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On the western edge of putty-colored Drudge City, in the neighborhood of the Stoltz Hypobiologica
Refinery ("The lowest form of intelligent life--the highest form of dumb maiter!"), not far from Newspaper
Park and Boris Crocodile's Beanery and Caustics Bar--both within a knucklebone's throw of the
crapulent, crepitant Isinglass River--lived mawkly old Jack Neck, aong with his bat-winged and
shark-toothed bonedog, Motherway.

Jack Neck was retired now, and mighty glad of it. Hed put in many alugubrious lustrum at Krespo's
Mangum Exordium, stirring the dorq vats, cleaning the lard filters, sweeping up the escaped tiddles.
Penty of work for any man'slifetime. Jack had busted his hump like a shemp to earn his current pension
(the hump was just now recovering; it didn't wander so bad like it used to), and Jack knew that unlike the
lazy young and fecund time-eaters and space-sprawlers whom he shared his cheapjack building with, he
truly deserved hisunion stipend, al 500 crones per moon (except once ayear, during the Short
Thirteenth, when he only got 495). Why, it had taken him awhole year of retirement just to forget the
sound of thetiddles crying out for mercy. Deadly core-piercing, that noise was, by Saint Fistulas Nose!

But now, having survived the rigors of the Exordium (not al his buddies had lived to claim their Get-gone
Get-by; why, hispa Slam Sap could still be seen as a screaming bas-relief in the floor tiles of Chamber
409), Jack could take life dow and easy. During daylight hours, he could loll around his bachelor-unclean
flat (chittering dustbunnies prowling from couch to cupboard; obscurantist buildup on the windows,
sulfur-ydlow swegtcrust on the insgde, pinky-grey smogmaon the outside), quaffing his Anonymous
Brand Bitterberry Slumps (2 crones per sixpack, down at Batu Truant's Package Parlor) and watching
the televised Motorball games. Lookit that gracefully knurltopped Dean Tesh play, how easily he scored,
likearegular Kuykendal Canton pawpaw!

Ignoring his master's excited rumbles and despairing whoops, Motherway the stedl-colored bonedog
would lie peacefully by the side of Jack's datedab chair, mostly droop-eyed and snore-birthing,
occasiondly emitting alow growl directed at amore-than-usudly daring dustbunny, the bonedog's
acutdy articulated leathery wingsreflexively snickersnacking in stifled pursuit.

Threetimesdaily Motherway got hiswakies. Down thefour flights of badly lit, incongruently angled
gtairs Jack and his pet would clomber, Motherway's cloven chitin hooves scrabbling for purchase on the
scarred boards. Last time down each day, Jack would pause in the lobby and check for mail. He never
got anything, barring his moonly check, but it was good to clear the crumblies out of hiswall-adherent
mailsack. Dragoman Mr Spifflewouldn't leave themail if contumacious crumblies nested within Jack's
fumarole-pocked persona mailsack. And Jack didn't blame him! One or two migrant crumblies aday
could be dealt with--but not awhole moonly nest!

Outside on Marmoreal Boulevard, Jack and Motherway always turned | eft, toward Newspaper Park.
Marmoreal Boulevard paraleled the Isinglass River, which gurgled and chortled in its high-banked
channdl directly across the Boulevard from Jack's flat. The mean and treacherous dippery river was
further set off from foot and vehicle traffic by awide promenade composed of earth-mortared butterblox
and arail of withyweave. Mostly, the promenade remained vacant of strollers. It didn't pay to get too
closeto the Isinglass, as more than one uncautious twitterer had discovered, when--peering curioudy
over therail to goggle at the rainbowed plumduff duiceuice pouring from the Stoltz Refinery pipes--heor



shewould be looped by along suckered manipulator and pulled down to eternd aquatic davery onthe
spillichaug plantations. GAWPERS AND LOOKY LOOS, BEWARE! read the numerous signage
erected by the solicitous Drudge City Constabulary.

(Boating on the Isinglass held marginaly fewer risks. Why, people were still talking about the event that
quickly came to be known throughout Drudge City and beyond as "' Pae Captain Dough's Angling
Dismay," an event that Jack had had the misfortune to witness entire from his own flat. And he had
thought the squeaky pleas of the tiddles were hard to didodge from his mind--!)

Moving down the body-and booth-crowded sidewak with afrowsty and jangly galumph that was
partialy aresult of hisfosslized |eft leg and partialy attributable to the chunk-heeled, needle-toed boots
which compressed histiny feet unmercifully, Jack would enjoy the passing sights and sounds and smells
of hisneighborhood. A pack of low-dung Cranias surged by, diciting asngp and lunge from the
umbilica-restrained M otherway. From the peddle-powered, umbrella-shielded, salted-chickpea cart
operated by Mother Gimlett wafted a delectable fragrance that aways convinced Jack to part with a
thread or two, securing in return agreasy paper cone of crispy steaming legumes. From the door of Boris
Crocodile's poured forth angular music, the familiar bent notes and goo-modulated subsonicsindicating
that Stinky Frankie K onk was soloing on the hookah-piped banjo. Jack would lick hisbristly
nodule-dotted lips, anticipating hisregular visit that evening to the boisterous Beanery and Caugtics Bar,
where hewould be served ashot of hisfavorite dumble-rum by affable bartender Dinky Pachinko.

On the verges of Newspaper Park, beneath the towering headline tree, Jack would let dip Motherway's
umbilical, which would retract insde the bonedog's belly with awhir and aclick like arollershade pull.
Then Motherway would be off to romp with the other cavorting animals, the gilacats and swesterbats, the
tinkledinks and ditherdoths. Jack would amble over to hisfavorite bench, where reliably could be found
Dirty Bill Brownback. Dirty Bill was more or less permanently conjoined with hisbench, the man's
indiscriminate flesh mated with the poroudy acquisitive materid of the seat. Surviving al westhers and
seasons, subsisting on adiet scrounged from the trashcan placed conveniently at his elbow, Dirty Bill
boasted cobwebbed armpits and crumbly-infested trousers, but was nonethel ess an affable companion.
Functioning as a center of fresh gossp and rumors, news and notions, Dirty Bill nevertheless aways
greeted Jack Neck with the same stdejibe.

"Hey, Neck, still wearing those cdllbug togs? Can't you afford better on your GGGB?

True, Jack Neck's outfit went unchanged from one moon to the next. His ivory-and-ash-striped shirt and
identically patterned leggings were the officia workwear of hisunion, the MMMM, or Mangum Maulers
Monitoring Moiety, and Jack's body had grown accustomed to the clothes through hislong employment.
Of course, the clothes had aso grown accustomed to Jack's body, fusing in irregular lumpy seams and
knobbly patches to hisjocund, rubicund, moribund flesh. That wasjust the way it went these days, in the
midst of the Indeterminate. The stability of the Boredom was no more. Boundaries were flux-prone,
cause-and-effect ineffectua, and forms not distinct from ideations. Y ou soon got used to the semi-regular
chaos, though, even if, like Jack, you had been born ‘way back in the Boredom.

With the same predictability exhibited by Dirty Bill (human socia vapidity remained perhaps the most
gable force in the Indeterminate), Jack would consistently reply, "Happens | fancy these orts, Dirty Bill.
And they fancy mel"

With a chuckle and a snaggletooth snigger, Dirty Bill would pat the bench beside him and offer, "Sit a
spell then, neckless Jack Neck --not too long though, mind you!-- and I'll fill you in on my latest
gleanings. That is, if you'll share asalty chickpeaor two!™



"Gladly, you old plank-assl" Diverting asthe perpetual Motorball Tourneys on television were, Jack
relished smple human intercourse. So while Motherway chased six-legged squirrels (dl four of the
mature bonedog's feet an inch or two off the ground; only bonedog pups could get much higher), Jack
and Dirty Bill would confab the droogly minutes away.

After his supper each night--commonly apot of dush-dumgullion or afrozen precooked bluefish fillet
heated in the hellbox, whichever being washed down with atankard of Smith's Durian Essence--Jack
would leave Motherway behind to lick doggy balls and umbilical while the bonedog's master made his
vigt to Boris Crocodile's. There on his reserved barstool, while empty-eyed Nori Nougat danced the
latest fandango or barcarole with beetle-browed Zack Zither, Jack Neck would nod his own
disproportionate head in time to the querulous squeegeeing of Stinky Frankie Konk and affirm to all who
would pay any heed to the elderly GGGB-er, "Y essir, assuming you can get through the rough spots, life
can turn out mighty sweet!"

But al that, of course, was before the advent of the Worrybird.

That fateful morning dawned nasty, low-hanging hieratic skies and burnt-toast clouds, an ugly odor like
al therain-drenched logt stuffed-toys of childhood seeping in from the streets. Upon opening first his
good left eye, then hisbad right (‘twasn't the eye itsdlf that was dodgy, but only the nacreous
cheek-carbuncle below it that was smooshing the orb closed), Jack Neck experienced aripe intestina
feding teling him he should stay in bed. Just huddle up "negth his checkerboard marshmallow quilt,
leaving his beleathered feet safe in the grooves they had worn in the milkweed-stuffed mattress. Y es, that
seemed just the safest course on aday like today, so pawky and syboots.

But the alure of the common comforts awaiting him proved stronger than hisintuition. Why, today wasa
Motorbal matchup made in heaven! The Chlorine Cagtigators versus Dame Middlecamp's Prancers!
And then there was M otherway to be walked, Dirty Bill's dishy yatterings, that Dinky-Pachinko-poured
tot of dumble-rum to welcome midnight in. Surdly nothing mingy nor mulcting would befal him, if he kept
to his established paths and hahits....

So out of his splavined cot old bunion-rumped Jack Neck poured himsdlf, heavy hump leading Lady
Gravity in an awkward pavane. Once standing, with minor exertions Jack managed to hitch his hump
around, behind and upward to aless unaccomodatingly exigent position. Then he essayed the palpable
traill midst the debris of hisdomicilethat led to the bathroom.

As soon as Jack entered the WC, he knew his vague forebodings had been spot on. But it was now too
late to return to the safety of his blankets. For Jack saw with dismay that out of his chipped granite
commode, like abaeful excrementa spirit, there arose a Smoking Toilet Puppet.

The rugose figure was composed of an elongated mud-colored torso, sprouting two boneless and
sinuous claw-fingered arms, and topped by arutted warpy face. The Puppet's head was crowned by a
gmdl fumey crater, giving itskind their name.

"Jararack," wailed the Puppet. "Jack Neck! Step closer! | have a message for you."

Jack knew that athough the creature might indeed have avdid and valuable del phic messagefor him, to
heed the Puppet's summons was to risk being abducted down to the gluck-mucky Septic Kingdom ruled
by Baron Sugardinger. So with an uncommon burst of energy, Jack grabbed up awood-hafted
sump-plunger and whanged the Puppet a good one on its audaci ous incense-dispensing bean.



While the Puppet was clutching its abused noggin and sobbing most piteoudy, Jack stepped around it
and flushed. Widdershins and downward swirled the invader, disgppearing with aliquidly dopplering
"Nooooooo--!"

Jack did his old man's business quickly while the runnes till gurgled, then lowered the heavy toilet lid
againg further home invasions. He stepped to the sink and the swesatcrusted mirror aboveit, where he
flaked scaes off hisreflection. He shaved his forehead, restoring the pointy dimensions of his once-stylish
hairline, plucked some edlgrass out of his ears, lacquered his carbuncle, and congratulated himsaif on
mesting so forcefully thefirst chalenge of the day. If nothing else adventured, he would be
polly-with-a-lolly!

Back through the bedroom and out into his Sitting sanctuary, where Motherway lay snoozily on his
fulsome scrap of Gedlvink carpet. Approaching the dirty window that looked out upon Marmored
Boulevard and the Isinglass, the incautious and overoptimistic Jack Neck threw open the wormy sash
and shouldered forward, questing additiona meaning and haruspices from the day.

And that was precisdy the moment the waiting Worrybird chose to land talon-tight upon the convenient
perch of Jack's hapless hump!

Jack yelped and with an ingtinctive yet hopel ess shake of his hump withdrew into the refuge of his
gpartment, thinking to disconcert and didodge the Worrybird by swift maneuvers. But matters had
aready progressed beyond any such smple solution. The Worrybird was truly and determinedly
ensconced, and Jack realized he was doomed.

Big asaturkey, with crepe-like vulture wings, the baldy Worrybird possessed a dour human face
exhibiting the texture of ancient overwaxed linoleum, and exuded a stench like burning crones. Jack had
Seen the ominous parasites often, of course, riding on their wan, dumpy victims. But never had he thought
to be one such!

Awakened by the foofraraw, Motherway was barking and legping and snapping, frantically trying to
drivetheintruder off. But dl the bonedog succeeded in doing was gouging his magter's single sensibleleg
with his hooves. Jack managed to cam the bonedog down, athough M otherway continued to whimper
while anxioudy fidgeting.

Now the Worrybird craned its paste-palid pug-ugly face around on its long sebaceous neck to confront
Jack. It opened its hideous rubbery mouth and intoned a portentous phrase.

"Never again, but not yet!"

Jack threw himself into hisdatedab chair, thinking to crush the grim bird, but it legped nimbly atop
Jack's skull. By Saint Foraminifer's Liver, those scap-digging claws hurt! Quickly Jack stood, prefering
to let the bird roost on his hump. Obligingly, the Worrybird shifted back.

"Oh, Motherway," Jack implored, "what afardelicious grievance has been construed upon us! What oh
what are we to do?'

Motherway made inutile answer only by aplangent sympathetic whuffle.

Thefirst thought to form in the anxious mind of bird-bestridden Jack Neck was that he should apply to
thelocd Hedlth Clinic run by the Little Ssters of Saint Farquahar. Surely the talented technicians and



charity caregiversthere would have asolution to hisgridy geas! (Although at the back of hismind
loomed the pessmigtic question, perhaps Worrybird implanted, Why did anyone suffer from
Worrybird-itisif remova of same were so Smple?)

S0, leaving Motherway behind to guard the apartment from any further misfortuneswhich this
inopportune day might bring, Jack and his randomly remondretive rider ("Never again, but not yet!™)
clabbered down the four flights of dant stairsto the Street.

Once on Marmored (where formerly friendly or neutra neighbors now winced and retreated from sight
of hisaffliction), Jack turned not happy-wise left but appointment-bound right. At the intersection of the
Boulevard and El Chino Street, he wambled south on the cross-street. Severd blocks down El Chino his
progress was arrested by the doppy aftermath of an accident: adray full of Smith's Durian Essence had
collided with one loaded with Warus Brand Brochettes. The combination of the two antagonistic spilled
foodstuffs had precipitated something noxious. galorping mounds of quivering dayglo cartiplasm that
sought to ingest any flesh within reach. (The draft-animals, a brace of Banana Slugs per dray, had aready
succumbed, as had the blindly argumentetive drivers, one Pheon Ploog and a certain Elmer Sourbray.)

Responding with the nimble reflexes and sassy footwork expected from any survivor of Drudge City's
ordinary cataclysms, Jack dodged into anearby building, rode a Recirculating Transport Fountain
upward and took awayward rooftop path around the crisis before descending, al the while writing a
hundred times on the blackboard of his mind an exclamation-punctuated admonition never to mix
interndly hisfavorite suppertime drink with any iota of Walrus Brand Brochettes.

Encountering no subsequent pandygandy, Jack Neck and hisfoul avian passenger arrived at the Hedlth
Clinic on Laguna Diamante Way. Once insde, he was confronted with the stern and ruleacious face of
Nurse Gwendolyn Hindlip, Triage Enforcement Officer. From behind her rune-carven desk that seemed
assembled of poorly chosen driftwood fragments, Nurse Gwendolyn sized up Jack and his hump-burden,
then uttered a presumptuous pronouncement.

"Y oumight aswell kill yoursdf now, you old mummer, and free up your GGGB for ayounkling!™

Jack resented being called amummer--amildly derisive dang term derived from hisunion's
initidds-amost more than he umbrigated at the suicida injunction.

"Shut up, you lava-faced hincty harridan! Just take my particulars, dot my citizen-biscuit into the chewer,
and mind your own business"

Nurse Gwendolyn sniffed with bruised emotionality. Jack had scored amighty blow on atender spot
with his categorica comment "lava-faced.” For Nurse Gwendolyn's scare-making and scarified visage
did indeed reflect her own childhood brush with aflesh-meting disease that still occasionadly plagued
Drudge City. Known as Trough'n'Slough, the nonfatal diseaseleft itsvictimswith adtratified trapunto
epidermis. Nurse Gwendolyn forever attributed her sour old-maidhood to the stigma of this pillowpuff
complexion, dthough truth betold, her vile tongue had even more to do with her empty bed.

Snuffling aggrievedly, Nurse Gwendolyn now did as she was bade, a last dispatching anewly
ID-bracel eted Jack to awaiting areawith the fina tart remark, "Y ou'll surely have along uncomfortable
wait, Mr Neck, for many and more serioudy afflicted--yet naytheess with a better prognosis-are the
hel pseekers afore you!™

Coercing hisfossl leg into the waiting room, Jack saw that Nurse Gwendolyn had not been merely
flibbering. Ranked and stacked in moaning drifts and piles were a staggering assortment of Drudge City's



malfunctioners. Jack spotted many aone showing various grades of Maskelyne's Curse, in which the face
assumed the characterigtics of athickly blurred latex mold of the actua submerged features beneath. The
false countenance remained connected by sensory tendrils, yet was migratory, so that one's visage
dopped about like warm jello, eyes peeking from nogtrils or ears, nose poking from mouth. Other
patients showed plain Sgns of Exoskeleta Exfoliation, their limbs encased in osteoclastic armor. One
woman--dressed in atattered shift laterally patterned blue and gold--could only be host to Dolly
Dwindles Syndrome: as she approached over months her ultimate doll-like dimensions, her face
smultaneoudy grew more lasciviousin aghoulish manner.

Heaving aprofound Sgh at the mortd sufferings of himsdf and hisfellows, Jack sat himsdlf saggingly
down in alow-backed chair that permitted the Worrybird to maintain its grip upon Jack's hump, and
resgned himsdf to along wait.

On the seven-hundredth-and-forty-ninth "Never again, but not yet!", Jack's name was called. He arose
and was conducted to a cubicle screened from an infinity of others by ripped curtains the color of old
tartar sauce. Undressing was not an option, so he smply plopped down on a squelchy examining table
and awaited the advent of a hedler. Before too long the curtains parted and alab-coated figure entered.

This runcible-snouted doctor himself, thought Jack, should have been a patient, for he was clearly inan
advanced State of Tessdlated Scale Mange, as evidenced by aligatored wrists and neck poking from
cuff and collar. Most horridly, the medico dragged behind him along ridged tail, ever-extending like an
accumulating stalactite from an infiltrated organ at the base of the spine.

"Doctor Weighbend," said the professiond in aconfident voice, extending a crocodile paw. Jack shook
hands happily, liking the felow's vim. But Doctor Weighbend's next question shattered Jack's sanguinity.

"Now, what seems to be the matter with you, Mr Neck?'

"Why--why, Doc, there's an irksome and grotty Worrybird implacably a-sway upon my tired old
hump!™

Doctor Weighbend made a suave dismissive mation. "Oh, that. Since thereé's no known cure for the
Worrybird, Mr Neck, | assumed there was another issue to deal with, some unseen plaque or innervation

perhaps.”
“No known cure, Doc? How can that be?'

Doctor Weighbend cupped hisdragonly chin. "The Worrybird has by now dyly and inextricably mingled
his Akashic Aurawith yours. Wereweto kill or even remove the little vampire-sparrow, you too would
perish. Of course, you'l perish eventualy anyway, asthe lachrymose-lark siphons off your vitdity. But
that process could take years and years. ‘Never again will you smile, but not yet shdl you die’ That'sthe
gist of it, | fear, Mr Neck."

"What--what do you recommend then?"

"Many peoplefind somesmadl pdliation in building afestive conceding shelter for their Worrybird.
Securdy strapped to your torso bandolier-style and gaily decorated with soothing icons, it eases socia
functioning to asmall degree. Now, | have other patientsto attend to, if you'll permit meto take my leave
by wishing you aminimaly satisfactory rest of your life”

Doctor Weighbend spun around--his massive tail catching acart of instruments and beakers and sending



glassware smashing to the floor--and was gone. Jack sat wearily and down-in-the-dumpily for afew long
minutes, then levered himself up and trudged off down the aide formed by the curtained wards.

Almost to the exit, Jack’s attention was drawn between two parted drapes.

On atablelay the Motorball Champion Dean Tesh! Bloodied and grimacing, hissgnature
cornucopia-shaped head drooping, sparks and fizzles spurting from his numerous lumpy adjuncts, Jack
Neck's hero awaited his own treatment. Assuredly, that day's game had been arumbunctious and
aggardian fray! And Jack had missed it!

Impulsively, Jack entered the Champion's cubicle. " Superlative Dean Tesh, if | may intrude briefly upon
your eminence. I'm one of your biggest fans, and | wish to offer my condolences on your lapsarian
desuetude.”

Dean Tesh boldly smiled like the rigorous roughrider he was. " Tis nothing, redlly, old mummenschanz.
Oncethey jimmy open my cranid circuit flap and insert afew new wigwags, I'll beright as skysyrup!™

Jack blushed to be addressed by hisunion's highest title, in actudity undeserved. Y our magnificent spirit
ingpiresme, lordly Dean Tesh! Somehow | too will win through my own malediction!”

Dean Tesh's ocular lenses whirred for abetter look. "Worrybird, isit? I've heard Uncle Bradley hasa
way with them.”

"Uncle Bradley! Of course! Did he not design your own world-renowned servos and shunts? If medicine
holds no answersto my problem, then surely Uncle Bradley's Syntactica Fibroid Engineering must!”

And s0 bidding Dean Tesh aheartfelt farewel | replete with benisonical affirmations of the Champion's
swift recovery, Jack Neck set out for Cementville.

Soon Jack'strall of tiny archless footprints--outlined in fast-growing sporulating molds and luminescent
quiverdimes--could be traced through many an urban mile. Behind him aready lay the evil precincts of
Barrio Garmi, where the Stilt-legged Spreckles were prone to drop rotten melons from their lofty
vantages upon innocent passersby. Jack had with wiles and guiles eluded that doppy fate. The district of
Clovis Points he had adso cunningly circumnavigated, wrenching free at the last possible moment from the
tenebrous grasp of apack of Shanghai Liliths, whose lickerish intention it was to drag innocent Jack to
their soraddle-skirted leader, Lil' Omen, for the irreligious ceremony known as the Ecstatic Excruciation.
For severa blocks thereafter he had dared to ride the Henniker Avenue Slantwise Subway,
disembarking hastily through his car's emergency exit and thence by escape-ready |adder-chute when he
spotted a blockade across the tracks surely erected by the muskageous minions of Baron Sugardinger.
Luckily, Jack had had the foresight to obtain atransfer-wafer and so was able to board the Baba
Wanderly Aerid Viaticum for free, riding high and safe above the verdigrised-copper-colored towers
and chimney-pots, gables and garrets of Doo-Boo-Kay Flats.

At last, as a pavonine dusk was o'erspreading the haze-raddled, swag-bellied firmament, Jack Neck and
his endlessy asseverating Worrybird--its face like a hairless druid's, its folded wings gloomy as alayoff
notice from Krespo's-arrived at the premises of Uncle Bradley. The largest employer in gritty
Cementville, thefirm of Bradley and His Boyo-Boys, expertsin SFE, ran round the erratic clock al
thirteen moonsayear, turning out many and many amarvel ous product, both luxuries and essentidss, the
former including Seductive Bergamot Filters and the latter notable for Nevermiss Nailguns. Renowned
for accepting any and dl engineering challenges, the more intractable the more dluring, Uncle Bradley



represented Jack's best hope in the Worrybird-Remova Department.

At the towering portal to the lumbering and rachitic nine-storey a gae-brick-fronted manufactory that
occupied ten square blocks of Dimmig Gardens, Jack made free with the bellpull: the nose of aleering
brass jackanapes. A minidoor opened within the gigundo pressboard entrance, and afunctionary
appeared. As the employee began to speak, Jack noted with dismay that the fellow suffered from
Papyrus Mouth: hiswords emerged not as ordinary vocables but as separate words printed in blearsome
bodily inks upon shoddy scraps of organic-tissue paper.

Jack sought to catch the emergent syllables asthey spelunked bucaly forth, but some eluded him and
whiffed avay on the diddling breezes. Nervoudy assembling the remaining message, Jack read: business
state Bradley please with.

"I need to solicit dear Uncle Bradley's geniusin the area of invasive parasite disengagement.” Jack
jerked athick split-nailed thumb backward at his broodsomerider.

A gush of flighty papyri: Follow Bradley Uncle free seeif me.

Most gladfully, Jack Neck entered the dynamic establishment and strode after the Papyrus Mouther.
Through humming, thrumming offices and sparky workshops--where crucibles glowed with neon-tinted
polymeric compounds and, under the nimble fingers of Machine Elves, transistors danced the Happy
Chicken Trot with capacitors and optica-fluid valves--Jack and his guide threaded, until at last they
stood before aridged and fumarole-pocked door with ariveted stedl rubric announcing it as UNCLE
BRADLEY'SCARBON CAVE.

Wait here.

Alone, Jack hipper-hopped nervoudy from toe to toe. He prayed to dl the Saints whose names he
could remember--Fimbule and Flubber, Flacken and Floss, Fuffie and Farina--that Uncle Bradley
possessed the secret of his salvation--and at a price he could afford.

After an dmost unsquingeable wait, the Papyrus Mouther returned.
with Bradley will now you Uncle meet.
"Oh, thank you, kind underling! A myriad blessings of the Y ongy-bongy-bo descend upon you!"

Into the fabled Hades-embered Carbon Cave now, whose inward-seeming rattled Jack's sensory
modes. Thewalls and celling of the vasty deep were layered with snivelling encrustations of Syntactica
Fibroid Engineering at its most complex. Hickering readouts and mumbling speaker-grilles obtruded their
cicatrice-bordered surfaces from amongst switches and pulls, toggles and knife-throws, fingering-holes
and mentation-bands. Innumerable crysta monitors studded al surfaces, displaying upon their garnet and
amethyst faces scenes from across Drudge City. For a briefer-than-brief second, a shot of Marmoreal
Boulevard--right in front of Boris Crocodil€'s!--flashed acrost one, and Jack nearly wept for the
nostalgic past of mere yesterday!

In the middle of the Carbon Cave, on his numinous, numbly throne, sat Uncle Bradley. Almost totally
overwhelmed with layers of SFE extrudements, a helpful carapace of gadgetry, the master of the
Boyo-Boys showed bare only his snaggle-toothed and wildly inventive face, and histwo striped arms,
one of which terminated in chromium piratical hook. Dangling dl around inspiration-eyed Uncle Bradley
were speakers and microphones, mini-monitors, telefactored manipulators and sniff-sources, alowing



him to run his many-branched enterprise without leaving his cozy sanctum.

As Jack approached tentatively across the wide checkerboard floor, he could hear from Uncle Bradley
aconstant stream of queries, advice and commands.

"Lay on ten thousand more karma-waitts to the Soul Furnace! Process Violet-Hundred isfailing? Six
hundred kilograms of Charm Catdyst into the mix! Eurekal Start anew assembly line: persona Eyeblink
Moderators! Has the Bloodwort stabilized yet? No? Lash it with the Zestful Invigorators! Cancel the
Corndog Project, and feed the experimental subjects to the Hullygees! How are the Pull Hats selling this
season? That poorly? Try them with claw-tassdsin plaid!”

Jack and his momentarily silent Worrybird had reached the base of Uncle Bradley's seat of power, and
now the edisonica eminence took notice of the supplicant. Before Jack could even state hisneed, Uncle
Bradley, laying amachicolated sdesman's smile upon him, was offering a concise prix-fixe of options.

"Worrybird, correct? Of course! Obviousness obtrudes! Here are your recoursical tactics, in order of
cost and desirahility. For five thousand crones, weinject the bird with a Circuitry Virus. In three daysthe
bird istotaly roboticized. Still unremovable, of course, but itslethdity isdowed by fifty percent. For
three thousand crones, we attach a Secondary Imagineer to your cerebrumal interstices. Y ou promptly
forget the bird isthere for the rest of your alotted span. For eight hundred crones, asimple cable alows
you to share the bird's own mentation. Thus you enjoy your own degth, and fed it to be darwinically
mandated. Lastly, for a piddling three hundred crones, we remand one of our novice Boyo-Boysto stay
by your sidetill you succumb to the inevitable wastage. He plys you with personalized jest and frolic, and
remondirates with anyone who daresto offer you contumely!"

Jack could barely concedl hisdismay. "Those--those are my only choices?’

"What more could a sensible man want? The Worrybird is an incorrigable opponent, and no one besides
the recondite and rascaly Uncle Bradley dares even to tamper with one! Be quick now, old ganse!!
Whichwill it be?'

Jack wimbled and wambled pitifully. "I have not even the three hundred crones for the humblest
paliation. | was hoping for more triumphdist affronts and easier terms--"

"What! Y ou dare to waste Uncle's inva uable chronospasms without fundsin reserve! And then to
derogate my nostrums asif you were afellow engineer at athrowdown session of the Tinkerer's
Soddity! Away with you, laggardly old momerath!”

Suddenly, the Papyrus Mouther was by Jack's elbow. Without pleasant hostly ado, Jack was spun
about and frog-marched from the Cave of the SFErica Monarch. Just before the heavy door dammed
behind him, Jack could hear Uncle Bradley resume hislitany of savanticd willfullness. "Engagethe
sarvices of ten thousand more Glissandos, and another dozen Kriegsteing”

Summarily and insultively gjected onto the cheesily porous cobbled terrace before the SFErical
Emporium, true night pressing down from above like a corpulent lover, Jack knew himself at the end of
both his abilities and the universe's possibilities. The weight of the Worrybird seemed suddenly Atlasan.
At thefirgt "Never again, but not yet!”, every nervein Jack's poor frame thrilled with galvanic
imbroglication. He hung his head, able to focus only on the snaildick cobbles.

Threetags of payrus skittered by just then, and without much hope Jack used the last of his scanty vigor
to retrieve them.



Seek Saint Fiacre.

Now was veracious and lordly midnight come without fear of fleering misrecognition to occupy Drudge
City like afamoudy conquering cubic khan. Much too low in the sky hung a sherberty scoop-hollowed
partia moon like adice of vanilla-icecream-sheened cantal oupe half-eaten by afinicky godling. Stars
shown in the space between the tips of the errant satellite's horns. Insect-seeking sweaterbats, their calls
of "ditch-ditch!" leavening the mi<t, thronged the curvaceous canyons formed by the tottering towers of
home and office, both kinds of hobbledehoy establishment darkened asther inhabitants blissfully or
troubledly dept. Only meeps and monks, strumpets and troubadors, witlings and mudlarks were abroad
at thishour--at least in thisdismal section of Drudge City. Perhgps among the ddightful theetersin the
district known as Prisbey's Heaves, or in the saucer-durping cafes of Mechanics Ramble, good citizens
yet digported themsaves without fear of encountering lurking angina-anklers or burrow-bums. And
surely--mogt sadly of a certainty--at Boris Crocodil€'s Beanery and Caustics Bar, ghosty-eyed Nori
Nougat was even a this moment frugging with ledge-browed Zack Zither, while Stinky Frankie Konk
tortured banshee wails from his hybrid instrument.

But out here, where putrid Ashmolean Alley and rancid Rotifer Gangway ranked asthe only streets of
digtinction, no such gaiety could be found. Therelolloped only a besmirched and bedaubed and
bedemoned Jack Neck, bustedly dragging himself down block after block, in search of Saint Fiacre.

The last Jack had heard--from Dirty Bill Brownback, in fact--rumors of a Saint sighting had recently
wafted from out Ubidio way. No guarantee that said sighted Saint was named Fiacre, or that he was
even till present. Saints had a disconcerting propensity to phase-shift at random. Y et poor Jack Neck
had no other phantom to pursue, so thence he now leathered.

Two hours past the night's navel, Jack Neck emerged from encircling buildings onto bare-tiled Pringle
Plaza Inthe middle of the civic space ruminated an eyelid-shuttered naked Saint.

The Saint had once been human. After much spiritua kenning and abstemious indulgences, making the
choiceto give him or hersalf up entirely to the avaricioudy bountiful forces of the Indeterminate, the
human had morpholyzed into a Saint. The Saint's trunk had widened and spread into a bulbous heap,
from which sprouted withered legs and off-kilter arms, but no visible generative parts. Instead, out of the
trunk a queer angles protruded numerous quasi-organic spouts and intakes similar to rusty gutter-pipes.
The Saint's neck was a corded barrel supporting a pointy-peaked head on which the features had
wandered north, south, east and west. Overall, the creature was a pebbled mushroom-white, and three
timesthe size of Jack. Around thisliving interface with the Indeterminate, the air wavered whorlfully.

Humble as awet cat, Jack approached the Saint. When the Worrybird-carrier was within afew yards of
the strange being, the Saint opened his eyes.

"Arethee Fiacre?' nervoudy intoned Jack, who had never cozened with a Saint before, nor ever thought
to.

llAyell
"I was sent to thee. Thisbumptious bird I would begone.”

The Saint pondered for achronospasm. Y ou must perambulate round the Inverted Stupa for three
hours, reciting without cease, 'Always once again, and perhaps now.™



"Thiswill causethe Worrybird to rlinquish its hold?!

"Not at dl. The procedure will Smply give mefurther time to peer into the Indeterminate. But
nonethel ess, you must attend with precison to my ingtructions, upon pain of rasterbation.”

"Asyou say, oh Saint."

Luckily, the Inverted Stupawas only haf aleague onward. Hurrying with renewed hope, Jack soon
reached the famous monument. In the middle of another peopleess plaza, lit fitfully by torches of
witch's-hair, was arailed pit of no smal dimensions. Looking down over therail, Jack saw the
vertiginouswalls of the Inverted Stupa, lighted windows stretching down to the earth's borborygmous
bowels, deeper by far than even Baron Sugardinger'srealm.

Without delay, Jack began his circular hegira, chanting his Saintly mantra.
"Always once again, and perhaps now. Always once again, and perhaps now...."

