
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   What’s Fair
 
    
 
                 I’ve always thought of myself as a fair man. 
 
   That’s all I ever wanted: what was fair. When the plowing was done, and when it was time for supper, all I wanted was the same as what everybody else got. Not more, not less. Fair’s fair, I always say.
 
                 I remember a time when I was a kid that Dad gave me and Jim Christmas presents. He gave Jim a wristwatch and he gave me a hunting knife. Boy, was Jim taken with that wristwatch. He’d wear it around every day, rain or shine, always careful to keep it clean, to keep it wound. If he scuffed it up, he’d buff that scuff right out – he’d spend hours with a handkerchief, spitting on it and rubbing it, spitting on it and wiping it until it looked brand new.
 
                 I didn’t really like my hunting knife. I wasn’t big like Jim then -- it wasn’t until later that I hit my growth spurt. But Dad kept after me to try it out, and I wanted so bad to please him, so I headed out to the woods to see if I could catch something. Sure enough, I found me a rabbit. When I pounced for him, though, he was faster than I was, and he skittered away like his tail was on fire.
 
                 But I wanted to show Dad that I knew what to do with a knife. So I chased him and chased him – and I finally cornered that old rabbit in a rocky little dead end. He’d move to his left, and I’d move to my right to cut him off. He’d move to his right, and I’d jump with him. But he was too smart for me: he charged straight at me, and before I knew it, he’d gone right between my legs, like that ball Buckner missed in the ’86 Series. 
 
                 Well, I turned around and there was that rabbit, sitting there, staring at me, like he was laughing. And I got so mad that I took that hunting knife and I threw it at him, like James Coburn in The Magnificent Seven. Just about took his head off, but that rabbit moved like lightning. He was gone. And I heard a plunk from a creek that ran through the woods. The knife was gone, too.
 
                 When I got back home that night, I was too embarrassed to tell Dad what happened to that knife. But the next morning, when Jim got up, he found that his watch was dented. He couldn’t buff that out.
 
    
 
                 I met Em – Emily, that is – when I was a senior in high school. She was about the cutest thing you’ve ever seen: strawberry blond with a knockout body and a button nose. Blue eyes, too. Like a miniature Britney Spears. She was on the cheerleading team. By then, I’d hit that growth spurt I mentioned, and I was a big, burly kid, the fullback on the team. I was barreling kids over – I mean steamrolling them – and coach said I was a sure thing for all-state.
 
                 The minute I laid eyes on Em, I knew she was the girl for me. I knew she liked me too, you see. She wasn’t the first girl I’d ever gone out with – when you’re the star fullback on your high school football team in a small town like Jefferson, there are plenty of girls after you, looking for something to tell their daughters about twenty years from now. But Em was something special. When I was on the field, she’d cheer and she’d look at me, and I felt like I was playing just for her.
 
                 One night, after the game, me and Em got to talking. Don’t ask me what we talked about – I wouldn’t know. Probably the game, or her classes, or something else. Didn’t matter. By the time we looked around, the sun had gone down and it was late. She looked up at me with those big eyes, through her eyelashes – I could see she’d combed them special for me – and she asked me to walk her home. Of course, being no fool, I said sure.
 
                 She lived in a nice area of town, and I lived near the fields, so we had to walk past my house to get to hers. As we walked by, I pointed at our house. I have to admit, I had some guilty thoughts about Em, and I knew that Dad and Mom weren’t home.
 
                 My guess was right – she wasn’t shy, either. She batted those eyelashes and told me she’d love to see the house. Could I show her around?
 
                 She didn’t have to ask me twice.
 
                 We walked up to the door and I took her in my arms.
 
                 And that’s when Jim opened the door. He was back from State, where he was studying agricultural engineering, and he looked at me, laughing with his eyes, and said, “Hey, brother. I’m home.”
 
                 When I turned back to introduce Em, she was looking at him. They were married six months later.
 
    
 
                 The next summer, Dad died in an accident. Mom was walking around like a ghost, and the farm was going to ruin. Jim and Em, who were off living near State, came home to help take care of Mom and the farm. Dad had left him in charge, since he was the first born. 
 
   Jim and Em moved into the house with us. The farm was still workable, and Jim figured that he could save up enough money to buy some machinery. Jim took over the master bedroom with Em, and Mom moved into Jim’s old room. I stayed where I’d always been. 
 
   It was pretty terrible to be around the house, what with Mom haunting it, so I spent most of my extra time in the weight room at school, bulking up for next year. I didn’t like to be near Mom. It made me feel depressed inside. I was a high school graduate, and I was getting invited to all the best parties, anyway.
 
                 One night, Jim and Em asked if I could take care of Mom for a while so they could go out and grab dinner. I said sure. 
 
                 I was downstairs watching TV when I saw the water dripping through the ceiling. It turns out that Mom was in the bathtub, her head under the water, not breathing. I’d learned some basic mouth-to-mouth, and I was able to get her breathing again, but she was never the same after that. Now Jim and Em and I had to help her get to the bathroom, shower herself, feed herself.
 
                 And that fall, starting for State, I blew out my knee. There went the scholarship offer to State. I bawled like a baby – not because it hurt, but because it just wasn’t right.
 
   I came home, quit State. I was there for football anyway, not for my studies. When the football went, so did my shot at the big time.
              Em was like a saint. She took care of Mom and me, and she made sure we got what we needed. Jim worked the farm, and he’d come back at night, and Em would have dinner all ready for him. 
 
                 Pretty soon, I was able to get around on my own – I’d never be able to run fast again, but I could at least help out. Jim used me mostly for field work, and he handled the sales and the accounting and the marketing and whatever the hell else needed to be handled. I thought it was pretty cush of him to sit there in the air-conditioned office and make the decisions while I sweated, but there wasn’t much I could do to complain – he’d been to college. He knew his stuff.
 
                 We got along like that for a few years. Things hummed along, or I guess moseyed along is more like it. Until Jim had his idea.
 
    
 
                 It struck him one day while he was taking a look at the wheat crop. That night, at dinner, we couldn’t stop him from running on at the mouth. 
 
   “Em, Tommy, you won’t believe this,” he said. 
 
   “Hold on, Jimmy,” said Em, “Mom’s drooling.” She wiped at Mom’s mouth while Jim babbled on to her. He never was good at listening.
 
   “… the plow is just not aerating the ground, baby.” He whipped out a piece of sod from his pocket.
 
   “Jimmy, take that dirt away from the table,” said Em.
 
   “Look at how dense it is. Look how there isn’t any oxygen getting in there. What if there was a plow that was even finer about aerating the ground? My God, we could feed the entire world with machinery like this. Make grain cheap as dirt!”
 
   He started diagramming charts at the table. My head was spinning, and I wasn’t paying attention. I don’t think Em was, either. She was wiping at Mom’s mouth. And I have to admit, I couldn’t take my eyes off of her.
 
   I’d never seen Jim so excited. He wasn’t the excitable type, you understand. He got straight A’s through school. He was always teacher’s pet. Everybody knew he’d go to college and make a name for himself. And Jim knew it, too.
 
   Ever since he came back to the farm, he’d been in a funk. Like farming was too low for him. I always think that’s why he holed up in the office and let me do the grunt work.
 
   But now he was excited again, the energy coming off him like the buzz in the air after a lightning strike. He was drawing diagrams, and he was grabbing Em around the waist and singing little songs to her, and he was even holding up those drawings so Mom could see, even though she wasn’t really seeing anything.
 
