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For Gullivar

Foreword

Seldom do new writers arrive on the scene -- whether amid the Scotch and evening-wear adsin The
New Yorker or inthegrainy double columnsof Fantasy and Science Fiction -- with aconvincing
command of language, a deft display of storytelling techniques, and an authoritative auctoria presence.
Attention-grabbing newcomers may write like sergphsin disguise. Or they may expertly set you up for
gtinger endingsthat you never expect. Or (theleast likely of these three scenarios) they may show you a



hard-won compassion or awith-it worldliness narrowly compensating for their deficiencies as either
syligts or spellbinders.

Rarely, though, will you find yoursdlf reading a newcomer whose work managesto combine al three
of these virtues. The reason issmple: Except for afew literary prodigieswho taketo it like termitesto
timber, writing requires blood, sweet, and tears. It wants not only adevel opable taent but dso a
fingers-to-the-nub gpprenticeship that may occasiondly prove more humbling than uplifting. Because
most writers begin to sell their work in their late teens or early twenties, they do part of their
gpprenticeship in public, keyboarding margindly salable work while struggling to improve their craft and
to grow as persons. Little wonder, then, that neophyte writers produce a catch-as-catch-can commodity,
now singing exquisite arias, now cruddy caterwauling -- but even in moments of full-throated triumph
betraying more tongi| than tone, more raw power than rigor.

All of which | note by way of introducing, roundabout, L ucius Shepard -- who, like Athena stepping
magnificently entire from the forehead of Zeus, arrived on the fantasy and science-fiction scene afully
formed talent. (On the other hand, how long did Athena gestate before inflicting her daddy’ s migraine?)
Hisfirg gories-- “The Taylorsville Recongruction” from Terry Carr’s Universe 13 and “ Solitario’'s
Eyes’ from Fantasy and Science Fiction -- appeared in 1983; they showed him to be both an
accomplished and versatile Storytdller. In 1984, at least seven more tales (short stories, novel ettes,
novellas) bearing the Shepard byline cropped up in the field' s best magazines and anthologies. These
tales displayed arange of experience, and amature ingght into the complexities of human behavior,
agonishing in a“beginner.” In May 1984, hisnove Green Eyes appeared asthe second titlein the
revived Ace Science Fiction Specid series; and in 1985, at the World Science Fiction Conventionin
Melbourne, Austraia, the John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer went to Lucius Shepard --
with total and therefore gratifying justice.

Okay. Who isthisguy? 1’ ve never met him, but | have read nearly everything he has published to
date. Moreover, |etters have been exchanged. (I wrote him one, and he wrote me back.) Beyond these
glancing run-ins, I’ ve talked to Lucius Shepard twice, long distance, on the telephone; and al my
not-quite-close encounters with the man have probably given me the mistaken impresson that | know
something vital about the person behind the name, when what | chiefly know isredly only what you are
going to discover when you begin reading this collection of stories-- namely, that Lucius Shepard
field-marshals the language with the best of them, that he knows not just the tricks but also some of the
deeper mysteries of the trade, and that he has lived long enough and intensely enough to have acquired a
gut fed for the best waysto use his knowledge of both people and craft to transfigure honest
entertainment into unpretentious art. All the storiesin The Jaguar Hunter arefun to read, but several of
them -- maybe as many as haf -- rise toward the K eatsian beauty and truth of the long-enduring.

How s0? Well, Shepard came somewhat tardily to writing (i.e., in hismid- to late-thirties), after a
worldly apprenticeship that included an enforced introduction to the English classcs at the hands of his
father; ateenage rebellion againg indtitutionalized learning; expatriate sojournsin Europe, the Middle
Ead, India, and Afghanistan, among other exotic places, an intermittent but serious commitment to rock
'n’ roll with bands such as The Mongters, Migter Right, Cult Heroes, The Average Joes, Alpha Ratz, and
Villain (“We Have Ways of Making Y ou Rock”); occasiond tripsto Latin America, where he has
granted Most Favored Hideaway status to an idand off the coast of Honduras; marriage, fatherhood, and
divorce; and some gtints both employed and unemployed that he may one day decideto narratein his
autobiography but that | know too little about even to mention in passing. Total immersionin the Clarion
workshop for budding fantasy and science-fiction writersin the summer of 80 led him to begin testing his
talents, and not too long thereafter hisfirgt stories achieved print. In short, Lucius Shepard is so far from
anovice -- dthough he may yet qudify asaY oung Turk -- that even middle-aged professonadswith
more than abook or two behind them have to acknowledge him as a peer. Indeed, he has aready shown
sgnsof outright mastery that both humble and enormoudy cheer dl of uswho believe in the power of
imaginative fiction to spesk to the human heart.

Haunting echoes of the Vietnam conflict reverberate through the ditinctive stories “ Salvador,”



“Mengde” and “R&R.” Meanwhile, “Black Cord,” “The End of Life AsWeKnow It,” “A Traveler's
Tde” and“The Jaguar Hunter” illuminate this same lush Latin American landscape in afashion vaguely
suggestive of Graham Greene, Paul Theroux, and Gabriel GarciaMérquez. Nevertheless, Shepard's
voice remains determinedly hisown. In both “ The Night of White Bhairab” and “How the Wind Spoke at
Madaket,” he plays unusua variations on the contemporary horror story. In the latter tdle, for instance,
he says of thewind, “It was of nature, not of some netherworld. It was ego without thought, power
without morality.” And in the novelette A Spanish Lesson,” Shepard daresto conclude his baroque
narrative with a practical mord that “ makes the story resonate beyond the measure of the page.” My
own favoritein this collection, by theway, is* The Man Who Painted the Dragon Griaule”’ -- atdethat,
intheindirect way of aparable, impliesagreat deal about both love and crestivity. Seldom, though, do
you find aparable so vivid or o involvingly sustained.

So pick astory at random, read it, and go helplesdy on to all the others at hand. Lucius Shepard has
arived. The Jaguar Hunter beautifully announcesthisfact.

--Michael Bishop

TheJaguar Hunter
Frg published in The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, May 1985.

It was hiswife' s debt to Onofrio Esteves, the gppliance dedler, that brought Esteban Caax to town
for thefirgt timein amost ayear. By nature he was aman who enjoyed the sweetness of the countryside
above dl dse; the placid measures of afarmer’ s day invigorated him, and he took gresat pleasurein nights
spent joking and telling stories around afire, or lying beside hiswife, Encarnacion. Puerto Morada, with
its fruit-company imperatives and sullen dogs and cantinas that blared American music, was aplace he
avoided like the plague: indeed, from his home atop the mountain whaose dopes formed the northernmost
enclosure of BahiaOnda, the rusted tin roofs ringing the bay resembled adried crust of blood such as
might appear upon the lips of adying man.

On this particular morning, however, he had no choice but to visit the town. Encarnacion had --
without his knowledge -- purchased a battery-operated television set on credit from Onofrio, and he was
threatening to sei ze Esteban’ sthree milk cowsin lieu of the eight hundred lempira that was owed; he
refused to accept the return of the television, but had sent word that he was willing to discuss an dternate
method of payment. Should Esteban lose the cows, hisincome would drop below a subsistence level and
he would be forced to take up his old occupation, an occupation far more onerous than farming.

As hewalked down the mountain, past huts of thatch and brushwood polesidentical to hisown,
following atrail that wound through sun-browned thickets lorded over by bananatrees, he was not
thinking of Onofrio but of Encarnacion. It wasin her nature to be frivolous, and he had known thiswhen
he had married her; yet the television was emblematic of the differences that had devel oped between
them since their children had reached maturity. She had begun to put on sophigticated airs, to laugh at
Esteban’ s country ways, and she had become the doyenne of agroup of older women, mostly widows,
al of whom aspired to sophistication. Each night they would huddle around the television and striveto
outdo one another in making sagacious comments about the American detective shows they watched;
and each night Esteban would st outside the hut and gloomily ponder the state of his marriage. He
believed Encarnacion’ s association with the widows was her manner of tdlling him that she looked
forward to adopting the black skirt and shawl, that -- having served his purpose as afather -- he was
now an impediment to her. Though she was only forty-one, younger by three years than Esteban, she



was withdrawing from the life of the senses; they rarely made love anymore, and he was certain that this
partialy embodied her resentment to the fact that the years had been kind to him. He had the look of one
of the Old Patuca -- tall, with chiseled features and wide-set eyes, his coppery skin wasrdatively unlined
and hishair jet black. Encarnacion’s hair was streaked with gray, and the clean beauty of her limbs had
dissolved beneath layers of fat. He had not expected her to remain beautiful, and he had tried to assure
her that he loved the woman she was and not merdly the girl she had been. But that woman was dying,
infected by the same disease that had infected Puerto Morada, and perhaps hislove for her was dying,
too.

The dusty street on which the appliance store was Situated ran in back of the movie theater and the
Hotel Circo dd Mar, and from the inland side of the street Esteban could see the bell towers of Santa
Mariadd Ondarising above the hotel roof like the horns of agreat stone snail. Asayoung man, obeying
his mother’ swish that he become a priest, he had spent three years cloistered benegath those towers,
preparing for the seminary under the tutelage of old Father Gonsalvo. It wasthe part of hislife he most
regretted, because the academic disciplines he had mastered seemed to have stranded him between the
world of the Indian and that of contemporary society; in his heart he held to hisfather’ steachings -- the
principles of magic, the history of the tribe, the lore of nature -- and yet he could never escape the fedling
that such wisdom was either superdtitious or smply unimportant. The shadows of the towers lay upon his
soul as surely asthey did upon the cobbled square in front of the church, and the sight of them caused
him to pick up his pace and lower hiseyes.

Farther dong the street was the Cantina Atomica, a gathering place for the well-to-do youth of the
town, and across from it was the gppliance store, a one-story building of yellow stucco with corrugated
metal doorsthat were lowered at night. Its facade was decorated by amural that supposedly represented
the merchandise within: sparkling refrigerators and televisions and washing machines, dl giventhe
impression of enormity by the tiny men and women painted below them, their hands upflung in awe. The
actua merchandise was much lessimposing, conssting mainly of radios and used kitchen equipment.
Few people in Puerto Morada could afford more, and those who could generally bought elsewhere. The
majority of Onofrio’s clientele were poor, hard-pressed to meet his schedule of payments, and to alarge
degree hiswedth derived from sdlling repossessed appliances over and over.

Raimundo Esteves, a pae young man with puffy cheeks and heavily lidded eyes and a petulant mouth,
was |eaning against the counter when Esteban entered; Raimundo smirked and let out apiercing whistle,
and afew seconds later hisfather emerged from the back room: ahuge dug of aman, even paer than
Raimundo. Filaments of gray hair were dicked down across his mottled scalp, and hisbelly stretched the
front of astarched guayabera. He beamed and extended a hand.

“How good to seeyou,” he said. “Raimundo! Bring us coffee and two chairs.”

Much as he didiked Onofrio, Esteban was in no position to be uncivil: He accepted the handshake.
Raimundo spilled coffeein the saucers and clattered the chairs and glowered, angry at being forced to
servean Indian.

“Why will you not let me return the televison?’ asked Esteban after taking a seat; and then, unableto
bite back the words, he added, “Isit no longer your policy to swindle my people?’

Onofrio sghed, asif it were exhausting to explain thingsto afool such as Esteban. “I do not swindle
your people. | go beyond the letter of the contractsin alowing them to make returns rather than pursuing
matters through the courts. In your case, however, | have devised away whereby you can keep the
televison without any further payments and yet settle the account. Isthisaswindle?’

It was pointless to argue with aman whose logic was as facile and self-serving as Onofrio’s. “Tell me
what you want,” said Esteban.

Onofrio wetted hislips, which were the color of raw sausage. “I want you to kill the jaguar of Barrio
Carolina”

“I no longer hunt,” said Esteban.

“Thelndianisafraid,” said Ramundo, moving up behind Onofrio’ s shoulder. “I told you.”

Onofrio waved him away and said to Esteban, “ That is unreasonable. If | take the cows, you will



once again be hunting jaguars. But if you do this, you will have to hunt only onejaguar.”

“Onethat haskilled eight hunters.” Esteban set down his coffee cup and stood. “It isno ordinary
Jaguar.”

Raimundo laughed disparagingly, and Esteban skewered him with a stare.

“Ah!” said Onofrio, amiling aflatterer’ s amile. “ But none of the eight used your method.”

“Y our pardon, Don Onofrio,” said Esteban with mock formality. “1 have other businessto attend.”

“I will pay you five hundred lempira in addition to erasing the debt,” said Onofrio.

“Why?" asked Esteban. “Forgive me, but | cannot believeit is due to a concern for the public
wdfare”

Onofrio’ sfat throat pulsed, hisface darkened.

“Never mind,” said Esteban. “It is not enough.”

“Very well. A thousand.” Onofrio’s casual manner could not concedl the anxiety in hisvoice.

Intrigued, curiousto learn the extent of Onofrio’ s anxiety, Esteban plucked afigurefromtheair. “Ten
thousand,” he said. “And in advance.”

“Ridiculoud! | could hireten hunters for this much! Twenty!”

Esteban shrugged. “But none with my method.”

For amoment Onofrio sat with hands enlaced, twisting them, asif struggling with some pious
conception. “All right,” he said, the words squeezed out of him. “Ten thousand!”

The reason for Onofrio’ sinterest in Barrio Carolinasuddenly dawned on Esteban, and he understood
that the profitsinvolved would make hisfee seem pitifully smal. But he was possessed by the thought of
what ten thousand lempira could mean: aherd of cows, asmall truck to haul produce, or -- and ashe
thought it, he redlized this was the happiest possibility -- thelittle stucco housein Barrio Clarin that
Encarnacidn had set her heart on. Perhaps owning it would soften her toward him. He noticed Raimundo
garing at him, his expression aknowing smirk; and even Onofrio, though still outraged by the fee, was
beginning to show signs of satisfaction, adjusting thefit of his guayabera, dicking down his
aready-dicked-down hair. Esteban felt debased by their capacity to buy him, and to preserve alast
shred of dignity, he turned and walked to the door.

“I will consider it,” hetossed back over his shoulder. “And | will give you my answer inthe morning.”

“Murder Squad of New York,” starring abald American actor, was the featured attraction on
Encarnacion’ stelevison that night, and the widows sat cross-legged on the floor, filling the hut so
completely that the charcoal stove and the deeping hammock had been moved outside in order to
provide good viewing anglesfor the latecomers. To Esteban, standing in the doorway, it seemed his
home had been invaded by acovey of large black birds with cowled heads, who were receiving evil
ingtruction from the core of aflickering gray jewel. Reluctantly, he pushed between them and made his
way to the shelves mounted on the wall behind the set; he reached up to the top shelf and pulled down a
long bundle wrapped in oil-stained newspapers. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Encarnacion
watching him, her lipsthinned, curved in asmile, and that cicatrix of asmile branded its mark on
Esteban’ s heart. She knew what he was about, and she was delighted! Not in the least worried! Perhaps
she had known of Onofrio’s plan to kill the jaguar, perhaps she had schemed with Onofrio to entrap him.
Infuriated, he barged through the widows, setting them to gabbling, and walked out into his banana grove
and sat on astone amidgt it. The night was cloudy, and only ahandful of stars showed between the
tattered dark shapes of the leaves, the wind sent the leaves dithering together, and he heard one of his
cows snorting and smelled the ripe odor of the corrd. It was asif the solidity of hislife had been reduced
to thisisolated perspective, and he bitterly felt the isolation. Though he would admit to fault in the



marriage, he could think of nothing he had done that could have bred Encarnacion’ s hateful smile,

After awnhile, he unwrapped the bundle of newspapers and drew out athin-bladed machete of the
sort used to chop banana stalks, but which he used to kill jaguars. Just holding it renewed his confidence
and gave him afedling of strength. It had been four years since he had hunted, yet he knew he had not
lost the skill. Once he had been proclaimed the greatest hunter in the province of Nueva Esperanza, as
had hisfather before him, and he had not retired from hunting because of age or infirmity, but because the
jaguars were beautiful, and their beauty had begun to outweigh the reasons he had for killing them. He
had no better reason to kill the jaguar of Barrio Carolina. It menaced no one other than those who hunted
it, who sought to invade itsterritory, and its desth would profit only a dishonorable man and ashrewish
wife, and would spread the contamination of Puerto Morada. And besides, it was ablack jaguar.

“Black jaguars,” hisfather had told him, “are creatures of the moon. They have other formsand
magica purposes with which we must not interfere. Never hunt them!”

Hisfather had not said that the black jaguars lived on the moon, smply that they utilized its power; but
asachild, Esteban had dreamed about amoon of ivory forests and silver meadows through which the
jaguars flowed as swiftly as black water; and when he had told hisfather of the dreams, hisfather had
said that such dreams were representations of atruth, and that sooner or later he would discover the truth
underlying them. Esteban had never stopped believing in the dreams, not even in face of the rocky, airless
place depicted by the science programs on Encarnacion’ stelevision: That moon, its mystery explained,
was merdly aless enlightening kind of dream, a statement of fact that reduced redlity to the knowable.

But as he thought this, Esteban suddenly redlized that killing the jaguar might be the solution to his
problems, that by going againgt hisfather’ steaching, that by killing his dreams, his Indian conception of
the world, he might be able to find accord with hiswife's; he had been standing halfway between thetwo
conceptions for too long, and it wastime for him to choose. And there was no real choice. It wasthis
world he inhabited, not that of the jaguars; if it took the desth of amagical crestureto permit himto
embrace asjoys the television and trips to the movies and astucco house in Barrio Clarin, well, he had
faith in this method. He swung the machete, dicing the dark air, and laughed. Encarnacion’ s frivolousness,
hisskill a hunting, Onofrio’ sgreed, the jaguar, thetdlevison... al these things were negily woven
together like the dements of a gpell, one whose products would be adenia of magic and afurthering of
the unmagical doctrinesthat had corrupted Puerto Morada. He laughed again, but asecond later he
chided himsdlf: 1t was exactly this sort of thinking he was preparing to root out.

Esteban waked Encarnacion early the next morning and forced her to accompany him to the
appliance store. His machete swung by his sdein aleather sheath, and he carried a burlap sack
containing food and the herbs he would need for the hunt. Encarnacién trotted along beside him, silent,
her face hidden by ashawl. When they reached the store, Esteban had Onofrio stamp the bill PAID IN
FULL, then he handed the bill and the money to Encarnacion.

“If I kill thejaguar or if it killsme,” he said harshly, “thiswill beyours. Should | fall to return within a
week, you may assumethat | will never return.”

Sheretreated astep, her face registering darm, asif she had seen himin anew light and understood
the consequences of her actions; but she made no move to stop him as he walked out the door.

Acrossthe street, Raimundo Esteves was |eaning against the wall of the Cantina Atdmica, talking to
two girlswearing jeans and frilly blouses; the girlswere fluttering their hands and dancing to the music that
issued from the cantina, and to Esteban they seemed more dien than the creature he wasto hunt.
Raimundo spotted him and whispered to the girls; they peeked over their shoulders and laughed. Already
angry a Encarnacion, Esteban was washed over by a cold fury. He crossed the street to them, rested his



hand on the hilt of the machete, and stared at Raimundo; he had never before noticed how soft he was,
how empty of presence. A crop of pimples straggled along hisjaw, the flesh beneath his eyeswas
pocked by tiny indentations like those made by a silversmith’ s hammer, and, unequa to the stare, his
eyes darted back and forth between the two girls.

Esteban’ sanger dissolved into revulsion. “I am Esteban Caax,” he said. “1 have built my own house,
tilled my soil, and brought four children into the world. Thisday | am going to hunt the jaguar of Barrio
Carolinain order to make you and your father even fatter than you are.” He ran his gaze up and down
Raimundo’ sbody, and, letting his voicefill with disgust, he asked, “Who are you?’

Raimundo’ s puffy face cinched in aknot of hatred, but he offered no response. The girlstittered and
skipped through the door of the cantina; Esteban could hear them describing the incident, laughter, and
he continued to stare at Raimundo. Severd other girls poked their heads out the door, giggling and
whispering. After amoment Esteban spun on his hed and walked away. Behind him there was achorus
of unrestrained laughter, and agirl’ svoice caled mockingly, “Ramundo! Who areyou?’ Other voices
joined in, and it soon became a chant.

Barrio Carolinawas not truly abarrio of Puerto Morada; it lay beyond Punta Manabique, the
southernmost enclosure of the bay, and was fronted by a pam hammock and the loveliest stretch of
beach in dl the province, acurving dice of white sand giving way to jade-green shdlows. Forty years
before, it had been the headquarters of the fruit company’ s experimental farm, aproject of such vast
scope that asmall town had been built on the Site: rows of white frame houses with shingle roofs and
screen porches, the kind you might seein amagazine illugtration of rurd America. The company had
touted the project as being the keystone of the country’ s future and had promised to develop high-yield
crops that would banish starvation; but in 1947 a cholera epidemic had ravaged the coast, and the town
had been abandoned. By the time the cholera scare had died down, the company had become well
entrenched in nationa politics and no longer needed to maintain abenevolent image; the project had been
dropped and the property abandoned until -- in the same year that Esteban had retired from hunting --
deveopers had bought it, planning to build amgor resort. It was then the jaguar had appeared. Though it
had not killed any of the workmen, it had terrorized them to the point that they had refused to begin the
job. Hunters had been sent, and these the jaguar had killed. Thelast party of hunters had been equipped
with automatic rifles, dl manner of technologica ads; but the jaguar had picked them off one by one, and
this project, too, had been abandoned. Rumor had it that the land had recently been resold (now Esteban
knew to whom), and that the idea of aresort was once more under consideration.

The walk from Puerto Morada was hot and tiring, and upon arrival Esteban sat benesath a palm and
ate alunch of cold bananafritters. Combers as white as toothpaste broke on the shore, and there was no
human litter, just dead fronds and driftwood and coconuts. All but four of the houses had been
swallowed by the jungle, and only sections of those four remained visible, embedded like moldering gates
in ablackish green wal of vegetation. Even under the bright sunlight, they were haunted looking: their
screens ripped, boards weathered gray, vines cascading over their facades. A mango tree had sprouted
from one of the porches, and wild parrots were egting itsfruit. He had not visited the barrio since
childhood: The ruins had frightened him then, but now he found them appedling, testifying to the dominion
of natura law. It distressed him that he would help transform it all into a place where the parrotswould
be chained to perches and the jaguars would be designs on tablecloths, a place of swimming pools and
tourists Spping from coconut shells. Nonetheless, after he had finished lunch, he set out to explore the
jungle and soon discovered atrail used by the jaguar: anarrow path that wound between the vine-matted
shells of the housesfor about ahalf mile and ended at the Rio Dulce. The river was amurkier green than



the seq, curving away through the jungle walls; the jaguar’ stracks were everywhere aong the bank,
especidly thick upon atussocky rise somefive or six feet above the water. This baffled Esteban. The
jaguar could not drink from therise, and it certainly would not deep there. He puzzled over it awhile, but
eventualy shrugged it off, returned to the beach, and, because he planned to keep watch that night, took
anap beneath the pams.

Some hours later, around midafternoon, he was started from his nap by avoice hailing him. A tall,
dim, copper-skinned woman was walking toward him, wearing a dress of dark green -- amost the exact
color of thejunglewalls -- that exposed the swell of her breasts. As she drew near, he saw that though
her features had a Patucan cast, they were of alapidary fineness uncommon to thetribe; it was asif they
had been refined into alovely mask: cheeks planed into subtle hollows, lips sculpted full, stylized feathers
of ebony inlaid for eyebrows, eyes of jet and white onyx, and al this given ahuman gloss. A sheen of
swest covered her breasts, and asingle curl of black hair lay over her collarbone, so artful-seeming it
appeared to have been placed there by design. She kndlt beside him, gazing a him impassively, and
Esteban was flustered by her heated air of sensudity. The sea breeze bore her scent to him, asweet
musk that reminded him of mangoes|eft ripening in the sun.

“My nameis Esteban Caax,” he said, painfully aware of his own sweaty odor.

“I have heard of you,” she said. “The jaguar hunter. Have you cometo kill the jaguar of the barrio?’

“Yes” hesaid, and felt shame at admitting it.

She picked up ahandful of sand and watched it sift through her fingers.

“What isyour name?’ he asked.

“If we becomefriends, | will tel you my name,” she said. “Why must you kill the jaguar?’

Hetold her about the television set, and then, to his surprise, he found himsalf describing his problems
with Encarnacidn, explaining how he intended to adapt to her ways. These were not proper subjectsto
discusswith astranger, yet he was lured to intimacy; he thought he sensed an affinity between them, and
that prompted him to portray his marriage as more dismal than it was, for though he had never once been
unfaithful to Encarnacion, he would have welcomed the chance to do so now.

“Thisisablack jaguar,” she said. “ Surely you know they are not ordinary animals, that they have
purposes with which we must not interfere?’

Esteban was startled to hear hisfather’ swords from her mouth, but he dismissed it as coincidence
and replied, “ Perhaps. But they are not mine.”

“Truly, they are,” she said. “Y ou have smply chosen to ignore them.” She scooped up another
handful of sand. “How will you doit?'Y ou have no gun. Only amachete.”

“I havethisaswell,” he said, and from his sack he pulled out asmall parcel of herbs and handed it to
her.

She opened it and sniffed the contents. “Herbs? Ah! Y ou plan to drug the jaguar.”

“Not the jaguar. Mysdlf.” He took back the parcdl. “ The herbs dow the heart and give the body a
semblance of death. They induce atrance, but one that can be thrown off at amoment’ s notice. After |
chew them, | will lie down in a place that the jaguar must passonits nightly hunt. It will think | am dead,
but it will not feed unlessit is sure that the spirit has|eft the flesh, and to determinethis, it will St onthe
body s0 it can fed the spirit rise up. Assoon asit startsto settle, | will throw off the trance and stab it
between theribs. If my hand is steedy, it will dieingtantly.”

“And if your hand is unsteady?’

“I havekilled nearly fifty jaguars,” he said. “1 no longer fear unsteadiness. The method comes down
through my family from the Old Patuca, and it has never failed, to my knowledge.”

“But ablack jaguar...”

“Black or spotted, it makes no difference. Jaguars are creatures of instinct, and one is like another
when it comesto feeding.”

“Wel,” shesad, “| cannot wish you luck, but neither do | wish youill.” She cameto her feet, brushing
the sand from her dress.

He wanted to ask her to stay, but pride prevented him, and she laughed asif she knew hismind.



“Perhapswe will talk again, Esteban,” she said. “1t would be a pity if we did not, for morelies
between us than we have spoken of thisday.”

Shewalked swiftly down the beach, becoming adiminutive black figure that was rippled away by the
heat haze.

That evening, needing a place from which to keep watch, Esteban pried open the screen door of one
of the houses facing the beach and went onto the porch. Chameleons skittered into the corners, and an
iguanadithered off arusted lawn chair sheathed in spiderweb and vanished through agap in thefloor.
Theinterior of the house was dark and forbidding, except for the bathroom, the roof of which was
missing, webbed over by vinesthat admitted agray-green infusion of twilight. The cracked toilet wasfull
of rainwater and dead insects. Uneasy, Esteban returned to the porch, cleaned the lawn chair, and sat.

Out on the horizon the seaand sky were blending in a haze of silver and gray; the wind had died, and
the pamswere as till as sculpture; astring of pdicansflying low above the waves seemed to be spelling
asentence of cryptic black syllables. But the eerie beauty of the scene was lost on him. He could not
stop thinking of the woman. The memory of her hipsrolling beneath the fabric of her dress as she walked
away was repeated over and over in histhoughts, and whenever hetried to turn his attention to the
matter at hand, the memory became more compelling. Heimagined her naked, the play of muscles
rippling her haunches, and this so enflamed him that he started to pace, unmindful of the fact that the
creaking boards were signaling his presence. He could not understand her effect upon him. Perhaps, he
thought, it was her defense of the jaguar, her calling to mind of al he was putting behind him... and then a
redlization settled over him like anicy shroud.

It was commonly held among the Patuca that a man about to suffer a solitary and unexpected degth
would be visited by an envoy of desth, who -- standing in for family and friends -- would prepare him to
face the event; and Esteban was now very sure that the woman had been such an envoy, that her dlure
had been specifically designed to attract hissoul to itsimminent fate. He sat back down in the lawn chair,
numb with the redlization. Her knowledge of hisfather’ swords, the odd flavor of her conversation, her
intimation that more lay between them: It dl accorded perfectly with the traditiona wisdom. The moon
rose three-quartersfull, slvering the sands of the barrio, and still he sat there, rooted to the spot by his
fear of death.

He had been watching the jaguar for severa seconds before he registered its presence. It seemed at
first that ascrap of night sky had fallen onto the sand and was being blown by afitful breeze; but soon he
saw that it wasthe jaguar, that it wasinching dong asif staking some prey. Then it legped high into the
air, twisting and turning, and began to race up and down the beach: aribbon of black water flowing
acrossthe silver sands. He had never before seen ajaguar at play, and this alone was cause for wonder;
but most of dl, he wondered at the fact that here were his childhood dreams cometo life. He might have
been peering out onto asilvery meadow of the moon, spying on one of itsmagical creatures. Hisfear was
eroded by the sight, and like a child he pressed his nose to the screen, trying not to blink, anxiousthat he
might missasngle moment.

At length the jaguar |eft off its play and came prowling up the beach toward the jungle. By the set of
its ears and the purposeful sway of itswalk, Esteban recognized that it was hunting. It stopped beneath a
palm about twenty feet from the house, lifted its head, and tested the air. Moonlight frayed down through
the fronds, applying liquid gleamsto its haunches; its eyes, glinting yellow-green, were like pegpholesinto
alurid dimengion of fire. The jaguar’ s beauty was heart-stopping -- the embodiment of aflawless
principle -- and Esteban, contrasting this beauty with the pallid ugliness of hisemployer, with the ugly
principlethat had led to his hiring, doubted that he could ever bring himsdlf to kill it.



All thefollowing day he debated the question. He had hoped the woman would return, because he
had rejected the idea that she was death’s envoy -- that perception, he thought, must have been induced
by the mysterious atmosphere of the barrio -- and he fdlt that if she wasto argue the jaguar’ s cause
again, hewould let himsdf be persuaded. But she did not put in an appearance, and as he sat upon the
beach, watching the evening sun decline through strata of dusky orange and lavender clouds, casting wild
glitters over the sea, he understood once more that he had no choice. Whether or not the jaguar was
beautiful, whether or not the woman had been on a supernatura errand, he must treet these things asiif
they had no substance. The point of the hunt had been to deny mysteries of this sort, and he had lost sight
of it under the influence of old dreams.

He waited until moonrise to take the herbs, and then lay down beneath the palm tree where the jaguar
had paused the previous night. Lizards whispered past in the grasses, sand fleas hopped onto hisface; he
hardly felt them, sinking deeper into the languor of the herbs. The fronds overhead showed an ashen
green in the moonlight, lifting, rustling; and the stars between their feathered edgesflickered crazily asif
the breeze were fanning their flames. He became immersed in the landscape, savoring the smells of brine
and rotting foliage that were blowing across the beach, drifting with them; but when he heard the pad of
thejaguar’ s step, he came dert. Through narrowed eyes he saw it Stting adozen feet away, abulky
shadow craning its neck toward him, investigating his scent. After amoment it began to circle him, each
circleahit tighter than the one before, and whenever it passed out of view he had to repress atrickle of
fear. Then, asit passed close on the seaward side, he caught awhiff of its odor.

A swest, musky odor that reminded him of mangoes |€ft ripening in the sun.

Fear welled up in him, and hetried to banish it, to tell himself that the odor could not possibly be what
he thought. The jaguar snarled, arazor stroke of sound that dit the peaceful mesh of wind and surf, and
redizing it had scented hisfear, he sprang to hisfeet, waving his machete. In awhirl of vision he saw the
jaguar leap back, then he shouted at it, waved the machete again, and sprinted for the house where he
had kept watch. He dipped through the door and went staggering into the front room. Therewas acrash
behind him, and turning, he had a glimpse of ahuge black shape struggling to extricate itself froma
moonlit tangle of vines and ripped screen. He darted into the bathroom, sat with his back againgt the
toilet bowl, and braced the door shut with hisfeet.

The sound of the jaguar’ s struggles subsided, and for amoment he thought it had given up. Sweet |eft
cold trailsdown his sides, his heart pounded. He held his breath, listening, and it seemed the whole world
was holding its breaeth aswell. The noises of wind and surf and insects were afaint seething; moonlight
shed asickly white radiance through the enlaced vines overhead, and a chamel eon was frozen among
pedls of wallpaper beside the door. He let out asigh and wiped the sweat from his eyes. He swallowed.

Then the top pand of the door exploded, shattered by a black paw. Splinters of rotten wood flew
into hisface, and he screamed. The deek wedge of the jaguar’ s head thrust through the hole, roaring. A
gateway of gleaming fangs guarding aplush red throat. Half-paralyzed, Esteban jabbed weakly with the
machete. The jaguar withdrew, reached in with its paw, and clawed at hisleg. More by accident than
design, he managed to dice the jaguar, and the paw, too, was withdrawn. He heard it rumbling in the
front room, and then, seconds later, a heavy thump againgt the wall behind him. The jaguar’ s head
appeared above the edge of the wall; it was hanging by its forepaws, trying to gain a perch from which to
leap down into the room. Esteban scrambled to hisfeet and dashed wildly, severing vines. Thejaguar fell
back, yowling. For awhileit prowled dong the wall, fuming to itself. Findly there was sillence.

When sunlight began to filter through the vines, Esteban walked out of the house and headed down
the beach to Puerto Morada. He went with his head lowered, desolate, thinking of the grim future that
awaited him after he returned the money to Onofrio: alife of trying to please an increasingly shrewish
Encarnacion, of killing lesser jaguars for much less money. He was so mired in depression that he did not
notice the woman until she called to him. She wasleaning againgt a palm about thirty feet away, wearing a
filmy white dress through which he could see the dark jut of her nipples. He drew his machete and
backed off a pace.

“Why do you fear me, Esteban?’ she caled, walking toward him.



“Y ou tricked meinto revealing my method and tried to kill me,” he said. “Isthat not reason for fear?’

“I did not know you or your method in that form. | knew only that you were hunting me. But now the
hunt has ended, and we can be as man and woman.”

He kept his machete at point. “What are you?’ he asked.

She amiled. “My nameisMiranda. | am Patuca.”

“Patucas do not have black fur and fangs.”

“| am of the Old Patuca,” she said. “We have this power.”

“Keep away!” Helifted the machete asif to strike, and she stopped just beyond his reach.

“You can kill meif that isyour wish, Esteban.” She spread her arms, and her breasts thrust forward
againg thefabric of her dress. “Y ou are stronger than I, now. But listen to mefirgt.”

He did not lower the machete, but hisfear and anger were being overridden by a sweeter emotion.

“Long ago,” she said, “there was agreat healer who foresaw that one day the Patucawould lose their
placein the world, and so, with the help of the gods, he opened a door into another world where the
tribe could flourish. But many of the tribe were afraid and would not follow him. Since then, the door has
been left open for those who would come after.” She waved at the ruined houses. “Barrio Carolinaisthe
dite of the door, and the jaguar isits guardian. But soon the fevers of thisworld will sweep over the
barrio, and the door will closeforever. For though our hunt has ended, there is no end to huntersor to
greed.” She cameastep nearer. “If you listen to the sounding of your heart, you will know thisisthe
truth.”

He hdf-believed her, yet he dso believed her words masked amore poignant truth, one that fitted
ingde the other the way his machete fitted into its shegth.

“What isit?’ she asked. “What troubles you?’

“| think you have cometo prepare me for death,” he said, “and that your door leads only to death.”

“Then why do you not run from me?’ She pointed toward Puerto Morada. “ That is death, Esteban.
The cries of the gulls are death, and when the hearts of lovers stop at the moment of greatest pleasure,
that, too, is death. Thisworld is no more than athin covering of life drawn over afoundation of deeth,
like ascum of algae upon arock. Perhaps you are right, perhaps my world lies beyond death. The two
ideas are not opposed. But if | am death to you, Esteban, then it is death you love.”

Heturned his eyesto the sea, not wanting her to see hisface. “I do not love you,” he said.

“Loveawaitsus,” shesad. “And someday you will join mein my world.”

He looked back to her, ready with adenia, but was shocked to silence. Her dress had fallen to the
sand, and she was amiling. The litheness and purity of the jaguar were reflected in every line of her body;
her secret hair was so absolute ablack that it seemed an absencein her flesh. She moved close, pushing
asde the machete. Thetips of her breasts brushed againgt him, warm through the coarse cloth of his shirt;
her hands cupped hisface, and he was drowning in her heated scent, weakened by both fear and desire.

“We are of one soul, you and I,” she said. “ One blood and one truth. Y ou cannot reject me.”

Days passed, though Esteban was unclear asto how many. Night and day were unimportant
incidences of hisrelationship with Miranda, serving only to color their lovemaking with aspectra or a
sunny mood; and each timethey made love, it was asif athousand new colors were being added to his
senses. He had never been so content. Sometimes, gazing at the haunted fagades of the barrio, he
believed that they might well conced shadowy avenues |leading to another world; however, whenever
Mirandatried to convince him to leave with her, he refused: He could not overcome his fear and would
never admit -- even to himself -- that he loved her. He attempted to fix his thoughts on Encarnacion,
hoping this would undermine his fixation with Miranda and free him to return to Puerto Morada; but he



found that he could not picture hiswife except as ablack bird hunched before aflickering gray jewd.
Miranda, however, seemed equaly unred at times. Once asthey sat on the bank of the Rio Dulce,
watching the reflection of the moon -- most full -- floating upon the water, she pointed to it and said,
“My world isthat near, Esteban. That touchable. Y ou may think the moon aboveisred and thisisonly a
reflection, but the thing most red, that most illustratesthe red, isthe surface that permitstheilluson of
reflection. Passing through this surface iswhat you fear, and yet it is o insubstantia, you would scarcely
notice the passage.”

“Y ou sound like the old priest who taught me philosophy,” said Esteban. “Hisworld -- hisHeaven --
was aso philosophy. Isthat what your world is? The idea of aplace? Or are there birds and jungles and
rivers?’

Her expresson wasin partia eclipse, haf-moonlit, haf-shadowed, and her voice revealed nothing of
her mood. “No more than there are here,” she said.

“What doesthat mean?’ he said angrily. “Why will you not give me aclear ansver?’

“If | wereto describe my world, you would smply think me aclever liar.” Sherested her head on his
shoulder. “ Sooner or later you will understand. We did not find each other merely to have the pain of
being parted.”

In that moment her beauty -- like her words -- seemed a kind of evasion, obscuring adark and
frightening beauty beneath; and yet he knew that she wasright, that no proof of hers could persuade him
contrary to hisfear.

One afternoon, an afternoon of such brightnessthat it wasimpossible to ook at the seawithout
squinting, they swam out to asandbar that showed as athin curving idand of white againgt the green
water. Esteban floundered and splashed, but Miranda swam asif born to the eement; she darted benegth
him, tickling him, pulling at hisfeet, eding away before he could catch her. They walked adong the sand,
turning over starfish with their toes, collecting whelksto boil for their dinner, and then Esteban spotted a
dark stain hundreds of yards wide that was moving below the water beyond the bar: a great school of
king mackerel.

“It istoo bad we have no boat,” he said. “Mackerdl would taste better than whelks.”

“We need no boat,” shesaid. “1 will show you an old way of catching fish.”

She traced a complicated design in the sand, and when she had done, she led him into the shallows
and had him stand facing her afew feet away.

“Look down at the water between us,” she said. “Do not look up, and keep perfectly il until | tell
you.”
She began to sing with afdtering rhythm, arhythm that put him in mind of the ragged breezes of the
season. Mogt of the words were unfamiliar, but others he recognized as Patuca. After aminute he
experienced awave of dizziness, asif hislegshad grown long and spindly, and he was now looking
down from agreat height, breething rarefied air. Then atiny dark stain materialized below the expanse of
water between him and Miranda. He remembered his grandfather’ s stories of the Old Patuca, how --
with the help of the gods -- they had been able to shrink the world, to bring enemies close and cross vast
distancesin amatter of moments. But the gods were dead, their powers gone from the world. He wanted
to glance back to shore and seeif he and Miranda had become coppery giantstaler than the pams.

“Now,” she said, breaking off her song, “you must put your hand into the water on the seaward side
of the school and gently wiggle your fingers. Very gently! Be sure not to disturb the surface.”

But when Esteban made to do as he was told, he dipped and caused a splash. Miranda cried out.
Looking up, he saw awall of jade-green water bearing down on them, its face thickly studded with the
fleeting dark shapes of the mackerdl. Before he could move, the wave swept over the sandbar and
carried him under, dragging him aong the bottom and finally casting him onto shore. The beach was
littered with flopping mackerel; Mirandalay in the shalows, laughing a him. Esteban laughed, too, but
only to cover up hisrekindled fear of thiswoman who drew upon the powers of dead gods. He had no
wish to hear her explanation; he was certain she would tell him that the godslived onin her world, and
thiswould only confuse him further.



Later that day as Esteban was cleaning the fish, while Mirandawas off picking bananas to cook with
them -- the sweet little ones that grew along the riverbank -- a Land Rover came jouncing up the beach
from Puerto Morada, an orangefire of the setting sun dancing on itswindshield. It pulled up beside him,
and Onofrio climbed out the passenger side. A hectic flush dappled his cheeks, and he was dabbing his
swesty brow with a handkerchief. Raimundo climbed out the driver’ s Sde and leaned againgt the door,
garing hatefully at Esteban.

“Nine days and not aword,” said Onofrio gruffly. “We thought you were dead. How goes the hunt?’

Esteban set down the fish he had been scaling and stood. “I havefalled,” he said. “1 will giveyou
back the money.”

Raimundo chuckled -- adull, cluttered sound -- and Onofrio grunted with amusement. “Impossible,”
he said. “ Encarnacion has spent the money on ahousein Barrio Clarin. Y ou must kill the jaguar.”

“I cannot,” said Esteban. “1 will repay you somehow.”

“TheIndian haslost hisnerve, Father.” Raimundo spat in the sand. “Let me and my friends hunt the
Jaguar.”

Theideaof Ramundo and hisloutish friends thrashing through the jungle was so ludicrous that
Esteban could not restrain alaugh.

“Be careful, Indian!” Raimundo banged theflat of hishand on theroof of the car.

“It isyou who should be careful,” said Esteban. “Mogt likely the jaguar will be hunting you.” Esteban
picked up his machete. “ And whoever huntsthis jaguar will answer to measwell.”

Raimundo reached for something in the driver’ s seat and walked around in front of the hood. In his
hand was asilvered automatic. “I await your answer,” he said.