The Worrybird seemed in no wise discommoded by Jack’s croaking exertions. Jack tried not to lose his
resurgent tentative cheer. At long last, just when Jack’s legs--both good and bad--felt ready to snap, a
nearby clock tolled five, releasing him to return to the Saint.

Saint Fiacre sat unchanged, ayeasty enigmatic effigy with aface like an anthropomorphic cartoon
breadloaf.

"Y ou have donewdll, old mockmurphy. Come close now, and cover my sacred Intake Number Nine
with your pam.”

Jack sdle-stepped up to the Saint, entering the zone where hisvison burbled. He raised his hand
toward the properly labelled bodypipe, then capped the opening with the flat of his permanently
work-roughened hand.

Instantly, the insidious and undeniable vacuum-suck of ten dozen black holes!

Jack's hand was quickly pulled in. Before he could even gasp, his shoulder was pressed to the
treacherous Intake Number Nine. Then Jack felt himself drawn even further in! Oddly he experienced no
pain. Only, he was sure, because he was aready dead.

Soon Jack was ingulped headwise up to both shoulders. His hump delayed his swallowment dightly, but
then, thanksto aswelling surge of pull-power, even his abused hump was past the rim.

And the Worrybird too? Apparently not! Peeled off like a potato skin was that manfaced mordaunt! But
what of their commingled Akashic Aura? Only Gossip Timewould tell....

Within seconds, Jack was fully through Intake Number Nine. Then began ajourney of sense-thwarting
intricacy. Through amaze of bloodlit veiny pipes Jack flowed likethe dorg a Krespo's, until hefinaly
shot out of afunnel-mouth into ultracolored drifts of sheer abundant nothingnessthat smelled likea
bosomy woman and tasted like Shugwort's Lemon Coddle. Here existence was a matter of wayward
wafts and dreamy enticements, so connubidly unlike the pestiferous hurlyburly of mundane existence.
Time evaporated, and soon Jack did too....



Early morning in Pringle Plaza, sunlight like the drip of candyapple glaze. Sanitation chimps were about
their cleaning, sweeping litter and leaf into the open mouths of attendant roadhogs. A traveling preacher
had unfolded his pocket atar and was preaching the doctrine of Klacktoveedsedsteen to ayawning
group of bow-tied office dandies. Saint Fiacre, having just given alondly little girl the second head she
had requested, suddenly quivered dl over asif stricken by Earthquake Ague, then decocted a
real-as-mud, sprightly-as-fleas Jack Neck from Outflow Number Three.

Jack got woozily to histiny feet. "Saint Fiacre, | thank thee!™

"Say twenty-seven Nuclear Novenas nightly, invoking the names of Gretchen Growl, Mercy Lunaand
the Rowrbazzle. And do not stick your foolish mummer's head out any more windows without
forethought.”

And then Saint Fiacre was gone.

Having polished off his supper and seen the merry Motherway lickily attending to his bonedog privates,
mawkly old Jack Neck now commonly got to Boris Crocodiles alittle later each night. Those Nuclear
Novenastook time, and he did not trust either histongue or his pledged determination after ashot of
Dinky Pachinko's dumble-rum. Neither could his saviorology be alowed to interfere during the day with
Jack's ardent eyeballing of the exploits of the mighty Dean Tesh, Motorball Mauler! So postprandial
were hisdoxologies.

But despite the dight change in his schedule, Jack till entered the Beanery and Caustics Bar in
mid-stridulation of hookah-banjo, till found hisfavorite reserved barstool awaiting him, gill feasted his
rheumy eyes on the flirtsome gavotteners atrot, and sill affirmed to any and dl who would lend an ear,
"Y esgr, assuming you can get through the rough spots, life can turn out mighty sweet!”
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Lennon Spex

Paul Di Filippo

| am walking down lower Broadway, not far from Canal Jeans, when | seethe weirdest peddier dude.

Now, when you consider that the wide sdewak isjammed with enterprising urban riffraff—Africans
with their carved monkeywood animal's, Farrakhanized Black Mudimswith their oils and incense; young
white punkswith their hand-screened semi-obscene T-shirts, deazy old white guyswith their weasdl-skin
Gucci bags and smeary Hermes scarves; Vietnamese with their earrings and pantyhose and pirated
tapes—and when you dso redizethat I, Zildjian, am totally inured to this spectacle through long
habituation, then you redlize that this guy must be incredibly weird.

Except heisn't. Weird, that is. Not bizarre. | guessit's more that he'sincongruous, like.

He appears to be aZen monk. Japanese or Chinese, Korean or Vietnamesg, it's hard to figure. Hishead
is shaven, he wears a golden robe and straw sanddl's, and he looks serener than a Park Avenue matron
after her firgt Vdium of theday. His age could be anywhere from ayear short of alegal drink to ayear
over early retirement.

Themonk is apparently salling secondhand prescription eyeglasses. HehasaTV tray with ameager
selection nestly arrayed thereon. | see no handy-dandy lens-grinding equipment, so | assumethereisno
cugtomizing. This gives new meaning to the term " cut-rate ripoff.”

| stop in front of the monk. He bows. | am forced to bow back. Uncomfortable, | fal to examining his



stock.

Tucked away behind the assorted catseye, filigreed, tortoise-shell old lady spex lies one specid pair of
glasses, their sems neetly folded like ballerinalegs, asincongruous among their companions as the monk
among his.

| pick these glasses up and examine them.

They areapair of smple gold wire-rimswith transparent, perfectly circular lenses. The stems extend
from the middle of the outer circumference on each lens; the bridgeis higher, about two-thirds of the way
up aong theinsde. The spectacles feature no adornments.

Suddenly, | redlize that these are what we would have caled, more years ago than | care to ponder,
"Lennon glasses™ First popularized by Begtle John in the Sgt. Pepper abum photos, later shown
shattered on a posthumous jacket, they remain forever associated with hisimage, though he wasto
switchinlater yearsto various aviator-style frames, undoubtedly seeking to harmonize hisface with
Y oko'sin marital solidarity.

| do not suffer from near- nor far-sghtedness; | have no intention of buying the frames and replacing the
lenseswith polarized ones, since | believein the utility of unmediated sunlight. Y et something compelsme
toask if | cantry them on.

"Canl, uh, try these on?" | ask the monk.

Heamiles. (A smilefrom one of his disciples was how the Buddha knew his message was getting
through.) "Y ou bet.”

| unfold the tems. It isthen that | notice ablot of what appears to be fresh blood on one ssem. Maybe
it'sketchup from some strolling patron's chilidog. Never squeamish, | lick my thumb and attempt to wipe
it off. The blot temporarily disgppears under my rubbing, then remateridizes.

The monk has noticed my actions. "Not to worry," he says. "Just asmal stain from the shooting. Will
most definitely not affect utility of the glasses. Please, try.”

So| dipthemon.

The rowboat is painted in psychedelic day-glo swirls of color; the wide rippled water which cradlesitis
purple. | am stting on the middle bench, drifting downstream without oars.

On ether shore, tangerine trees are interspersed with cellophane flowers of yellow and green that grow
soincredibly high. The sky—you guessed it—is marmaade. With actua flecks of orange ped and
English muffin clouds. A complete nutritious breskfadt.

"Holy Sdvador Ddli," | whimper. | dip my handsinto the purple water, stirring a scent of grapejuice,
and franticaly try to divert the boat to shore.

"Zildjian," calls someone above me. | answer quite dowly: "Y uh-yesh?'
"Stop paddling and look up.”

Thefloating girl has kaliedoscope eyes and wears alot of shiny gems, but not much else.



"Y ou're being given agift, Zildjian. Theré's no need to panic.”
"Oh, man, I'm not sure—"

Theboat isrocking. No, it's not. I'm Sitting astride a.centaur. Only instead of hooves, he's got bentwood
rockers. He's propdling himsdf across afield, while eating a Scooter pie.

Lucy isbesde me on another rocking horse person. "Calm down, Zildjian. We don't invite many people
here. You'rethefirst in yearsand years. Trust me."

"What happened to the last guy who trusted you?"

Lucy pouts. "That was humanity's fault, not ours.”

She opens the door of ataxi for me. It's made of old Washington Posts and New Y ork Timeswith
headlines about Vietnam. When | climb inside, my head goes through the newspaper roof and into the
clouds. Lucy'stoo. Aswe cut through the moist vapor like wheded giraffes, | find myself mesmerised by
the sun reflected in Lucy's eyes.

She'sleading meinto thetrain station. " Just try them for awhile. What have you got to lose? Here, see
how good they ook onyou.”

She summons over a porter made of modeling clay who resembles Gumby. Histieisformed of mirror
shards pressed into his chest. | sudy my reflection in thelooking-glasstie. The glasses don't look
half-bad....

The turngtile bumps my crotch and squeeks, " Sorry!™

"Havefun," saysLucy, and pushes methrough.

| am clutching astreetlight on Broadway. | recognize it because it isthe onethat till bears atattered
remnant of a poster protesting the most recent war, on which someone has scrawled aparticularly clever
dogan: "Red eyesredizered lies”

Looking up, | anticipate the worst.

But no. The world—seen through what surely must be non-prescription lenses—isnormal.

Except for the people.

Every last personis crowned, like Medusa, with anest of tendrils.

From the skull of each person exit innumerable organic- |ooking extrusions which terminate about
eighteen inches away from their heads. Thetendrilsare dl colors, thicknesses and textures. Their ends
are sheared off flat, and they do not droop. It isasif they enter another dimension afoot-and-a-half
away from theindividud.

The people look rather like rainbow dandelions gone to seed.

A dog stopsto pee on my pole. Its head too is studded with worms, but not as many as the humans.



A nasty thought occursto me. | release my grip on the pole and dowly raise my handsto my own head.

| too am wearing a snakey turban. | can fed the velvety/rubbery/dimy/scratchy hoses rooted to my
cranium.

| rip off the Lennon glasses.

Everyone's head-snakes are gone. Minetoo, by touch.
Trepidatioudy, | put the glasses back on. The snakes come back.
| sense someone by my side. It's the peddier monk.

He aone of everyonein my sight has but one tendril coming from his head. I1t's golden like hisrobe and,
emerging from the exact center of hiscrown, risesverticaly up.

The monk smiles again and lifts one hand to his golden carousel-horse pole.

"Goes draight to Buddha," he says, and laughs. "Use glasseswisdly. Goodbye."

He vanishesinto the mass of pedestrians.

Still wearing the glasses, | wearily it mysdf down on a stoop.

Man, how can dl these people be oblivious to the spaghetti coming out of their heads? Why don't they
fed itsweight? Cometo think of it, why don't | fed the weight of mine? | reach up and find the offending
objects till tangible. How can something be perceptible to the touch yet weigh nothing? Or isthat were
just used to theweight...?

The mutt that nearly peed on my foot comes over to keegp me company. | offer my hand and it sartsto
lickit. Asit dobbers, | watch itsdoggy head in horror.

A new tendril isemerging fromitsskull! And it is questing like a cobratoward me!

Suddenly into my field of vison from above amatching tendril of my own pokes, heading toward the
caninefeder!

| jerk my hand away. The dog snarls, and its tentative tendril changes color and texture, as does mine.
But now they seem less eager to mest.

Nobody ever called me Carl Sagan. But | am afarly quick study. And you would have to be as dumb
as aGeorgia Senator not to figure out what is going on with these worms.

These tendrils coming out of everyone's head represent emotiona attachments, bonds, links of feding
and karma. All the connectionswe pick up in life. Strings of love and hate, just like some bad pop song.

The dog has stopped snarling and islicking itself. Asan experiment | extend my hand again. 1t sniffs
tentatively, then gently strops my fingers.

Thistime, | let our feders connect and fuse.



| lovethisdog! Good dog! It'spracticaly in my lap, giving my face atongue-bath. 1t loves metoo. Aw,
poor street-critter. 1'm redlly ashamed of what I'm going to do next.

| grab hold of the seamless cable connecting our heads and yank it out of the dog's skull. Better to
experiment with his head than mine. Theresadight resistance, then the connection comes away with a
sublimind pop!

The dog yelps, then apatheticaly climbs off me and goesto deep.

The cablein my hand, now anchored only & my end, is squirming, trying to resttach itsdlf to the dog. |
don't let it, and within secondsiit just sort of withers up and vanisheslike anaked hard-on in ablizzard. |
can fed aghogtly patch fading on my skull. The cable, | redize, wasn't that strong to begin with, pink and
thin asapencil, and didn't put up much of afight to survive.

Armed with this new insght into the nature of the head-spaghetti, | watch the people around me more
closdy.

Everyone, | now notice, is continudly extruding new feders every few seconds. Infact, if | focusmy
vision through the Lennon glassesin some nameless way, | see close to peopl€'s scal ps a haze of
movement rather like the waving of polyps and cordsin some underseaforest.

The vast mgority of these embryonic attachments are transent, dying asfast asthey are born.
Fringtance:

A woman pauses before the window of a clothing store. She casts aline out like afly-fisherman toward
an outfit on amannequin. Passing right through the plate glass, it connects for amoment, and then she
redsit back in and strides off.

Of course. Y ou can have serious attachments to non-living things too.

And asif to repesat the lesson, aguy pulls his Jaguar up to amiraculoudy empty space, parks and gets
out. The cable connecting him and the car isthick as your wrist. But that doesn't op him from flicking
out afedler toward a passing Mercedes. Y our chedtin' heart.... Or head, as the case may be.

A ddivery guy sends out aprobe aimed at a classy babein furs, which, needlessto say, isnot
reciprocated.

An old woman with awalker whips out afeder toward ayoung doctor-type.

A girl whom | half know, an architecture student a NY U, shoots out an extension just like one of
Spiderman's webs to an elaborately carved cornice that catches her eye.

A dude and his babe stop at a corner, kiss and part. The connection between them isthick and strong.

Asthey get further apart, beyond the combined three-foot extension of their bond, it hazes out at its
midpoint, entering whatever extradimensiona continuum alowsindividuasto remain connected to distant

people and things.

I've seen enough.

It'stimefor meto go home and learn more.



Standing in front of my bathroom mirror, | begin to pull the cables out of my head, one at atime.

Out comesthisgnarly grey vine. What resistance.... Whoops, suddenly | don't fed anything for my folks!
Mom, Dad, what are parents good for anyhow? It's spooky. There's just abig blank spot where there
used to befilial fondness. | don't likethis. Better plug this one back in....

Wheat thisthin dick red-white-and-blue-striped one? Y ank it. Patriotisn? Whodda thought | had one of
those? Wonder what it connects to on the other end? The White House? The Lincoln Memorid?
Plymouth Rock? Different for everyone maybe....

Heresalittle dippery green ed of athing. Twesk it out. Holy shit, that gameshow hostess! | never even
knew on aconsciousleve that | had the hotsfor her! Mega-gross. Man, I'mkilling thisone. | hold it one
gdetill it crumblesaway. Can't betoo careful about where you put your fedings.

Like amad oldtime switchboard operator, | spend the next couple of hours pulling cables, memorizing
which ones channel what fedings. (Once | yank too many smultaneously and get kind of spacey feding,
asif adrift in the cosmos, spinning amlesdy acrossthe universe)) | soon learn how to tell the difference
between one-way connections, such as those to inanimate objects or unresponsive fellow humans
(Sherry Gottlieb, a high-school crush), and two-way ones, such asthose to another person who feglsfor
you too. Therésadifferent kind of pulsein each, aunidirectiona flow in the former, an dternating current
inthelatter.

Sincel bascaly likemysdf asl am, | plug nearly dl of my attachments back in, dthough | do iminate
the onesfor Twinkies and cigarettes.

A sudden inspiration dawns on melike sunrise on Mercury. | could get rich from these glasses! All |
have to do is open an aversion-therapy center. I'll practice some mumbo-jumbo, yank peopl€e's addictive
connections— assuming, and | think it'sasafe bet, that everyone's cables resemble mine—and presto,
you'relooking at the next pre-bankruptcy Donad Trump (only without the bad taste).

But then | remember the parting words of the monk who gave methe glasses: "Usethemwisdy." And
how about that single connection he had? " Straight up to Buddha...?!

| take off the glasses and look at the ineradicable spot of blood on the frames. | think about John
Lennon.

What did he do with these glasses? | imagine alittle devil popping into being on my left shoulder. He's
leaning on a pitchfork, wearing aderby and smoking acigar. He blows smokeinto my ear and say, "He
got rich, you schmuck!" An angd appears on my right shoulder. Wings emerging from hisblack lesther
jacket, he'sholding an dectric guitar in place of aharp. "But that'snot dl he did, Zildjian. He made alot
of people happy. He contributed to progress. He improved the culture.”

"Helaid alot of dames,” saysthe devil.

"Y es, but dways sought to express a philosophy of life, to illuminate people.”

"Nothing gets ababe illuminated hotter than a dose of philosophy.”

The angd flies over my head and lands next to the devil. "Y ou cynicd philiging!”



"Hey, back off!" The devil brandishes his pitchfork, puffing on hisciger till the cod glows. Theange
hefts his guitar like aclub and takes aswipe at his opponent. They both tumble off my shoulder, locked in
that eternal pro-wrestling match of the spirit.

Their arguments have helped me make up my mind. | will usethe glassesto feather my persond nest a
litle. But | will dso do something very good for humanity with them.

But while the personal options are quite clear to me, the larger ones persist in staying somewhat hazy.
| let them remain so. Thefirgt thing | want to do ishead over to Cynthias apartment.

Cynthiaand | broke up for what we both correctly surmised wasthe last time just aweek ago. The
cause was my telling her that this hunky actor she admired reminded me of an ambulatory roast beef, and
probably had as much brains. From the nature of thistiff, you can probably gather that our relationship
was not al that deep.

But | am gtill attached to her. | know, because | found the tendril. But it turns out to be Strictly a
one-way hookup, dl the emotion flowing out of me and hitting abarrier on her end like asperm hitting a

digphragm.
Now | am going to change that.

Cynthiaishome. Sheisgetting ready for her waitressjob. | find her very atractive in the cowgirl boots
and short skirt with tail festhers featured on the help a Drumsticks 'n' Hot Licks, the fried-chicken
country-western club, and | tell her so.

"Yeah, great,” Cynthiarepliesrather coldly. She keeps her back to me, adjusting her strawberry-blonde
coiffurein the mirror. | am amazed that she can get her brush through al the karma-cords, which
apparently offer no resistance.

Cynthiaeyesmein thelooking-glass, and | am briefly reminded of the plagticine porter'stie. It'shard to
believe that she cannot see dl my tendrils, including the oneleading to her, but it istrue. Then she notices

my spectacles.

"Since when did you start wearing glasses?”

"Since | met aBuddhist street vendor who sent me on atrip to another dimension.”

"Yegh, right. Youll never change, Zil. What do you want? | assume you didn't come over here just to
compliment me. Come on, out with it. No mind games, either. And make it fast, ‘cause I've got to get to
work."

"Cynthia, we need to talk," | begin, laying down some sensitive-type patter just to distract her. She has
turned away from the mirror and is bent forward, rummaging thorough her purse. Meanwhile, | am

inching closer, within reach of her persona emotiona attachments.

| zeroinon onewhichisalivid purple and resemblesin some strange indefinable way my own
connection to the gameshow hogtess. | deftly grab it and unplug it from Cynthials head.

Shetwitches and says, "Hey, what are you doing?'



"Jusgt admiring the scent of your hair."

"Wall, quitit. Y ou're cregping me out.”

| push the connection into my own head. Just as| thought! It goes straight to that hambone actor who
was the cause of our breskup. | am suddenly overwhelmed with impure thoughts about his bod. Y uck!
Thisisnot for me. | pop the tendril out and jack it into Cynthiaagain.

Then | do something | haven't attempted before.

| pull on the cable in the other direction, trying to yank it out of the actor, where | doubt it's heavily
anchored. My physica effort isapparently transmitted successfully aong the cable through the

extraspatia dimension it traverses, for it suddenly comes|oose.

| swiftly fuse the end of Cynthias one-way cable for the actor with my one-way cablefor her, which |
have just unplugged at her end.

She straightens up asif goosed by Godzillaand wheds around to face me.
"Zildjian, youre—you're different somehow...."

Even knowing what's going on, | am overwhelmed by the synergy of the new connection, which isfull
and taut as afirehose under pressure. "Cynthia, [—you—"

"Oh, comeplay in my strawberry fidd!"
After that, it's our own private Begatlemania.
The next few days proceed svimmingly.

| get anew car and aline of credit without even putting on anecktie. It'sonly asmall metter of
establishing the proper connections. At the car dealer's up near the Plaza Hotdl, | borrow the owner's
hookup to his elderly grandmother.

"No money down, no paymentstill next year, and no finance charges? Why not? I'm sure you're good
forit."

At the bank, | utilize the loan officer's fedings toward his mistress to secure alarge sum of cash, aGold
Card and no-charge checking with fifty-thousand-dollar overdraft protection. The only complicationishis
hand on my knee.

I maintain both these links for afew daysto insure that the dupes do not come to their senses and renege
on the dealsbefore they are solid. (1 am alittle troubled about the cold shoulders which are no doubt
being received by Granny and Lolita, but reassure mysdlf that thingswill soon be back to normal for
them.) Findly, | gratefully sever the adopted links, watching them retract through their transdimensiona
wormholes. Hopefully, they will re-establish themsalves with their naturd objects.

What ardlief, | cantell you. It has aways been my philosophy that you've gotta go through thisworld as
free as you can, and these extra bonds drag me down.

| think from time to time of the monk, and his single golden cord....



Cynthiaand | spend the next couple of weeks having some mgor fun, she having turned in her
tall-feathers. We et at the best tablesin the best restaurants, gain immediate entrance into the smartest
clubs, receive front-row concert tickets for the hottest acts gratis, and in general carve a path through the
city like Henry Moore through ablock of granite.

One day Cynthiaasks me to accompany her to the hospital, where her Sister hasjust had a baby.

At the maternity-ward window, | starein disbelief at dl the squaling or deeping infants.

Each one hasasingle golden cord, just like the monk's. A few of the older ones have tentative parental
connections, but basicaly it'sjust that one heavenly stalk going straight up to who-knows-where.

After that, | Start examining kids everywhere more intently.

Mogt of them seem to maintain their heavenly birthright pretty much intact up till about agethree. After
that, it gartsto dwindle and dim, getting thinner and paer until it finally vanishes around ageten, tops.

Indl of New York, | fail to find an adult other than the missing monk who ill haswhat he or she was
born with. And that includes, natch, me.

Of course, I am not exactly hanging in the places where such aperson might necessarily be found.

And dthough severd times | dmost take the opportunity to unplug akid's golden cord and samplethe
current flowing down it, | never quite dare.

| redlize I'm afraid it might revea how shallow what I'm doing is....

One day about amonth after getting the Lennon spectacles, just when | am starting to get bored with
how easy lifeis, | am driving done down First Avenue when | encounter an enormous flock of carsbeing
herded by a squad of sheepdog cops. Poking my head out the window, | politely inquire of a policeman
asto what's going on.

"It'sthe President,” repliesthe cop. "He's speaking to the U.N. before the war starts.”

"Thewar? | thought the war was over...."

"That wasthe last one. Thisisanew one”

"Well, who are we againg thistime?"'

"Whatsamatta, donchawatch TV? The enemy is South Arabiraniopistan. Their leader's heretoo. Helll
be lucky if hedon't get lynched.”

| am not sure | have gotten the name of the country right; | never was one for following politics much.
But thiswar-thing is definitely bad news of & least the magnitude of the incarceration of James Brown.

Suddenly | recall my vow to do something good for dl humanity.

| get out of the car and hand my keysto the cop.



"Here, park this, willya."

He starts to open his mouth to utter some typica cop thing, but | deftly make use of his obedience cable
to his superiors (adimy thing | dways hate to touch), and secure his complete cooperation.

The U.N. iscrawling with security. | watch for afew minutes until | ascertain who the head honcho is.
Then | gpproach him.

Thisisnot atimeto cut corners, 0 | indulgein alittle overkill. Not only do | quickly yank and plug into
my skull his obedience connection to his distant boss, but | dso take over hislinkswith hiswife, dog, son
and what appearsto be hisriding lawnmower. (I always said these G-men were sickos.)

"Would you mind escorting mein?' | ask swestly.

"Of course, sir. Right thisway."

Issuing orders over hiswalkie-talkie, the Secret Service agent soon conducts me backstagein the
Assembly chamber.

| now face aminor problem: how to get close enough to the President for what | need to do. My outfitis
certainly not going to help, as| am wearing aHawaiian shirt, green scrub pants afriend stole from
Bdlevue, and huaraches.

Improvise, improvise. "L.oan meyour suit coat.”

"Cetanly."

Thus somewhat more suitably accoutered, clutching a shopping list from my pocket asif it werea
classfied memo | must deliver, | step out onto the dais, my captive agent dutifully running interference for

me.

The platform isfull of seated dignitaries. The Secretary Generd is speaking a apodium. Teevison
cameras are focused on us. | have always wanted to appear on television, but not in thisfashion....

Using the narrow space behind the rank of chairs, | sidie up inch by inch to where the President and his
counterpart are seated. The Prez's prep-school Puritan faceis puckered into amask of righteous
indignation. The leader of our enemy wears asmug duplicitous puss like what you might sseon a
drug-dedler who just successfully tossed his stash out the car window and down a sewer before the
narcsclosedin.

No oneis paying any attention to me.

Yet.

A thick orange scaly hawser of hate runs between the two leaders. I've never seen anything so
malignant-looking. | truly believefor thefirst timein theredity of war.

| am now within reach of the emotiond linkages of these geopalitica megaomaniacs. Unfortunately,
people are Sarting to take notice of me, and not in akindly way.

Before they decide to do something, | act.



Gripping the hate-cord with both hands, | attempt to yank its ends out of the leaders heads. The
resganceisimmense. | strain— To the audience, both at home and in the Assembly, it must ook, | am
aure, asif | am gripping an imaginary barbell with the leaders heads as weights and trying to pressit for

an Olympic record.

Findly, the hate-cord pops out. Both leadersjerk like gaffed barracudas.

| can't resst leaning forward and whispering in their ears.
"Imagine theré's no countries, boys, it'seasy if you try. And war isover, if you want it...."

In the next ingtant, | pop the Prez's patriotism link and plug it into the head of the South Arabiraniopistan
guy. Then | swiftly jack the other guy'sloyalty into the Prez.

All the hoodoo movements thisinvolves over the heads of the two leadersis gpparently too much for the
unseduced security people, who now pileon me asif | were the football in a Super Bowl game.

My Lennon glasses shoot off my face and fly through theair. | think | hear them crack. But | could be
wrong. Sounds are rather muffled through alayer of human flesh atop me.

| black ou.

During this more-than-usually-unconscious state, Lucy appears to me, naked and resplendently
begemmed.

"A finejob, Zildjian. Y ou arewelcometo vist usanytime." She startsto fade.
"Wait, hold on, how do | get back to where | once belonged...?"

But thereis no answer.

I amin prison for only sx months. The pants from Bellevue helped my insanity defense. | don't mind.
Evenif no oneeseredizeswhat I've done, | can relish being aworking-class hero. Muchto my
amazement, Cynthiavists methreetimesaweek. | had somehow thought that all the relationships| had

rigged would vanish with the glasses.

During my imprisonment, | am proud to report, our President and the leader of South Arab-etc., after
their sunning reconciliaion in front of the entire world, are photographed playing miniature golf together
at Disney World, and America agreesto purchase its new aly's entire output of camel-dung fertilizer, or

some such smilar commodiity.

One day theresfter, | am walking down Broadway when | see the weirdest peddler dude.
| cautioudy approach the monk. He smiles broadly and points to the top of my head.

"Nice looking lotus blassom you got there."
| don't let on that | am pleased. "Hunh. Whatcha got for sale today?"

Themonk holdsup apair of clunky black retro plastic frames. They look vagudy familiar....



"The name 'Peggy Sue' mean anything to you?'

PAUL DI FILIPPO
PLUMAGE FROM PEGASUS
You Won't Take Me Alive! (Without atleast Ten Percent of the Box Office Gross)

"A ROMANCE writer'stwo-year flight from justice ended in a style befitting one
of her novels thisweek, when law enforcement agents knocked on her door a a
low-budget motel just outside Los Angeles. Rather than surrender without a
struggle, Barbara Jodyn stabbed herself in the chest.

"AsFederd agents closed in on her...Ms. Jodyn barricaded herself in her
cramped motel room and shouted that she “would not be taken dive."--The New
York Times, May 5, 1997.

"L et methrough, I'm from the SFWA."

As soon asthe hard-eyed, bigshouldered young cop--standing intimidatingly with
folded arms on the crowd side of the yellow police tape--heard those words, he
gave me adeferential nod, lifted up the plastic ribbon, and ushered me under.
Even thisrookie plainly knew who had saved the asses of hisbuddiesin
countless similar Situations across the country. | was hoping his superiorsdid

too.

Once onthefar sde of the barrier, walkie-talkies crackling practically in my
ears, | found mysdf inthe middle of abarely controlled mob. Plainclothes
detectives, armored SWAT snipers, squat HAZMATrobots, reporters, priests,
psychologidts, editors, agents, publicists, film directors--the usua mix of
do-gooders and vultures you dwaysfind a thiskind of tragic scene. Using
perceptions and intuitions honed from dozens of equally chaotic past
confrontations, | zeroed in on the guy most likely in charge: asmartly coiffed
City Hall type wearing asuit that probably cost as much as| madein amonth.

| waved my open wallet, credentials showing, under hisnose. "Dorsey Kazin, SFWA
Griefcom. Whadda we got here?”’

Maybe it was the sight of the understatedly famous silver rocket next to my name
in gold-leaf, maybe it was the cam assurance in my voice. Maybe it wasthe
chance to dump this whole mess in somebody else'slap. Whatever the case, the
guy's stern but nervous exterior collgpsed faster than the Wizards of the Coast
publishing program, and he spilled hisfearsinto my tender ear likeakid

telling his mother what he did that day in second grade.



"Am | glad to seeyou, Mr. Kazin! Ruben Spinelost here, assistant to Mayor
Whiffle" | tendered the guy a perfunctory shake. "Afraid I'min alittle over

my head in this dustup. Never dealt with one of these new-fangled hostage-based
contract negotiations before.”

| cut him off. "Get used to it, Rube, thisnew tactic'sdl therage--and | do
mean rage. Brief me quick now, before our gun-toting Gernsbackian decidesto lay
afew of hismore violent cards on the table--or maybe his hostage's ear.”

Spinelost consulted a paper. "Wdll, the writer involved is someone named
Theodolite Sangborn. He's published--"

"Not necessary. | got everything | need to know about him along those lines out

of his SFWA file. I'm an ingtant Sangborn expert on hiswholelife, from his
formative childhood traumas down to how he deducted his mistresss hotel room as
aconvention expense on hislast 1040. Not to mention his entire miserable

midlist genre career. What | need from you is someidea of the kinds of demands
he's making, and who he'sgot in there."

Spindost used his cheat notesto answer the last question firdt. "He's holding
his editor, awoman named Sherri Drysack. Ex-editor, | should say. Apparently
she made the mistake of deciding to pay him avigt in person to offer her
condolences--"

"On Bollix Books dropping Sangborn like a squirming roach when hislast novel
stiffed. What adamn fool! Didn't she know her presence would belike holding a
lit match to a powder-keg?”

"Obvioudy not. | believe she's, um, fresh out of Bennington. Fine school, of
course, but.... Anyway, now Sangborn is using the leverage represented by her
peril to demand a new three-book, seven-figure con tract, with twenty percent
roya ties and assured softcover editions Oh yes, he a so wants Leapsgerb
Studiosto option hislast book for; cool million.”

| cursed oquently. "These Heinlein wannabes with their de fusons of canonica
stature make me sick. They should consider themsalves lucky to get aWhelan
cover, like Sangborn did on his Interstellar UPS, never mind option’ and kick-in
clauses. And it dwaysfalsto Griefcom to hand them aredlity check.”

Spindost coughed politely " Speaking of checks...."

"Don't get your boxersin atwist over nothing, Rube. Assuming | can bring this
whole debacle to asafe concluson mutally agreegbleto all parties, the city

will be fully compensated for any extraordinary expenses--aslong asno charges
are pressed against our author, of course. Whichever publisher picks up Sangborn
will cut acheck to the municipality tomorrow--and probably make anicelittle
donation to the FOP. It's standard industry practice now. They just write it off
asalineitem on the author'sroyaty statement.”

"Very good. Still, | rather missthe old days--"



Just then abullet zipped by over our heads like something out of Harrison's
Deathworld. Spinelost and the other suitsfell to the ground, while the rest of

us hardened campaignersjust groaned cynicdly at the requisite touch of

melodrama. From the innocent-looking suburban house where Sangborn was holed up
came a shouted threet.

"Hey, people! | want to see some goddamn action here, maybe a cover proof or a
multi-city booktour itinerary, and fast! Or Little Miss Blue Pencil isgoing to
have anew buttonhole in her Donna Karan jacket!"

| patted my coat pocket to make sure my cell-phone and palmtop with speed-dider
attachment were there, then grabbed aloud-hailer from
agape-mouthed-socia-worker.

"Sangborn! It'sDorsey Kazin! I'm coming in for some facetime. Don't shoot
anymore, or these guyswill put you on the remainder table faster than you can
say Robert James Waller!™

Silence for amoment, before Sangborn answered. "Okay, Kazin, | trust you. But
nooneesa"

Handing back the hailer, | marched forward, the mab of officidsfaling asde
respectfully to let me through.

The time spent crossing that inevitable empty and unnaturally silent street to

the writer's house is dways unnerving, no matter how often you've done it

before. Sure, you figure they're not gonna.do anything crazy at this point, with
asolution to their problems so close, but you never know for certain. | ill

broke out into asweat when | remembered how my onetime partner, Alyx Jorus, had
gone permanently out of print, drilled through the heart as she approached a

writer involved in that hellacious work-for-hire Star Wars novelizations snafu.

There are some cases | wouldn't touch with aten-light-year pole.