   Then he came around and gave me a hug around the neck. It was the first time he’d hugged me since we were in elementary school together.
 
   “Tommy,” he said, “we’re gonna be rich.”
 
    
 
   As much time as he had spent in the office, he was now spending it in the barn, messing with our mechanical plow. Every time I’d go in there, he’d be underneath the thing, a hammer or a wrench in his hand, bashing away at the thing, tightening something here, screwing something there. 
 
   The finances went to the dogs. One time I signed a check at the grocery and we were overdrawn. Another time, the mortgage man came down the road and asked if we needed more time on the payment. We didn’t – Jim had just forgotten to pay him. Even Em was getting worried about his absentmindedness. 
 
   And with Jim out of control, everything spun out of control. Soon Em was having to take care of the finances, which meant that I was having to take care of Mom. And I was still working the fields. Meanwhile, Jim was obsessed with that machine.
 
   One day, it was hot as blazes outside – so hot that the sweat would dry on your forehead and then break out again until you felt like you didn’t have any moisture at all left inside you. I was out in the fields, as usual. And Jim was in the barn, cool as a cucumber. He’d even brought a little unit air conditioner out there with him. “I need to keep my head clear,” he’d told Em.
 
   The heat was so soggy that the waves were coming up off the ground, like gas out of an oven. I stopped for a moment to wipe off my forehead. That’s when I looked up at the house.
 
   It was burning.
 
   I hollered at the top of my lungs for Jim to get in there and find out what the hell was going on. Jim didn’t answer. I hollered again. Silence from the barn.
 
   My first thought was that a fuse must have busted in the house. But when I sprinted toward the house, I could see that the smoke was coming from inside the house. From Jim’s old room. Mom’s room.
 
   I busted into the house like I was breaking through a defensive line, and rammed my way upstairs. There was Mom, in the bed, and her sheet was on fire. “Jimmy!” I hollered. But it was Em who came to help me. She rushed in with a bucket of water and doused Mom and the bed. I grabbed an old dress and started whacking away at the fire. Pretty soon, between the two of us, we’d put it out.
 
   I sat there panting for a minute. Mom was sitting there, holding a box of matches and crying. She didn’t know what she was doing.
 
   And I started to get mad. 
 
   I ran down the stairs. Em called after me, but I didn’t care. I went outside and headed for the barn. 
 
   Sure enough, Jim was under that plow again. I stood there for a minute. Then two. It must have taken the bastard five solid minutes to notice me. When he did, he got out from under the plow, stood up, gave a kind of little smile, and asked what was wrong.
 
   And I knocked him flat on his ass.
 
   “Listen, Jim,” I said to him, “you’ve been having it your own way all this time. But some things are gonna change. You’ve been king of this place for our whole life, but I’ve had enough of it. I want my piece.”
 
   He looked at me and I could see he really didn’t understand what was going on. Here was this smart guy, and all the sudden he was playing stupid. I started to holler again. “I’m out there, busting my hump to bring in the bread, and you’re sitting here underneath this damn machine all day long, tinkering with nothing.”
 
   I could see Jim was starting to get mad. It took a lot to get Jim mad. He’d look distant behind his eyes, somehow, like he was hiding behind a wall. His eyes would go kind of cold, and his fists would clench and unclench. He stood up and stared at me. The vein in his forehead was popping out.
 
   “Tommy,” he said, “you don’t do anything of importance around here. You think I need you to run this place? I could hire a field hand for one quarter the price. I’m doing it out of charity for you. You’ve never held down a real job. You’re still going on and on about your days back in high school. Nobody cares anymore. 
 
   “I produce.” The spark in his eyes was beginning to return. I knew this meant he was especially mad. “You aren’t worth anything. You’ve got no education. You’ve got no prospects. You know what Dad told me before I left for school? He said, ‘Look after Tommy if anything happens, Jimmy. He can’t take care of himself.’ So what do you think I’ve been doing?”
 
   I started to talk but he gave me a look that said I’d better shut my mouth. He kept going. “You know what I’ve been doing in this barn all this time? Trying to make something for myself and for Em, sure. But mostly, I’ve been trying to take care of you. Still. Even though you’re sullen, and you’re lazy, and you’re ungrateful, and you think somehow I’ve cheated you. Even though I spent years helping you with your homework, teaching you the rules of football – hell, I even got that man from State to come see you play. When this thing makes us a million bucks, I’m planning on sending you back to college. So you can make something of yourself. But if you want to leave, you pick up and you get the hell out.”
 
   He pointed at the door. I left. When I looked back, he was under that plow again.
 
    
 
                 About a week later, I heard something stir in the house in the middle of the night. I figured that maybe it was Mom, so I slipped on my pants and stepped into the hallway. Mom’s light was out, but the light from downstairs, the kitchen, was on. I could hear Jimmy snoring in the other room. It rattled the door to his room a little.
 
                 I tip-toed downstairs. As I got closer to the kitchen, I could hear the sniffling. I nudged open the door, and sure enough, Em was sitting at the table with her head in her hands.
 
                 I sat down next to her and asked her what was wrong.
 
                 “I didn’t want any of this,” she said. Her snot was dripping a little, but she looked as beautiful as ever. She was wearing her robe, and it was open just a little at the top. I could see her breathing.
 
                 “Any of what?” I asked.
 
                 “This,” she said. “I wanted to leave. I didn’t want to have to take care of Mom, or be a farmer’s wife, or watch my man start to lose his mind from being pent up in this little cage of a town.”
 
                 She looked so beautiful with the tears in her eyes, dripping down her face. I reached over and wiped them off with my big meaty hand.
 
                 “Do you remember when I first brought you here?” I asked her.
 
                 “Of course,” she said. “That’s when I first met Jimmy.”
 
                 I stumbled for the right words. “You know, I had a crush on you. Do you remember we almost …”
 
                 A frightened look crossed her face. “No,” she finally answered. “I liked you a lot, Tommy. But never like that.”
 
                 That struck me hard. “Sure you did,” I said. “If Jimmy hadn’t been home –”
 
                 “I liked you a lot, Tommy,” she said again. “But I liked a lot of guys. It was different with Jimmy.”
 
                 I put my hand out and touched her arm. It didn’t make any sense. But she pulled away.
 
                 I got up and walked out of the house. Then I ran.
 
    
 
                 I found myself in the woods. It was dark, all right, but I’d been in those woods many times, so I could see. I didn’t know what I was looking for. Maybe I just needed to clear my head. The woods had grown over since I was a kid, and I stumbled on some tree roots, scraped up my arms pretty bad, cursed my own stupidity. How could I have said that to Em? Humiliated myself like that? 
 
                 And how could she say that to me? She knew she was lying to me, and to herself. I remembered holding her in my arms. And I remembered Jimmy’s smiling, smart face. And her eyes turning up to meet his.
 
                 The cold water rushing through my boots brought me back to reality. I’d walked right into the creek, and my feet were soaked. I’d be sloshing my way back home tonight, I thought.
 
                 Then I saw it, glinting there beneath a rock. It was like the movies – a beam of moonlight was hitting it just right. My hunting knife.
 
                 I took it as an omen.
 
    
 
                 It wasn’t two days before Jimmy came running into the house around dinnertime. Everything had been awkward in the house between me and Em, but I’m not sure Jimmy had noticed anything. Now, he came rushing into the kitchen. His hands were covered in grease.
 
                 “It works,” he whispered. “It works!”
 
                 He reached out and grabbed Em and whirled her around like a pinwheel. Her skirt flew up a little, and I looked away. 
 
