the side of her thigh. He drew spirals inward, then outward. “I’ve got some money saved up, too. We can do something special with it.”

“A trip?”

Dodd pursed his lips, tilting his head to one side. “Maybe. A trip would be nice, but we can take a trip anytime. I was thinking of something really special.”

“Like what?”

The spirals Dodd had been drawing on her thigh now turned to figure eights, working their way, coaxing, up across her pelvis and inside her robe. He was leaning against her, his head almost touching hers; she was motionless, waiting. “How would you feel if,” he started, then hesitated. He was staring into her eyes, and she stared back, unblinking.

“What?” she said.

“How would you feel if I suggested that we both stop taking our birth control pills?”

She continued staring at him for a long moment, unmoving, then at last she looked down and leaned her head against his. “You . . . you want a baby?”

“You know I do.”

“I didn’t know you were that serious about me.”

“How do you feel about it?” Dodd listened very carefully for her answer.

“I’ve thought about it,” she said after a long pause. Her voice was distant, without inflection; it sounded almost dead. It rang hollow. Dodd felt as though he hadn’t heard it; he wanted her to say it again, louder, so he could guess what she was thinking.

She leaned forward, and there was a warm, wet feeling at his neck—she had started kissing him, bringing her hands up to caress his chest. Her fingers trembled, but he had no idea why—was it out of emotion, or nervousness? Was she saying yes with kisses, or avoiding an answer? She tongued his ear, growing more passionate, then pulled back, eyes closed, her nose touching his. He kissed her hesitantly, but as soon as their lips touched she was fervid, pushing him backward and landing on top of him, her tongue twirling and probing in time with her entire body, squirming, grasping, rubbing.

She worked her way down his neck, kissing and licking, then down his exposed chest, his nipples, down across his stomach, and then her strong, short fingers were ripping at the cohesive tabs of his pants. He stared at the ceiling, trying to think, trying to interpret . . . lips and tongue touched his penis, and it was all ripped away, his mind was gone. He closed his eyes and let go. Travels music drifted down the hall, reeling, racing. Sheila made slurping sounds. Dodd began grasping desperately at the bed.

It was like the process of thought reduced to a laser tracking a spiral on a disk, and during sex there is no spiral, the disk is blank, so the laser searches for something to track and quickly moves from one side to another without finding anything. When it reaches the end there is an explosion, and the power goes off.

Dodd felt the explosion. Orgasm is a time of nonexistence, like dying or meeting God, or falling asleep in a sailboat in a calm, sunlit ocean, nowhere to go, nothing to hit, wander where you will. You hear waves, you hear gulls, there is an occasional cool breeze over your warm skin. A pillow beneath your head. No worries.

Dodd once had a lover named Leslie whom he’d wanted to marry, who’d wanted children. She and Dodd saw things from the same point of view. She was like a female version of himself, and they were so natural together, so comfortable. He never told her he wanted to marry her, he never suggested they have a child—Dodd had no idea why, he just didn’t. She accepted a once-in-a-lifetime job offer and went away, and now she was married to some superterranean who took her on cruises through the rings of Saturn and was wealthy beyond belief. Intelligence on her part, stupidity on Dodd’s. She would have stayed if he had asked her to, but she would have been stuck with him and his normal little life. He knew all along she was destined for more than that, and so he’d let her go. It was the hardest thing he had ever done.


I’m normal because of her, he thought. She helped me to make sense of the war, of the hell we toured. That was your part in my life, the good deed you did for me. I’ll always love you for that.

Salt breezes, seagulls. The sails made small rippling-cloth sounds. Leslie was smiling at him. “I love you as much as you love me,” she told him. “I would have been just as happy in your ordinary little life. I would have loved to give birth to your children.”

“I would have felt guilty.”

“There’s no reason to.”

“You’ve already given me a life. I was suicide bound when you came to me. I was thinking of the euthanasia center.”

“I know. The war was hard.”

Images of the war drifted by like clouds. Nothing in his life had prepared him for the sight of a dead rain forest, the skeletons of immense trees and vines with all the leaves blackened, dead animals covering the ground like a carpet, birds and lizards and small frogs, snakes and pigs, billions of insects like the bottom of a bug zapper. In a clearing would stand the flimsiest little huts and shacks, made from old plywood and grass and branches; the bombs didn’t even knock them down. Blackened people bloating with internal gases, but no decomposition. Killed by intense radiation that was gone four hours later, but all protein in the area was destroyed, there weren’t even any bacteria left to break things down. No nutrients in the soil. The only life in the area was what Dodd and the other troops brought with them.

They dug holes and pushed bodies into them with Stiletto tanks fitted with bulldozer blades, covering the graves and paving them over for an airstrip, a copter pad, a basketball court. He carried an immense weapon that he fired occasionally at a tree trunk, just to watch the trunk explode and the tree fall over. There was nothing else to shoot at. All the death-dealing blows were delivered from orbit. A bomb here, a scattering of beams over there. Backward twentieth-century enemies with twenty-first-century weapons. Their families, their children. Little babies, shielded by their mothers, not a scratch on them but stiff and dead in their ragged little diapers. Some of the men in Dodd’s unit showed nothing; others shot themselves. Dodd did a lot of crying and cursing, and was labeled a discipline problem. One of the officers criticized him constantly, and Dodd had swung at him with a shovel, but missed. The officer snatched the shovel away and swung it back—

Dodd sat up suddenly, startling Sheila. He was sweating. “How long have I been asleep?” he asked.

“About a half hour.”

“What time is it?”

“Five-thirty,” said the clock beside the bed.

“I’ve got to take a shower,” he said, feeling dirty. Dodd rolled off the bed and onto his feet, heading for the bathroom. In the shower he punched the recall for his favorite temperature and let the water spray over him, running down his arms and legs, intimate cleansing water massaging his muscles and scalp. It rinsed the sweat away, helped him to relax. There were two things he hated dreaming about, and he’d had both in the same dream.

After exiting and drying himself, Dodd slipped on a fresh set of clothes, soft blue pants with a white stripe down the leg and a green-and-blue-splotched shirt, and walked down the hall to find Sheila on the couch in front of the television. That annoyed him, but he forced himself not to care, and standing in view of the screen found that Travels was, for some reason, particularly interesting this evening. He went into the kitchen, had the robot arms prepare some snack sandwiches, and joined Sheila with a plate and two glasses of wine. The sphere was there, as always—planetlike, rolling its way through a sensuous and surrealistically lit crest of a sand dune.

The thick, rich scenery flowed past in slow motion, the ball rolling on endlessly, the only thing on the screen one could really see. Everything else was taken in with peripheral vision. The winding, reeling music worked on Dodd, soothing him, carrying him along with the scenery, along with the rolling multicolored sphere.


Sometimes it did not seem like it was moving forward but merely spinning as the world moved beneath it. It was like a gear connected to a giant motor that spun the Earth around—then it would bounce through rocks, with the music rebounding on each collision, and suddenly the music swelled—tingling and spiraling—as the ball dropped straight over a bluff, twirling slowly in midair, the sky full of red-and-purple sunset clouds. Dodd felt breathless, close to vertigo; a chill ran up and down his spine as the music reached a climax and the sphere, for a tantalizing split second, eclipsed perfectly the swollen red sun. It hit the ground, touched down on surf-wet sand, and continued a fast-paced bouncing roll down the beach parallel to the shore. The viewpoint changed, swinging around behind the sphere, following it, and ahead in the distance Dodd saw a pier and the seafront buildings of a quaint little town. The pier caught his attention, tore it away from the ball. He recognized the place. He had grown up there.
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