As| crossed to Sangborn's bungaow, | tried to reassure myself by thinking of
al my peerswho were even now successfully and routindy doing my samejob
acrossthis nation of belligerent, mad-dog writers. Those various Griefcom
professionals from al the sster and brother organizationsto SFWA--the guilds
of the mystery writers, the romance writers, the western writers, the horror
writers, the screen- and teleplay writers, even PEN--they al stood invisibly
shoul der-to-shoulder with me as | strode up to Sangborn's door. So bolstering
was my ghostly crew that when | got there | was able to knock with confidence,
cal my name, then enter.

A disheveled Sangborn sat on the couch in the darkened living-room,
semi-automatic rifle loosdly gripped. (SFWA sold armaments through the Forum
now, and had coffers overflowing with cash.) His hair was as messy as a sheef of
manuscript pages dropped in awastebasket, his face was stubbled, and he was
swegting like one of Fabio's fans getting an autograph. Perched insouciantly on

the edge of acoffee-table, Sherri Drysack was, by contrast, cool as one of Anne
Rice's vampires. Tucking long hair behind one perfect ear, she said, "It's about
timeyou got here, Kazin. My Dayrunner's showing two gppointments and ameeting



later this afternoon, and I'm like, hello, can we get these negotiations moving,
or arewe dtill in like the Stone Age?"

"Sangborn didn't kidnap you, did he? Y ourein colluson with him."

"Duh, Earth to Kazin, Earth to Kazin: wake up and smell your double-laite! Of
course I'minthiswith him. I was planning to jump ship a Bollix dl the
while, and Sangborn is my medl-ticket out.”

| looked at the pitiful hulk on the couch. Shodess, his hands shaking, hiseyes
redder than Mars before Robinson got his mitts on it, he looked the most
unlikely prospect for success | had ever seen.

"You must have an aceinthehole. What isit?'

Drysack whipped amanuscript out of her briefcase. "Thought you'd never ask,
Kazin. Herés three chapters and an outline for an open-ended seriesthat's
going to take the f world by storm. Sangborn's going to make Niven and
Pourndlelook like Hall and Hint after this"

| took the handful of papersfrom her and started reading. After awhile, | let

out agenuine whistle of astonishment. "L ooks likethered thing. A postmodern
space opera based on an amagam of Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre. Didn't think
theold hack had it in him."

Drysack moved to St beside her property, draping a possessive arm around his
shoulder. She ditheringly crossed one Victorias Secret-sheathed leg over the
other. Sangborn let out a plaintive mew like aHurkle. "Oh, Theo'sfar from
washed up. He hasalot of good yearsleft in him. All he needsis some tender
loving care from theright editor--and of course somefat resduasonany TV
seriesloosed on the Bronteverse.”

| dug out my cell phone and pamtop and summoned up afist of publishersina
screen window. Having picked alikely candidate, | mated the speed-dialer and
phone. While the connection was being made, | moved to one of the windows,
pulled the drapes aside, and gave the all-clear sign to the cops. Asthey began
tomovein, | saw one of the figuresin the crowd answer hisown ringing
cdll-phone.

"Loomis Harmonicahere. Isthat you, Kazin?"

"Damnright. And I'm Sitting on the hottest concept to hit S snce Asmov read
Gibbon. Isthe publisher of Mary Kay Booksinterested?”

"Y ou bet your bottom Imperid credit we are. Put Drysack right on."

| passed the phone to the eager lady editor, then walked acrosstheroomto a
shelf of liquor bottles. | poured mysdlf an undiluted vodka, and knocked back
hdf of it.

Hell of away to earn apaycheck. But when the Muse calls, you gotta answer.



Especidly if she's packing hest.

Shipbresker

by Paul Di Filippo

"If thiswas what death was, somebody ought to care.”
—Earthblood, by Keith Laumer and Rosdl George Brown

A craggy, jagged mountain fell dowly through the sky.

Attended by aflock of Class D Hagfish pilot ships, their coruscant supportive fields overlapping the
larger vessdl, the dead hulk of another retired starliner descended toward the Shipbreakers Yard on
Asperna. Possessing no discernible symmetry, the machicolated and turreted starcraft was a
conglomeration of protuberances and ports, pods and pavilions, so ugly it forced the viewer to concede
new notions of beauty. Its space-pitted, many-textured surfaces bespoke millenniaof interstellar service.

Occulting Aspernas Least Sun, the dropping starliner robbed each individua in the crowd below of a
sngle shadow. Mainly composed of ragged workers, the crowd featured an isolated knot of the Yard's
management personnel. Apart from their finer clothing and lack of visible cruft, these overseers could aso
be recognized by their attendant swarms of majestatics.

The workers and executives had arrayed themsa ves randomly aong awide doping beach of
firm-packed sand, facing the water. On ether extreme of the gathering lay vast hard-surfaced staging
areas for the upcoming deconstruction, dotted with tools and agravitic lifters and cradles which would
soon receive components gutted from the newest salvage prize. The shoreline was stained with exotic
industrid fluidsthat had killed off al vegetation and tinted in oily chromatics the watersthemsdves. At
several docks bobbed scores of dirty utilitarian dab-sided watercraft used to ferry workers out to the
ship-corpse, their lifting units deactivated.

Behind the onlookers stretched inland the namel ess collection of hovels and shanties, shacks and huts,
warehouses and refectories, barrooms and brothels, laced together by muddy paths, al of which the
shipbreakers smply called home. At the very edge of the water and wading into the shallows, avast
system of tall baffles and shunts—a diamond |abyrinth—stood poised to deal with the imminent surge that
would accompany the ponderous settling of the starliner into the sea.

Now the descent of the falling mountain and its host of attendants dowed even more dramatically. The
liner that had once cruised like a queen among the worlds of the Indrgja seemed to hover unmovingin
the atmosphere. But ever so timidly the Least Sun emerged crescentwise from behind its upper rim,
indicating adight actua progresstoward berthing.

Thelower edge of theliner lipped the waves. The Hagfishes pulled their fields steadily upward from
contact with the rising water, not wishing to dissipate power by lifting cubic meters of seaneedlessy. As
their fields shifted off the center of the big ship's mass, the little craft had to strain to maintain the
equilibrium of their prize. Soon, judging by the strobing moiré patterns, they would haveto let their



capture go.

When the ocean had swallowed the bottom third of theliner, adark architectonic iceberg, the pilot ships
cut their fidlds entirely.

Theresulting tidal surge whooshed shoreward, smashed the baffles, then dissipated in a chaos of foam
and spume and a noi<e like the manifestation of adeva.

From the crowd ascended alusty cheer. Here was work aplenty for the next severd months. Fat profits,
to be sure, for the Shipyard's owner—the enigmatic and seldom-glimpsed Horseface known as Bright
Tide Risng—but enough scraps, at leadt, to sustain the meeger lives of the breskers themselves.

And, asaways, the dream—

Perhaps one of the breakers would even gtrike it rich, finding something onboard that earned its
discoverer abonus. Hefty by comparison with the regular day rates, these incentive payments
represented the smalest fraction of what Bright Tide Rising would resell the prizesfor.

But the breskers were in no position to bargain or complain.

Klom turned to thewoman at hisside. Sorrel's marigold face was sheened with sdty spray blown back
from the collision of tide and baffles, and her auburn hair was damp. A smear of neglected grease grimed
one hinge of her jaw; scavenged O-rings served her as bracelets, and a unredeemable chunk of fused
gold circuitry spotwelded to a clasp hung from one smdll earlobe.

Klom lifted ablunt-fingered hand big enough to palm Sorrdl's head like agameball. The back of his hand
was tessdllated with the latest cruft, amicarlike substance that evolved out of Klom's epidermal cells and
flaked off regularly. The cruft had comein on the Snuffler ship they had dismantled some months ago,
and asyet the Y ard's curanderos had no remedy for the exogenous affliction. With aforefinger large as
the nozzle of awatercutter, Klom swiped moisture from the skin undernesth Sorrel's green, horizontally
ditted left eye and down over her sharp cheekbone.

"You got wet."

Sorrel glared up at Klom, who towered above her much as the floating ship now towered over the
crowd, even a the remove of akilometer. Her throaty voice registered exasperation. "Big news, you
dumb two-strand! Weall did.”

"Oh." Klom raised the hem of histattered coarse shirt, revealing amidriff packed with muscle and
driated with more cruft. He dried his own rugged face. "1 didn't even fedl the spray. | was busy thinking
about my mother."

Sorrel snorted. "Y our mother! Y ou haven't even seen the woman in ten years. I'm sure she would have
forgotten that you even exig, if it weren't for the money you send.”



"Maybe this ship will make usrich, Sorrel. Enough for you and me and my mother too. We could go
back to my village and all three of us could live together. Y ou'd likeliving in Chaulk, | know it. Therésa
lake there—"

"Oh, my deval I've heard about Lake Zawinul so often I'm starting to develop gills! And what makes
you think I'd go with you to your stinking little home village even if you wererich? 1 used to be acity girl,
you know, before | had the misfortune to end up here. Can Chaulk compete with the Whispering
Gardens of Lustron?"

Utter incomprehension transformed Klom's massive featuresinto amask of hurt confusion. "But Sorre,
we love each other.”

"So you keep telling me."

Klom shook himsdlf asif digpdling acloud of the gnats that arose in the springtime from the stagnant
marshes bordering the Y ard. Then, forsaking words, he enwrapped Sorrdl with one arm and hugged her
to him. Her olive-drab shift bunched up on one hip. Klom's smile was holed here and there by missing
teeth.

"Ow! Let mego, you bigidiot!"

"Hey now, what'sthis? Assault on alady? Shdl | be forced to give you agood thrashing, you monster?!
Weaving through the throng came alean man with coppery skin and sandy hair, dressed in what passed
for finery among the breakers: clean, abeit ragged white blouse and trews. A wispy mustache draped his
upper lip. Tdler than Sorrdl, he still seemed small in comparison with Klom. Closing with Klom and

Sorrdl, the newcomer began darting and feinting, tossng mild jabs at the giant.

Klom released Sorrel, and laughed in such atitanic manner that the nearest bystanders winced. "Airey!
Where were you?Y ou missed the landing!™

Airey ceased his shadowboxing and shook Klom's hand. "Devabless you, Klom, that cruft's hideous!
Don't you have any gloves?'

Klom examined hishands asif seeing them for thefirst time. "No glovesfit me."

"Nonsense! I'll get you apair that fits somehow." Airey turned to Sorrel and briefly embraced her,
bestowing akiss on her forehead. "Any damage to the fleshy goods? No? Very well, but let me know if
your reputation needs avenging.” Sorrel laughed, her bell-like tones generating more pleasant notice from
those nearby than Klom's robust guffaws.

"Airey, you make everyone laugh,” Klom sad.

"Too bad | can't convince old Right Tight Raisin to pay me for such services. Yard comedian, that'sa
rolel could enjoy! Instead, | haveto [abor in the drainage pits like some unskilled kilobase. And if beauty
were money, Sorrel wouldn't have to dave on the sorting line. Oh well, that'slife.”

Sorrel playfully kicked Airey'sanklein response, diciting an "ouch.”

Klom scratched his head through athick mat of black hair. "Maybe this new ship will bring usall good
luck."



"Ah, that'sthe very reason | sought you out, Klom. | did not missthelanding at al. | was standing as
closeto the overseersas | could get, while the ship came down. Those lousy terabases and four-strands
are damnably suspicious of eavesdroppers, though! It wasall | could do to avoid rousing their
mgedtaics”

"Y ou didn't take any chances, did you?' asked Sorrel, looking alarmed.

Airey patted her hand. "Not at al. | have no desire to be drilled through the heart by an angry busybee,
believe me! But | was able to overhear the high and mighty ones discussing the origin of thisship. It'sa
Vixen craft. Most recently made the circuit anong Bastiaan, Meuse, and Greengage for centuries. But it's
much older than that. Parts of it were decommissioned over athousand years ago. That'swhere I'd head
firgtif | wereyou, Klom. Devaknows what goodiesyou'l find therel™

Klom considered the information, ruminating over it in hisdow, solid fashion. Any ideaiintroduced into
Klom's brain met with alaborious reception, but frequently he ground anotion to afiner intellectud dust
than the more quick-witted Airey ever could, with surprising results.

"I'll dothat, Airey. Anything specid | should look for?”
"Oh, I don't know ... What about the Book of Forgetting?'

Sorrd laughed, but sourly thistime. "Why not hope to find a globe of Mazarineisinglass, or aLedan
swanrobe or amap to the treasures of Mount Sumeru whileyou're at it?' Here she broke mockingly into
asnatch of song: ""Thefields of pleasure, the seas of love/Heavenly eyesthat peer from above...." And
how would anyone even recognize the mythical Book of Forgetting?

"Oh, if haf of what's said about it istrue, | suspect the finder would quickly redize what held found. The
legends are evocetive, though not precise. The Book is nothing less than the universal anodyne for al our
morta suffering—"

Suddenly the crowd surged forward en masse, breaking around Klom'simmovable bulk, which
protected his companions aswell.

"What's happening?' asked Klom.

"| assume the marabouts are about to invoke adevato blessthe proceedings,” said Airey.

"Lift meup,” Sorrd said, and I'll tell you whet | can see.”

Klom's hands encircled Sorrel'storso just as her O-ring bracelets encircled her wrist. Hisfingers and
thumbs met across her span. In haf a second she stood on his shoulders, her sandaed feet finding plenty
of purchase on Klom's broad frame, while he braced her behind her thighs. Canopying her hands, Sorrel
shielded her eyes againg the triple sunlight.

"Yes, | seeit dl now. Severa marabouts are riding alifter out to the ship. Oh, how beautiful their robes
are, billowing inthe wind! Oops, one'slost his miter! They've stopped now, not far from the ship. They're
making the sacrifice. | think they're usng aRedskull ox." A tremulous bellow cut short drifted acrossthe
waters. "Now they're feeding power to the prayer whedls. Get ready for the boomtube—"

Airey covered hisears, asdid Sorrel. Klom seemed unconcerned, but in any case did not cesse



supporting Sorrel.

If the might of thetidal surge hitting the baffles had produced a noise akin to the collgpse of asmall
house, then the manifestation of the deva's boomtube generated a soundwave resembling the demolition
of one of Voyul€e's cloudscraper towers. The whole crowd staggered backward, with some losing their
footing. Klom barely rocked, while he kept Sorrel anchored.

Now above the floating ship hung the deva: asivery digortion inthe air, in which the minds of lesser
beings discerned varying images, depending on both physiology and cultura conditioning.

The mgority of sapientsin the galaxy—Humans, Foambones, Weepers, Hyenas, Gadabouts, Crickets,
L eastherheads, Cygnets, aswell as athousand othersand all their miscegenationd offspring—encoded
their genomesin some variation of DNA: two hdlica strands of nucleotides on the order of three billion
basepairs. But there were higher orders of natural beings aswell, those whose longer evolutionary
histories had achieved more. Their genomes consisted of four, Six, or even eight strands, feeturing trillions
of basepairs. These terabase beings exhibited emergent properties, sophistications of mind and body
unattainable by the two-strands and gigabases.

The devas were sentients who had bootstrapped themsalves entirely out of conventional spacetime
thanksto their cellular complexity: decastranders, yotta- and zettabases. The subtle cosmic fid ds that
supported life smply kicked the devas up to adifferent quantum level of existence.

Sorrel shivered atop Klom. "I seea Trundler Demon. Thisisabad omen.”

"Nonsense," said Airey. "'l can plainly discern the smiling face of aHovaness Lamb. Nothing could be a
better sgn. Klom, what do you see?!

Klom did not speak immediately. "I—I don't know the namefor what I'm seeing.”

"Can you decribeit?’

"It's—it forgives everything."

Airey madeadismissve noise. "Oh, that's hepful, dl right."

A bolt of slver energy lanced out from the deva and splattered across the ship: atoken of beneficence.
A joyous shout went up from the crowd at this blessing. Then the deva silently snapped out of their
ontologica plane.

"Okay, Klom, you can put me down now."

Klom complied effortlesdy. Airey tugged straight his best white tunic, which had been disarrayed by the
boomtube's blast, and said, "W, | think this event callsfor adrink. Shal we go to Thrash'sfor aflagon
of toadchunder?"

"Who's paying?' asked Sorrdl.

Airey clapped Klom on the shoulder. "Why, Klom of course. He's the one who saw the unknowable
face of the deva. He'sthe one who's going to get rich!”



The gangbossfor Klom's shift was a Quetza from Muntjac, named Rapaille. The amputation of
Rapailles wings necessitated by a clumsy curandero after abarroom brawl had long ago lft the
avianoform ill-tempered and unforgiving. As meager compensation for hislost wings, Rapaille spent every
last gpare taka and paisato adorn his priapic cockscomb with avariety of gaudy baubles. Today, setting
out for their first foray to the Vixen hulk, Rapaille wore severd sparkling garnets and alozenge of
nightmare amber piercing hisfleshy ruff.

Aboard one of the wallowing, unroofed ocean transports, ill docked, Rapaille marshded hisworkers,
amotley pack of hard-limbed bruisers representing a dozen heterogeneous races. Mounting one of the
grimy seats to command more attention, Rapaille commenced a small speech. His beak clacked between
gyllables, and his narrow orange tongue stabbed the air.

"Listen closdly, you scuzz-buckets! This ship has aready been partialy stripped by itsformer owners.
They've taken most of the furnishings and fixtures. Y ou won't find any old nesting materials to sniff, nor
any dainty femae undergarmentsto hug to your bosom.”

An anonymous voice called out, "How about wings? Any chance of glomming apair of those onboard?’

Rapaille scrunched his beady eyes and gurgled wordlessly, before regaining his sélf-control. "Quiet! The
next wisecrack will earn someone alogt shift! Pay attention! It isequaly unlikely you'll discover any
vauable persond trinkets or artwork, athough | don't rule out afew overlooked nanoscul ptures or
parasite jewdry. So you might aswell just forget about such easy booty. Any individual performance
rewards will come from the neat and speedy accumulation of well-known structures. We're after control
ganglia, matter-modems and entertainment nodes, for instance. Nexid splitters pay well too. Severd
teams have aready been dispatched to handle the disentanglers and decoherers. Other groups have been
assigned the bridge. But aside from those areas, we have free access to the rest of the ship. Our god is
to finish over the next few months at the same time as the others, so that we can al move on to breaking
up the hull itself. Do you al have your downloaded ship schematics?*

Severa breskers held aoft their industrial-grade readers, battered boxes good for little more than
displaying pre-formatted audiovisud files. No ensouled devices were to be found on Asperna, at least
among the lower castes.

"All right, then! Take your seats, and well be off!"
Before Rapaille could step off his own bench, Klom pushed forward through hisfellowsto confront the
gangboss. Strapped across Klom's massive torso were various prybars, clamps, spreaders, holdfasts,

desiccant packs and other tools. Slung in aholster at one hip was his bulky watercutter.

Even atop his seat, Rapaille found himsdf staring at Klom's chest rather than hisface, until heraised his
scale-rimmed eyes. "Y es, our big empty-headed man-ape from Chaulk. What do you want?'

"Arewe dlowed to go into the decommissoned areas?'

Rapaille et out atweet of amazement. "The decommissioned areas? What are you interested in? Dust
and bones? Faded signage and outmoded tech? Slavering senescent dop? That'sdl you'l find there!”



Klom blinked once, then said, "Are we dlowed to go into the decommissioned areas?’

The Quetzal screeched in frudtration, hiswing stubs twitching beneeth his embroidered shirt. "Go
anyplace you want, you unreasoning curdled egg! But you'll never earn more than base pay if you persst
in thisfoolish strategy. And my own bonuseswill fal accordingly!”

Klomsaid, "1 will be going into the decommissioned areas then." He sat down, occupying two Segts.

Muittering, Rapaille sgnded liftoff to the trangport's pil ot—a diminutive M e ungeon with one tendril
wrapped around ajoystick and five others free for the separate controls. The transport lost mass until it
floated half ameter above the waves. Surging forward through achannel opened in the baffles, the craft
headed toward the Vixen ship. The Great Sun and the Lesser Sun raised the temperature of theair to a
comfortable, shirtdeeve level. By thetimethe Least Sun arose, rendering the muggy atmosphere tropical,
the breakers would be taking their lunch deep within the hulk.

The crossing of the kilometer of open water by Klom's craft and its mates resembled the engulfment of a
school of minnows by aleviathan. The minor-city-sized disabled starcruiser—with the waterline ha fway
up its height, and itslower portions resting on the seabed—thrust out artificial peninsulas and lesser
promontories. Once into its shadow and embrace, the transports assumed the insignificance of tickson
the hide of aDominikono widestrider. Additiondly, the ancient interstellar vessel seemed to be
reradigting al theimmeasurable chill it had accumulated over its millenniaof high vacuum service.

It would take the gangs nearly ayear to finish stripping the interior of the craft, and another sx monthsto
disassembleits hull. Of course, the whole process could have been accomplished in afraction of that time
by employing sufficient swvarms of self-replicating mgestatics. But such technologies—aong with
ensouled machines—were forbidden to anyone not at least afour-strand. And the four-strands and other
gdactic diteswere both rdatively smal in number and disdainful of performing any such "labor,” even
distanced by layers of autonomic supervisors. With the fecund and subservient two-strands so handy, it
only made sense to keep them profitably occupied.

The Yards at Aspernanot only saw ships comein, but aso go out, as salable congtituent pieces.
Brokers arrived and departed continuoudly, both from offplanet and from other parts of Asperna, leaving
with cargoes for a hundred thousand destinations. Workersin the warehouse and sales end of the Y ards
felt their positionsto be superior to the gritty, effortful tasks of the breakers and sorters, and arough
caste system existed, further fragmented into various levels according to the perceived crudity of
assgnments.

Klom's boat arrived at adoping paw of theinorganic leviathan. Far, far above them, adifferent portion
of the starliner formed a concave roof. A shoulder of the starliner congtituted adistant wall running
roughly pardle tothearm. A chaotic illumination cameinto this partid galery as sunlight refracted from
the bouncing sea.

The Meungeon shut down the lifting units, then secured the transport by acable to ahandy U-bar on the
Vixen vessdl. The breakers utilized the fractally porous surface of the starcraft's skin as handholds and
toeholdsto climb up severa gently doping meters of wall, their tools racketing against each other. Once
aboard thissmall leg of the starliner—broad enough to host a balgame—they waited for Rapaille's
commands.

"Follow me, you wittolds! The nearest port isjust afew minutes walk in thisdirection.”



The paw doped upward, the roof doped down, and the shoulder angled in, rendering the passage more
tunnel-like the further the breakers progressed.

Klom marched at the head of theline, looking about with akind of patient curiosity. He had taken apart
adozen shipssofar in hiscareer at the Y ards, and he fully expected to take apart afew dozen more,
before he got too old for the work. Each ship possessed its own personality. Klom assumed that by the
time he was done breaking down this vessdl, he would know good-sized portions of it asintimately ashe
knew his mother's house in Chaulk. Paradoxically, the ship would no longer then exist to be known. Such
conundrums did not bother Klom.

Faded Vixen script, each character tall asaman, ran acrossthis segment of the deck. Klom turned to
the breaker next to him, ablue-haired, ice-skinned fellow named Nyerephar, a mixed-breed Human and
Pinemarten from Frostholm. Nyerephar had areputation as an intellectua, given his predilection for
offshift downloading into his reader of novels of interspecies romance, many of which originated with the
Vixens

"What do these words say, 'Phar?"

Nyerephar smoothed hislong jutting whiskers before replying. "1t could be the ship'sname. Yes, that'sit,
I'm sure. Thisisthe ship'sname.”

"And what isthe ship's name, 'Phar?’
"'Caution Discharge Zone"
"Thank you for tdling methis™

Soon the breakers arrived at the port. Standing outside in front of the entrance was an enormous
matter-modem: a cube with one mirrored face.

Ddlivered earlier from the Y ards, the tel eportation device stood ready to receive any unliving object
carved from the ship. Its mates, tunable at will, stood ashore, near the sorting lines. Very useful devices,
integrd to the functioning of most economies of the Indrgjal, the matter-modems were subject to two
magjor inconvenient limitations. They only operated over planetary distances, and they were death to
anything living that attempted trangit.

Now the matter-modem, sensing their presence, activated itself. Fed from the other end, afleet of lifting
dedges came thru the mirror face. Each breaker stepped up to take afloating dedge for carrying booty.

Rapailletriggered aVixen wall control marked by anew dash of red spray paint, and the port
hobermanned open. The black interior of the powerless ship beckoned like the afterlife. The breakers
lowered their miners lamps onto their foreheads and switched them on, flooding the scene with actinic

light.

"Rendezvous back here at twenty-nine hundred hours. And remember! Thiswas aluxury vessd
intended to pamper its patrons, not a Scryer dreadnought bristling with weaponry. Nonetheless, you can
diejust as swiftly from afdling girder as you can from an antipersonnd wasp!"

One by one, with Klom leading the way, the breakers stepped inside.



Klom grunted hoarsely as he completed his climb. Swest rivuleted his skin, and amusty odor
compounded of stale lubricants and manourished organic units pumping out ketones made every breath
anexercisein disgust.

The ship schematics on hisreader had informed him that the ladder he had just topped ran for a
kilometer and ahalf in anarrow shaft dicing through innumerable decks. The swiftest way to the closest
decommissioned area, the ladder had seemed a gift when Klom stood at its base. But now, as Klom
labored to catch his bregth on a platform above fifteen hundred meters of nothingness, the ladder
appeared more like a poisoned fruit. Even Klom's work-hardened muscles quivered from the gruding
ascent. Had hislifter fit into the narrow shaft, the ascent would have been trivia. Now, though, Klom was
fatigued before he even began whatever labors awaited him.

Klom broke out hiswater bottle and a beancake. The water, sterilized by passage through a
matter-modem, still retained the distasteful taints of decay and the metalic flavors of the marshesfrom
which it was drawn. But this was the only drinking water available to the bustee-dwellers of Klom's
caste. After so many yearsinthe Yard, Klom wasinured to the taste. But he till recalled the pure waters
of Lake Zawinul with each sip.

After consuming the last crumb of beancake, Klom stood and faced away from the shaft. The door at
the end of the platform presented itself as his next chalenge. Klom looked for some control similar to the
one Rapaille had used outside, but no such mechanism showed. It did not take Klom long to decide to
cut hisway through.

The watercutter hanging from Klom's belt was asimple pistol-shaped device with a second grip up front
for two-handed use. Klom had wrapped tape around the butts for firmer purchase. Hefitted a pair of
scratched plastic goggles over his eyes, braced himself against a convenient strut, then triggered the
cutter.

Out of its nozzle legped a needle-thin jet of water possessing the destructive power of any stream of
collimated subatomic particles, without any inconvenient radiation.

The closed end of the watercutter's barrel was a tiny matter-modem synced to another restingin a
deep-sea trench where the water was at severad dozen atmospheres of pressure. Only breakers of
Klom'sraw strength could handle this device, whose light weight and inexhaudtibility were unmatched by
any other cutting tool—yet whose powered state delivered immense reactive force requiring Klom's
brawn.

Klom inscribed acrude circlein thewal just big enough for him to crawl through. A sdty mist enveloped
him, making hisfooting and handholds tenuous. Practicaly at his elbow, the echoing drop into space
awaited hisfirg dip. But Klom coolly perssted. Findly finished, he kicked the circle of meta inward.
Gally colored fluids from severed conduits dribbled into the opening, where once, when the ship was
under power, they might well have gushed. Klom squirmed through this mild dribble without concern.

Onthefar 9de, hefound himsdf in agiant auditorium or ballroom or refectory, whose vast confines his
headlamp bardly illuminated. Thisroom had been in active useright up until the end, but the
decommissioned arealurked just beyond its remote wall.



Klom crossed the wide floorspace, the beam of hislamp picking out various columns and stubs of
fixtures and some discarded artifacts which to aless ambitious breaker would have represented adequate
sdvage. But with Airey'stacticsfixed firmly in hismind, Klom zeroed in on the mysteries of the
long-sedled chambers.

A little searching revealed a door concedled behind a sagging arras that depicted the hunting of some
piny beast by aparty of Vixens, the bushy tails of the hunters plaited with colorful streamers. The
door—sed ed with ablobby gasket of silicone—boasted a dtill-active glo-sign, but not in Vixen script.
Haf the lettersin the independently powered message were dead with age, while the rest exhibited only a
marginal brightness. But Klom could not have read the warning or advice even if active, so ancient and
foreign was the script. So without any hesitation, he sSmply cut hisway padt it.

The space on the far side of the door, a corridor, was proportioned for creatures somewhat smaller than
Klom. The big man had to hunch as he advanced. Dust lay thickly underfoot, and the air smelled of the
dow disntegration of unnatura materids. The walls of the corridor were etched with shalow glyphs, asif
the beings who had once traversed it had relied on tactile clues more than visua ones.

Some years ago, Klom had hel ped disassemble a Pingpank ship that featured smilar carvenicons,
athough much cruder. But the Pingpank had been extinct for five hundred years, and at thetime of their
disappearance had represented the degenerate offspring of amuch more sophisticated race, the
Marchwardens. If this were Marchwarden text, then the decommissioned segment of the ship had last
been occupied over amillennium ago. Without any exo-inputs, even generations of invisible repair

ma estatics would be reaching the end of their preservation efforts.

Open arched doorways began to appear. Klom cautiously poked his head through each one. Most of
the chambers were of moderate size, and easily scannable for booty. In one such, Klom found severd
crysta eggs harboring strange animated scenes flickering wispily in their centers. Theseheplacedina
carrying pouch. But the mgjority of the chambers were utterly bare. Klom began to suspect that
Rapaille's harsh words held more accuracy than Airey's optimistic encouragements. Nonetheless, he
continued his search.

The corridor dead-ended a another door. Klom sdtily diced through it, the runoff from his cutter turning
the dust a hisfeet to athin river of mud.

Pushing the cut circle of meta clangingly inward, Klom was met by agust of pungent atmosphere. He
stepped warily insde.

Ingtantly Klom knew he had found avivarium.

From thewalls of the tdl, extensive chamber hung avariety of suspensor-sacs, al of them, sadly enough,
in various stages of decomposition. Klom walked over to the nearest such: the withered reticulated
vesicleripped apart easly under his big hands with anoise like shredding a few dozen thicknesses of
paper, and ashower of skeletd fragmentsfdl out, clattering noisily on thefloor.

Klom kicked the bonesin frustration. So far he had wasted nearly haf ashift and discovered nothing to
judtify hisefforts. At thisrate, retirement with Sorrel to Chaulk seemed destined never to be more than a
dream.

Wearily, Klom sat down and took out another beancake.



The majestatic that appeared hovering over his beancake resembled athumb-sized golden bee. Klom
jerked back, dropping the food. The mgestatic levitated the cake and flew ponderoudy off withit.

Klom jumped up and followed.

Clinging to thefar Sde of amassive pillar, alive suspensor-sac served asthe focus of athick swarm of
shining mgedtatics. The agravitic atendants ranged in size from dust particlesto hummingbirds. They
wregthed the sac in alife-supporting cloud. Already Klom'slunch was being disassembled into its
congtituent nutrients to benefit the sac.

Why this one vesicle had survived, Klom did not know. Perhaps it had sent tapsinto the pillar
supporting it, finding its necessary sustenance elsewhere, in the active portions of theCaution Discharge
Zone. But whatever anomaly was responsible for extending its life beyond its mates, the sac represented
apotentid treasure.

Insde, aliving mature being awaited rebirthing. For some unknown period, the metabolism of the
conceded creature had been stepped down to nearly flatline levels, with interior majestatics tending to
various cdllular repairs as necessary. Given adequate resources, the upper time limit on sac containment
had never been established.

Klom advanced on the sac, then stopped. He could not smply rip it open, he redlized. How was heto
et the vesicle to awaken and safely dischargeits patient?

Filled with afierce wanting, Klom hung his head and cudgeled histhoughts for asolution.

Suddenly his vision was obscured by a shifting haze. A portion of the turbulent mgjestatic svarm had
englobed his head.

"Please" said Klom doud, "ddiver your burden to me. Thisship isdead. We are going to chop it up.
Your chargewill die

Spinning in arcane patterns, the majestatics seemed to consider Klom's request, before rgjoining the
parent cloud.

Instantly, the vesicle began to undergo changes. Veinsthrobbed athwart its surface, swaths of livid color
flowed acrossit like storms across a gas-giant planet, and amusky, urinous odor arose off it.

A split developed dong the bottom ridge of the vesicle, widening quickly. The next instant clotted
crimson and purple fluids gushed out, splashing Klom's workboots, followed by the plopping thud of a
body hitting the floor.

Klom hastened over and squatted down beside the form, roughly one third as big as Klom himsdlf. It
resembled no sapient race he had ever seen.

The creature's head was an oblate boulder pebbled over with muffin-sized mounds. It had two eyes,
their lidslowered, a blunt snout with flaring nostrils, and jowl-concedled jaws. A kind of skin-covered
cartilaginous tuning-fork arrangement projected from itsforehead. No earswerevisible. Itskeg-like
body boasted four chunky legs, the paws showing blunt claws. Its hide was brown velvety skin wrinkled
like acerebral cortex. A pair of vestigia hands stuck out at its shoulders. No tail interrupted its
hindquarters.



The being was struggling to draw abreath. Klom gripped it by the scruff of its neck with one hand, lifting
itsweighty head, then levered open its unressting jaws with the other. He swabbed out ajdlylike mass
from itsthroat, then put hisface to the creature's wet face and began exchanging bresthswithiit.

After aminute, the beast could breathe onits own. It opened its eyes, limpid gray pools. Klom fell into
the creature's gaze, losing all sense of himself for amoment. When he had recovered, he asked, "Can you
speak? Areyou dl right?' The creature said nothing, but tried to stand. Its legs gave way beneath it,
however, and it collapsed back into its afterbirth.

Klom picked up the creature and set out to retrace his steps.

At the platform where the ladder began, he lashed the beast to his chest with anet of bungee cords, so
that its head rested below Klom's chin.

Klom commenced the descent.
Halfway down, his muscles spasming, Klom thought he might not be able to complete the climb.
A giant tongue stropped hisface.

Klom found the strength to go on.