                 He looked at me, too, and his eyes were bright. “Tommy,” he said, “I want to show you this.”
 
                 Em looked confused, but Jimmy grabbed me by the arm. “Come on, kid,” he said. “This is our fortune.”
 
                 He led me to the barn. He stood next to the machine. “Now, Tommy, I want you to look really closely. Watch what I do. We’re gonna have to sell these up and down the country, and I’m gonna need your help. You can be my sales deputy – people like you, and people around here remember when you were scoring touchdowns.”
 
                 He leaned over and pushed a red button. “You hit this button,” he said. “And that gets the motor going. Now, look underneath.” I squatted, and I saw a whole new-fangled blade system underneath the plow. It was jumping and shaking in a queer way. “That aerates the soil better. You don’t have to know how it works – you just have to know that it does.”
 
                 He hopped over to me like a jackrabbit and grabbed me by the arms. “Kiddo, we’re all set, from here to the Flood! You’re a junior partner in the firm – and we’re headed right to the top!” His smile was infectious. I could feel myself smiling, too.
 
                 And then the knife was up under his ribs. He looked so confused. For a minute, I was confused, too. Then the blood started to gurgle from his mouth, and I pushed him back, and the machine was still bucking and shaking, and his legs went out from under him, and before he could say or do anything, my foot came out from under me and kicked him in the ribs, and he grunted, and he rolled under that machine he loved, and the ground was covered with his blood. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t scream. But Em did when I came in the house, covered with his blood.
 
    
 
                 After the funeral, the police came to see me, but there was nothing to say about it. He’d been mashed up by that machine, so there was no evidence. They just said it was tough for me to go through this, now that I was responsible for Mom and Em, and asked what I would do. And I told them that it was okay – I had a way to take care of things.
 
                 That afternoon, I drove over to the big agricultural machinery store to see the boss, Mr. Ebsen. I told him about our new specially-aerating mechanical plow, and showed him some of Jimmy’s papers from his desk. His eyes lit up. He asked if he could come out and see it. I told him I’d give him a ride.
 
                 When we got to the barn, I didn’t even hesitate. It was quiet in there, which I wasn’t used to, but I knew that my fortune was lying inside. And I knew that all I needed to do was to hit the little red button.
 
                 “Now, watch if you please, sir, Mr. Ebsen,” I said, in my best fancy voice. “You are about to see the machine that will revolutionize American agriculture.”
 
                 And I hit the button.
 
                 And nothing happened.
 
                 I could feel the sweat start up under my collar. 
 
                 “Hold on, Mr. Ebsen,” I said. I got down on my hands and knees, and I crawled underneath the machine that had killed my brother. It was still rust-colored from his blood. I hadn’t cleaned it off yet.
 
                 I don’t know what Jimmy had done under there, but it didn’t look like any normal plow. It was totally changed. So I hit it a couple times with a wrench, then got out and smiled. “Let me try again, Mr. Ebsen,” I said.
 
                 I hit the button again. And again, nothing happened.
 
                 Mr. Ebsen looked at me and shrugged. “Well,” he said, “when you get it working again, come and let me know. I think we can do business together.” He walked toward the door. “And sorry about your brother. He was a genius with those things.”
 
                 Then he was gone. 
 
                 I walked back to the house. It was empty, except for Mom. Em was gone, too.
 
                 And I’ll tell you right now, it wasn’t fair. None of it. I just didn’t have the breaks Jimmy had. I wasn’t born smart like him. I didn’t get the education. I didn’t get the luck or the girl.
 
   So now, I’m sitting here, messing with this damn contraption. And I’ve got Jimmy’s rusty blood on my hands. And Mom’s in the house, waiting for me. And the house is awful quiet.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   From The Pit
 
    
 
   September 19: I am now just five days and a wakeup from the end of my term. And I’m still alive.
 
   It’s lonely work, ever since Phillips was killed. Didn’t think I’d ever say this, but I miss him.
 
   I spent today traversing the caverns. Very few crobes. We’ve done a masterful job of taking them out. It’s been weeks since the last wave of mites got Phillips. I still remember the wave. Like giant, malevolent spiders, their scaly tentacles reaching, squirming, their stench overpowering, Phillips firing his laser but its power source dry, Phillips stumbling backwards, me firing, thinking of Amy, and then the mite was on him, sucking him dry, stripping the skin from his muscles with its massive pincers, Phillips screaming …
 
   But thinking about it makes me sick. 
 
   I never thought the territory could be so vast. Before the downsizing, the territory was no bigger than a large room. Now, of course, it seems vast, miles upon miles of endless caverns, followed by the dropoff: a cliff that feels hundreds of feet high, plunging down into a soft forest of polyester.
 
   It’s nearly seven o’clock. The light still burns above, but the climate is temperate. That’s the good news about being an Anti – at least the climate’s always good. The power of indoor climate control.
 
   The Whale is rumbling above. His thunderous voice is overpowering. Does he ever shut up? He’s working on a transnational trade again, something to do with steel and carbon manufacture. A stock trader could make a fortune by listening to him. But I’m just a simple guy. I just want to get home to Amy.
 
   Two years. That was the length of that damnable contract. I though the money would enough – a guaranteed pension for life, an endless income, a nice house above the bay with the wind blowing off the sea, Amy in my arms. She warned me against this. She was right. I was wrong.
 
   But now it’s nearly over. The reversal process begins in two days. It took them three days to get me down to this size; it’ll take three days the other way, too. They say it hurts. But at this point, I wouldn’t care if they had to skin me to get me home.
 
   The light’s winked off now. Another day over. I’ll pitch the Halo and get some shut-eye.
 
    
 
   September 20: Four days and a wakeup. I hate hunting in the dark. But that’s what I’ll have to do today – it’s Saturday, so there’ll be no light, just the hurricane sound of the cleaning woman’s vacuum. And the mites are back. I could see a wave of mites today from inside my Halo; to them, I just looked like another crobe. I think they’re coming from the ashtray; they’ve always loved the ashtray. For an obsessive-compulsive clean freak – the ultimate clean freak – The Whale’s addiction to cigarettes is a weird one. But then again, he can afford the lung cleansing day after day, the whooshing that lifts the ash from his lungs.
 
   I pop on my night-vision goggles and put on my boots. Then I step outside the Halo, which automatically deflates to fit in my gearbag. The last mite turns around a nearby corner. I follow.
 
   When I get to the ashtray, the final ashes are still smoldering from his cigarette. It looks like a gigantic white tower, at an angle. I’ve seen pictures of the Leaning Tower of Pisa – it’s like that, but with the bottom end broken and trailing into black dust. A few sparks dance near the base.
 
   The mites are all over the cigarette. All over it. They cover the top of the cigarette, swarm it, clawing at the chunks of The Whale’s saliva. Best to get them now, before they disperse and hide in the crevices of the desk.
 
   And so I climb. When you’re at full size, a cigarette looks like a smooth, precisely calibrated cylinder. Only when you’re climbing one do you realize that it’s full of footholds and handholds. The mites are above me, but they haven’t sensed me yet. I take out my hook from my belt, and tear it into the cigarette wall with a satisfying thunk. Then I lash it through my belt and lean back. The mites are silhouetted against the foamboard ceiling. I have a clear shot.
 