“Put that away!” Onofrio’ stone was that of aman addressing a child whose menace was
inconsequentid, but the intent surfacing in Raimundo’ sface was not childish. A tic marred the plump
curve of his cheek, theligature of hisneck was cabled, and hislips were drawn back in ajoylessgrin. It
was, thought Esteban -- strangdly fascinated by the transformation -- like watching ademon dissolveits
fdse shape: the true lean features melting up from theillusion of the soft.

“Thisson of awhoreinsulted mein front of Julial” Raimundo’ s gun hand was shaking.

“Your persond differences can wait,” said Onofrio. “ Thisisabusiness matter.” He held out his hand.
“Givemethegun.”

“If heisnot going to kill the jaguar, what useishe?’ said Raimundo.

“Perhaps we can convince him to change hismind.” Onofrio beamed at Esteban. “What do you say?
Shdl I let my son collect hisdebt of honor, or will you fulfill our contract?’

“Father!” complained Raimundo; his eyesflicked sdeways. “He...”

Esteban broke for the jungle. The gun roared, awhite-hot claw swiped at hisside, and he went flying.
For an instant he did not know where he was;, but then, one by one, hisimpressions began to sort
themsalves. Hewaslying on hisinjured side, and it was throbbing fiercely. Sand crusted his mouth and
eyelids. He was curled up around his machete, which was till clutched in hishand. VVoices above him,
sand fleas hopping on hisface. He resisted the urge to brush them off and lay without moving. The throb
of hiswound and his hatred had the same red force behind them.

“...cary himto theriver,” Raimundo was saying, his voice aremble with excitement. “ Everyone will
think the jaguer killed him!”

“Fool!” said Onofrio. “He might have killed the jaguar, and you could have had a sweeter revenge.
Hiswife...”

“Thiswas sweet enough,” said Raimundo.

A shadow fdl over Esteban, and he held his breath. He needed no herbsto decelve this pae, flabby
jaguar who was bending to him, turning him onto his back.

“Watch out!” cried Onofrio.

Esteban let himsdlf be turned and lashed out with the machete. His contempt for Onofrio and
Encarnacion, aswel as his hatred of Raimundo, was involved in the blow, and the blade |odged deep in
Raimundo’ sside, grating on bone. Raimundo shrieked and would have fallen, but the blade helped to



keep him upright; his hands fluttered around the machete asif he wanted to adjust it to amore
comfortable position, and his eyes were wide with dishdlief. A shudder vibrated the hilt of the machete --
it seemed sensud, the spasm of a spent passion -- and Raimundo sank to his knees. Blood spilled from
his mouth, adding tragic linesto the corners of hislips. He pitched forward, not falling flat but remaining
knedling, hisface pressed into the sand: the attitude of an Arab at prayer.

Esteban wrenched the machete free, fearful of an attack by Onofrio, but the appliance dedler was
squirming into the Land Rover. The engine caught, the whedl's spun, and the car lurched off, turning
through the edge of the surf and heading for Puerto Morada. An orange dazzle flared on the rear
window, asif the spirit who had lured it to the barrio was now harrying it away.

Ungteadily, Esteban got to hisfeet. He peded his shirt back from the bullet wound. Therewasalot of
blood, but it was only a crease. He avoided looking a Raimundo and walked down to the water and
stood gazing out at the waves, histhoughtsrolled in with them, less thoughts than tidal sweeps of
emotion.

It was twilight by the time Mirandareturned, her aamsfull of bananas and wild figs. She had not heard
the shot. He told her what had happened as she dressed his wounds with a poultice of herbs and banana
leaves. “It will mend,” she said of thewound. “But this’ -- she gestured at Raimundo -- “thiswill not.

Y ou must come with me, Esteban. The soldierswill kill you.”

“No,” hesad. “They will come, but they are Patuca... except for the captain, who isadrunkard, a
shell of aman. | doubt he will even be natified. They will listen to my story, and we will reach an
accommodeation. No matter what lies Onofrio tells, hisword will not stand againgt theirs.”

“And then?’

“I may haveto gotojail for awhile, or | may haveto leave the province. But | will not bekilled.”

She sat for aminute without speaking, the whites of her eyes glowing in the hdf-light. Findly she
stood and walked off aong the beach.

“Where are you going?’ he called.

She turned back. “Y ou speak so casudly of losing me...” she began.

“Itisnot casud!”

“No!” She laughed bitterly. “I suppose not. Y ou are so afraid of life, you cal it death and would
prefer jal or exileto living it. That ishardly casud.” She stared a him, her expresson acipher at that
distance. “1 will not lose you, Esteban,” she said. She walked away again, and thistime when he called
shedid not turn,

Twilight deepened to dusk, adow fill of shadow graying the world into negative, and Esteban felt
himsdlf graying dong with it, his thoughts reduced to echoing the dull wash of the receding tide. The dusk
lingered, and he had the idea that night would never fdl, that the act of violence had driven anail through
the substance of hisirresolute life, pinned him forever to this ashen moment and deserted shore. Asa
child he had been terrified by the possibility of such magica isolations, but now the prospect seemed a
consolation for Miranda s absence, aremembrance of her magic. Despite her parting words, he did not
think she would be back -- there had been sadness and finality in her voice -- and thisroused in him
fedings of both relief and desolation, fedingsthat set him to pacing up and down thetida margin of the
shore.

The full moon rose, the sands of the barrio burned silver, and shortly thereafter four soldierscameina
jeep from Puerto Morada. They were gnomish copper-skinned men, and their uniforms were the dark
blue of the night sky, bearing no device or decoration. Though they were not close friends, he knew them
each by name: Sebastian, Amador, Carlito, and Ramdn. In their headlights Raimundo’ s corpse --



gartlingly pale, the blood on hisface dried into intricate whorls -- looked like an exotic creature cast up
by the sea, and their ingpection of it smacked more of curiosity than of a search for evidence. Amador
unearthed Raimundo’ s gun, sSighted dong it toward the jungle, and asked Ramén how much he thought it
wasworth.

“Perhaps Onofrio will give you agood price,” said Ramon, and the others laughed.

They built afire of driftwood and coconut shells, and sat around it while Esteban told his story; he did
not mention either Mirandaor her relation to the jaguar, because these men -- estranged from the tribe
by their government service -- had grown conservative in their judgments, and he did not want them to
consider himirrationa. They listened without comment; the firlight burnished their skinsto reddish gold
and glinted on their rifle barrels.

“Onofrio will take his chargeto the capitd if we do nothing,” said Amador after Esteban had finished.

“Hemay inany case” said Carlito. “And then it will go hard with Esteban.”

“And,” said Sebastian, “if an agent is sent to Puerto M orada and sees how things are with Captain
Portales, they will surely replace him, and it will go hard with us.”

They stared into the flames, mulling over the problem, and Esteban chose the moment to ask Amador,
who lived near him on the mountain, if he had seen Encarnacion.

“She will be amazed to learn you are dive,” said Amador. “I saw her yesterday in the dressmaker’s
shop. Shewas admiring thefit of anew black skirt inthe mirror.”

It was asif ablack swath of Encarnacion’s skirt had folded around Esteban’ s thoughts. He lowered
his head and carved linesin the sand with the point of his machete.

“I haveit,” said Ramon. “A boycott!”

The others expressed confusion.

“If we do not buy from Onofrio, who will?” said Ramon. “He will lose hisbusiness. Threatened with
this, hewill not dare involve the government. He will alow Esteban to plead salf-defense.”

“But Ramundo was hisonly son,” said Amador. “I1t may bethat grief will count more than greed in
thisingtance”

Again they fdl slent. It mattered little to Esteban what was decided. He was coming to understand
that without Miranda, hisfuture held nothing but uninteresting choices; he turned his gaze to the sky and
noticed that the stars and the fire were flickering with the same rhythm, and he imagined each of them
ringed by agroup of gnomish copper-skinned men, debating the question of hisfate.

“Aha” said Carlito. “1 know what to do. We will occupy Barrio Carolina -- the entire company --
and we will kill the jaguar. Onofrio’ s greed cannot withstand this temptation.”

“That you must not do,” said Esteban.

“But why?" asked Amador. “We may not kill the jaguar, but with so many men wewill certainly drive
it away.”

Before Esteban could answer, the jaguar roared. It was prowling down the beach toward thefire, like
ablack flameitsdf, shifting over the glowing sand. Its earswere laid back, and silver drops of moonlight
gleamed in its eyes. Amador grabbed hisrifle, came to one knee, and fired: The bullet sprayed sand a
dozen feet to the I eft of thejaguar.

“Wait!” cried Esteban, pushing him down.

But the rest had begun to fire, and the jaguar was hit. It leaped high asit had that first night while
playing, but thistimeit landed in aheap, snarling, snapping &t its shoulder; it regained its feet and limped
toward the jungle, favoring itsright foreleg. Excited by their success, the soldiersran afew paces after it
and stopped to fire again. Carlito dropped to one knee, taking careful aim.

“No!” shouted Esteban, and as he hurled his machete at Carlito, desperate to prevent further harm to
Miranda, he recognized the trap that had been sprung and the consegquences he would face.

The blade diced across Carlito’ s thigh, knocking him onto his side. He screamed, and Amador,
seeing what had happened, fired wildly at Esteban and called to the others. Esteban ran toward the
jungle, making for thejaguar’ s path. A fusillade of shots rang out behind him, bullets whipped past his
ears. Each time hisfeet dipped in the soft sand, the moonstruck fagades of the barrio appeared to lurch



sdewaysasif trying to block hisway. And then, as he reached the verge of the jungle, he was hit.

The bullet seemed to throw him forward, to increase his speed, but somehow he managed to keep his
feet. He careened aong the path, arms waving, breath shrieking in histhroat. Palmetto fronds swaited his
face, vinestangled hislegs. Hefet no pain, only apeculiar numbness that pulsed low in hisback; he
pictured the wound opening and closing like the mouth of an anemone. The soldiers were shouting his
name. They would follow, but cautioudy, afraid of the jaguar, and he thought he might be able to cross
the river before they could catch up. But when he cameto the river, he found the jaguar waiting.

It was crouched on the tussocky rise, its neck craned over the water, and below, half a dozen feet
from the bank, floated the reflection of the full moon, huge and silvery, an unblemished circle of light.
Blood glistened scarlet on the jaguar’ s shoulder, like afresh rose pinned in place, and thismade it look
even more an embodiment of principle: the shape agod might choose, that some universal constant might
assume. It gazed camly at Esteban, growled low initsthroat, and dove into the river, cleaving and
shattering the moon'’ s reflection, vanishing benegath the surface. The ripples subsided, the image of the
moon re-formed. And there, slhouetted againgt it, Esteban saw the figure of awoman swimming, each
stroke causing her to grow smaler and smdler until she seemed no more than a character incised upon a
dlver plate. It was not only Miranda he saw, but al mystery and beauty receding from him, and he
realized how blind he had been not to perceive the truth sheathed inside the truth of degath that had been
sheathed insde her truth of another world. It was clear to him now. It sang to him from hiswound, every
gyllable aheartbest. It was written by the dying ripples, it swayed in the bananaleaves, it sghed on the
wind. It was everywhere, and he had dways known it: If you deny mystery -- even in the guise of death
-- then you deny life and you will walk like aghost through your days, never knowing the secrets of the
extremes. The deep sorrows, the absolute joys.

He drew abreath of therank jungle air, and with it drew a breath of aworld no longer his, of the girl
Encarnacion, of friends and children and country nights... dl hislost sweetness. His chest tightened as
with the onset of tears, but the sensation quickly abated, and he understood that the sweetness of the
past had been subsumed by ascent of mangoes, that nine magical days-- amagica number of days, the
number it takes to sing the soul to rest -- lay between him and tears. Freed of those associations, he felt
asif hewere undergoing a subtle refinement of form, awinnowing, and he remembered having felt much
the same on the day when he had run out the door of SantaMariade Onda, putting behind him its dark
geometries and cobwebbed catechisms and generations of swallowsthat had never flown beyond the
walls, casting off hisacolyte s robe and racing across the square toward the mountain and Encarnacion: It
had been she who had lured him then, just as his mother had lured him to the church and as Mirandawas
luring him now, and he laughed at seeing how easily these three women had diverted theflow of hislife,
how like other men hewasin this.

The strange bloom of painlessnessin his back was sending out tendrilsinto hisarms and legs, and the
cries of the soldiers had grown louder. Mirandawas atiny speck shrinking againgt asilver immensity. For
amoment he hesitated, experiencing aresurgence of fear; then Miranda sface materidized inhismind's
eye, and dl the emotion he had suppressed for nine days poured through him, washing away the fear. It
wasaslvery, flawless emotion, and he was giddy with it, light with it; it waslike thunder and fire fused
into one element and boiling up ingde him, and he was overwhelmed by aneed to expressit, to mold it
into aform that would reflect its power and purity. But he was no singer, no poet. There was but asingle
mode of expression open to him. Hoping he was not too late, that Miranda s door had not shut forever,
Egteban doveinto theriver, cleaving theimage of the full moon; and -- hiseyes il closed from the
shock of the splash -- with the last of his morta strength, he swam hard down after her.



The Night of White Bhairab
Firgt published in The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, October 1984.

Whenever Mr. Chatterji went to Delhi on business, twice yearly, hewould leave Eliot Blackford in
charge of his Katmandu home, and prior to each trip the transfer of keys and instructions would be made
at theHotd Anapurna. Eliot -- an angular sharp-featured man in hismid-thirties, with thinning blond hair
and a perpetually ardent expression -- knew Mr. Chatterji for a subtle soul, and he suspected that this
subtlety had dictated the choice of meseting place. The Anapurnawas the Nepa ese equivaent of aHilton,
itsbar equipped in vinyl and plagtic, with a choirlike arrangement of bottles fronting the mirror. Lights
were muted, napkins monogrammed. Mr. Chatterji, plump and prosperousin abusiness suit, would
consider it an eegant refutation of Kipling'sfamous couplet (“EastisEad,” etc.) that he was a home
here, whereas Eliot, wearing a scruffy robe and sandd's, was not; he would argue that not only had the
twain met, they had actudly exchanged places. It was Eliot’s own measure of subtlety that restrained him
from pointing out what Mr. Chatterji could not perceive: that the Anapurnawas a skewed version of the
American Dream. The carpeting was indoor-outdoor runner; the menu wasrife with ludicrous misprints (
Skotch Miss, Screwdiver); and the lounge act -- two turbaned, tuxedoed Indians on electric guitar and
traps -- was managing to turn “ Evergreen” into adoleful raga.

“Therewill be oneimportant ddivery.” Mr. Chatterji hailed the waiter and nudged Eliot’ s shot glass
forward. “It should have been here days ago, but you know these customs people.” He gave an
effeminate shudder to express his distaste for the burealicracy and cast an expectant eye on Eliot, who
did not disappoint.

“What isit?’ he asked, certain that it would be an addition to Mr. Chatterji’ s collection: He enjoyed
discussing the collection with Americans; it proved that he had an overview of their culture.

“Something delicious!” said Mr. Chatterji. He took the tequila bottle from the waiter and -- with a
fond look -- passed it to Eliot. “ Are you familiar with the Carversville Terror?’

“Yeah, sure” Eliot knocked back another shot. “There was abook about it.”

“Indeed,” said Mr. Chatterji. “ A bestseller. The Cousineau mansion was once the most notorious
haunted house of your New England. It was torn down severa months ago, and I’ ve succeeded in
acquiring the fireplace, which” -- he spped hisdrink -- “which was the locus of power. I'm very
fortunate to have obtained it.” Hefitted his glassinto the circle of moisture on the bar and waxed
scholarly. “ Aimée Cousineau was amost unusua spirit, capable of avariety of....”

Eliot concentrated on histequila. Theserecitals never failed to annoy him, asdid -- for different
reasons -- the deek Western disguise. When Eliot had arrived in Katmandu as a member of the Peace
Corps, Mr. Chatterji had presented afar less pompous image: ascrawny kid dressed in Levi’ sthat he
had wheedled from atourist. HE d been one of the hangers-on -- mostly young Tibetans -- who
frequented the grubby tearooms on Freak Street, watching the American hippies giggle over their hash
yogurt, lugting after their clothes, their women, their entire culture. The hippies had respected the
Tibetans. They were a people of legend, symbols of the occultism then in vogue, and the fact that they
liked James Bond movies, fast cars, and Jmi Hendrix had increased the hippies sdlf-esteem. But they
had found laughable the fact that Rgjneesh Chatterji -- another Westernized Indian -- had liked these
same things, and they had treated him with mean condescension. Now, thirteen years later, the roles had
been reversed; it was Eliot who had become the hanger-on.

He had settled in Katmandu after histour was up, hisidea being to practice meditation, to achieve
enlightenment. But it had not gone well. There was an impediment in hismind -- he pictured it asadark
stone, a stone compounded of worldly attachments -- that no amount of practice could wear down, and
hislife had falen into afutile pattern. He would spend ten months of the year living in asmal room near
the temple of Swayambhunath, meditating, rubbing away at the stone; and then, during March and
September, he would occupy Mr. Chatterji’ s house and debauch himsdlf with liquor and sex and drugs.
Hewas aware that Mr. Chatterji considered him aburnout, that the position of caretaker wasin effect a
form of revenge, ameans by which hisemployer could exercise his own brand of condescension; but



Eliot minded neither the label nor the attitude. There were worse things to be than aburnout in Nepd. It
was beautiful country, it wasinexpensive, it was far from Minnesota (Eliot’ s home). And the concept of
persond failure was meaningless here. You lived, died, and were reborn over and over until at last you
attained the ultimate success of nonbeing: aterrific consolation for failure.

“...yet in your country,” Mr. Chatterji was saying, “evil hasasultry character. Sexy! It'sasif the
Spirits were adopting vibrant personalitiesin order to contend with pop groups and movie stars.”

Eliot thought of acomment, but the tequila backed up on him and he belched instead. Everything
about Mr. Chatterji -- teeth, eyes, hair, gold rings -- seemed to be gleaming with extraordinary brilliance.
Helooked as unstable as a soap bubble, afat little Hindu illusion.

Mr. Chatterji clapped ahand to hisforehead. “| nearly forgot. There will be another American staying
at the house. A girl. Very shapely!” He shaped an hourglassin theair. “I' m quite mad for her, but | don’t
know if she’ strustworthy. Please see she does't bring in any strays.”

“Right,” said Eliot. “No problem.”

“I believe |l will gamble now,” said Mr. Chatterji, standing and gazing toward the [obby. “Will you join
me?

“No, I think I'll get drunk. | guess1’ll see you in October.”

“You'redrunk aready, Eliot.” Mr. Chatterji patted him on the shoulder. “Hadn’t you noticed?’

Early the next morning, hung over, tongue cleaving to the roof of hismouth, Eliot sat himsdlf down for
afina bout of trying to visuaize the Ava okitesvara Buddha. All the sounds outsde -- the buzzing of a
motor scooter, birdsong, agirl’ s laughter -- seemed to be repeating the mantra, and the gray stonewalls
of hisroom looked at once intensely real and yet incredibly fragile, papery, a painted backdrop he could
rip with his hands. He began to fed the samefragility, asif hewere being immersed in aliquid that was
turning him opaque, filling him with clarity. A breath of wind could float him out the window, drift him
acrossthefields, and he would pass through the trees and mountains, dl the phantoms of the materia
world... but then atrickle of panic welled up from the bottom of his soul, from that dark stone. It was
beginning to smolder, to give off poison fumes: alittle briquette of anger and lust and fear. Crackswere
gpreading across the clear substance he had become, and if he didn’t move soon, if he didn’t break of f
the meditation, he would shétter.

He toppled out of the lotus position and lay propped on his elbows. His heart raced, his chest heaved,
and hefet very much like screaming hisfrudtration. Y eah, that was atemptation. To just say the Hell with
it and scream, to achieve through chaos what he could not through clarity: to empty himsdlf into the
scream. He was trembling, his emotions flowing between self-hate and self-pity. Findly, he struggled up
and put on jeans and a cotton shirt. He knew he was close to a breakdown, and he redlized that he
usualy reached this point just before taking up resdence a Mr. Chatterji’s. Hislife was afrayed thread
stretched tight between those two poles of debauchery. One day it would snap.

“TheHdl withit,” he said. He stuffed the remainder of his clothesinto aduffel bag and headed into
town.

Walking through Durbar Square -- which wasn’'t redly asquare but a huge temple complex



interspersed with open areas and wound through by cobbled paths -- aways put Eliot in mind of his brief
gtint asatour guide, a career cut short when the agency received complaints about his eccentricity.
(*“...Asyou pick your way among the piles of human waste and fruit rinds, | caution you not to bregthe
too deeply of the divine afflatus; otherwise, it may forever numb you to the scent of Prairie Cove or
Petitpoint Gulch or whatever citadel of graciousliving it isthat you cal home....”) It had irked him to have
to lecture on the carvings and history of the square, especialy to the just-plain-folks who only wanted a
Polaroid of Ednaor Uncle immy standing next to that weird monkey god on the pedestal. The square
was aunique place, and in Eliot’ s opinion such unenlightened tourism demeaned it.

Pagoda-style temples of red brick and dark wood towered on dl sides, their finiasrising into brass
lightning bolts. They were dien-looking -- you half-expected the sky above them to be of an
otherworldly color and figured by severa moons. Their eaves and window screenswere ornately carved
into the images of gods and demons, and behind alarge window screen on the temple of White Bhairab
lay the mask of that god. It was dmost ten feet high, brass, with afanciful headdress and long-lobed ears
and amouth full of white fangs; its eyebrows were enameled red, fiercely arched, but the eyes had the
goofy quality common to Newari gods -- no matter how wrathful they were, there was something
essentidly friendly about them, and they reminded Eliot of cartoon germs. Onceayear -- infact, alittle
more than aweek from now -- the screens would be opened, a pipe would beinserted into the god's
mouth, and rice beer would jet out into the mouths of the milling crowds; at some point afish would be
dipped into the pipe, and whoever caught it would be deemed the luckiest soul in the Katmandu Valley
for the next year. It was one of Eliot’ straditionsto make atry for thefish, though he knew that it wasn't
luck he needed.

Beyond the square, the streets were narrow, running between long brick buildings three and four
storiestal, each divided into dozens of separate dwellings. The strip of sky between the roofs was bright,
burning blue -- avoid color -- and in the shade the bricks looked purplish. People hung out the windows
of the upper stories, taking back and forth: an exotic tenement life. Small shrines -- wooden enclosures
containing statuary of stucco or brass -- were tucked into wall niches and the mouths of aleys. The gods
were everywhere in Katmandu, and there was hardly a corner to which their gaze did not penetrate.

On reaching Mr. Chatterji’ s, which occupied haf ablock-long building, Eliot made for thefirst of the
interior courtyards; agtair led up from it to Mr. Chatterji’ s gpartment, and he thought he would check on
what had been |€ft to drink. But as he entered the courtyard -- a phalanx of jungly plants arranged
around alozenge of cement -- he saw the girl and stopped short. She was sitting in alawn chair, reading,
and shewasindeed very shapely. She wore loose cotton trousers, a T-shirt, and along white scarf shot
through with golden threads. The scarf and the trousers were the uniform of the young travelerswho
generdly stayed in the expatriate enclave of Tema: It seemed that they dl bought them immediately upon
arrival in order to identify themselves to each other. Edging closer, peering between the leaves of a
rubber plant, Eliot saw that the girl was doe-eyed, with honey-colored skin and shoulder-length brown
hair interwoven by lighter strands. Her wide mouth had relaxed into aglum expression. Sensing him, she
glanced up, startled; then she waved and set down her book.

“I’'mEliot,” he said, waking over.

“I know. Ranjeesh told me.” She stared a him incurioudly.

“And you?’ He squatted beside her.

“Michadla.” Shefingered the book, asif she were eager to get back to it.

“I can seeyou're new in town.”

“How’ sthat?’

Hetold her about the clothes, and she shrugged. “ That’ swhat | am,” shesaid. “I’ll probably dways
wear them.” Shefolded her hands on her ssomach: it was anicely rounded stomach, and Eliot -- a
connoisseur of women's sscomachs -- felt the beginnings of arousdl.

“Always?’ hesaid. “Y ou plan on being herethat long?’

“I don’'t know.” Sheran afinger aong the spine of the book. “Ranjeesh asked meto marry him, and |
sad maybe”



Eliot’sinfant plan of seduction collapsed beneath thiswrecking bal of astatement, and hefailed to
hide hisincredulity. “Y ou' rein love with Ranjeesh?’

“What' sthat got to do withit?” A wrinkle creased her brow: It was the perfect symptom of her
mood, the line a cartoonist might have chosen to express petulant anger.

“Nothing. Not if it doesn’'t have anything to do with it.” Hetried agrin, but to no effect. “Well,” he
said after a pause. “How do you like Katmandu?’

“I don’'t get out much,” she said flatly.

She obvioudy did not want conversation, but Eliot wasn't ready to give up. “Y ou ought to,” he said.
“Thefedtiva of Indra Jatra s about to start. It's pretty wild. Especidly on the night of White Bhairab.
Buffao sacrifices, torchlight...”

“I don't like crowds,” she said.

Strike two.

Eliot strained to think of an enticing topic, but he had theidea it was alost cause. There was
something inert about her, aveneer of listlessness redolent of Thorazine, of hospitd routine. “ Have you
ever seen the Khaa?’ he asked.

“Thewhat?’

“The Khaa It' sa spirit... though some people will tdll you it’s partly animal, because over herethe
animal and spirit worlds overlap. But whatever it is, dl the old houses have one, and those that don't are
considered unlucky. There' sone here.”

“What'sit look like?

“Vagudy anthropomorphic. Black, featurdess. Kind of aliving shadow. They can stand upright, but
they roll instead of walk.”

Shelaughed. “No, | haven't seen it. Have you?’

“Maybe,” said Eliot. “I thought | saw it acouple of times, but | was pretty stoned.”

She sat up straighter and crossed her legs; her breastsjiggled, and Eliot fought to keep hiseyes
centered on her face. “ Ranjeesh tellsme you're alittle cracked,” she said.

Good oI’ Ranjeesh! He might have known that the son of a bitch would have sandbagged him with his
new lady. “I guess| am,” he said, preparing for the brush-off. “1 do alot of meditation, and sometimes|
teeter on the edge.”

But she appeared more intrigued by this admission than by anything else he had told her; asmile
melted up from her carefully composed features. “ Tell me some more about the Khaa,” she said.

Eliot congratulated himsdlf. “They're quirky sorts,” he said. “Neither good nor evil. They hidein dark
corners, though now and then they’ re seen in the streets or in the fields out near Jyapu. And the oldest
ones, the most powerful ones, livein the templesin Durbar Square. There' s a story about the one here
that' s descriptive of how they operate... if you' reinterested.”

“Sure” Another smile.

“Before Ranjeesh bought this place, it was a guesthouse, and one night awoman with three goiterson
her neck came to spend the night. She had two loaves of bread that she was taking hometo her family,
and she stuck them under her pillow before going to deep. Around midnight the Khaarolled into her
room and was struck by the sght of her goitersrisng and falling as she breathed. He thought they’d
make a beautiful necklace, so he took them and put them on his own neck. Then he spotted the loaves
sticking out from her pillow. They looked good, so he took them aswell and replaced them with two
loaves of gold. When the woman woke, she was delighted. She hurried back to her villageto tell her
family, and on the way she met afriend, awoman, who was going to market. Thiswoman had four
goiters. Thefirst woman told her what had happened, and that night the second woman went to the
guesthouse and did exactly the same things. Around midnight the Khaarolled into her room. He'd grown
bored with his necklace, and he gave it to the woman. He d also decided that bread didn’t taste very
good, but he still had aloaf and he figured he' d give it another chance. So in exchange for the necklace,
he took the woman’ s appetite for bread. When she woke, she had seven goiters, no gold, and she could
never eat bread again the rest of her life”



Eliot had expected aresponse of mild amusement and had hoped that the story would be the opening
gambit in agame with aforegone and pleasurable conclusion; but he had not expected her to stand, to
becomewalled off from him again.

“I’ve got to go,” she said, and with a distracted wave she made for the front door. She walked with
her head down, hands thrust into her pockets asif counting the steps.

“Where are you going?’ caled Eliot, taken back.

“1 don’t know. Freak Street, maybe.”

“Want some company?’

She turned back at the door. “1t’ s not your fault,” shesaid, “but | don't redly enjoy your company.”

Shot down!

Trailing smoke, spinning, smacking into the hillsde, and blowing up into afirebal.

Eliot didn’'t understand why it had hit him so hard. It had happened before, and it would again.
Ordinarily he would have headed for Tema and found himself another long white scarf and pair of cotton
trousers, one less morbidly saf-involved (that, in retrogpect, was how he characterized Michaela), one
who would help him refud for another bout of trying to visudize Avdokitesvara Buddha. Hedid, infact,
go to Temd; but he merely sat and drank teaand smoked hashish in arestaurant, and watched the young
travelers pairing up for the night. Once he caught the bus to Patan and visited afriend, an old hippie pa
named Sam Chipley who ran amedica clinic; once he walked out to Swayambhunath, close enough to
see the white dome of the stupa, and atop it, the gilt structure on which the al-seeing eyes of Buddha
were painted: They seemed squinty and mean-looking, asif taking unfavorable notice of his approach.
But mostly over the next week he wandered through Mr. Chatterji’ s house, carrying abottle, maintaining
abuzz, and keeping an eye on Michaela.

The mgjority of the roomswere unfurnished, but many bore signs of recent habitation: broken hash
pipes, ripped deeping bags, empty packets of incense. Mr. Chatterji let travelers -- those he fancied
sexualy, male and female -- use the roomsfor up to months at atime, and to walk through them wasto
take ahistorical tour of the American counterculture. The graffiti sooke of concernsasvariousas
Vietnam, the Sex Pigtals, women' slib, and the housing shortage in Greet Britain, and also conveyed
personal messages. “ Ken Finkd please get in touch with me at Am. Ex. in Bangkok... love Ruth.” In one
of the rooms was acomplicated mura depicting Farrah Fawcett Sitting on the lap of a Tibetan demon,
throttling his barbed phaluswith her fingers. It al conjured up the image of amoldering, deranged milieu.
Eliot’ smilieu. At firgt the tour amused him, but eventualy it began to sour him on himsdf, and hetook to
spending more and more time on a balcony overlooking the courtyard that was shared with the
connecting house, listening to the Newari women sing at their chores and reading books from Mr.
Chatterji’ slibrary. One of the bookswastitled The Carversville Terror.

“Bloodcurdling, chilling...” said the New York Times on the front flgp; “...the Terror isunrdenting...”
commented Stephen King; “...riveting, gut-wrenching, mind-bending horror...” gushed People magazine.
In nesat letters, Eliot appended hisown blurb: “...piece of crap...” Thetext -- written to be read by the
margindly literate -- was afictiondized trestment of purportedly red events, dealing with the experiences
of the Whitcomb family, who had attempted to renovate the Cousineau mansion during the sixties.
Following the usua buildup of apparitions, cold spots, and noisome odors, the family -- PapaDavid,
Mama Elaine, young sons Tim and Randy, and teenage Ginny -- had met to discuss the Stuation.

...even the kids, thought David, had been aged by the house. Gathered around the dining room
table, they looked like a company of the damned -- haggard, shadows under their eyes,



grim-faced. Even with the windows open and the light streaming in, it seemed therewas a pall in
the air that no light could dispel. Thank God the damned thing was dormant during the day!

“Well,” hesaid, “ | guessthe floor’s open for arguments.”

“1 wanna go home!” Tears sprang from Randy’ s eyes, and on cue, Tim started crying, too.

“It’snot that simple,” said David. “ Thisis home, and | don’t know how we'll make it if we do
leave. The savings account is just about flat.”

“| suppose | could get a job,” said Elaine unenthusiastically.

“I"mnot leaving!” Ginny jumped to her feet, knocking over her chair. “ Every time| start to
make friends, we have to move!”

“But Ginny!” Elaine reached out a hand to calm her. “ You were the one...”

“1"ve changed my mind!” She backed away, asif she had just recognized them all to be mortal
enemies. “ You can do what you want, but I’ m staying!” And she ran from the room.

“Oh, God,” said Elaine wearily. “ What’ s gotten into her?”

What had gotten into Ginny, what wasin the process of getting into her and was the only interesting
part of the book, was the spirit of Aimée Cousineau. Concerned with his daughter’ s behavior, David
Whitcomb had researched the house and learned a great deal about the spirit. Aimée Cousineau, née
Vuillemont, had been anative of St. Berenice, a Swiss village at the foot of the mountain known asthe
Eiger (its photograph, aswell as one of Aimeée -- acoldly beautiful woman with black hair and cameo
features -- wasincluded in the centra section of the book). Until the age of fifteen she had been aswest,
unexceptiond child; in the summer of 1889, however, while hiking on the dopes of the Eiger, she had
becomelogt inacave.

The family had al but given up hope when, to their delight -- three weeks later -- she had turned up
on the steps of her father’ s store. Their delight was short-lived. This Aimée was far different from the one
who had entered the cave. Violent, calculating, datternly.

Over the next two years she succeeded in seducing half the men of the village, including the local
priest. According to histestimony, he had been admonishing her that sin was not the path to happiness
when she began to undress. “1’m wed to Happiness,” shetold him. “I’ ve entwined my limbs with the God
of Blissand kissed the scaly thighs of Joy.” Throughout the ensuing affair, she made cryptic comments
concerning “the God bel ow the mountain,” whose soul was now forever joined to hers.

At this point the book reverted to the gruesome adventures of the Whitcomb family, and Eliot, bored,
redizing it was noon and that Michaeglawould be sunbathing, climbed to Mr. Chatterji’ s gpartment on the
fourth floor. He tossed the book onto ashelf and went out onto the balcony. His continued interest in
Michadla puzzled him. It occurred to him that he might be faling inlove, and he thought that would be
nice. Though it would probably lead nowhere, love would be agood kind of energy to have. But he
doubted thiswas the case. Mot likely hisinterest was founded on some fuming product of the dark
goneinsde him. Smple lust. He looked over the edge of the balcony. She was lying on ablanket -- her
bikini top beside her -- at the bottom of awdl|l of sunlight: thin, pure sunlight like arefinement of honey
spreading down and congealing into the mold of alittle gold woman. It seemed that her heat wasin the
ar.

That night Eliot broke one of Mr. Chatterji’ s rules and dept in the master bedroom. It was roofed by
alarge skylight mounted in a celling painted midnight blue. The norma display of stars had not been
aufficient for Mr. Chatterji, and o he’ d had the skylight constructed of faceted glass that multiplied the
stars, making it gppear that you were a the heart of agalaxy, gazing out between the interstices of its
blazing core. Thewalls conssted of aphotomura of the Khumbu Glacier and Chomolungma; and,
bathed in the sarlight, the mura had acquired theillusion of depth and chill mountain silence. Lying there,
Eliot could hear the faint sounds of Indra Jatra: shouts and cymbals, oboes and drums. He was drawn to
the sounds; he wanted to run out into the streets, become an element of the drunken crowds, be whirled
through torchlight and ddlirium to the feet of an idol stained with sacrificia blood. But hefelt bound to the
house, to Michagla. Marooned in the glow of Mr. Chatterji’ s starlight, floating above Chomolungmaand



listening to the din of the world below, he could dmost believe he was a bodhisattva awaiting acal to
action, that hiswatchfulness had some purpose.

The shipment arrived late in the afternoon of the eighth day. Five enormous crates, each requiring the
combined energies of Eliot and three Newari workmen to wrangle up to the third-floor room that housed
Mr. Chatterji’ s collection. After tipping the men, Eliot -- sweaty, panting -- sat down againgt thewal to
catch his breath. The room was about twenty-five feet by fifteen but looked smaller because of the
dozens of curious objects standing around the floor and mounted one above the other onthewalls. A
brass doorknob; a shattered door; a straight-backed chair whose arms were bound with avelvet rope to
prevent anyone from sitting; adiscolored sink; amirror streaked by abrown stain; adashed lampshade.
They weredl relics of some haunting or possession, some grotesgue violence, and there were cards
affixed to them testifying to the details and referring those who were interested to materiasin Mr.
Chatterji’ slibrary. Sitting amidst these rdlics, the crates |ooked innocuous. Bolted shut, chest-high,
branded with customs stamps.

When he had recovered, Eliot strolled around the room, amused by the care that Mr. Chatterji had
sguandered on his hobby; the most amusing thing was that no one except Mr. Chatterji was impressed
by it: It provided travelerswith afootnote for their journals. Nothing more,

A wave of dizziness swept over him -- he had stood too soon -- and he leaned against one of the
crates for support. Jesus, he wasin lousy shape! And then, as he blinked away the tangles of opaque
cdlsdrifting across hisfield of vision, the crate shifted. Jugt alittle shift, asif something insde had
twitched in itsdeep. But papable, red. He flung himsalf toward the door, backing away. A chill mapped
every knob and articulation of his spine, and his sweet had evaporated, leaving clammy patcheson his
skin. The crate was motionless. But he was afraid to take his eyes off it, certain that if he did, it would
releaseits pent-up fury. “Hi,” said Michaglafrom the doorway.

Her voice dectrified Eliot. He let out a squawk and whedled around, his hands outheld to ward off
attack.

“1 didn’t mean to startle you,” shesaid. “I’m sorry.”

“Goddamn!” he said. “Don't sneak up like that!” He remembered the crate and glanced back at it.
“Ligten, | wasjust locking...”

“I’'m sorry,” she repeated, and walked past him into the room. “Ranjeesh is such anidiot about al
this,” she said, running her hand over thetop of the crate. “Don’t you think?’

Her familiarity with the crate eased Eliot’ s gpprehension. Maybe he had been the one who had
twitched: aspasm of overstrained muscles. “Yeah, | guess.”

She walked over to the straight-backed chair, dipped off the velvet rope, and sat down. Shewas
wearing apale brown skirt and a plaid blouse that made her look schoolgirlish. “1 want to gpologize
about the other day,” she said; she bowed her head, and thefall of her hair swung forward to obscure
her face. “I’ ve been having abad timelatdly. | have trouble relating to people. To anything. But since
we' reliving here together, I'd like to be friends.” She stood and spread the folds of her skirt. “ See? |
even put on different clothes. | could tdll the others offended you.”

The innocent sexudity of the pose caused Eliot to have arush of desire. “Looksnice,” he said with
forced casuaness. “Why' ve you been having abad time?’

She wandered to the door and gazed out. “Do you really want to hear about it?’

“Not if it's painful for you.”

“It does't matter,” she said, leaning against the doorframe. 1 wasin aband back in the States, and
we were doing okay. Cutting an album, talking to record labels. | wasliving with the guitarigt, in love with



him. But then | had an affair. Not even an affair. It was stupid. Meaningless. | still don’t know why | did
it. The heat of the moment, | guess. That' swhat rock 'n’ roll’ sdl about, and maybe | wasjust acting out
the myth. One of the other musicianstold my boyfriend. That’ sthe way bands are -- you're friends with
everyone, but never at the sametime. See, | told this guy about the affair. We d dways confided. But
one day he got mad a me over something. Something e se stupid and meaningless.” Her chin was
struggling to stay firm; the breeze from the courtyard drifted fine strands of hair across her face. “My
boyfriend went crazy and beat up my lover. Whatever. My boyfriend killed him. It was an accident, but
he tried to run, and the police shot him.”

Eliot wanted to stop her; she was obvioudy seeing it al again, seeing blood and police flashers and
cold white morgue lights. But she wasriding awave of memory, borne dong by its energy, and he knew
that she had to crest with it, crash withit.

“I wasout of it for awhile. Dreamy. Nothing touched me. Not the funerds, the angry parents. | went
away for months, to the mountains, and | started to fed better. But when | came home, | found that the
musician who' d told my boyfriend had written a song about it. The affair, the killings. He' d cut arecord.
People were buying it, singing the hook when they waked down the street or took a shower. Dancing to
it! They were dancing on blood and bones, humming grief, shdlling out $5.98 for ajingle about suffering.
Looking back, | redlize | was crazy, but at the time everything | did seemed normal. More than normal.
Directed, ingpired. | bought agun. A ladies modd, the sdlesman said. | remember thinking how strange
it was that there were male and female guns, just like with éectric razors. | felt enormous carryingit. |
had to be meek and polite or else | was sure people would notice how large and purposeful | was. It
wasn't hard to track down Ronnie -- that’ s the guy who wrote the song. He was in Germany, cutting a
second abum. | couldn’'t believeit, | wasn't going to be ableto kill him! | was so frustrated that one night
| went down to apark and started shooting. | missed everything. Out of al the bums and joggers and
squirrels, | hit leavesand air. They locked me up after that. A hospitd. | think it helped, but...” She
blinked, waking from atrance. “But | still fedl so disconnected, you know?”

Eliot carefully lifted away the strands of hair that had blown across her face and laid them back in
place. Her smileflickered. “1 know,” hesaid. “| fed that way sometimes.”

She nodded thoughtfully, asif to verify that she had recognized this qudity in him.

They ate dinner in a Tibetan place in Temd; it had no name and was a dump with flyspecked tables
and rickety chairs, specidizing in water buffalo and barley soup. But it was away from the city center,
which meant they could avoid the worst of the festival crowds. The waiter was ayoung Tibetan wearing
jeansand a T-shirt that bore the legend MAGIC IS THE ANSWER; the earphones of apersona stereo
dangled about his neck. The walls -- visible through a haze of smoke -- were covered with snapshots,
mogt featuring the waiter in the company of varioustourigts, but afew showing an older Tibetan in blue
robes and turquoise jewelry, carrying an automatic rifle; thiswas the owner, one of the Khampa
tribesmen who had fought aguerrillawar against the Chinese. Herarely put in an appearance a the
restaurant, and when he did, his glowering presence tended to dampen conversation.

Over dinner, Eliot tried to steer clear of topicsthat might unsettle Michaela. He told her about Sam
Chipley’sdlinic, thetimethe Daa Lamahad come to Katmandu, the musicians at Swayambhunath.
Cheerful, exotic topics. Her listlessness was such an inessentid part of her that Eliot was led to chip away
at it, curiousto learn what lay beneath; and the more he chipped away, the more animated her gestures,
the more luminous her smile became. Thiswas adifferent sort of smile than she had displayed on their
first meeting. It came so suddenly over her face, it seemed an autonomic reaction, like the opening of a
sunflower, asif she were facing not you but the principle of light upon which you were grounded. It was



aware of you, of course, but it chose to see past the imperfections of the flesh and know the perfected
thing you truly were. It boosted your sense of worth to redlize that you wereitstarget, and Eliot -- whose
sense of worth was at low ebb -- would have done pratfalsto sustain it. Even when hetold hisown
story, hetold it asajoke, a metaphor for American misconceptions of oriental pursuits.