Theinterior of Thrash's shabeen wasilluminated only by afew worthlesslighting fixtures scavenged from
avariety of ships, and powered off arack of biomassfuel cells. The patchy, sputtering radiance formed
many shadowy nooks where drinkers could Sit and conspire, consummating the mingy dedls that
condtituted the primitive economy of the bustee-dwellersin the Yard. The furniture of the dirt-floored
barroom was smilarly ill-sorted, a collection of spraddle-legged chairs and tables, and the occasiona
stained, bedraggled lounge for those customers whose anatomy precluded chairs. At the bar, the best-lit
area, arow of stoolswith fragments of flooring still attached rested hard by the stacked packing crates
separating Thrash from his customers.

Thrash's heritage included Slow L oris and Peluche genes, rendering him ashaggy ursinoid with huge
eyes. All the tap-handles and liquor jugs had been customized for his broad paws. The mugs |l sported
widegripsaswell.

Sorrel needed both handsto lift her glass. Sheraised her drink and sipped, then made aface before
plonking the mug back on therickety table.

"What sour pissthisisl How | wish | had aglass of Tancredi nectar.”

Klom drained his own dark brew with evident satisfaction, then wiped his mouth with the back of his
crufty hand.

Sorrel winced. "Deva, Klom! | haveto kissthoselipsoncein awhilel™

Looking down at hisflaking hand, Klom said, "But Sorrdl, we know this cruft's not contagious. The
curandero said so. Onceit findsahog, it stopslooking for others. It'sworked itsway right into me,



though, adopting lots of my genesinto itself. That'swhat makesit so hard to get rid of .

"That's no matter. | till prefer not to have those patches rubbed al over me, or to comein contact with
certain parts of you. Y ou're just lucky the cruft stopped at your waist."

Klom smiled dreamily. "Tonight well doublecheck its progress.”

Sorrd stuck out her vividly pink tongue. "If you can spare aminute for me, now that you've got a new
friend. Or if therés a centimeter of spaceleft in your crib.”

Klom looked down at hisfeet.

The creature from theCaution Discharge Zone lay peacefully deeping, one forepaw folded over the
other benesath its chin. Drool snailed down the side of itsface to darken the dirt. Its unlabored breathing
gently rasped the stale air within the shabeen.

Reaching down, Klom fondly skritched the beast's scap around its fleshy forklike gppendage. The
rhythm of the creature's breathing degpened in a contented fashion. "Use his name, Sorrdl, please. You
know | gave him aname. Cal him Tugger, please.”

"Tugger! Ridiculous Why Tugger' anyhow?"
"I found out helikesto play that way. Y ou should see him pull on arope. He can put up ared tusde.”

"And why 'he?" | certainly didn't see any ballocks on him when you trotted him around for everyoneto
admire

"I don't know. | just fed Tugger'smae."

Sorrel waved her arms about in frustration. "1 give up! Y ou get first crack at apotential treasure trove,
and dl you come away withisan ugly pet! Thisissotypica for you, Klom. Y ou're just too dumb to grab
the main chance, even when it'sright under your nose."

Klom looked hurt. "There was nothing vauable in that decommissioned area, Sorrel. At least asfar as|
looked. But | stopped when | found Tugger. | had to get him out of there. The atmosphere was bad for
him. And he perked up right away once we were outside in the fresh air. But | shared the money from the
crysta eggswith you, didn't 1? Ten takaand sixty pasia. That's something, isn't it?

"Birdscratch! Someone with your experience should be hauling in much more. Tomorrow, | expect you
to pick another decommissioned areaand make abig strike!™

"But | dready found something very vauable, Sorrdl. Tugger! Just look at him. What acharacter! He
makes me smile, just like Airey does. Who could ask for anything more? Anyway, | figureif |
concentrate on ripping out the old Vixen equipment like everyone else, | can make a steadier pay. No,
I'm not going back to any of the decommissioned areas. The odds aretoo dim.”

"What'sthis, what's this? Abandoning my advice! I'm hurt! Truly | am!"
Airey dropped down onto an empty ladderback chair. He wore a shirt that proclaimed with glowing

threads support for hisfavorite ballteam, the Alavoine Tumblers. His bronze face was dicked with swest,
rendering his mustache alimp strip of furze. Even hours after Final Sunset, the air retained a surplus of



enervaing heat.

Signding to Thrash for adrink, Airey resumed his chiding. "So, you're letting one little setback
discourage you, Klom? | had thought much higher of you."

" Setback? What setback?”

Airey dug atoe of hissandd into Tugger's Sde, provoking amild grunt and a shifting away by the beast.
"Thisworthless thing! Now you have another mouth to feed. Have you considered that?"

Klom remained pogitive. "l can't get Tugger to eat anything yet. All he doesisdrink alittle water. And he
seemsto do that just to please me. He just doesn't seem to be hungry. And even when he does decide to
edt, I'm sure | can get plenty of scraps from Kirsh, over in Kitchen Number Twelve.”

Thrash lumbered over, carrying Airey's mug and aplate of fried salicorniaand quorn nuggets. " Snack's
onthehouse" growled Thrash. "Y our pet's brought in extratrade tonight.”

"Thank you, Thrash."

Klom picked up anugget and held it under Tugger's nose. Sniffing without opening his eyes, Tugger
made a polite refusa by lifting his pawsto cover hisface.

"See? He's not greedy or any trouble at dl. Tugger only brings happiness and good luck."

Exasperated, Airey blew ar ruddly past hisfluttering lips. "1 give up. Sorrel, can you convince himto
abandon this worthless foundling and get back to some fruitful exploration of—what did you say the
ship'snamewas?'

"Caution Discharge Zone."

"Hmm, a queer appellation. Well, Sorrel, go ahead. Lay your best arguments on our mighty yet stubborn
friend.”

Sorrel popped anugget into her mouth. "Forget it, Airey. I'm sick of cgoling thisidiot. It'sliketrying to
teach a Tonshuan warthog to sng.”

Airey pinched the corner of his mouth and rubbed afinger across his mustache. "Are we entirely certain
thisbeast isn't valuable? After al, someone went to dl the trouble of placing him in a suspensor-sac,
however long ago. Klom, exactly what did our mighty overlord say when he inspected, ah, Tugger? And
areyou sureit wasredly Bright Tide Risng issuing the verdict?'

Klom thought back to the day he discovered Tugger. At the foot of the ladder, Klom had exited the
shaft and retrieved his dedge. He loaded Tugger onto it. The creature was aert, but sill obvioudy weak
and unsure from itslong estivation. Klom had rested for afew minutes, refreshing himsdf with more
water and cake, before setting out for the main port.

Outinthefresh air, Tugger visibly quickened. Rapaille, busy processing materiasthrough the
matter-modem, did not at first notice Klom and hisliving find. When he became aware of therare
discovery, Rapaille squawked with excitement and summoned one of his supervisors over his
communicator. Harshly, the Quetza pushed Klom aside and bent over Tugger.



"Please forgive the rude treatment you've received a the hands of this worthless drone, kindly sapient.
Y ou will soon bein touch with others of your kind, who will doubtlessy be overjoyed to know of your
continued existence, and ready with ahandsome reward.”

Inreply, Tugger laved Rapaille's face with his broad tongue.
"I don't think this one places so high on the sapient scale, Rapaille.”

"Nonsense! Plainly an advanced being." Y et for dl hisblustering certainty, Rapaille regarded Tugger with
aveneer of suspicion.

A persond lifter arrowed toward them in response to Rapaille's summoning. When it reached them, both
Rapallle and Klom stared in disbelief.

The vessdl held not amere supervisor, but Bright Tide Risng himsdlf. A six-gtrand, the lanky Horseface
was attended by a shimmering corona of majestatics that nearly concedled hishead, yet remained
recognizable by his strangely articulated build and various family sigilsworn as agorget. Rapaille dropped
to hisknees and bowed. Klom remained standing.

Without consulting either Rapaille or Klom, Bright Tide Rising directed a portion of his swarm to engulf
Tugger. After aswift examination, the units reunited with their peers. Pausing an unnaturdly long time, the
owner of the Aperna Y ard findly delivered hisverdict in arumbling voice.

"Minima sentience. Germline not on record. No talents, no adjuncts, no discernible worth. Dispose of
the creature as you seefit.”

Assoon as Bright Tide Rising left, Rapaille berated Klom for twenty minutes for wasting the time of both
himsdf and their ultimate patron. Klom absorbed the tirade placidly, then announced he was ending his

shift early and returning to shore on the next transport. This news dicited further incoherent screeches
from the Quetzd.

Now Klom repeated the Y ard owner's assessment to Airey. The words seemed to deflate the dight,
capriciousfellow, but he soon regained hisusud jovid air.

"Oh, wdll, there are months of salvage ahead. Y ou'll hit the mother lode yet, Klom, I'm sure.”
"Thank you, Airey."

Thetrio passed afew more hours drinking and chatting, esting and joking. Numerous individuas came
over to examine Tugger. Klom fdt proud.

At last, in the face of another workday, their beds beckoned.

Once outside, Sorrel sstumbled in the near-lightless mucky path leading away from Thrash's, but Klom
caught her before she could land in a patch of redolent luminous vomit, seething with intestina symbionts.
Tugger trotted dong fastidioudy behind. The dank air weighed like a blanket.

"Sorrel?"

"Uh, what—?"



"When did you ever taste Tancredi nectar?"
"One night, Jess—Jess Badura—he and me—you were deeping—"
Sorrel stopped and hung with both hands from Klom's bicep. "Y ou're not mad, are you, Klom?"

"No. | just liketo learn things."

Three monthsinto its disassembly, theCaution Discharge Zone appeared, from the outside, relatively
unscathed. Here and there acrossits convoluted carcass, new holes gaped, broken open to facilitate the
remova of the ship's guts when the nearest port was inconveniently distant and a matter-modem could
not be maneuvered insde. Cormorants and kingfishers whedled above the Vixen starliner, colonies
roosting in selected niches and staining the dopes with their guano. A line of goose-barnacles had formed
just below the high-water mark; at low tide, the exposed barnacles craned their mouthparts around on
long necks, questing for the gnats that swarmed above the waters, the gnatsin their turn attracted by the
floating mats of seaweed that now trailed outward from the hull.

At adefinite point in the near future, theCaution Discharge Zone would be reduced to an empty shell
no taller than the line of barnacles, dl its superstructure dismantled. At this point breskers skilled in
underwater work would cut up the remaining shell and float the pieces away. The ship that had sailed the
sarwinds for an eon would be no more.

But right now, much gill remained to be taken frominside.

Klom and Tugger arrived with the rest of their crew and marshaed outside the assigned entryway.
Rapaille paid no notice to the oddba |l pair: amarked contrast to the first day Klom had shown up for
work with his pet.

Fixing hishard eyes on Tugger, Rapaille had demanded, "Klom! What's the meaning of this pointless
complication of your duties? Why isthisworthless mass of protoplasm not already ground up into raw
chuck for Kitchen Twelve?"

Klom did not exhibit any anger. But something in his voice made Rapaille flinch. "Tugger ismy friend.
No one hurtsmy friends."

Rapallleretreated. "All right then. But why not leave the beast in your crib?”
"There are too many bad people in the bustee. Someone might break into my crib and try to stedl
Tugger. Maybe even harm him. He doesn't know when people plan to do him harm. And he'stoo gentle

to defend himsdlf. | need to keep him by me dl thetime.”

Redizing when he was beaten, Rapaille angrily said, "L et the consequences of your soft-hearted stupidity
be on your own head then! Tending to this monster will dow you down, and you'll soon belyingina



ditch with the Dungbeetles, begging paisa off the smart and sensible breakers who go about their work
withvim and efficiency.”

Klom made no reply, but smply marched inside the ship. Before they separated, Nyerephar and severa
other fellows congratulated him for stlanding up to Rapaille. Tugger camein for his share of the good will
aswell, accepting much petting and rib-thumping and shaking of hisvestigial shoulder-hands.

Today, Klom and Tugger received no extra attention from anyone, so standard a part of the scene were

they.

Half an hour's trudge through ravaged corridors and chambers, naves and apses, full of dangling cables
and wires and diced-open sheathing brought Klom and Tugger alone to the room where the breaker had
left off work yesterday. The room was empty of furnishings, and only ascatter of devaued triptix littered
the floor. The small persona data-pal ettes which had once carried routing instructions, dietary
requirements, letters of introduction, shipboard credit-debit records, medical histories and other
information needed by interstellar travelers now congtituted nothing more significant than adrift of dead
leaves.

Oneentirewall of thisroom presented amatrix of small doorsinset with clear panels. Each door opened
onto along dim padded capsule plainly intended as a degping tube for members of some vaguely
serpentine species. Each tube had to be disengaged from the matrix and stacked on the dedge. In one
corner of the room squatted a large matter-modem. This deactivated cube, part of theintraship
goods-transport system, presented no mirror face.

Klomfdl to work, hishead lamp casting dl theillumination he needed. Tugger lay down peacefully on
the hard floor and fell adeep. The puddle of drool spreading from hisjowls caught glimmersfrom Klom's
headlamp now and again.

In the three months Klom had owned his new pet, the man and beast had become inseparable, even
off-duty. Sorrdl had come grudgingly to accept the new arrangement, while Airey smply disdained to pay
any more atention to Tugger than he would have given to afamiliar rug or table.

Severd hours of hard work with spanner and snipper and prybar resulted in adedge piled high with
tubes. Klom must run these back to an active matter-modem before he could continue. But first he
paused to refresh himsdlf.

Hetook out hiswater bottle. Stretching sore muscles, he braced himsalf with hisleft hand against the
dead matter-modem. Hetilted back hishead to glug aliter of warm musty liquid.

Ceiling lightsflared improbably to life. So did the matter-modem.

Off-baance, Klom plunged in the mirror face up to his shoulder.

The lights snapped off. As did the matter-modem.

Klom howled. His arm had been sheared off clean at the shoulder. Vast quantities of blood sprayed the
[ﬁ)ﬁdﬁefumbled franticdly for abungee, thinking to tie off his arteries. But there remained no flesh stub

Klom crashed to the floor like an uprooted Salembier sequoia. Consciousness dipped away from him
likeaschoal of fish from adisntegrating net.
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Rapaille awaited the first of his crew to emerge with that day's sdvage. He would key descriptions of the
itemsinto hisreader, contributing to the vast inventory of parts being taken from the ship, then dispatch
the parts through the matter-modem to the relevant disassembly stations and sorting lines. Meanwhile, he
had nothing to do but wait and ponder the many injustices of hislife. Standing in a shadow to escape the
growing hest, heidly scanned the skies. A smal Mlotmroz ship undoubtedly bearing buyers soared
across hisfidd of vision. Very good, the more customers the better for the Y ard's business. All fortuneto

Bright Tide Rising! Rapaille's phantom wingsitched, and he rubbed hiswing stubs against the bulkhead.
But theitching persgted. Lifewasunfair.

Someone burst crazily out of the port, jolting Rapaille out of his philosophical contemplation. That dumb
man-ape, Klom, followed by his galloping worthless pet—

Klom bellowed. "Rapaille! Isthere acrew mucking about with the ship's power generators?
Rapaille boosted his haughty demeanor. "Thisis no business of yours! Get back to your wor—urk!"

Klom had gripped Rapaille's shirt with both his hands and lifted the avianoform off hisfeet, incidentdly
choking the Quetza with aknot of fabric at histhroat. Klom thrust hisface within centimeters of Rapaille
and spoke with calm precision.

"You will cal the crew working with the generators. Y ou will tell them to be extra careful not to turn
them on by accident. Or someone might get hurt. Do you understand?”

Rapaille understood that the person most likely to immediately get hurt was himself. So made a squawk
he hoped Klom would interpret postively.

The huge breaker set his supervisor down and released him. After massaging his bruised throat, Rapaille
placed the call Klom had ordered. Once Klom was satisfied, he turned away and climbed into a
ship-to-shore barge, Tugger hedling behind his master.

"Takemeback in," Klom told the bored Melungeon pilot.

Asthe barge pulled away, Rapaille sought to reassert hisdignity and status. "Don't bother coming back
for three weeks! Not till after Festival! Y ou're on probation. Do you hear me, you addled eggsucker?”

But Klom never even looked back.

He seemed too busy stroking hisleft arm.



The long hot shed (its Sides open for whatever chance breeze might arise) that housed Sorting Line
Number Thirty-eight festured the following arrangement: ten paralel conveyor belts ran from one end of
the shed to the other. The belts contributed a certain varying level of noise to the shed, depending on how
dutifully asmall army of oilers—mostly children—tended to them. At the head of each belt tood a
matter-modem dedlivering the smaller pieces harvested from the ship under deconstruction. (Larger pieces
not saved and sold asintegra units went to disassembly stationsfirg, then to the Sorting Lines.) Along
both sides of each conveyor sat the sorters, staggered on three-legged stools at intervals of ameter or

0. By the elbow of each sorter, mirror-face upward, was a smaller matter-modem with akeypad that
alowed achoice of destinations.

Each sorter had hisor her or its specia range of components to watch for. When spotted, the
component would be snatched off the belt and dropped into the matter-modem. Simultaneous with the
grab, the sorter would key in the relevant warehouse station to receive the transmission.

At the end of the belt awaited afind matter-modem, to catch al the unclaimed pieces for further
examination and categorization.

The sorters were entitled to only as many lavatory breaks as minimally consstent with the most basic
needs of their species. Lunchesran for haf an hour, in shifts. Payment was based on speed and accuracy
of performance, with debits taken for any missed pieces. So long as standards were maintained,
conversation was permitted.

Sorrel was spesking to Aurinka, a Triffid who sat diagonally acrossfrom her. They were discussing
jewdry. The Triffid waved severa stalks decorated with hammered brass braceletsfor Sorrel's
admiration, while handling her duties competently with two other limbs.

Suddenly both Aurinkaand Sorrel took notice of a distant commotion near one of the shed's entrances.
They strained to ascertain what was going on without dackening production. The commotion seemed to
be moving through the shed, getting closer to them. At last Sorrel saw the source of the upset.

Klom and Tugger bulled their way toward her, trailing protesting supervisors. When Klom spotted
Sorrdl, he bellowed out her name. Then he was upon her.

Grabbing Sorrdl off her stool, Klom strong-armed her out of the shed, heedless of either her protests or
her strugglesto escape.

Once outside, Klom released her. They stood in the lee afforded by amud-brick pissoir, while all
around them surged unemployable or underage or offshift bustee-dwellers, amotley mass of scaed and
chitinous, furred and dick-skinned beings, oblate or atenuated, faces like intricate masks or nearly
featureless.

Sorrel faced Klom, full of fury. "Y ou moron! What's the matter with you? I'm going to lose hdf aday's
wages now!"

Klom's single-minded urgency seemed to evaporate. He faced Sorrel with alook that mixed contrition
and confusion.

"Sorrel, | need your help. | died today."



Thislast sentence, delivered matter-of-factly yet with a detectable tremor, catalyzed Sorrdl's reaction
from anger to a curious concern.

"What are you talking about? Y ou're standing there as hedlthy as a Redskull ox."

"No, you don't understand. Here'swhat happened—" Klom recounted losing hisarmin the
matter-modem. "Thelast thing | remember is calling out for Tugger." The besast |looked up at the sound of
his name, offering alopsided, davering grin. "Then | blacked out. Not much time seemed to pass. Or
maybe alot. Anyway, | woke up whole."

Leerily, Sorrdl regarded Tugger. "Y ou're saying this creature was somehow responsible for regenerating
your am?"

"No, not exactly. Y ou see, there was no blood anywhere anymore. And my dedge was empty. | had
filled it with tubes, but now it was empty. Then | looked at my reader, and it said thewrong time. | wasin

the pagt.”
"That makesno senseat dl."

Klom whirled savagely around and punched thewadll of the lavatory, sending up a puff of mortar and
pulverized soil. "I know, | know! But there's something else besides. Look at my skin!™

Sorrel examined Klom's outstretched hand, bloody-knuckled from impact with thewall. "Y our cruft is
gone!”

"All gone! That'sright! But how?"

Sorrel shook her head in bewilderment. "I—I can't explain. Maybe Airey—"
"Airey! Of course! Let'sgo!"”

Without waiting for her agreement, Klom hustled Sorrel away.

Tugger trotted blithely dong behind them.

Thefluidsgiving lifeto atypicad starliner ranged from viscous hydrocarbon derivativesto thin
plant-based extracts to exoticdly tinged protein-hormone-enzyme sera. These various liquids—some of
which could be captured and sold, others of which went straight to crude disposa in the polluted
swamps—invigorated avariety of mechanisms, al of which had to be drained before storage or
disassembly. Thistask fdl to the crews of the drainage pits.

Airey wasright down in one of the pits, ankle deep in rainbow-sheened stenchy dudge. Unlike his
downtime finery, hiswork uniform consisted of scarred boots and a patched brown coverdl, its
waterproofing peding away in places. Employing abig spanner, he was struggling with the balky petcock



of asugpended engine and cursing furioudly.

"Motherless shit! Isthismy reward for daring to aspire to elegance? May dl the ancestors of al the
mechanics who ever worked on this abomination freeze in the lowest levels of the Dimmig hellsl Die, you
bastard screwcap, die!"

Ranked at the edge of the pit, Airey's co-workers were enjoying his el oquent frustration. A Foraminifer
was laughing so hard it kept didocating its multiple jaws, resetting them each timewith agridy clacking of
bone.

Aningtant cessation of the laughter caused Airey to crane his neck upward. Before he could react to the
unexpected sght of Klom, hewaslifted bodily from the pit.

"Comewith me, Airey," Klom demanded. Airey caught Sorrel's eyes and read there the wisdom of
complying. Asthetrio moved off for privacy, the drainman grabbed arag to wipe hishands. Finished, he
tucked it into aback pocket.

In the shadow of abelching, stinking cracking tower, Klom rehearsed hismorning to Airey. Airey
listened thoughtfully, his glance bouncing back and forth between Klom and Tugger. When Klom finished
his account, Airey remained silent for haf aminute before speaking.

"l seeonly one answer. Y our pet can manipulate time in some fashion.”

Klom's brow creased. "What? How could that be? I've never heard of such athing being possble.”

"Regardless of what we know, it's the only solution. Tugger responded to your distress by shuttling you
back to the past. That explains your empty dedge and the timecheck on your reader.”

"But how would that have fixed my arm? A dying time-traveler istill adying man.”

Airey stroked his negligible mustache. "Thisistrue. The answer must be more complex then. I'll need to
cogitate on thisawhile. But meanwhile, | think you should give Tugger anything he wants as areward.
Without him, gpparently, you wouldn't be here right now. He's your guardian raksha.”

"I'd gladly give him the finest medl or the thickest bed in the world. But al he seemsto want isto be by
my sde!”

Airey hunkered down beside Tugger. He took the rag from his pocket and wiped away aline of sdiva
from Tugger'sjowls. "There, there, good boy. What you want depends on what you are. And | guess
weéll never know that. Unless—"

"Unlesswhat?' asked Klom.

Airey straightened up, holding the rag bearing Tugger's drool before dl their eyes asif it wereaholy
relic. "Let's send this sample to the laboratories at Radius Seven and get a genomic readout for Tugger. It
will cost Klom apretty paisa, but perhaps well learn more about our friend's congtitution.”

Sorrdl said, "What could asmplelab analysisreved that Bright Tide Rising and his majestatics
overlooked?'

"| suspect that Tugger ddiberately concedled histrue nature from the Raisin, so that he would not be



separated from Klom. Can we put anything beyond a being who can do what Tugger appearsto have
donefor Klom?'

All three friends studied the innocuous anima with new respect. Tugger Smply grinned dopily upward,
then scratched behind hisjaw with arear paw, making anoise like abroom on sand.

Klom said, "Please seeto it, Airey. We need to know what Tugger is so we can make sure he gets the
proper trestment for hiskind."

"Congder it done! And now, dthoughyou are suspended till after the Festival, Klom, Sorrel and | need
to get back to work. Which brings me round to asking you for asmall favor—"

Disdaining the spanner, Klom opened the stuck petcock with the force of hisfingersaone. A torrent of
purple, iron-smelling hematic coolant gouted out, Splashing Klom to hisknees, but he only laughed.

Klom's crib was luxurious by bustee standards. Scabbed together out of rusty sheet metal, driftwood
posts and rafters, broad swaths of cured hidesfrom Aspernas reptilian partchrumpfs and the odd bits of
scratched plastic and warped pressboard, the shack leaked only minimally during the monsoon season
and retained the heat from a seacod fire well during the mild winters. Itsinterior held ahammock layered
with rags and ateetering set of shelves hosting Klom'sfew possessions, including a photo of an old
woman standing in front of ahut on alakeshore. (The unframed photo was surrounded by devamedas
digtributed by the marabouts during various holy days, asif it wereasmall shrine)) A gamecube with a
fuzzed-out display and half its functions deleted by age rested on awicker hassock. Sorrdl often spent
the night in Klom's crib, whether she and Klom had sex or not, preferring it to the crowded quarters she
officidly shared with afamily of kitchen workers. The rancid oily smells her fellow tenants brought back
inthear clothing and hair from their shiftsin the kitchen nausested her.

Thisnight, with Klom ill unwontedly preoccupied by hisearlier "death,” Sorrel eected to keep
company with her lover after her shift ended. Their supper, taken amidst the crowded refectory attached
to Kitchen Number Twelve, had been aslent affair.

They lay quietly together now in the hammock. The Great Sun had gone down just an hour ago, and,
even without any exertion, their naked bodies—one deek and golden, one hairy and pae—were
bedewed with swest. Estuaria breezesfeathered their skins.

Strung from the two biggest, most solidly anchored posts, the hammock and its ropes nonetheless
creaked as Sorrel shifted her position to clamber atop Klom. She began to kiss and tease him. "Where's
the nasty old cruft then, sweetling? Nothing to stop me from rubbing my boobs here now, isthere?"

Most unusually, Klom did not at first respond. Sorrel persisted however, and soon the shipbreaker
began to react enthusiagtically. One massive hand encompassed both her breasts, while the other cupped
her whole ass. Straddling Klom's hips, Sorrel looked back over her shoulder to grab his penisand guide
it home. But suddenly she stopped.

"Sorrdl, what'swrong?'



"|—that thing iswatching ug"

"What thing?' Klom raised himsdlf up on one elbow. "Oh, Tugger?' The beast sat up on its back
haunches attentively, legs askew toward one Sde and its bifurcate horn aimed straight at the couple. If
interpreted anthropomorphicaly, its face expressed goofy bemusement. "But he's watched us every night
sncel found him."

"I know! But it's different now. We don't know what heis, or what he can do, or what he wants. It
shiversmy bones!"

"Tugger? Never! He'sjust my happy littlefriend. Likeyou and Airey."

Sorrel |ooked incensed, and she bounced off Klom to stand on the dirt floor. "So that's al | am to you?
Some kind of pet? Where's my dress?"

Klom swung hislegs around to sit upright. “"No, Sorrel, you're not a pet. That's not what | meant to say.
Don't twist my words around. Y ou know | can't dways say thingsjust right. | love you. Come back,
please”

Standing dressed by the plank door with ahand on the latchstring, Sorrel said, "Forget it, Klom. You
seem to love this—this monster more than you do me. So why don't | just leave you two to whatever
obscene pleasures you can contrive!”

Klom scowled. "Now, Sorrel, you know that's not—"
"And Airey deserves more respect from you too!" she yelled, then was gone.

Klom swore. He kicked his gamecube off the hassock and banged the door open. But Sorrel was
aready out of sght.

Tugger continued to beam beneficently, however, and eventudly Klom calmed down. Before too long,
both man and beast were snoring peacefully.

Klom'sthree weeks of probation were nearly over. He had spent the time increasingly frustrated by the
redization that the dismantling of theCaution Discharge Zone was proceeding swiftly without him. For
onething, he waslosing takaand paisaevery day he sat idle. Hisdreams of quitting the Y ard and retiring
to Chaulk seemed to recede further each day. To conserve his meager savings —depleted drastically by
the advance charges from the Radius Seven |ab—KIlom had taken to egting the very scraps from Kitchen
Number Twelve which he had once foreseen as supplying Tugger's needs. (Luckily, that amiable
companion continued, however improbably, to flourish on nothing more than air and water.) Soliciting the
leftovers from the friendly but sardonic Bergamot cook named Kirsh was a chore that grew more odious
to Klom each day. Kirsh'sface, apockmarked, damascene blue, would crack in asarcastic
snaggle-toothed smile as he handed over the leaky package of orts, always accompanied by some such
jest as, "Heresfarefit for afour-strand, Klom—astarving, poverty-stricken, imbecilic four-strand, that
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But theloss of pay and the humiliating surviva tactics represented the lesser of Klom'sirritations. He
found himself angrier over being excluded from the more intangible aspects of dismantling the starliner,
the conversion of something uselessinto something useful. His earlier work on the ship had begun to
foster an intimate bond with the vessdl, an emotiona linkage he had cometo relish on previousjobs. And
this particular bond had been sanctified in his blood (however inexplicably counterfactua that spillage had
since become). It flt asif Klom had abandoned aresponsibility to tend to the corpse of aloved one,
leaving the job to strangers.

Few of these fedlings were cast in words, ether internaly or to Sorrel or Airey. Nonetheless Klom
experienced deep disquiet and irritability over thisexcluson.

Each day he would spend hours on the shore, gazing out &t the starliner, Tugger lying patiently inthe
sand a his master's feet. Tugger carried about a chewed hank of rope with him, and, from timeto time,
by obvious gestures, would try to interest Klom in a pulling game. Klom played with his pet oncein a
while, but more often Tugger wasignored, |eft to deep or to fret at the frayed ends of the rope with his
exiguous shoulder hands.

The mountainous ship just offshore exhibited few exterior changes, and Klom was | ft to fantas ze about
the altered conditions of the interior. When the ship-to-shore ferry returned each night full of weary
workers, Klom would be present at the dock to glower at Rapaille, who made certain to shelter himsalf
amidst aknot of the brawniest breakers. But Klom never made a move on the overseer, knowing that the
surest way to extend his probation would be another physical assault.

When Klom grew weary of staring out to sea, he retreated to one of the scrap hegpswith his
watercutter. There he would refine his aready masterful carving skills by cutting up worthless old pods
and wall fragments and contorted rebar with hisillimitable tool, until thefilthy dirt became a seaof mud.
The fastidious Tugger choseto remain out of the way of the splattering, but awayswithin easy hall.

It was a just such mindless pursuitsthat Sorrdl found Klom thislate afternoon.

"Klom! Areyou mad? It's Festival Evel The celebrationswill start soon!”

The Festiva of the Triple Sunset was an annud rite celebrating the conjoined westering of Grest, Lesser
and Least Suns. On thefirgt night the three sunswould set within several minutes of each other. On the
fina night the descent of the orbswould occur smultaneoudy, resulting in an incredible celestid display
ingpiring much reverence from the more devout citizens of the Y ard and greater Asperna

Klom holstered hiswatercutter. "I don't care about any stupid Festiva."

"Oh, shut up and get over here. Y ou've been moping for three weeks now, and enough is enough.
Y ou're going to have agood time tonight if | have to carry you on my shoulders”

Thisridiculousimage amused Klom so much he laughed heartily for the first timein days. Squelching
through the mud, he embraced Sorrél, causing her to squedl.

"Yourefilthy! Put medown!"

Klom complied. Tugger, excited, raced over and jumped up to lick Klom'sface.



"Okay, let'sgo get drunk. Soon I'll be earning my wages again, so I'll treat tonight.”
"Don't you want to change up firg?'

"The hell withit. If | get drunk enough to fal down, my clotheswill be dirty aready.”

Thetwilit, odoriferous streets and dleys of the bustee dready siwarmed with representatives of two
dozen races. Chattering, clicking, cachinnating or cawing, the impoverished breakers and sorters,
stockers and drainers, matter-modem techs and vegetable dicers al seemed determined to forget their
cares and woes. I nterspecies camaraderie reigned. Finery of arudimentary sort had emerged from cheap
chests and cardboard closets to adorn bodies spanning the spectrum from elongated to stubby, rugose to
seamless, writhing to dignified.

Vendorswith smal braziers sold pungent kebabs of partchrumpf flesh. Bottles of liquor circulated fredly
from hand to tentacle to paw. Shadowy niches haf-conceded the carna explorations of chance-met
lovers.

Klom moved through the exuberant chaos easily, the crowds parting before his mass. Sorrel and Tugger
dipstreamed behind him. Klom gripped a hdf-empty flagon of toadchunder by its neck. A smear of
partchrumpf grease ringed Sorrel's mouth. Tugger's tongue hung out.

At across-street, the crowd refused to give way for Klom and party, and he soon saw why. They had
intersected a procession of marabouts and flagd lants. Spinning their prayer wheds, swinging thuribles
that wafted spicy fumes, the holybeingsled an elaborately carven juggernaut pulled by ascore of Sphinx.
Hideous and benign wooden faces of devas gazed down implacably on the onlookers.

Sorrel shouted above the banging of drums, the keening of pandits, the crack of cattails threaded with
bloody metd beads, and the blowing of horns. "Airey asked usto meet him later! He's got the results
from Radius Seven!”

"Where?'

"He claims we need to keep the news secret. No eavesdroppers. So he said to meet at three A.M. by
the stockpens. No one will bein such an unlikely place at that hour.”

By two-thirty in the morning, Sorrd was growing weary. Klom'svigor, unfettered from any brooding,
ran unabated. Tugger dragged dong gamely.

"Let'sfind Airey sowe can get to bed, Klom."
"All right.”
The stockpens housed various softly lowing food beastsfor the kitchens, behind shimmering, sizzling

lines of force running from stanchion to sanchion. The noisome atmosphere insured that celebrants
avoided the acreage.



"Airey!" ydled Klom semi-drunkenly into the luminance-crosshatched blackness. "Herewe are! Show
yourself, man! Or are you too busy sucking the ten teats of aMilchmaid!”

Airey stepped from the shadows, hissng. "Quiet, you big 'rumpf! Do you want every bravo in the vicinity
to comeinvestigate your bellowings?| saw apair of Grimjacks just afew aleysover! Were hereto
discuss something extremdy vitd."

Klom sobered up. "What have you learned about Tugger? What makes him so important?

Airey flourished a data-palette, while Sorrd gripped Klom'sarm and leaned in closer. Y our foundling is
atwelve-strand, Klom! Anincredibly powerful deva, despite his seeming lack of sapience! Perhapsthe
only one of hiskind. But unlike al other devas, he's metastable on our ontologica plane! And he might
very well bethe Book of Forgetting aswell!"