   I take the first mite out with a single laser beam, watch it plummet down the cigarette and smash into the table below, split in two. Before I have a chance to silently celebrate, though, the other mites – God, there have to be at least two hundred of them – turn and face me. This is the moment where they’re stunned, before they realize what’s happening. This is the moment for the laser grenade. I’ve done it a thousand times already, so many times that it’s a matter of course.
 
   But I haven’t done it while hanging from a cigarette in the dark alone.
 
   I reach behind me, into my gearbag, searching for the grenade. Damn it, I should have thought of this before firing on the herd. They’re climbing down toward me now, their great bulky frames picking up momentum as they plunge their claws into the body of the cigarette. They’re covered in the crusted saliva of The Whale, and their smell is overpowering. I retch, grasp deeper into my gearbag. My hand closes around the grenade – but now the herd is closing. I can see the black maw of the lead mite opening as he chunks his way down the cigarette. I close my eyes and scream and fling it upward.
 
   It’s not a good throw; it seems to flutter in the air before gravity takes hold of it. It reaches the top of the parabola – and it suddenly occurs to me that this damn thing could go off as it passes me on the way down. Of course, by that time, I’ll be mite food. 
 
   But then the mite reaches down with its pincers and gobbles it up. I count to four – it’s already been a second – and the mite explodes outward, blowing a dozen of its repulsive brethren off the cigarette, into the chasms below. The wave from the explosion almost blows me off the cigarette, but the belt holds me tight. 
 
   But the second wave of mites is still coming down for me. They’re creeping more slowly, more warily. That’s not good for me. My only chance is that they panic; I can never make it down the cigarette in time to escape them.
 
   They’re not panicking though. They’re getting smart. Their beady eyes scope me out as they tip-toe almost daintily down the cylindrical tower. I fire a couple times to pick two of them off – it’s hard to miss at this distance – but my heart is pounding and my throat is dry. 
 
   Shattering light.
 
   It’s a Saturday … what the hell is going on here? Somebody turned on the light, and it’s as bright as the brightest day. Thank God for that – the mites hate the light, and they’re scurrying down the cigarette butt, trying like hell to get to the darkness of the desk grooves. They completely ignore me, rush around me. I shout in glee. I’m saved!
 
   Then I hear it. The voice of The Whale, grumbling from above. Something about an emergency in Tokyo. The earth starts shaking beneath me as The Whale searches for his cigarettes, cursing. He always needs his cigarettes when he’s under stress. And this one must be a doozy.
 
   BANG! He’s opened the top drawer of his desk, and slammed it shut, turning the air blue with invective.
 
                 BOOM! The entire desk shudders with the weight of his massive, meaty fist – I can see it from atop the cigarette, and it looks like an avalanche of human flesh, punctuated by thick black hairs on his knuckles, tree-trunk thick.
 
                 “Dammit,” he says. Then I look up.
 
                 His broad, fat face stares down at me.
 
                 He can’t see me, of course. I’m too small to be seen by the naked eye. But I can see him. It’s like the moon, rising massive during harvest season, massive and puffed and bloated and sweaty. An enormous droplet of sweat forms on his eyebrow, lingers for a moment, then falls down like a bomb toward the desk. It detonates, washing three or four mites away with it. 
 
                 Why is he looking at me?
 
                 Then I realize what he’s looking at. And it isn’t me.
 
                 Oh, God.
 
                 I struggle frantically to unbelt myself from the cigarette. The belt’s too tight, though, and I can’t work myself free of it. 
 
                 And then I’m hanging by my belt, horizontal, parallel with the earth. And I’m rising, falling backwards, sliding down the cigarette, the hook tearing tobacco out of the cigarette as I slide toward his fat, blubbery lips, specks of spit oozing from his gaping mouth. I try to stop myself, grabbing at the surface of the cigarette, but the mites have left it slick, thick with their ooze mixed with The Whale’s spittle. 
 
                 The surface of the cigarette is getting hot, now. I look behind me, and the damn thing is on fire. The blasted Whale has gone and relit the butt. Hot ash begins sweeping beneath me, under the paper, as The Whale breathes in, scorching my legs.
 
                 But before I can worry about it, The Whale takes an enormous puff. The sucking is like an unstoppable hurricane, drawing me toward its eye. 
 
                 Down, down I go, until I plunge into his open mouth. It’s the movement from fire into water. I retch again as I’m immersed in waves of his saliva, stinking of yesterday’s food, a toxic mix of bile and phlegm. I try to swim toward the surface of his mouth, but it’s too far – I’ll never make it, not with a rocket pack, before he shuts that blubbery hole forever, locking me in his body, swirling me down his throat and into his intestines.
 
                 Then I remember the Halo.
 
                 I rip it out of my gearbag and hit the button. It automatically inflates. I scramble inside the airtight space as the Halo’s buffeted on the waves of spit. Then The Whale swallows. The Halo – and I – go flying backwards, down his throat, past the blimp of his uvula, down his thorax, into the vast blackness beyond. The air pressure changes, and I fall into the simultaneous darkness of unconsciousness.
 
    
 
                 September 21: I don’t know what day it is. I assume it’s three days and a wakeup. When I opened my eyes this morning (or is it afternoon?) I couldn’t see much; I lit my hand lantern and looked around. I seemed to be in an enormous dark cave – almost a huge, ugly, veined dome. It must be The Whale’s stomach. The Halo’s caught near the top of the bean-shaped space, which shines with a weird, pale reflection from the lantern. It’s pink and slimy and ridged, except for two anomalies: a red hole, filled with pus and blood, and an odd yellow patch, thick, pulsating like an enormous caterpillar.
 
                 The Halo has an oxygenator, so at least I won’t suffocate. And I have nutrition packs to last me a week. Thank God the Halo caught me at the top of the stomach – I can’t imagine that allowing The Whale’s antibodies to attack me in the intestines would be a healthy process. 
 
                 They’re going to need to find a way to extract me, though. The reversal process is set to start tonight, and while The Whale’s big, he isn’t that big. If they don’t get me out of here, I’ll tear right through his stomach wall, right through his abdomen. I’d better alert them.
 
                 I reach into my gearbag and pick up the beacon. I hit it once; the light flashes bright, illuminating the stomach like an enormous palpitating monster. And then I hear Jensen. My former best friend. The guy I went to school with. For the first time since Phillips died, a human voice, adjusted for pitch. I almost cry.
 
                 “Kemp, is that you, over?”
 
                 “Roger, Jensen. God, man, it’s good to hear your voice. Over.” There’s a pause on the other end.
 
                 “Where the hell are you?”
 
                 I’m puzzled by this. Can’t he see where I’m calling from? The beacon has a tracker on it.
 
                 “Say again, Jensen? I’m in The Whale.” Another pause. A long pause this time, broken by static.
 
                 “Describe your status, Kemp.”
 
                 “I’m in his stomach.”
 
                 “Understood. What do you see?”
 
                 “His stomach, Jensen. What the hell else would I see?” I look around again. He has to be getting at something. 
 
                 Then it hits me all at once. That yellow mass. It’s a tumor.
 
                 The Whale is dying.
 
                 Suddenly, thoughts are whirling through my brain, almost too fast for me to keep up. I’m probably the only one outside his doctors who know. He runs a billion dollar empire. His stock price would drop through the floor if the public knew he had months to live.
 
                 I’m a wealthy man.
 
                 But all I want to do is get home to my wife.
 
                 “Jensen,” I say, “you tell The Whale that I don’t want anything from him. All I want is to go home. Get me the hell out of here, and I won’t say a word about the tumor. Not a word. Affirm, Jensen. Affirm.”
 