“Why don’t you quit it?’ she asked. “ The meditation, | mean. If it’snot working out, why keep on
withit?’

“My life' sin perfect suspension,” hesaid. “I’m afraid that if | quit practicing, if | change anything, I'll
ether snk to the bottom or fly off.” He tapped his spoon againgt his cup, sgnding for moretea “You're
not really going to marry Ranjeesh, areyou?’ he asked, and was surprised at the concern hefdt that she
actudly might.

“Probably not.” Thewaiter poured their tea, whispery drumbestsissuing from his earphones. “1 was
just feding logt. Y ou see, my parents sued Ronnie over the song, and | ended up with alot of money --
which made mefed evenworse...” She touched hiswrist, reassuring, and the skin remained warm after
her fingers had withdrawn. “Anyway,” shewent on, “| decided to travel, and al the strangeness... | don't
know. | was starting to dip away. Ranjeesh was akind of sanctuary.”

Eliot wasvastly rdlieved.

Outside, the Streets were thronged with festivalgoers, and Michaglatook Eliot’sarm and let him guide
her through the crowds. Newars wearing Nehru hats and white trousers that bagged at the hips and
wrapped tightly around the calves; groups of tourists, shouting and waving bottles of rice beer; Indiansin
white robes and saris. The air was spiced with incense, and the strip of empurpled sky above was so
regularly patterned with starsthat it looked like a banner draped between the roofs. Near the house, a
wild-eyed man in ablue satin robe rushed past, bumping into them, and he was followed by two boys
dragging agoat, its forehead smeared with crimson powder: a sacrifice.

“Thisiscrazy!” Michaglalaughed.

“It' snothing. Wait' Il tomorrow night.”

“What happens then?’

“The night of White Bhairab.” Eliot put on agrimace. “You'll have to watch yoursdf. Bhairab'sa
lusty, wrathful sort.”

Shelaughed again and gave his arm an affectionate squeeze.

Inside the house, the moon -- past full, blank and golden -- floated dead center on the square of night
sky admitted by the roof. They stood close together in the courtyard, silent, suddenly awkward.

“I enjoyed tonight,” said Michaela; she leaned forward and brushed his cheek with her lips. “Thank
you,” shewhispered.

Eliot caught her as she drew back, tipped her chin, and kissed her mouth. Her lips parted, her tongue
darted out. Then she pushed him away. “I’'mtired,” she said, her face tightened with anxiety. She walked
off afew steps, but stopped and turned back. “1f you want to... to be with me, maybeit’ll be all right.
We could try.”

Eliot went to her and took her hands. “1 want to make love with you,” he said, no longer trying to hide
hisurgency. And that was what he wanted: to make love. Not to ball or bang or screw or any other
inelegant verson of the act.

But it was not love they made.

Under the Sarlit blaze of Mr. Chatterji’ s celling, she was very beautiful, and &t first shewas very
loving, moving with agenuine involvement; then abruptly, she quit moving atogether and turned her face
to the pillow. Her eyeswere glistening. Left aone atop her, listening to the anima sound of his breething,
the impact of hisflesh againg hers, Eliot knew he should stop and comfort her. But the months of
abstinence, the eight days of wanting her, al thisfused into abright flarein the smal of hisback, areactor
coreof lust that irradiated his conscience, and he continued to plunge into her, hurrying to completion.
She let out agasp when he withdrew, and curled up, facing away from him.

“God, I'm so sorry,” she said, her voice cracking.

Eliot shut hiseyes. He felt sickened, reduced to the bestial. 1t had been like two mental patients doing



nasty on the dy, two fragments of people who together didn’t form awhole. He understood now why
Mr. Chatterji wanted to marry her: He planned to add her to his collection, to enshrine her with the other
gplinters of violence. And each night he would complete his revenge, substantiate his cultural overview,
by making something less than love with this sad, inert girl, this American ghost. Her shoulders shook
with muffled sobs. She needed someone to console her, to help her find her own strength and capacity
for love. Eliot reached out to her, willing to do his best. But he knew it shouldn’t be him.

Severd hourslater, after she had fallen adeep, unconsolable, Eliot sat in the courtyard, thoughtless,
degjected, staring at arubber plant. It was mired in shadow, itsleaves hanging limp. He had been staring
for acouple of minutes when he noticed that a shadow in back of the plant was swaying ever so dightly;
he tried to make it out, and the swaying subsided. He stood. The chair scraped on the concrete, sounding
unnaturaly loud. His neck prickled, and he glanced behind him. Nothing. Y e Olde Menta Fatigue, he
thought. Y e Olde Emotiona Strain. He laughed, and the clarity of the laugh -- echoing up through the
empty wdll -- darmed him; it ssemed to stir little flickers of motion everywhere in the darkness. What he
needed was adrink! The problem was how to get into the bedroom without waking Michagla. Hell,
maybe he should wake her. Maybe they should talk more before what had happened hardened into a set
of unbreakable attitudes.

Heturned toward the gairs... and then, yelling out in panic, entangling hisfeet with the lawn chairs as
he leaped backward midstep, hefell onto hisside. A shadow -- roughly man-shaped and man-sized --
was standing ayard away; it was undulating the way a strand of kelp undulatesin agentletide. The patch
of air around it wasrippling, asif the entire image had been badly edited into redlity. Eliot scrambled
away, coming to his knees. The shadow melted downward, puddling on the concrete; it bunched in the
middle like acaterpillar, folded over itself, and flowed after him: arolling sort of motion. Theniit reared
up, again assuming its manlike shape, looming over him.

Eliot got to hisfeet, ill frightened, but less so. If he had previoudy been asked to testify asto the
existence of the Khaa, he would have rgjected the evidence of his bleared senses and come down on the
sde of halucination, folktale. But now, though he was tempted to draw that same conclusion, there was
too much evidence to the contrary. Staring at the featureless black cowl of the Khaa s head, he had a
sense of something staring back. More than asense. A digtinct impression of persondlity. It was asif the
Khaa s undulations were producing a breeze that bore its psychic odor through the air. Eliot began to
pictureit asaloony, shy old uncle who liked to sit under the basement steps and est flies and cackleto
himsdlf, but who could tell when thefirgt frost was due and knew how to fix the tail on your kite. Weird,
yet harmless. The Khaa stretched out an arm: The arm just peeled away fromitstorso, itshand a
thumbless black mitten. Eliot edged back. He wasn't quite prepared to believe it was harmless. But the
arm gtretched farther than he had thought possible and enveloped hiswrigt. It was soft, ticklish, ariver of
furry moths crawling over hisskin.

In the instant before he jumped away, Eliot heard awhining note insde his skull, and that whining --
seeming to flow through his brain with the same suppleness that the Khaal sarm had displayed -- was
trandated into awordless plea. From it he understood that the Khaawas afraid. Terribly afraid.
Suddenly it melted downward and went rolling, bunching, flowing up the sairs; it sopped on the first
landing, rolled halfway down, then up again, repeating the process over and over. It came clear to Eliot
(Oh, Jesus! Thisisnuts!) thet it wastrying to convince him to follow. Just like Lassie or some other
ridiculous TV animd, it wastrying to tell him something, to lead him to where the wounded forest ranger
had falen, where the nest of baby ducks was being threatened by the brush fire. He should walk over,
rumpleits head, and say, “What' sthe matter, girl? Those squirrelsbeen teasing you?” Thistime his
laughter had a sobering effect, acting to settle histhoughts. One likelihood was that his experience with
Michaela had been sufficient to snap his frayed connection with consensus redlity; but there was no point
in buying that. Even if that were the case, he might aswell go with it. He crossed to the stairs and climbed
toward the rippling shadow on the landing.

“Okay, Bongo,” hesaid. “Let’s see what’ s got you so excited.”



On the third floor the Khaa turned down ahalway, moving fast, and Eliot didn't seeit again until he
was approaching the room that housed Mr. Cheatterji’ s collection. It was standing beside the door,
flapping its arms, apparently indicating that he should enter. Eliot remembered the crate.

“No, thanks,” he said. A drop of swesat did down hisribcage, and he redlized that it was unusualy
warm next to the door.

The Khaa' s hand flowed over the doorknob, envel oping it, and when the hand pulled back, it was
bulging, oddly deformed, and there was a hol e through the wood where the lock mechanism had been.
The door swung open a couple of inches. Darkness lesked out of the room, adding an oily essenceto the
air. Eliot took a backward step. The Khaa dropped the lock mechanism -- it materialized from beneath
the black formless hand and clattered to the floor -- and latched onto Eliot’' s arm. Once again he heard
the whining, the pleafor help, and since he did not jump away, he had a clearer understanding of the
process of trandation. He could fed the whining asacold fluid coursing through hisbrain, and asthe
whining died, the message smply appeared -- the way an image might appear in acrystal bal. Therewas
an undertone of reassurance to the Khaa s fear, and though Eliot knew thiswas the mistake peoplein
horror movies were adways making, he reached insde the room and fumbled for thewall switch,
half-expecting to be snatched up and savaged. He flicked on the light and pushed the door open with his
foot.

And wished that he hadn’t.

The crates had exploded. Splinters and shards of wood were scattered everywhere, and the bricks
had been hegped at the center of the room. They were dark red, friable bricks like crumbling cakes of
dried blood, and each was marked with black |etters and numbersthat signified itsorigind positionin the
fireplace. But none werein their proper position now, though they were quite artfully arranged. They had
been piled into the shape of amountain, one that -- despite the crudity of its building blocks -- duplicated
the sheer faces and chimneys and gentle dopes of ared mountain. Eliot recognized it from its
photograph. The Eiger. It towered to the celling, and under the glare of the lights, it gave off aradiation of
ugliness and barbarity. It seemed alive, afang of dark red meet, and the charred smell of the brickswas
likeahum in Eliot’ snodtrils.

Ignoring the Khaa, who was again flapping its arms, Eliot broke for the landing; there he paused, and
after abrief struggle between fear and conscience, he sprinted up the stairs to the bedroom, taking them
three a atime. Michaglawas gone! He stared at the starlit billows of the sheets. Wherethe Hell... her
room! He hurtled down the stairs and fell sprawling on the second-floor landing. Pain lanced through his
kneecap, but he came to hisfeet running, certain that something was behind him.

A seam of reddish orange light -- not lamplight -- edged the bottom of Michaeld s door, and he heard
acrispy chuckling noise like afire crackling in a hearth. The wood was warm to the touch. Eliot’s hand
hovered over the doorknob. His heart seemed to have swelled to the size of a basketball and was doing
afancy dribble againgt his chest wall. The sensble thing to do would beto get out quick, because
whatever lay beyond the door was bound to be too much for him to handle. But instead he did the stupid
thing and burst into the room.

Hisfirst impression was that the room was burning, but then he saw that though the fire looked redl, it
did not spread; the flames clung to the outlines of things that were themselves unred, that had no
substance of their own and were made of the ghostly fire: belted drapes, an overstuffed chair and sofa, a
carved mantelpiece, dl of antique design. The actua furniture -- production-line junk -- was undamaged.
I ntense reddish orange light glowed around the bed, and at its heart lay Michagla. Naked, her back
arched. Lengthsof her hair lifted into the air and tangled, floating in an invisible current; the muscles of her
legs and abdomen were coiling, bunching, asif shewere shedding her skin. The crackling grew louder,



and the light began to rise from the bed, to form into a column of even brighter light; it narrowed at the
midpoint, bulged in an gpproximation of hips and breasts, gradualy assuming the shape of aburning
woman. Shewasfaceless, afiery slhouette. Her flickering gown shifted as with the movements of
walking, and flames legped out behind her head like windblown hair.

Eliot was pumped full of terror, too afraid to scream or run. Her aura of heat and power wrapped
around him. Though she was within arm’ s length, she seemed along way off, inset into agreat distance
and walking toward him down atunnel that conformed exactly to her shape. She stretched out a hand,
brushing his cheek with afinger. The touch brought more pain than he had ever known. It was luminous,
lighting every circuit of hisbody. He could fed his skin crisping, cracking, fluidslesking forth and szzling.
He heard himself moan: agush of rotten sound like something trapped in adrain.

Then shejerked back her hand, asif he had burned her.

Dazed, his nerves screaming, Eliot dumped to the floor and -- through blurred eyes -- caught sight of
ablacknessrippling by the door. The Khaa. The burning woman stood facing it afew feet away. It was
such an uncanny scene, this confrontation of fire and darkness, of two supernatura systems, that Eliot
was shocked to aertness. He had the idea that neither of them knew what to do. Surrounded by its patch
of disturbed air, the Khaa undulated; the burning woman crackled and flickered, embedded in her eerie
distance. Tentatively, shelifted her hand; but before she could compl ete the gesture, the Khaa reached
with blinding swiftness, and its hand enveloped hers.

A shriek like tortured meta issued from them, asif someironclad principle had been breached. Dark
tendrils wound through the burning woman' s arm, seams of fire striped the Khaa, and there was a
high-pitched humming, avibration that jarred Eliot’ s teeth. For amoment he was afraid that spiritua
versions of antimatter and matter had been brought into conjunction, that the room would explode. But
the hum was sheared off as the Khaa snatched back its hand: A scrap of reddish orange flame glimmered
within it. The Khaamelted downward and went rolling out the door. The burning woman -- and every bit
of flamein the room -- shrank to an incandescent point and vanished.

Still dazed, Eliot touched hisface. It felt burned, but there was no apparent damage. He hauled
himsalf to hisfeet, taggered to the bed, and collapsed next to Michagla. She was breathing deeply,
unconscious. “Michaglal” He shook her. She moaned, her head rolled from side to side. He heaved her
over hisshoulder in afireman’slift and crept out into the hall. Moving stedthily, he eased dong the hall to
the ba cony overlooking the courtyard and peered over the edge... and bit hislip to stifleacry. Clearly
visblein the dectric blue air of the predawn darkness, sanding in the middle of the courtyard, was atall,
pale woman wearing awhite nightgown. Her black hair fanned across her back. She snapped her head
around to stare at him, her cameo festurestwisted by agloating smile, and that smiletold Eliot everything
he had wanted to know about the possibility of escape. Just try to leave, Aimée Cousineau was saying.
Go ahead and try. I’d like that. A shadow sprang erect about a dozen feet away from her, and she
turned to it. Suddenly there was awind in the courtyard: aviolent whirling wind of which shewasthe
cam center. Plants went flgpping up into the well like leathery birds; pots shattered, and the shards flew
toward the Khaa. Slowed by Michaela sweight, wanting to get asfar as he could from the battle, Eliot
headed up the stairs toward Mr. Chatterji’ s bedroom.

It was an hour later, an hour of peeking down into the courtyard, watching the game of hide-and-seek
that the Khaawas playing with Aimée Cousineaw, redlizing that the Khaawas protecting them by keeping
her busy... it was then that Eliot remembered the book. He retrieved it from the shelf and began to skim
through it, hoping to learn something helpful. There was nothing elseto do. He picked up at the point of
Aimée srap about her marriage to Happiness, passed over the transformation of Ginny Whitcomb into a



teenage monster, and found a second section dealing with Aimée.

In 1895 awealthy Swiss-American named Armand Cousineau had returned to St. Berenice -- his
birthplace -- for avisit. He was smitten with Aimée V uillemont, and her family, seizing the opportunity to
berid of her, allowed Cousineau to marry Aimeée and sail her off to hishomein Carversville, New
Hampshire. Aimée' staste for seduction had not been curbed by the move. Lawyers, deacons,
merchants, farmers: they weredl grigt for her mill. But in the winter of 1905, shefdl inlove--
obsessively, passionately in love -- with ayoung schoolmaster. She believed that the schoolmaster had
saved her from her unholy marriage, and her gratitude knew no bounds. Unfortunately, when the
schoolmagter fell inlove with another woman, neither did her fury. One night while passing the Cousineau
mansion, the town doctor spotted awoman walking the grounds: “...awoman of flame, not burning but
composed of flame, her every particular afiery condruct....” Smoke was curling from awindow; the
doctor rushed inside and discovered the schoolmaster wrapped in chains, burning like alog in the vast
fireplace. He put out the smdl blaze spreading from the hearth, and on going back onto the grounds, he
stumbled over Aimée' s charred corpse.

It was not clear whether Aimée' s death had been accidental, astray spark catching on her nightgown,
or theresult of suicide; but it was clear that thereafter the mansion had been haunted by a spirit who
delighted in possessng women and driving them to kill their men. The spirit’s supernatural powerswere
limited by the flesh but were augmented by immense physica strength. Ginny Whitcomb, for example,
had killed her brother Tim by twisting off hisarm, and then had gone after her other brother and her
father, aharrowing chase that had lasted aday and anight: While in possession of abody, the spirit was
not limited to nocturnd activity....

Chrigt!

Thelight coming through the skylight was gray.

They were safel

Eliot went to the bed and began shaking Michaela. She moaned, her eyes blinked open. “Wake up!”
he said. “We ve got to get out!”

“What?" She batted at his hands. “What are you talking about?’

“Don’t you remember?’

“Remember what?’ She swung her legs onto the floor, Stting with her head down, stunned by
wakefulness; she stood, swayed, and said, “ God, what did you do to me?| fedl...” A dull, suspicious
expression washed over her face.

“We haveto leave.” He waked around the bed to her. “ Ranjeesh hit the jackpot. Those crates of his
had an honest-to-God spirit packed in with the bricks. Last night it tried to possessyou.” He saw her
disbelief. “'Y ou must have blanked out. Here.” He offered the book. “This'|l explain...”

“Oh, God!” she shouted. “What did you do?I’'m al raw insde!” She backed away, eyeswide with
fright.

“I didn’t do anything.” He held out his pams asif to prove he had no wespons.

“Y ou raped me! Whilel was adeegp!” Shelooked |€ft, right, in apanic.

“That’sridiculoud”

“Y ou must have drugged me or something! Oh, God! Go away!”

“l won't argue,” he said. “We haveto get out. After that you can turn mein for rape or whatever. But
we' releaving, evenif | haveto drag you.”

Some of her desperation evaporated, her shoulders sagged.

“Look,” he said, moving closer. “I didn’t rape you. What you're feding is something that goddamn
spirit did to you. It was...”

She brought her knee up into hisgroin.

As hewrithed on the floor, curled up around the pain, Eliot heard the door open and her footsteps
receding. He caught at the edge of the bed, hauled himsdlf to hisknees, and vomited al over the sheets.
Hefdl back and lay there for severd minutes until the pain had dwindled to apowerful throbbing, a
throbbing that jolted his heart into the same rhythm; then, gingerly, he ood and shuffled out into the hdll.



Leaning on therailing, he eased down the sairsto Michada sroom and lowered himself into asitting
position. Helet out a shuddering sigh. Actinic flashes burst in front of hiseyes.

“Michagla” hesaid. “Listen to me.” Hisvoice sounded fegble: the voice of an old, old man.

“I'vegot aknife,” she said from just behind the door. “I'll useit if you try to break in.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” he said. “And | sure as Hell wouldn't worry about being raped. Now
will you ligen?’

No response.

Hetold her everything, and when he was done, she said, “Y ou’'reinsane. Y ou raped me.”

“I wouldn’t hurt you. I...” He had been on the verge of telling her heloved her, but decided it
probably wasn't true. He probably just wished that he had agood, clean truth like love. The pain was
making him nauseated again, asif the blackish purple stain of his bruises were seeping up into his ssomach
and filling him with bad gases. He struggled to hisfeet and leaned againgt thewall. There wasno pointin
arguing, and there was not much hope that she would leave the house on her own, not if shereacted to
Aimée like Ginny Whitcomb. The only solution wasto go to the police, accuse her of some crime.
Assault. She would accuse him of rape, but with luck they would both be held overnight. And he would
have time to wire Mr. Chatterji... Who would believe him. Mr. Chatterji was by nature abeliever: It
amply hadn’t fit his notion of sophistication to give credence to his native spirits. He' d be on thefirgt flight
from Delhi, eager to document the Terror.

Himsalf eager to get it over, Eliot negotiated the stairs and hobbled across the courtyard; but the
Khaawas waiting, flapping its armsin the shadowed al cove that |ed to the street. Whether it wasan
effect of thelight or of its battle with Aimée, or, specificaly, of the pale scrap of firevisblewithinits
hand, the Khaa|looked less substantial. 1ts blackness was somewhat opague, and the air around it was
blurred, smeary, like waves washing over alens: It was asif the Khaa were being submerged more
deeply in itsown medium. Eliot felt no compunction about alowing it to touch him; hewas grateful toiit,
and hisrelaxed attitude seemed to intensify the communication. He began to seeimagesin hismind' seye:
Michagld sface, Aimée's, and then the two faces were superimposed. He was shown this over and over,
and he understood from it that the Khaa wanted the possession to take place. But he didn’t understand
why. Moreimages. Himsdf running, Michagla running, Durbar Square, the mask of White Bhairab, the
Khaa. Lots of Khaa. Like black hieroglyphs. These images were repeated, too, and after each sequence
the Khaawould hold its hand up to hisface and display the glimmering scrap of Aimée' sfire. Eliot
thought he understood, but whenever he tried to convey that he wasn't sure, the Khaa merely repeated
theimages.

At lad, redlizing that the Khaa had reached the limits of its ability to communicate, Eliot headed for the
street. The Khaamelted down, reared up in the doorway to block his path, and flapped itsarms
desperately. Once again Eliot had asense of itsweird-old-man-ness. It went against logic to put histrust
insuch an erratic cresture, especidly in such adangerous plan; but logic had little hold on him, and this
was a permanent solution. If it worked. If he hadn’t misread it. He laughed. The Hell withit!

“Takeit easy, Bongo,” hesaid. “I'll be back as soon as| get my shootin’ iron fixed.”

The waiting room of Sam Chipley’s clinic was crowded with Newari mothers and children, who
giggled asEliot did a bowlegged shuffle through their midst. Sam’ swifeled him into the examination
room, where Sam -- aburly, bearded man, hislong hair tied in aponytail -- helped him onto asurgica
table.

“Holy shit!” he said after ingpecting the injury. “What you been into, man?’ He began rubbing
ointment into the bruises.



“Accident,” gritted Eliot, trying not to cry out.

“Yeah, | bet,” said Sam. “Maybe a sexy little accident who had a change of heart when it come down
to strokes. Y ou know, not gettin’ it steady might tend to make you atad intense for some ladies, man.
Ever think about that?”

“That’snot how it was. Am | dl right?’

“Y eah, but you ain’'t gonna be superstud for awhile” Sam went to the sink and washed his hands.
“Don’'t gimme that innocent bullshit. Y ou weretryin’ to dip it to Chatterji’ s new squeeze, right?’

“Y ou know her?’

“He brought her over one day, showin’ her off. She’sahead case, man. Y ou should know better.”

“Will I be dbleto run?

Sam laughed. “Not hardly.”

“Listen, Sam.” Eliot sat up, winced. “Chatterji’ slady. She' sin bad trouble, and I’ m the only one who
can help her. | have to be ableto run, and | need something to keep me awake. | haven't dept for a
couple of days.”

“lan’t givin' you pills, Eliot. Y ou can stagger through your doper phase without my help.” Sam
finished drying his hands and went to Sit on astool beside the window; beyond the window was a brick
wall, and atop it astring of prayer flags snapped in the breeze.

“I"'m not after asupply, damn it! Just enough to keep me going tonight. Thisisimportant, Sam!”

Sam scratched his neck. “What kind of trouble shein?

“I can't tell you now,” said Eliot, knowing that Sam would laugh at the idea of something as
metaphyscaly suspect asthe Khaa. “But | will tomorrow. It'snot illega. Come on, man! There sgot to
be something you can give me.”

“Oh, | canfix you up. | can make you fed like King Shit on Coronation Day.” Sam mulled it over.
“Okay, Eliot. But you get your ass back here tomorrow and tell me what’ s happenin’.” He gave asnort
of amusement. “All | can say is, it must be some strange damn trouble for you to be the only one who can
save her.”

After wiring Mr. Chatterji, urging him to come home at once, Eliot returned to the house and
unscrewed the hinges of the front door. He was not certain that Aimée would be able to control the
house, to dam doors and make windows stick as she had with her house in New Hampshire, but he
didn’t want to take any chances. As helifted the door and st it against thewall of the alcove, hewas
amazed by itslightness; he felt possessed of agiddy strength, capable of heaving the door up through the
well of the courtyard and over the roofs. The cocktail of painkillers and speed was working wonders. His
groin ached, but the ache was distant, far removed from the center of his consciousness, which wasa
fount of well-being. When he had finished with the door, he grabbed some fruit juice from the kitchen and
went back to the alcoveto wait.

In midafternoon Michaela came downgtairs. Eliot tried to talk to her, to convince her to leave, but she
warned him to keep away and scuttled back to her room. Then, around five o’ clock, the burning woman
appeared, floating afew feet above the courtyard floor. The sun had withdrawn to the upper third of the
well, and her fiery silhouette was inset into date-blue shadow, the flames of her hair dancing about her
head. Eliot, who had been hitting the painkillers heavily, was dazzled by her: Had shebeen a
hallucination, she would have made his All-Time Top Ten. But even redizing that she was not, he was
too drugged to relate to her as athreat. He snickered and shied a piece of broken pot at her. She shrank
to an incandescent point, vanished, and that brought home to him hisfoolhardiness. He took more speed
to counteract his euphoria, and did stretching exercisesto loosen the kinks and to rid himsdlf of the



cramped sensation in his chest.

Twilight blended the shadowsin the courtyard, cel ebrants passed in the street, and he could hear
distant drums and cymbals. Hefdt cut off from the city, the festival. Afraid. Not even the presence of the
Khaa, haf-merged with the shadows aong thewall, served to comfort him. Near dusk, Aimée
Cousineau waked into the courtyard and stopped about twenty feet away, staring a him. He had no
desireto laugh or throw things. At this distance he could see that her eyes had no whites or pupils or
irises. They were dead black. One moment they seemed to be the bulging heads of black screws
threaded into her skull; the next they seemed to recede into blackness, into a cave benesth amountain
where something waited to teach the joys of Hell to whoever wandered in. Eliot sidled closer to the door.
But she turned, climbed the stairs to the second landing, and walked down Michaela s hdlway.

Eliot’ swaiting began in earnest.

An hour passed. He paced between the door and the courtyard. His mouth was cottony; hisjointsfelt
brittle, held together by frail wires of speed and adrendine. Thiswasinsane! All he had done wasto put
them in worse danger. Findly he heard adoor close upstairs. He backed into the street, bumping into
two Newari girls, who giggled and skipped away. Crowds of people were moving toward Durbar
Square.

“Eliot!”

Michagld s voice. He d expected a hoarse demon voice, and when she walked into the acove, her
white scarf glowing paely against the dark air, he was surprised to see that she was unchanged. Her
features held no trace of anything other than her usua listlessness.

“I'msorry | hurt you,” she said, walking toward him. “1 know you didn’t do anything. | wasjust upset
about last night.”

Eliot continued to back away.

“What' swrong?’ She stopped in the doorway.

It might have been hisimagination, the drugs, but Eliot could have sworn that her eyes were much
darker than normal. He trotted off adozen yards or so and stood looking at her.

“Eliot!”

It was ascream of rage and frustration, and he could scarcely believe the speed with which she
darted toward him. Heran full tilt at first, legping Sdewaysto avoid collisons, veering past darmed
dark-skinned faces; but after acouple of blocks he found a more efficient rhythm and began to anticipate
obstacles, to glide in and out of the crowd. Angry shouts were raised behind him. He glanced back.
Michaelawas closing the distance, bedlining for him, knocking people sprawling with what seemed
effortless blows. He ran harder. The crowd grew thicker, and he kept near the walls of the houses,
where it was thinnest; but even there it was hard to maintain agood pace. Torches werewaved in his
face; young men -- Singing, their arms linked -- posed barriers that dowed him further. He could no
longer see Michaela, but he could see the wake of her passage. Fists shaking, heads jerking. The entire
scene was gtarting to |ose cohesvenessto Eliot. There were screams of torchlight, bright shards of
deranged shouts, jostling waves of incense and ordure. Hefelt like the only solid chunk in aglittering
soup that was being poured through a stone trough.

At the edge of Durbar Square he had abrief glimpse of a shadow standing by the massive gilt doors
of Degutae Temple. It waslarger and amore anthracitic black than Mr. Chatterji’s Khaa: one of the old
ones, the powerful ones. The sight buoyed his confidence and restored his equilibrium. He had not
misread the plan. But he knew that this was the most dangerous part. He had lost track of Michaela, and
the crowd was sweeping him aong; if she caught up to him now, he would not be ableto run. Fighting for
elbow room, struggling to keep hisfeet, he was borne into the temple complex. The pagoda roofs doped
up into darkness like strangely carved mountains, their peaks hidden by amoonless night; the cobbled
paths were narrow, barely ten feet across, and the crowd was being squeezed along them, alavaflow of
humanity. Torches bobbed everywhere, sending wild licks of shadow and orange light up thewalls,
revealing scowling faces on the eaves. Atop its pedestal, the gilt statue of Hanuman -- the monkey god --
looked to be swaying. Clashing cymbas and arrhythmic drumming scattered Eliot’ s heartbest; the sinewy



wail of oboes seemed to be graphing the fluctuations of his nerves.

As he swept past Hanuman Dhoka Temple, he caught sight of the brass mask of White Bhairab
shining over the heads of the crowd like the face of an evil clown. It waslessthan a hundred feet away,
st inahuge nichein atemplewadl and illuminated by light bulbs that hung down among strings of prayer
flags. The crowd surged faster, knocking him thisway and that; but he managed to spot two more Khaa
in the doorway of Hanuman Dhoka. Both melted downward, vanishing, and Eliot’ s hopes soared. They
must have located Michaela, they must be attacking! By the time he had been carried to within afew
yards of the mask, he was sure that he was safe. They must have finished her exorcism by now. The only
problem left wasto find her. That, he redlized, had been the week link in the plan. He d been anidiot not
to have foreseen it. Who knows what might happen if she wereto fall in the midst of the crowd.
Suddenly he was benesth the pipe that stuck out of the god’ s mouth; the stream of rice beer arching from
it looked tranducent under the lights, and asit splashed hisface (no fish), its coldness acted to wash
away hisveneer of chemicd strength. He was dizzy, his groin throbbed. The great face, with itsfierce
fangs and goofy, startled eyes, appeared to be swelling and rocking back and forth. He took a deep
breath. The thing to do would be to find a place next to awall where he could wedge himsdf againgt the
flow of the crowd, wait until it had thinned, and then search for her. He was about to do that very thing
when two powerful hands gripped his elbows from behind.

Unableto turn, he craned his neck and peered over his shoulder. Michadlasmiled at him: agloating
“gotchal” amile. Her eyes were dead black ovas. She shaped his name with her mouth, her voice
inaudible above the music and shouting, and she began to push him ahead of her, using him as a battering
ram to forge a path through the crowd. To anyone watching, it might have appeared that he was running
interference for her, but hisfeet were dangling just off the ground. Angry Newarsyelled a him ashe
knocked them aside. He yelled, too. No one noticed. Within seconds they had got clear into aside
street, threading between groups of drunkards. People laughed at Eliot’ s criesfor help, and one guy
imitated the awkward loose-limbed way he was running.

Michaglaturned into a doorway, carrying him down adirt-floored corridor whose walls were carved
into ornate screens, the dusky orange lamplight shining through the screens cast alacework of shadow on
the dirt. The corridor widened to asmall courtyard, the age-darkened wood of itswalls and doorsinlaid
with intricate mosaics of ivory. Michaela stopped and dammed him againgt awall. He was stunned, but
he recognized the place to be one of the old Buddhist temples that surrounded the square. Except for a
life-szed statue of a golden cow, the courtyard was empty.

“Eliot.” Theway shesad it, it was more of a curse than aname.

He opened his mouth to scream, but she drew him into an embrace; her grip on hisright elbow
tightened, and her other hand squeezed the back of his neck, pinching off the scream.

“Don't beafraid,” shesaid. “I only want to kissyou.”

Her breasts crushed into his chest, her pelvis ground against him in amockery of passion, and inch by
inch sheforced hisface down to hers. Her lips parted, and -- oh, Christ Jesus! -- Eliot writhedin her
grasp, enlivened by anew horror. Theinsde of her mouth was as black as her eyes. She wanted him to
kissthat blackness, to taste the evil she had kissed benegth the Eiger. He kicked and clawed with hisfree
hand, but she wasirresstible, her handslikeiron. His elbow cracked, and brilliant pain shot through his
arm. Something else was cracking in his neck. Y et none of that compared to what he felt as her tongue --
aburning black poker -- pushed between hislips. His chest was bursting with the need to scream, and
everything was going dark. Thinking this was desth, he experienced a peevish resentment that death was
not -- ashe' d been led to believe -- an end to pain, that it merely added atickling sensation to al his
other pain. Then the searing heat in his mouth diminished, and he thought that death must just have been a
bit dower than usud.

Severa seconds passed before he redlized that he was lying on the ground, several more before he
noticed Michaglalying beside him, and -- because darkness was tattering the edges of hisvision -- it was
consderably longer before he distinguished the Six undulating darknesses that had ringed Aimée
Cousineau. They towered over her; their blackness gleamed like thick fur, and the air around them was



awash with vibration. In her fluted white nightgown, her cameo face composed in an expression of cam,
Aimée | ooked the antithesis of the vaguely male giants that were menacing her, delicate and findy worked
in contrast to their crudity. Her eyes appeared to mirror their negative color. After amoment, alittlewind
kicked up, swirling about her. The undulations of the Khaaincreased, becoming rhythmic, the movements
of boneless dancers, and the wind subsided. Puzzled, she darted between two of them and took a
defensive stance next to the golden cow; she lowered her head and stared up through her brows at the
Khaa. They melted downward, rolled forward, sprang erect, and hemmed her in againgt the statue. But
the stare was doing its damage. Pieces of ivory and wood were splintering, flying off the wallstoward the
Khaa, and one of them was fading, amist of black particles accumulating around its body; then, with a
shrill noise that reminded Eliot of ajet passing overhead, it misted away.

Five Khaaremained in the courtyard. Aimée smiled and turned her stare on another. Before the stare
could take effect, however, the Khaamoved close, blocking Eliot’ s view of her; and when they pulled
back, it was Aimée who showed signs of damage. Rills of blackness were leading from her eyes,
webhing her cheeks, making it look asif her face were cracking. Her nightgown caught fire, her hair
began to legp. Flames danced on her fingertips, spread to her arms, her breast, and she assumed the
form of the burning woman.

As s00n as the transformation was complete, shetried to shrink, to dwindle to her vanishing point;
but, acting in unison, the Khaa extended their hands and touched her. There was that shriek of tortured
metal, lapsing to a high-pitched hum, and to Eliot’ s amazement, the Khaawere sucked insde her. It was
arapid process. The Khaafaded to a haze, to nothing, and veins of black marbled the burning woman’s
fire; the blackness codesced, forming into five tiny stick figures, a hieroglyphic design patterning her
gown. With afuming sound she expanded again, regaining her normal dimensions, and the Khaaflowed
back out, surrounding her. For an instant she stood motionless, dwarfed: a schoolgirl helplessamidst a
circleof bullies. Then she clawed at the nearest of them. Though she had no featureswith which to
express emotion, it seemed to Eliot there was desperation in her gesture, in the agitated legping of her
fiery hair. Unperturbed, the Khaa stretched out their enormous mitten hands, hands that spread like oil
and enveloped her.

The destruction of the burning woman, of Aimée Cousineau, lasted only amatter of seconds; but to
Eliot it occurred within abubble of dow time, atime during which he achieved a speculaive disance. He
wondered if -- asthe Khaa stole portions of her fire and secreted it within their bodies -- they were
removing disparate dements of her soul, if she consisted of psychologicaly distinct fragments: the girl
who had wandered into the cave, the girl who had returned from it, the betrayed lover. Did she embody
gradations of innocence and sinfulness, or was she a contaminated essence, an unfractionated evil? While
gl involved in this speculation, haf areaction to pain, haf to the metalic shriek of her losing battle, he
lost consciousness, and when he reopened his eyes, the courtyard was deserted. He could hear music
and shouting from Durbar Square. The golden cow stared contentedly into nowhere.

He had theideathat if he moved, he would further break dl the broken thingsingde him; but he
inched hisleft hand acrossthe dirt and rested it on Michagla s breast. It wasrising and faling with a
steady rhythm. That made him happy, and he kept hishand there, exulting in the hits of her life againgt his
palm. Something shadowy above him. He strained to seeit. One of the Khaa... No! It was Mr.
Chatterji’sKhaa Opaqudy black, scrap of fire glimmering in its hand. Compared to its big brothers, it
had the look of a skinny, sorry muitt. Eliot felt camaraderie toward it.

“Hey, Bongo,” he said weakly. “Wewon.”

A tickling at the top of hishead, awhining note, and he had an impression not of gratitude -- ashe
might have expected -- but of intense curiogity. Thetickling stopped, and Eliot suddenly fdt clear in his
mind. Strange. He was passing out once again, his consciousness whirling, darkening, and yet he was
cam and unafraid. A roar came from the direction of the square. Somebody -- the luckiest somebody in
the Katmandu Valley -- had caught the fish. But as Eliot’ s eydidsfluttered shut, as he had alast glimpse
of the Khaalooming above them and felt the warm measure of Michagla s heartbest, he thought maybe
that the crowd was cheering the wrong man.



Three weeks after the night of White Bhairab, Ranjeesh Chatterji divested himsdlf of al worldly
possessions (including the gift of ayear’ sfreerent a his house to Eliot) and took up residence at
Swayambhunath where -- according to Sam Chipley, who visited Eliot in the hospitd -- hewas
attempting to visudize the Ava okitesvara Buddha. It was then that Eliot understood the nature of his
newfound clarity. Just asit had done long ago with the woman’ s goiters, the Khaa had tried his
habituation to meditation on for sSize, had not cared for it, and doughed it off in ahandy repository:
Ranjeesh Chatteyji.

It was such addiciousirony that Eliot had to restrain himsalf from telling Michaglawhen she visited
that same afternoon; she had no memory of the Khaa, and news of it tended to unsettle her. But
otherwise she had been hedling right along with Eliot. All her listlessness had eroded over the weeks, her
capacity for love was returning and was focused solely on Eliot. “I guess | needed someone to show me
that | wasworth an effort,” shetold him. “I’ [l never stop trying to repay you.” She kissed him. “I can
hardly wait till you come home.” She brought him books and candy and flowers; she sat with him each
day until the nurses shooed her away. Y et being the center of her devotion disturbed him. He was il
uncertain whether or not he loved her. Clarity, it ssemed, made aman dangeroudy versdtile, his
conscience flexible, and ingtituted a cautious approach to commitment. At least this was the substance of
Eliot’sdarity. Hedidn't want to rush into anything.

When at |ast he did come home, he and Michagla made |ove benesth the starlight glory of Mr.
Chatterji’ s skylight. Because of Eliot’s neck brace and cast, they had to manage the act with extreme
care, but despite that, despite the ambivaence of hisfedings, thistimeit was love they made. Afterward,
lying with his good arm around her, he edged nearer to commitment. Whether or not he loved her, there
was no way this part of things could be improved by any increment of emotion. Maybe he d giveit atry
with her. If it didn’t work out, well, he was not going to be responsible for her menta health. She would
haveto learn to live without him.

“Happy?’ he asked, caressing her shoulder.

She nodded and cuddled closer and whispered something that was partialy drowned out by the
crinkling of the pillow. He was sure he had misheard her, but the mere thought that he hadn’t was enough
to lodge anugget of chill between his shoulder blades.

“What did you say?’ he asked.

Sheturned to him and propped herself on an elbow, silhouetted by the Sarlight, her features
obscured. But when she spoke, he redlized that Mr. Chatterji’ s Khaa had been trueto its erratic
traditions of barter on the night of White Bhairab; and he knew that if she wereto tip back her head ever
so dightly and let thelight shineinto her eyes, he would be able to resolve al his speculations about the
compostion of Aimée Cousineau’ s soul.

“I’m wed to Happiness,” she said.

Salvador
First published in The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, April 1984.

Three weeks before they wasted Tecolutla, Dantzler had his baptism of fire. The platoon was crossing



ameadow at thefoot of an emerald-green volcano, and being adreamy sort, hewasidling along,
swatting tall grasseswith hisrifle barrel and thinking how it might have been afirgt-grader with crayons
who had devised this elementary landscape of a perfect conerising into a cloudless sky, when cap-pistol
noises sounded on the dope. Someone screamed for the medic, and Dantzler dove into the grass,
fumbling for hisampules. He dipped one from the dispenser and popped it under hisnose, inhding
frantically; then, to be on the safe Side, he popped another -- “A double hepin’ of martid arts,” asDT
would say -- and lay with hishead down until the drugs had worked their magic. Therewas dirt in his
mouth, and hewas very afraid.

Gradualy hisarms and legslost their heaviness, and his heart rate dowed. Hisvision sharpened to the
point that he could see not only the pinpricks of fire blooming on the dope, but dso the figures behind
them, half-obscured by brush. A bubble of grim anger welled up in his brain, hardened to afierce
resolve, and he started moving toward the volcano. By the time he reached the base of the cone, hewas
al rage and reflexes. He spent the next forty minutes spinning acrobaticaly through the thickets, soraying
shadows with bursts of his M-18; yet part of hismind remained distant from the action, marveling at his
efficiency, a the comic-gtrip enthusiasm hefdt for the task of killing. He shouted at the men he shot, and
he shot them many more times than was necessary, like achild playing soldier.

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

DT wasafirm believer in the ampules, though the officid line was that they contained tailored RNA
compounds and pseudoendorphins modified to an inhaant form, he held the opinion that they opened a
man up to hisinner nature. He was big, black, with heavily muscled arms and crudely stamped features,
and he had come to the Specia Forces direct from prison, where he had done a stretch for attempted
murder; the pams of his hands were covered by jail tattoos -- a pentagram and a horned monster. The
words DIE HIGH were painted on his helmet. Thiswas his second tour in Salvador, and Moody -- who
was Dantzler’ s buddy -- said the drugs had addled DT’ s brains, that he was crazy and goneto Hell.

“He collectstrophies,” Moody had said. “And not just earslike they donein’Nam.”

When Dantzler had finally gotten aglimpse of the trophies, he had been appalled. They werekeptina
tinbox in DT’ s pack and were nearly unrecognizable; they looked like withered brown orchids. But
despite hisrevulsion, despite the fact that he was afraid of DT, he admired the man’ s capacity for surviva
and had taken to heart hisadviceto rely on the drugs.

On the way back down the dope they discovered alive casuaty, an Indian kid about Dantzler' s age,
nineteen or twenty. Black hair, adobe skin, and heavy-lidded brown eyes. Dantzler, whose father was an
anthropologist and had done fieldwork in Salvador, figured him for a Santa Anatribesman; before leaving
the States, Dantzler had pored over hisfather’ s notes, hoping thiswould give him an edge, and had
learned to identify the various regiond types. The kid had aminor leg wound and was wearing fatigue
pants and afaded COKE ADDS LIFE T-shirt. This T-shirt irritated DT no end.