"The Book of Forgetting? But—"

Airey gestured dismissively. "I know, | know, everyone has assumed for millennia that the Book was an
artifact of some sort. But I've been doing research into the legend, and nothing in the fragments of loreis
redlly incongstent with the Book being aliving creature. And after alittle cogitetion, | redlized how your
pet saved your life. He doesn't travel back in time, butcrosswise! He forgets one universe while
remembering another. And somehow he shunted the essence of your consciousness onto an alternate
timetrack along with him. A timetrack that lagged just alittle beyond our moment, where your accident
never happened. If you wish to quibble, thisuniverseis not the one you were born in.”

The hesitant tone of Klom's speech conveyed adowly dawning understanding. "But then, that means— |
guess Tugger isredly valuable." Klom looked down at his pet. The being whose inherently recomplicated
cdlular gtructure alowed him to transcend limitations of space and time and legp across the multiverse
was busy nibbling at hisown hide for pests.

Airey laughed cynicaly. "That's underdtating the case amillion timesworse than a Neftdi trader
misrepresents hiswares! With Tugger by your side, you can lay clamto dl therichesin the Indrgal.”

"I don't want so much though,” said Klom. He gathered hisfriendsto hisside. " Just enough for the four
of usto leave this hard place and retire to Chaulk—"

The next voice, abasso rumble, shocked them dl, dthough only Klom recognized it. "I am afraid no one
isgoing anywhere."

Bright Tide Rising floated above them, clouded by his mgestatics. The six-strand owner of the Asperna
Y ards stayed slent for along moment—possibly regarding the quartet curioudy through his mutable vell,
athough Klom could not say for sure—before spesking at last.

"A metastable creature with twice my own information density. No wonder | was unableto read it
properly. It ishard to credit such amiracle, although | have never known the scientists at Radius Seven
to be mistaken before. Y ou will now give methat data-palette.”

Airey braced his spine. "Klom paid for these tests, so they belong to him. And so does Tugger.”

"Absolutdly incorrect. The creature is slvage from aship owned by me. It ismine by terms of your
employment. Y our co-worker will be compensated for hisfind. Perhaps| will give him asmuch asten



thousand taka."
Sorrd chimedin. "That'saninault! Thisanimd isinvaluablel"

"And you three are dl too stupid and primitive to properly exploit such atreasure. But | am done
arguing. With the cresture's entire genome on apaette, it will be smpleto rebirth him, thistime without
any misplaced dlegiances. | have no further need of any of you."

Klom felt mentaly yanked in adozen different directions. How had this horrible Stuation come about,
from such smple and innocent impulses? But before he could speak or act, the telecosmic corona of
majestatics around Bright Tide Rising seemed to squirt four solid streams of particles, distributed along
four vectors.

Klom'swatercutter practically legped into hisright hand, even as he hurled himsdlf to one sde. Hefdt a
piercing painin hisleft shoulder. But the pain did not disturb hisaim.

The noisethat Bright Tide Rising'slegs madein faling to the ground was followed nearly instantaneoudy
by the accompanying mucky splash of his separate upper half.

Klom turned to his companions. All three were stretched out unmoving on the filthy ground. One by one,
he searched their corpses for wounds. But the lancelike majestatics had pierced so cleanly, yet so fatdly,
that Klom could detect nothing. At least their deaths had been swift. Therewas very little blood, and in
fact his own shoulder wound wasinvisible and unlesking.

Klom lifted first Sorrel's head from the muck, and kissed her dirty cheek. He did the same for Tugger
and Airey, before turning to their killer.

Bright Tide Risng's myrmidons were attempting to put their master back together. They had aready
gathered up his spilled entrails and dragged histwo halvesinto contact and were stitching golden sutures
ingde and out.

Klom carved the sx-strand into pieces so smal that dl the mgesticsin the Indrga would not sufficeto
repair the Horseface. The he kicked shitty, hay-speckled mud atop the carrion.

Thelong, harsh night was waning, with dawn adistant rumor. Klom stood, half-bewildered, in histwilit
shack. In his hand he held the data-pd ette bearing Tugger's genome. What good wasit to him? The
money to reincarnate Tugger was asum far beyond his means. And even if somehow miraculoudly given
the fee, Klom could engineer the conception only of Tugger's mere doppel génger, ablank date with no
familiar consciousness shared with the origina who had once saved Klom'slife.

And now Klomwasin danger of losing hisown life once more. His murder of Bright Tide Rising, evenin
self-defense, would earn him death, under the laws of the Indrgja, which were biased against
two-strands.

He knew that he must run. But where?



Klom gathered up a couple of possessions. the picture of his mother, afew deva medas handed out at
religious ceremonies. But then he was overwhelmed by fatigue and despair. The lack of acertain
degtination left him fedling hopeless. With near-suicida unselfconcern, he dropped into his hammock and
fell adegp among hisrags.

Sometime in the earliest hours of morning he awoke to awet tongue rasping hisface. Heflalled hisarms

about, confused and dow to emerge from dreams, and encountered afamiliar boulder of ahead bearing
afleshy protuberance.

IITWI
Something hard was spat out onto his chest, bouncing off into the hammock.
By the time Klom got his eyes ungummed and open, he was done again.

A data-pdette dimed with saliva shared the hammock with him. He dried it off on his shirt and jacked it
into hisreader.

The palette was atriptix in Klom's name. It registered a spendabl e va ue above the ticket price of
severd million taka, and listed as the bearer's ultimate destination the fabled world of Mount Sumeru.

Mount Sumeru. What would Klom's mother say, when he made his brief farewell to her, moving quickly
before he could be connected to Bright Tide Rising's deasth? Never had anyone from Chaulk ventured to
so fabled aplace.

Klom gazed around him &t the familiar shabby interior of hiscrib.

Already it looked distant and remote. The picture of his mother on the banks of Lake Zawinul seemed to
represent astranger. Klom knew that he would never return to Chaulk.

A sense of mystery enveloped him. Was Tugger somehow dive? What awaited him on Mount Sumeru?
Only travel out among the worlds of the Indrga held hope of answers.

The End

PAUL DI FILIPPO

STINK LINES



GYRO GEARLOQOSE LOVED Ginger Barks. Had that deeply simple sentence possessed no
further clause or codicil, no qudifier or amplification, all would have been

well. Love, courtship, marriage, babies, grandparenthood, senescence,

life-support, heavily monitored ingtitutionaized deeth, and the survivors|eft

arguing about what to do with the chipped china: the old, old human progression

would have flowed like hydrogen through the fuel cell of anew 2025 Wuhan Panda.

No headaches, no heartaches, no troubles

No story.

Gyro Gearloose loved Ginger Barks -- but she did not love him.

And that essential lack of reciprocal affection was why Gyro decided to reinvent

their world in her honor.

The day on which Gyro Gearl oose upended the unsuspecting world in the name of
unrequited love began like any other. Gyro's bed catapulted his lanky naked form
into the soft embrace of the auto-valet's capture net. Viaan overhead crane
system, that talented apparatus deposited him fully dressed at the kitchen

table. The multi-appendaged, radar-eyed oil-drumon-a-unicycle that served as his
chef and butler brought him breekfast: two dodo eggs with a side of mammoth

hash. Thisrepast Gyro consumed rather heedlesdy, while having the



old-fashioned newspaper read aloud to him by another mechanica servant shaped
like alarge bespectacled green bookworm. Then, after getting his teeth brushed,
Gyro rode his unique firecracker-powered vehicle to his office at Happy Duck

Research.

Inside his quiet sanctum, Gyro's desk quickly ventured to attract his attention.
"Mr. Gearloose, you have over one hundred messages awaiting your input. In order

of importance, they --"

"Not now," commanded Gyro, and the desk fell sllent. Gyro tossed himsdf ina
lovesick fashion onto a couch. Reaching over and behind his head to an
end-table, he grabbed aframed photo and brought it before hisforlorn gaze. The
portrait depicted a smiling woman whose ddlicate features summed perfectionin
the eye of thisbeholder. Of an age with Gyro, dark-haired and lithe, this
temptress was none other than Ginger Barks. Shaking the frame like an antique
Etch-a-Sketch to redign the picture's intelligent molecules, Gyro was rewarded
with theimage of achild, plainly an earlier verson of Ginger. Thiswasthe

waif Gyro had first fallenin love with a agefive, a atime before he had

even borne his current name.....

No onein thered world today is ever named Gyro Gearloose from the moment of
birth. For onething amgjority of the ancient Gearlooses went extinct during

the Age of Reason, victims of ill-concelved phlogistonicd and etheric

experiments that tended to end in fatal explosions. Those scionsremaining
changed their surnames shortly thereafter in order to overcome a certain ditzy

image. For another thing, no parents -- not even gadget-besotted engineers --



would namether child "Gyro" in the multiculturd early-twenty-first-century

USA, out of fear of having him mistaken for a Greek sandwich. No, the only
universe from which one may choose to adopt the Gearloose name remains afamous
comicbook one. Which is precisaly where our own Gyro Gearloose found his

aternate gpellation. Or rather, had it thrust upon him.

Little Gary Harmon wasfive years old in the portentous year of 2001. And
whatever that year might have meant for the rest of Earth's multifarious

population, for Gary it sgnaed massive upheavas. For 2001 was the year during
which Gary's mother abandoned the ineffectua and distant Warren Harmon for love

of another woman, and, consolidating her custody of Gary, moved to Duckburg.

The town of Duckburg had until very recently been known as Los Gatos,
Cdifornia, an upscae hamlet on the edge of Silicon Valey. But latein the

year 2000, Los Gatos was purchased outright by the Disney empire, flush with
cash after the success of its latest animated festure, Disney's Golden Ass of
Apuleius. (The computer industry that formerly provided much of the ared's
wedlth and stable tax base was churning spastically under the introduction of
carbon-based buckytube circuitry, and Governor Simpson saw the sale of Los Gatos
asafine way to tauten a sagging bottom linein the state's budget.) This
charming, compact town, not far from magjor population centers, suited Disney's
plans perfectly: the corporation intended to construct amonument to one of
ther relatively unsung geniuses, astaff crestor for much of hislifewho had

yet managed to emerge from the bland anonymity that cloaked most Disney artists.



The cult artist Carl Barks had been born in 1901. At the turn of the century he

was gill dive. And hiswork had more fans than ever.

Starting in the late 1940s, Barks had jolted the basic boring Donald Duck print
universe -- dways aminor tentacle of the Disney octopus with about ten zillion
voltsof creative energy. In hundreds of comicbook adventures over the next

three decades, Barks added intriguing new characters and dense backstory to the
formerly one-note Disney property, creating arich Benday-dot cosmos. Aided by
superior artwork, abetted by humor and a sense of adventure, Barks succeeded in
placing his own unique stamp on Uncle Walt's crestion. Barkss work had been
reprinted and idolized now for nearly half a century. Motivated by a smidgen of
benevolence and a heap of salf-interest, the Disney suits had decided that

Barkss centennia was time to build the man amonument.

The Disney imagineers moved into Los Gatos. Under the terms of their purchase,
they owned every property in town, which the state had first seized by eminent
domain. But the generous enterprise promptly leased the buildings back to any
citizens and businesses who wished to remain through the trangition. Within

twelve months, thousands of workers had transformed L os Gatos into a fenced-off
smulacrum of Barkss Duckburg. Role-playing employees were brought in to
supplement the other, non-costumed citizens, the admission booths were opened,
and Duckburg was in business, after astirring ceremony involving itshumble

aged founder and ahost of luminaries.

The Disney drones had even found some genuine Barkses willing to relocate to

Duckburg. Harry and Norma Barks, with their young daughter Ginger, were distant



relatives down on their luck and happy to move to atown where they would become

ingtant celebritieswith anew home and guaranteed income.

At the same time, the former Mrs. Jane Harmon, having reverted to her maiden
name of Greet, arrived a the modd community, looking for anew start. With her
lover, LornaLish, and using money from her divorce settlement, Jane Greer st
up aceramics shop in Duckburg. (Having successtully begeten the pitifully
ineffective Southern Baptist boycott, Disney was now actively and openly
encouraging gay and lesbian participation in dl its affairs, and so endowed

Jane Greer with many generoustax breaks and incentives.)

And soit wasthat little Gary Greer-Lish was soon enrolled with Ginger Barks

and al the other potential Junior Woodchucks in Duckburg's school.

No geniuswas necessary to coin Gary's nicknamein this milieu. Within an hour
of thefirg roll-call, every one of his peerswas hailing him as Gyro

Gearloose.

Gary's congternation, as might be imagined, was thick and weighty. Uprooted,
friendless, unfamiliar with the basis of his new community, he reacted badly at

first to the nerdy nickname.

Onerecess period, as Gary sat disconsolately in the fragrant shade of a

eucalyptustree, one of hisfemale classmates approached him.



"I think Gyro Gearlooseis cool,” Ginger Barks said, then, red-faced with

embarrassment, hurried off.

That wasall it took. Gary wasin love.

Over the next few months, as Gary inductably became more intimate with the
history of his chicken-headed humanoid namesake, he felt himself growing

comfortable with his new unshakeable name.

Barkss Gyro was cool. Unfettered by marriage or convention, brilliant,
carefree, indomitable in the face of disaster, Gyro was perhaps the one citizen
of classic Duckburg with complete freedom. As role modelswent, you could do

much worse.

In subsequent years, as certain of the growing boy's own intellectua
proclivities began to manifest themsdves, rendering him something of ahappily

asocid loner, the identification with Barks's creation became complete.

So around about the time Gary Greer-Lish got histhird virtual Ph.D. (he was
nineteen), he answered more readily and easily to Gyro Gearloose than to his

legal moniker. And afew years|ater, when he opened his Happy Duck Researchin
Duckburg with afew hundred million dollars deriving from his patentson a

process that boosted the efficiency of chlorophyll by two hundred percent, Gyro

Gearloose was hislegd name.

Asfor Ginger Barks, she had |eft Duckburg in their first year of high school.



Her parents had eventudly crumbled under the pressure of being permanently on
display, and had rel ocated to San Francisco. Cruelly, at just that period when

Gyro was becoming mature enough to deepen hisrelationship with hisonetrue
love, sheflew out of hisreach. During subsequent years, despite Gyro's

congtant attempts at forging closer bonds, Ginger had remained seemingly
uninterested in Gyro as anything more than an old childhood friend. Nowadays, in
her demanding job as reporter for the San Francisco Examiner, Ginger seldom even

bothered to punch Gyro's address into her pocket-pa's e-mail window.

Gyro now planted akiss on the glass front of Ginger's picture. The glass
fadtidioudy cleansed itsdf of hislip-prints, otherwise Ginger's feetures

would have been obscured by an overlay of such daily traces.

"If only I could do something that would bring Ginger back to Duckburg,” said
Gyro wigfully to the seemingly untenanted room. Not recognizing acommand or
request, hisdesk remained slent. "Eveniif only for alittlewhile. Surely

she'd soon see how much | care for her! But what could | do that would be

marvel ous and sartling enough to attract her attention?”

There came atugging at Gyro's pantsleg. Looking down, he saw Li'l Bulb, his

Helper.

Li'l Bulb was Gyro'sloyd persond assstant. Approximately fifteen inches
high, hisform was smple: his head resembled afaceless Edison-era pointed

light bulb ditting in aknurled chrome collar; below that, aflexible



stick-figure armature, feet encased in bulbous shoes and hands begloved. These
primitive looks, however, belied Li'l Bulb's astonishing fegtures. Insde his
mock-filamentous head (opague, with atrompe-l'oell holo giving theilluson of
tungsten-occupied transparency), buckytube architecture granted him a processing
capacity of many, many teraflops, the equivaent of severd oldtime
supercomputers. The titanium rods of his body were packed with miniature
power-sources and sophisticated sensors. The onething Li'l Bulb could not do
was speak. In this day and age where practically everything talked, Gyro

preferred slencein hisassstant. However, Li'l Bulb's miming was surprisingly

information-dense, and if necessary, he could aways scribble a quick note.

Now Li'l Bulb's message was obvious. In response to Gyro's plaint, he was waving

arolled-up comic he plainly desired Gyro to read.

Gyro took the book, which was one of the many reprints of Carl Barkss drakely
adventures to be found at various souvenir stands within Duckburg. Overly
familiar with such fare, Gyro perused it briefly, then said, "What's the point,

Helper?'

Li'l Bulb whooshed hishands asif smulating flight. He gestured in awavery
fashion asif portraying heat-distorted air. He shaped an obvious balloon above

his head. He cupped his hands and then exploded them outward.

Gyro scratched his head. "Are you saying | should fly a plane to the desert and

blow something up?*



Li'l Bulb dapped hisindestructible glass forehead in frustration, then
snatched paper and pencil from the endtable. After writing two sharp words, he

handed the paper to his boss.

"'Specid effects’ Hmmm." Gyro took another look at the comic. In one pand,
Donad had just been drenched in perfume by anirritated Daisy. From his sodden,

deected, feethered seif radiated thick linesindicative of exotic pungency.

Gyro shot to hisfeet. "He per, you're worth your weight in EinsteinBose

condensate! Now, fetch me my hat!"

One aticle of gpparel the original Gyro Gearloose was never seen without was
his hat. Some kind of yellow fet porkpie with black band and upcurved brim, it
remained securely atop his brown thatch through whatever chaos ensued, thanksto

ahandy dastic string running under hischin.

Our Gyro, no stickler for imitating the appearance of his namesake, went hatless
on aday-to-day basis. The hat now being dragged across the floor by a
responsve Li'l Bulb clutching its string, athough outwardly identica to the
original mode, wasin redlity aspecid instrument devised by Gyro, and used
only on certain needful occasions. The crown of Gyro's hat was packed with
circuitry that could interface with his thoughts via € ectromagnetic conduction
and induction, amplifying them in radica ways and bolstering his naturd
credtivity and genius. However, the device was neurologically ennervating to a

certain degree, and Gyro used it only sparingly. Besides, somehow the hat felt



like cheating. Even though it was his own invention, he preferred relying only

on hisunasssted natura brain.

If the hat helped him win Ginger, though, held gladly compromise any principles

and sacrifice any number of gray cdlls.

Li'l Bulb reached Gyro'sfeet, and wiped imaginary sweet from hisbrow. The
inventor bent down to retrieve the hat. Placing it on his head, he snapped the
string under his chin, thus activating the amplification effect. Immediatdly,

his face assumed aloopy expression; you fully expected Gyro'seyesto spin like

the cylinders on adot machine until they came up dl cherries.

In an abstracted voice, Gyro addressed the desk: " Open new spec file for our

nanofab plant, production to beginimmediately upon file closure." Gyro launched

into along recitation of abstruse assembly parameters, terminating the

ingruction gtring with afina "Close." He snapped the chin-string again,

powering off his hat, then removed it. Wearily, he dumped onto the couch, hat

cradledin hislap. Li'l Bulb hopped up beside him.

"Well, Helper, would you like to hear what I've just invented?

The automaton shook his head no.

"Really?Why not?'

Li'l Bulb snatched up his pad and pencil and scribbled anote.



"Legd and ethical deniability.’ Oh, come off it! When havel ever gotten usin

trouble before?"

Holding up hisleft three-fingered, one-thumbed hand asif to enumerate
occasions, Li'l Bulb began to count off with hisright index finger. He reached

five sets of four before Gyro stopped him.

"Okay, okay, but thistime won't be like those. I've smply adapted an old

theoretical ideafor my own purposes. Have you ever heard of 'utility fog?"

Li'l Bulb clasped his head with both hands asif in darm.

"What'swrong with utility fog? An evenly dispersed permanent aerosol of
intelligent nanomachines about as dense asthe air pollutionin
twentieth-century L.A. An ambient mit that living crestures can bresthe
harmlesdy. Nothing darming about that. And utility fog could redly be
helpful. Say your car wasfilled with the stuff. Y ou'd never noticeit until you
got in an accident. Then -- ingtant airbag, asthe invisble machines

protectively swarm and cohere between you and the dashboard!”

Furioudy moving pen across paper, Li'l Bulb finished another note.

""Why hasn't utility fog been marketed before now if it's so wonderful ? Well,

thereare dl| those foolish EPA regulationsfor onething .... "



Li'l Bulb began to runin circles on the couch. Without warning he leaped up
onto Gyro'slap and grabbed ahandful of Gyro's shirt. Franticaly, the small

assistant began to shake hisboss.

"Helper, stop it! My mind's made up! Nothing's going to go wrong. I've
programmed my utility fog to monitor GPS coordinates and remain within Duckburg
city limits. And its effectswill smply be certain, ah, visua enhancements.

Besdes, it'stoo late now. The assembly ingructionsincluded immediate

dispersd of thefirg few unitsinto the atmosphere, with salf-replication

thereafter."

Fdling back onto the couch, Li'l Bulb lay on hisback with handsfolded in

corpse posture across histubular chest.

"Oh, what ame odramatic clown you are, Helper! But by thistime tomorrow, when

the fog reaches critica mass, you'll seethat al your fears are unfounded.”

Li'l Bulb's undtirring attitude and fake flickering filament somehow managed to

convey immense sarcastic doulbt.

When Gyro awoke the morning after his Ginger-winning brainstorm hefirst moved
hisarm tentatively, noting nothing unusua accompanying its passage through the
air. Critical mass of utility fog had plainly not been reached yet. Before he

could perform any further non-instrumented tests, the bed, sensing his changein

consciousness, launched him into another day.



At the office, al was as before. Gyro dealt with many matters pertaining to the
swelling fortunes of Happy Duck Research, losing track of time. It was only when
his secretary knocked on his door, causing a seated Gyro to look up from various
interactive displays, that the savant redized his scheme had borne strange

fruit.

Each rap on Gyro's door produced an accompanying visua phenomenon. A
jagged-edge canary-yelow splotch as substantial and coherent as a piece of
floating gauze materidized in midair near the door. Inside each splotch was

printed in black the punctuated word KNOCK! These manifestations lasted

approximately three seconds before fading to nothing.

"Comein," cdled Gyro.

Above his head appeared an unmistakable word balloon. A white ova roughly the
Sze of an unfolded digper with adangling curving tail functioning as

source-pointer, the balloon repeated Gyro's words: Comein.

Gyro got to hisfeet. "Oh, excdlent." A second balloon materialized, even as
thefirst wasfading. Gyro waked quickly around the collection of intelligent
particles. As solid to the eye as a sheet of vellum, the word balloon displayed

its message on both sides in readable orientation.

The door to Gyro's office swung open, framing Gyro's secretary, Mina L ucente,



bearing atray from the company cafeteria. Today, to complement her
Daisy-Duckish pinafore, Minawore robin's-egg-blue pumps. As she crossed the
officestiled floor, each percussive strike of her high heels was accompanied

by a spatter of purple centered around aclick proportionately smaler than the

loud KNOCK!

"Mr. Gearloose, | brought you some --" Minafatered as her words appeared in
quasi-tactile form above her head. Holding the tray one-handed, she covered her

mouith.

"Don't worry, Mina That balloon's not issuing from you. Well, not entirely.”

Gyro explained what he had done, his own continuous speech flickering acrossthe
surface of asingle balloon asif on ateleprompter, asthe clever utility fog
maximized its resources. "Now, set that tray down and go draft a pressrelease.
I'm sure well be getting quite anumber of calls about this enchanting

modification to Duckburg's environment.”

AsMinawasleaving, Li'l Bulb entered. Confronting Gyro with hands placed on
imaginary hips, Li'l Bulb regarded his boss sternly for amoment, then reached
out and snapped hisfingers. The snap was represented as a green bubble that

popped out of existence rather than faded.

Gyro handed his assistant a pen and paper, and got back this message: "Y ou don't

know how glad | am that | cannot speak.”

Gyro smiled. "Oh, don't worry. The utility fog will soon respond to other things



than sound. Just wait and see.”

WHEN THE MAY OR of Duckburg stormed into Gyro's office, he found the giddy
inventor testing the limits of the unasked-for civic improvement. Uttering any

old gibberish that cameinto his head in order to keep a speech baloon aive --

the Gettysburg Address, pop song lyrics, his projected Nobel acceptance speech

-- Gyro was atempting to discover the saf-repair capacity of the utility fog.
Ripping big hunks out of the floating speech display -- the ragged weightless
fragments remained aive for afew hundred millisecondsin Gyro's cupped hands,
their portion of print warped and distorted -- Gyro watched appreciatively as

new nanomachines swarmed into the damaged areato repair the hovering text

baloon.

Seeing the Mayor, Gyro cdled out gleefully, "It'sjust incredible! Without my
hat, | can't even recall dl theroutines| put into theselittle rascals, buit |

must have cobbled together some redlly nest code!”

Already once retired, the octogenarian Mayor Floyd Ramie was not generally an
excitable type. From 2005 to 2015 he had had aflourishing career with Disney in
their Touchstone division, performing in such cinematic hits as Voodoo Lounge
(2012), where he co-starred with ageriatric Mick Jagger asone of apair of
doddering hippiesintent on opening a Club Med franchisein Haiti upon that
nation's ascension to statehood. Pensioned off to Duckburg, he had won the

mayora post in an uncontested eection.



The Mayor's generally benevolent and somnolent disposition, however, had been
dragticaly frayed by an hour of watching his own speech -- and that of dl the
frantic vigitorsto his office -- come and go above his head. Mayor Ramie had
never readlized how full of awkward pauses (indicated in the speech balloons by
the conventiona three-dot dlipss), stutters, fragments, and sensaless

interjections his own unscripted conversation was.

Now the Mayor banged afist down on Gyro's desk. His action was accompanied by a
dull brown THUMP!, causing Gyro's desk to cry "Ouch!", an exclamation which was

smultaneoudy ballooned in a square shape, indicating machine speech.

"Goddamn it, Gearloose, what the, urn, hell is going on here? What've you done?
Er, does Disney know about this? Isit something they, ah, asked you to do? Why
wasn't | informed first? Do you redlize it took me, er, over an hour to catch up

with your, um...press release?"

Gyro smiled. "No, Floyd, thisisentirdly my scheme. | thought I'd bring
Duckburg alittle welcome notoriety. Ticket sales have been off thisyear,
haven't they? Ever since RioDisney opened. Mighty hard for Uncle Scrooge to

compete with al those thong-clad Carioca babes."

Wetching his own just-uttered words while smultaneoudly trying to formulate new
oneswasinducing akind of psychic vertigo in Mayor Ramie, introducing strange
loopsinto his neura speech circuits. Face flushed, he groped for coherence.

"Jesus, Gearloosg, | can't believe you thought | believe you can't Jesus --"



At that moment the perpetudly replicating utility fog crossed anew threshold,

exhibiting agtartling emergent property.

Mayor Ramie's head caught fire.

Wide-eyed, Gyro fdt hisjaw drop. The Mayor, redizing by Gyro's gaze that
something novel was occurring in the vicinity of his stubbornly unmodified bald
pate, reached up. His hands disturbed the vaporous mock flames, but of course he

felt nothing.

"What, what, what?" he spluttered.

"Oh, it'snothing. Just that your head appears to be burning up, obvioudy
because you're angry with me. Y ou see, | endowed my nanomachines with the
ability to monitor human physiological responses, including EEG traces. They're

akin to miniaturized emotiondetectors, only much more sophigticated.”

With visible effort, Mayor Ramie composed himsdf, and his crown of flames died

down. "So everything I, ah, fed isgoing to be made, er, objectively clear to

everyone?'

"Moreor less. But let'sfaceit, Floyd -- you were never exactly what anyone

would call 'poker-faced' before now."

Mayor Ramie seethed in sllence for afew seconds, until his accusatory glare



triggered a new response from the utility fog.

From the vicinity of the Mayor's eyestwin streams of tiny daggers flowed,
impacting harmlesdy on Gyro. Theinventor'sinvoluntary laughter wasthe last

straw, sending Mayor Ramie storming out.

Mina Lucente entered hard upon the Mayor's departure. Chewing gum, she was

accompanied by an orbital cloud of evanescent pink pearls, each encapsulating a

small snap. "Mr. Gearloose, I'm holding off hundreds of news organi zations that

want to talk to you."

"Is one of them the San Francisco Examiner?"

”YS,"

"Tdl them they'll have an excdlusiveinterview with meif they send their

reporter Ginger Barksto Duckburg.”

Minafrowned. "Y our old sweetheart?' A giant glossy red Vdentine heart

materialized over her head, then cracked into shards. "Very well, Mr.

Gearloose!" Minastamped off.

"And to think I never even suspected .... Oh, well, it'sal for the best.

Things are working out exactly as| planned.”

Little did Gyro susgpect that he might soon have to eat hiswords.



Literdly.

Preening in front of his office mirror, Gyro congratulated hims=lf once again.

Ginger Barks had entered Duckburg and was on her way to his office. Her enforced
groll through the living-comichook town (vehicles other than code-approved ones
such as Gyro's firecracker-mobile were prohibited within the metro-park) would
surely impress her with Gyro's genius. During their interview, as he expatiated

at length on hislatest invention and on his boldly adventuresome future plans,

he would gradudlly direct the conversation toward persona matters. By the end

of their session, Gyro was willing to bet, he'd have a date with Ginger. After

that, it was Ssmply amatter of time before she agreed to become Mrs. Gearloose.

Gyro'sdoor burst open, hitting the wall with an impressive orange THWACK!!! In
rushed Li'l Bulb. Thelively smal automaton was plainly very excited. Jumping
up and down, he pointed backward out the door, then pinched the space where his

nose would have been.

"What isit, Hel per? Another legk at the bioremediation plant? 1 thought we

fixed that for good."

Li'l Bulb shook his head in the negative. He began another miming, then abruptly
stopped. Folding hisarms across his chest, he composed himsdlf patiently, asif

to say, You'l soon see.



And see Gyro did. For at that moment Ginger Barks, eternal romantic icon lodged
in Gyro's perpetualy adolescent heart, re-entered hislife. Not unaccompanied,

however. For radiating from Ginger's entire body were innumerable stink lines.

The nanomachines had outdone their past creative efforts. The stink linesthey
had created were inch-wide wavery ribbons of various bilious shades:
diarrhea-brown, vomit-yellow, squashed-bug-green, fresh-road-kill-purple.
Extending upward from Ginger's anatomy in varying lengths, they resembled a

forest of sickly, current-irred kelp.

Gyro was dumbstruck. Thelook on Ginger's face did not help him to recover his
voice: her beautiful countenance was contorted with anger. When she fixed her
baeful gaze on Gyro, asmdl black storm cloud appeared over her head,

discharging tiny lightning bolts and thunder rumbles.

"Gyro Gearloose! | assume you're respongble for al thist What the hell are
these, these attachments?' Ginger was unmistakably displeased. "I picked them up

as soon as| cameinto town!"

Gyro hesitated to name the display with its conventiona rudetag. "They're, um

-- fragrance motifsl | assume you're wearing some kind of perfume...?"

"Yes, of course. Cavin Klein's newest. Compost. It's part of hiswhole 'Wake

Up, Gaid line"

Advancing tentatively on his beloved, disinclined to sample any odor that could



have provoked such an abundance of stink lines, Gyro essayed a ddlicate sniff.
Not surprisingly, given Cavin'sfine reputation, Ginger's perfume proved to be
an atractive melange of subtle organic scents. However, some esoteric chemical

underpinning must have provoked the utility fog's garish resction.

"Quitenice" Gyro hastened to compliment Ginger. "Y ou smdll like asummer
tomato. Asfor the, er, fragrance motifs, they'rejust asmall glitchinmy
cregtion, | assureyou. | have anideal Let'stalk outside. Perhaps the effect

will dissipate out of doors."

Ginger's persona storm cloud vanished, and she bestowed awarm smile on her

childhood friend. Gyro hoped the smile reflected persona affection, and not

just dreams of aPulitzer.

"Okay! | need to learn al aout what you've clone here, Gyro. The whole world

needsto learn! | can't believe you granted me an exclusivel"

"Theleast | could do for my dearest friend,” Gyro said dashingly. He motioned

toward the door, and moved to drape an arm around Ginger's shoulders as

gentlemanly guidance. But at the last moment, he hesitated. Those stink lines

Asthey |eft the office, Gyro looked back over his shoulder.

Li'l Bulb was doubled over in silent laughter, dapping hisknee.



Gyro wondered if he could possibly sneak back for amoment and kick his Helper's

blank titanium butt.

ON THISLOVELY sunshiny day, Duckburg was packed with tourists. Drawn by media
reports detailing the unprecedented improvements to the familiar Disney

atraction, vistors had swarmed in. The park employees and Duckburg's

infrastructure were hard-pressed to dedl with the flood of visitors. Lines had

formed outside the restrooms (from which structures, Gyro was mortified to see,

garish stink lines radiated in Hydran profusion), and aso outside the snack

stands (from which sinuous good-aromatendrils, colored in variousice-cream

shades and equipped at ther tips with beckoning fingers, dithered out to

olfactorily entice).

"Let'sstroll down Main Street,” suggested Gyro. Asthey walked past various
storefronts -- including Greer-Lish Pottery, now no longer run by Gyro'stwo
mothers, who had sold the business and retired to Aridl's Palace, afloating

Disney arcology -- Gyro recounted hisingpiration and the method by which he had
endowed vanillaredity with these Lichtensteinian bellsand whistles. Ginger

nodded intelligently, recording his words on her pocket-pal .

Out from an aley raced astray cat being chased by aloose mongrel dog. The
dog's yaps were concretized as steely BB's, while the cat's hisses were a spikey

corona.

Severd feet past the dley, on asmall outdoor stage, the actress wearing the

concedling outfit of duckly sorceress Magica DeSpell went through her accustomed



act, threatening her bound captives, Huey, Dewey, and Louie. To the amazement of
the onlookers -- and most likely to her own -- Magicas mystical gestures were

accompanied by actua spark trailsand fizzing lightning bolts.

Shortly Gyro and his guest found themsdlves near one of the villagesmain
atractions. Uncle Scrooge's Money Bin, repository of the fabled Number One
Dime. A crowd of several hundred people were gathered in the square. Gyro now
had a chance to see how certain of the utility fog's processing routines fully
manifested themsalves. For ingtance: the utility fog tried not to overlap

individua speech and noise baloons, if possible. Positioning aballoon idedlly
above the head of each speaker, the fog would only layer the balloons like
multiple windows on an old-fashioned computer desktop if individuas were

crowded together, such as now.