                 The beacon goes dead.
 
                 I haven’t prayed since I was a child. I don’t believe in God – no God would play the cosmic joke of letting The Whale fall into so much wealth, then curse him with an obsessive-compulsive dislike of dust mites so strong that he’d spend half that wealth developing the shrinking system and hiring duds like me to man it. It’s all too absurd. 
 
                 But I’m praying nonetheless now. Just listen to me, I whisper to The Whale. He can’t hear me. But somewhere, beneath those layers of fat, he’s got to have a heart. He certainly has a stomach.
 
                 Like an answer to my prayers, though, the beacon clicks on again. “Jensen!” I shout. “Jensen!” 
 
                 There’s no answer. But the beacon’s transmitting. I hear the beacon bumping around Jensen’s pocket. And then, from outside The Whale, I hear the thump of a door opening. And from the beacon, the voices emerge:
 
                 Jensen stammering: “Sir, I have something you need to know.”
 
                 The Whale, cool and collected, replies, “So tell me.”
 
                 “Do you remember Kemp? One of the Antis?”
 
                 “No,” says The Whale, “why would I? I hire thousands of Antis a year.”
 
                 “Well, this one is in your stomach right now.”
 
                 I feel the Halo jostle jarringly upward as The Whale stands. “Are you insane?” he says. “Then he would know.”
 
                 “I know,” says Jensen. “But he says he’ll never tell. He says he just wants to get back to his wife.”
 
                 The Whale is silent. He sits again, heavily, and the Halo bumps against the top of his stomach. His grumbling baritone makes my whole body rumble.
 
                 “No.”
 
                 Jensen protests, “He wouldn’t lie to me, sir. I’ve known Kemp for a decade.”
 
                 “Have you known Kemp in a situation like this? Where a fortune could be at stake?” says The Whale, his voice dangerously even.
 
                 “No,” says Jensen.
 
                 I shout into the beacon: “I promise! I swear to God! I don’t give a damn about the money!”
 
                 But nobody hears me.
 
                 “So how much time do we have?” The Whale asks.
 
                 “He’s due to begin his reversal process tonight.”
 
                 “Perfect. We must act quickly. Call the doctor. You know the one. He treated Shangri. And Chrystal.”
 
                 Jensen swallows. I can hear it all the way across the room, not even through the beacon. “Sir,” he says, “that would be pure murder.”
 
                 “Yes,” says The Whale. “But it’s my body. And what’s in it is my purview. That’s the law. Look it up. But look it up after you call the doctor.”
 
                 From outside The Whale, I hear screaming. It takes me a moment to realize I’m hearing my own screaming from that damn beacon. Damning Jensen to hell, The Whale to hell. Then the screaming goes silent. They turned the beacon off. 
 
    
 
                 I break the beacon with my bare hands. They can’t know where I am precisely in the stomach. No reason to make their task easier.
 
                 I have three options, as I see it. One is unthinkable: drop from the roof of my prison, and risk the intestinal tract, the colon, and all the rest. There’s no guarantee that if I drop, I’ll be better off. What if I make it all the way to the end of the track, then get flushed down the toilet? The thought of it almost makes me laugh. This is the stuff of low comedy, and now it might be my choice of death.
 
                 My second choice is to take the pill. The option itself makes me want to vomit. To continue to stay at size, undetectable. To hide from the doctor inside the stomach. But how long can I last? I don’t have enough nutrition packets to last more than a few days. And The Whale won’t forget about me. It will just be a matter of time before he finds me and terminates me.
 
                 My third option is to allow the reversal to take place as planned. To try to fight off the doctor. To play for time, and then rip this bastard’s guts out from the inside out.
 
                 It isn’t much of a choice. 
 
                 I check my watch. Two hours until the reversal begins. I’ll need my sleep.
 
    
 
                 The growth begins just as scheduled. The pain rakes my body; I can feel each individual fascia linking skin to muscle expanding, growing. I scream silently into the Halo; thank God they made the Halo expandable along with me. Within an hour, I’m twice the size I was before. The stomach is no longer looking quite so vast. The fire behind my eyes makes me want to tear them out.
 
                 Amy, I remind myself. Amy.
 
                 Amy, Amy, Amy …
 
    
 
                 September 22: Two days and a wakeup. Just 52 hours.
 
                 Of hell.
 
                 The doctor’s here. I can feel The Whale laugh. At this point, I can’t wait to rip his stomach out, especially as the fiery blood rushes through my veins, growing me too rapidly to adjust. My limbs feel stiff, heavy, ungainly. And every time I try to move them, I find myself thrashing about, flailing.
 
                 The doctor says something. The Whale laughs again. And then his body goes horizontal on his desk. I take a fleeting pleasure in the fact that he’s smearing himself with dust mites even as he does it.
 
                 There are a few beats on the stomach – the doctor examining The Whale, no doubt – and then he sits back up.
 
                 From above, the liquid comes. It’s dark and viscous, sticky and thick. It’s moving down the walls of the stomach, lining it. Gradually, as I watch in horror, it covers the entire surface of the stomach, staining it dark maroon. 
 
                 A pill, about my size, ricochets through The Whale’s esophagus – I can hear the hollow plonk as it bounces down – and then falls into the stomach. Below me, the stomach acid goes to work, tearing off the cover. And from the pill burst hundreds of them.
 
                 I never thought I’d see them again. 
 
   Of all the things. 
 
   Mechanical dust mites.
 
   The Whale hates dust mites. But he must hate me more.
 
                 They’re searching for me. Now I realize what the viscous liquid was for: it was designed to hold me fast, to keep me from fighting back – and to cover everything that wasn’t the Halo. To shine a spotlight on me, give the mites a target. They’re crawling up the walls. I’d heard rumors about the next generation of Antis. Looks like the rumors were right.
 
                 There’s no time to think. My instruments aren’t growing, of course – my knife, my laser gun. They’re tiny toys in my hands. All I’ve got left is my hands, and I can barely control them. I’m naked now, thanks to the growth – my clothes ripped off of me as I grew.
 
                 The mechanical mites are climbing.
 
                 I take a deep breath, grab the Halo, and rip with all my strength.
 
                 Nothing happens. The liquid is holding the Halo together as the mechanical mites climb. I can’t get out. 
 
                 One of the mechanical mites is faster than the others. It’s leading the pack.
 
                 Then it’s on me, tearing at the Halo with its metal pincers. I scream, but there’s no one to hear me. My arms feel heavy, overburdened, as though I’m swimming in molasses.
 
                 The jaws close in.
 
                 And I remember Phillips. I remember his eyes, bugging out as the mites closed on him. I remember the blood pouring from the stump of his leg, and those eyes rolling back in their sockets. Most of all, I remember the greedy crunching noises from the vile mouths of those mites.
 
                 I wait. 
 
                 The pincers rip, tear at the Halo.
 
                 I wait.
 
                 The first mechanical mite breaks through. I hold my breath as the poisonous air comes flowing through, then kick as hard as I can at the mite. It’s just enough – the mite loses its footing, plummets down to the bottom of the stomach, is sucked out of sight.
 
                 I climb. I leap through the hole in the Halo, grab the stomach lining, and climb toward what looks like a closed ring above me. I have to get out. I have to get the hell out now.
 
                 It takes me a second to realize that the stomach acid is burning away layers of skin; I’d scream, but I need the air. Instead, I grit my teeth, breaking a molar, as my shoulder muscle is exposed. The mites are gaining. The liquid is gluing me to the walls, too, like a fly stuck in a web. 
 