“What the Hell you know "bout Coke?’ he asked the kid as they headed for the chopper that wasto
carry them deeper into Morazan Province. “Y ou think it’ sfunny or somethin’?’ He whacked thekid in
the back with hisrifle butt, and when they reached the chopper, he dung him inside and had him sit by the
door. He sat beside him, tapped out ajoint from a pack of Kools, and asked, “Where' s Infante?’

“Dead,” said the medic.

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

“I know alittle,” Dantzler volunteered.

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

Dantzler ducked hishead to avoid DT’ s stare and said nothing; he thought he understood what DT
meant, but he ducked away from the understanding as well. The chopper bore them adoft, and DT lit the
joint. He let the smoke out his nostrils and passed the joint to the kid, who accepted gratefully.

“iQuésabor!” hesaid, exhding abillow; he smiled and nodded, wanting to be friends.

Dantzler turned his gaze to the open door. They were flying low between the hills, and looking at the



deep bays of shadow in their folds acted to drain away the residue of the drugs, leaving him weary and
frazzled. Sunlight poured in, dazzling the oil-smeared floor.

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

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

“Ricardo Quu,” said thekid.

“Koadl!” said DT with false heartiness. “Thassmy brand!” He offered his pack to the kid.

“Gracias, no.” Thekid waved the joint and grinned.

“Dude snamed for agoddamn cigarette,” said DT disparagingly, asif thiswere the height of insanity.

Dantzler asked the kid if there were more soldiers nearby, and once again received no reply; but,
apparently sensing in Dantzler akindred soul, the kid leaned forward and spoke rapidly, saying that his
village was Santander Jimenez, that his father was -- he hesitated -- aman of power. He asked where
they were taking him. Dantzler returned astony glare. Hefound it easy to rgect the kid, and he redized
later thiswas because he had adready given up on him.

Latching his hands behind hishead, DT began to sing -- awordless melody. His voice was
discordant, barely audible above the rotors; but the tune had afamiliar ring, and Dantzler soon placed it.
Thethemefrom “Star Trek.” It brought back memories of watching TV with hissger, laughing at the
low-budget diens and Scotty’ s Actors Equity accent. He gazed out the door again. The sun was behind
the hills, and the hillsides were unfeatured blurs of dark green smoke. Oh, God, he wanted to be home,
to be anywhere but Salvador! A couple of the guysjoined inthesinging at DT’ surging, and asthe
volume swelled, Dantzler’ s emotion peaked. He was on the verge of tears, remembering tastes and
sghts, theway hisgirl Jeanine had smelled, so clean and fresh, not reeking of sweat and perfume like the
whores around llopango -- finding al this substance in the bana touchstone of his culture and theillusions
of the hillsides rushing past. Then Moody tensed beside him, and he glanced up to learn the reason why.

In the gloom of the chopper’sbelly, DT was as unfeatured asthe hills -- ablack presence ruling them,
more the leader of a coven than a platoon. The other two guyswere singing their lungs out, and even the
kid was getting into the spirit of things. “ jMUsical” he said at one point, smiling at everybody, trying to
fan the flame of good feding. He swayed to the rhythm and essayed a*“la-la’ now and again. But no one
else was responding.

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

“Space!” shouted DT, giving thekid alittle shove. “Thefind frontier!”

The smile had not yet left the kid' s face when he toppled out the door. DT peered after him; afew
seconds later he smacked his hand againgt the floor and sat back, grinning. Dantzler felt like screaming,
the stupid horror of the joke was so at odds with the languor of his homesickness. Helooked to the
othersfor reaction. They were sitting with their heads down, fiddling with trigger guards and pack straps,
studying their bootlaces, and seeing this, he quickly imitated them.

Morazan Province was spook country. Santa Ana spooks. Flights of birds had been reported to
attack patrols, animals appeared at the perimeters of campsites and vanished when you shot at them;
dreams &fflicted everyone who ventured there. Dantzler could not testify to the birds and animals, but he
did have arecurring dream. Init thekid DT had killed was pinwhegling down through a golden fog, his
T-shirt visble againgt the roiling backdrop, and sometimes a voice would boom out of the fog, saying,
“You arekilling my son.” No, no, Dantzler would reply, it wasn't me, and besides, he' s already dead.
Then he would wake covered with swest, groping for hisrifle, his heart racing.



But the dream was not an important terror, and he assigned it no significance. The land was far more
terrifying. Pine-forested ridges that stood out against the sky like fringes of dectrified hair; littletrails
winding off into thickets and petering out, asif what they led to had been magicked away; gray rock
faces dong which they were forced to walk, hopelesdy exposed to ambush. There were innumerable
booby traps set by the guerrillas, and they lost severad men to rockfalls. It was the emptiest place of
Dantzler’ s experience. No people, no animals, just afew hawks circling the solitudes between the ridges.
Oncein awhilethey found tunnds, and these they blew with the new gas grenades, the gasignited the
rich concentrations of hydrocarbons and sent flame sweeping through the entire system. DT would praise
whoever had discovered the tunndl and would estimate in aloud voice how many beanersthey had
“refried.” But Dantzler knew they were traversing pure emptiness and burning empty holes. Days, under
debilitating heet, they humped the mountains, traveling seven, eight, even ten klicks up trails so steep that
frequently the feet of the guy ahead of you would be on alevel with your face; nights, it was cold, the
darkness absolute, the silence so profound that Dantzler imagined he could hear the great humming
vibration of the earth. They might have been anywhere or nowhere. Their fear was nourished by the
isolation, and the only remedy was“ martid arts.”

Dantzler took to popping the pills without the excuse of combat. Moody cautioned him against
abusing the drugs, citing rumors of bad side effectsand DT’ s madness; but even he was using them more
and more often. During basic training, Dantzler’ s D.1. had told the boots that the drugs were available
only to the Special Forces, that their use was optiona; but there had been too many instances of
lackluster battlefield performancein the last war, and this was to prevent areoccurrence.

“The chickenshit infantry should take’em,” the D.I. had said. “ Y ou bastards are brave dready.
You'reborn killers, right?’

“Right, sir!” they had shouted.

“What are you?’

“Bornkillers, sr!”

But Dantzler was not a born killer; he was not even clear asto how he had been drafted, less clear as
to how he had been manipulated into the Specia Forces, and he had learned that nothing was optiond in
Sdvador, with the possible exception of lifeitsdf.

The platoon’ s mission was reconnai ssance and mop-up. Along with other Specia Forces platoons,
they were to secure Morazan prior to theinvasion of Nicaragua; specificaly, they were to proceed to the
village of Tecolutla, where a Sandinista patrol had recently been spotted, and following that they wereto
join up with the First Infantry and take part in the offensive againgt Ledn, aprovincia capita just across
the Nicaraguan border. As Dantzler and Moody walked together, they frequently talked about the
offensive, how it would be good to get down into flat country; occasiondly they talked about the
possibility of reporting DT, and once, after he had led them on aforced night march, they toyed with the
ideaof killing him. But most often they discussed the ways of the Indians and the land, sincethiswas
what had caused them to become buddies.

Moody was dightly built, freckled, and red-haired; his eyes had the “thousand-yard stare” that came
from too much war. Dantzler had seen winos with such vacant, lusterless stares. Moody’ s father had
been in’Nam, and Moody said it had been worse than Salvador because there had been no red
commitment to win; but he thought Nicaragua and Guatemalamight be theworst of dl, especidly if the
Cubans sent in troops as they had threatened. He was adept at | ocating tunnels and detecting booby
traps, and it was for this reason Dantzler had cultivated hisfriendship. Essentially aloner, Moody had
ressted al advances until learning of Dantzler’ sfather; thereafter he had buddied up, eager to hear about
thefield notes, believing they might give him an edge.

“They think theland has animd traits,” said Dantzler one day asthey climbed along aridgetop. “ Just
like some kinds of fish look like plants or sea bottom, parts of the land look like plain ground, jungle...
whatever. But when you enter them, you find you' ve entered the spirit world, theworld of Sukias.”

“What's Sukias?’ asked Moody.

“Magicians.” A twig snapped behind Dantzler, and he spun around, twitching off the safety of hisrifle.



It was only Hodge -- alanky kid with the beginnings of abeer gut. He stared hollow-eyed at Dantzler
and popped an ampule.

Moody made anoise of dishdlief. “If they got magicians, why ain't they winnin' ?Why ain't they
zappin' usoff thediffs?’

“It'snot thelr busness” said Dantzler. “They don't beievein messing with worldly affairsunlessit
concerns them directly. Anyway, these places -- the onesthat 1ook like normal land but aren’'t -- they’re
cdled...” He drew ablank on the name. “ Aya-something. | can’t remember. But they have different laws.
They’ re where your spirit goesto die after your body dies.”

“Don’t they got no Heaven?’

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

“Nothin’,” said Moody disconsolately, asif al hishopesfor an afterlife had been dashed. “Don’t
make no sense to have spirits and not have no Heaven.”

“Hey,” said Dantzler, tensing aswind rustled the pine boughs. “They’rejust abunch of damn
primitives. Y ou know what their sacred drink is? Hot chocolate! My old man was aguest a one of their
funeras, and he said they carried cups of hot chocolate balanced on these little red towers and acted like
drinking it was going to wake them to the secrets of the universe.” He laughed, and the laughter sounded
tinny and psychotic to hisown ears. “ So you' re going to worry about fools who think hot chocolate’ s
holy water?’

“Maybethey just likeit,” said Moody. “Maybe somebody dyin’ just give’em an excuseto drink it.”

But Dantzler was no longer listening. A moment before, as they emerged from pine cover onto the
highest point of the ridge, astony scarp open to the winds and providing aview of rumpled mountains
and vdleys extending to the horizon, he had popped an ampule. Hefdt so strong, so full of righteous
purpose and controlled fury, it ssemed only the sky was around him, that he was still ascending,
preparing to do battle with the gods themsalves.

Tecolutlawas avillage of whitewashed stone tucked into a notch between two hills. From above, the
houses -- with their shadow-blackened windows and doorways -- looked like an unlucky throw of dice.
The streetsran uphill and down, diverging around boulders. Bougainvilleas and hibiscuses speckled the
hillsdes, and there weretilled fields on the gentler dopes. It was a sweet, peaceful place when they
arrived, and after they had gone it was once again peaceful; but its sweetness had been permanently
banished. The reports of Sandinistas had proved accurate, and though they were casuaties | eft behind to
recuperate, DT had decided their presence called for extreme measures. Fu gas, frag grenades, and
such. He had fired an M-60 until the barrel melted down, and then had manned the flamethrower.
Afterward, asthey rested atop the next ridge, exhausted and begrimed, having radioed in a chopper for
resupply, he could not get over how one of the houses he had torched had come to resemble a toasted
marshmallow.

“Ain’'t that how it was, man?’ he asked, striding up and down the line. He did not careif they agreed
about the house; it was a degper question he was asking, one concerning the ethics of their actions.

“Yeah,” said Dantzler, forcing asmile. “ Suredid.”

DT grunted with laughter. “Y ou know I'm right, don’tchaman?’

The sun hung directly behind his head, a golden coronarimming ablack ova, and Dantzler could not
turn hiseyes away. He felt weak and weakening, asif threads of himself were being spun loose and
sucked into the blackness. He had popped three ampules prior to the firefight, and his experience of
Tecolutla had been akind of mad whirling dance through the streets, spraying erratic bursts that



appeared to be writing weird names on the walls. The leader of the Sandinistas had worn amask -- a
gray face with asurprised hole of amouth and pink circles around the eyes. A ghost face. Dantzler had
been afraid of the mask and had poured round after round into it. Then, leaving the village, he had seen a
small girl ganding beside the shell of the last house, watching them, her colorlessrag of adresstatteringin
the breeze. She had been avictim of that malnutrition disease, the one that paled your skin and whitened
your hair and left you retarded. He could not recal the name of the disease -- things like names were
dipping away from him -- nor could he believe anyone had survived, and for amoment he had thought
the spirit of the village had come out to mark their trail.

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

Four days later, they headed up into a cloud forest. It was the dry season, but dry season or not,
blackish gray clouds aways shrouded these peaks. They were shot through by ugly glimmers of lightning,
making it seem that mafunctioning neon sgns were hidden beneath them, advertissmentsfor evil.
Everyone wasjittery, and Jerry LeDoux -- adim dark-haired Cajun kid -- flat-out refused to go.

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

“WEe re on recon, man! Y ou think the beanersbe waitin’ in the passes, wavin’ their whiteflags?” DT
whipped hisrifleinto firing position arid pointed it at LeDoux. “C mon, Louisianaman. Pop afew, and
you fed different.”

AsLeDoux popped theampules, DT talked to him.

“Look at it thisway, man. Thisisyour big adventure. Up there it be like al them animal shows on the
tube. The savage kingdom, the unknown. Could be like Mars or somethin’. Monsters and shit, with big
red eyes and tentacles. Y ou wannamiss that, man? Y ou wannamissbein’ thefirst grunt on Mars?’

Soon LeDoux wasraring to go, giggling a DT’ srap.

Moody kept his mouth shut, but he fingered the safety of hisrifleand glared &t DT’ sback. When DT
turned to him, however, he relaxed. Since Tecolutla he had grown taciturn, and there seemed to be a
shifting of lightsand darksin his eyes, asif something were scurrying back and forth behind them. He had
taken to wearing bananaleaves on his head, arranging them under his helmet so the frayed ends stuck out
the sides like strange green hair. He said this was camouflage, but Dantzler was certain it bespoke some
secretiveirrationa purpose. Of course DT had noticed Moody’ s spiritual erosion, and as they prepared
to move out, he called Dantzler aside.

“He done found someplace inside his head that fed good to him,” said DT. “He stryin’ to curl up into
it, and once he do that heain’t gon’ be responsible. Keep an eye on him.”

Dantzler mumbled his assent, but was not enthused.

“1 know heyour fren’, man, but that don’t mean shit. Not the way things are. Now me, | don’'t givea
damn’bout you persondly. But I'm your brother-in-arms, and thass somethin’ you can count on...

y' understand.”

To Dantzler’ s shame, he did understand.

They had planned on negotiating the cloud forest by nightfall, but they had underestimated the
difficulty. The vegetation beneath the clouds was lush -- thick, juicy leaves that mashed underfoot, tangles
of vines, treeswith dick, pale bark and waxy leaves -- and the visibility was only about fifteen feet. They
were gray wraiths passing through grayness. The vague shapes of the foliage reminded Dantzler of
fancifully engraved letters, and for awhile he entertained himsdf with the notion that they were walking
among the half-formed phrases of a congtitution not yet manifest in the land. They barged off thetrail,
losing it completely, becoming veiled in spiderwebs and drenched by spills of water; their voices were



oddly muffled, the tag ends of words swallowed up. After seven hours of this, DT reluctantly gavethe
order to pitch camp. They sat eectric lamps around the perimeter so they could seeto string thejungle
hammocks; the beam of light illuminated the moisturein the air, piercing the murk with jeweled blades.
They talked in hushed tones, darmed by the eerie atmosphere. When they had done with the hammocks,
DT posted four sentries: Moody, LeDoux, Dantzler, and himself. Then they switched off the lamps.

It grew pitch dark, and the darkness was picked out by plips and plops, the entire spectrum of
dripping sounds. To Dantzler’ s ears they blended into a gabbling speech. Heimagined tiny Santa Ana
demonstalking about him, and to stave off paranoia he popped two ampules. He continued to pop them,
trying to limit himsdf to one every haf hour; but he was uneasy, unsure where to train hisriflein the dark,
and he exceeded hislimit. Soon it began to grow light again, and he assumed that more time had passed
than he had thought. That often happened with the ampules -- it was easy to lose yoursdlf in being dert,
in the wesalth of perceptua detail available to your sharpened senses. Y et on checking hiswatch, he saw
it was only afew minutes after two o’ clock. His system was too inundated with the drugs to alow panic,
but he twitched his head from sideto sSidein tight little arcs to determine the source of the brightness.
There did not gppear to be asingle source; it was smply that filaments of the cloud were gleaming,
casting adiffuse golden glow, asif they were dements of anervous system coming to life. He started to
cdl out, then held back. The others must have seen the light, and they had given no cry; they probably
had a good reason for their silence. He scrunched down flat, pointing hisrifle out from the campsite,

Bathed in the golden mit, the forest had acquired an achemic beauty. Beads of water glittered with
gemmy brilliance; the leaves and vines and bark were gilded. Every surface shimmered with light...
everything except afleck of blackness hovering between two of the trunks, its Size graduadly increasing.
Asit swelled in hisvison, he saw it had the shape of abird, itswings beating, flying toward him from an
inconceivabl e distance -- inconceivable, because the dense vegetation did not permit you to seevery far
inadgraight line, and yet the bird was growing larger with such downessthat it must have been coming
from along way off. It was not redlly flying, he redlized; rather, it was asif the forest were painted on a
piece of paper, asif someone were holding alit match behind it and burning ahole, a hole that maintained
the shape of abird asit spread. He was transfixed, unable to react. Even when it had blotted out half the
light, when he lay before it no bigger than amote in relation to its huge span, he could not move or
sueeze the trigger. And then the blackness siwept over him. He had the sensation of being borne dong at
incredible speed, and he could no longer hear the dripping of the forest.

“Moody!” he shouted. “DT!”

But the voice that answered belonged to neither of them. It was hoarse, issuing from every part of the
surrounding blackness, and he recognized it asthe voice of hisrecurring dream.

“You arekilling my son,” it said. “1 haveled you here, to this ayahuamaco, so he may judge you.”
Dantzler knew to his bones the voice was that of the Sukia of the village of Santander ménez. He
wanted to offer adenid, to explain hisinnocence, but al he could manage was, “No.” He said it tearfully,
hopdesdy, hisforehead resting on hisrifle barrd. Then hismind gave asavage twis, and hissoldiery sdf

regained control. He g ected an ampule from his dispenser and popped it.

The voice laughed -- maefic, damning laughter whose vibrations shuddered Dantzler. He opened up
with therifle, spraying firein dl directions. Filigrees of golden holes appeared in the blackness, tendrils of
mist coiled through them. He kept on firing until the blackness shattered and fell in jagged sections toward
him. Sowly. Like shards of black glass dropping through weter. He emptied the rifle and flung himself
flat, shielding his head with hisarms, expecting to be diced into bits; but nothing touched him. At last he
peeked between his arms; then -- amazed, because the forest was now a uniform lustrous yellow -- he
roseto hisknees. He scraped his hand on one of the crushed leaves beneath him, and blood welled from
the cut. The broken fibers of the lesf were as tiff aswires. He stood, agiddy trickle of hysterialeaking
up from the bottom of his soul. It was no forest, but a building of solid gold worked to resemble aforest
-- the sort of concelt that might have been fabricated for the child of an emperor. Canopied by golden
leaves, columned by dender golden trunks, carpeted by golden grasses. The water beads were
diamonds. All the gleam and glitter soothed his apprehension; here was something out of amyth, a habitat



for princesses and wizards and dragons. Almost glesful, he turned to the campsite to see how the others
were reacting.

Once, when he was nine years old, he had sneaked into the attic to rummage through the boxes and
trunks, and he had run across an old morocco-bound copy of Gulliver’s Travels. He had been taught to
treasure old books, and so he had opened it eagerly to look at theillustrations, only to find that the
centers of the pages had been esten away, and there, right in the heart of the fiction, wasanest of larvae.
Pulpy, horrid things. It had been an awful sight, but one uniquein his experience, and he might have
studied those crawling scraps of lifefor avery long timeif hisfather had not interrupted. Such asight was
now before him, and hewas numb withit.

They were dl dead. He should have guessed they would be; he had given no thought to them while
firing hisrifle. They had been struggling out of their hammocks when the bullets hit, and as aresult they
were hanging haf-in, haf-out, their limbs dangling, blood pooled benesth them. The veils of golden mist
made them look dark and mysterious and maformed, like mongterskilled asthey emerged from their
cocoons. Dantzler could not stop staring, but he was shrinking inside himself. It was not hisfault. That
thought keep swooping in and out of aflock of less acceptable thoughts; he wanted it to stay put, to be
true, to aleviate the Sck horror he was beginning to fed.

“What' syour name?’ asked agirl’ svoice behind him.

She was sitting on astone about twenty feet away. Her hair was atawny shade of gold, her skina
half-tone lighter, and her dresswas cunningly formed out of the mist. Only her eyeswerered. Brown
heavy-lidded eyes -- they were a variance with the rest of her face, which had the fresh, unaffected
beauty of an American teenager.

“Don't beafraid,” shesaid, and patted the ground, inviting him to St beside her.

He recognized the eyes, but it was no matter. He badly needed the consolation she could offer; he
walked over and sat down. She let him lean his head againgt her thigh.

“What' s your name?’ she repested.

“Dantzler,” he said. “ John Dantzler.” And then he added, “I’m from Boston. My father’s...” 1t would
be too difficult to explain about anthropology. “He sateacher.”

“Arethere many soldiersin Boston?” She stroked his cheek with agolden finger.

The caress made Dantzler happy. “Oh, no,” he said. “They hardly know there' sawar going on.”

“Thisistrue?’ shesaid, incredulous.

“Wall, they do know about it, but it’ sjust news on the TV to them. They’ ve got more pressing
problems. Their jobs, families.”

“Will you let them know about the war when you return home?’ she asked. “Will you do that for
me7'

Dantzler had given up hope of returning home, of surviving, and her assumption that he would do both
acted to awaken hisgratitude. “ Yes,” he said fervently. “1 will.”

“Youmust hurry,” shesaid. “If you Stay in the ayahuamaco too long, you will never leave. Y ou must
find theway out. Itisaway not of directionsor trails, but of events.”

“Whereisthisplace?’ he asked, suddenly aware of how much he had taken it for granted.

She shifted her leg away, and if he had not caught himsdlf on the stone, he would have fdlen. When he
looked up, she had vanished. He was surprised that her disappearance did not darm him; in reflex he
dipped out acouple of ampules, but after amoment’ sreflection he decided not to use them. It was
impossible to dip them back into the dispenser, so he tucked them into the interior webbing of his helmet
for later. He doubted he would need them, though. He felt strong, competent, and unafraid.



Dantzler stepped carefully between the hammocks, not wanting to brush against them; it might have
been hisimagination, but they seemed to be bulged down lower than before, asif death had weighed out
heavier than life. That heavinesswasin theair, pressuring him. Mist rose like golden steam from the
corpses, but the sight no longer affected him -- perhaps because the mist gave theillusion of being their
souls. He picked up arifle with afull magazine and headed off into the forest.

Thetips of the golden leaves were sharp, and he had to ease past them to avoid being cut; but he was
at thetop of hisform, moving gracefully, and the obstacles barely dowed his pace. He was not even
anxious about the girl’ swarning to hurry; he was certain the way out would soon present itself. After a
minute or so he heard voices, and after another few seconds he came to aclearing divided by a stream,
one 0 perfectly reflecting that its banks appeared to enclose awedge of golden mist. Moody was
squatting to the left of the stream, taring at the blade of his surviva knife and singing under hisbresth -- a
wordless melody that had the erratic rhythm of atrapped fly. Beside him lay Jerry LeDoux, histhroat
dashed from ear to ear. DT was sitting on the other side of the stream; he had been shot just above the
knee, and though he had ripped up his shirt for bandages and tied off the leg with atourniquet, he was
not in good shape. He was swesting, and agray chaky pallor infused his skin. The entire scene had the
weird vitality of something that had materialized in amagic mirror, abubble of redity enclosed withina
gilt frame.

DT heard Dantzler’ sfootfals and glanced up. “Waste him!” he shouted, pointing to Moody.

Moody did not turn from contemplation of theknife. “No,” he said, asif speaking to someone whose
imagewas held in the blade.

“Waste him, man!” screamed DT. “Hekilled LeDoux!”

“Please,” saild Moody to the knife. “1 don’t want to.”

There was blood clotted on hisface, more blood on the banana leaves sticking out of his helmet.

“Didyou kill Jerry?" asked Dantzler; while he addressed the question to Moody, he did not relate to
him asan individud, only as part of a design whose message he had to unravel.

“Jesus Chrigt! Waste him!” DT smashed hisfist againgt the ground in frustration.

“Okay,” said Moody. With an apologetic look, he sprang to hisfeet and charged Dantzler, swinging
the knife.

Emotionless, Dantzler stitched aline of fire across Moody’ s chest; he went sdeways into the bushes
and down.

“What the Hell wasyou waitin’ for!” DT tried to rise, but winced and fell back. “Damn! Don’t know
if | canwalk.”

“Pop afew,” Dantzler suggested mildly.

“Yeah. Good thinkin’, man.” DT fumbled for his dispenser.

Dantzler peered into the bushes to see where Moody had fallen. He felt nothing, and this pleased him.
Hewasweary of feding.

DT popped an ampule with aflourish, asif making atoast, and inhaed. “Ain’t you gon’ to do some,
men?’

“I don't need them,” said Dantzler. “I’'mfine.”

The stream interested him; it did not reflect the mist, as he had supposed, but wasitsdf aseam of the
mig.

“How many you think they was?’ asked DT.

“How many what?’

“Beaners, man! | wasted three or four after they hit us, but | couldn’t tell how many they was.”

Dantzler considered thisin light of his own interpretation of events and Moody’ s conversation with the
knife. It made sense. A Santa Anakind of sense.

“Beatsme,” hesaid. “But | guessthere’ sless than there used to be.”

DT snorted. “You got that right!” He heaved to hisfeet and limped to the edge of the stream.
“Gimme ahand across”

Dantzler reached out to him, but instead of taking his hand, he grabbed hiswrist and pulled him



off-balance. DT teetered on hisgood leg, then toppled and vanished beneath the mist. Dantzler had
expected him to fal, but he surfaced ingtantly, mist clinging to his skin. Of course, thought Dantzler; his
body would have to die before his spirit would fall.

“What you doin’, man?’ DT was more disbelieving than enraged.

Dantzler planted afoot in the middlie of hisback and pushed him down until his head was submerged.
DT bucked and clawed at the foot and managed to come to his hands and knees. Mist dithered from his
eyes, hisnose, and he choked out the words“...kill you...” Dantzler pushed him down again; he got into
pushing him down and letting him up, over and over. Not so asto torture him. Not redly. It was because
he had suddenly understood the nature of the ayahuamaco’ s laws, that they were approximations of
norma laws, and he further understood that his actions had to gpproximate those of someonejiggling a
key inalock. DT wasthe key to the way out, and Dantzler wasjiggling him, making sure al the tumblers
were engaged.

Some of thevessdsin DT’ seyes had burst, and the whites were occluded by films of blood. When
hetried to spesk, mist curled from hismouth. Gradualy his struggles subsided; he clawed runndsinthe
gleaming yellow dirt of the bank and shuddered. His shoulders were knobs of black land founderingina
mystic sea

For along time after DT sank from view, Dantzler sood beside the stream, uncertain of what was |eft
to do and unable to remember alesson he had been taught. Finaly he shouldered hisrifle and walked
away from the clearing. Morning had broken, the mist had thinned, and the forest had regained its usud
coloration. But he scarcely noticed these changes, dill troubled by hisfaulty memory. Eventudly, helet it
dide-- it would al come clear sooner or later. He was just happy to be dlive. After awhile he began to
kick the stones as he went, and to swing hisriflein a carefree fashion againgt the weeds.

When the First Infantry poured across the Nicaraguan border and wasted Ledn, Dantzler was having
aquiet timeat the VA hospital in Ann Arbor, Michigan; and at the precise moment the bulletin was
flashed nationwide, he was Sitting in the lounge, watching the American League playoffs between Detroit
and Texas. Some of the patients ranted at the interruption, while others shouted them down, wanting to
hear the details. Dantzler expressed no reaction whatsoever. He was solely concerned with being a
model patient; however, noticing that one of the saff was giving him aclinicd stare, he added hisweight
on the side of the baseball fans. He did not want to appear too controlled. The doctors were as
suspicious of that sort of behavior asthey were of its contrary. But the funny thing was -- & least it was
funny to Dantzler -- that hisfeigned annoyance at the bulletin was an exemplary proof of hiscontrol, his
expertise a moving through life the way he had moved through the golden leaves of the cloud forest.
Cautioudy, gracefully, efficiently. Touching nothing, and being touched by nothing. That was the lesson he
had learned -- to be as perfect a counterfeit of aman as the ayahuamaco had been of the land; to adopt
the various stances of aman, and yet, by virtue of his distance from things human, to be al the more
prepared for the onset of crissor acal to action. He saw nothing aberrant in this; even the doctors
would admit that men werelittle more than organized pretense. If he was different from other men, it was
only that he had a deeper awareness of the principles on which his persondity was founded.

When the battle of Managuawasjoined, Dantzler wasliving at home. His parents had urged him to
go easy in readjusting to civilian life, but he had immediately gotten ajob asamanagement traineeina
bank. Each morning he would drive to work and spend a controlled, quiet eight hours; each night he
would watch TV with his mother, and before going to bed, he would climb to the attic and inspect the
trunk containing his souvenirs of war -- helmet, fatigues, knife, boots. The doctors had inssted he face his
experiences, and thisritud was hisway of following their ingructions. All indl, he was quite pleased with



his progress, but he still had problems. He had not been able to force himsdlf to venture out at night,
remembering too well the darkness in the cloud forest, and he had rejected his friends, refusing to see
them or answer their cals-- he was not secure with the idea of friendship. Further, despite his methodical
gpproach to life, he was prone to a nagging restlessness, the fegling of a chore left undone.

One night hismother cameinto hisroom and told him that an old friend, Phil Curry, was on the
phone. “Please talk to him, Johnny,” she said. “He' s been drafted, and | think he' salittle scared.”

The word drafted struck aresponsive chord in Dantzler’ s soul, and after brief deliberation he went
downstairs and picked up the receiver.

“Hey,” said Phil. “What’ sthe story, man? Three months, and you don’'t even givemeacall.”

“I’'msorry,” said Dantzler. “| haven't been feding so hot.”

“Yeah, | understand.” Phil was sllent amoment. “Listen, man. I’'m leavin’, y’know, and we' re having
abig send-off a Sparky’s. It'sgoin’ on right now. Why don’t you come down?’

“I don’'t know.”

“Jeanine s here, man. Y’ know, she' still crazy ’bout you, talks’ bout you alatime. She don't go out
with nobody.”

Dantzler was unable to think of anything to say.

“Look,” said Phil, “I’m pretty weirded out by this soldier shit. | hear it’s pretty bad down there. If you
got anything you can tel me’bout what it'slike, man, I'd’ preciateit.”

Dantzler could relate to Phil’ s concern, his desire for an edge, and besides, it felt right to go. Very
right. He would take some precautions against the darkness.

“I'll bethere,” hesaid.

It was afoul night, spitting snow, but Sparky’ s parking lot was jammed. Dantzler’ s mind wasflurried
like the snow, crowded like thelot -- thoughts whirling in, jockeying for position, melting avay. He
hoped his mother would not wait up, he wondered if Jeanine still wore her hair long, he was worried
because the pams of his hands were unnaturaly warm. Even with the car windows rolled up, he could
hear loud music coming from inside the club. Above the door the words SPARKY’SROCK CITY
were being spelled out aletter at atimein red neon, and when the spelling was compl ete, the letters
flashed off and on and a golden neon explosion bloomed around them. After the explosion, the entire sign
went dark for agplit second, and the big ramshackle building seemed to grow large and merge with the
black sky. He had an idea it was watching him, and he shuddered -- one of those sudden lurches
downward of the kind that take you just before you fall adeep. He knew the peopleinside did not intend
him any harm, but he dso knew that places have away of changing peopl€ sintent, and he did not want
to be caught off guard. Sparky’ s might be such a place, might be ahuge black presence camouflaged by
neon, its true substance one with the abyss of the sky, the phosphorescent snowflakesjittering in his
headlights, the wind keening through the sde vent. He would have liked very much to drive home and
forget about his promiseto Phil; however, he fdt aresponshbility to explain about the war. Morethan a
responghbility, an evangdistic urge. He would tell them about the kid faling out of the chopper, the
white-haired girl in Tecolutla, the emptiness. God, yes! How you went down chock-full of ordinary
American thoughts and dreams, memories of smoking weed and chasing tail and hanging out and freeway
flying with a case of something cold, and how you smuggled back a human-shaped container of pure
Sdvadorian emptiness. Primo grade. Smuggled it back to the land of silk and money, of mindfuck video
games and topless tennis matches and fast-food solutions to the nutritiona problem. Just ataste of
Sdvador would banish al thosetrivial obsessons. Just ataste. It would be easy to explain.

Of course, some things beggared explanation.

He bent down and adjusted the survival knifein hisboot so the hilt would not rub againgt his calf.
From his coat pocket he withdrew the two ampules he had secreted in his helmet that long-ago night in
the cloud forest. Asthe neon explosion flashed once more, glimmers of gold coursed adong their shiny
surfaces. He did not think he would need them; his hand was steady, and his purpose was clear. But to
be on the safe side, he popped them both.



How the Wind Spoke at M adaket
First published in Isaac Asimov’ s Science Fiction Magazine, April 1985.

Softly at dawn, rustling dead leaves in the roof gutters, ticking the wires of the television
antenna against the shingled wall, seething through the beach grasses, shifting the bare twigs of a
hawthorn to claw at the toolshed door, playfully flipping a peg off the clothesline, snuffling the
garbage and tattering the plastic bags, creating a thousand nervous flutters, a thousand more
shivery whispers, then building, keening in the window cracks and rattling the panes, smacking
down a sheet of plyboard that has been |eaning against the woodpile, swelling to a pour off the
open sea, its howl articulated by throats of narrow streets and teeth of vacant houses, until you
begin to imagine a huge invisible animal throwing back its head and roaring, and the cottage is
creaking like the timbers of an old ship...

Weaking at first light, Peter Ramey lay abed awhile and listened to the wind; then, steding himself
againg the cold, he threw off the covers, hurriedly pulled on jeans, tennis shoes, and aflannd shirt, and
went into the front room to kindle afirein the wood stove. Outside, the trees were silhouetted by a
backdrop of date clouds, but the sky wasn’'t yet bright enough to cast the shadow of the window frame
across the picnic-style table beneath it; the other furniture -- three chewed-up wicker chairs and a sofa
bunk -- hunched in their dark corners. Thetinder caught, and soon the fire was snapping inside the stove.
Still cold, Peter beat hisarms againgt his shoulders and hopped from one foot to another, setting dishes
and drawersto rattling. He was a pale, heavyset man of thirty-three, with ragged black hair and beard,
so tal that he had to duck through the doors of the cottage; and because of his size he had never really
settled into the place: He felt like atramp who had appropriated a child’ s abandoned treehouse in which
to spend the winter.

The kitchen was an dcove off the front room, and after easing the chill, his face stinging with hest, he
lit the gas stove and started breakfast. He cut aholein adice of bread, laid it in the frying pan, then
cracked an egg and poured it into the hole (usually he just opened cans and cereal boxes or heated
frozen food, but Sara Tappinger, his current lover, had taught him to fix eggsthisway, and it made him
fed like acompetent bachelor to keep up the practice). He shoveled down the egg and bread standing at
the kitchen window, watching the gray-shingled houses across the street melt from the darkness,
shadowy clumps resolving into thickets of bayberry and sheep laurel, apicket line of Japanese pines
beyond them. Thewind had dropped and it looked asif the clouds were going to hang around, which
was fine by Peter. Since renting the cottage in Madaket eight months before, he had learned that he
thrived on bleskness, that the blustery, overcast days nourished hisimagination. He had finished one
nove here, and he planned to stay until the second was done. And maybe athird. What the Hell? There
wasn't much point in returning to California. He turned on the water to do the dishes, but the thought of
LA had soured him on being competent. Screw it! Let the roaches breed. He pulled on a swester,
stuffed a notebook in his pocket, and stepped out into the cold.



Asif it had been waiting for him, ablast of wind came swerving around the corner of the cottage and
numbed hisface. He tucked his chin onto his chest and set out walking, turning left on Tennessee Avenue
and heading toward Smith Point, past more gray-shingled houses with quarterboards bearing cutesy
names above their doors. names like Sea Shanty and Tooth Acres (the vacation home of aNew Jersey
dentist). When he had arrived on Nantucket he' d been amused by the fact that dmost every structure on
theidand, even the Sears, Roebuck store, had gray shingles, and he had written his ex-wife along
humorous let’ s-be-friends | etter telling about the shingles, about al the odd characters and quirkiness of
the place. His ex-wife had not answered, and Peter couldn’t blame her, not after what he had done.
Solitude was the reason he gave for having moved to Madaket, but while thiswas superficidly true, it
would have been more accurate to say that he had been fleeing the ruins of hislife. He had been idling
aong, content with hismarriage, churning out scriptsfor aPBS children’ s show, when he had falen
obsessively in love with another woman, herself married. Plans and promises had been made, as aresult
of which he had left hiswife; but then, in a sudden reversa of form, the woman -- who had never
expressed any sentiment other than boredom and resentment concerning her husband -- had decided to
honor her vows, leaving Peter aone and fedling both adamned fool and avillain. Desperate, he had
fought for her, falled, tried to hate her, failed, and finally, hoping achange of geography would provoke a
change of heart -- hersor his-- he had come to Madaket. That had been in September, directly after the
exodus of the summer tourigts; it was now May, and though the cold weather till lingered, the tourists
were beginning to filter back. But no hearts had changed.

Twenty minutes of brisk walking brought him to the top of adune overlooking Smith Point, ajut of
sand extending a hundred yards or so into the water, with three small idands strung out beyond it; the
nearest of these had been separated from the Point during a hurricane, and had theidand still been
attached, it -- in conjunction with E€l Point, some three-quarters of amile distant -- would have given the
western end of the land mass the shape of acrab’s claw. Far out a seaaray of sunlight pierced the
overcast and dazzled the water benegth to such brilliance that it looked like alaving of fresh white paint.
Seagulls made curving flights overhead, hovered and dropped scalops onto the gravelly shingle to break
the shells, then swooped down to pluck the mesat. Sad-voweled gusts of wind sprayed afine grit through
theair.

Peter sat in the lee of adune, choosing a spot from which he could see the ocean between stalks of
the pale green beach grass, and opened his notebook. The words HOW THE WIND SPOKE AT
MADAKET were printed on the insde cover. He had no illusions that the publishers would keep the
title; they would changeit to The Keening or The Huffing and Puffing, package it with agarish cover,
and gtick it next to Love's Tormenting ltch by Wanda LaFontaine on the grocery store racks. But none
of that mattered as long as the words were good, and they were, though it hadn’t gone well at first, not
until he had started walking each morning to Smith Point and writing longhand. Then everything had
snapped into focus. He had redlized that it was his story he wanted to tell -- the woman, hisloneliness,
his psychic flashes, the resolution of his character -- dl wrapped in the eerie metaphor of the wind; the
writing had flowed so easly that it ssemed the wind was collaborating on the book, whispering in hisear
and guiding his hand across the page. He flipped the pages and noticed a paragraph that was a bit too
formal, that he should break up and seed throughout the story:

Sadler had spent much of hislife in Los Angeles, where the sounds of nature were obscured,
and to his mind the constancy of the wind was Nantucket’s most remarkable feature. Morning,
noon, and night it flowed across the island, giving him a sense of being a bottom-dweller in an
ocean of air, buffeted by currents that sprang from exotic quarters of the globe. He was a lonely
soul, and the wind served to articulate his loneliness, to point up the immensity of the world in
which he had become isolated; over the months he had come to feel an affinity with it, to consider
it a fellow-traveler through emptiness and time. He half believed its vague speechlike utterances
to be exactly that -- an oracular voice whose powers of speech were not yet fully developed -- and
from listening to them he derived an impression of impending strangeness. He did not discount the



impression, because as far back as he could recall he had received smilar ones, and most had
been borne out by reality. It was no great prophetic gift, no foreshadowings of earthquakes or
assassinations; rather, it was a low-grade psychic ability: flashes of vision often accompanied by
gueasiness and headaches. Sometimes he could touch an object and know something about its
owner, sometimes he would glimpse the shape of an upcoming event. But these premonitions were
never clear enough to do him any good, to prevent broken arms or -- as he had lately discovered
-- emotional disaster. Still, he hearkened to them. And now he thought the wind might actually be
trying to tell him something of his future, of a new factor about to complicate his existence, for
whenever he staked himself out on the dune at Smith Point he would feel...

Gooseflesh pebbling his skin, nausea, an eddying sensation behind hisforehead asif histhoughts were
spinning out of control. Peter rested his head on his knees and took deep breaths until the spell had
abated. It was happening more and more often, and while it was most likely a product of suggestibility, a
sde effect of writing such apersona story, he couldn’t shake the notion that he had becomeinvolved in
some Twilight Zoneirony, that the story was coming true as he wrote it. He hoped not: 1t wasn't going to
be avery pleasant story. When the last of his nausea had passed, he took out a bluefdt-tip, turnedto a
clean page, and began to detail the unpleasantness.

Two hours and fifteen pages later, hands stiff with cold, he heard avoice hailing him. Sara Tappinger
was struggling up the side of the dune from the blacktop, dipping in the soft sand. She was, he thought
with adegree of sdf-satisfaction, adamned pretty woman. Thirtyish; long auburn hair and nice
cheekbones; endowed with what one of Peter’ sidander acquaintances called “big chest problems.” That
same acquai ntance had congratul ated him for having scored with Sara, saying that she' d blue-balled half
the men on the idand after her divorce, and wasn't he the lucky son of abitch. Peter supposed he was :
Sarawas witty, bright, independent (she ran the local Montessori schoal), and they were compatiblein
every way. Y et it was not atowering passion. It wasfriendly, comfortable, and this Peter found darming.
Although being with her only glossed over hislondiness, he had come to depend on the rdationship, and
he was concerned that this signaed an overall reduction of his expectations, and that thisin turn sgnaed
the onset of middle age, a state for which he was unprepared.

“Hi,” shesaid, flinging hersaf down beside him and planting akiss on his cheek. “Wannaplay?’

“Why aren’t you in school 7’

“It' sFriday. | told you, remember? Parent-teacher conferences.” Shetook hishand. “You're cold as
icel How long have you been here?’

“Couple of hours.”

“You'reinsane.” Shelaughed, delighted by hisinsanity. “I waswatching you for abit before| called.
With your hair flying about, you looked like amad Bolshevik hatching aplot.”

“Actudly,” he said, adopting a Russian accent, “I come here to make contact with our submarines.”

“Oh? What'sup? Aninvason?’