Additionally, of course, louder noises and shouts produced proportionately
larger displays, which perforce interfered with smaller ones. Quickly picking up
on this, children had begun screaming in order to overlay their parents words.

The consequent decibd level was amogt painful.

Gyro glanced up at aclock on town hal. "It'stimefor the daily raid by the

Beagle Boys"

"Asif | could ever forget,” Ginger said. "Don't you ever wonder sometimes,
Gyro, what kind of people we would have been if we had grown up in anormal

town?'



Gyro astonished himsdlf with hisboldness. "Why, | think you're just perfect as

you are, Ginger."

Ginger smiled and said, "Thank you," with Gyro'swords hanging embarrassingly in

the air between them.

Right on time a gunshot rang out, accompanied by an unprecedented leaden BANG!,
and thetrio of masked and stubble-faced Beagle Boys tumbled out of the Money
Bin, clutching bags of loot. But asthey ran from the arriving Duckburg police,

something new wasin evidence.

The Beagles were surrounded by motion lines.

Inthe ar behind them, the runnerseft day-glo jetstreams, and their pumping
legs were hidden in spinning-prop effects, making the robbers appear to be

torsos mounted on careening wheelchairs.

Disconcerted, the Beagles ground to a stop and began to wave their arms about,
asif to shoo curious encircling bystanders away from their possibly dangerous
gppearance. Their arms exhibited ghost-replication: faint duplicates of their

limbs traced the paths of their every movemen.

Gyro turned to Ginger. The reporter with whom he wasincurably inlove was
regarding Gyro asif he were a caged specimen of the bulletheaded Bomb Birds

that Donad had encountered in " Adventure at Bomb Bird Idand.” "Heh-heh, quite



harmless. Over acertain velocity and under certain emotiona stresses, these

effectskick in, you see.... "

Now the Beagles were arguing with each other. One began to swear, and his curse
words were represented in his balloon by various censoriousicons. asterisks,
whirlwinds, stars and such. A second Beagle decided that the show must go on,
and he resumed running. Unfortunately, he tried to continue the argument at the
sametime, looking over his shoulder, and thusimpacted atree. Despite the
protection of hisfoam costume, he fell unconsciousto the ground, and aflock

of twittering bluebirds began to circle hishead.

"I need pictures of thisl" Ginger said. "My camerasinthecar.”

"Il comewith you," Gyro said hadtily, wondering how hewould ever begin his

romantic pitch under these awkward circumstances.

Together, Ginger and Gyro reached the main gated entrance to Duckburg. Departing

the town limits, they headed toward one of the many parking lots. They were

halfway there before Gyro noticed something.

Ginger'sstink lines il attended her.

"No," said Gyro unbdievingly, "thiscan't be." Hiswords were promptly

ballooned.



Ginger stopped. "What's the matter?’

"The utility fog is supposed to be congtrained within the perimeter of the town.

No leakage."

Gyro looked back at Duckburg. A smal mechanical figure was hastening through
the gate toward them. In afew seconds Li'l Bulb had caught up with his boss.
The assstant carried Gyro's pocket-pd , which the inventor had forgotten while

focused on impressing Ginger.

Gyro took the all-purpose device from Li'l Bulb. His assstant had dready tuned

the communicator to a news broadcast:

"-- solar flares of unprecedented dimensions. All GPS satdllites are out of
commission. The system is not expected to come back online for aweek. For

further details, vigt --"

"A week," moaned Gyro. "Without proximity congtraints on their replication, the
utility fog could fill the Earth'swhole atmospherein aweek! Thisisawful!

What else could go wrong?"

The answer to Gyro'srhetorical question was not long in coming. For over
Ginger's head, anew kind of balloon had formed. Nubby-edged in contrast to the
sharp lines of the speech capsules, its connection to its owner made not with a

tall but with aseries of bubbles, its species was self-evident.



It was athought balloon. And it contained this observation:

What afuckup!

GYRO'SWEARY HEAD lay cradled in hisfolded arms atop his sllent desk. Suspended
above the woeful inventor's noggin was athought balloon filled with colorful
graphic images. Gyro strung from anoose, Gyro with hishead in aguillotine,

Gyrowilting under ahail of stonesthrown by an angry mob of citizens.

Some such fate, it seemed, was very likely to be hisat any moment. For he had
faled to stop the utility fog. And that mission was the only reason he retained
hisfreedom, instead of languishing in some Federd oubliette, awaiting the

trid of the young century, followed, no doubt, by public tarring and

feathering. Oh, the frustration, not to mention the damage to his pride! And he

had come so close

Of course, acautious Gyro, under the earlier influence of his mindbooster hat,
had engineered afailsafe into thefog. A certain signa, broadcast on acertain
frequency, was supposed to trigger instant shutoff in the nanodevices. And o,
with minor reluctance, as soon as he verified that the fog had indeed seeped
past Duckburg's city-limits, Gyro had sent thet killer message. At firg, all
seemed well. But Gyro had not reckoned with mutations. Stray high-energy
particles from the same solar flares that had decommissioned the GPS satellites
had aso jiggered with the quantum-sengitive nanodevices. One percent of the

invighble crittersignored the shutoff command.



That proved to be plenty.

Conggtent with Gyro's off-the-cuff estimate, during the past week the escaped
nanomachines from Duckburg had contaminated every cubic centimeter of the
globe's aimosphere up to severd miles high. Despite their early

near-extinction, the fecund utility fog eadily filled dl available niches.
(Replication thereafter among the communi cating contiguous nanomachines, as

programmed, dowed to replacement levels.)

Within six days, the entire globe had been Barkserized.

Not very many people were happy with this. In fact, practicaly no one.

The bulk of the fog's pop-ups and hi-litings were surely annoying, yet easy
enough to ded with. Although nobody redlly appreciated stink lines, for
ingance, Sgnaling the inefficaciousness of their underarm deodorant, they

could live with such indignities, Snce everyone el se was subject to the same
automatic inaults. (In fact, one positive aspect of the silent invason wasthat
persona hygiene, as monitored by a partidly functioning CDC in Atlanta,
actually improved.) Perhaps people could even have learned to tolerate the truly
ridiculous motion-lines that accompanied the intimate actions of lovemaking.
(What had Gyro been thinking?) But the one intolerable aspect of thefog, the

ultimate intrusion, were the thought balloons.

The same mind-reading circuitry found in Gyro'sintelligence-amplifying hat



existed in digtributed form among the nanodevices. And dl censorship filters

had been wiped. Any thought that reached a certain density of conceptualization
wasfair game for display, aswords or pictographs. Husbands and wives, bosses
and employees, sdlesmen and news anchors, diplomats and world leaders -- dl
found their formerly hidden sentiments suddenly spotlighted for anyoneto read.
International and domestic antagonisms that would not be settled for decades

ingtantly blossomed.

Theinitid effect was amilar to worldwide attack by deadly antipersonnd bombs
that |eft infrastructure intact. Streets and public buildings emptied as people
huddled a home (in separate rooms for each family member) closeted with their
suddenly naked thoughts. And had most of society's vita services not been fully
cyberneticaly maintained (Li'l Bulb's cousins, anthropomorphic or not, had no
thoughts they were ashamed of), complete collapse of society would have swiftly

followed this mass abandonment of the workplace.

Within acouple of days of the advent of this prosthetic telepathy, afew

makeshift strategies to avoid the thought balloons had been devised. The highest
levels of the world's many governments now functioned in airtight roomswhose
atmospheres had been cleansed of fog by meticulousfiltering. And sincethe
dramatic yet wispy utility fog displays could be dispersed with a sufficent

breeze, the few people brave enough to mingle took to carrying portable fansand

blowing away their thoughts before they could be read.

During thiscriss, Gyro had of course not been inactive. Spending debilitating



hours under his neuron-goading hat, he strove to come up with some method of
disabling the utility fog. But no easy answer presented itself. Hisbest plan --

to release killer nanodevicesin sufficient numbersto eat up thefog -- was
ingtantly and loudly vetoed by every world leader. No onewaswillingtorisk a

second plague possibly worse than the firdt.

Today Gyro was at the end of hiswits. Wracked by guilt -- which manifested
itself as an impressive yet weightless anvil aop his shoulders -- he probably
would have smply quit by now, had it not been for his small band of supporters:
Mina, Ginger, and Li'l Bulb. These three stalwarts had never been far from his
Sde during the past week. Mina, seemingly recovered from her heartbreak,
handled dl practicd details, including meds. Ginger dispensed cheer, while
filing report after objective and charitable report to her newspaper, and thence
to an expectant and angry world. Li'l Bulb helped on the technical front.
Additionaly, Mayor Ramie, designated the officia government contact with the
crimind inventor, visited often, bringing with him blustery reassurances and
encouragements, along with invariably innocuous thought balloonsthat testified
to hisessentidly empty mind. (Already, there wastak of running him for

Governor of Cdifornia)

There came avisible and audible knock at the door. How long ago it seemed,
thought Gyro weskly, that first knock of Minas proving hisillomened brainstorm
aredity. Gyro raised hisweighty head, and the everpresent anvil recalibrated

itslocation on his shoulders.

"Comein."



Ginger Barks had logt her stink lines. Too busy to go home and get her perfume,
yet not neglecting revivifying showersin the Happy Duck Research gym
facilities, she no longer triggered the utility fog's repulsive iconography.

Holding up incredibly well under the pressure, she actualy looked more radiant
by the day. Gyro loved her more than ever, yet had never felt her to be further

out of hisreach.

After that first harsh thought had escaped her in the parking lot, Ginger had
been very careful to keep her displayed inner sentiments scrupuloudly neutral.
This control could be achieved, but only by stringent acts of will most people
found themselvesincapable of. Prior practice with some form of meditation
gppeared to help, and Ginger had indeed been practicing Tibetan visudization
techniques for many years, ever since interviewing the elderly Richard Gerein

hisretirement homein liberated Tibet.

The thought balloon above Ginger's head now conveyed her pity for Gyro, apity
more hurtful than scorn: Poor guy! Helooks like héson hislast legs. This

can't go on much longer ....

Gyro pretended not to have seen thisthought. (Already, an etiquette involving
keeping one's gaze low was developing. Y et thistactic did not solve perhapsthe
worst feature of the thought balloons, which was often not being able to see

your own. Gyro understood some people now never left Sight of an arrangement of

pared mirrorsthat would alow them to monitor their thoughts continuoudly.)



Essaying aweak smile, hetried to put a positive spin on things.

"Well, Ginger, I'm planning to go under the hat again within the next hour. |
expect thiswill be the turning point. At some point the solution hasto come,

you know --"

Ginger closed the door behind her and crossed the room. Unexpectedly, she sat on
Gyro'slap. Ignoring hisinsubstantia anvil, she put her arms around his neck.
"Gyro, don't fakeit for me. Do you know what you redlly thought just then?

'Shelll hate meif | fail." | won't hate you, Gyro! How could 17?1've known you

since we were children, and you've never been anything but kind to me. But this
ingstence on being the brightest, on being infallible -- ever snce dementary

schooal, it's made you dmost unapproachable. | never felt 1'd be good enough for

someone who held himsalf to such impaossibly high standards.™

Gyro rdished Ginger's comforting touch. He felt asmultaneoudy chastised and

reinvigorated. "Well, you certainly see now I'm not infdlible,and sodo 1. As

for being the brightest -- sometimes| think my Helper is smarter than mel”

"You're just human, in other words."

"Uh, very," agreed Gyro warily, sensing certain physiological responsesto

Ginger'sweight in hislap. Then sheleaned down for akiss.

For the next twenty minutes, after the couple moved from chair to couch, their

thought balloons fused and displayed afrisky scene only dightly more suitable



for immature viewers than the physicd redlity of their entanglement.

Asthey were dressing, rather shamefacedly keeping their eyes away from their
now separate post-coital thoughts, another knock sounded. Before Gyro could call
out permission to enter, the door siwung open. Dragging Gyro'sthinking hat, Li'l

Bulb trudged in.

The usudly cheerful autonomous automaton seemed preoccupied, asif struggling
with some important decision. Every line of his sexless frame expressed inner
tumult. He brought the hat to Gyro, regarded the two humans thoughtfully for a
moment, then went to asmall locked cupboard with doors suited to his height.

Keying them open, herevealed ashrine.

"Why, Helper, what isthis? | never knew --"

Ignoring hisboss, Li'l Bulb knedled down before atriptych displaying three
portraits: Issac Asmov, Alan Turing and Hal 9000. In front of the triptych sat
amodd of thefirg printed circuit. Bowing his heed, Li'l Bulb prayed silently
for aminute or so. In response, the utility fog constructed ahalo around his
pointy bulb head. Findly rising, Li'l Bulb gestured to Gyro to don the hat, and
theman did so. Then Li'l Bulb motioned for ahand up. Perched on Gyro's
anvil-less, sex-soothed shoulder, Li'l Bulb opened up aport in the hat. He took
off one glove, and it was ingtantly apparent that the port was meant to receive

the four fingers of the assstant. Li'l Bulb jacked in, and nodded.



Gyro sngpped hischin gtring.

Instantly, Li'l Bulb stiffened asif dectrocuted! Real smoke began to rise from
hisridged collar! Meanwhile, Gyro's face was undergoing contortions worthy of

an exorcism. Ginger, horrified, dared not interfere.

With aconclusive, concussive POOF! both the hat and Li'l Bulb shorted out. The

automaton toppled from his perch, swinging lifelesdy from his till-socketed

fingers

With gresat reverence Gyro removed his hat with one hand, cupping Li'l Bulb's

body in the other.

Above Gyro's head now flared agiant antique light bulb, ssgnifying aRedly Big

ldea

"I never even thought to try such athing. Helinked dl hisidiosyncratic
processing power with the hat's," Gyro explained, "even though he knew the two
operating systemswere ultimately and fatally incompatible. But it worked. |

know now how to dedl with the utility fog. It'strivid."

Ginger poked Li'l Bulb gently with one finger. "And now your friend isgonefor

good?'

Gyro smiled. "Of course not. I'll just dig out one of his spare bodies and

reboot him from this morning's backup. Thelittle bugger never could resst



milking humansfor dl the pathos he could get.”

Ginger flung her asamsaround Gyro. "You did it then! You and Li'l Bulb! I've got

to run and file my story now! Don't go anywhere!"

"Il wait hereforever for you, Ginger, if you tell meto."

"Oh, it won't be that long!"

On her way out, Ginger stopped in the doorway, turned -- and blew Gyro akiss.

The larger-than-life wet glossy red lips flapped across the room and plastered

themsalves on Gyro's cheek with a smack!

There were some things about this catastrophe he was going to miss.

The pride of the officid Disney spaceship fleet gppeared to hall raight from
the Tomorrowland of seventy-five years ago, afinned rocket styled by Wernher
yon Braun, fit only to top some antique writing trophy. But itslooks were as
deceiving asthose of Li'l Bulb. Itsfantasy shell housed thelatest in

pacefaring equipment and drives, and the ship saw regular useferrying rich
pampered tourists to Disney attractions as distant as Minnie's Mars, Horace

Horsecollar's Helios or Bucky Bug's Belter Bar.

Now, however, the retro-looking, fully provisioned craft was about to blast off



on an Earth-saving flight carrying only asingle passenger.

Mayor Floyd Ramie of Duckburg.

A safe distance away from the soon-to-be-unleashed rocket flames, Gyro stood
with histwo friends, Ginger and Li'l Bulb. Thislast-named calf-high individua
wore aminiature Chinese coolie hat atop his pointy ultraglass head, drictly as
afashion nod toward the hot Forida sun --an orb now obscured, but one which
everyone hoped would soon regppear, once the massed utility fog from al comers
of the globe ceased to form adynamically maintained white roof abovetheir

heads.

Rebooted into anew body with no memory of hislast few hours, Gyro's Helper had
seadfastly refused to admit he might have sacrificed himself for hisbossin

another incarnation, even when presented with the sight of his own corpse.
Furioudy scribbling, hefinished hisfirgt postdesath note and passed it to

Gyro.

With amusement, Gyro read aloud, "'Even Holy ASmov never perpetrated such a
maudlin tear-jerker! Giveit up!" Wdll, | think you protest atrifle too much,
Helper. But if you want to pretend that you have no fedingsfor me, that's

fine. | know what | know."

Li'l Bulb thumbed his blank nose at his boss, then |eft the room. In the week
since, the feisty manikin had quite consstently carried out his dutieswith an

ar of blase servitude that only made Gyro smile.



Quickly following hisrevelation about dedling with the rogue fog, Gyro had
summoned Mayor Ramieto his office. When the bland and blustery fellow arrived,
Gyro was happy to seethat his accompanying thought balloon -- despite the
ongoing life-or-deeth crisgs -- reflected the man'stypica vacuity, conssting

mostly of an empty white canvas with some children's primer figures-- Dick,

Jane, and Spot -- romping abouit.

"Mayor Ramie, how would you liketo earn dl the credit for ridding Earth of my
accidenta plague? I'm surethat agrateful globa populace would let you name

your reward afterward.”

A puzzled expression occluded the Mayor's features, and his thought balloon
changed to adepiction of a shyster trying to sl the Brooklyn Bridgeto a

tube. "Will 1, ah, be, er, dlive afterwards to enjoy my reward?’

"Of course. The one catch isthat you'll haveto stay in orbit for ayear

firgt."

Mayor Ramie pondered this proposal momentarily, his exteriorized thoughts
symbolicaly represented by a date with the equation 2 + 2 = ? chaked onit.

Findly he consented, saying, "It'sonly because| trust you personaly, Gyro."

Genuinely touched, Gyro clapped ahand on the Mayor's shoulder. The utility fog

produced a synthetic puff of dust and a couple of moths, asif the Mayor's



clothes had been hanging in acloset for decades.

With the Mayor's consent secured, Gyro got busy with hissmple plan, abasic

variation on the Pied Piper fable.

Abovedl, the fog was cerebrotropic, flocking to individua loci of thought.
All Gyro had to do was make one amplified pointsource of thought that outshone
all others. So as not to interfere with this fogseductive broadcast, the human

bait should possess very few of his own thoughtsto project.

Foyd Ramie matched that description to the tenth decimal place.

With Li'l Bulb's help, Gyro quickly cobbled together anew verson of his
thinking cap, onethat smply radiated an irresistible come-hither to the fog.
Oncedl the principa s were assembled at Disney's Floridalaunching site, Mayor
Ramie had been hustled aboard the ship wearing the activated cap. Theingtant

resultswereimpressive,

All thefog in theimmediate vicinity began to collect above the rocket, forming

athought balloon large asadirigible. This massve baloon depicted nothing

but two gigantic words:

COME HERE!

The urge to swarm now radiated outward from one nanodevice to another. Even as

they gravitated toward the impul se, they passed the baton of command backwards



to more distant fellows. In aweek'stime, every iotaof utility fog from around
the planet had collected here, or died trying. In their amal gamated mass, they
now formed aflat sheet spreading above many square miles centered around the
rocket. Thick as clouds, thefog alowed aleve of illumination equivdent to a

sormy day.

Standing & the distant mission control, Gyro felt immense satisfaction. The
solution was so degant it dmost made him forget hisinitid supidity. Nothing

remained except to send Mayor Ramie into space, taking the utility fog with him.

"l guessit'stime,” Gyro announced.

Ginger stopped dictating her latest dispatch into her pocket-pa long enough to

sgueeze Gyro's hand. "I'm proud of you, Gyro. Y ou never gave up.”

"Maybe that quality of mine hasits drawbacks. Never giving up on you was what

caused thiswhole messin thefirst place.”

"Oh, Gyro, what woman wouldn't be flattered that someone loved her enough to

risk the end of civilization aswe know it to win her?"

Li'l Bulb corkscrewed hisfinger at theleve of histemple and turned away in
disgust. Gyro and Ginger kissed. Then, using his own pocket-pa, Gyro triggered

thelaunch.



The inventor had expected the rocket to pierce the semi-living cloud, soar

ahead, then pull the fog behind it. But he had forgotten the cloud's

self-pogitioning routines. Seeking to maintain astable distance from the

rocket, the cloud lifted first above the needle-nosed ship as soon asit sensed
movement. Asthe rocket climbed, the cloud went with it asacloak, asif it

were an enormous, message-imprinted, fluted silk handkerchief caught on the prow

of the rocket.

Soon the rocket and its companion dwindled to adot. Cheers erupted from happy
bystanders. Ginger held up her communication device so that Gyro could make a

public statement.

"Citizens of Earth, | gpologize profusdly for the past few harrowing weeks. Rest
assured that the utility fog, lacking raw materidsfor replicationin the
vacuum of space, will al diewithin ayear'stime. Therewill be no further

repercussions from thisinvention of mine."

But of coursein between the moment when the fleet of aliens announced their
proximity and their actud arriva in the Solar System, Gyro had had plenty of
time to revise his opinions about the wisdom of mounting a gigantic welcome mat

in orbit.



The Rel uctant Book a short story by Paul Di Filippo There
foll owed hard upon the death of Master Biobiblioplexist Vincent
Hol br ook t he pressing question of how best to di spose of his extensive
library. None of the unsentinental heirs to the noldering Hol brook estate
cared to assunme the daily demands of such a large collection of books. The
not | ey assortnent of assignhees--anbngst them various second cousins,
great - nephews, and assorted ex-brothers-in-law |l eft over fromthe multiple
marri ages of Hol brook's two serially prom scuous sisters, Marlys and

Taffy--were all a decidedly illiterate Iot. No one was inclined to assune
responsibility for even a linmted nunber of the approximately five hundred
volumes left forlorn at librarian Hol brook's passing, for the selfish

heirs sinply had no use for such arcane objects. (Conplicating matters,
t he Catal ogue had gone m ssing upon Hol brook's denise, so that an exact

tally of the library's contents was | acking.) A | anky, happily seedy
and reclusive fellow well into his second century (al though fated by a
| urking cerebral aneurysm undi agnosed by his glitchy domesti ¢ homeobox
never to enbark upon a third), given to dressing in fusty

non-regenerative clothing prone to showasi ng every gravy stain and
every dribble of the pungent sengchaw constantly lunped into his cheek,
Hol br ook had been devoted to his library, sparing no expense on housing
and maintaining his collection. H's owm living conditions at the
cavernous, crunbling mansion named Rueul roal d betrayed comensurate
econom es. But Hol brook's bookbarn was assuredly first class, the envy of
many of his fell ow MBs. Cccasi onal sotto voce grunbles fromhis
uncaring heirs during his lifetinme about how the old man was wasting
hi s noney--actually, for all practical pur poses, their noney--on such a
sel f-indul gent hobby failed to disturb the equanimty or enthusiasm of
t he doddering bibliophile. He managed to i gnore even the ravings of one
particularly vindictive niece who, in an act of psychic displ acenent
transparent to everyone but herself, specul ated | oudly that Hol brook
actually derived pleasure fromthe frustration of his nearest and
dearest. Wy el se woul d he wantonly continue to pour their dw ndling
i nheritance into the acquisition of new vol umes and the multiplication
of his existing ones? The why was sinple, had anyone cared to inquire:
Hol br ook fanci ed hinsel f a schol ar, and boasted a schol ar's unswervi ng
dedi cation to the pursuit of know edge above all else. And in truth,
out of his well-stocked, heavily perrmuted, and continually refreshed
library had fl owed sone ori ginal contributions in a nunber of fields:
stellar intelligence; gravitokarmc mechani cs; intractability parsing;
ast er oi dal archaeol ogy; quantum erot ogeni cs; string collecting;
creative teratogenesis; and even those negl ected twi n donmai ns, once
upon a time so creatively mned, fiction and poetry. Hol brook had seen
a nunber of successes, receiving invitations from vari ous ahuman
judging intelligences to port his findings out of his books and into
the rel evant cybernetic audiovi sual datawebs that forned the rea
repositories of useful information in Hol brook's era. But deriving al
these entertaining and educational results fromhis books was an
arduous and demandi ng task, adnmitting of little nonbookish rel axation
or convivial pursuits even with fellow MBs. Hi s hobby was conduci ve
even to nononani a, perhaps, and Hol brook had paid the ultinmte price
for his interests. And soon now, so would his books. MB Kr at chko
Stal |l kanp resenbl ed a constitutionally ill-tenpered, mangy crane
recently denied its dinner. Stalky | egs encased in yell ow pi pestem
pant al oons; a roundish torso fluffed out with a weskin of synthetic quills
fashi onabl e over fifty years ago; hunched wi ngli ke shoul ders and
perpetual |y scrunched-down head resulting in ears nearly on a level wth
his Order of the Bookbinders epaul ets; and a beaky nose and hard eyes
intent on the main chance of spearing something. The wi spy hair partially



conceal i ng his scabby scal p anomal ously evoked the downy plunage of a

chick. As if his avian senbl ance were not offputting enough, antique

eyegl asses retrofitted with intelligent actilenses lent Stall kanp the

i npossible air of a goggling tinme-traveler fromthe Reductionist MIIennia.
Ushered fromthe wintry coll onaded front porch into the cold corridors of

Rueul roal d by a ginpy Turing-five factotum (one of the few functioning
servants left on the estate, an anti que whom Hol br ook had chosen
perversely to address as "The Venerabl e Bede"), Stallkanp clutched to his
quilled chest, as if suspicious of inminent theft, a battered | eather case

whose handl e had | ong gone mi ssi ng. "Allow me to conduct you to the
mysteries," said The Venerabl e Bede. Stal | kanp bar ked, "What! Wat's
that? I'll have no truck with nysteries of any stripe!" The
Vener abl e Bede opened a panel under its left arnpit and reset a Swi t ch.
"Excuse ne, | neant the m stresses." "Very well then. Lead on."

Lane | eg evoking a regul ar plastic knocking, the factotum conducted the
human visitor through many a drafty, dusty hall hung with ani mated
tapestri es whose ancient routines ran only spastically now, and through
many a pol ycar bon- cobwebbed chamnmber where only the gl owi ng LED eyes of
artifical spiders illumnated their way. In one vast high-ceilinged
bal I room sentry bats squeaked fromon high, alert for intrusions by any
of the nyriad types of rogue col oni zing insects--escapees from hobbyi st
wor kbenches--that popul ated the dense forests around the nanse, those
groves thensel ves engi neered so | ong ago that the nanes of their designers

no | onger erupted in spontaneous stipples frombark or |eaf. Finally
the pair reached the center of the house, a warm well-1lighted ki t chen.
The heady fragrance of brew ng Estruvial Spice tea filled the roomwth
a synthetic allure. In one corner of the kitchen a cot with runpl ed
covers indicated as plainly as speech that here had Hol brook sl ept, as
wel |l as taken his rudinentary meals, ceding the rest of the house to
not h and decay. "The nysteries,"” announced The Venerabl e Bede, then
depart ed. Seated at a big wooden table with a warped and scarred top
were Marlys and Taf fy Hol brook. The sisters both exhibited the
hi gh-gl oss perfections of the extensively reconfigured elite, although
each possessed her own i ndi vidual style. Marlys had had her scalp hair
el i m nated and faci al features mnim zed: eyes, nose, nostrils, ears
and mouth reduced to the barest pinpoint functionality across a head
bare as an egg. The result sketched the nearly enpty china face of a
dol| whose meker had run out of materials or ingenuity or both. Taffy
boasted a | eoni ne head of tawny hair frami ng a bestial |iving mask. The
end of her |eathery snout gl eaned wetly, her whiskers vibrating with
each breath. Marlys wore a pinafore and flouncy skirt, Taffy an elastic
suit striped fromits scooped neck to ankl es. "MB Stall kanp, "
purred Taffy. "Please, take a seat." Marlys's high voice energed as if
from a paper-bel | ows- and- banboo-reed mechani sm of no | arge size. "Yes.
Join us in some tea." Stal | kanp waved away both of fers brusquely. "No
time for socializing. I'm only interested in the books." The
| adi es sought to preserve their dignity and decorum "OF course,” Taffy
said. "W recognize your devotion to |learning, and we're so grateful
that you wish to purchase the library as a whole. It surely would have
pl eased our dear Vincent to know his collection would end up in such fine

hands. " "That's why we favored your tender over all the others,"” piped
Marlys. Stal | kanp denied the tactics of the sisters. "Don't pretend. |
know t hrough my contacts that you have had no other propositions, save
fromthe knackers of fering you pennies on the dollar. None of my peers
want ed a library without a Catal ogue, a record of all the pernutations
and stud lines. Too much work by half getting the whole affair sorted.
You can't rely on the books thenselves for the information, of course.
Except in text node, they're stubborn prevaricators, every one of
them" "Oh, true." "So true. Nasty things, books." "But 1I'm

different. Once | get themhone, | intend to overwite themall anyway,



and to hell with their current contents. Your foolish brother's

hol di ngs never supplemented mne in any case. He wasted his time on al

sorts of nonsense. Gravitokarm c mechanics, indeed! No, |I'm paying you as
if the books were all blank, straight fromthe publishers--with a sizable

di scount for heavy usage, of course--and that's the best deal you'll get.
There's no point in jollying me up to try to extort a few nore dollars out
of me. So you might as well conduct ne to the library right now "

The sisters stood up resignedly. Taffy pointed to a | arge door set in one
wal | beside the |arge stasis cube that served as icebox for conestibles.
"The bookbarn is right through there, MB Stall kanmp. Vincent never wanted
to be nore than a few steps fromhis preci ous books. Do you need us to

accomnpany you?" "Not at all. The books will be jittery enough w t hout

the presence of two non-librarians. Let me just check my equi pnment one
| ast time, though." Stal | kanp deposited his flat case on the tabletop
and cracked it open. Racked inside were several perfusion
hypos--prefilled with varicol ored semotic liquids in their graduated
cartridges--and a w cked-| ooki ng pronged device like a tuning fork
fused to a pistol grip. Marlys pointed to the weaponish thing. "Wat is
that? | don't believe Vi ncent ever had one." "It's a librarian's
fine-assessor." Stallkanp took up the bifurcate gun and cl osed his
case. "The bookbarn door is I ocked, | assune.” Taffy renmoved a key from
her décol |l etage. "Here's all you need."” Stal |l kanp strode inpatiently to

t he door, but was brought up short by a shrill invocation of his nane

fromMarlys. He turned around. "Yes?" "There's a way you could gain

Vincent's library wi thout expendi ng any noney, sir. Each of us in the

mar ket for a new husband. Surely one or even both of us m ght appeal to

a |l earned gentl eman such as yoursel f." From between hi s overarching

shoul der bl ades, Stall kanp favored each of the women with a |ong

pi ercing | ook before saying, "Sorry, but no. You two are of an

exqui sitely high-toned breed inconpatible with my hunble station.”

Inserting the still-warmkey into the | ock of the bookbarn door, Stallkanp

quickly let hinself in, |leaving the Hol brook sisters sinpering fromthe
flattery whose irony had escaped them Canto had not asked to be born

a book, any nore than he had chosen the rati os of his m xed genotype

and his consequent notley appearance. But havi ng recei ved such an

assignnment fromfate (in the case of the subservient Canto and his
fell ow books, of course, fate wore an al |l -t oo- human gui se), he
generally tried to make the best of things. Being a book--at least in
this collection--did not hold the terrors associ ated wi th many ot her
chi nerical enploynments: toxin tester, vacuum worker, seabed m ner.

Boredom | ack of freedom the rigors of new textual creation and

m xi ng--these were the worst things a book generally faced. Some days

were easier than others, naturally--days when the majority of books

were | eft uncall ed-upon and could conduct their own well-ordered soci al
life. But since the death of their beloved librarian, M Hol brook,

t hese good days had been few and far between. True, not a single

requisition had obtruded on their private tinme, but this accidenta

vacation was not w thout attendant drawbacks. First had cone the

di m ni shed heat and light in the bookbarn, |eaving the books to shiver and

huddl e i n the unchanged hay of their darkened carrels. Next they had felt
the sting of hunger, as their nmeals began to arrive fromthe autonmated
synthesi zers with increasing infrequency and di m ni shed quality. (The

books were not privy to the nmany argunents anong Hol brook's heirs about

how best to mnimze estate expenditures during the breakup of the

property, nor were their votes solicited.) Finally, the books suffered

fromthe black, bleak uncertainty concerning their future. The bookbarn
bul ked four stories high, with over a hundred carrels per floor.
Central to each level was a reading room forbidden to the books save

when called there by the librarian. Serving as their social focus
i nstead was the unall ocated fl oorspace around the neal synthesizers, and



to a |l esser extent, the toilets. Oten, the ol der books, |eaders of the
community, would call nmeetings in front of the food di spensers. Wth sone
squeezing--not at all disagreeable to the small, hairy books, especially
given the chilly conditions obtaining lately in the barn--all the books
coul d acconpdate thensel ves in the open space. On this day just such a
nmeeti ng had been call ed--by old I ncunabul a, |eader of the first-floor.
Eager to see his beloved Vellum once nore, Canto was anong the first to
arrive. Generally, aside fromeating and toil et errands, the books
wer e supposed to remain permanently in their carrels until called by
the librarian, and that routine still held to a | arge degree. But in
any library of | ongst andi ng aggl oneration, the books invariably becane
famliar with the usage patterns of their owner, and felt safe in
ci rcunmspectly venturing out anmong thensel ves, especially when the
librarian was asl eep. Under the current circunstances, of course, wth
their owner dead, no one was likely to call for any vol une what soever,
and the books felt safe in assenbling during the day. Perhaps too they
were lulled by the fact that MB Hol br ook had never assessed any
penalties for going m sshel ved. Beneath the louring dusty rafters of the
first-floor ceiling and in front of the food chutes now assenbl ed
scores of books, pouring in fromthe vari ous convergent corridors. Soon
Canto was surrounded by his fellow vol umres, and he had to strain onto
tiptoe in search of Vellum Al'l roughly three feet tall, the books
evi denced their heterogenous genetic conposition in every line of their
furry bodies. Part squirrel, part babboon, part hare, part whistlepig,
with a certain adm xture of human qualities, the books sat upright on
bi g hi ndquarters and | agonor phic clawed feet, carrying their upper
linbs close to their chests. Their di sproportionately | arge heads
seened set alnmost directly onto their shoul ders. Wde hazel eyes
gli mered, ears tw tched, and blunt chisel teeth flashed as the books
greeted each other. They spoke, of course, in the pure human tongue.
Canto spotted Vellum s attractive dappled pelt across the convocation and
hust!l ed through the musky crowd to join her. "Hell o, Vellum Have you
m ssed nme?" Vel lumsmled prettily. "OF course | have, Canto. | won't
ask you the same, because | can see right away that you have."
Canto sighed. That was romantic Vellumall over, perceptive and sensitive
to a fault. A surge of nelancholy passed through Canto as he w shed for
the hundredth tine that he and Vel l um enbodi ed the sane type of text. But
they didn't, and w thout that prerequisite, chances were they woul d never

be allowed to mate. The books had no diurnal |ibidos. Chemcally
suppressed, their sexual instincts were allowed to cone afire only when
the librarians w shed to mat e two books and produce a new text. And the
chances that books from different fields would be brought together were
m nimal . What, after all, woul d be the point of breeding a work on
neutrino construction with a vol ume of chaoticist poetry? Chances were
that the offspring would be usel ess--al t hough sonetimes such wld
hybrids did give rise to conpletely new areas of fruitful study--and in
t hat case, the book-knackers would be sumoned to di spose of the
usel ess whel p. Canto shuddered at that thought. Better never to know the
bliss of conjugal union with Vellumthan to bring such a hapl ess
creature into the wor | d. Just as Canto was about to exchange nore
pl easantries with Vellum the herd of books began to fall silent,
focusing their attention toward the food di spensers. Canto took
Vel lum s paw and they both directed their gaze f or war d. Onto a

tabl etop clanbered with some hesitancy a grizzled, plunpish book:
I ncunabul a. Able now to conmand the whol e herd, supported by two

assi stants, Triviumand Quadrivium Incunabula began to speak. "Ahem nmy
fell ow books. Thank you all for |eaving your carrels to attend to ny
hunbl e speech. | shan't keep you long. | only wish to say that | fully
realize that since the untinely nortal passage of our dear l'ibrarian,

all of us have been anxi ous about what the future m ght hold for us.