                 Just above me is the ring of the esophagus.
 
                 Hand over hand, I grab. My legs hang free; I’m upside down. A drop of stomach acid bathes my face, burning off the skin. But I’m almost there.
 
                 I feel the jerk before I see it – a mechanical mite has my leg, claws at it frantically. I kick again, but my leg feels slow, unresponsive. Then I feel warm.
 
                 When I look down, the mechanical mite is gone. So is my right leg, below the knee. The bone hangs out in shards. I bite right through my bottom lip.
 
                 The adrenaline is coming, I know, to fight the pain, but I use it instead to pull myself up, push myself through the ring. It won’t give way; the mites are coming, dozens of them, hundreds of them. I pull, tug, yank. Finally, I pry the damn thing open, pull myself halfway through … and it closes around my waste. I’m trapped, the clicking sounds of the mites closer and closer.
 
                 I’m dead, and I know it. I’m going to die down here, in the gut of The Whale. Amy will never know what happened to me. They’ll tell her some fiction about dying a hero against the mites, doing my job, the whole routine. My skeleton will be digested by The Whale. He’ll outlive me.
 
                 In sheer despair, I slam my fist against the ring – and miraculously, it loosens for an instant. I pull myself up, and it snaps closed, locking out the mites. The adrenaline is wearing off now, and I can feel myself losing consciousness. I shove the stump of my lower leg onto the ring, let the remnants of stomach acid on the ring cauterize the wound. The blood turns black; the flesh burns. Then I slip into darkness.
 
    
 
                 September 23: I’ve lost all sense of time. I can tell by my size – I’m now about three inches tall – that it’s been another 36 hours. The acceleration will be fast now. There’s no room to expand. I’m standing in The Whale’s esophagus, on my one good leg. There’s barely any air. I breathe slowly, laboriously, trying not to use up all the oxygen The Whale has swallowed. The Whale will realize I’m alive soon – I’m large enough that he should be able to feel me. It’s only a matter of time before they try something else.
 
                 Which gives me just a little while to climb my way out.
 
                 I’ve made up my mind – I’m going to go out the way I came in. The esophagus will lead up into the throat, and then I’ll force my way out. 
 
                 But before I can try it, the water comes pouring down.
 
                 It comes down in great gushes, washing over me, refreshing me. But then the stream becomes too strong; the ring opens again, sucking the water into the stomach. I grab the wall of the esophagus and hold on for dear life. I’m not going back in there with those metal mites. 
 
                 The water stops, and The Whale takes a deep breath, swelling his belly out. Now that I’m in the esophagus, I can hear everything better. And now that I’m bigger, the voices don’t seem quite so distorted.
 
                 Which means I can hear that the doctor is back. 
 
                 “Sir,” he’s saying, “I can’t imagine how he survived.”
 
                 “And I can’t imagine how you botched it,” says The Whale. “But you’d better fix it. I feel the pressure in my chest. It’s him. I know it is. And it’s growing worse all the time.”
 
                 I smile – at least I’m giving the bastard a little pain. Then I punch his esophagus from the inside. He flinches. “I feel it now,” he says.
 
                 “We tried the mites,” says the doctor. “How about an emetic?”
 
                 Smart. Very smart. They know I must be out of the Halo, one way or another. And they know that I haven’t been killed by the stomach acid. So if they can’t bring me to the acid, they’ll have to bring the acid to me. If he vomits, he’ll bring up everything, including the acid. I’ll be burned beyond recognition.
 
                 “I can’t,” says The Whale. “My ulcer. It’ll start bleeding again.”
 
                 So that’s what that red spot was in the stomach. Well, bless God for The Whale’s coffee and stress addiction.
 
                 “No it won’t,” says the doctor. “That medicine you took earlier coated your stomach lining. The ulcer should be closed temporarily.”
 
                 The Whale leans forward. I can feel him do it.
 
                 “Yes,” he says. “I see your point.”
 
                 I prepare myself to die. Amy, if only I could say goodbye.
 
                 The doctor pads out of the room, or at least it sounds like it. A few minutes later, he’s back. “Swallow,” he orders.
 
                 And here comes the shower again – not water and a pill, no, they’re too smart for that, they know I’d grab the pill, prevent it from hitting the stomach. No, this shower is of ipecac, slime all over me.
 
                 The ring opens, sucking it in.
 
                 Just a few seconds now before the geyser of acidic vomit comes up, finishing me. I rub my right leg – what’s left of it – and look down through the ring. The ipecac is washing through the stomach; the mechanical mites are swimming around in it. Soon they’ll be joining me, along with the acid.
 
                 Unless I join them first.
 
                 The ulcer.
 
                 It’s the only chance. 
 
                 I can’t make it up the esophagus in time. Not with this time bomb below me. But I can make it down.
 
                 I hold my breath and dive down through the ring. The fall seems endless; I feel like I’m skydiving through noxious air. I briefly wonder if I’ll survive the fall at all … but then I’m on the side of the stomach. I claw at the wall, grabbing a handhold, plastering myself, as the acid swirls below me. The mites haven’t noticed me yet, covered as I am in the sticky goo that coated the stomach.
 
                 Just a few body lengths away is the ulcer. It’s covered in that same goo. But not for long, if I can keep holding my breath.
 
                 I edge my way toward it. It’s raised and throbbing, but not obvious to the mites. I fall to my knees and begin scraping away the now-hardened black coating. Chunk by chunk, I rip it away.              
 
   The mites turn and see me. But they see something else: the red, ugly flesh of the ulcer. Bleeding. Inviting them.
 
                 They rush at it, pincers scraping together with twisted glee. The first mite virtually leaps over me in its eagerness to be at the flesh. It plunges deep into the ulcer, digging, blood oozing from the wound.
 
                 The Whale screams, convulses.
 
                 I grab another chunk, pull it off the ulcer, throw it away. Now the blood of the Whale is around my knees. And the mites are coming. Oh, they’re coming. By the tens, the dozens, the hundreds, drawn by the blood. And they follow the first mite, tearing into the open flesh.
 
                 The Whale screams again.
 
                 Then I’m horizontal, flat. The Whale has been pushed to the ground. The acid drips toward me slowly. I climb for higher ground. But something is going on above me, a scraping, a cutting.
 
                 They’re cutting open The Whale. They’re gutting him.
 
                 My breath is running out, but the sawing is growing nearer. Then I see it: a sliver of light. They’re almost at the stomach. 
 
                 Then they’re through. I see the point of the scalpel slice through the tissue. An enormous hand reaches down toward the ulcer, carrying an enormous piece of gauze.
 
                 This is my chance, and I take it. I leap as far as I can, grasp the hand. I hear a gasp from above, and suddenly I’m flying through the air, clear of The Whale, in the bright artificial light of the office. I’m on the carpet, screaming, laughing all at once, covered in The Whale’s blood, covered in his filth, crying for air and crying for joy. I’m alive.
 
                 Then I look up, into the eyes of The Whale. He sees me. His eyes widen.
 
                 “Kill him,” he whispers.
 
                 And the doctor turns.
 
                 But he falls to his knees, bleeding. I look up, and there’s Jensen, giant in the light, sweating, holding a scissors. They’re dripping blood, too. The blood of the doctor. He slumps beside me, his dead eyes staring through me.
 
                 “Jensen,” I squeak.
 
                 “Kemp,” he says.
 
                 The Whale’s eyes turn to Jensen. “You bastard. You betrayed me.”
 