“Not exactly. You see, in Russiawe have many shortages. Grain, high technology, blue jeans. But the
Russian soul can fly above such hardships. Thereis, however, a shortage of one commaodity that we must
solveimmediately, and thisiswhy | have lured you here”

She pretended bewilderment. “Y ou need school administrators?”

“No, no. It ismore serious. | believe the American word for it is...” He caught her by the shoulders
and pushed her down on the sand, pinning her beneath him. “ Poontang. We cannot do without.”

Her smilefdtered, then faded to alook of rapt anticipation. He kissed her. Through her coat hefelt
the softness of her breasts. The wind ruffled hishair, and he had the ideathat it was leaning over his
shoulder, spying on them; he broke off the kiss. He was queasy again. Dizzy.

“You're swesting,” she said, dabbing at his brow with agloved hand. “Isthis one of those spells?”’

He nodded and lay back against the dune.

“What do you see?’ She continued to pat his brow dry, a concerned frown etching delicate lines at
the corners of her mouth.



“Nothing,” he said.
But he did see something. Something glinting behind a cloudy surface. Something thet attracted him
yet frightened him at the same time. Something he knew would soon fal to his hand.

Though nobody redlized it a the time, thefirst sign of trouble was the disappearance of Ellen
Borchard, age thirteen, on the evening of Tuesday, May 19 -- an event Peter had written into his book
just prior to Sara svidt on Friday morning; but it didn’t redlly begin for him until Friday night while
drinking at the Atlantic Café in the village of Nantucket. He had gone there with Sarafor dinner, and
since the restaurant section wasfilled to capacity, they had opted for drinks and sandwiches at the bar.
They had hardly settled on their stools when Jerry Highsmith -- a blond young man who conducted
bicycletours of theidand (“...the salf-proclaimed Hunk of Hunks,” was Sara s description of him) --
latched onto Peter; he was aregular at the café and an aspiring writer, and he took every opportunity to
get Peter’ sadvice. Asaways, Peter offered encouragement, but he secretly felt that anyone who liked to
do their drinking at the Atlantic could have little to say to the reading public: It was atypicd New
England tourist trap, decorated with brass barometers and old life preservers, and it catered to the young
summer crowd, many of whom -- evident by their Bahamatans -- were packed around the bar. Soon
Jerry moved off in pursuit of aredhead with a honeysuckle drawl, amember of hislatest tour group, and
his stool was taken by Mills Lindstrom, aretired fisherman and aneighbor of Peter’s.

“Damnwind out there’ s sharp enough to carve bone,” said Millsby way of agreeting, and ordered a
whiskey. He was abig red-faced man stuffed into overallsand aLevi’ sjacket; white curls spilled from
under his cap, and alacing of broken blood vessals webbed his cheeks. The lacing was more prominent
than usual, because Mills had aload on.

“What are you doing here?’ Peter was surprised that Millswould set foot in the caf€; it was his
conviction that tourism was adeadly pollution, and places like the Atlantic were its mutant growths.

“Took the boat out today. First timein two months.” Millsknocked back haf hiswhiskey. “ Thought |
might set afew lines, but then | run into that thing off Smith Point. Didn’t fed likefishin® anymore.” He
emptied hisglassand signaed for arefill. “ Carl Keating told meit wasformin’ out there awhile back.
Guessit dipped my mind.”

“What thing?’ asked Peter.

Millssipped a his second whiskey. “Offshore pollution aggregate,” he said grimly. “ That’ sthe fancy
name, but basically it's agarbage dump. Must be pretty near akilometer square of water covered in
garbage. Qil dick, plastic bottles, driftwood. They collect at dack pointsin the tides, but not usualy so
closetoland. Thisonean’'t more n fifteen miles off the Point.”

Peter wasintrigued. “Y ou' re talking about something like the Sargasso Sea, right?’

“"Spose 0.’ Cept these ain't so big and there ain’t no seaweed.”

“Arethey permanent?’

“Thison€e snew, the one off Smith Point. But there’ s one about thirty miles off the Vineyard that's
been there for some years. Big storm’ Il break it up, but it’ [l dways come back.” Mills patted his pockets,
trying unsuccesstully to find his pipe. “Ocean’ s gettin’ like a stagnant pond. Gettin’ to whereaman
throwsin alineand more nlikely he'll come up with an ol’ boot ‘ stead of afish. | *member twenty years
ago when the mackerdl was runnin’, there' d be so many fish the water would look black for miles. Now
you spot a patch of dark water and you know some damn tanker’ s taken a shit!”

Sara, who had been talking to afriend, put her arm around Peter’ s shoulder and asked what was up;
after Peter had explained, she gave adramatic shudder and said, “ It sounds spooky to me.” She affected
asepulchrd tone. “ Strange magnetic zonesthat lure sailorsto their dooms.”



“Spooky!” Mills scoffed. “Y ou got better sense than that, Sara. Spooky!” The more he considered
the comment, the madder he became. He stood and made aflailing gesture that spilled the drink of a
tanned college-age kid behind him; heignored the kid's complaint and glared at Sara. “Maybe you think
thisplaceis spooky. It’sthe same damn thing! A garbage dump! ’ Cept here the garbage walks and
talks’ -- heturned hisglare on the kid -- “and thinks it owns the goddamn world!”

“Shit,” said Peter, watching Mills shoulder hisway through the crowd. “I was going to ask him to teke
meto seeit.”

“Ask him tomorrow,” said Sara. “ Though | don’t know why you' d want to seeit.” She grinned and
held up her handsto ward off his explanation. “ Sorry. | should realize that anyonewho'll spend dl day
garing at seagullswould find a square kilometer of garbage downright erotic.”

He made agrab for her breasts. “1’ll show you erotic!”

She laughed and caught his hand and -- her mood suddenly atered -- brushed the knuckles against
her lips. “Show melater,” she said.

They had afew more drinks, talked about Peter’ swork, about Sara’s, and discussed the idea of
taking aweekend together in New Y ork. Peter began to acquire aglow. It was partly the drinks, yet he
redlized that Sara, too, was respons ble. Though there had been other women since he had left hiswife,
he had scarcely noticed them; he had tried to be honest with them, had explained that he wasin love with
someone else, but he had learned that thiswas smply ady form of dishonesty, that when you went to
bed with someone -- no matter how frank you had been asto your emotional state -- they would refuse
to believe there was any impediment to commitment that their love could not overcome; and o, in effect,
he had used those women. But he did notice Sara, he did gppreciate her, and he had not told her about
the woman back in LA: Once he had thought thisalie, but now he was beginning to suspect it wasasign
that the passion was over. He had been in love for such along time with awoman absent from him that
perhaps he had grown to believe absence was a precondition for intengity, and perhapsit was causing
him to overlook the birth of afar more redigtic yet equaly intense passion closer at hand. He studied
Sard sface as she rambled on about New Y ork. Beautiful. The kind of beauty that sneaks up on you,
that you assumed was mere prettiness. But then, noticing her mouth was a bit too full, you decided that
shewasinterestingly pretty; and then, noticing the energy of the face, how her eyes widened when she
talked, how expressive her mouth was, you were led feature by feature to a perception of her beaty.
Oh, he noticed her dl right. The trouble was that during those months of londiness (Months? Christ, it
had been over a year!) he had become distanced from his emotions; he had set up surveillance sysems
ingde his soul, and every time he started to twitch one way or the other, instead of completing the action
he analyzed it and thus aborted it. He doubted he would ever be able to lose himsdlf again.

Saraglanced questioningly at someone behind him. Hugh Weldon, the chief of police. He nodded a
them and settled onto the stool. “Sara,” he said. “Mr. Ramey. Glad | caught you.”

Weldon aways struck Peter asthe archetypal New Englander. Gaunt; weather-beaten; dour. His
basic expression was so bleak you assumed his gray crewcut to have been an act of penance. Hewasin
hisfifties but had ahabit of sucking at histeeth that made him seem ten years older. Usudly Peter found
him amusing; however, on this occasion he experienced nausea and a sense of unease, fedings he
recognized as the onset of a premonitory spell.

After exchanging pleasantries with Sara, Weldon turned to Peter. “Don’'t want you to go takin' this
wrong, Mr. Ramey. But | got to ask where you were last Tuesday evenin’ "round six o' clock.”

Thefedingswere growing stronger, evolving into aduggish panic that roiled ingde Peter like the
effects of abad drug. “ Tuesday,” he said. “ That’s when the Borchard girl disappeared.”

“My God, Hugh,” said Saratedtily. “What isthis? Roust out the bearded stranger every time
somebody’ skid runsaway? Y ou know damn well that' swhat Ellen did. I'd run away mysdif if Ethan
Borchard was my father.”

“Mebbe.” Weldon favored Peter with aneutra stare. “ Did you happen to see Ellen last Tuesday, Mr.
Ramey?’

“I washome,” said Peter, barely able to speak. Sweat was popping out on hisforehead, al over his



body, and he knew he must look as guilty as Hell; but that didn’t matter, because he could amost see
what was going to happen. He was sitting somewhere, and just out of reach below him something
glinted.

“Then you musta seen her,” said Weldon. “’ Cordin’ to witnesses she was mopin’ ’round your
woodpilefor pretty near an hour. Wearin' bright yellow. Be hard to missthat.”

“No,” said Peter. He was reaching for that glint, and he knew it was going to be bad in any case, very
bad, but it would be even worse if he touched it and he couldn’t stop himsdif.

“Now that don’'t make sense,” said Weldon from along way off. “ That cottage of yoursisso smdl, it
'pearsto me aman would just naturaly catch sight of somethin’ likeagirl standin’ by hiswoodpile while
hewas movin’ "round. Six 0’ clock’ s dinnertime for most folks, and you got a nice view of the woodpile
out your kitchen window.”

“I didn’'t see her.” The spell was sarting to fade, and Peter wasterribly dizzy.

“Don’'t see how that' s possible.” Weldon sucked at his teeth, and the glutinous sound caused Peter’s
stomach to do adow flip-flop.

“Y ou ever stop to think, Hugh,” said Sara angrily, “that maybe he was otherwise occupied?’

“Y ou know somethin’, Sara, why don’'t you say it plain?’

“I waswith him last Tuesday. He was moving around, al right, but he wasn’t looking out any window.
Isthat plain enough?’

Weldon sucked at histeeth again. “1 *spect it is. Y ou sure 'bout this?’

Saragave asarcadtic laugh. “Wannasee my hickey?’

“No reason to be snitty, Sara. | an’'t doin’ thisfor pleasure.”

Weldon heaved to hisfeet and gazed down at Peter. “ Y ou lookin' abit peaked, Mr. Ramey. Hope it
an't somethin’ you ate.” He held the stare amoment longer, then pushed off through the crowd.

“God, Peter!” Saracupped hisfacein her hands. “Y ou look awful!”

“Dizzy,” he said, fumbling for hiswallet; he tossed some bills on the counter. “C mon, | need some
ar.”

With Saraguiding him, he made it through the front door and leaned on the hood of a parked car,
head down, gulping in the cold air. Her arm around his shoulders was agood weight that hel ped steady
him, and after afew seconds he began to fed stronger, ableto lift his head. The Street -- with its
cobblestones and newly budded trees and ol d-fashioned lampposts and tiny shops -- looked like a prop
for amode railroad. Wind prowled the sidewalks, spinning paper cups and fluttering awnings. A strong
gust shivered him and brought a flashback of dizziness and vision. Once more he was reaching down
toward that glint, only thistimeit wasvery close, so closethat its energies were tingling hisfingertips,
pulling a him, and if he could just stretch out his hand another inch or two... Dizziness overwhelmed him.
He caught himsdlf on the hood of the car; hisarm gave way, and he dumped forward, feeling the cold
metal againgt his cheek. Sarawas calling to someone, asking for help, and he wanted to reassure her, to
say heé d bedl right inaminute, but the words clogged in histhroat and he continued lying there,
watching the world tip and spin, until someone with arms stronger than Saral slifted him and said, “Hey,
man! Y ou better stop hittin’ the sauce, or | might be tempted to snakeyour ol’ lady.”

Streetlight angled arectangle of yellow glare acrossthe foot of Sara’ s bed, illuminating her stockinged
legsand hdf of Peter’ s bulk beneath the covers. Shelit acigarette, then -- exasperated at having given
into the habit again -- she stubbed it out, turned on her Side, and lay watching the rise and fal of Peter’s
chest. Dead to the world. Why, she wondered, was she such a sucker for the damaged ones? She
laughed at hersdlf; she knew the answer. She wanted to be the one to make them forget whatever had



hurt them, usudly another woman. A combination Florence Nightingale and sex therapist, that was her,
and she could never resst anew chdlenge. Though Peter had not talked about it, she could tell some LA
ghost owned half hisheart. He had al the symptoms. Sudden silences, distracted stares, theway he
jumped for the mailbox as soon as the postman came and yet was alway's disgppointed by what he had
received. She believed that she owned the other haf of his heart, but whenever he started to go withit, to
forget the past and immerse himsdlf in the here and now, the ghost would rear up and he' d create alittle
distance. His approach to lovemaking, for instance. HE' d come on soft and gentle, and then, just asthey
were on the verge of anew leve of intimacy, he' d draw back, crack ajoke, or do something rough --
like tackling her on the beach that morning -- and she would fedl cheap and duttish. Sometimes she
thought that the thing to do would beto tell him to get the Hell out of her life, to come back and see her
when his head was clear. But she knew she wouldn't. He owned more than half her heart.

She eased off the bed, careful not to wake him, and dipped out of her clothes. A branch scraped the
window, startling her, and she held her blouse up to cover her breasts. Oh, right! A Peeping Tom at a
third-floor window. In New Y ork, maybe, but not in Nantucket. She tossed the blouse into the laundry
hamper and caught sight of hersef in the full-length mirror affixed to the closet door. In the dim light the
reflection looked elongated and unfamiliar, and she had afedling that Peter’ s ghost woman was watching
her from across the continent, from another mirror. She could dmost make her out. Tal, long-legged, a
mournful expression. Saradidn’t need to see her to know the woman had been sad: It was the sad ones
who were the real heartbreakers, and the men whose hearts they had broken were like foss| records of
what the women were. They offered their sadnessto be cured, yet it wasn't a cure they wanted, only
another reason for sadness, aspicy bit to mix in with the stew they had been gtirring dl their lives. Sara
moved closer to the mirror, and the illusion of the other woman was replaced by the conformation of her
own body. “That’ swhat I’m going to do to you, lady,” she whispered. “Blot you out.” The words
sounded empty.

She turned back the bedspread and did in beside Peter. He made a muffled noise, and she saw
gleams of the sreetlightsin hiseyes. “ Sorry about earlier,” he said.

“No problem,” she said brightly. “I got Bob Frazier and Jerry Highsmith to hel p bring you home. Do
you remember?’

“Vagudy. I'm surprised Jerry could tear himself away from his redhead. Him and his sweet Ginger!”
He lifted hisarm so Sara could burrow in againgt his shoulder. “I guess your reputation’sruined.”

“I don’t know about that, but it’ s certainly getting more exatic dl thetime.”

He laughed.

“Peter?’ shesaid.

“Yeah?

“I’'m worried about these spells of yours. That’ swhat thiswas, wasn't it?’

“Yeah.” Hewas slent amoment. “I’m worried, too. I’ ve been having them two and threetimes a
day, and that’ s never happened before. But there’ s nothing | can do except try not to think about them.”

“Can you see what’ s going to happen?’

“Not redly, and there’ sno point in trying to figureit out. | can’'t ever usewhat | see. It just happens,
whatever’ s going to, and then | understand that that was what the premonition was about. It’ s a pretty
worthless gift.”

Sarasnuggled closer, throwing her leg across his hip. “Why don’t we go over to the Cape
tomorrow?’

“| was going to check out Mills' s garbage dump.”

“Okay. We can do that in the morning and till catch the three 0’ clock boat. It might be good for you
to get off theidand for aday or s0.”

“All right. Maybe that’ s not such abad idea.”

Sara shifted her leg and realized that he was erect. She eased her hand beneath the coversto touch
him, and he turned so asto allow her better access. His breath quickened and he kissed her -- gentle,
treasuring kisses on her lips, her throat, her eyes -- and his hips moved in counterpoint to the rhythm of



her hand, dowly at first, becoming insstent, convulsive, until he was prodding againgt her thigh and she
had to take her hand away and let him dip between her legs, opening her. Her thoughts were dissolving
into amedium of urgency, her consciousness being reduced to an awareness of heat and shadows. But
when helifted himself above her, that brief separation broke the spell, and she could suddenly hear the
fretful sounds of the wind, could see the particulars of hisface and the light fixture on the celling behind
him. His features seemed to sharpen, to grow aert, and he opened his mouth to speak. She put afinger
to hislips. Please, Peter! No jokes. Thisis serious. She beamed the thoughts at him, and maybe they
sank in. Hisface dackened, and as she guided him into place he moaned, adespairing sound such asa
ghost might make at the end of its earthly term; and then shewas clawing at him, driving him deeper
ingde, and talking to him, not words, just breathy noises, sighs and whispers, but having meaningsthat he
would understand.

That same night while Peter and Sarawere adeep, Sally McColl was driving her jegp dong the
blacktop that led to Smith Point. She was drunk and not giving agood goddamn where she wandered,
deering inaneverending S, sending the headlights veering acrosslow gorsey hills and gnarled hawthorns.
With one hand she kept a choke hold on apint of cherry brandy, her third of the evening. * Sconset Sdlly,
they called her. Crazy Sdly. Seventy-four years old and still able to shell scallops and row better than
most men on theidand. Wrapped in acouple of Savation Army dresses, two moth-esten swegters, a
tweed jacket gone at the elbows, and generdly looking like a bag lady from Hell. Brambles of white hair
sticking out from under a battered fisherman’s hat. Static fizzled on theradio, and Sally accompanied it
with mutters, curses, and fitful bursts of song, dl things that echoed the jJumble of her thoughts. She
parked near the spot where the blacktop gave out, staggered from the jegp and stumped through the soft
sand to the top of adune. There she swayed for amoment, dizzied by the pour of wind and the sweep of
darkness broken only by afew stars on the horizon. “Whoo-ooh!” she screeched; the wind sucked up
her ydll and added it to its sound. She lurched forward, dipped, and went rolling down the face of the
dune. Sand adhering to her tongue, spitting, she sat up and found that somehow she’ d managed to hold
on to the bottle, that the cap was still on even though she hadn't screwed it tight. A flicker of paranoia set
her to jerking her head from side to side. She didn’t want anybody spying on her, Spreading more stories
about old drunk Sally. The onesthey told were bad enough. Half were lies, and the rest were danted to
make her seem loopy... like the one about how she' d bought herself a mail-order husband and he/d run
off after two weeks, stowed away on aboat, scared to death of her, and she had comeriding on
horseback through Nantucket, hoping to bring him home. A swarthy little bump of aman, Eyetdian, no
English, and he hadn’t known shit from shortcake in bed. Better to do yourself than fool with apimple
like him. All she' d wanted had been the goddamn trousers she' d dressed him in, and the tale-tellers had
cast her as adesperate woman. Bastards! Buncha goddamn...

Sdly’ strain of thought pulled into atunnel, and she sat staring blankly at the dark. Damn cold, it was,
and windy abit aswell. Shetook aswig of brandy; when it hit bottom she felt ten degrees warmer.
Another swig put her legs under her, and she started walking along the beach away from the Point,
searching for anice lonesome spot where nobody was likely to happen by. That was what she wanted.
Just to St and spit and fedl the night on her skin. Y ou couldn’t hardly find such a place nowadays, what
with al the summer trash floating in from the mainland, the Gucci-Pucci Sssesand the little swish-tailed
chick-women eager to bend over and butter their behindsfor the first five-hundred-dollar suit that
showed interest, probably some fat-boy junior executive who couldn’t get it up and would marry *em just
for the privilege of being humiliated every night... That train of thought went spiraing off, and Saly
spirded after it. She sat down with athump. She gave out with acackle, liked the sound of it, and



cackled louder. She sipped at the brandy, wishing that she had brought another bottle, letting her
thoughts subside into a crackle of half-formed images and memories that seemed to have been urged
upon her by the thrashings and skitterings of the wind. As her eyes adjusted, she made out a couple of
houses lumped against the lesser blackness of the sky. Vacant summer places. No, wait! Those were
them whatchamacalems. Condominiums. What had that Ramey boy said about ’em? Inilumswith a
condom dipped over each. Prophylactic lives. He was agood boy, that Peter. Thefirst person she'd met
with the gift for dog' s years, and it was strong in him, stronger than her gift, which wasn't good for much
except for guessing the weather, and she was so old now that her bones could do that just aswell. HE'd
told her how some people in California had blown up condominiumsto protect the beauty of their
coadtline, and it had struck her asafineidea. The thought of condominiums ringing theidand caused her
to tear up, and with aburst of drunken nostalgia she remembered what awonder the sea had been when
shewasagirl. Clean, pure, rife with spirits. She’ d been able to sense those spirits... staggered to her feet,
cocking an ear. More sounds of breakage. She headed toward them, toward the condominiums. Might
be some kids vandaizing the place. If so, she'd cheer "em on. But as she climbed to the top of the
nearest dune, the sounds died away. Then the wind picked up, not howling or roaring, but with aweird
ululation, amost ameody, asif it were pouring through the holes of an enormousflute.

The back of Sdlly’s neck prickled, and acold dimy worm of fear wriggled the length of her spine. She
was close enough to the condominiums to see their rooflines againgt the sky, but she could see nothing
else. Therewas only the eerie music of the wind, repeating the same passage of five notes over and over.
Thenit, too, died. Sally took adug of brandy, screwed up her courage, and started walking again; the
beach grass swayed and tickled her hands, and the tickling spread gooseflesh up her arms. About twenty
feet from the first condominium she stopped, her heartbeat ragged. Fear was turning the brandy to a sour
messin her somach. What was there to be afraid of, she asked hersdlf. The wind? Shit! She had another
dug of brandy and went forward. It was so dark she had to grope her way aong thewall, and she was
gartled to find ahole smack in the middie of it. Bigger than adamn door, it was. Edged by broken
boards and ripped shingles. Like agiant fist had smashed it through. Her mouth was cottony, but she
stepped insde. She rummaged in her pockets, dug out a box of kitchen matches, lit one and cupped it
with her hands until it burned steadily. The room was unfurnished, just carpeting and tel ephone fixtures
and pai nt-spattered newspapers and rags. Siding glass doors wereinset into the opposite wall, but most
of the glass had been blown out, crunching under her feet; as she drew near, an icicle-shaped piece
hanging from the frame caught the glow of the match and for a second was etched on the dark like afiery
tooth. The match scorched her fingers. She dropped it and lit another and moved into the next room.
More holes and aheavinessin the air, asif the house were holding its breath. Nerves, she thought.
Goddamn old-woman nerves. Maybe it had been kids, drunk and ramming acar into thewalls. A breeze
eded from somewhere and puffed out the match. Shelit athird one. The breeze extinguished it, too, and
sheredlized that kids hadn’t been responsible for the damage, because the breeze didn’t blow away this
time: It fluttered around her, lifting her dress, her hair, twining about her legs, patting and frisking her dl
over, and in the breeze was afeeling, aknowledge, that turned her bonesto splinters of black ice.
Something had come from the sea, some evil thing with the wind for abody had smashed holesin the
wallsto play itsfoul, pine-chilling music, and it was surrounding her, toying with her, getting ready to
whirl her off to Hell and gone. It had aclammy, bitter smell, and that smell clung to her skin everywhereit
touched.

Sdly backed into the first room, wanting to scream but only able to manage afeeble squawk. The
wind flowed after her, lifting the newspapers and flapping them at her like crinkly white bats, matting them
agang her face and chest. Then she screamed. She dove for the holein thewall and flung hersdf into a
frenzied heart-budting run, sumbling, falling, scrambling to her feet, and waving her amsand yeling.
Behind her, the wind gushed from the house, roaring, and sheimagined it shaping itself into atowering
figure, ablack demon who waslaughing at her, letting her think she might make it before swooping down
and tearing her apart. She rolled down the face of the last dune, and, her breath sobbing, clawed at the
door handle of the jeep; shejiggled the key in theignition, prayed until the engine turned over, and then,



gears grinding, swerved off aong the Nantucket road.

She was hafway to ’ Sconset before she grew calm enough to think what to do, and the first thing she
decided was o drive straight to Nantucket and tell Hugh Weldon. Though God only knew what he'd do.
Or what he'd say. That scrawny flint of aman! Like as not he' d laugh in her face and be off to sharethe
latest ’ Sconset Sdlly story with his cronies. No, shetold herself. There weren't going to be any more
storiesabout ol” Sally drunk as the moon and seeing ghosts and raving about the wind. They wouldn’t
believe her, so let "em think kids had doneit. A little sun of gleeful viciousnessrosein her thoughts,
burning away the shadows of her fear and heating her blood even quicker than would ajolt of cherry
brandy. Let it happen, whatever was going to happen, and then she’' d tell her story, then she'd say |
would have told you sooner, but you would have called me crazy. Oh, no! She wouldn't be the buitt of
their jokesthistime. Let "em find out for themselves that some new devil had come from the sea

Mills Lindstrom’ s boat was a Boston whaer, about twenty feet of blue squarish hull with a couple of
bucket seats, acontrol pylon, and afifty-five-horsepower outboard racketing behind. Sarahad to sit on
Peter’ slap, and while he wouldn’t have minded that in any case, in this case he appreciated the extra
warmth. Though it was cam, the searalling in long swells, heavy clouds and acold front had settled over
theidand; farther out the sun was breaking through, but al around them crumbling banks of whitish mist
hung close to the water. The gloom couldn’t dampen Peter’ s mood, however; he was anticipating a
pleasant weekend with Sara and gave hardly athought to their destination, carrying on a steady stream of
chatter. Mills, on the other hand, was brooding and taciturn, and when they camein sight of the offshore
pollution aggregate, adirty brown stain spreading for hundreds of yards acrossthe water, he pulled his
pipe from beneath hisrain gear and set to chomping the stem, asiif to restrain impassioned speech.

Peter borrowed Mills s binoculars and peered ahead. The surface of the aggregate was pocked by
thousands of white objects; at this distance they looked like bones sticking up from thin soil. Streamers of
mist were woven acrossit, and the edge was shifting duggishly, an obscene cap diding over the dome of
aswdll. It wasano-man’ sland, an ugly blot, and asthey drew near, its uglinessincreased. The most
common of the white objects were Clorox bottles such as fishermen used to mark the spread of their
nets, there were dso agreat many fluorescent tubes, other plastic debris, torn pieces of netting, and
driftwood, al mired in apae brown jelly of decayed oil products. It was a Golgotha of the inorganic
world, aplain of ultimate spiritud maaise, of entropy triumphant, and perhaps, thought Peter, the entire
earth would one day cometo resembleit. The briny, bitter stench made his skin crawl.

“God,” said Sara asthey began cruising aong the edge; she opened her mouth to say more but
couldn’t find the words.

“I seewhy you felt like drinking last night,” said Peter to Mills, who just shook his head and grunted.

“Canwegointoit?’ asked Sara.

“All them torn nets |l foul the propeller.” Mills stared at her askance. “Ain't it bad enough from out
here?’

“We can tip up the motor and row in,” Peter suggested. “Come on, Mills. It'll belike landing on the

And, indeed, asthey rowed into the aggregate, cutting through the pale brown stuff, Peter felt that
they had crossed some intangible border into uncharted territory. The air seemed heavier, full of
suppressed energy, and the silence seemed deeper; the only sound was the dosh of the oars. Mills had
told Peter that the thing would have roughly aspira shape, due to the actions of opposing currents, and
that intengfied hisfeding of having entered the unknown; he pictured them as charactersin afantasy
novel, creeping across agreet deviceinlaid on the floor of an abandoned temple. Debris bobbed against



the hull. The brown glop had the consistency of Jell-O that hadn’t set properly, and when Peter dipped
his handsinto it, beads accumulated on hisfingers. Some of the textures on the surface had ahorrid,
amog organic, beauty: bleached, wormlike tendrils of netting mired in the dick, reminding Peter of some
anima’ s diseased spoor; larva chips of wood matted on abed of glistening cellophane; ablue plagtic lid
bearing agirl’ s sunbonneted face embedded in a spaghetti of Styrofoam strips. They would point out
such oddities to each other, but nobody was eager to talk. The desolation of the aggregate was
oppressive, and not even aray of sunlight fingering the boat, asif a searchlight were keeping track of
them from the real world, not even that could dispd the gloom. Then, about two hundred yardsin, Peter
saw something shiny insde an opaque plastic container, reached down, and picked it up.

Theingtant he brought it on board he realized that this was the object about which he had experienced
the premonition, and he had the urge to throw it back; but he felt such apowerful attraction to it that
instead he removed thelid and lifted out apair of silver combs, the sort Spanish women wear in their
hair. Touching them, he had avivid menta image of ayoung woman'sface: apae, drawn face that might
have been beautiful but was starved-thin and worn by sorrows. Gabriela. The name seeped into his
consciousness the way apaw track frozen in the ground melts up from benegath the snow during athaw.
GabrielaPa... Pasco... Pascud. Hisfinger traced the design etched on the combs, and every curlicue
conveyed asense of her personality. Sadness, londiness, and -- most of al -- terror. She' d been afraid
for avery long time. Sara asked to see the combs, took them, and his ghostly impression of Gabriela
Pascud’ slife flew apart like a creature of foam, leaving him disoriented.

“They're beautiful,” said Sara. “ And they must beredly old.”

“Lookslike Mexican work,” said Mills. “Hmph. What we got here?’ He stretched out his oar, trying
to snag something; he hauled the oar back in and Sara lifted the thing from the blade: arag showing
ydlow streaks through its coating of dick.

“It'sablouse.” Saraturned it in her hands, her nose wrinkling at having to touch the dick; she
stopped turning it and stared at Peter. “Oh, God! It's Ellen Borchard's.”

Peter took it from her. Beneath the manufacturer’ slabel was Ellen Borchard’ s name tag. He closed
his eyes, hoping to read some impression as he had with the silver combs. Nothing. His gift had deserted
him. But he had a bad fedling that he knew exactly what had happened to the girl.

“Better take that to Hugh Weldon,” said Mills. “Might...” He broke off and stared out over the
aggregate.

At firgt Peter didn’t see what had caught Mills' s eyes; then he noticed that awind had sprung up. A
most peculiar wind. It was moving dowly around the boat about fifty feet away, its path evident by the
agitation of the debris over which it passed; it whispered and sighed, and with a sucking noise a couple of
Clorox bottles popped out of the dick and spun into the air. Each time the wind made a complete circuit
of the boat, it seemed to have grown alittle stronger.

“What the Hdll!” Mills sface was drained of color, the web of broken blood vessals on his cheeks
showing like a bright red tattoo.

Sara snails bit into Peter’ sarm, and he was overwhelmed by the knowledge that thiswind was what
he had been warned against. Panicked, he shook Sara off, scrambled to the back of the boat, and tipped
down the outboard motor.

“Thenets...” Mills began.

“Fuck the nets! Let’sget out of here!”

The wind was keening, and the entire surface of the aggregate was starting to heave. Crouched in the
stern, Peter was again struck by its resemblance to a graveyard with bones sticking out of the earth, only
now al the bones were wiggling, working themselves|oose. Some of the Clorox bottleswererolling
duggishly aong, bouncing high when they hit an obstruction. The sight froze him for amoment, but as
Millsfired the engine, he crawled back to his seat and pulled Sara down with him. Millsturned the boat
toward Madaket. The dick glubbed and smacked againgt the hull, and brown flecks splashed onto the
windshield and oozed sideways. With each passing second the wind grew stronger and louder, building
to ahowl that drowned out the motor. A fluorescent tube went twirling up beside them like a



cheerleader’ s baton; bottles and cellophane and splatters of oil dick flew at them from every direction.
Saraducked her face into Peter’ s shoulder, and he held her tight, praying that the propeller wouldn't foul.
Mills swerved the boat to avoid a piece of driftwood that sailed past the bow, and then they wereinto
clear water, out of the wind -- though they could il hear it raging -- and running down the long dope of
aswell.

Relieved, Peter stroked Sara’ s hair and let out a shuddering breath; but when he glanced behind them
al hisrdief went glimmering. Thousands upon thousands of Clorox bottles and fluorescent tubes and
other debriswere spinning in midair above the aggregate -- an insane mobile posed against the gray sky
-- and just beyond the edge narrow tracks of water were being lashed up, asif awindy knife were dicing
back and forth acrossit, undecided whether or not to follow them home.

Hugh Weldon had been out in Madaket investigating the vandalism of the condominiums, and after
receiving theradio cal it had only taken him afew minutesto get to Peter’ s cottage. He sat beside Mills
at the picnic table, listening to their story, and from the perspective of the sofa bunk, where Peter was
gtting, hisarmsaround Sara, the chief presented an angular mantidike silhouette againgt the gray light
from the window; the squabbling of the police radio outside seemed part of his persona, aradiation
emanating from him. When they had finished he stood, walked to the wood stove, lifted thelid, and spat
insde it; the stove crackled and spat back a spark.

“If it wasjust you two,” he said to Peter and Sara, “1’d run you in and find out what you been
smokin'. But Mills here don't have the imagination for thiskind of foolishness, so | guess| got to believe
you.” He set down the lid with a clank and squinted a Peter. “Y ou said you wrote somethin’ *bout Ellen
Borchard in your book. What?’

Peter leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “ She was down at Smith Point just after dark.
Shewas angry at her parents, and she wanted to scare them. So she took off her blouse -- she had extra
clotheswith her, because she was planning to run away -- and was about to rip it up, to make them think
she' d been murdered, when the wind killed her.”

“Now how'd it do that?’ asked Weldon.

“In the book the wind was a sort of elemental. Cruel, capricious. It played with her. Knocked her
down, rolled her dong the shingle. Then it would let her up and knock her down again. She was bleeding
al over from the shell-cuts and screaming. Findly it whirled her up and out to sea.” Peter stared down at
his hands; theinsde of his head felt heavy, solid, asif hisbrains were made of mercury.

“Jesus Chrigt!” said Weldon. “What you got to say *bout that, Mills?’

“It wasn't no norma wind,” said Mills. “That'sdl | know.”

“Jesus Christ!” repeated Weldon; he rubbed the back of his neck and peered at Peter. “| been twenty
yearsat thisjob, and I’ ve heard sometal tales. But this... what did you say it was? An eementd ?’

“Yeah, but | don't redlly know for sure. Maybeif | could handle those combs again. | could learn
more about it.”

“Peter.” Saraput her hand on hisarm; her brow was furrowed. “Why don’t we let Hugh dedl with
it?’

Weldon was amused. “Naw, Sara. You let Mr. Ramey see what he can do.” He chuckled. “Maybe
he can tell me how the Red Sox are gonnado thisyear. Me and Mills can have another look at that mess
off the Point.”

Mills' s neck seemed to retract into his shoulders. “1 ain't goin’ back out there, Hugh. And if you want
my opinion, you better keep clear of it yourself.”

“Damn it, Mills” Weldon smacked his hand againgt his hip. “I ain’t gonnabeg, but you sure as Hell



could save me sometrouble. It'll take me an hour to get the Coast Guard boys off their duffs. Wait a
minute!” He turned to Peter. “Maybe you people were seein’ things. There musta been al kinds of bad
chemicalsfumin’ up from that mess. Could be you breathed somethin’ in.” Brakes squedled, a car door
dammed, and seconds | ater the bedraggled figure of Sally McColl strode past the window and knocked
on the door.

“What in God' s name does she want?’ said Weldon.

Peter opened the door, and Sally gave him a gap-toothed grin. “Mornin’, Peter,” she said. Shewas
wearing a stained raincoat over her usual assortment of dresses and swesaters, and agaily colored man's
necktie for ascarf. “Isthat skinny ol’ fart Hugh Weldon insde?’

“l @n’'t got time for your crap today, Sally,” caled Weldon.

Saly pushed past Peter. “Mornin’, Sara. Mills”

“Hear one of your dogsjust had alitter,” said Mills.

“Yep. Sx snarly little bastards.” Sally wiped her nose with the back of her hand and checked it to see
what had rubbed off. “ Y ou in the market?’

“I might drop ’round and take alook,” said Mills. “Dobermans or Shepherds?’

“Dobermans. Gonna befierce.”

“What'son your mind, Saly?’ said Weldon, stepping between them.

“Got a confession to make.”

Weldon chuckled. “What'd you do now? Y ou sure as Hell didn’t burglarize no dress shop.”

A frown etched the wrinkles deeper on Sdly’ sface. *Y ou stupid son of abitch,” she said flatly. “I
swear, God mustabeen runnin’ short of everything but horseshit when He made you.”

“Listen,youal’...”

“Musta ground up your ballsand used’em for brains,” Saly went on. “Muda...”

“Sdly!” Peter pushed them gpart and took the old woman by the shoulders. A glaze faded from her
eyes as shelooked at him. At last she shrugged free of his grasp and patted down her hair: apeculiarly
feminine gesture for someone so shapeless and careworn.

“| shouldatold you sooner,” she said to Weldon. “But | was sick of you laughin’ a me. Then |
decided it might beimportant and I’d haveto risk listenin’ to your jackass bray. So I’'mtellin’ you.” She
looked out the window. “I know what done them condominiums. It wasthewind.” She snapped a
hateful glance a Weldon. “And | ain't crazy, neither!”

Peter felt weak in the knees. They were surrounded by trouble; it wasin the air asit had been off
Smith Point, yet stronger, asif he were becoming sengitized to the fedling.

“Thewind,” said Weldon, acting dazed.

“That’sright,” said Sdlly defiantly. “I1t punched holesin them damn buildin’ sand waswhigtlin’ through
‘emlikeit wasplayin’ music.” Sheglared a him. “Don’'t you believe me?’

“Hebdievesyou,” said Peter. “Wethink the wind killed Ellen Borchard.”

“Now don’t be spreadin’ that around! We ain't sure!” Weldon said it desperately, clinging to
dishelief.

Sally crossed the room to Peter. “It’ strue’ bout the Borchard girl, ain't it?’

“I think s0,” he said.

“And that thing what killed her, it's herein Madaket. Y ou fed it, don’tcha?’

He nodded. “ Y eah.”

Sally headed for the door.

“Where you goin’?’ asked Weldon. She mumbled and went outside; Peter saw her pacing back and
forthintheyard. “Crazy ol’ bat,” said Weldon.

“Mebbe sheis,” said Mills. “But you ought not to betregtin’ her so harsh after dl she'sdone.”

“What's she done?’ asked Peter.

“Sdly used to live up in Madaket,” said Mills. “ And whenever aship would run up on Dry Shodsor
one of the others, she'd make for thewreck in that ol’ lobster boat of hers. Most times she' d best the
Coagt Guard to’ em. Musta saved fifty or sixty souls over the years, sailin’ out in the worst kind of



westher.”

“Millg” said Weldon emphatically. “Run me out to that garbage dump of yours.”

Mills stood and hitched up his pants. “ Ain't you been listenin’, Hugh? Peter and Sdlly say thet thing's
"round here somewhere.”

Weldon was afrustrated man. He sucked at histeeth, and his face worked. He picked up the
container holding the combs, glanced at Peter, then set the container down.

“Y ou want meto seewhat | can learn from those?’ asked Peter.

Weldon shrugged. “ Can't hurt nothin’, | guess.” He stared out the window asif unconcerned with the
issue.

Peter took the container and sat down next to Sara. “Wait,” she said. “1 don’t understand. If thisthing
isnearby, shouldn’t we get away from here?’ Nobody answered.

The plagtic container was cold, and when Peter pried off thelid, the cold welled out at him. Intense,
aching cold, asif he had opened the door to amesat |ocker.

Sdly burst into the room and pointed at the container. “What' sthat?’

“Some old combs,” said Peter. “They didn't fed like thiswhen | found them. Not as strong.”

“Fed likewhat?’ asked Weldon; every new mystery seemed to be unnerving him further, and Peter
suspected that if the mysteries weren't cleared up soon, the chief would start dishelieving them on purely
practicad grounds.

Sdly came over to Peter and looked into the container. “Gimme one,” she said, extending agrimy
hand. Weldon and Mills moved up behind her, like two old soldiers flanking their mad queen.

Reluctantly, Peter picked up one of the combs. Its coldness flowed into hisarm, his head, and for a
moment hewasin the midst of astorm-tossed ses, terrified, waves crashing over the bows of afishing
boat and the wind singing around him. He dropped the comb. His hands were trembling, and his heart
wasdoing ajig againg hischest wall.

“Oh, shit,” hesaid to no onein particular. “1 don’t know if | want to do this.”

Saragave Sdly her seat beside Peter, and as they handled the combs, setting them down every
minute or so to report what they had learned, she chewed her nails and fretted. She could relate to Hugh
Weldon' sfrudtration; it was awful just to st and watch. Each time Peter and Sally handled the combs
their respiration grew shdlow and their eyesrolled back, and when they laid them aside they appeared
drained and frightened.

“Gabriela Pascua was from Miami,” said Peter. “I can't tell exactly when al this happened, but it was
years ago... because in my image of her, her clotheslook alittle old-fashioned. Maybe ten or fifteen
years back. Something like that. Anyway, there was trouble for her onshore, some emotiona
entanglement, and her brother didn’t want to leave her done, so hetook her along on afishing voyage.
Hewasacommercid fisherman.”

“Shehad the gift,” Sdly chimedin. “That’ swhy there' s so much of her in the combs. That, and
because she killed hersdlf and died holdin’ "em.”

“Why'd shekill hersdf?" asked Weldon.

“Fear,” said Peter. “Londiness. Crazy asit sounds, the wind was holding her prisoner. | think she
cracked up from being aone on adrifting boat with only thisthing -- the elementd -- for company.”

“Alone?’ said Weldon. “What happened to her brother?’

“Hedied.” Sdly’ svoicewas shaky. “The wind came down and killed’em al ’ cept this Gabridla. It
wanted her.”

Asthe story unfolded, gusts of wind began to shudder the cottage and Saratried to remain



unconcerned as to whether or not they were natural phenomena. She turned her eyes from the window,
away from the heaving trees and bushes, and concentrated on what was being said; but thet in itsalf was
S0 egrie that she couldn’t keep from jumping whenever the panesrattled. Gabriela Pascud, said Peter,
had been frequently seasick during the cruise; she had been frightened of the crew, most of whom
congdered her bad luck, and possessed by afeding of imminent disaster. And, Saly added, that
premonition had been borne out. One cloudless calm day the elementa had swept down and killed
everyone. Everyone except Gabridla. It had whirled the crew and her brother into the air, smashed them
against bulkheads, dropped them onto the decks. She had expected to die aswell, but it had seemed
interested in her. 1t had caressed her and played with her, knocking her down and rolling her about; and
at night it had poured through the passageways and broken windows, making a chilling music that -- as
the days passed and the ship drifted north -- she came to half-understand.