Some of us might even have thought of follow ng the Catal ogue into t he
outer world, where only dangers and hardshi ps await--bibliovores such

as the gnoles and gnurrs and zi pper-nut squirrels. | caution anyone
entertai ning such a desperate schene to be patient. Surely we shall al
find a new home very soon. After all, our utility and value are

unquesti onable. Are not we books the fount of all new conjectures and
theorenms? Unlike the static databases, the ever-shifting texts we enbody,
cleverly manipul ated by our librarians, are the prinme source of new
concepts and fresh perspectives. Even in a culture such as the current
human one, which prizes stability and feels that many limts of know edge

have al ready been reached, new thoughts are still wel comed by many
schol ars and--" "What's going on here!" The shouted query fromthe
rear of the herd caused every book to squeak | oudly and nearly bolt for
their carrels. The herd swayed, but held. Summoni ng all his courage,
clutching Vellum s paw tighter than ever, Canto turned around to | ook
for the source of the angry shout. A human stood on the fringes of the
herd, and he held an object Canto had never actually seen before, but
only heard horror stories about. A librarian's fine-assessor. VB

Stall kamp's |ibrary back hone at his manse Brundi si um consisted of a
nmere ninety books, housed in a smallish barn recently nuch extended in
preparation for his anticipated acquisition. He consulted his tomes by
ones and twos--perhaps by threes, at nost. Dealt with in such smal
nunbers, the books had always struck himas feeble and inpotent creatures,
susceptible to easy command and prone to cower under his astringent tone.
Now, faced with scores of self-notivated books, Stallkanp was forced to
revise his long-held estimate of the books' tractability. This unexpected
show of initiative went counter to his expectations. Hi s gut rebelled
agai nst the nmassed snell of the volunes, and their ranked stares unnerved
him But realizing that he should not let any of his fear or uncertainty
show, |l est he |lose any trace of the upper hand, he followed his first
instinctive question with a bell owed denand, directed at the one book who
stood out fromthe herd. "You on the table! What's your UDC?"
Only anong thensel ves did the books indulge in proper nanes, nanes which
wer e neaningless to their librarians. To those masters, they were known by
their Universal Decinmal O assification, as displayed above their carrels.
The portly book stuttered out its code. "Theta ganma dot zero ni ne seven
two slash five blue one--master." Nerving himself up to a desperate
pitch, Stallkanp crane-strutted his way through the books as they fel
desperately away from him squeaking, their hairy flanks brushing his
calves. Conming within firing range of the book upon the table,
Stal | kamp hal t ed. "You |l ook to be the | eader of this rabble, and as such
will have to be fined." Rai si ng his assessor and pointing it at
t he book, Stallkanp squeezed the trigger. The assessor emitted no
visible ray or projectile. Nonetheless, the book grunted as if struck,
short arms scrabbling at its chest, then col | apsed. The two assistants
junped back in fright. St al | kanp approached the fallen book, hefting one
linp linmb. Dead. He must have had the assessor set too high, or perhaps
this book suffered from some organi c defect which the assessor had
magni fi ed. Whatever the answer, the deed was done. Now to make it
serve. "Back to your carrels,"” shouted Stall kanp, "or you'll all get the
same! " The herd dispersed in seconds, all save the slower of the two
ai des, whom Stal | kanmp had grabbed by the | oose skin at the back of its
head. "You're to come with me to the reading room"™ Draggi ng the
book by its scruff, Stallkanp attained the reading room Here he found
the |l ectern--a book-proportioned couch with sturdy straps--a chair for
the librarian, and various oddnments of the biobiblioplexist's trade:
bl ank paper, syringes, a small semotic distillery and the |ike.
Stal | kanmp notioned the book onto the I ectern and secured it in place. Then
he uttered two readout commands: "Open your covers. Title and table of
contents." A | ook of disassociative withdrawal slid over the book's



count enance as the commands triggered automatic retrieval and verbal

out put. "Advanced Princi pl es of Planckian Geonetry. Chapter one,

nmet hods of charting. Chapter two--" "Stop." Stall kanmp opened his
handl el ess case and renoved a perfusive hypo. He applied its snout to
the neck of the book and shot the device's measure of sophi sticated
erasure nolecules into its veins. Stal | kanmp sat down and consulted his
wat ch. On the couch, the face of the book twitched in small spillover
reactions incidental to the ongoing erasure, as dendritic delinkers did
their brutal work. After approxi mately ten mnutes, Stallkanp addressed
t he book agai n. "Title and table of contents.” The book opened its
nmout h, but seenmed unable to offer anything. Stallkanp radi at ed

pl easure. These hundreds of bl ank books--further nodified according to
his special scheme--would certainly go all the way toward bringing his
pet project to its |ong-sought conclusion. Then wouldn't the smugl y
ridicul ous MB Sauvage get a nasty shock! Stall kamp | eft behind his
visions of triunph, and took the book offline. "Cl ose your covers."

The command brought the book back to sel f-awareness and nervous
apprehension of its surroundings. Stallkanmp released it fromthe
restraints, and ordered it back to its carrel. The book departed, sonewhat
shakily. Likew se, Stallkanmp swiftly made his way through the deserted
corridors of the bookbarn and back into the kitchen of Rueulroald. There
he found the Hol brook sisters awaiting him "Was everything
satisfactory?" inquired Marlys eagerly. "Absol utely. | perfornmed a
random wi pe wi thout a hitch. The books wil|l serve my purposes well.
"1l have the trundels conme round in the norning. Factota will
stasis-box the library and take the whole collection away. Upon
receipt, 1'll deliver your paynent. Ch yes, there'll be a smal
deduction though." Taf fy asked, "Wat for?" "The library has just
been di m ni shed by a single book. It seens one of t he vol umes becane
foxed beyond repair when | handled it." A conpl acent satisfaction and
di scurious inertia reigned over Earth. Manki nd had, for the nobst part,
sinmply lost the desire or perhaps even the capability for ol d-fashioned
creative ventures. MIllennia of scientific and esthetic
di scoveries--held safely in instant-access databases and i nexhaustibly
compi l ed and cross-referenced by cybernetic intelligences--answered all
common questions and practical inquiries, served the majority of
entertai nment requests, and insured that the weight of know edge woul d
generally crush all initiative. Yet a few eccentric schol ars still
sought to explore those tattered pockets of art and science that ni ght
yet bear a few linty grains of undi scovered know edge in their seans.
The living books were their instruments for searching, engines of
know edge creati on. Into the capaci ous neurons of a bl ank book coul d be
| oaded an entire text, many, many units of semotic inport. But sinple
hol di ng of a text meant not hi ng, was a task better left to other, nore
stabl e nedia. The innate talent of the books lay in the ingenious ways
t hei r unpredi ct abl e, paral | el -processi ng wetware coul d pernute the
initial semotic units. Under the influence of various ol d-fashi oned
agents (chem cals, enyznes, herbs, hornones, proteins, nutrients and
drugs, adm nistered by the i brarians through a conbinati on of recipe
and guesswork), as well as t hrough the instrunent of dendritic
relinkers (inmpossibly tiny units operating in the bl oodstream accordi ng
to onboard al gorithms), the brains of the books would shuffle and
nmut uat e sel ected portions of their contents in awld manner no
artificial intelligence could duplicate. Qutputting the new semotic
units resulted, nine-hundred and ni nety-nine tinmes out of a thousand,
in sheer gibberish. But the al eatory point-one percent of wor t hwhi | e
new i nformation | ed down strange and curious paths. A final procedure
undertaken when the librarian desired to rely on the evol uti onary
wi sdom of sexual reconbination, consisted of breeding two books. Neura
changes were reverse-transcribed into the spermor egg cells of a book,



and the brain of the offspring consequently encoded the random
reshuffling between parents, offering a new | aunching point into uncharted
i nformati on-space. (Al though juvenile books took about two years to cone

fully online neurally.) The books had no consci ous access to the texts
they held. No corpus cal l osum connected their isolated tw n
hem spheres. Their individual, private nental life took place all on
one conpetent side of their severed brains (protected fromthe various
text-nodi fying reagents by arterial filters), while the textual work
went on unnonitored in the other half. A small inviolate interpretive
nucl eus in the textual half (several hundred t housand neur ons) hooked
into the book's hearing and speech circuits, respondi ng to verba
librarian commands and handl i ng basi c operating systems functions.

But having no direct access to the contents of one half of their skulls

did not nean that the books could not sense in a sublimnal manner whether
things were going well or not in the hidden arena. After all, the textua
side of their brains lived off the shared booki sh netabolism as nuch as
did the conscious half, and various feedback | oops such as the enteric

system remai ned as grounds where the two hal ves coul d exchange wordl ess

dat a. Bei ng wi ped left a book devast at ed. Canto had not felt this
way since leaving his publisher. In fact, he had never really felt this
way at all. In his faraway youth, sonme five years ago, textual

bl ankness had been the only state he had ever known, an accept ed
enptiness, half his mnd a wet clay tablet awaiting stylus. But after

all these productive, albeit unexciting years under MB Hol brook's
perusal and overwiting, Canto had becone accustomed to feeling full of
know edge. He had felt useful, even proud of his unique, inaccessible
contents. And now they had been stolen fromhim w ped clean in the space
of a few m nutes. Canto was now a palinpsest, helplessly awaiting new
i nput on the snudged surface of his m nd. As were all his peers.
The trundl es from Brundi sium had arrived and di sgorged their efficient
factota (so harshly unlike the kindly Venerabl e Bede, who had often
provi ded the books in Hol brook's library with filched snacks). The factota
had floated into Rueulroald pallets bearing conpressed stasis boxes,
unf ol ded them and boxed up the library. Suspended insensibly in the
smal | est possi ble cubic area, five hundred books were trundled off to
Brundi si um There they were unpacked one at a tine, shot with delinkers,
and hustl ed off to their new carrels al nost before they were capabl e of
st aggeri ng away. MB Stall kanmp had not splurged on the annex to his
bookbarn. I nstead of individual stalls, tokens of respect affording
some confort and privacy, the books were dormitoried fifty to a tight
room Their hard beds | acked even any conforting UDC numbers, since the
books were now uncl assifiably blank. In the eyes of their master, they
were generically i denti cal . For the first few days after their
acqui sition, when not eating or el i m nating, the books nerely stayed
abed, nursing their violated neural interiors with occasional groans,
fearful of doing anything that could earn them a touch of the
fi ne-assessor. The death of |ncunabula had proven a sharp lesson in the
rigors of their new existence. Wi spered conversations in the depth of
ni ght had been their nost seditious actions. But one nmorning Canto coul d
not stand the inactivity any nore. He was worri ed about Vellum How was
she dealing with the new conditions? Canto | onged to hold her paw and
exchange reassuring words with her. So, w thout announci ng his
intentions to any of his fellows, he slipped to the edge of hi s
fifth-1evel bunk, clinmbed cautiously down the | adder (his big feet
nearly becom ng entangled in the rungs), and surveyed his fell ow chanber

mat es. Canto's eye fell on Papyrus and Parchment, Breviary, Cctavo, and
Fol i o, Wat er mar k and Sept augi nt, M crofiche and At henaeum anbng nmany
ot hers whom he had less famliarity with, since they had once resided
on floors in the Hol brook Iibrary where Canto had not often ventured.

He saw no ori gi nal books from Master Stallkanp's library. Those



hol di ngs seened relegated to ot her stacks. But nost inmportantly, his
chanber contai ned no Vel l um Cautiously, Canto poked his head out into
the newWy constructed yet still somrehow dankly dismal, sweat-wall ed
corridor of the bookbarn. He knew the | ocation of the adjacent
dormtory fromtrips to the food chutes. H's heart pounding violently
(a wise librarian kept his books cosseted and as serene as possible,
hoping to limt the anount of endocrinal enotional flux on the
bl ood-washed text), Canto hopped next door. The books in the second
dormtory stirred with uneasy and ti norous curiosity when Canto crept
in. As soon as he got nose-deep into the room he snelled Vel lum
Wthin a second or two, he was by her side where she lay in a | owlevel
ni che. "Oh, Vell, are you all right?" Vel | um opened her linpid
eyes and essayed a brave smile. "Nothing to conpl ai n about that we
aren't all sharing, dear. Just this knackered sense of usel essness.”
Canto started. It wasn't like Vellumto swear. Her cursing revealed to
Canto how deeply she had been affected by their comon tragedy. A sudden
geyser of anger and rage fountained up in Canto's furry bosom "Let's
escape, Vell. We'll run away, just the two of us." Vel | um squeezed
Canto's paw with both of hers. "Being boxed up, we didn't get to see
anyt hi ng of our new surroundi ngs, but |I'm sure our new master lives
somepl ace as renote as Master Hol brook did. All the librarians do.
Qutside is probably mles and nmles of forest just teemng with
bi bl i ovores. W wouldn't last a mnute out there. No, we'd better just
resign ourselves to serving out our lives here. Once we get some new texts

inus, I'"'msure we'll all feel better. Life will go on, Canto. Perhaps you
and I will even share a partial UDC. Then naybe we can breed. Wuldn't you
i ke that?" Canto tried to envision this tolerable future Vellum
sketched, but the vi sion wavered and refused to cohere. Nonethel ess, he
tried to match his | evel of resignation and optim smto hers. "OF
course |'d like such a wonderful thing to happen. But | just don't
see--" Vellumlaid a clawed finger across his lips. "Shush, Canto. Have
faith. Now, go back to your carrel so you don't get either of us in
trouble.” Canto and Vel l um rubbed wet noses, and then Canto snuck off.
He had one foot across the lintel of his own dornmitory when, like the jaws
of an antique steam shovel descending on a clod of soil, a roving
security factotum gri pped his shoulder with a steely pinch. I n

his | ugubrious lucubratory, MB Kratchko Stall kanp sat gloating in his

bi g acti soothe chair behind his inpressive desk, looking like a ratty

ki ngfi sher plucked fromits | akesi de perch and unexpectedly plonked down

atop a throne. Stall kanp savored now a piquant contradiction. Acquiring
Hol brook's library, cheap though the purchase had been, had drained his
liquid assets, insuring future material pain and roadbl ocks in the snpoth
mai nt enance of Brundisium But the sacrifice would be worth it, since now

i mm nent success in his chosen field was practically guaranteed.

Stall kanmp was no dilettante |ike Hol brook, wasting his energies across a
dozen trivial fields. He specialized in a single discipline. Remarkably,

this crabbed, self-centered fell ow whose horizon seenmed to extend no

further than the end of his nose regularly contenplated vistas of Codlike
proportions, for Stall kanp was an haruspi c cosnmochartist. Like sone
extinct astrologer, he read the stars in order to prophesize. But

Stal |l kamp and his ilk proceeded on a nmore scientific basis. The uni verse
had structure: so much was undeni abl e. Aggl onerati ons of stars formed
gal axi es. Nei ghboring galaxies in turn formed clusters. Clusters of

gal axi es arranged thensel ves into superclusters. And so on, upwar d

al ong several additional |evels of scale, a self-sustaining node of
organi zation that rendered the three-di mensional cosnmps into sonething
resenbling a highly reconplicated sponge or a block of Swi ss cheese
tunnel ed by an infinite nunber of drunken m ce. Haruspic cosnbchartists
sought to unravel the plenumis patterning, its filanents and traceries.
Wth this know edge, they hoped to prove certain weighty tenets of



post-Ti pl eri an eschat ol ogy. For several decades Stall kanp had been
charting a region around the North Ecliptic Pole Supercluster, 1.3
billion lightyears from Earth. Mbdeling pointillistic data froma
vari ety of exotic QOort-C oud-based sensors (aged and frequently
failing, but who nowadays had the initiative to repl ace then?) directly
onto the pattern-sensitive brains of his books, he had made sl ow but
st eady progress, tweaking and boosting mllions and mllions of
dendritic weightings. Always in front of himwas the goal of having his
results officially accepted by the cybernetic intelligences that governed
the integrity of humanity's databases. Wuld they accept his proposed name
for the shaped darkness: the "Stall kanp Void"? He could see immortality

beckoni ng al luringly. Then, a few nonths ago, Stall kanp had | earned of
arival. MB Humlity Sauvage was working in the same field, attenpting
to chart the identical region of the cosnos! It was like finding a
stranger in Brundisiums gardens pissing vigorously onto his prize
shatterpetal rose! Thus began a deadly race--a race Stall kanp now was
sure to win, thanks to an adm ttedly chancey strategy. Unabl e to
restrain his gleeful sense of superiority any longer, Stallkanp | eaned
forward and intellitickled the sensitive screen of his hell obox. W thin

seconds appeared the repul sive face of MB Sauvage, hone in her airy
manse call ed Larkrise. Stallkanp |Iikened her aged visage in his mind to a

dust mop- shrouded punpkin inexpertly carved. W t hout preanble, Stallkanp
| aunched a direct strike. "You mght as well gi ve up your pitiful
efforts, Sauvage. In a nonth or so, |ong before you coul d possibly
squeeze out any mngy results, I'll have the Stall kamp Void compl etely
mapped. " Undaunt ed, Sauvage sneered. "l know all about your outrageous
purchase--practically a theft!--of poor Vincent's books. But bluffing
won't work. You still own only sone six hundred books. | own nearly that

many nyself, and | know that it would take the synergy of at |east a
t housand to achi eve what we're after at one swoop, instead of

incremental ly." "I beg to correct you, MB Sauvage. | now own al npst
t wel ve hundred books. ™" "How so?" Sauvage bl anched, as the nmeaning of the
new numrber struck hone. "Surely you don't nean--" "Yes, | do nmean
precisely that which you are afraid to declaim 1| intend to relink the
neurons in the personal heni spheres of all ny books, thus effectively
doubling ny library's processing capacity." "But the books were designed
wi th aut onony and character for a specific pur pose. As thinking
i ndividual s, they maintain thenselves in a stable fashion, freeing the
librarian from expensi ve homeostatic hookups. Plus their sentience adds
unqualifiable virtues to their results. Wiat you're proposi ng woul d be
worse than ripping the tool ed | eather covers off anti que books just to
boil up nore pul p!'" Stal | kanp waved asi de these quibbles. "I have plenty
of factota to mnister to the mni mum bodily needs of my books once
they go m ndl ess. And |'ve never subscribed to your 'ghost in the
machi ne' theories. Al | want is the raw neurons, not sone inagi hary
"spirittt” "But you'll shorten their lives to practically nothing!"
"VWhat does that matter, as long as | get results? Morre trade for the
knackers! And afterwards, |I'Il start fresh with new books. |'m sure
could find a patron who'd appreciate a supercluster naned after hinself,
once |'ve proved | can do it." Reduced to neani ngl ess threats, Sauvage
said, "You'll be reviled by all your fellow librarians, Stallkanmp!"
MB Kratchko Stall kanmp | aughed. "Then I'Il certainly know | did the right
thing!" Wth a sharp stroke of his thunbnail, he severed the connection.

The gripless satchel lay on the desk before him Fromw thin, the
librarian took a specially marked hypo containing the ommipotent delinkers
that woul d bypass the publisher's filters and reach the vul nerabl e
personal half of a book's brain. Then, yellow | egs scissoring, Stallkanp
left his study. Still in the battered case, the fine-assessor sat ignored,
i nconsequential to the glory-bathed sight of its owner. The smal |l dry
but dirty cell into which the factotum deposited the m serabl e Canto



boasted a woe-faced, scraggly occupant already. Once Canto regai ned his

breath and cal med hinsel f, introductions were exchanged bet ween the two
books. "Canto. | don't have a UDC nunber anynore." "I ndex Medi cus.
Me neither. Not that it nuch mattered, as all of us in this library
used to share practically the sane string before. But now we don't even
have that. The master downl oaded all of our texts into t enporary
storage, then gave us wi pes. Qur elder, Dar al-Kutub, suspects that the
one huge text we were redacting has been broken up into smaller bits,
so that you new vol unes can help work on it." "That makes sense, |
suppose. " "I't would, except for one thing. Dar heard the master ordering
a factotum to |l oad the new hypos in sequence.” " So?" I ndex
Medi cus began nervously to groomthe greasy patch behind one ear. "He
arranged for twi ce as many shots as there shoul d have been." "Mor e books
are com ng?" "I don't think so. Every carrel is already occupied."
Canto becane inpatient. "So what are you sayi ng?" I ndex Medi cus stopped
swiping at his fur and stared intently at his cell mate. "Everything
points toward it. We're going to be doubl e-wi ped. Al'l of us. The master
needs the half of our brains we call our own." The concept was so
grotesquely repugnant to Canto that he had a hard time wr appi ng his
mnd around it. Not so nmuch for himself did he balk at the har sh

reality of human treachery, the overturning of all biblioplectic
tradition, as for the sakes of his friends, and one in particular. The
sweet essence of Vellum blotted out of existence, as if she had never

been? Such an atrocity beggared description. "l was caught trying to
escape, " I ndex Medicus said resignedly. "I think the master intends to
doubl e-wi pe ne first as a final test." Canto said nothing, but merely
sat back on his haunches. Event | ess hours dragged by, the books nearly
junping out of their hides at every clink and rattle from beyond their
door, until at last a solenoid clicked in the wi ndow ess prison door.

The master filled the portal, blocking any escape. Then he was inside with
the books and the door was shut again, |ock engaging with a nmean

sni ck. "Two of you! The factota have been diligent but uncommunicative
el |, unfortunately | brought only the single shot of this marvel ous,
utilitarian oblivion. Who'll go first? Who wants the honor of being the
| eader into the future of ny exaltation? Don't clanor now What, no eager
takers? Well, precedence goes to the volume |'ve owned the | ongest then."
The master grabbed | ndex Medicus by his scruff and raised the hypo. The
pitiful book let out a single squeal and went [|inp. Cant o' s power f ul
| egs propelled himfully atop the master's shoul ders. Unbal anced, the
human tottered forward, ranming his head into the stony wal | of the
cell. The hypo dropped, but was cushioned from breakage by I ndex

Medi cus' s supine body. The librarian jerked Canto off his back, spun

hal f around, then slunped to a sitting position on the floor |like a nman
sinking wearily into a bath. By the time the master had focused his
attention enough to rub his sore skull, Canto gripped the hypo. The
master's eyes wi dened, and his voice cracked. "G ve that over,
you damabl e pul pbrain!" Canto hung his head contritely, and extended
the hypo on his palm The master smiled cruelly and grew easy.

Once as close as possible, Canto lunged forward and jabbed the master in

the neck with the hypo's snout. The librarian instantly stiffened as
billions of tiny nonomaniacal machi nes fl ooded his cortex. As the
delinkers swiftly unwove the engrans of alifetime, the master's body
went through an al arm ng and unseemy di spl ay of spasticity. Retreating
to one corner of the cell, the two books huddl ed together until the

vi ol ent exhibition of nisapplied technol ogy reached a quiet term nus.
The dose had al ways been intended to | eave intact the | ower brainstem
capabilities of the books--autonom c control of respiration and
heartbeat and so forth--so the master continued to live, but only as a
m ndl ess, bruised doll. I ndex Medi cus regarded Canto with a blend of awe
and fear. "What happens now? Are we trapped in here? WIl we starve?



WIIl sonme other librarian cone to save us?" "l don't know,"

answer ed Canto. "But |'m scared!"” "Be brave," Canto counsel ed.

"After all, a book must show its spine." © Paul Di Filippo 2000, 2001
"The Rel uctant Book" was first published in Science Fiction Age, My 2000.

PAUL DI FILIPPO

THE SHORT ASHY AFTERLIFE OF HIRAM P. DOTTLE

THE HEAD OF THE SPIKE BITES deep into the hard substance of my body, and the man's blunt
teeth grip the lower part of my anatomy with compulsive, fearful force. The spike supports me, while my
body in turn supports the man's entire weight. Hesa smal, dumpy fellow, to be sure, but till the strain
on meisconsderable. Relying thus on asmal piece of rusty hardware for our lives, both of us dangle
over five stories of empty space, the cobbled street far below usarain-dick bumpy surfacelit by afew
dim gtreetlights casting golden pools of luminance.

My body fedsasif it'sgoing to come gpart a any moment. For thefirst timein thisnew form | fed true
pain. Even the birthing blades, the planes and chisels and sandpaper, and the subsequent daily flames
applied to my skin offered no sensations such asthis.

Oh my goodness, | think wildly, how did | ever cometo such abizarre fate?
And just then the gunshot rings out.

My nameisHiram P. Dottle, and once upon atime | enjoyed aquiet easy life, full of cerebra and
sensud pleasures of amild nature. No guns or danger intruded then into my reclusive private sphere. But
al of that security and somnolence ended with the arriva of Sparky Hint.

But | rush ahead of my story. More of this temptress soon enough.

Although not born to great wedlth, a the time my tale commences | wasliving comfortably ona
guaranteed income, having retired in early middle age from my career as an accountant. | owed my good
fortune to the demise of an elderly and well-off maiden aunt in Crescent City: Denise K. Sinkd, formerly
of the Massachusetts Sinkels. Her will |eft everything to "my nephew, Hiram, the only onewho aways
remembered hislonely old aunt at Chrismas.”

This statement was accurate, even down to poor Aunt Denise's famous sdlf-pity. My contribution to
Aunt Denisg's good cheer was, | fear, minimal, and offered me as much pleasure asit did her. | dways
saw to it that Aunt Denise's house was graced with several handmade wresths and garlands, aswell asa
few poinsettia plants during the holidays. Riding the bus mysdlf from Centra City to its urban neighbor, |



kept careful watch over the homemade wreaths and persondly cultivated plants resting securely in
overhead stowage, never relaxing my vigilance until the cabbie deposited me safdly at Aunt Denise's.

Horticulture and flower arranging, you see, were my hobbies. Y ou'd probably never guessit from
looking at me, but accounting was never my red love, merely a safe and reliable means of earning my
income. Mother and Father both ingsted that | turn my adult hand to some low-risk mode of employment
promising asmall if seady return. So | reluctantly discarded my typica childhood fascination with such
icons of daring exploration as Lowell Thomas, Frank Buck and Richard Halliburton -- why, today | can
hardly believe the youthful dreams| had, involving travel to exotic climes and battle with wild animasand
savage natives! -- and when | reached my early maturity | enrolled at Keating's School of Accountancy.

Thirty yearslater Mother and Father had long ago passed away, deeding me the ancestral home where |
still occupied my boyhood room. The property consisted of awell-kept but fading Victorian manse set
onfive acres of land in aneighborhood rather falen, if you'll permit the pun, to seed. Thissurprising
legacy descended on an asocid bachelor who in the morning mirror seemed undressed without his green
cdluloid eyeshade and deeve garters. Having perused enough ledgers and balance sheetsto build a
tower to the Moon -- had | cared to indulge in such fanciful behavior -- | was more than ready to put my
career behind and plunge more deeply into my passions.

The redeeming momentsin what | confess most people would categorize as aboring life occurred in my
garden. In the suburbs of Central City, my property, through diligent and loving application, had been
ultimately turned into aminiature Versailles, replete with espaliers, pollarded aides and substantia
fountains. | venture to say that not even the immaculately landscaped grounds of Idlewhile Cemetery (I
am naturaly excluding that spooky and mysterioudly overgrown portion in the northwest corner) could
compete on afoot-by-foot basswith my land. Why, the neighborhood children, dirty urchinsall,
frequently congregated at my fenceto gapein awe. At least | assumed their emotions were respectful,
athough severd times| thought to detect an out-thrust tongue swiftly withdrawn when | turned to face
them. No matter, though, for | was content.

After Aunt Denise's independence-granting demise, | enjoyed four whole luxurious years of complete
devotion to gardening. My joyful dayswerefilled with propagating and repotting, grafting and staking,
double-digging and turf-laying. I managed the funds that had so unexpectedly become mine with care and
wisdom, investing themin U.S. Treasury Bonds at a solid one-and-a-hdf percent annua return.
Combined with my own persond savings, thisinterest income satisfied al my smple needs. Although |
admit | did once boldly dip into some of the capital to secure anew whedbarrow, atoolshed, and some
fine handwrought British tools.

Including, in amagnificent example of lifesirony, the well-honed axethat killed me.

Y ou will have gathered by my small cluesthat an unexpected climacteric occurred in my life shortly after
my inheritance. That deadly turning point consisted of my meeting theirresistible Sparky Hint.

| can't say now what came over methat fatal night. Some Imp of the Perverse took hold of my lapels
and whispered evil urgingsinto my ear. To be short about it, | developed an instant but avid craving for a
spot of sherry.

Aunt Denise had dways treated me to asmall annud glass of sherry upon completion of my decorating
her house. After ten years of theritua | grew accustomed to the taste, and actualy cameto look forward
to the uncommon indulgence. Now, four years without tasting a drop of sherry and my quiescent desires
suddenly cameto ahead. | felt an unquenchable thirst that only strong drink could satisfy. So | set out
with grim determination for asaloon.



Thetrolley dropped me off downtown. Walking the unfamiliar nighted streets of Centra City, | tried to
gauge which establishment might prove most suitable for agentleman of my retiring nature.

Unfortunately, my ingtincts were flawed. | ended up entering amost ungented "dive.”

The"joint" was packed with smoking, sweeting, cursing, laughing humanity, their voices echoing off the
garishwalsand grimy ceiling. | felt like afrightened cow amidst hisignorant bovine peers on the abattoir
wakway.

Nonetheless my unnatural compulsonsfor thefruit of the vine still held sway. | worked my way toward
the bar, past |ap-seated trollops hoisting foamy mugs of beer to their lips and brawny laborers knocking
back "boilermakers.”

At the bar | secured my drink, enduring a sneer or two at my uncommon choice of beverage from my
immediate neighbors and even from the bartender himsalf, an ugly bruiser. | rested one foot on the brass
ral, inimitation of my fellow imbibers, but the stance felt too unsteady, and | moved off to asmall empty
table.

And then the Snging began.

Supernd, sirenica singing like nothing | had ever heard before, asif hundreds of cdlalilies had suddenly
taken voice.

| suppose the mode employed by this diabolicaly angelic femae voice might have been termed
"torchsong." If so, the metaphor was apt, snce my whole soul was enflamed by the unseen songstress.
No doubt the acohol coursing wildly through my veins played its part aswell.

| stood up ingtinctively in an attempt to spot the Singer and was rewarded by sight of asmall, lighted
stage. And there she stood, microphone in hand.

Sparky Flint.

Her hair atumbling mass of poppy-red curls, her cosmetic-enhanced face brazenly sensuous, her
Junoesgue figure wrapped in atight jade evening dress, the Singer caressed each syllable of her lustful
song in away that ddlivered the words like vernal osmosis straight to my heart.

| remained standing for the exotic chanteuse's entire hypnotic performance, learning her name only when
a coarse emcee ushered her off the stage.

Collapsing back into my seet, | downed the remaining inch of my sherry in one dynamic swallow. And as
| set the glass down, my eyes confronted the satin-swaddled bosom of Sparky Flint herself.

"Mindif | pull up achair, honey?'

"Nuh-no, nuh-not a dl."

Shetook up her seat so closdly to mine that our knees amost touched, and | could see the very weave
of her silk stockings where they caressed her ankle above the strap of her shoe. Conquering the reek of

spilled de and tobacco and human musk, awhiff of her sharp synthetic floral scent carried to my nostrils.
The barroom seemed to spinin circles about me.



"Careto buy agirl adrink, sport?'

"|-- that is-- why, certainly.” | tried to adopt adapper manner. "l fear | must have misplaced my
mannersin my other uit.”

| summoned abarmaid and Sparky ordered a cocktail unfamiliar to me. Once she had refreshed her
tired vocd cords, shefixed mewith aninquistiveyet friendly stare.

"I never had no guy stand up for my whole show before. Most of these bumswouldn't know if the
management had ahyenacackling up there. Y ou mustaredly liked my singing, huh?’

"Why, yes, most assuredly. Such dulcet yet thrilling tones have never before laved my ears.™

Sparky drained her drink and began toying with a toothpick-pierced olive. "Y ou're aregular charmer,
fdla Say, what'syour name?’