                 “No,” says Jensen. “You betrayed yourself.”
 
                 Jensen sits down next to The Whale. And The Whale bleeds. He bleeds. Down by my feet, I can see the dust mites feeding on his blood. 
 
                 I laugh. I laugh for myself. I laugh for Phillips and I laugh for Amy. Mostly I laugh because I’m alive. 
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Utopia
 
    
 
   “ALL MEN ARE CREATED EQUAL.”
 
                 He had seen those words somewhere before. They were hazy in his memory; they were a dream only partially remembered after waking up with bright morning light hitting his eyes. Each day he thought he came closer to remembering where he had seen them before. But then he would shake his head and keep moving with the teeming crowd. Past the enormous archway emblazoned with those words; past the Ministry of Education (he knew what education was, but had no idea what a ministry was); past the Ministry of Price Control (he had no idea what price control was); past the Ministry of the Chancellor (everyone knew who the chancellor was). Finally, he would shuffle to his workstation at the Ministry of Energy, where he would spend his day turning on and off a spigot.
 
                 Every time the light turned green, he turned on the spigot.
 
                 Every time it turned red, he turned it off.
 
                 And with each turn, he was happier. 
 
                 He was an older member of the City. But he didn’t remember that. In fact, he had no idea how old he was. He just remembered coming in to his spigot station each day. Putting his ID card in the machine. Removing it. Going back to his living space, with its clean white walls and its fully stocked refrigeration system and its television reruns. Going to sleep. Waking up again, another day older. Each morning, he knew, the spigot would need to be turned on and off. It was comforting.
 
                 He had no family. There was a woman who came to his living space once a week for sexual relations, on Tuesdays. She spent exactly one hour. She was not beautiful and she was not ugly. She wore the blue uniform of the Ministry of Personal Needs. He did not know her name. Today was Tuesday. And he was happy.
 
                 He had no friends. He worked with others, and once every week, four new people would come to his living space, on Wednesdays. The five would play cards together. Then they would never see each other again. It was all in good fun, and it allowed him to always meet new people. Wednesdays were not as happy as Tuesdays. But they were happy.
 
                 Tonight was a Thursday night. On Thursday nights, the members of the various Ministries would come together for a nighttime stargazing. It happened on the well-manicured lawn of the Ministry of Culture. 
 
                 When he got to the lawn, there were already thousands of people milling about. He did not look for anyone he knew; he knew nobody. Nobody knew anybody. There were no cliques. There were just thousands of people, happy to see one another.
 
                 And he was happy, too. The night was not too cold, nor was it too warm. The climate control system made sure of that. The people all sat in ordered rows, with enough distance between them to ensure personal space. And the stars, too, were in their orbits, their distances the same as always.
 
                 Except one star. It shot across the sky, a bright flare in the velvety purple-black darkness. And he felt a disquietude move through him. His stomach rumbled. His mind turned over. The star blasted through the calm of the evening, leaving sparks in its wake.
 
                 And suddenly his hazy dream burst into consciousness.
 
                 He found himself standing, tears rolling down his face, gazing up at the sky. A terrible longing filled him, a feeling of dread and of hope. A new feeling; an old feeling. The star tore the night apart, leaving day trailing behind it.
 
                 When he looked around him, he saw thousands of eyes in thousands of faces. Staring at him. Blankly. 
 
                 The star hit the horizon.
 
                 He turned and ran.
 
    
 
                 It wasn’t until he hit the third street that he heard the humming. The sound of the Ministry of Protection did not ululate or waver. It was a steady, loud buzz, growing in intensity as it grew closer, fading into white noise at a distance. Now the buzz grew more intense as he ran. He could hear them approaching from his right and from his left. He sprinted forward.
 
   The streets were not numbered or lettered; the people knew their living spaces by proximity from their work spaces, so there was no need for any distinguishing features. They all looked the same: even beige buildings covered over with evenly-trimmed ivy and evenly-spaced balconies. One per living space. No more, no less. The people who lived inside those living spaces were happy with their standard-issue artificial flowers, their standard-measured televisions, and their carefully stocked iceboxes.
 
   But now they were opening their regulation-compliant double-pane windows to watch him run. He could feel the cement pound beneath his rubber soles; his breath started to give out. He breathed in-and-out, trying to find a regularity – anything regular to hold on to -- trying not to panic.
 
   And the sirens hummed closer.
 
   Then he saw them in the reflection of the large mirrored glass panes of the Ministry of Food Provision. The cube-shaped Enforcement Pods were rolling down the street after him, gaining rapidly. In the lead Pod, he could see the slack-jawed face of a slightly bored Enforcer, who leaned forward and pushed a button. Suddenly the Pod jumped as though spurred with a cattle prod, bucked, and leapt toward him. The distance shrank. One block. His feet were giving way. Now half a block.
 
   The Pod loudspeaker opened up with that pulsating rhythm. He’d heard the rhythm once before; he’d only seen one Enforcement Action before. It had been a young girl, ready for recruitment to the Ministry of Personal Needs. She had run. Just in front of his living space, they had turned on the Pulse. She’d fallen to her knees, sobbing hysterically. By the time they loaded her into the Enforcement Pod, she was in full spasm. He never knew what happened to her. But he hadn’t thought of her again until now.
 
   The Pulse grew louder. The Pod crept up on him, an animal in pursuit of its prey. He looked for an escape to the right or left, but each block was solid – no alleyways, to prevent clandestine meetings and secret liaisons, a policy he had always thought fair and good. But the unforgiving, unbroken walls continued to the end of the street. Behind him, the Pulse crescendoed. He could feel the hair on his arms stand on end. His knees begin to buckle. Soon, he knew, his legs would give out, his head fry from the Pulse.
 
   But it didn’t.
 
   As the Pulse grew closer, he felt a strange sensation flow through his limbs. A second burst of energy. He was not like that girl, he suddenly realized – a shocking realization, for he had always been like everyone. He was not like the slack-jawed Enforcer. 
 
   The Enforcer’s eyes widened in shock as the Pod approached. He was well within the range of the Pulse now. Yet nothing was happening. Nothing. Another Enforcement Pod opened up with the Pulse, full bore. 
 
   Nothing.
 
   A smile creased his worn face. He slowed to a jog, then a walk. Then, finally, he stopped dead and turned around, facing his pursuers. As he did, the Pods backed away, as though called away by some higher power.
 
   He turned again and ran toward the Mountain.
 
    
 
                 He didn’t know how he knew about the Mountain. The Ministry of Environment never talked about it; nobody knew the words “mountain” or “valley.” He couldn’t even see the Mountain, thanks to the Bubble, the protective climate change artificial environment that made all land even and flat, fruitful and evenly graded. Nobody he knew had ever been outside the Bubble.
 
                 When he reached the wall of the Bubble, he stopped, puzzled. The Plexiglass dome rose thousands of feet off the ground; it was dozens of feet thick, brightly polished, gleaming in the red sun. Perfectly smooth, unblemished. Unbreakable.
 
                 He sat in the dust for hours, waiting. He didn’t know what he was waiting for; he only knew that he had no other choice. It wasn’t a protest against the Ministries, or against his brethren. He just knew that after seeing the wild star, he would never go back to the spigot. He would never go back to his living space. He would never go back to his blue-clad women or his card-playing acquaintances.
 
                 He waited for the Enforcers to come get him. The red sun rose above him. He sweat through his gray jumpsuit, and stripped down. He felt the heat on his shoulders concentrated through the dome, like an ant under a magnifying glass. He had never seen an ant; he had only heard of a magnifying glass.
 