“Shedidn’t think of it asaspirit,” said Peter. “ There wasn't anything mystical about it to her mind. It
struck her asbeing kind of a...”

“Ananimd,” interrupted Sdly. “A big, supid animal. Vicious, it was. But not evil. ’Least it didn’t fed
evil toher”

Gabriela, Peter went on, had never been sure what it wanted of her -- perhaps her presence had been
al. Mog of thetimeit had left her alone. Then, suddenly, it would spring up out of acam to juggle
splinters of glass or chase her about. Once the ship had drifted near to shore, and when she had
attempted to jJump over the sSide, the elementa had battered her and driven her below decks. Though at
firg it had controlled the drift of the ship, gradualy it lost interest in her and on severd occasionsthe ship
amost foundered. Finally, no longer caring to prolong the inevitable, she had cut her wristsand died
clutching the container holding her most valued possessions, her grandmother’ s silver combs, with the
wind howling in her ears.

Peter leaned back against the wal, his eyes shut, and Sdly sighed and patted her breast. For along
moment no one spoke.

“Wonder why it'shangin’ ’round that garbage out there,” said Mills.

“Maybe no reason,” said Peter dully. “Or maybeit’ s attracted to dack pointsin the tides, to some
condition of theair.”

“I don't get it,” said Weldon. “What the Hell isit? It can’'t be no anima.”

“Why not?" Peter stood, swayed, then righted himsalf. “What’ swind, anyway? Charged ions,
vacating air masses. Who' sto say that some stable form of ions couldn’t approximate alife? Could be
there' sone of these at the heart of every storm, and they’ ve dways been mistaken for spirits, given an
anthropomorphic character. Like Arid.” He laughed disconsolately. “It' s no sprite, that’ sfor sure.”

SAly’ seyeslooked unnaturally bright, like watery jewelslodged in her weathered face. “ The sea
breeds’em,” shesad firmly, asif that were explanation enough of anything strange.

“Peter’ sbook wasright,” said Sara. “It'san demental. That'swhat you' re describing, anyway. A
violent, inhuman creature, part spirit and part anima.” She laughed, and the laugh edged abit high,
bordering on the hysteric. “It' shard to believe.”

“Right!” said Weldon. “Damned hard! | got anol’ crazy woman and aman | don’'t know from Adam
telin’ me...”

“Ligten!” said Mills; hewalked to the door and swung it open.

It took Saraa second to fix on the sound, but then she redlized that the wind had died, had gone from
heavy guststo trifling breezesin an instant, and farther avay, coming from the sea, or nearer, maybe as
close as Tennessee Avenue, she heard aroaring.



A few moments earlier Jerry Highsmith had been both earning his living and looking forward to anight
of exotic pleasuresin the arms of Ginger McCurdy. He was standing in front of one of the houses on
Tennessee Avenue, its quarterboard reading AHAB-ITAT, and a collection of old harpoons and
whalebones mounted on either side of the door; his bicycle leaned againgt arail fence behind him, and
ranged around him, straddling their bikes, dolled up in pastel-hued jogging suits and sweet clothes, were
twenty-sx members of the Peach State Ramblers Bicycle Club. Ten men, sixteen women. The women
were dl in good shape, but most werein their thirties, abit long in the tooth for Jerry’ staste. Ginger, on
the other hand, was prime. Twenty-three or twenty-four, with red hair down to her ass and abody that
wouldn’t quit. She had pedled off her sweats and was blooming out a halter and shorts cut so high that
each time she dismounted you could see right up to the Pearly Gates. And she knew what she was doing:
Every jiggle of those twin jaloobieswas amed at his crotch. She had pressed to the front of the group
and was attending to his spiel about the bullshit whaling days. Oh, yeah! Ginger was ready. A couple of
lobgters, alittle wine, astroll dong the waterfront, and then by God he' d pump her so full of the
Nantucket Experience that she' d breach like a snow-white hill.

Thar shefuckin' blows!

“Now, y'dl...” he began.

They tittered; they liked him mocking their accent.

He grinned abashedly asif he hadn’t known what he was doing. “Must be catchin’,” he said. “Now
you people probably haven’t had achance to visit the Whaling Museum, have you?’

A chorus of Nos.

“Well then, I'll giveyou acoursein harpoonin’.” He pointed at thewal of the AHAB-ITAT. “That
top onewith the single barb stickin’ off the Sde, that’ s the kind most commonly used during the whalin’
era. The shaft’ s of ash. That was the preferred wood. It stands up to the weather” -- he stared pointedly
a Ginger -- “and it won't bend under pressure.” Ginger tried to constrain asmile. “Now that one,” he
continued, keeping an eye on her, “the one with the arrow point and no barbs, that was favored by some
whalers. They said it allowed for deeper penetration.”

“What about the one with two barbs?’ asked someone.

Jerry peered over heads and saw that the questioner was his second choice. Ms. Selena Persons. A
nice thirtyish brunette, flat-chested, but with killer legs. Despite the fact that he was obvioudy after
Ginger, she hadn't lost interest. Who knows? A doubleheader might be a possibility.

“That was used toward the end of thewhain’ era,” he said. “ But generaly two-barbed harpoons
weren't conddered as effective as Sngle-barbed ones. | don’t know why, exactly. Might have just been
stubbornness on thewhaers' part. Resistance to change. They knew the ol” single-barb could give
satisfaction.”

Ms. Persons met his gaze with the glimmer of asmile,

“’Course,” Jerry continued, addressing all the Ramblers, “now the shaft’ stipped with a charge that
explodesinsgdethewhde.” Hewinked at Ginger and added sotto voce, “Must be arush.”

She covered her mouth with her hand.

“Okay, folksl” Jerry swung his bike away from the fence. “Mount up, and we' Il be off to the next
thrillin’ attraction.”

Laughing and chattering, the Ramblers started to mount, but just then a powerful gust of wind swept
down Tennessee Avenue, causing squeals and blowing away hats. Severd of the riders overbalanced
and fell, and severa more nearly did. Ginger sumbled forward and clung to Jerry, giving him
chest-to-chest massage. “Nice catch,” she said, doing alittle writhe as she stepped away.

“Nicetoss,” hereplied.

She smiled, but the smile faded and was replaced by a bewildered look. “What' s that?”

Jerry turned. About twenty yards away acolumn of whirling leaves had formed above the blacktop; it
was dender, only afew feet high, and though he had never seen anything smilar, it larmed him no more
than had the freakish gust of wind. Within seconds, however, the column had grown to aheight of fifteen
feet; twigs and gravel and branches were being sucked into it, and it sounded like a miniature tornado.



Someone screamed. Ginger clung to himin genuinefright. Therewasarank smell intheair, and a
pressure was building in Jerry’ s ears. He couldn’t be sure, because the column was spinning so rapidly,
but it seemed to be assuming aroughly human shape, adark green figure made of plant litter and stones.
His mouth had gone dry, and he restrained an urge to throw Ginger aside and run.

“Comeon!” he shouted.

A couple of the Ramblers managed to mount their bicycles, but the wind had grown stronger, roaring,
and it sent them wobbling and crashing into the weeds. The rest huddled together, their hair whipping
about, and stared at the great Druid thing that was taking shape and swaying above them, astal asthe
treetops. Shingles were popping off the Sides of the houses, sailing up and being absorbed by thefigure;
and as Jarry tried to outvoice the wind, yelling at the Ramblersto lie flat, he saw the whalebones and
harpoons ripped from thewall of the AHAB-ITAT. The windows of the house exploded outward. One
man clutched the bloody flap of his cheek, which had been diced open by ashard of glass, awoman
grabbed the back of her knee and crumpled. Jerry shouted afind warning and pulled Ginger down with
him into the roadside ditch. She squirmed and struggled, in a panic, but he forced her head down and
held tight. The figure had risen much higher than the trees, and though it was dtill swaying, itsform had
stabilized somewhat. It had aface now: agraveyard smile of gray shingles and two circular patches of
sonesfor eyes: aterrible blank gaze that seemed responsible for the increasing air pressure. Jerry’ s heart
boomed in hisinner ear, and his blood felt like dudge. The figure kept swelling, up and up; the roar was
resolving into an oscillating hum that shivered the ground. Stones and leaves were beginning to spray out
of it. Jerry knew, knew, what was going to happen, and he couldn’t keep from watching. Amid aflurry
of leaves he saw one of the harpoonsflit through the air, impaing awoman who had been trying to stand.
The force of the blow drove her out of Jerry’ sfield of vison. Then the greet figure exploded. Jerry
squeezed hiseyes shut. Twigsand bals of dirt and gravel stung him. Ginger legped sdeways and
collgpsed atop him, clawing a his hip. He waited for something worse to happen, but nothing did. “You
okay?’ he asked, pushing Ginger away by the shoulders.

She wasn't okay.

A splintered inch of whalebone stuck out from the center of her forehead. Shrieking with revulsion,
Jerry wriggled from beneath her and came to his hands and knees. A moan. One of the men was
crawling toward him, hisface amask of blood, aragged hole where hisright eye had been; hisgood eye
looked glazed like adoll’s. Horrified, not knowing what to do, Jerry scrambled to hisfeet and backed
away. All the harpoons, he saw, had found targets. Most of the Ramblerslay unmoving, their blood
smeared over the blacktop; the rest were Sitting up, dazed and bleeding. Jerry’ s hedl struck something,
and he spun about. The quarterboard of the AHAB-ITAT had nailed Ms. Selena Persons vampire-style
to the roadside dirt; the board had been driven so deep into the ground that only the letter A was
showing above the mired ruin of her jogging suit, asif she were an exhibit. Jerry began to tremble, and
tears started from his eyes.

A breezeruffled hishair.

Somebody wailed, shocking him from his daze. He should call the hospitdl, the police. But where was
aphone? Mot of the houses were empty, waiting for summer tenants, and the phoneswouldn’t be
working. Somebody must have seen what had happened, though. He should just do what he could until
help arrived. Gathering himself, he walked toward the man whose eye was missing; but before he had
gone more than afew paces afierce gust of wind struck him in the back and knocked him flat.

Thistimetheroaring was all around him, the pressure so intense that it seemed awhite-hot needle had
pierced him from ear to ear. He shut his eyes and clamped both handsto his ears, trying to smother the
pain. Then hefet himsdf lifted. He couldn’t believeit at first. Even when he opened his eyes and saw that
he was being borne doft, revolving in adow circle, it made no sense. He couldn’t hear, and the quiet
added to his sense of unredity; further adding to it, ariderless bicycle pedaed past. Theair wasfull of
sticks and leaves and pebbles, a threadbare curtain between him and the world, and he imagined himsalf
risng in the gorge of that hideous dark figure. Ginger McCurdy was flying about twenty feet overhead,
her red hair streaming, arms floating languidly asif in adance. She wasrevolving fagter than he, and he



realized that hisrate of spin wasincreasing as herose. He saw what was going to happen: Y ou went
higher and higher, faster and faster, until you were spewed out, shot out over the village. Hismind
rebelled at the prospect of death, and hetried to swim back down the wind, flailing, kicking, bursting
with fear. But as he whirled higher, twisting and turning, it became hard to breathe, to think, and he was
too dizzy to be afraid any longer.

Another woman sailed by afew feet away. Her mouth was open, her face contorted; blood dripped
from her scalp. She clawed at him, and he reached out to her, not knowing why he bothered. Their hands
just missed touching. Thoughts were coming one a atime. Maybe he' d land in the water.
MIRACULOUS SURVIVOR OF FREAK TORNADO. Maybe he'd fly acrossthe idand and settle
gently in aNantucket treetop. A broken leg, abruise or two. They’d set up drinks for himin the Atlantic
Café. Maybe Connie Keating would finally come across, would finaly recognize the miracul ous potential
of Jerry Highsmith. Maybe. He was tumbling now, limbs jerking about, and he gave up thinking. Flash
glimpses of the gapped houses below, of the other dancers on the wind, moving with spasmodic
abandon. Suddenly, as he was bent backward by aviolent updraft, there was awrenching pain inside
him, agrating, then avita didocation that ddivered him from pain. Oh, Christ Jesusl Oh, God! Dazzles
exploded behind his eyes. Something bright blue flipped past him, and he died.

Vi

After the column of leaves and branches looming up from Tennessee Avenue had vanished, after the
roaring had died, Hugh Weldon sprinted for his squad car with Peter and Sara a his hedls. He frowned
asthey piled in but made no objection, and this, Peter thought, was probably asign that he had stopped
trying to rationalize events, that he accepted the wind as aforce to which norma procedures did not
apply. He switched on the siren, and they sped off. But less than fifty yards from the cottage he dammed
on the brakes. A woman was hanging in a hawthorn tree beside the road, an old-fashioned harpoon
plunged through her chest. There was no point in checking to seeif shewasdive. All her mgjor bones
were quite obvioudy broken, and she was painted with blood head to foot, making her look like ahorrid
African doll set out asawarning to trespassers.

Weldon got on theradio. “Body out in Madaket,” he said. “ Send awagon.”

“Y ou might need more than one,” said Sara; she pointed to three dabs of color farther up the road.
She was very pae, and she squeezed Peter’ s hand so hard that she left white imprints on his skin.

Over the next twenty-five minutes they found eighteen bodies. broken, mutilated, severa pierced by
harpoons or fragments of bone. Peter would not have believed that the human form could be reduced to
such grotesgue statements, and though he was horrified, nauseated, he became increasingly numbed by
what he saw. Odd thoughts flocked to hisbrain, most persistent among them being that the violence had
been done partly for his benefit. It wasasick, nasty idea, and hetried to dismissit; but after awhile he
began to congder it in light of other thoughtsthat had lately been striking him out of the blue. The
manuscript of How the Wind Spoke at Madaket, for instance. Asimprobable asit sounded, it was hard
to escape the conclusion that the wind had been seeding dl thisin hisbrain. He didn't want to believeit,
yet there it was, as believable as anything e se that had happened. And given that, was hislatest thought
any lessbelievable? He was beginning to understand the progression of events, to understand it with the
same sudden clarity that had helped him solve the problems of his book, and he wished very much that
he could have obeyed his premonition and not touched the combs. Until then the elemental had not been
sure of him; it had been nosing around him like -- as Sdlly had described it -- abig, stupid animal, sensing
something familiar about him but unable to remember what. And when he had found the combs, when he
had opened the container, there must have been some kind of circuit closed, aflash point sparked
between his power and Gabridla Pascud’ s, and the elementa had made the connection. He recalled how



excited it had seemed, darting back and forth beyond the borders of the aggregate.

Asthey turned back onto Tennessee Avenue, where asmall group of townsfolk were covering bodies
with blankets, Weldon got on the radio again, interrupting Peter’ s chain of logic. “Wherethe Hell are
them ambulances?’ he snapped.

“Sent’em ahdf hour ago,” came the reply. * Shoulda been there by now.”

Weldon cast agrim look at Peter and Sara. “Try 'em on theradio,” hetold the operator.

A few minutes later the report came that none of the ambulances were answering their radios. Weldon
told his people to stay put, that he' d check it out himself. Asthey turned off Tennessee Avenue onto the
Nantucket road, the sun broke through the overcast, flooding the landscape in athin yellow light and
warming the interior of the car. The light seemed to beilluminating Peter’ s weaknesses, making him
realize how tense he was, how his muscles ached with the poisons of adrenaline and fatigue. Saraleaned
againgt him, her eyes closed, and the pressure of her body acted to shore him up, to give him aburst of
vitdity.

Weldon kept the speed at thirty, glancing left and right, but nothing was out of the ordinary. Deserted
streets, houses with blank-looking windows. Many of the homesin Madaket were vacant, and the
occupants of many of the rest were away at work or off on errands. About two miles out of town, as
they crested alow risejust beyond the dump, they spotted the ambulances. Weldon pulled onto the
shoulder, letting the engineidle, and stared at the sight. Four ambulances were strewn acrossthe
blacktop, forming an effective roadblock ahundred feet away. One had been flipped over onitsroof like
adead white bug; another had crashed into alight pole and was swathed in electrical lineswhose broken
ends were sticking in through the driver’ swindow, humping and writhing and sparking. The other two
had been smashed together and were burning; transparent licks of flame warped the air above their
blackened husks. But the wrecked ambulances were not the reason that Weldon had stopped so far
away, why they sat silent and hopeless. To theright of the road was afield of bleached weeds and
grases, an Andrew Wyeth fied glowing yellow in the pale sun, figured by afew stunted oaks and
extending to ahill overlooking the sea, where three gray houses were posed againgt afaded blue sky.
Though only fitful breezes played about the squad car, the field was registering the passage of heavy
winds; the grasses were rippling, eddying, bending, and swaying in contrary directions, asif thousands of
low-dung animas were scampering through them to and fro, and thisrippling was so constant, so furious,
it seemed that the shadows of the clouds passing overhead were standing still and the land was flowing
away. The sound of the wind was a mournful whistling rush. Peter was entranced. The scene had afey
power that weighed upon him, and he had trouble catching his breath.

“Let’'sgo,” said Saratremuloudy. “Let’s...” She dtared past Peter, alook of fearful comprehension
forming on her face.

The wind had begun to roar. Less than thirty feet away a patch of grass had been flattened, and aman
wearing an orderly’ s uniform was being lifted into the air, revolving dowly. Hishead flopped a a
ridiculous straw-man angle, and the front of his tunic was drenched with blood. The car shuddered in the
turbulence.

Sarashrieked and clutched a Peter. Weldon tried to jam the gearshift into reverse, missed, and the
car sdled. Hetwisted the key in the ignition. The engine sputtered, dieseled, and went dead. The orderly
continued to rise, assuming avertical position. He spun faster and faster, blurring like an ice skater doing
afancy finish, and at the same time drifted closer to the car. Sarawas screaming, and Peter wished he
could scream, could do something to release the tightnessin his chest. The engine caught. But before
Weldon could put the car in gear, the wind subsided and the orderly fell onto the hood. Drops of blood
sprinkled the windshield. He lay spread-eagled for amoment, his dead eyes staring at them. Then, with
the obscene duggishness of asnail retracting itsfoot, he dumped down onto the road, leaving ared
Smear acrossthe white metd.

Weldon rested his head on the whed, taking deep bregths. Peter cradled Sarain hisarms. After a
second Weldon leaned back, picked up the radio mike, and thumbed the switch open. “ Jack,” he said.
“ThisisHugh. Y ou copy?’



“Loud and clear, Chief.”

“We got us aproblem out in Madaket.” Weldon swalowed hard and gave alittle twitch of his head.
“I want you to set up aroadblock *bout five miles from town. No closer. And don’t let nobody through,
y' understand?’

“What’ s happenin’ out there, Chief? Alice Cuddy called in and said somethin’ *bout afreak wind, but
the phone went dead and | couldn’t get her back.”

“Y eah, we had us somewind.” Weldon exchanged a glance with Peter. “But the main problem’sa
chemica spill. It'sunder control for now, but you keep everybody away. Madaket’ sin quarantine.”

“Y ou need some help?’

“I need you to do what | told you! Get on the horn and call everyonelivin® " tween the roadblock and
Madaket. Tell *em to head for Nantucket as quick as they can. Put the word on the radio, too.”

“What ’bout folks comin’ from Madaket? Do | |et’ em through?’

“Won't be nobody comin’ that way,” said Weldon.

Silence. “Chief, you okay?’

“Hdll, yed” Weldon switched off.

“Why didn’t you tell them?’ asked Peter.

“Don’'t want’em thinkin’ I'm crazy and comin’ out to check on me,” said Weldon. “Ain’t no point in
them dyin’, too.” He shifted into reverse. “I’m gonnatell everyoneto get in their cellarsand wait this
damn thing out. Maybe we can figure out somethin’ to do. But first I'll take you home and let Saraget
somerest.”

“I'mdl right,” shesaid, lifting her head from Peter’ s chest.

“You'll fed better after arest,” he said, forcing her head back down: It was an act of tenderness, but
aso he did not want her to catch sight of the field. Dappled with cloud shadow; glowing paely; some
qudity of light different from that which shone upon the squad car; it seemed at a strange distance from
theroad, aview into an dternate universe where things were familiar yet not quite the same. The grasses
were rippling more furioudy than ever, and every so often acolumn of yelow stalks would whirl high into
the air and scatter, asif an enormous child were running through the field, ripping up handfuls of them to
celebrate his exuberance.

“I'm not deepy,” Saracomplained; she still hadn’t regained her color, and one of her eyelids had
developed atic.

Peter sat beside her on the bed. “ There' s nothing you can do, so why not rest?’

“What are you going to do?’

“| thought I’ d have another go at the combs.”

Theideadistressed her. He started to explain why he had to, but instead bent and kissed her on the
forehead. “1 love you,” he said. Thewords dipped out so easily that he was amazed. It had been avery
long time since he had spoken them to anyone other than amemory.

“You don't haveto tell methat just because thingslook bad,” she said, frowning.

“Maybethat’swhy I'mtelling you now,” hesaid. “But | don’'t blieveit'salie”

She gave adispirited laugh. “Y ou don't sound very confident.”

Hethought it over. “I wasin love with someone once,” he said, “and that relationship colored my
view of love. | guess| believed that it dways had to happen the sameway. A nuclear strike. But I’'m
beginning to understand it can be different, that you can build toward the sound and the fury.”

“It'sniceto hear,” she sad, and then, after apause, “but you're fill in love with her, aren’t you?’

“I «till think about her, but...” He shook his head. “I’m trying to put it behind me, and maybe I’'m



succeeding. | had adream about her this morning.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Oh?’

“It wasn't asweet dream,” he said. * She wastelling me how she' d cemented over her fedingsfor me.
‘All that’sleft,” shesaid, ‘isthislittle hard place on my breast.” And she told me that sometimesit moved
around, twitched, and she showed me. | could see the damn thing jumping undernegth her blouse, and
when | touched it -- she wanted meto -- it was unbelievably hard. Like a pebble lodged beneath her
skin. A heart stone. That was dll that was | eft of us. Just this piece of hardness. It pissed me off so much
that | threw her on the floor. Then | woke up.” He scratched his beard, embarrassed by confession. “It
wasthefirs timel’ ve ever had aviolent thought about her.”

Sarastared at him, expressionless.

“I don't know if it smeaningful,” he said lamely. “But it seemed s0.”

Sheremained silent. Her stare made him fedl guilty for having had the dream, sorry that he had
mentioned it.

“| don’t dream about her very much,” he said.

“It'snot important,” she said.

“Well.” He stood. “Try and get some seep, okay?’

She reached for hishand. “ Peter?’

“Yeah?

“I loveyou. But you knew that, right?’

It hurt him to see how hesitantly she said it, because he knew that he was to blame for her hesitancy.
He bent down and kissed her again. “Seep,” hesaid. “We |l talk about it |ater.”

He closed the door behind him gently. Millswas sitting &t the table, gazing out at ' Sconset Saly, who
was pacing the yard, her lips moving, waving her ams, asif arguing with aninvisble playmate. “ That ol’
gd sure’ sgone down these last years,” said Mills. “Used to be sharp asatack, but she'sactin’ pretty
crazy now.”

“Can’'t blame her,” said Peter, stting down across from Mills. “I’'m feding pretty crazy myself.”

“So.” Millstamped tobacco into the bowl of his pipe. “Y ou got aline on what thisthing is?’

“Maybeit' sthe Devil.” Peter leaned against thewall. “1 don't redlly know, but I'm starting to think
that Gabriela Pascua wasright about it being an animal.”

Mills chomped on the stem of his pipe and fished in his pocket for alighter. “How’ sthat?”

“Likel said, | don’t really know for sure, but I’ ve been getting more and more sensitized to it ever
snce | found the combs. At least it seemsthat way. Asif the connection between uswere growing
stronger.” Peter spotted a book of matches tucked under his sugar bowl and did them acrossto Mills.
“I’'m beginning to have someinsightsinto it. When we were out on the road just now, | felt that it was
exhibiting an animd trait. Staking out territory. Protecting it from invaders. Look who it' s attacked.
Ambulances, bicyclists. People who were entering itsterritory. It attacked us when we visited the
aggregate.”

“Butit didn’t kill us” said Mills.

The logical responseto Mills s statement surfaced from Peter’ s thoughts, but he didn’t want to admit
to it and shunted it aside. “Maybe I’mwrong,” he said.

“Wadll, if itisan animd, then it can take ahook. All we got to do isfind itsmouth.” Mills grunted
laughter, lit his pipe, and puffed bluish smoke. “ After you been out on the water a couplaweeks, you can
fedl when something strangeishard by... evenif you can't seeit. | ain't no psychic, but sesemsto mel
brushed past thisthing once or twice.”

Peter glanced up at him. Though Millswas atypical barroom creature, an old sat with asupply of
exotic tales, every now and then Peter could sense about him the sort of pecific gravity that accruesto
those who have spent time in the solitudes. “Y ou don’t seem afraid,” he said.

“Oh, don't 17" Millschuckled. “I'm afraid. I’m just too old to be runnin’ "round in circles’ bout it.”

The door flew open, and Sally camein. “Hot in here,” she said; she went to the stove and laid afinger
againg it. “Hmph! Mugt bedl thisshit I’'mwearin’.” She plumped herself down beside Mills, squirmed



into acomfortable position, and squinted at Peter. “ Goddamn wind won't have me,” she said. “It wants
you.”
Peter was startled. “What do you mean?’

Sdly pursed her lips asif she had tasted something sour. “ It would take me if you wasn't here, but
you'retoo strong. | can't figure away 'round that.”

“Leavetheboy done,” said Mills.

“Can't.” Sdly glowered a him. “He'sgottodoit.”

“Y ou know what she' stakin’ "bout?’ asked Mills.

“Héll, yes Heknows! Andif hedon’t, al he'sgot to doisgo tak to it. Y ou understand me, boy. It
wants you.”

Anicy fluid squirted down Peter’ sspine. “Like Gabriela,” he said. “Isthat what you mean?’

“Goon,” sad Sdly. “Tak toit.” She pointed abony finger at the door. “ Just take a stand out there,
andit’'ll cometoyou.”

Behind the cottage, walled off by the spread of two Japanese pines and atoolshed, was afield that
the previous tenant had used for a garden. Peter had let it go to seed, and the entire plot was choked
with weeds and litter: gas cans, rusty nalls, aplastic toy truck, the decaying hide of asoftball, cardboard
scraps, this and more resting upon ameatte of desiccated vines. It reminded him of the aggregate, and thus
seemed an appropriate place to sand and commune with thewind... if such acommunion weren't the
product of * Sconset SaAlly’ simagination. Which Peter hoped it was. The afternoon was waning, and it
had grown colder. Silver blares of wintry sunlight edged the blackish gray clouds scudding overhead, and
the wind was a steady pour off the sea. He could detect no presencein it, and he was beginning to fed
foolish, thinking about going back inside, when abitter-smelling breeze rippled across hisface. He
diffened. Again hefdt it: It was acting independent of the offshore wind, touching ddlicate fingersto his
lips, hiseyes, fondling him the way ablind man would in trying to know your shapein hisbrain. It
feathered his hair and pried under the pocket flaps of hisarmy jacket like a pet mouse searching for
cheesg; it frittered with his shodaces and stroked him between the legs, shriveling hisgroin and sending a
chill washing through his body.

He did not quite understand how the wind spoke to him, yet he had an image of the process as being
smilar to how acat will rub against your hand and transmit a static charge. The charge was actud, amild
gtinging and popping. Somehow it was trandated into knowledge, doubtless by means of hisgift. The
knowledge was personified, and he was aware that his conceptions were human renderings of inhuman
impulses; but at the same time he was certain that they were basically accurate. Most of dl it waslongly.
It wasthe only one of itskind, or, if there were others, it had never encountered them. Peter felt no
sympathy for itslondiness, because it felt no sympathy for him. It wanted him not asafriend or
companion but asawitnessto its power. It would enjoy preening for him, showing off, rubbing against
his sengtivity to it and deriving some unfathomable pleasure. It was very powerful. Though itstouch was
light, its vitality was undeniable, and it was even stronger over water. The land weakened it, and it was
eager to return to the seawith Peter in tow. Gliding together through the wild canyons of the waves, into
achaos of booming darkness and salt spray, traveling the most profound of al deserts -- the sky above
the sea -- and testing its strength againgt the lesser powers of the storms, seizing flying fish and juggling
them like slver blades, gathering nests of floating treasures, and playing for weeks with the bodies of the
drowned. Alwaysat play. Or perhaps“play” was not the right word. Always employed in expressing the
capricious violence that wasiits essentid qudity. Gabriela Pascud might not have been exact in calling it
an animal, but what else could you cal it? It was of nature, not of some netherworld. It was ego without



thought, power without morality, and it looked upon Peter as aman might look upon aclever toy:
something to be cherished for awhile, then neglected, then forgotten.
Thenlost.

Sarawaked at twilight from adream of suffocation. She sat bolt upright, covered with sweet, her
chest heaving. After amoment she camed hersdf and swung her legs onto the floor and sat staring into
gpace. In the haf-light the dark grain of the boards|ooked like a pattern of animal faces emerging from
the wall; out the window she could see shivering bushes and banks of running clouds. Still feding duggish,
she went into the front room, intending to wash her face; but the bathroom door was locked and
" Sconset Sally cawed at her from inside. Mills was snoozing on the sofa bunk, and Hugh Weldon was
ditting at the table, sipping a cup of coffee; a cigarette smoldered in the saucer, and that struck her as
funny: She had known Hugh dl her life and had never seen him smoke.

“Where' s Peter?’ she asked.

“Out back,” he said moodily. “Bunchadamn foolishness, if you ask me.”

“What is?’

He gave asnort of laughter. “ Sally says he' stalkin' to the goddamn wind.”

Sarafet asif her heart had condtricted. “What do you mean?’

“Beatsthe Hell outtame,” said Weldon. “ Just more of Saly’snonsense.” But when their eyes met she
could sense his hopelessness and fear.

She broke for the door. Weldon grabbed at her arm, but she shook free and headed for the Japanese
pines back of the cottage. She brushed aside the branches and stopped short, suddenly afraid. The
bending and swaying of the weeds revedled adow circular passage of wind, asif the belly of agreat
beast were dragging across them, and at the center of the field stood Peter. His eyes were closed, his
mouth open, and strands of hair were floating above his head like the hair of adrowned man. The sight
stabbed into her, and forgetting her fear, sheran toward him, calling his name. She had covered hdf the
distance between them when a blast of wind smashed her to the ground.

Stunned and disoriented, shetried to get to her feet, but the wind smacked her flat again, pressing her
into the damp earth. As had happened out on the aggregate, garbage was rising from the weeds. Scraps
of plagtic, rusty nails, ayellowed newspaper, rags, and directly overhead, alarge chunk of kindling. She
was gill dazed, yet she saw with peculiar clarity how the bottom of the chunk was splintered and flecked
with whitish mold. It was quivering, asif the hand that held it were barely ableto restrain itsfury. And
then, as she redlized it was about to plunge down, to jab out her eyes and pulp her skull, Peter dived on
top of her. Hisweight knocked the breath out of her, but she heard the piece of kindling thunk against
the back of hishead; she sucked in air and pushed at him, rolling him away, and cameto her knees. He
was dead pale.

“Ishedl right?

It was Mills, lumbering across the field. Behind him, Weldon had hold of * Sconset Sally, who was
struggling to escape. Mills had come perhaps athird of the way when the garbage, which had fallen back
into the weeds, once more wasllifted into the air, swirling, jiggling, and -- as the wind produced one of its
powerful gusts -- hurtling toward him. For a second he was surrounded by a storm of cardboard and
plastic; then thisfell away, and he took a staggering step forward. A number of dark dots speckled his
face. Sarathought at first they were clots of dirt. Then blood seeped out around them. They were rusty
nailheads. Piercing hisbrow, his cheeks, pinning his upper lip to hisgum. Hegave no cry. Hiseyes
bulged, his knees buckled, he did an ungainly pirouette and pitched into the weeds.

Sarawatched dully asthe wind fluttered about Hugh Weldon and Saly, belling their clothes; it passed



beyond them, lashing the pine boughs and vanishing. She spotted the hump of Mills sbelly through the
weeds. A tear seemed to be carving acold groovein her cheek. She hiccuped, and thought what a
pathetic reaction to death that was. Another hiccup, and another. She couldn’t stop. Each successive
gpasm made her weaker, more unsteady, asif she were spitting up tiny fragments of her soul.

Vil

Asdaknessfdl, the wind poured through the streets of the village, playing itstrickswith the living, the
inanimate, and the deed. It wasindiscriminate, the ultimate free spirit doing its thing, and yet one might
have ascribed atouch of frudtration to its actions. Over Warren's Landing it crumpled aseagull into a
bloody rag, and near the mouth of Hither Creek it scattered fild mice into the air. It sent asparetire
rolling down the middle of Tennessee Avenue and skied shingles from the roof of the AHAB-ITAT. For
awhileit flowed about aimlesdy; then, increasing to tornado force, it uprooted a Japanese pine, just
yanked it from the ground, dangling huge black root bals, and chucked it like a spear through the side of
ahouse across the street. It repeated the process with two oaks and a hawthorn. Findly it began to blast
holesin thewalls of the houses and snatch the wriggling cresturesinsde. It blew off old Julia Stackpol€' s
cdlar door and sailed it down into the shelves full of preserves behind which she was hiding; it gathered
the broken glassinto a hurricane of knivesthat dashed her arms, her face, and -- most pertinently -- her
throat. It found even older George Coffin (who wasn't about to hide, becausein his opinion Hugh
Weldon was adamned fool) standing in hiskitchen, having just stepped back in after lighting his
barbecue; it swept up the coa's and hurled them at him with uncanny accuracy. Over the space of ahalf
hour it killed twenty-one people and flung their bodies onto their lawns, leaving them to bleed paein the
accumulating dusk. Its fury apparently abated, it dissipated to a breeze and -- zipping through shrubs and
pine boughs -- it fled back to the cottage, where something it now wanted was waiting in the yard.

VI

' Sconset Sally sat on the woodpile, sucking at a bottle of beer that she' d taken from Peter’s
refrigerator. She was as mad as awet hen because she had aplan -- agood plan -- and that brainless
wonder Hugh Weldon wouldn't hear it, wouldn't listen to adamn word she said. Stuck on being a hero,
he was.

The sky had degpened to indigo, and abig lopsided silver moon was leering a her from over the roof
of the cottage. She didn’t like its eye on her, and she spat toward it. The elemental caught the gob of spit
and spun it around highin theair, making it glisten oysterlike. Fool thing! Half mongter, haf awaloping,
invisble dog. It reminded her of that outsized old mae of hers, Rommel. One second he' d be going for
the mailman’ sthroat, and the next he' d be on his back and waggling his paws, begging for atreat. She
screwed her bottle into the grass so it wouldn't spill and picked up astick of kindling. “Here,” she said,
and shied the stick. “Fetch.” The dementa caught the stick and juggled it for afew seconds, then let it fall
a her feet. Sdly chuckled. “Me n you might get dong,” shetold theair. “’ Cause neither one of usgivesa
shit!” The beer bottle lifted from the grass. She made agrab for it and missed. “ Goddamn it!” sheydlled.
“Bring that back!” The bottle sailed to aheight of about twenty feet and tipped over; the beer spilled out,
collected in half adozen large drops that -- one by one -- exploded into spray, showering her.
Spuittering, she jumped to her feet and started to wipe her face; but the elemental knocked her back



down. A trickle of fear welled up inside her. The bottle till hovered above her; after asecond it plopped
into the grass, and the dementd curled around her, fidgeting with her hair, her collar, dithering inside her
raincoat; then, abruptly, asif something else had attracted its attention, it was gone. She saw the grass
flatten asit passed over, moving toward the Street. She propped hersdlf against the woodpile and finished
wiping her face; she spotted Hugh Weldon through the window, pacing, and her anger was rekindled.
Thought he was so goddamn masterful, did he? He didn’t know piss about the elemental, and there he
was, laughing at her plan.

Widll, screw him!

He' d find out soon enough that his plan wouldn't work, that hers was the reasonable one, the surefire
one.

A little scary, maybe, but surefire al the same.

It had come full dark by the time Peter regained consciousness. He moved his head, and the
throbbing nearly caused him to black out. Helay till, getting his bearings. Moonlight spilled through the
bedroom window, and Sarawas leaning beside it, her blouse glowing a phosphorescent white. From the
tilt of her head he judged that she was listening to something, and he soon distinguished an unusud pattern
to thewind: five notesfollowed by a glissando, which led to arepetition of the passage. It was heavy,
angry music, an ominous hook that might have been intended to signd the gpproach of avillain. Shortly
thereafter the pattern broke into athousand skirling notes, asif the wind were being forced through the
open stops of a chorus of flutes. Then another passage, this of seven notes, more rapid but equally
ominous. A chill, heplessfeding stole over Peter, like the drawing of a morgue sheet. That bresthy music
was being played for him. It was swelling in volume, asif -- and he was certain thiswas the case -- the
elemental was herdding his awakening, was once again sure of his presence. It wasimpatient, and it
would not wait for him much longer. Each note drilled that message home. The thought of being alone
with it on the open seaterrified him. Y et he had no choice. There was no way to fight it, and it would
amply keep on killing until he obeyed. If it weren't for the others he would refuse to go; hewould rather
die here than submit to that harrowing unnatura relationship. Or wasit unnatural? It occurred to him that
the history of thewind and Gabriela Pascua had agreat ded in common with the histories of many
human relationships. Degring; obtaining; neglecting; forgetting. It might be that the eemental was some
sort of core existence, that at the heart of every relationship lay ahowling emptiness, achaotic music.

“Sara,” hesad, wanting to deny it.

The moonlight seemed to wrap around her as she turned. She cameto sit beside him. “How are you
feding?’

“Woozy.” He gestured toward the window. “How long’ s that been going on?’

“It just started,” she said. “1t’s punched holesin alot of houses. Hugh and Sally were out awhile ago.
More people are dead.” She brushed alock of hair from hisforehead. “But...”

“But what?’

“We have aplan.”

The wind was playing eerietriplets, an agitated whistling that set Peter’ steeth on edge. “It better bea
doozy,” he said.

“Actudly, it sHugh’'s plan,” she said. “He noticed something out in the field. Theingtant you touched
me, the wind withdrew from us. If it hadn’t, if it had hurled that piece of wood at you instead of letting it
drop, you would havedied. And it didn’t want that... at least that’ swhat Sdlly says.”

“She' sright. Did shetdll you what it doeswant?’

“Yes.” Shelooked away, and her eyes caught the moonlight; they wereteary. “ Anyway, wethink it



was confused, that when we're close together it can't tell us gpart. And since it doesn’t want to hurt you
or Saly, Hugh and | are safe aslong as we maintain proximity. If Mills had just stayed where he wes...”

“Mills?

Shetold him. After amoment, still seeing Mill’ s nail-studded face in hismind’ s eye, he asked,

“What' sthe plan?’

“I'm going to ridein the jeep with Sally, and you' re going with Hugh. We'll drive toward Nantucket,
and when we reach the dump... you know that dirt road there that leads off into the moors?’

“The onethat leadsto Altar Rock? Y eah.”

“At that point you' Il jump into the jeep with us, and we'll head for Altar Rock. Hugh will keep going
toward Nantucket. Since it seemsto betrying to isolate thisend of theidand, he figuresit’ Il come after
him and we might be able to get beyond itsrange, and with both of us heading in different directions, we
might be able to confuse it enough so that it won't react quickly, and he'll be able to escape, too.” She
said dl thisin arush that reminded Peter of the way ateenager would try to convince her parentsto let
her stay out late, blurting out the good reasons before they had time to raise any objections.

“Y ou might be right about it not being ableto tell us apart when we' re close to each other,” he said.
“God knows how it sensesthings, and that seems plausible. But therest is stupid. We don't know
whether itsterritoridity islimited to thisend of theidand. And what if it doeslose track of meand Sdly?
What'sit going to do then? Just blow away? Somehow | doubt it. It might head for Nantucket and do
what it'sdone here”

“Sdly says she has abackup plan.”

“Chrigt, Saral” Gingerly, he eased up into asitting postion. “Saly’ s nuts. She doesn’'t have aclue”

“Well, what choice do we have?’ Her voice broke. “ Y ou can’'t gowith it.”

“You think | want to? Jesus!”

The bedroom door opened, and Weldon appeared silhouetted in ablur of orange light that hurt
Peter’ seyes. “Ready to travel?” said Weldon. * Sconset Sally was a his rear, muttering, humming,
producing a human gatic.

Peter svung hislegs off the bed. “ Thisis nuts, Weldon.” He stood and steadied himself on Sara's
shoulder. “You'rejust going to get killed.” He gestured toward the window and the constant music of the
wind. “Do you think you can outrun that in asquad car?’

“Mebbethisplan ain’'t worth ashit...” Weldon began.

“You got that right!” said Peter. “1f you want to confuse the eemental, why not split me and Sdly up?
One goes with you, the other with Sara. That way at |east there’ ssomelogic to this.”

“Way | figureit,” said Weldon, hitching up hispants, “it ain’'t your job to beriskin’ yoursdlf. It smine.
If Sdly, say, goeswith me, you'reright, that' d confuseit. But so might this. Seemsto meit’ saseager to
keep us normd peoplein lineasit isto run off with freekslike you' n Sally.”

“What...”

“Shut up!” Weldon eased a step closer. “Now if my way don’t work, you try it yours. And if that
don’t do it, then you can go for a cruise with the damn thing. But we don't have no guaranteesit’s gonna
let anybody live, no matter what you do.”

“No, but...”

“No buts about it! Thisismy bailiwick, and we re gonnado what | say. If it don’t work, well, then
you can do what you haveto. But 'til that happens...”

“’Til that happens you' re going to keep on making an ass of yoursdlf,” said Peter. “Right? Man, all
day you' ve been looking for away to assert your fucking authority! Y ou don’t have any authority inthis
dtuation. Don't you understand?’

Weldon went jaw to jaw with him. “Okay,” he said. “Y ou go on out there, Mr. Ramey. Go ahead.
Just march on out there. Y ou can use Mills s boat, or if you want something bigger, how "bout Saly’s.”
He snapped aglance back a Sdly. “That okay with you, Saly?” She continued muttering, humming, and
nodded her head. “ See!” Weldon turned to Peter. “ She don’t mind. So you go ahead. Y ou draw that
son of abitch away from usif you can.” He hitched up his pants and exhded; his breath smelled likea



coffee cup full of cigarette butts. “But if it wasme, I’d be’ bout ready to try anything e se.”

Peter’ slegsfelt rooted to the floor. He redlized that he had been using anger to muffle fear, and he did
not know if he could muster up the courage to take awalk out into the wind, to sail away into the terror
and nothingness that Gabriela Pascua had faced.