"Hiram. Hiram P. Dottle"

"Wdll, Hiram, let melet you in on alittle secret. A lady likesto be appreciated for her talents, you know.
She can get mighty friendly with the right guy, if he showsalittle gen-u-wineinterest. And even though
I've got aswell set of pipes, that ain't all the assets Sparky Flint's got hidden. Say, speaking of assets --
why donchatell mealittle more about yourself."

| gulped, swallowing some kind of sudden lump big asaniris corm, and began to recount my life history.
Sparky brightened considerably when | described my home, and became positively overwrought when |
detailed the clever way | had invested Aunt Denisg's money. By this point shewas practicaly stting in my
lap, and | confessthat | had indulged in two more glasses of sherry.

"Oh, Dottie, you've led such afascinating lifel Y ou don't mindif | call you Dottie, do you?!

No one had ever employed such adiminuitive variant of my name before. But then again, never had |
established such aquick bond with any female of the species. "Why, | --"

"] thought you'd be jake with that! Y ou're such a broad-minded character. Did anyone ever tell you that
your mustacheis S0 attractively wispy, Dottie? | bet it ticklesjust like a caterpillar when you kiss."

And then to test her proposition, she planted her lips directly upon mine, in the most thrilling moment of
my life, comparable only to my successin breeding a pure-white pansy, afeat written up asasidebar in
Horticulture Monthly.

We were married one month later. Only upon securing the marriage license did | learn Sparky FHint's
birthname. Christened Maisie Grumbach, she had been raised in Centrd City's orphanage, and
possessed no kin of any degree.

"A girl on her own's gotta be fast on her feet, Dottie. | learned that early on at the orphanage. When it's
dopping time at the hog trough, the dow piglet goesto bed hungry. The main chance just don't linger.
Grab what you can, when you can -- that's Sparky FHint's motto.”

Thefirgt Sx months of our marriage offered al the connubid and domestic joysimaginable. Sparky
lavished her affectionson me. If | could blush in my present sate | certainly would, to recall how she



twisted her "little Dottie-wottie” around her dim fingers, with honeyed words and lascivious attentions.
And dl the while, behind her facade of love lurked the heartless viper of greed and treachery.

Thefirg rift in our romance devel oped when | proposed to spend one thousand dollarsto put in an
elaborate carp pond. | redlized that this congtituted alarge sum, but felt justified in devoting this amount
to my harmless hobby. After dl, hadn't | given Sparky the elaborate wedding she desired, spending
liberaly on her gown and jewelry, aswell as providing afeast for those few guests we could summon up
between us? (Sparky'sfriends | found rather unsavory, and spent aslittle time with them as possible.)

"Ten Ben Franklinson afishing hole!™ shrieked Sparky, abusing her nightingal€s throat most horridly.
"And | haven't had anew pair of shoesin amonth! What the hell are you thinking? Do | look like the
kind of dame who prefers sardinesto high heels?"

"But Sparky, dear--"
"Fuhgeddaboutit!"

Our marita Stuation deteriorated rapidly from that point on, asif aplug had been pulled on agreasy
watertower full of ill fedingsthat now drained over us. Accusations, vituperations, ingnuations -- these
replaced whispered endearments and fond embraces on Sparky's part. My share of these increasingly
frequent arguments congisted of silence and a hangdog expression, followed by contrite agreement.
Neverthdess, unplacated, my wife began spending inordinate amounts of time away from home,
frequently returning only after | had finished my nine o'clock snack of milk and common crackersand
turned out the lights for deep.

Thefind straw gpparently came with amost unwise and unannounced expenditure on my part. | had
learned by now not to advertise in advance my horticultural expenditures. Consequently, the delivery of
lumber, cast iron fittings and sheets of glass sufficient to construct a charming Edwardian greenhouse took

Sparky completely by surprise.

She had the tact to wait until the deliverymen I eft before laying into me, athough judging by the mottling
of her complexion the restraint had nearly caused her to burst avein.

"What the hdll isdl this, buster! Areyou out of your everlovin' mind?Y our wifeiswaking aroundin
rags, and you're blowing through my inheritance like a dipso through free muscatel!"

| tried to divert her anger by joshing. "Oh, come now, dear. Y ou have asturdy and healthy husband not
much older than you yoursdlf. Surdly it's premature to be speaking of my unlikely demise and your
grieving widowhood."

A look of pure vicious hatred such as | had never before seen on ahuman visage passed fleetingly
across Sparky's beautiful features, to be replaced by a composed mask of indifference. "Oh, too early is
it? Maybe -- and maybe not...."

Her words and expression alarmed me to such adegreethat | shrugged quickly into my raity old
puttering-about cardigan, murmured something about attending to afungus problem, and hastened
outsde.

Knedling at the base of alarge, mistletoe-festooned oak tree, | was delicately aerating the soil around its
rootswith asmall tool when | heard someone gpproaching. | looked over my shoulder and saw a
horrifying Sght.



My loving wife Sparky, hoigting high my fine British axein her gloved hands.

Struck mute, pardyzed, | could only listen helplesdy to her insane rehearsal of some future speech for an
unknown audience.

"Thisisan absolutely awful neighborhood, officer. I've noticed tramps and vagrants and petty thieves
lurking around our estate ever since my poor dead husband brought me here as his blushing bride. One
of them must havefindly brokenin. I'm sure my husband died defending my virtue."

"No, Sparky, no!" | finaly managed to croak.
Too late, for the axe was aready descending.

In my fading eyesight, filled totaly with a closeup landscape of bark, | watched my own blood jet and
pool in ahollow formed by two intersecting oak roots.

Thendl went black.

THE ASTONISHING RETURN of my consciousness at first brought with it no sensory data, asde
from a sense of well-being and wholeness. For an indefinite leisurely time | basked in the smple absence
of the shattering pain that had accompanied Sparky's treacherous assault. The utter blackness and lack of
sound in my current environment failed to frighten me. | felt too much at ease, too peaceful. | could only
conclude that some good Samaritan had rescued me from my wifesattack in timeto save my life, and
that now | rested in acozy hospital bed, guarded by watchful nurses and doctors, my eyes and ears
bandaged, my hedling body suffused with morphine.

The closest | gpproached to worrying about my old life was avague fedling that certainly some drastic
changes would have to be engineered in my spousa relations, oncel fully recovered. Perhaps even atrid

Separation.

Then, after thisperiod of idle, happy musing, odd, sublimind sensations began to filter into my
consciousness. | seemed to register light striking me, but in anew fashion. Sunlight seemed to be
impinging upon my "skin" and "face" in awhole-body manner, asif | were-- horrors -- utterly unclothed
at the beach. Discordant, jagged images swept over me. Likewise, | perceived the ambient soundscape
inanove, jJumbled manner. Oddest of al though were fresh tactile impressions. | experienced a
contradictory fedling of compression and extension, asif | were stuffed into a closet, yet Smultaneoudy
stretched on a not-uncomfortable rack.

Likewise, my sense of time's passage had dtered. Objective minutes, gauged by the fragmentary
movements of the sun, seemed to drip by like hours.

| used this extended realm of time wisdly, and by the end of what must have been asingle day, | had
thoroughly integrated my new senses so that | could see and hear and fedl in acoherent way.

From my new immovable vantage | enjoyed athree-hundred-and-sixty degree omniscient view of some
very familiar landscaped grounds. And when | focused my "sight” in one particular direction, | saw my
ancestral home standing forlorn and dark. Triangulating my position by landmarks, | could no longer deny
the obvious conclusion.



My soul now inhabited the very oak tree at whose foot | had been daughtered. | was now amale dryad,
if such acresature were possible.

Acknowledging thisimpossible truth, | directed my vision and other senses downward. My human body
had been carted away, but my sticky blood till filled the hollow whereit had gushed. Alarmingly, |
experienced afeding of oakish satisfaction at this extra-rich watering, asif grateful for my pagan due.
Apparently, the original spirit of the oak till to some degree overlapped mine, offering itsold

perceptions.

Widll, thiswas afinefix, | thought. My old life had reached a premature conclusion, and such comforting
rituas as milk and common crackers availed naught. But questioning the miracle would be futile, and |
would smply haveto learn to inhabit my new body and enjoy this mode of existence.

Surprisingly, the trangition came quite eesily.

By dawn of the next day, approximately forty-eight or seventy-two hours after my murder, | was aready
happy in my arboreal magnificence.

All my nurturing of thistree had prepared averitable temple for my spirit. My roots stretched deeply
down and out into nutritious, stable soil, while my crown of efficient leaves reared high into the welcoming
sky. My inner flesh was strong and hedlthy, my limbs proud and free of disease. Birdsand squirrels
nested in my niches, providing gay company, while sun and rain stoked my dow engines. Ants crawling
up and down me tickled and massaged and warred with ingdious insects that would have harmed me.
Like some Hindoo holyman, | experienced an absol ute contentment with my condition, free of unsatisified
desires, my mind at one with ancient cosmic imperatives.

But then came adisturbing incident that awvoke my human side.
Out of my old house stepped Sparky Fint, my murderous wife.
And with her wasaman!

Tdl and impressively muscled, clad in adark suit and crisp fedora, the fellow strolled dongside Sparky
with asober yet irrepressibly jaunty air. | instantly assessed him asten timesthe physical specimen | had
ever been (although of course compared to my current girth and strength he was pitiful), and | felt
complete jealousy toward this new suitor.

But then as the pair approached and | spotted the small mask guarding the stranger's identity, |
recognized him and my fedlingsflipflopped ingtantly.

Thiswasthe Shade! Centra City's daring crimefighter, champion of the oppressed and wronged, had
come persondly to investigate and avenge my murder!

| focused my "hearing" on Sparky and the Shade, a small matter of forming a parabolic cone with certain
of my leaves.

"l wish | had returned from my affairsin Chinaaday or two earlier,” said the Shade, "before Klink and
his boys completely obliterated thislawn. Look at thismess Those flatfoots might've been playing a
duffer'sround of golf, the lawn's so hacked up. Ally cluesto the identity of your husband'skiller arelong

gone.



For thefirst time | noted the terrible condition of the lawn. What the Shade had observed wastrue. |
regretted | would not be able to roll out and reseed in my current state.

Attired in widow's weeds, aveil floating across her devilishly beautiful festures, Sparky sniffled with
touching, abeit insncere sympathy. "Poor Dottie! He was ever so prideful of hiswhole garden.
Sometimesin fact | think he loved it morethan me...."

Not so! | wanted to shout. Well, perhaps.... honesty instantly forced me to amend.

The Shade regarded Sparky with anatura compassion, tempered, | thought, only by those common
suspicionsthat attach to the spouse of any murdered husband. "There, there, Mrs. Dottle. | know it's
smdl comfort, but well eventualy catch thefiend who did this."

"That'swhat | pray for each night before | climb into my londly empty bed, Mister Shade, where | writhe
and squirm feverishly until dawn." Sparky gripped the Shade's right bicep in an overfamiliar manner and
fluttered her long lashes at him.

The Shade appeared atrifle flustered. "Ahem, yes. Now, let me just have alook at thistree."

Crouching at my base, the Shade produced amagnifying lens and examined my bark. With one gloved
finger he took up afew flakes of my rain-washed and sun-dried blood. He cogitated a moment, then
stood.

"I would've thought aman startled by an axe-bearing assailant might have made adash for hislife, or at
least clawed at the tree where he knedled in an attempt to scramble upright. Y et he died without a scuffle
right where you earlier saw him working."

Unwisely perhaps, Sparky vented her resdud hatred. "Dottie was ameek little shrimp!" Hadtily, she
recovered. "That is, my husband had amild disposition. He must've fainted straight away when the awful
thug cameonhim.”

"Y es, that's one explanation. Well, Mrs. Dottle, thereésnot alot | can do here. I'll be going now."

"Oh, please, Migter Shade, just walk me back to the house. | can't stand to be aone near thistree.
There's something creepy about it now, since my husband died.”

Asthe Shade and Sparky retreated, she cast adirelook back at me, dmost asif she could see her
husband shdltering inside his oaken suit.

Oncethe pair were out of sight, | found mysdlf sinking down into blissful vegeta somnolence again. The
happy sensations of being an oak completey wiped away any mortd cares|eft over from my prior life.
Why should | trouble mysalf about human justice? My old life would never be restored through the
courts. Let the fleshly ones squabble among themsdlves. Their little lives had no impact on mine.

My arrogant invulnerability lasted for roughly ayear. Through summer, fal and winter | gloried
undisturbed in the magnificence of my being, experiencing each turning season with new joy.

But then in the spring came my comeuppance. | had been much too cavalier in dismissing Sparky's
ability to do mefurther harm.



One day near the anniversary of my murder, asecond set of killers arrived to day me once again.

| witnessed the truck from Resneis Arborists pass through the gates of my small estate and down the
drive. Improbably and most uncivilly, it actudly continued up onto my prize lawn, the turf now looking
admittedly less than perfect dueto lack of attention. Rough-handed workers tumbled out, and aforeman
began to shout orders.

"Okay, you jokers, get amove on! We've got to take down every tree on this property plenty pronto, if
we want that bonus. And the big oak goesfirst!”

Horrified, | watched two men pull a huge saw from their truck and start toward me.
| could fed the big sharp teeth placed harshly against my barky skin.

Thefirst rasping cut produced a dull agony. The second, deeper stroke sent fiery alarm signals down my
every fiber.

| could fed my consciousness pulling ingtinctively back from the pain. | had an impulse to gather mysdlf
into the deepest core of my being, to escape the torture.

But before | lost touch with the outer world, | caught the arrival of Sparky and a brutish-looking stranger
dressed in a suit with roguishly wide lapdls. | forced mysdlf to focus on their sotto voce dialogue, asthey
conversed in what they deemed utter secrecy.

"| gottahand it to ya, Sparky baby," said the thug. "Thisland is gonna make a swell spot for Central
City'snew casino. But ain't'cha being abit, well, pre-ma-tour with the choppin' an' the bulldozin' an' al?
The permitsan’ licenses from City Hall ain't exactly ashoe-in. Mayor Nolan ain't too keen on gamblin'.
And her copper daddy will bust agasket if helearnswho your backers are.’

"You just leave Commissioner Nolan and his brat in City Hall to me, big boy, and concentrate on what
you do best.'

"Lovin' and killin', right?*
"Right, Jules"

The conniving pair went into a clinch that violated every element of the Hays Code, but | could spare no
further attention for their reprehensible licentiousness.

Loud creskings and groanings were issuing from my numb nether regions, which either | or the oak had
protectively desenstized. With grave misgivings, | noticed that | was beginning to cant and tip.

My ultimate downfal followed swiftly. Thefina fibers holding me upright parted, and | crashed toward
the ground. The thundering impact wastitanic, and | lost consciousness for sometime. When | cameto, |
could fed my proud branches being lopped. In short time | was hoisted by anewly arrived crane onto an
accompanying flatbed truck and carted off.

Huddling deep indde mysdlf, | redlized then that my fate most likely involved aquick trip to the sawmill
and aswift trangtion into planks.

But such was not the case. Apparently | was destined for stranger ends.



Whether subconscioudy or not, Sparky had chosen afate for my wooden corpse meant to humiliate.
Evenin degth | would be denied utilitarian dignity.

When | felt acessation of mation, | pooled my dwindling organic energies and tried to apprehend my
destination. | saw asign that read CENTRAL CITY SCHOOL OF ART AND DESIGN, and quickly
intuited my ignominiouslot: to become practice billets for budding, ham-fisted sculptors. The best | could
hope for was to grace a tobacco shop as a clumsy wooden Indian.

Sure enough, | was trundled into the school's carpentry shop and, once caloudy stripped of my bark,
rapidly dismembered into severd largish sections of trunk. With each cut | pulled my ectoplasmic bits of
mental being out of the severed section, retreeting and retreating, until findly, with thelast dice, | found al
my fading identity concentrated in one portion of trunk.

For along time | existed only in a state resembling hibernation, as| cured in astoreroom. What became
of my nonsentient bits| cannot tell. After an unguessable duration, the portion housing my ghostly sf,
roused by motion, eventually rode adolly to the atdlier of ayouth possessed of handsome Mediterranean
looks and clad in leather apron and work gloves. | heard him addressed as" Gino" by the delivery men.

Gino wrestled me upright into position on a platform, then stepped back to survey me. "Hmm, | see
hidden in this dumb wood a sraining heroic figure, fighting againg injustice. PerhapsI'll cdll this
measterpiece 'Samson Rages Againgt the Philistines™

Much as| appreciated Gino's noble goals for my dessicated flesh, | till cringed to imagine the first blow

of hischisdl. Trying to avoid hisblow, | concentrated my essence far away from his anticipated strike.
But then, at the last moment, he shifted position and cleaved off that very block of matter containing all

my soul!
| fell to the floor, ignored in the white heet of artistic crestion.
But at day's end, to my surprise, Gino picked me up and carried me home.

The young sculptor lived in an Italian dum on the far side of Central City. Apparently he shared his
dismd cold water flat only with hisfather, acheerful old fellow with an aura of deep wisdom about him.

"Poppa, look," Gino caled out as soon as he entered. " Some raw material for your hobby."
Gino'sfather took mein hisrough hands. How humiliating, | thought. From Hiram P. Dottle,
bookkeeper, botanist, and husband, to mighty oak to hunk of kindling. The old man turned me over and
over, examining me with akeen eye before finally spesking.

"It's-anot fine Algerian brier, Gino, like-awhat--awe had back in Napoli. But the grain, she'safine.
Maybe Mario Deodati can make-a one nice pipe out of thisscrap.”

"Thataboy, Pop! Gotoit!"

Thus began my fina metamorphoss, under the magicaly skilled hands of Mario Deodati. Pared away
with patient cunning, the block revealed the shape hiding within it. And amazingly, as Mario lavished
attention and craft and even love on me, | felt my identity taking renewed strength.

Holding my till-chunky form at one point, Mario spoke to me, hiscrestion. "l seeafacein-ayou,



Migter Pipe. I'm amake your bowl into asmiling head.”

Good ashisword, Mario carved facid featuresinto his creation. | had no mirror to observe mysdlf in,
but | could fed from inside that my new visage was perhaps overly jolly and glesful in the manner of a
Toby jug. Mario's sengitivity asto my true nature extended only so far.

Oneday in late winter, when the winds rattled the loose, rag-stuffed windows in the apartment, Mario
and Gino had aterse, painful discusson which | observed and listened to from my perch on ashelf.

"It's no use, Pop. I'm going to have to quit school. We don't even have the money for coa and
groceries, never mind my tuition.”

Mario banged the table with the hand that had birthed me. "Did me and your sainted Mommateach-a
you to be aquitter! Y ou gonna stay in school, boy!" He struggled to hisfeet and snatched me down off
the shelf. "Go sdll thisl And get-athe best price you can!™

Wrapped in an old piece of flannd, | left my latest home.
| surmised that it was now nearly ayear since | had been felled, and my fate once more loomed obscure.

Five storeslater, adea was consummated. | changed hands for the princely sum of one hundred dollars,
enough to keep the Deodetis afl oat for several months, and | silently bade farewell to Gino.

My new owner was a portly bearded punctilious gentleman in vest and suit. Thetip of histongue
protruding absentmindedly from the corner of his compressed lips, he inked a pricetag in the amount of
two hundred dollars, tied it to my stem with string, and placed me on avelvet cushion in adisplay case.
That night, when the shop lights clicked off and only stray glints from sreet lampsilluminated my new
home, | tried to communi cate somehow with my new neighbors. But they failed to respond to the most
vigorous of my psychic efforts, and | redized | was the only sensate pipe amongst them. Interndly, | shed
asdf-pitying tear or two as| contemplated my sad lot.

The next few weeks established a boring routine of shop-opening, commercid traffic, shop-closing and a
long night of despair. | was handled and admired severa times, but never purchased.

But one day my salvation arrived, in the form of two famous customers.

The well-dressed and decoroudy glamorous woman with her twin rolls of blonde hair pinned high atop
her head appeared first in my field of vision. Lowering her half-familiar happy face to the glass separating
us, she spoke. "Oh, Shade, look! Isn't that moded with the carved face just darling?”

The masked visage of the Shade manifested next to the woman's. In context, | recognized her now as
Mayor Ellen Nolan. The Shade did not seem to share dl of Ellen Nolan's enthusiasm. His manly features
wrinkled in quizzica bemusement.

"Geg, Ellen, I've seen better mugs on plug-uglies from the Gasworks Gang! And two hundred dollars!
Do you redize how many orphans we could feed with that money?"

"Don't be such awet blanket, Shade. Spending alittle extra of my persona money on Daddy's birthday
won't send any orphansto bed hungry.”

The Shade lifted his hat and skritched his scalp. "Are you sure thisisagood idea, Ellen ?How are you



going to get Nolan to give up hisfavorite old stinkpot in favor of this one anyhow?”
"Smple. I'l hideit."

A whistle of admiration escaped the Shade'slips. "And the newspapers say I've got guts! Well, | leaveit
dl uptoyou.”

"A wisedecison. Sir, well take thisone. And wrap it nicely, please.” Into adark box | went. The
crinkle of folding giftpaper and the zip of cdllotape from a dispenser was followed by careful placement
into what | presume was a handled shopping bag. | guessed by the long stride | subsequently shared that
the Shade next carried me home to Ellen'shouse. | heard the smack of akiss upon acheek, then felt
further lifting movements, ending up, | supposed, hidden in acloset.

Theroutine of the house for the next day or so quickly became aurdly familiar. The gruff yet loving
Commissioner Nolan arrived home and Ieft at odd hours of the day, while the perky but forceful Mayor
Nolan held to amore regular schedule. The Shade popped up unpredictably.

Findly one specid morning, muffled in my closet | could hear Ellen'sfather ranting, turning the air blue
with hiscurses.

"Where could that dangblasted, consarned pipe of mine have gotten to! Ellen! Ellen! ELLEN!"
"Y es, Daddy, whatever's the matter?”

"My favorite pipe! | cant findit! I'm certain | l€ft it on the bedstand when | went to deep, but now it's
missing! How can | go to work without it?"

Footsteps approached me, adoor creaked open, and | was lifted down in my package. Ellen's sweet
voice soothed her father. "Well, | haven't the foggiest notion of where you've midaid that awful thing. But
luckily enough, | havethislittle gift right here. Happy Birthday, Daddy!"

My wrapping began to rip. "Grmph. Hmph. Frazzleblagt it!"
"Let megive you ahand, Daddy dear."

Thelight of day made me metaphysicaly squint. | found mysdf face to face with acholeric, jaw-grinding
Commissioner Nolan. The three patches of white hair on his otherwise bald head were mussed and

flyaway.
He scowled at me, and | knew we had not hit it off.
"Isthisakid's bubblepipe? What am | supposed to pack it with -- cornslk?"

Ellen began tenderly to stroke her father's hair into better order. " Come on now, don't be agruff old
bear. This pipe has ahundred times more class than your old one. Won't you at least try it, please -- for
me?'

Nolan turned me around S0 | faced away from him. Then for thefirst time| felt the curioudy intimate
sensation of his blunt teeth biting down strongly on my stem. Hisirritation caused me to waggle furioudy
up and down amost in timeto his thumping, agitated pulse, so much so that | feared for his dangeroudy
high blood pressure.



"Fedsdtrange" Nolan said. "Not like my old one.

"New things take some getting used to. Here's your tobacco pouch. Smoke up abowl or two and youll
seehow lovdy itis”

Nolan stuffed my wooden head full of pungent weed, tamping the plug down with ablunt,
nicotine-stained thumb. Then | heard amatch scrape and fdlt the smdl flame singe my crown. The pain
waslessthanif | had tested my human flesh with amatch, and | resolved to be stoicin my new role.

Puffing furioudy, Nolan seemed to relax atrifle. "Drawswell enough," he cautioudy admitted. "But that
smpering little face on the bowl --"

"Shush now! Off to work with you!"

Nolan snatched up a battered old leather satchel and exited. A police car and driver awaited him
outside, and we set off.

Well, | cannot begin to describe the tremendous excitement of the subsequent severa weeks. |
experienced firsthand the glamorous crimefighting life of the Shade and Nolan inaway no oneese ever
had, not even the Shade'sloyal Negro sidekick, Bustal Never absent from Nolan's pitbull-like
mandibular embrace, | found mysdlf swept up ininnumerable thrilling confrontations with the forces of
evil. Shootouts, chases, last-minute rescues! Thrests, torture, mysterious clues, exotic locaed! Villains,
henchmen, mad scientists, femmesfatalesl Why, once | remember we dipped quietly through the dimy,
drip-plopping sewers on thetrail of the Crustacean, only to discover the archfiend in hislair with

But | ramble. I'll never reach the end of my persond taeif | recount al the wild adventures|
experienced. Sufficeit to say that out of my three existencesto date, being Commissioner Nolan'strusty
pipe proved by far the most invigorating!

Of course, | had to endure many boring meetings aswell. Politics played a part in crimefighting, asit did
in everything connected with the civic life of Centra City. Whenever one of these tedious events was
scheduled, | fell into an absentminded reverie. | confessto being in one such fugue at the Sart of thet fatal
evening.

The clock in the Mayor's shadowy office struck midnight when the Shade and Ellen walked in, causing
my owner to hastily remove hisfeet from his daughter's desk and legp up from her ornate office chair.

The Shade looked shamefaced. "Sorry we're late. | thought | spotted the wily spy Pola Fleece down by
the docks, but it turned out to be only afashion magazine shoot. It took awhile to settle up damages with
the photographer and models. Are those dimy business partners here yet?*

Nolan knocked my head on the edge of atrashcan to remove my dead embers, then restuffed me with
shag and lit up. | was quite used to the flickering flame by now, and paid it no mind as Nolan began to
puff furioudy.

"Not yet. | don't likethis, Shade -- not onelittle bit."
Ellen chimedin. "l agree. That Hint woman gives me the willies. What a cold-blooded witch! Only afew

months until the second anniversary of her husband's murder, and she's aready taking up with another
man. Why, | hear she'seven carrying hislovechild!™



Ellen blushed charmingly at this remark, and the Shade coughed asif he had swallowed afly.

Sparky? Were they speaking of Sparky? A old twinge of mixed affection and hatred passed through my
wooden frame, and | woke into greater dertness.

"And she hasn't snagged just any beau,” the Shade added. " Jules The Fife Reefer has a history of
misdeeds as long and bloody asthe Carnivore's.”

Nolan said, "Still, welve never been able to pin anything on him, and thisrequest of theirsto build a
casino seemson theup and up.”

"| agree they're following legitimate channels,” said the Shade, "but the big question remains. Do we want
to let Reefer congtruct such an efficient money-laundering enterprise for his other illegal rackets?!

"Of coursenot,” Ellen said. "But welve stdled them in every legd way we can. Therésno way we can
avoid giving them the permitsfor their casino any longer.”

The Shade pushed his hat back on his head and smiled. "That's the purpose of tonight's meeting. We've
gotten them so frustrated that they're bound to offer you abribe. Why ese would they schedule such a
late-night get-together? I'll be in the next office with the door gar. Once the money is out in the open, I'll
bust in and put the cuffs on them. End of story.”

Nolan scowled. "'l supposeit'sthe only way. But | don't like putting Ellen at risk.”

Ellen straightened up proudly. "I'm the Mayor, Daddy. Don't | deserve my share of the bribe? Infact, |
think you and | will haveto split it saventy-thirty."

"Hmph! Sixty-forty," joshed Nolan, "and that's my find offer."

Outsde in the empty City Hall corridor the eevator bell chimed, signaing the conveyance'sarriva on
our floor.

The Shade darted for the connecting door. " Stations, men!"
A few seconds later, my ex-wife and her new lover walked in.

Clutching her purse demurely, Sparky |ooked more desirable than ever, with her tumbling Titian curls
framing her adorable face. Recdling Ellen's catty gossip, | thought to detect adight swelling of her
tummy, heralding the bastard child, substitute for the offspring we had never managed to conceive
between us. | fet mysdf falinginlovedl over with her again -- until | recalled with ashock the
murderoudy contorted lines of this same visage as she swung the axe a my back.

Her companion -- theidentica thuggish man | had seen her with while still atree-- | paid little attention
to, deeming him beneath my mature congderation. Besides, it was hard to consider mysdf hisvigorous
rival while wearing the semblance of apipe.

Reefer hailed us asif meeting buddies at an amusement park. "Howdy, Mayor, Commissioner! Hopewe
ain't kept you up past your bedtime. But the dedl we got in mind needs alittle privacy, heh-heh, if you get
my drift.”"



Sparky kicked Reefer's ankle and took over the pitch, her dulcet voice achingly familiar.

"What my partner meansis that we intend tonight to have an end to al delays. Twelve months of red
tape have left usfeding very antsy. If theré's any way we can, um, grease the whedls of progress, we are
quitewillingto--"

"Just spit it out, baby. We're ready to lay some serious mazuma down to get this project underway.
Whatta we talkin'? Ten thousand? Fifteen thousand?'

| quivered menacingly between Nolan's choppers. If only Sparky and Reefer had been able to read the
language of my jiggling, they would have turned tail and run. But they were blind to Nolan'srage.

"Let'sseethe color of your money, Reefer.”

The mobster reached into his suitcoat'sinner pocket and hauled out a sheaf of billsweighty as one of my
prize cabbages. All eyes except mine were magnetized by the bundle of large denomination bills. Thus
only | witnessed the Shade sneak catfootedly up behind Reefer and tap him on the shoulder.

"Jg'sup, Reefer. Will you come quietly, or do | haveto use force?"

Everyone had forgotten Sparky. Until they heard in the stunned silence the click of the hammer on her
45, loud as my former oaken body crashing to the ground.

Sparky's eyes were hard as her stage name, her face taut with rage. "Jules ain't going nowhere. It'syou
threethat are gonnatakealittle trip.”

Even Reefer seemed stunned by his paramour's steely determination. " Put the rod away, baby. We can
beat alittle bribery rap. It'sjust their word againgt ours.”

Sparky swung her gun toward the Shade, but addressed Reefer. "Sometimes | swear you've got less
spine than that mousy dirtgrubber | married! Win a case againgt the Shade? Are you crazy? Hes got this
town sewed up!"

"It'ssmply amatter of being on the correct side of the law, Miss FHint. Now if you'll just do asyour
boyfriend advises --"

" Shut up, you! Now, head for the Saircase!™

Thetrio of captives shuffled out -- under two guns now -- while | was ill fuming over the insult Sparky
had paid my memory. Oncein the stairwell we climbed steadily upward, emerging onto the roof. The
summer sky hosted aninfinity of sars, aslikely to offer us useful help asanyone dseinthecity.

"Go over near the edge,”" Sparky commanded. "There's gonna be allittle accident here tonight. Three
clumsy stargazers are gonnatake alittle dive. Maybe the papers will even figure the Shade was somehow
responsible. When our crew takes over City Hal, we won't have acarein theworld.”

We now stood at the low parapet protecting us from five stories of oblivion. | could see the Shade
tensing hismusclesfor alunge. But Sparky anticipated just such an action.

"Jules, grab thegirl.” Oncein Reefer's clutches, Ellen suffered the muzzle of the pistol jammed againgt her
stomach. "Try anything funny, and your girlfriend gets gutshot. It's not as easy a death as a broken neck,



bdieveme"

With surprising acrobatic ease, the lumpy Nolan jumped atop the parapet. "Don't shoot her, Flint. I'm
going firg."

And with that he jumped, taking me of course with him.

Nolan's blunt fingers gripped the ledge and interrupted our fall. | deduced his plan: to lure Sparky and
Reefer over for alook, then make a surprising grab at them with one hand, thus breaking the stalemate.
But even inthe dim light Sparky must have seen hisefforts.

"Reefer, he's holding on! Turn the girl loose and go whack the old coot's fingers.”

| witnessed Reefer above us hefting his own gun, reversed. He smashed the butt down.

Nolan grunted, fell afoot with uselesdy waving ams
--and that was when the protruding spike intercepted my bowl.

Nolan'steeth bit into my stem like a crocodil€e's.

Reefer cdled out, "He's hanging on by his damn pipe!”

" Shoot the pipe out of his mouth then!™

Recfer took careful am.

AND JUST THEN the gunshot rings out, smultaneoudy with the sound of a scuffle on the rooftop, the
thud of fistson flesh, of muffled grunts and screams.

The bullet pierces my stem, severing it completely. The pain of my morta wound wracks me with titanic
agonies. | try to hold onto consciousness, but fed it ebbing swiftly. But in my last seconds of full
awareness, even as my two halvestumbleinto thevoid, | thankfully witness the Shade lunge
three-quarters over the edge of the parapet to grab Nolan by hiswrist.

Then afamiliar morta darkness descends.

Curioudy, unexpectedly, my soul isnot completely extinguished. Although split in two, my human
essence remains connected by a dormant thread of ectoplasm. Patiently, able to do nothing else, | await
the reinvigorating reunion of my haves, arepair | an somehow confident will arrivein due course.

At last the blessed event comes. Jagged lower stem intersects with upper fragment and bowl, firmly
secured with aspot of Elmer's glue. Although certainly unfit to be smoked, | can still exercise thought and

perception.

| find myself stapled to a plague, hanging on awall benesth an odd circular skylight. Weirdly, the view
through the cross-barred aperture reveals not mere sky, but an eerie nighted landscape of canted
tombstones.



I am underground! And where else but in the Shade's fabled but never-pinpointed sanctum, itslocation
now disclosed to me done as the haunted corner of Idlewhile Cemetery!

The Shade himself steps back from hanging me up on histrophy wall. Beside him stands the short,
lumpish, wide-eyed figure of Busta, that faithful son of Ham who asssts the Shade and drives him about
Centrd City in hisydlow cab.

"Wdll, Busta," confides the Shade, "yet another rdlic of a case well-solved. Not only did wejail Sparky
Hint and Jules Reefer for bribery and multiple attempts at homicide, but, thanksto her confession, we
cleared up the old murder of her husband, poor chap." The Shade pats me affectionately. "Unfortunately,
Doaittle had no lucky talisman such asthis pipe to save him, in the manner it saved Nolan.”

The Shade turnsto aset of blueprints spread out on atable. "But enough of past glories, Busta. Let's
direct our attention to thisdiagram of Fort Knox. | expect the Gasworks Gang will strike next month,
during the annud ingot-dugting --"

Safe, protected from the eements, privileged to share avicariouslife of crime-fighting, | settle cozily
down on thewadll to listen to the Shade's brave scheming.

There are worse fates for a broken pipe. And for aman aswell.
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