                 And then the dome opened, and he was free.
 
                 The doorway appeared almost as if by magic. It slid open silently. The darkness beckoned beyond it. He stepped through.
 
                 In the distance, silent and frightening, sat the Mountain.
 
                 It was barren, a wasteland, spotted with sulfur and salt. Something inside him warned him from the Mountain, a deep spot in his consciousness covered in a gauzy film of time. He walked toward the Mountain.
 
                 It stood surprisingly close to the Bubble. It was a miracle, he thought, that you could not see the Mountain from inside; outside the Bubble, it was the only feature of the landscape. Barren desert extended in every direction from the Mountain.
 
                 A light shone on the Mountain, winking in the distance.
 
                 The Bubble shut behind him.
 
                 He walked toward the Mountain.
 
    
 
                 By the time he approached the light on the Mountain, he was dirtier than he had ever been in his life – at least so far as he remembered it. Grime and ash coated his face; his skin felt gritty, as though each pore were individually rubbing against the others. He could feel the dirt particles between his fingers, underneath his uniform, in his ears. Heat radiated from the Mountain like an enormous kiln. 
 
                 The Mountain was rocky, far less smooth than it appeared from a distance. The darkness of the Mountain concealed its craggy surfaces. Now, as he climbed down into a crevice, the light disappeared for a moment; when he climbed up again, it stood before him: a door in the ledge. Above the door, an inscription had been pounded into the flat black rock:
 
                 “THE CREED OF IGNORANCE.”
 
                 He gazed up at it, wondering. 
 
                 “Do you understand it?”
 
                 The voice came from inside the door. It beckoned him closer.
 
                 “No,” he answered.
 
                 “Good,” said the voice. “Come in. Don’t be afraid.”
 
                 He edged through the doorway. The light inside was extraordinarily bright, oddly harsh. It illuminated a sparse marble room lined with a wall of books. He had never seen so many books. Actually, he had never seen a book at all – they were obsolete, he had been told. 
 
   A small wooden table marked the corner of the room. A bed lay along the opposite wall. And in that bed was a tiny man, wrinkled with age, weak with decay. His mouth grinned; his eyes did not.
 
                 “Who are you?” the man demanded.
 
                 He didn’t know what to answer. He had never been asked.
 
                 “I see,” said the man. “And what are you doing here?”
 
                 Silence.
 
                 “But you are out here, are you not? Outside the Bubble.”
 
                 He pointed out the door, to the velvety purple beyond, where the meteor continued to burn brightly across the night sky.
 
                 “Ah,” the man sighed. “Halley’s Comet. I know you don’t know what it is; never mind about that. Suffice it to say that it shows up once every 75 years. Your father and mother must have seen it at some point.”
 
                 At that, he spoke. “I never knew my father and mother.”
 
                 “But you remember the comet.”
 
                 “I don’t know what I remember. Mostly nothing. But something.”
 
                 “I see.” The man gnawed at his lip. “And you came out here.”
 
                 “I had to. I am not like the others.”
 
                 The man gestured to the chair, and propped himself on one arm. He looked a little like a gnome, withered and malevolent.
 
                 “Let me tell you a story,” he began. “Many years ago, humanity was diverse. There were men and women of various races, ethnicities, abilities. And they were all unhappy. For no matter what measures government tried, inequality remained. Redistribution of resources merely masked the problem. Laws directed toward helping particular groups often ended with them being strangely disadvantaged.
 
                 “Different abilities bred different values, different belief systems. Those values and systems caused conflict.
 
                 “We tried everything to solve it. We tried education. We tried genetic treatments designed to raise the average intelligence. But each IQ point meant a massive difference in outcome.”
 
                 The man looked at him, peered at him. “Do you know,” said the man, “what it is that makes us happy?”
 
                 He shook his head.
 
                 “Nothing. Nothing makes us happy,” the man said. “But it is desire – aspiration – that makes us unhappy. Ambition. Jealousy. These make us unhappy. The man who reaches for the stars is sure to fall short. The man who reaches out to the divine is sure to remain lonely. The man who reaches for his toothbrush – provided that his toothbrush is in its proper place – is satisfied. No dreams means no unhappiness. Or at least equal unhappiness. And if no one has experienced true joy – the joy of achievement – then no one knows that they are missing. 
 
                 “Equality is the key. Equality cannot be achieved in excellence. It can only be achieved in mediocrity. And we have achieved it within the Bubble. All are equal. All want nothing, aspire to nothing. It is perfect. It is stasis. It took generations. Three generations to breed out the intelligent, to select out the unique. We have more disease now, but we have no unhappiness. More poverty now, but shared by all. The secrets of science that once made men look to the heavens have been lost to us.
 
   “There were some left over from the Purge. We operated on them. Most remained as they were; a few, an unlucky few, reverted, their brains taking over functional operation from their damaged areas. Those we eliminated. We have achieved what no one ever thought possible: an end to unhappiness.”
 
                 The man peered at him again, seemed to look beyond him. “But one man can destroy the system. One man who believes he is different. One man who dreams, who aspires, who wants more – who even feels that want.”
 
                 Two shadows leapt onto the wall behind him. He glanced quickly – flanking him were two Enforcers. The withered man pushed himself up from the bed.
 
                 “Are you unhappy?” said the man.
 
                 He nodded.
 
                 “That is unfortunate,” the man said.
 
                 He hesitated. His eyes closed. Burned behind his eyelids was that image: the star crossing the heavens, blazing its way through the solid, soft curtain. His heart pounded in his chest. When he opened his eyes, the Enforcers stood on either side of him.
 
                 “No,” he said, “it is happiness to be so unhappy.”
 
                 The man nodded. The Enforcer on his right grabbed him by the arm, pinioning it to his side – but he was too fast, his brain now moving faster than those of the Enforcers, speeding up the action. He shot his foot forward, tripping the Enforcer. Then he kicked him in the head. The Enforcer grunted, then lay still.
 
   He leapt to the bookcase. His hand gripped a volume – The Pentateuch, it said – and he pulled it from the bookcase. The withered man was screaming now – in anger or despair, he could not tell. He swung the heavy volume, metal edged, at the other Enforcer, who was moving toward him with a slow certitude. The book crunched into the Enforcer’s skull, and he toppled to the floor with a crash.
 
   He faced the withered man. “Is there anything out there?” he said.
 
   “No,” said the withered man. “There isn’t.”
 
   “How can you be so certain?”
 
   “I can’t. But man has been searching for so long, and he has never found it.”
 
   He moved toward the withered man and stood over him. 
 
   “You took my chance to search from me. From us all. It was my right --” The word popped into his head unbidden. “Our right to search.”
 
   “I protected you!” the man protested.
 
   A swell of pain touched his chest. Pity. He had heard the word, but did not know its meaning. He pushed the man down onto the mattress, reached for the man’s pillow, placed it over the man’s face. The man gasped. He fought. At the last, as his old body shuddered, he grunted. Something that sounded like a plea. A last hope. 
 
   “No,” he said as the man drew his last breath. “You protected us from our humanity. From our possibility. May God…” The word jumped again to his mouth. “May God forgive you.”
 
   When the man was dead, he dragged him outside, onto the Mountain. Haley’s Comet still glowed in the sky, its aftertrail burning the night into brightness. He buried the man on the Mountain. 
 
   Then, using the Comet as his guide, he turned his back on the Bubble and began walking. He did not look back.
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