Saradipped her hand through hisarm. “ Please, Peter,” shesaid. “It can't hurt to try.”

Weldon backed off astep. “Nobody’ s blamin’ you for bein’ scared, Mr. Ramey,” hesaid. “I'm
scared mysdf. But thisisthe only way | can figureto do my job.”

“You'regoingtodie.” Peter had trouble swalowing. “I can't let you do that.”

“Youan't got nothin’ to say "bout it,” said Weldon. “’ Cause you got no more authority than me.
"Lessyou can tdll that thing to leave us be. Can you?’

Sard sfingerstightened on Peter’ sarm, but relaxed when he said, “No.”

“Thenwe |l do’er my way.” Weldon rubbed his hands together in what seemed to Peter hearty
anticipation. “Got your keys, SAly?’

“Yeah,” she said, exasperated; she moved close to Peter and put abird-claw hand on hiswrist.
“Don’t worry, Peter. Thisdon't work, | got somethin’ up my deeve. We'll pull afast one on that devil.”
She cackled and gave alittle whistle, like aparrot chortling over a piece of fruit.

Asthey drove dowly aong the streets of Madaket, the wind sang through the ruined houses, playing
passages that sounded mournful and questioning, asif it were puzzled by the movements of the jegp and
the squad car. Thelight of athree-quarter moon illuminated the destruction: gaping holesinthewalls,
denuded bushes, toppled trees. One of the houses had been given a surprised look, an O of amouth
where the door had been, flanked by two shattered windows. Litter covered the lawns. Flapping
paperbacks, clothing, furniture, food, toys. And bodies. Inthe silvery light their fleshwasaspade as
Swiss cheese, the wounds dark. They didn’t seem red; they might have been a part of agruesome
environment created by an avant-garde sculptor. A carving knife skittered along the blacktop, and for a
moment Peter thought it would jump into the air and hurtle toward him. He glanced over at Weldon to
see how hewastaking it al. Wooden-Indian profile, eyes on the road. Peter envied him his pose of duty;
he wished he had such aroleto play, something that would brace him up, because every shift in thewind
mede him fed frail and rattled.

They turned onto the Nantucket road, and Weldon straightened in his seat. He checked the rearview
mirror, keeping an eye on Sally and Sara, and held the speed at twenty-five. “Okay,” he said asthey
neared the dump and the road to Altar Rock. “1 ain’t gonnacometo afull stop, so when | give the word
you moveit.”

“All right,” said Peter; hetook hold of the door handle and let out acalming breath. “Good luck.”

“Yeah.” Weldon sucked at histeeth. “Sameto you.”

The speed indicator dropped to fifteen, to ten, to five, and the moonlit landscape inched past.

“Go!” shouted Weldon.

Peter went. He heard the squad car squeal off as he sprinted toward the jegp; Sara helped haul him
into the back, and then they were veering onto the dirt road. Peter grabbed the frame of Sara s sedt,
bouncing up and down. The thickets that covered the moors grew close to the road, and branches
whipped the Sdes of thejeep. Sdlly was hunched over the whed, driving like amaniac; she sent them
skipping over potholes, swerving around tight corners, grinding up thelittle hills. There was no timeto
think, only to hold on and be afraid, to await the inevitable appearance of the dementa. Fear wasa
metdlic taste in Peter’ s mouth; it wasin the white gleam of Sara s eyes as she glanced back at him and
the smears of moonlight that coursed along the hood; it wasin every breath he took, every trembling



shadow he saw. But by the time they reached Altar Rock, after fifteen minutes or so, he had begun to
hope, to haf-believe, that Weldon' s plan had worked.

Therock was almost dead center of theidand, itshighest point. It was a barren hill atop which stood
astone where the Indians had once conducted human sacrifices -- abit of history that did no good
whatsoever for Peter’ s nerves. From the crest you could see for miles over the moors, and the rumpled
pattern of depressonsand small hills had the ook of aseathat had been magically transformed to leaves
during amoment of fury. The thickets -- bayberry and such -- were dusted to asilvery green by the
moonlight, and the wind blew steadily, giving no evidence of unnatural forces.

Saraand Peter climbed from the jeep, followed after a second by Sdly. Peter’ slegs were shaky, and
he leaned against the hood; Saraleaned back beside him, her hip touching his. He caught the scent of her
hair. Sally peered toward Madaket. She was still muttering, and Peter made out some of the words.

“Stupid... never would listen to me... never would... son of abitch... keep it to my goddamn sdf....”

Saranudged him. “What do you think?’

“All wecandoiswait,” hesad.

“Weregoing to bedl right,” she said firmly; she rubbed the hedl of her right hand againgt the
knuckles of her left. It seemed the kind of childish gesture intended to ensure good luck, and it inspired
him to tenderness. He pulled her into an embrace. Standing there, gazing past her head over the moors,
he had an image of them as being the standard |lovers on the cover of a paperback, clinging together on a
lonely hill, with al probability spread out around them. A corny way of looking at things, yet he felt the
truth of it, the dizzying immersion that a paperback lover was supposed to fed. It was not asclear a
feding as he had once had, but perhaps clarity was no longer possible for him. Perhgpsdl his past clarity
had smply been an instance of faulty perception, aflash of immaturity, an adolescent misunderstanding of
what was possible. But whether or not that was the case, self-analysiswould not solve his confusion.
That sort of thinking blinded you to the world, made you disinclined to take risks. It was Ssmilar to what
happened to academics, how they became so committed to their theories that they began to rgject facts
to the contrary, to grow conservative in their judgments and deny theinexplicable, the magicd. If there
was magic in theworld -- and he knew there was -- you could only approach it by abandoning the
congtraints of logic and lessons learned. For more than ayear he had forgotten this and had constructed
defenses againgt magic; now inasingle night they had been blasted away, and at aterrible cost he had
been made capable of risking himsdlf again, of hoping.

Then he noticed something that wasted hope.

Another voice had been added to the natura flow of wind from the ocean, and in every direction, as
far asthe eye could see, the moon-silvered thickets were rippling, betraying the presence of far more
wind than was evident atop the hill. He pushed Sara away. She followed his gaze and put ahand to her
mouth. The immengty of the dementa stunned Peter. They might have been standing on acraginthe
midst of atroubled sea, one that receded into an interstellar dark. For the first time, despite hisfear, he
had an apprehension of the ementa’ s beauty, of the precison and intricacy of its power. One moment it
could be atendril of breeze, capable of ddlicate manipulations, and the next it could become an entity the
size of acity. Leaves and branches -- like flecks of black space -- were streaming up from the thickets,
forming into columns. Six of them, at regular intervas about Altar Rock, maybe a hundred yards awvay.
The sound of the wind evolved into aroar asthey thickened and grew higher. And they grew swiftly.
Within seconds the tops of the columns were lost in darkness. They did not have the squat, conical
shapes of tornadoes, nor did they twist and jab down their tails; they merely swayed, dender and
graceful and menacing. In the moonlight their whirling was amost undetectable and they looked to be
made of shining ebony, like Sx enormous savages poised to attack. They began moving toward the hill.
Splintered bushes exploded upward from their bases, and the roaring swelled into a dissonant chord: the
sound of a hundred harmonicas being blown at once. Only much, much louder.

The sght of * Sconset Sdlly scuttling for the jeep waked Peter from his daze; he pushed Sarainto the
rear seet and climbed in beside Sally. Though the engine was running, it was drowned out by the wind.
Sdly drove even less cautioudy than before; the idand was crisscrossed by narrow dirt roads, and it



seemed to Peter that they almost crashed on every one of them. Skidding sideways through aflurry of
bushes, flying over the crests of hills, diving down steep dopes. The thickets grew too high in most places
for him to see much, but the fury of the wind was al around them, and once, asthey passed aplace
where the bushes had been burned off, he caught aglimpse of an ebony column about fifty yards away. It
was traveling alongsde them, he redlized. Harrowing them, running them to and fro. Peter lost track of
where they were, and he could not believe that Sally had any better idea. She was trying to do the
impossible, to drive out the wind, which was everywhere, and her lips were drawn back in a grimace of
fear. Suddenly -- they had just turned east -- she dammed on the brakes. Saraflew hafway into the front
seet, and if Peter had not been braced he might have gone through the windshield. Farther along the road
one of the columns had taken a stand, blocking their path. It looked like God, he thought. An ebony
tower reaching from the earth to the sky, spraying clouds of dust and plant litter from its bottom. And it
was moving toward them. Slowly. A few feet per second. But definitely on the move. The jegp was
shaking, and the roar seemed to be coming from the ground benegth them, from the air, from Peter’s
body, asif the atoms of thingswere adl grinding together. Frozen-faced, Saly wrangled with the gearshift.
Sara screamed, and Peter, too, screamed as the windshield was sucked out of its frame and whirled off.
He braced himsdlf against the dash, but hisarms were weak and with arush of shame hefdt his bladder
go. The column was less than ahundred feet away, agreat spinning pillar of darkness. He could see how
the materid insdeit aligned itsdlf into tightly packed ringslike the segments of aworm. Theair was
syrupy, hard to bresthe. And then, miraculoudy, they were swerving avay fromit, away fromthe
roaring, backing along the road. They turned a corner, and Sally got the jeep going forward; she sent
them grinding up alargish hill... and braked. And let her head drop onto the steering whed! in an attitude
of despair. They were once again a Altar Rock.

And Hugh Weldon waswaiting for them.

Hewas sitting with his head propped against the boulder that gave the place its name. His eyeswere
filled with shadows. His mouth was open, and his chest rose and fell. Labored breathing, asif he had just
run along way. There was no sign of the squad car. Peter tried to call to him, but histongue was stuck to
his palate and al that came out was a strangled grunt. He tried again.

“Weldon!”

Sara gtarted to sob, and Sally gasped. Peter didn’'t know what had frightened them and didn’t care;
for him the process of thought had been thinned down to following onetrack at atime. He climbed from
the jeep and went over to the chief. “Weldon,” he said again.

Weldon sighed.

“What happened?’ Peter knelt beside him and put a hand on his shoulder; he heard ahissand felt a
tremor pass through the body.

Weldon’ sright eye began to bulge. Peter lost his balance and sat back hard. Then the eye popped
out and dropped into the dust. With a high-pitched whistling, wind and blood sprayed from the empty
socket. Peter fell backward, scrabbling at the dirt in an effort to put distance between himself and
Weldon. The corpse toppled onto its Side, its head vibrating as the wind continued to pour out, boiling up
dust benesth the socket. There was a dark smear marking the spot on the boulder where the head had
rested.

Until hisheart rate dowed, Peter lay staring a the moon, as bright and distant as awish. He heard the
roaring of thewind from dl sides and redlized that it was growing louder, but he didn’t want to admit to
it. Findly, though, he got to hisfeet and gazed out across the moors.

It was asif he were standing at the center of an unimaginably large temple, one forested with dozens
upon dozens of shiny black pillars rising from adark green floor. The nearest of them were about a
hundred yards away, and those were unmoving; but as Peter watched, othersfarther off began to dew
back and forth, gliding in and out of the Sationary ones, like dancing cobras. Therewas afever intheair,
apulse of heat and energy, and this as much asthe dienness of the sSght was what transfixed him and
held him immobile. He found that he had gone beyond fear. Y ou could no more hide from the e emental
than you could from God. It would lead him on to the seato die, and its power was so compelling that he



amost acknowledged itsright to do this. He climbed into the jeep. Saralooked beaten. Saly touched his
leg with apasied hand.
“Y ou can use my boat,” she said.

On the way back to Madaket, Sara sat with her hands clasped in her 1ap, outwardly calm but
inwardly turbulent. Thoughtsfired across her brain so quickly that they left only partia impressons, and
those were seared away by lightning strokes of terror. She wanted to say something to Peter, but words
seemed inadequate to dl she wasfeding. At one point she decided to go with him, but the decision
parked a sudden resentment. He didn’t love her! Why should she sacrifice hersdlf for him? Then,
redlizing that he was sacrificing himself for her, that he did love her or that at |least thiswas an act of love,
she decided that if she went it would make his act meaningless. That decison caused her to question
whether or not she was using his sacrifice to obscure her true reason for staying behind: her fear. And
what about the qudity of her fedingsfor him? Were they so uncertain that fear could undermine them?In
ablaze of irrationality she saw that he was pressuring her to go with him, to prove her love, something
she had never asked him to do. What right did he have? With haf her mind she understood the
unreasonableness of these thoughts, yet she couldn’t stop thinking them. Shefdt dl her emotions
winnowing, leaving her hollow... like Hugh Weldon, with only the wind inside him, propping him up,
giving him the semblance of life. The grotesqueness of the image caused her to shrink further insde
hersdf, and she just sat there, growing dim and empty, saying nothing.

“Buck up,” said Sdly out of the blue, and patted Peter’ sleg. “We got one thing left to try.” And then,
with what seemed to Saraan irrationa good cheer, she added: “But if that don’'t work, the boat’ s got
fishin' tackle and a coupla cases of cherry brandy on board. | was too damn drunk to unload 'em
yesterday. Cherry brandy be better’ n water for where you' re headed.”

Peter gave no reply.

Asthey entered the village, the elemental chased beside them, whirling up debris, scattering leaves,
tossing things high into the air. Playing, thought Sara. It was playing. Frisking dong like ahappy pup, like
apetulant child who' d gotten hisway and now was dl amiles. She was overwhelmed with hatred for it,
and she dug her nailsinto the seat cushion, wishing she had away to hurt it. Then, asthey passed Julia
Stackpol€ s house, the corpse of Julia Stackpole sat up. Its bloody head hung down, itsfrail arms
flapping. The entire body appeared to be vibrating, and with ahorrid digointed motion, amid aswirling of
papers and trash, it went rolling over and over and came to rest against abroken chair. Sara shrank back
into a corner of the seat, her breath ragged and shallow. A thin cloud swept free of the moon, and the
light measurably brightened, making the gray of the houses seem gauizy and immaterid; the holesin their
sides looked real enough -- black, cavernous -- asif the wals and doors and windows had only been a
facade concealing emptiness.

Saly parked next to a boathouse a couple of hundred yards north of Smith Point: arickety wooden
sructure the size of agarage. Beyond it a stretch of cam black water was figured by a blaze of
moonlight. “Y ou gonna have to row out to the boat,” Sdly told Peter. “Oarsarein here.” She unlocked
the door and flicked on alight. Theinside of the place was as dilapidated as Sdly hersdf. Raw boards;
spiderwebs spanning between paint cans and busted lobster traps; ajumble of two-by-fours. Saly went
sumping around, mumbling and kicking things, searching for the oars; her footsteps set the light bulb
dangling from the roof to swaying, and the light dopped back and forth over thewadlslike dirty yellow
water. Sara slegswere leaden. It was hard to move, and she thought maybe this was because there
weren't any moves |eft. Peter took afew stepstoward the center of the boathouse and stopped, looking
lost. His hands twitched at his sides. She had the ideathat his expression mirrored her own: dack,



spiritless, with bruised crescents under his eyes. She moved, then. The dam that had been holding back
her emotions burst, and her arms were around him, and she wastelling him that she couldn’t et him go
aone, teling him half-sentences, phrasesthat didn’t connect. “ Sara” he said, “Jesus.” He held her very
tightly. The next second, though, she heard adull thonk and he sagged against her, amost knocking her
down, and dumped to the floor. Brandishing atwo-by-four, Saly bent to him and struck again.

“What are you doing?’ Sara screamed it and began to wrestle with Sally. Their armslocked, they
waltzed around and around for amatter of seconds, the light bulb jiggling madly. Sdly sputtered and
fumed; spittle glistened on her lips. Findly, with a snarl, she shoved Saraaway. Sara staggered back,
tripped over Peter, and fell sprawling beside him.

“Ligten!” Sally cocked her head and pointed to the roof with the two-by-four. “Goddamniit! It's
workin'!”

Saracame warily to her feet. “What are you talking about?’

Sdly picked up her fisherman’ s hat, which had falen off during the struggle, and squashed it down
onto her head. “ The wind, goddamniit! | told that stupid son of a bitch Hugh Weldon, but oh, no! He
never listened to nobody.”

Thewind was rising and fading in volume, doing so with such aregular rhythm that Sara had the
impression of acreasture made of wind running frantically back and forth. Something splintered in the
distance.

“I don't understand,” said Sara.

“Unconsciousislikedead to it,” said Sally; she gestured at Peter with the board. “1 knew it was so,
'cause after it did for Millsit camefor me. It touched me up dl over, and | could tdll it’ d have me, then.
But that stupid bastard wouldn't listen. Had to do things his goddamn way!”

“It would have you?’ Saraglanced down at Peter, who was ungtirring, bleeding from the scalp. “ Y ou
mean instead of Peter?’

“’Coursethat’' swhat | mean.” Sdlly frowned. “Don’'t make no sensehim goin’. Y oung man with dl his
future ahead. Now me...” Sheyanked at thelapel of her raincoat asif intending to throw hersdf away.
“What | got to lose? A couplayearsof bein’ alone. | ain't eager for it, y’ understand. But it don’t make
sense any other way. Tried to tell Hugh that, but he was stuck on bein’ agoddamn hero.”

Her bird-bright eyes glittered in the webbed flesh, and Sarahad a perception of her that she had not
had since childhood: The zany old spirit, half-mad but with one eye fixed on some corner of crestion that
nobody else could see. She remembered dl the Sories. Sdly trying to signa the moon with ahurricane
lamp; Sally rowing through anor’ easter to pluck six sailors off Whale Shoals, Sally passing out dead
drunk at the ceremony the Coast Guard had given in her honor; Sdly loosing her dogs on the then-junior
senator from Massachusetts when he had come to present her amedal. Crazy Sally. She suddenly
seemed valuable to Sara

“You can't...” she began, but broke off and stared at Peter.

“Can’'t not,” said Sally, and clucked her tongue. “Y ou see somebody |ooks after my dogs.”

Sara nodded.

“And you better check on Peter,” said Sdly. “ Seeif | hit him too hard.”

Sara started to comply but was struck by athought. “Won't it know better thistime? Peter was
knocked out before. Won't it have learned?’

“| supposeit canlearn,” said Sdly. “But it’sred stupid, and | don't think it’ sfigured thisout.” She
gestured at Peter. “ Go ahead. Seeif he'sdl right.”

The hairs on Sara s neck prickled as she knelt beside Peter, and she was later to reflect that in the
back of her mind she had known what was about to happen. But even so she was startled by the blow.



X

It wasn't until late the next afternoon that the doctors allowed Peter to have visitors other than the
police. He was still suffering from dizziness and blurred vison, and mentaly speaking, he dternated
between periods of rdlief and depression. Seeing in hismind' s eye the mutilated bodies, the whirling
black pillars. Tensng asthe wind prowled aong the hospitd wals. In generd he felt walled off from
emotion, but when Sara came into the room those walls crumbled. He drew her down beside him and
buried hisfacein her hair. They lay for along time without speeking, and it was Sarawho findly broke
the sllence.

“Dothey believe you?’ she asked. “I don’t think they believe me.”

“They don't have much choice,” hesaid. “1 just think they don’t want to believeit.”

After amoment she sad, “Areyou going avay?’

He pulled back from her. She had never looked more beautiful. Her eyeswere wide, her mouth
drawn thin, and the gtrain of al that had happened to them seemed to have carved an unnecessary ounce
of fullnessfrom her face. “ That depends on whether or not you'll go withme,” hesaid. “1 don’t want to
stay. Whenever the wind changes pitch, every nervein my body signasan air raid. But | won't leave
you. | want to marry you.”

Her reaction was not what he had expected. She closed her eyes and kissed him on the forehead -- a
motherly, understanding kiss; then she settled back on the pillow, gazing camly at him.

“That wasaproposa,” he said. “Didn’t you catch it?’

“Marriage?’ She seemed perplexed by theidea.

“Why not? We' re qudified.” He grinned. “We both have concussions.”

“I don't know,” she said. “I love you, Peter, but...”

“But you don't trust me?’

“Maybethat’ s part of it,” she said, annoyed. “1 don’t know.”

“Look.” He smoothed down her hair. “ Do you know what really happened in the boathouse |ast
night?”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“I'll tell you. What happened was that an old woman gave her life so you and | could have achance
at something.” She started to speak, but he cut her off. “ That' s the bones of it. | admit the redlity’ sabit
more murky. God knowswhy Sally did what she did. Maybe saving liveswas areflex of her madness,
maybe shewastired of living. Maybe it just seemed agood idea at thetime. And asfor us, we haven't
exactly been Romeo and Juliet. I’ ve been confused, and I’ ve confused you. And aside from whatever
problems we might have as a couple, we have alot to forget. Until you camein | wasfeding
shell-shocked, and that’ safedling that’ s probably going to last for awhile. But like | said, the heart of the
meatter isthat Sally died to give us achance. No matter what her motives, what our circumstance, that’s
what happened. And we' d be foolsto let that chance dip away.” He traced the line of her cheekbone
with afinger. “1 love you. I’ ve loved you for along time and tried to deny it, to hold on to adead issue.
But that'sdl over.”

“We can't make this sort of decison now,” she murmured.

“Why not?’

“Yousaid it yoursdlf. You're shell-shocked. Soam I. And | don't know how | feel about...
everything.”

“Everything?Y ou mean me?’

She made a noncommittal noise, closed her eyes, and after amoment she said, “I need timeto think.”

In Peter’ s experience when women said they needed time to think, nothing good ever came of it.
“Jesus!” he said angrily. “Isthishow it has to be between people? One approaches, the other avoids,
and then they switch roles. Like insects whose mating instincts have been screwed up by pollution.” He
registered what he had said and had a flash fedling of horror. “Come on, Saral We re past that kind of
dance, aren’'t we? It doesn’'t have to be marriage, but let’s commit to something. Maybe we Il make a



mess of it, maybe we Il end up boring each other. But let’ stry. It might not be any effort at all.” He put
hisarms around her, brought her tight against him, and was immersed in a cocoon of heat and weakness.
Heloved her, heredized, with an intensity that he had not believed he could recapture. His mouth had
been smarter than hisbrain for once -- either that or he had talked himsdlf into it. The reasonsdidn’t
meatter.

“For Chrigt’ ssake, Saral” he said. “Marry me. Live with me. Do something with me!”

Shewas slent; her left hand moved gently over hishair. Light, distracted touches. Tucking acurl
behind his ear, toying with his beard, smoothing his mustache. Asif she were making him presentable. He
remembered how that other long-ago woman had become increasingly silent and distracted and gentlein
the days before she had dumped him.

“Damnit!” he said with agrowing sense of helplessness. “Answer me!”

Xl

On the second night out * Sconset SAlly caught sight of awinking red light off her port bow. Some
ship’sriding light. It brought atear to her eye, making her think of home. But she wiped the tear away
with the back of her hand and had another dug of cherry brandy. The cramped wheelhouse of the lobster
boat was cozy and relatively warm; beyond, the moonlit plain of the ssawasrisnginlight swells. Even if
you didn’t have nowhere good to go, she thought, wheels and keel's and wings gave a boost to your
spirit. Shelaughed. Especidly if you had a supply of cherry brandy. She had another dug. A breeze
curled around her arm and tugged at the neck of the bottle. “Goddamn it!” she squawked. “ Get away!”
She batted at the air asif she could shoo away the elemental, and hugged the bottle to her breast. Wind
uncoiled alength of rope on the deck behind her, and then she could hear it moaning about the hull. She
staggered to the wheelhouse door. “Whoo-oo-ooh!” she sang, mocking it. “ Don’'t be making your
godawful noisesa me, you sorry bastard! Go kill another goddamn fish if you want somethin’ to do. Just
leave me doneto my drinkin'.”

Waves surged up on the port side. Big ones, like black teeth. Sally amost dropped the bottlein her
surprise. Then she saw they weren't redlly waves but shapes of water made by the eemental. “You're
losin’ your touch, asshole!” she shouted. “1 seen better’ n that in the movies!” She dumped down beside
the door, clutching the bottle. The word movies conjured flashes of old films she' d seen, and she started
snging songs from them. Shedid “Singin’ inthe Rain” and “Blue Moon” and “Love Me Tender.” She
knocked back swallows of brandy in between the verses, and when she felt primed enough she launched
into her favorite. “The sound that you hear,” she bawled, “isthe sound of Sdlly! A joy to be heard for a
thousand years.” She belched. “The hills are dive with the sound of Sally...” She couldn’t recall the next
line, and that ended the concert.

Thewind built to ahowl around her, and her thoughts sank into a place where there were only dim
urges and nervesfizzling and blood whining in her ears. Gradudly she surfaced from it and found that her
mood had become one of regret. Not about anything specific. Just generd regrets. Generd Regrets. She
pictured him as an old fogey with awhite walrus mustache and a Gilbert-and-Sullivan uniform. Epaulets
the size of skateboards. She couldn’t get the picture out of her head, and she wondered if it stood for
something important. If it did, she couldn’t make it come clear. Like that line of her favorite song, it had
leaked out through one of her cracks. Life had leaked out the same way, and dl she could remember of it
was amuddle of lonely nights and sick dogs and scallop shells and haf-drowned sailors. Nothing
important sticking up from the muddle. No monument to accomplishment or romance. Hah! She'd never
met the man who could do what men said they could. The most reasonable men she’ d known were those
shipwrecked sailors, and their eyes big and dark asif they’ d seen into some terrible bottomland that had
sheared away their pride and stupidity. Her mind began to whirl, trying to get afix on life, to pinit down



like adead butterfly and know its patterns, and soon she redlized that she was literally whirling. Sowly,
but getting faster and faster. She hauled herself up and clung to the wheelhouse door and peered over the
sde. Thelobster boat was spinning around and around on the lip of abowl of black water severa
hundred yards across. A whirlpool. Moonlight struck a glaze down its dopes but didn’t reach the
bottom. Itsroaring, heart-stopping power scared her, made her giddy and faint. But after amoment she
banished fear. So thiswas death. It just opened up and swallowed you whole. All right. That wasfine by
her. She dumped againgt the wheelhouse and drank deeply of the cherry brandy, listening to thewind
and the singing of her blood as she went down not giving adamn. It sure beat puking up lifeagob a a
time in some hospital room. She kept durping away at the brandy, guzzling it, wanting to be as looped as
possible when the time came. But the time didn’t come, and before too long she noticed that the boat had
stopped spinning. The wind had quieted and the seawas calm.

A breeze coiled about her neck, dithered down her breast, and began curling around her legs, flipping
the hem of her dress. “Y ou bastard,” she said soddenly, too drunk to move. The eementa swirled
around her knees, belling the dress, and touched her between the legs. It tickled, and she swatted at it
ineffectually, asif it were one of the dogs snooting at her. But a second later it prodded her there again, a
little harder than before, rubbing back and forth, and she felt aquiver of arousdl. It startled her so that she
went rolling across the deck, somehow keeping her bottle upright. That quiver stuck with her, though,
and for an ingant ared craving dominated the broken mosaic of her thoughts. Cackling and scratching
hersdlf, she staggered to her feet and leaned on therail. The elementa was about fifty yards off the port
bow, shaping itsalf awaterspout, amoonstruck column of blackness, from the placid surface of the sea.

“Hey!” she shouted, wobbling along therail. *Y ou come on back here! I'll teach you anew trick!”

The waterspout grew higher, aglistening black serpent that whooshed and sucked the boat toward it;
but it didn’t bother Sally. A devilish joy wasin her, and her mind crackled with lightnings of pure
craziness. She thought she had figured out something. Maybe nobody had ever taken ared interest inthe
elemental, and maybe that waswhy it eventualy lost interest in them. Wellsir! Shehad aninterest iniit.
Damn thing couldn’t be any more stupid than some of her Dobermans. Snooted like one, for sure. She'd
teach it toroll over and beg and who knows what € se. Fetch methat fish, she'd tdll it. Blow me over to
Hyannis and smash the liquor-store window and bring me six bottles of brandy. She' d show it who was
boss. And could be one day she' d sail into the harbor at Nantucket with the thing on aleash. * Sconset
Sdly and her pet storm, Scourge of the Seven Sess.

The boat was beginning to tip and dew sdewaysin the pull of the waterspout, but Saly scarcely
noticed. “Hey!” she shouted again, and chuckled. “Maybe we can work things out! Maybe we' re meant
for each other!” Shetripped over awarp in the planking, and the arm holding the bottle flailed above her
head. Moonlight seemed to stream down into the bottle, igniting the brandy so that it glowed like amagic
dixir, adark red ruby flashing from her hand. Her maniaca laugh went sky-high.

“Y ou come on back herel” she screeched at the elementd, exulting in the wild frequencies of her life,
a the thought of hersdlf in league with thisidiot god, and unmindful of her true circumstance, of the
thundering around her and the tiny boat dipping toward the foaming base of the waterspout. “ Come back
here, damn it! We retwo of akind! We're birds of afeather! I'll sing you to deep each night! You'll
serve me my supper! I'll be your old cracked bride, and we' | have aHell of ahoneymoon whileit lasts!”

Black Coral
Firg published in Universe 14, edited by Terry Carr, Doubleday, 1984

The bearded young man who didn’t give adamn about anyone (or so he’ d just shouted -- whereupon



the bartender had grabbed his scaling knife and said, “Dat bein” deway of it, you can do your drinkin’
elsawherel”) came staggering out of the bar and shielded his eyes againg the afternoon glare. Violet
afterimages flared and fizzled under hislids. He eased down therickety stair, holding onto therail, and
stepped into the street, il blinking. And then, as he adjusted to the brightness, aragged man with
freckled cocoa-colored skin and a prophet’ s beard swung into view, blocking out the sun.

“Hot enough de sun duppy be writhin’ in de street, ain't it, Mr. Prince?’

Prince choked. Christ! That damned St. Ceciliarum was eating holesin his ssomach! Heredled. The
rum backed up into histhroat and the sun blinded him again, but he squinted and made out old Spurgeon
James, grinning, rotten teeth angled like untended tombstones, holding an empty Coke bottle whose
mouth was crusted with flies.

“Gottago,” sad Prince, lurching off.

“Y ou got work for me, Mr. Prince?’

Prince kept walking.

Old Spurgeon would lean on his shove dl day, reminisce about “ de back time,” and offer advice
(“Dat might go easier with de barrow, now”) while Prince swesated like adonkey and lifted concrete
blocks. Work! Still, for entertainment’ s sake done he' d be worth more than most of the black trash on
theidand. And theladinog! (“De dommed Sponnish!™) They’d work until they had enough to get drunk,
play sick, then vanish with your best tools. Prince spotted arooster pecking at a mango rind by the
roadside, elected him representative of theisand’ swork force, and kicked; but the rooster flapped up,
squabbling, lit on an overturned dinghy, and gave an assertive cluck.

“Wait dere amoment, Mr. Prince!”

Prince quickened his pace. If Spurgeon latched on, he’' d never let loose. And today, January 18,
marked the tenth anniversary of his departure from Vietnam. He didn’t want any company.

The yellow dirt road rippled in aheat haze that made the houses -- rows of weathered shanties set on
pilings against the storm tides -- gppear to be dancing on thin rubbery legs. Their tin roofs were buckled,
pitched at every angle, showing patches of rustlike scabs. That one -- tegtering on splayed pilings over a
dirt front yard, the shutter hung by asingle hinge, gray flour-sack curtain belling inward -- it dways
reminded him of a cranky old hen on her roost trying grimly to hatch anonexistent egg. He d seena
photograph of it taken seventy years before, and it had looked equally dejected and bedraggled then.
Well, dmogt. There had been a sapodillatree overspreading the roof.

“Givin' out awarnin’, Mr. Prince! Best you listen!”

Spurgeon, ragstattering in the breeze, sumbled toward him and nearly fell. Hewaved hisarmsto
regain his balance, like adrunken ant, toppled sideways, and fetched up againgt apam trunk, hugging it
for support. Prince, in dizzy sympathy with the sight, tottered backward and caught himsdlf on some
shanty steps, for a second going eye-to-eye with Spurgeon. The old man’s mouth worked, and a strand
of spittle eded out onto his beard.

Prince pushed off from the steps. Stupidity! That was why nothing changed for the better on Guanoja
Menor (derived from the Spanish guano and hoja, afair trandation being Lesser L eaf-shaped Piece of
Bird Shit), why unemployable drunks hounded you in the street, why the rum poisoned you, why the
shanties crashed from their perchesin the least of sorms. Unwavering stupidity! Theidanders built
outhouses on piers over the shallows where they bathed and fished the banks with no thought for
conservation, then wondered why they stank and went hungry. They cut off their fingersto win bets that
they wouldn'’t; they smoked black cora and inhaed gasoline fumesfor escape; they fought with conch
shells, wrapping their hands around the inner volute of the shell soit fit like a piky boxing glove. And
when the nearly-as-stupid ladinos had come from the Honduran mainland, they’ d been able to stedl and
swindle half theland on theidand.

Prince had learned from their example.

“Mr. Princel”

Spurgeon again, weaving after him, his palm outstretched. Angrily, Prince dug out a coin and threw it
a hisfeet.



“Dass s0 nice, dass so kind of you!” Spurgeon spat on the coin. But he stooped for it and, in
stooping, lost his baance and fdll, smashing his Coke bottle on a stone. There went fifty centavos. There
went two glasses of rum. The old man rolled in the street, too drunk to stand, smearing himsalf with
yellow dirt. “Even de sick dog gotsteeth,” he croaked. “ Just you remember dat, Mr. Prince!”

Prince couldn’t keep from laughing.

Meachem’ s Landing, the town (*aquaint segport, steeped in pirate legend,” prattled the guidebook),
lay adong the curve of abay inset between two scrub-thatched hills and served astheidand capital. At
midpoint of the bay stood the government office, alow white stucco building with diding glassdoorslike
achegp motd. Three prosperous-looking Spanish men were sitting on oil drumsin its shade, talking to a
soldier wearing blue fatigues. As Prince passed, an offshore breeze kicked up and blew scents of rotted
coconut, papaya, and creosote in from the customs dock, a concrete strip stretching one hundred yards
or sointo the glittering cobalt reach of the water.

There was avacancy about the scene, alethargy uniformly affecting its every eement. Cocds
twitched the ends of their fronds, leaning in over thetin roofs; a pariah dog sniffed at adried lobster claw
in the dust; ghost crabs scuttered under the shanties. It seemed to Prince that the tide of event had
withdrawn, leaving the bottom dwellers exposed, creating alull before some culminative action. And he
remembered how it had been the same on bright afternoonsin Saigon when passersby stopped and
listened to the whine of an incoming rocket, how the plastic flags on the Hondas parked in front of the
bars snapped in the wind, how a progtitute’' s monkey had screamed in its cage on hearing the distant
crump and everyone had laughed with relief. He fdt lessirritable, remembering, more at rights with the
commemorative nature of the day.

Beyond the government office, past the tiny public square and its dusty-leaved acacia, propped
againg the cement wall of the genera store, clinging to it like agaudy barnacle, was a shanty whose walls
and trim had been painted crimson and bright blue and pink and quarantine yelow. Itchy-sounding
reggee leaked from the closed shutter. Ghetto Liquors. He tramped heavily on the stair, letting them
know within that the drunkest mother on theidand, Ned His Bloody Mgesty Prince, was about to
integrate their little rainbow paradise, and pushed into the hot, dark room.

“Service!” he said, kicking the counter.

“What you want?’

Rudy Welcomes tirred behind the bar. A dash of light from a split seam in the roof jiggled on his
shaved skull.

“Saint Cecilial” Prince leaned on the bar, reconnoitering. Two men sat at arear table, their hair in
spiky dreadlocks, wraiths materidizing from the dark. The darkness was picked out by the purplish glow
of black lightsilluminating four Imi Hendrix posters. Though of idand stock, Rudy was American-born
and, like Prince, achild of the sixties and aveteran. He said that the lights and posters put him in mind of
abrothe on Tu Do Street, where he had won the money with which to establish Ghetto Liquors; and
Prince, recdling smilar brothels, found that the lights provided an excellent frame of reference for the
thoughtful, reminiscent stages of his drunk. The eerie purple radiance escaping the dender black canisters
seemed the crystallized expression of war, and he fancied the color emblematic of evil energiesand
duggish tropica demons.

“So thisyour big day for drinkin’.” Rudy did a pint bottle along the bar and resettled on his stoal.
“Don’'t you be gartin’ that war-buddy crap with me, now. | ain’t in the mood.”

“Shucks, Rudy!” Prince adopted a Southern accent. “Y ou know | ain’t war buddies with no nigger.”

Rudy stiffened but let it pass, he gave a disaffected grunt. “Don’t know why not, man. Y ou could



pass yoursalf. Way your hair’ s gotten all crispy and your skin's gone dark. See here?’

Helaid his hand on Prince s to compare the color, but Prince knocked it aside and stared,
chdlenging.

“Damn! Seem like Clint Eastwood done wandered into town!” Rudy shook his head in disgust and
moved off along the bar to change the record. The two men at the rear drifted across the room and
whispered with him, casting dy looks at Prince.

Prince basked in the tension. It further fleshed out hisframe of reference. Confident that he'd
established dominance, he took atable beside the shutter, relaxed, and sipped hisrum. Through agapin
the boards he saw a girl stringing up colored lights on the shanty opposite the bar. His private holiday had
this year coincided with Independence Day, dways cel ebrated upon the third Friday in January. Stalls
would sprout in the public square, offering strips of roast turtle and games of chance. Contending music
would blare from the bars -- reggae and salsa. Prince enjoyed watching street dancerslose their way in
the mishmash of rhythms. It emphasized the fact that neither the Spanish nor the idanders could cope with
the other’ s presence and further emphasized that they were celebrating two different events -- on the day
that Queen Victoriahad granted the idands their freedom, the Honduran military had sailed in and
established governance.

More stupidity.

The rum was Sitting easier on his somach. Prince mellowed and went with the purple lights, seeing
twisted black branchesin them, seeing the twilit junglein Lang Biang, and he heard the hiss of the
walkie-talkie and Leon’s stagy whisper, “Hey, Prince! | got afunny shadow in that bombax tree...” He
had turned his scope on the treg, following the course of the serpentine limbs through the grainy
empurpling ar. And then the stutter of automatic fire, and he could hear Leon’s screamsin theair and
carrying over theradio...

“Got somethin’ for help you celebrate, Mr. Prince.”

A thin hawk-faced man wearing frayed shorts dropped into the chair next to him, his dreadlocks
wriggling. George Ebanks.

Prince gripped the rum bottle, angry, ready to strike, but George thrust out a bristling something -- a
branch of black coral.

“Disde upful stuff, Mr. Prince,” he said. “Rifewith deidand’' s secret.” He pulled out aknife and
whittled at the branch. Curly black shavings fell onto thetable. “Y ou just scrapes de color off and dass
what you smokes.”

The branch intrigued Prince; it was dead black, unshining, hard to tell where each stalk ended and the
room’ s darkness began. He' d heard the stories. Old Spurgeon said it drove you crazy. And even older
John Anderson McCrae had said, “ De cora so black dat when you smokesit de color will rush into your
eyesand dlow you vison of de spirit world. And will allow dem sight of you.”

“What'sit do?’ he asked, tempted.

“It make you more apart of things. Dassal, Mr. Prince. Don't fret. We goin’ to smoke it with you.”

Rudy and the third man -- wiry, short Jubert Cox -- sidled up behind George' s shoulder, and Rudy
winked a Prince. George loaded the knife blade with black shavings and tamped them into a hash pipe,
then lit it, drawing hard until the hollows of his cheeks reflected the violet-red cod. He handed the pipe
across, awisp of smoke curling from histight-lipped smile, and watched Prince toke it down.

The smoke tasted vile. It had a mustiness he associated with the thousands of dead polyps (wasit
thousands per lungful or merely hundreds?) he' d just inhaed, but it was so cool that he did not concern
himsdlf with taste and noticed only the coolness.

Cold black stone lined histhroat.

The coolness spread to hisarms and legs, weighting them down, and heimagined it questing with
black tendrils through veins and arteries, finding out secret passages unknown even to hisblood. Drifty
stuff... alittle nauseous. And he didn’t seem to be inhaing anymore. Not redly. The smoke seemed to be
issuing of itsown valition from the pipestem, asilken rope, acold strangler’ s cord tying alabyrinthine
knot throughout hisbody...



“Take but atrifle, don't it, Mr. Prince?’” Jubert giggled.

Rudy lifted the pipe from his numbed fingers.

...anhd involving the fissures of hisbrainin an intricate design, binding histhoughtsinto acordline
structure. The bright gaps in the shutter planking dwindled, receded, until they were golden straws adrift
in the blackness, then golden pinpricks, then gone. And though he was initidly fascinated by this
production of the drug, asit progressed Prince became worried that he was going blind.

“Wuh...” Histongue wouldn’t work. His flesh was choked with black dust, distant from him, and the
coolness had degpened to a penetrating chill. And as afaint radiance suffused the dark, he imagined that
the process of the drug had been reversed, that now he was flowing up the pipestem into the heart of the
violet-red codl.

“Oh, disde upful stuff al right, Mr. Prince,” said George, from afar. “Dat what grows down to de
root of deidand.”

Rippling kelp beds faded in from the blackness, illuminated by aviolet glow, and Prince saw that he
was passing above them toward adim wall (the reef?) at whose base thousands upon thousands of
witchy fires burned, flickering, ranging in color from indigo to violet-white, al clinging (he saw, drawing
near) to the stalks and branches of black cord -- abristling jungle of coral, stalks twenty and thirty feet
high, and more. Thefireswere smaller than candle flames and did not seem as much presences asthey
did peepholesinto a cold furnace behind the reef. Maybe they were some sort of copepod,
bioluminescent and haf-alive. He descended among the stalks, moving aong the channel s between them.
Barracuda, deek triggerfish... There! A grouper -- four hundred poundsif it was an ounce -- angelfish
and rays... bones showed in negative through their luminous flesh. Schools of smdler fish darted asone,
stopped, darted again, into and out of the black branches. The place had a strange kinetic geometry, asif
it were theinnards of an organic machine whose creatures performed its functions by maneuvering in
precise patterns through itsinterstices, and in which the viol et fires served as the insane, empowering
thoughts within an inky skull. Beautiful! Thomas De Quincey Land. A jeweled shade, an occulted
paradise. Then, rising into the murk above him, an immense stalk -- a shadowy, sinister Chrissmas tree
poxed with flickering decorations. Sharks circled its upper reaches, cast in silhouette by the glow.
Severd of the fires detached from a branch and drifted toward him, eddying like dow moths.

“Dey just markin’ you, Mr. Prince. Don't be troubled.”

Where was George' s voice coming from? It sounded right insde hisear. Oh, well... Hewasn't
troubled. Thefireswere weird, lovely. One drifted to within afoot of his eyes, hovering there, its
violet-tipped edges shifting, not with the randomness of flame but with aflowing, patterned movement, a
complex pulse; its center was an iridescent white. Must not be copepods.

It drifted closer.

Very lovely. A wash of violet spread from its edges in and was absorbed by the whiteness.

It brushed againgt hisleft eye.

Prince svison went haywire, spinning. He had a glimpse of the sentingl sharks, ablurred impression
of thelatticework of shadow on the reef wall, then darkness. The cold touch, brief asit had been, asplit
second, had burned him, chilled him, asif ahypodermic had ever so dightly pricked the humor and
flooded him with anicy serum, leaving him shuddering.

“Dey bound him!” George?

“Bewatchful down dere, Mr. Prince.” Jubert.

The shutter banged open, and bright, sweet, warming sunlight poured in. He redlized he had falen. His
legs were entangled in an unyieding something that must be the chair.

“Youjust hed alittle fit, man. Happens sometimesthefirst time. Y ou gonna befine.”

They pulled him up and helped him out onto the landing and down the stair. He tripped and fell the
last three steps, weak and drunk, still shivering, fuddled by the sunlight.

Rudy pressed the rum bottle into his hands. “ Keep in the sun for awhile, man. Get your strength
back.”

“Oh, Mr. Prince!” A skinny black arm waved from the window of the gaudy box on gtilts, and he



heard smothered giggles. “Y ou got work for me, Mr. Prince?’

Severe physica punishment was caled for! Nobody was going to get away with bad-tripping him!

Prince drank, warmed himself, and plotted his revenge on the steps of the dilapidated Hotel Captain
Henry. (The hotel was named for Henry Meachem, the pirate whose crews had interbred with Carib and
Jamai can women, thereby populating the idand, and whose treasure was the foca point of many tall
tales.) A scrawny, just-ddivered bitch growled at him from the doorway. Between growls she worried
her inflamed teats, a nasty sucking that turned Prince’ s salivathick and ropy. He gave old Mike, the hotel
flunky, twenty-five centavos to chase her off, but afterward old Mike wanted more.

“I be ahbitch, mon! | strip de shadow from your back!” He danced around Prince, flicking puny left
jabs. Filthy, wearing colorless rags and a grease-stained baseball cap, flecks of egg yolk clotting his
iron-gray whiskers.

Prince flipped him another coin and watched as he ran off to bury it. The stories said that Mike had
been amiser, had gone mad when he’ d discovered dl his money eaten by mice and insects. But Roblie
Meachem, owner of the hotdl, said, “He just come home to us one mornin’. Didn’t have no recollection
of hisname, so we cdl him Mike after my cousinin Miami.” Still, the stories persasted. It wastheidand
way. (“ Say dething long enough and it be s0.”) And perhaps the stories had done some good for old
Mike, effecting a primitive psychothergpy and giving him alegend to inhabit. Mike returned from his
hiding place and sat beside the steps, drawing circlesin the dust with hisfinger and rubbing them out,
mumbling, asif he couldn’t get them right.

Prince flung his empty bottle over a shanty roof, caring not whereit fell. The clarity of histhoughts
annoyed him; the coral had sobered him somewhat, and he needed to regain hislost momentum. If Rita
Steedly wasn't home, well, he’ d be within ahaf mile of hisown bar, the Sea Breeze; but if shewas...
Her husband, an ecologist working for the government, would be off idand until evening, and Prince felt
certain that ago-round with Ritawould reorient him and reingtitute the mean drunken process which the
coral had interrupted.

Vultures perched on the pilings of Rita Steedly’ s dock, making them look like carved ebony posts.
Not an uncommon sight on theidand, but one Prince considered appropriate as to the owner’ s nature,
more o when the largest of them flapped up and landed with acrunch in apam top overlooking the sun
deck where shelay. The house was blue stucco on concrete pilings standing in apalm grove. Between
the trunks, the enclosed waters of the reef glittered in bands and swirls of aquamarine, lavender, and
green according to the varying depth and bottom. Sea grape grew close by the house, and the point of
land beyond it gave out into mangrove radicle.

As hetopped the stairs, Rita propped hersalf on her elbows, pushed back her sunglasses, and weakly
murmured, “Nedl,” asif summoning her lover to a deathbed embrace. Then she collgpsed again upon the
blanket, the exhausted motion of apae dead frond. Her body glistened with oils and swest, and her
bikini top was unhooked and had dipped partway off.

Prince mixed arum and papayajuice from the serving cart by the stair. “ Just smoked some black
coral with the boys down at Ghetto Liquors.” He looked back at her over his shoulder and grinned. “De



spiritstol’ medat | must purify myself wit” de body of awoman 'fore de moonishigh.”

“| thought your eyes were very yellow today. Y ou should know better.” She sat up; the bikini top
dropped down onto her arms. She lifted acoil of hair which had stuck to her breast, patting it into place
behind her ear. “There ain’'t anything on thisidand that’ s hedthy anymore. Even the fruit’s poisoned! Did
| tell you about the fruit?’

She had. Her little girl’ s voice grated on Prince, but he found her earnestness amusing, attractive for
its perversity. Her obsession with health seemed no less aproduct of traumathan did his own violent
disposition.

“It was just purple lights and mild discomfort,” he said, Sitting beside her. “But aheadache and a
drowsy sensation would be agood buzz to those black hicks. They tried to messwith my mind, but...”
Heleaned over and kissed her. “I made good my escape and came straightaway.”

“Jerry said he saw purplelights, too.” A grackle holding acigarette butt in its beak hopped up on the
railling, and Ritashooed it oOff.

“He smoked it?’

“Hesmokesit dl thetime. He wanted meto try it, but I’ m not poisoning myself any morethan | have
to with this... thisgarbage hegp.” She checked hiseyes. “ They’re getting as bad aseveryone dse's. Still,
they aren’'t as bad asthe peopl€ sin Arkansas. They were so yellow they dmost glowed in the dark.
Like phosphorescent urine!” She shuddered dramaticaly, sighed, and stared glumly up into the pams.
“God! | hatethisplacel”

Prince dragged her down to face him. “Y ou're atwitch,” he said.

“I'mnot!” shesaid angrily, but fingered loose the buttons of his shirt as shetaked. “Everything's
polluted down here. Dying. And it' sworse in the States. Y ou can see the wasting in peopl€e sfacesif you
know how to look for it. I’ vetried to talk Jerry into leaving, but he says he's committed. Maybe I’ ll leave
him. Maybe Il go to Peru. I’ ve heard good things about Peru.”

“You'll seethewasting in their faces,” said Prince.

Her arms did around his back, and her eyes opened and closed, opened and closed, the eyes of a
doll whose head you manipulated. Bardly seeing him, seeing something esein hisplace, some bad sgn or
ugly rumor.

As hisown eyes closed, as he stopped thinking, he gazed out past her head to the glowing,
many-colored seaand saw in the pale sky aong the horizon aflash of theway it had been after a
burn-off: the full-boreimmensty and silence of the light; the clear, innocent air over paddies and pams
blackened like matchsticks; and how they’ d moved through the dead land, crunching the scorched, brittle
stalks underfoot, unafraid, because every snake within mileswas now just ashadow in the cinders.

Drunk, blind, old John Anderson McCrae wastelling stories at the Sea Breeze, and Prince wandered
out onto the beach for some peace and quiet. The wind brought fragments of the cresky voice. “...Da
cross were studded with emeralds... and sapphires...” The story about Meachem’s gold cross
(supposedly buried off the west end of the idand) was John’ s masterpiece, told only at great expenseto
the listener. He told how Meachem’ s ghost appeared each time his treasure was threatened, huge, a
congtellation made of theidand stars. “...and de round end of his peg leg were de moon shine down...”
Of course, Meachem had had two sound legs, but the knowledge didn’t trouble John. “ A mon’s ghost
may suffer injury every bit asde mon,” he'd say; and then, to any further chalenge, “Well, de truth may
belackin' init, but it capture de spirit of detruth.” And he' d laugh, spray hisrummy breeth in the tourists
faces, and repeat his commonplace pun. And they would pay him more because they thought he was
cute, colorful, and benesth them.



White cumulus swelled from the horizon, and the stars blazed overhead so bright and jittery they
seemed to have a pulse in common with the rattle of the Sea Breeze' s generator. The reef crashed and
hissed. Prince screwed his glassinto the sand and settled back against apalm trunk, angled so he could
see the deck of the bar. Benches and tables were built around coconut palms that grew up through the
deck; orangelightsin the form of plastic pamswere mounted on the trunks. Not an unpleasant place to
gt and watch the sea.

But the interior of the Sea Breeze bordered on the monstrous: lamps made of transparent-skinned
blowfish with bulbsin their somachs; treasure maps and T-shirtsfor sale; agiant jukebox glowing red
and purple like the crown jewe sin a protective cage of two-by-fours; garish pirate muras on thewals;
and skull-and-crassbones pennants hanging from the thatched roof. The bar had been built and painted
to smulate atreasure chest withitslid gar. Three Carib skulls sat on shelves over the bottles, with red
bulbsin their jaws that winked on and off for birthdays and other celebrations. It was histempleto the
supidity of GuanojaMenor; and, being hisfirst acquisition, memoridized a commitment he had madeto
the grotesque heart of acquisition itself.

A burst of laughter, shouts of “Watch out!” and “ Good luck!” and old John appeared at therailing,
groping hisway aong until he found the stair and stumbled down onto the beach. He weaved back and
forth, poking the air with his cane, and sorawled in the sand a Prince sfeet. A withered brown dummy
stuffed into rags and flung overboard. He sat up, cocking his head. “Who' sdere?” Thelightsfrom the
Sea Breeze reflected off his cataracts; they looked like raw silver nuggets embedded in his skull.

“Me, John.”

“Isdat you, Mr. Prince? Wdll, God blessyou!” John patted the sand, fedling for his cane, then
clutched it and pointed out to sea. “L ook, Mr. Prince. Dere where de Miss Faye go turtlin’ off to de
Chinchorro Bank.”

Prince saw the riding lights moving toward the horizon, the indigo light rocking on the mastheed, then
wondered how inthe Hell...

Theindigo light swooped at him, darting across miles of wind and water in an ingant, into his eyes.
Hisvison went purple, normalized, purpled again, asif the thing were a police flasher going around and
around in his head.

And it was cold.

Searing, immobilizing cold.

“Ain’'t disafine night, Mr. Prince? No matter how blind amon gets, he can recognize afine night!”

With atremendous effort Prince clawed at the sand, but old John continued talking.

“Dey say deidand take hold of amon. Now dat hold be gentle’ cause deidand bear noiill against
dem dat dwell upon it in de lawful way. But dose det lordsit over deidand, comesanight dereruleis
done”

Prince wanted badly to scream because that might rel ease the cold trapped inside him; but he could
not even strain. The cold possessed him. He yearned after John’ swords, not listening but stretching out
toward them with hiswish. They issued from the soft tropic air like the ends of warm brown ropes
dangling just beyond his frozen grasp.

“Disidand poor! And de peoplefools! But | know you hear de sayin’ dat even de sick dog gots
teeth. Wdll, disidand gots teeth dat grows down to de center of things. De Carib say dat dere’ sa spirit
from before de back time locked into de idand’ s root, and de Baptist say dat de idand be afountainhead
of deHoly Spirit. But no matter what de truth, de people have each been granted a portion of dat spirit.
And dat spirit legion now!”

Thelight behind Prince' s eyeswhirled so fast he could no longer distinguish periods of normd vision,
and everything he saw had a purplish cast. He heard his entire agony asatiny, scratchy sound degpin his
throat. He toppled on his side and saw out over the bumpy sand, out to a point of land where wild palms,
in dlhouette againgt avivid purple sky, shook their fronds like plumed African dancers, writhing up,
ecdatic.

“Dat spirit have drove off de English! And one day it will drive de Sponnish home! It dow, but it



certain. And dat iswhy we celebrate dis night... * Cause on dis very night all dose not of de spirit and de
law must come to judgment.”

John’ s shoes scraped on the sand.

“Wél, I'll be dong now, Mr. Prince. God blessyou.”

Even when his head had cleared and the cold dissipated, Prince couldn’t work it out. If Jerry Steedly
smoked this suff dl thetime, then he must be having an abnormd reaction. A flashback. The thing to do
would be to overpower the drug with depressants. But how could old John have seen the turtling boat?
Maybe it never happened? Maybe the coral Smply twitched redity abit, and everything snce Ghetto
Liquors had been ared-life fantasy of amazing exactitude. He finished hisdrink, had another, steedied
himsdlf, and then hailed the jitney when it passed on itsway to town, on his way to see Rudy and Jubert
and George.

Vengeance would be the best antidote of al for this black sediment within him.

Independence Day.

The shanties dripped with colored lights, and the dirt road glowed orange, crisscrossed by dancers
and drunkswho collided and fell. Skinny black casudties lay underneeth the shanties, striped by light
shining down through the floorboards. Y oung women danced in the bar windows; older, fatter women,
their hair in turbans, glowering, stood beside tubs of |obster salad and tables laden with coconut bread
and padtries. The night was raucous, blaring, hooting, shouting. All the dogswerein hiding.

Prince stuffed himself on therich food, drank, and then went from bar to bar asking questions of men
who pawed his shirt, rolled their eyes, and passed out for an answer. He could find no trace of Rudy or
George, but he tracked Jubert down in ashanty bar whose sole designation as a bar was a cardboard
sign, tacked on apam tree beside it, which read FRENLY CLUB NO RIOT. Prince lured him outside
with the promise of marijuana, and Jubert, supidly drunk, followed to a clearing behind the bar where
dirt trails crossed, a patch of ground bounded by two other shanties and bananatrees. Prince smiled a
smile of good felowship, kicked him in the groin and the sscomach, and broke Jubert’ s jaw with the hedl
of hishand.

“Short cut draw blood,” said Prince. “Ain’t dat right. Y ou don't trick with de mighty.”

He nudged Jubert’ sjaw with histoe.

Jubert groaned; blood welled from his mouth, puddling black in the moonlight.

“Comeback at meand I'll kill you,” said Prince.

He sat cross-legged beside Jubert. Moonlight saturated the clearing, and the tattered bananaleaves
seemed made of gray-green silk. Their trunks showed bone white. A plastic curtain in ashanty window
glowed with mystic roses, lit by the ail lamp insde. Jukebox reggae chip-chipped at the soft night, distant
laughter...

He et the clearing come together around him. The moon brightened as though afilm had washed from
itsface; the light tingled his shoulders. Everything -- shanties, palms, bananatrees, and bushes --
sharpened, loomed, grew more encircling. He felt ameasure of hilarity on seeing himself ashe' d beenin
thejungle of Lang Biang, freakishly aert. It conjured up clichéd movieimages. Prince, the veteran
maddened by memory and distanced by trauma, compelled to relive his nightmares and hunt down these
meady offendersin the derdlict town. The violent American legend. The war-torn Prince of the cinema.
He chuckled. Hislife, he knew, was devoid of such thematic material.

Hewasfree of compulsion.

Thousands of tiny shake-hands lizards were dithering under the bananatrees, running over the sandy
soil on their hind legs. He could see the disturbance in the weeds. A hibiscus blossom nodded from



behind a shanty, an exatic lure dangling out of the darkness, and the shadows benegth the pamswere
deep and redtless... not like the shadows in Lang Biang, still and green, high in the vaulted trees. Spirits
had lived in those trees, so the stories said, demon-things with iron beaks who' d chew your soul into
rags. Once he had shot one. It had been (they told him) only alargefruit bat, deranged, probably by
some chemicd poison, drivento fly a himin broad daylight. But he had seen ademon with an iron besk
sail from agreen shadow and fired. Nearly every round must have hit, because dl they’ d found had been
scraps of bloody, leathery wing. Afterward they called him Deadeye and described how he' d bounced
the bat aong through the air with bursts of unbelievable accuracy.

Hewasn't afraid of spirits.

“How you doin’, Jube?’ Prince asked.

Jubert was staring at him, wide-eyed.

Clouds swept across the moon, and the clearing went dark, then brightened.

“Deré shig vultures up dere, Jubert, flyin' ’ cross de moon and screamin’ your name.”

Princewas alittle afraid of the drug, but less afraid of the idanders -- nowhere near as afraid as
Jubert was of him right now. Prince had been much more afraid, had cried and soiled himsdlf; but he'd
aways emptied his gun into the shadows and stayed stoned and dert for eleven months. Fear, he'd
learned, had its own continuum of right actions. He could handleiit.

Jubert made agurgling noise.

“Got aquestion, Jube?’ Prince leaned over, solicitous.

A sudden gust of wind sent adead frond crashing down, and the sound scared Jubert. He tried to lift
his head and passed out from the pain.

Somebody shouted, “Listen to dat boy sing! Oh, he dick, mon!” and turned up the jukebox. Thetinny
music broke Prince s mood. Everything looked scattered. The moonlight showed the grime and
dovenliness of the place, the sprinkles of chicken droppings and the empty crab shells. He' d lost most of
his enthusiasm for hunting down Rudy and George, and he decided to head for Maud Price s place, the
Golden Dream. Sooner or later everyone stopped in at the Dream. It wastheidand’ s gambling center,
and because it was an anomaly among the shanties, with their two stucco roomslit by naked light bulbs,
drinking there conferred a certain prestige.

He thought about telling them in the bar about Jubert, but decided no and Ieft him for someone dseto
rob.

Rudy and George hadn’t been in, said Maud, smacking down a bottle on the counter. Bar flies
buzzed up from the spills and orbited her like haywire eectrons. Then she went back to chopping fish
heads, scaling and filleting them. Monstroudly fat and jet black, bloody smears on her white dress. The
record player at her elbow ground out warped Freddy Fender tunes.

Prince spotted Jerry Steedly (who didn’t seem glad to see Prince) Sitting at atable long the wall,
joined him, and told him about the black cordl.

“Everybody seesthe samethings,” said Steedly, uninterested. “The reef, thefires...”

“What about flashbacks? Isthat typical ?’

“It happens. | wouldn't worry about it.” Steedly checked hiswatch. Hewasin hisforties, fifteen years
older than Rita, agangly Arkansas hick whaose brush-cut red hair was going gray.

“I’'m not worried,” said Prince. “ It was fine except for the fires or whatever they were. | thought they
were copepods at first, but | guessthey were just part of thetrip.”

“Theidandersthink they’re spirits.” Steedly glanced toward the door, nervous, then looked at Prince,
dead serious, asif he were considering a degp question. He kicked back in his chair and leaned againgt



thewadll, decided, haf-amiling. “Know what | think they are? Aliens.”

Prince made a show of staring goggle-eyed, gave adumb laugh, and drank.

“Nokiddin’, Neal. Parasites. Actually, copepods might not be so far off. They’re not intelligent.

They' re reef dwellersfrom the next continuum over. The cora opensthe perceptud gates or letsthem
seethe gates that are dready there, and... Wham! They latch right on. They induce alow-grade telepathy
in human hogts. Among other things.”

Steedly scraped back his chair and pointed at the adjoining room where people thronged, waving
cards and money, shouting, losers threastening winners. “1 gotta go lose some money, Nedl. Y ou take it

“Areyou trying to mess me around?’ Prince asked with mild incredulity.

“Nope. It'sjust atheory of mine. They exhibit colonial behavior likealot of smal crustaceans. But
they may be spirits. Maybe spirits aren’t anything more than vague animd things dopping over from
another world and setting their hooksin your soul, infecting you, dwelling in you. Who knows? | wouldn’t
worry about it, though.”

Hewalked away.

“Say Hi to Ritafor me,” Prince called.

Steedly turned, struggling with himsdf, but he smiled.

“Hey, Ned,” hesaid. “It'snot over.”

Prince nursed his rum, cocked an eye toward the door whenever anyone entered (the place was
rapidly filling), and watched Maud gutting fish. A light-bulb sun dangled inches over her head, and he
imagined her with a necklace of skeletons, reaching down into abucketful of little slver-scaled men. The
thunk of her knife punctuated the babble around him. He drowsed. Idly, he began listening to the
conversation of three men at the next table, resting hishead againgt thewall. If he nodded out, Maud
would wake him.

“Demon an't got good sense, dways spittin’ and fumin’!”

“He harsh, mon! Dere’ sno denyin’.”

“Harsh? De mon worse den dat. Now deway Arlietdl it...”

Arlie? Hewondered if they meant Arlie Brooks, who tended bar at the Sea Breeze.

“...dat Mary Ebanks bled to death...”

“Dey say dat de stain where she bled il shine at night on de floor of de Sea Breeze!”

Maybeit was Arlie.

“Dat befool duppy talk, mon!”

“Well, never mind dat! He never shot her. Dat was Eusebio Conegjo from over at Sandy Bar. But de
mon might have saved her with his knowledge of woundsif he had not run off a de gunshot!”

“Ain’'t he de one dat stole dat gold cross from old Byrum Waters?’

“Correct! Told him dat de gold have gone bad and dass why it so black. And Byrum, not mindful of
deways of gold, didn’t know dat was only tarnish!”

“Dat was de treasure lost by old Meachem? Am [ right?’

“Correct! De Carib watched him bury it, and when he gone dey moveit to de hills. And den when
Byrum found it hetold his American friend. Hah! And dat friend become awedthy mon and old Byrum
go to de ground wrapped in a blanket!”

That was his cross! That was him they were talking about! Outraged, Prince came up out of his
stupor and opened his eyes.

Then he sat very ill.



The music, the shouts from the back room, the conversations had died, been sheared away without
the least whisper or cough remaining, and the room had gone black... except the ceiling. And it brimmed,
seethed with purplefire: swirls of indigo and roya purple and violet-white, a pattern smilar to the
enclosed waters of thereef, asif it, too, sgnaled varying depths and bottoms; incandescent looking,
though, arectangle of violent, shifting light, like acorpse sfirst glimpse of sky when his coffinis opened
upinHdl... and cold.

Prince ducked, expecting they would swoop at him, pin him againgt the freezing darkness. But they
did not. One by one the fires separated from the blazing ceiling and flowed down over thewalls, settling
on the creases and edges of things, outlining them in points of flickering radiance. Their procession
seemed dmogt ordered, sately, and Prince thought of acongregation filing into their alotted pews
preparatory to some great function. They illuminated the rumplesin ragged shirts (and the ragged ends, as
well) and thewrinklesin faces. They traced the shapes of glasses, bottles, tables, spiderwebs, the eectric
fan, light bulbs and their cords. They glowed nebular in the liquor, they became the smoldering ends of
cigarettes, they mapped the spills on the counter and turned them into miniature phosphorescent sess.
And when they had dl taken their places, their design complete, Prince sat dumbstruck in the midst of an
incredibly detailed constellation, one compaosed of ghostly purple stars against an ebony sky -- the
congtellation of atropic barroom, of Maud Price' s Golden Dream.

He laughed, aventuring laugh; it sounded forced even to his own ears. There was no door, he
noticed, no window outlined in purplefire. He touched the wall behind him for reassurance and jerked his
hand away: It was freezing. Nothing moved other than the flickering, no sound. The blacknessheld him
fast to his chair asthough it were a swvamp sucking him under.

“I' hurt bad, mon! It hurt insde my head!” A bleary and distressed voice. Jubert’ s voicel

“Mon, | hurt you bad mysdlf and you dip me de black cora!”

“Dassdetruth!”

“De mon had deright to take action!”

Other voices tumbled forth in argument, most of them drunken, sodden, and seeming to issue from
starry brooms and chairs and glassware. Many of them took his side in the matter of Jubert’ s beating --
that, he redlized, was the topic under discussion. And he waswinning! But still other voices blurted out,
accudang him.

“Hetook dat fat Y ankee tourist down to print old Mrs. Ebanks with her camera, and Mrs. Ebanks
shamed by it!”

“No, mon! | not dat shamed! Let not dat be against him!”

“He pay mefor dethree barracuda and take de five!”

“He knock me down when | tell him how hefavor dat cousin of minedat livein Ceibal”

“He beat me...”

“He cheat me...”

“Hecurseme...”

The voices argued points of accuracy, mitigating circumstances, and accused each other of
exaggeration. Their logic was faulty and stupidly conceived. It had the fed of malicious, drunken gossip,
asif agroup of idanderswereloitering on some dusty street and disputing thetruth of atall tale. Butin
this case it was his tale they disputed; for though Prince did not recognize dl the voices, he did recognize
his crimes, his prideful excesses, hisdursand petty dights. Had it not been so cold, he might have been
amused, because the genera consensus appeared to be that he was no worse or better than any of his
accusers and therefore merited no outrageous judgment.

But then awheezy voice, the expression of adulled, ancient sensbility, said, “I found dat gold crossin
acave up on Hermit'sRidge...”

Prince panicked, sprang for the door, forgetting there was none, scrabbled at the stony surface, fell,
and crawled dong, probing for an exit. Byrum'’ s voice harrowed him.

“And | cometo himand say, ‘Mr. Prince, | got disterrible pain in de chest. Can’t you give me
money? | know dat your money come from meltin’ down de gold cross” And he say, ‘Byrum, | don’t



givejack shit about your chest!” And den he show me de door!”

Prince collapsed in a corner, eyes fixed on the starry record player from which the old man’svoice
came. No one argued against Byrum. When he had finished there was asilence.

“The bastard' s been deeping with my wife,” said atwangy American voice.

“Jerry!” Princeydled. “Where are you?’

A congtdlate bottle of rum was the source of the voice. “Right here, you son...”

“Dere sto benotakin’ with de mon before judgment!”

“Dassright! De spirits make dat clear!”

“These damn thingsaren’t spirits...”

“If dey ain’'t, den why Byrum Watersin de Dream tonight?’

“Demon can’'t hear de voices of de spirits’ cause he not of deidand hissef!”

“Byrum’snot here! I"'vetold you people so many times |’ m sick of it! These thingsinduce telepathy in
humans. That means you can hear each others minds, that your thoughts resonate and amplify each
others', maybe even tap into somekind of collective unconscious. That's how...”

“1 believe somebody done pelt arock at de mon’s head! He crazy!”

The matter of the purple fireswas tabled, and the voices discussed Prince s affair with Rita Steedly
(“Deré' sno proof de mon been messin’ with your wifel”), reaching amajority opinion of guilty on what
seemed to Prince shaky evidence indeed. The chill in the room had begun to affect him, and though he
noticed that unfamiliar voices had joined the dialogue -- British voices whose speech was laden with
archaisms, guttural Carib voices -- he did not wonder at them. He was far more concerned by the
trembling of his muscles and the dow, flabby rhythm of his heart; he hugged his knees and buried his head
in them for warmth. And so he hardly registered the verdict announced in Byrum Waters' s cracked
whisper (“Deidand never cast you out, Mr. Prince’) nor did he even hear the resultant argument (“ Dat
al yougoin' totel him?’ “De mon have aright to hear hisfate!”) except asa stupid hypnatic round that
dazed him further and increased the chill, then turned into ghostly laughter. And he did not notice for quite
awhilethat the chill had lessened, that the light filtering through hislids was ydlow, and that the laughter
was not voiced by spectrd fires but by ragged drunks packed closaly around him, swesting, howling, and
dopping their drinks on hisfeet. Their gap-toothed mouths opened wider and wider in hisdimming sight,
asif hewerefdling into the jaws of ancient animals who had waited in their jungle centuriesfor such as
he. Fat moths danced around them in the air.

Prince pushed feebly at the floor, trying to stand. They laughed louder, and he felt hisown lipstwitch
inasmile, an involuntary reaction to al the good humor in the room.

“Oh, damn!” Maud dammed the flat of her hand down on the counter, starting up the bar fliesand
hiccuping Freddy Fender’ swail. Her smile wasfierce and malefic. “How you like dat, Mr. Prince? Y ou
one of us now!”

He mugt’ ve passed out. They must’ ve dumped him in the street like asack of manure! His head swvam
as he pulled himself up by the window ledge; his hip pocket clinked on the stucco wall... rum bottle. He
fumbled it out, swallowed, gagged, but felt it strengthen him. The town was deed, lightless, and winded.
He reded againgt the doorway of the Dream and saw the moldering shanties swing down beneath running
banks of moonlit cloud. Peaked and eerie, witches hats, the sharp jut of folded black wings. He couldn’t
think.

Dizzy, he staggered between the shantiesand fell on dl foursin the shalows, then soaked hishead in
the wavd ets [gpping the shingle. There were dippery things under his hands. No telling whét... hog guts,
kelp. He sat on apiling and let the wind shiver him and straighten him out. Home. Better than fighting off



the rabid dog at the Hotel Captain Henry, better than passing out again right here. Two and ahaf miles
across idand, no more than an hour even in his condition. But watch out for the purple fires! He laughed.
The sllence gulped it up. If thiswerejust the drug doing tricks... God! Y ou could make afortune selling it
inthe States.

“Y ou scrapes off de color and dass what you smokes,” he sang, calypso style. “De black coral takes,
boom-boom, just one toke.”

He giggled. But what the Hell were those purplefires?

Duppies? Aliens? How * bout the purple souls of the niggers? The niggers stinging purple souls!

Hetook another drink. “Better ration it, pilgrim,” he said to the dark road in his best John Wayne.
“Or you'll never reach thefort divel”

And like John Wayne, he’ d be back, he'd chew out the bullet with histeeth and brand himself clean
with ared-hot knife and blow holesin the bad guys.

Oh, yeah!

But suppose they were spirits? Aliens? Not hallucinations?

So what!

“I one of dem, now!” he shouted.

He breezed the first two miles. The road wound through the brush-covered hills at an easy grade.
Stars shonein the west, but the moon had gone behind the clouds and the darkness was as thick as mud.
Hewished he' d brought hisflashlight.... That had been thefirst thing that had attracted him to theidand:
how the people carried flashlights to show their pathsin the hills, along the beaches, in the towns after the
generators had been shut down. And when an ignorant, flashlightless stranger came by, they’d shinea
path from your feet to theirs and ask, “How de night?’

“Beautiful,” he d replied; or, “Fine, just fine” And it had been. He d loved everything about theidand
-- the stories, the musical cadences of idand speech, the sea-grape trees with their funny round leathery
leaves, and the glowing, many-colored sea. He' d seen that the idand operated along an ingenious and
flexible principle, one capable of accommodating any contrary and eventualy absorbing it through a
process of calm acceptance. He' d envied the idanders their peaceful, unhurried lives. But that had been
before Vietnam. During the war something inside him had gone irreversibly stone-cold sober, screwed up
hisnatural high, and when he returned their idyllic lives had seemed despicable, listless, abacterid culture
shifting onitsdide.

Every now and then he saw the peak of athatched roof in silhouette againgt the stars, strands of
barbed wire hemming in afew acres of scrub and bananas. He stayed dead center in the road, away
from the deepest shadow, sang old Stones and Dylan, and fueled himsdlf with hitsof rum. It had been a
good decision to head back, because a norther was definitely brewing. Thewind rushed cold in hisface,
Spitting rain. Storms blew up quickly at thistime of year, but he could make it home and secure his house
before the worst of therains.

Something crashed in the brush. Prince jumped away from the sound, looking wildly about for the
danger. Thetufted hillock on his right suddenly sprouted horns against the starlight and charged at him,
bellowing, passing so raw and close that he could hear the breath articulated in the huge red throat.
Chrigt! It had sounded more like ademon’ s bellow than acow’s, which it was. Princelost his balance
and sprawled in the dirt, shaking. The damned thing lowed again, crunching off through athicket. He
started to get up. But the rum, the adrenaline, dl the poisons of his day-long exertionsroiled around in
him, and his stomach emptied, spewing out liquor and lobster salad and coconut bread. Afterward he felt
better -- weaker, yet not on the verge of as great aweakness as before. He tore off hisfouled shirt and
dungitinto abush.

The bush was ablaze of purplefires.

They hung on twig ends and leaf tips and marked the twisting course of branches, outlining them as
they had done at Maud' s. But at the center of thistracery the fires clustered together in aglobe -- a
wicked violet-white sun extruding spidery filaments and generating forked, lesfy eectricities.

Prince backed away. Thefiresflickered in the bush, unmoving. Maybe the drug had finished itsrun,



maybe now that he’ d burned most of it out the fires could no longer affect him asthey had previoudy.
But then a cold, cold prickle shifted aong his spine and he knew -- oh, God! -- he knew for a certainty
there were fires on his back, playing hide-and-seek where he could never find them. He begt at his
shoulderblades, like aman putting out flames, and the cold stuck to hisfingertips. He held them up before
hiseyes. They flickered, pulsing from indigo to violet-white. He shook them so hard that hisjoints
cracked, but the fires spread over his hands, encasing hisforearmsin alurid glare.

In blind panic Prince staggered off the road, fdll, scrambled up, and ran, holding his glowing arms stiff
out in front of him. He tumbled down an embankment and came to hisfeet, running. He saw that the fires
had spread above his elbows and felt the chill margin inching upward. Hisarmslit the brush around him,
asif they were the wavering beams of tinted flashlights. Vines whipped out of the dark, the lengths of a
black serpent coiled everywhere, lashed into afrenzy by the purple light. Dead fronds clawed hisface
with sharp papery fingers. He was so afraid, so empty of everything but fear, that when apam trunk
loomed ahead heran straight into it, embracing it with hisshining arms.

There were hard fragmentsin his mouth, blood, more blood flowing into his eyes. He spat and probed
his mouth, wincing as he touched the torn gums. Three teeth missing, maybe four. He hugged the pam
trunk and hauled himsdlf up. Thiswasthe grove near hishouse! He could seethellightsof St. Mark’s
Key between the trunks, white seas driving in over the reef. Leaning on the palms as he went, he made
hisway to the water’ s edge. The wind-driven rain dashed at his plit forehead. Chrigt! It was swollen big
asan onion! Thewet sand sucked off one of histennis shoes, but heleft it.

He washed his mouth and forehead in the stinging saltwater, then dogged toward the house, fumbling
for hiskey. Damn! It had been in hisshirt. But it was dl right. He' d built the house Hawaiian style, with
wooden dats on every side to admit the breeze; it would be easy to break in. He could barely seethe
roof peak againg the toiling darkness of the palms and the hills behind, and he banged his shins on the
porch. Distant lightning flashed, and he found the stair and spotted the conch shell lying on the top step.
Hewrapped his hand insde it, punched a head-sized hole in the door dats, and leaned on the door,
exhausted by the effort. He was just about to reach in for the latch when the darkness within -- visible
againg thelesser darkness of night asacoil of dead, unshining emptiness -- squeezed from the hole like
black toothpaste and tried to encircle him.

Prince tottered backward off the porch and landed on his side; he dragged himself away afew fest,
stopped, and looked up at the house. The blackness was growing out into the night, encysting himin a
thicket of cora branches so dense that he could see between them only glints of the lightning bolts striking
down beyond thereef. “Please” he said, lifting his hand in supplication. And something brokein him,
some grimly held thing whose residue was tears. The wind’ s howl and the booming reef cameasasingle
ominous vowd, roaring, risng in pitch.

The house seemed to inhale the blackness, to suck it dithering back inside, and for amoment Prince
thought it was over. But then violet beamslanced from the open dats, asif the fuming heart of areactor
had been uncovered within. The beach bloomed inlivid daylight -- ano-man’ s-land littered with dead
fish, haf-buried conchs, rusted cans, and driftwood logs like the broken, corroded limbs of iron statues.
Inky palms thrashed and shivered. Rotting coconuts cast shadows on the sand. And then the light
swarmed up from the house, scattering into amyriad fiery splinters and settling on pam tops, on the
prows of dinghies, on the reef, on tin roofs set among the palms, and on sea grape and cashew trees,
wherethey burned. The ghosts of candlesilluminating a sacred shore, haunting the dark interior of a
church whose anthem was wind, whose litany was thunder, and upon whose walls feathered shadows
legpt and lightnings crawled.



Prince got to his knees, watching, waiting, not realy afraid any longer, but goneinto fear. Likea
sparrow in aserpent’ s gaze, he saw everything of his devourer, knew with gresat clarity that these were
theidand people, dl of them who had ever lived, and that they were possessed of some otherworldly
vitaity -- though whether spirit or alien or both, he could not determine -- and that they had taken their
accustomed places, their ritua stands. Byrum Waters hovering in the cashew tree he had planted asa
boy; John Anderson McCrae flitting above the reef where he and hisfather had swung lanternsto lure
shipsin onto the rocks, Maud Price ghosting over the grave of her infant child hidden in the weeds behind
ashanty. But then he doubted his knowledge and wondered if they were not telling him this, advisng him
of theidand’ s consensus, for he heard the mutter of avast conversation becoming distinct, outvoicing the
wind.

He stood, searching for an avenue of escape, not in the least hopeful of finding one, but choosing to
exerciseafinal option. Everywhere he turned the world pitched and tossed asif troubled by hissight, and
only theflickering purplefires held congtant. “Oh, my God!” he screamed, dmost Snging it in an ecstasy
of fear, redlizing that the precise moment for which they’ d gathered had arrived.

Asone, from every corner of the shore, they darted into hiseyes.

Before the cold overcame him, Prince heard idand voicesin hishead. They ranted (“Lessee how you
rank with de spirit, now! Boog man!”). They instructed (“ Best you not struggle against de spirit. Be more
merciful dat way.”). They insulted, rambled, and construed illogics. For afew seconds he tried to follow
the thread of their discourse, thinking if he could understand and comply, then they might stop. But when
he could not understand he clawed hisfacein frustration. The voices rose to achorus, to amob howling
separatdy for his atention, then swelled into aroar greater than the wind' s but equally single-minded and
bent on hisannihilation. He dropped onto his hands and knees, sensing the beginning of aterrifying
dissolution, asif he were being poured out into a shimmering violet-red bowl. And he saw thefilm of fire
coating his chest and arms, saw his own horrid glare reflected on the broken seashells and mucky sand,
shifting from violet-red into violet-white and brightening, growing whiter and whiter until it became awhite
darknessinwhich he logt dl track of being.

The bearded old man wandered into Meachem'’ s Landing early Sunday morning after the ssorm. He
stopped for awhile beside the stone bench in the public square where the sentry, aman even older than
himself, was leaning on his deer rifle, adeep. When the voices bubbled up in histhoughts -- he pictured
his thoughts as a soup with bubbles boiling up and popping, and the voices coming from the pops -- and
yammered at him (“No, no! Dat ain't de mon!” “Keep walkin’, old fool!”) it was achorus, aclamor that
caused his head to throb; he continued on. The street was littered with pam husks and fronds and
broken bottles buried in the mud that showed only their glittering edges. The voices warned him these
were sharp and would cut him (“Makeit hurtful like dem gashes on your face”), and he stepped around
them. He wanted to do what they told him because... it just seemed the way of things.

Theglint of arain-filled pothole caught his eye, and he kndlt by it, looking at hisreflection. Bits of
seaweed clung to his crispy gray hair, and he picked them out, laying them carefully in the mud. The
paitern in which they lay seemed familiar. He drew arectangle around them with hisfinger and it seemed
even more familiar, but the voicestold him to forget about it and keep going. One voice advised him to
wash his cutsin the pothole. The water smelled bad, however, and other voices warned him away. They
grew in number and volume, driving him aong the street until he followed their indtructions and sat down
on the steps of a shanty painted al the colors of the rainbow. Footsteps sounded inside the shanty, and a
black bal d-headed man wesaring shorts came out and stretched himsdlf on the landing.

“Damn!” he said. “ Just look what come hometo usthismornin’. Hey, Lizabeth!”



A pretty woman joined him, yawning, and stopped mid-yawn when she saw the old man.

“Oh, Lord! Dat poor creature!”

She went back inside and reappeared shortly carrying atowel and abasin, squatted beside him, and
began dabbing at his wounds. It seemed such akind, a human thing to be so treated, and the old man
kissed her soapy fingers.

“Demon acaution!” Lizabeth gave him aplayful smack. “1 know dasswhy hein such asate. Seede
way de skin'sdl tore on hisforehead dere? Must be he been fightin” with de conchs over some other
mon’ swoman.”

“Could be,” said the bald man. “How ’bout that? Y ou afool for the ladies?’

The old man nodded. He heard a chorus of affirming voices. (“Oh, dassit!” “De mon cootin’ and
cootin’ until he half-crazy, den he coot with de wrong woman!” “Must have been grazed with de conch
and |eft for dead.”)

“Lord, yes” said Lizabeth. “Dismon goin’ to trouble dl deladies, goin’ to bekissn' after dem and
huggin’ dem....”

“Can’t you talk?’ asked the bald man.

He thought he could, but there were so many voices, so many words to choose from... maybe later.
No.

“WEel, | guesswe d better get you aname. How ’bout Bill? | got agood friend up in Boston’ s named
Bill.”

That suited the old man fine. He liked being associated with the bald man’ s good friend.

“Tdl you what, Bill.” The bald man reached insde the door and handed him abroom. “Y ou sweep
off the steps and pick up what you see needs pickin’, and we' || pass you out some beans and bread after
awhile. How’ sthat sound?’

It sounded good, and Bill began sweeping at once, taking meticulous care with each step. The voices
died to amurmurous purr in histhoughts. He beat the broom againgt the pilings, and dust fell onto it from
the floorboards; he beat it until no more would fall. He was happy to be among people again because...
(“Don't bethinkin * bout the back time, mon! Dat al gone.” *Y ou just get on with your clean dere, Bill.
Everything goin’ to work out in deend.” “Dassit, mon! You goin’ to clean diswhole town before you
through!” “Don’t vex with de mon! He doin’ hiswork!”) And hewas! He picked up everything within
fifty feet of the shanty and chased off aghost crab, smoothing over the ddlicate dashesitslegs madein
the sand.

By thetime Bill had cleaned for ahaf hour he felt so a home, so content and enwrapped in his place
and purpose, that when the old woman next door came out to toss her dopsinto the street, he
scampered up her gairs, threw hisarms around her, and kissed her full on the mouth. Then he stood
grinning, a attention with his broom.

Startled at firgt, the woman put her hands on her hips and looked him up and down, shaking her head
indigmay.

“My God,” she said sorrowfully. “Dis de best we can do for dis poor mon? Dis de best thing de
idand can make of itsdf?’

Bill didn’t understand. The voices chattered, irritated; they didn’t seem angry at him, though, and he
kept on smiling. Once again the woman shook her head and sighed, but after afew seconds Bill’ ssmile
encouraged her to smilein return.

“I guessif disdeworst of it,” she said, “den better must come.” She patted Bill on the shoulder and
turned to the door. “Everybody!” she called. “ Quickly now! Come seedislovin’ soul dat de storm have
let fal on Rudy Welcomes sdoor!”



R&R
Firgt published in Isaac Asimov’ s Science Fiction Magazine, April 1986.

One of the New Sikorsky gunships, an dement of First Air Cavary with the words Whispering
Death painted its side, gave Mingollaand Gilbey and Baylor alift from the Ant Farm to San Francisco
de duticlan, asmall town located inside the green zone, which on the latest maps was designated Free
Occupied Guatemaa. To the east of this green zone lay an undesignated band of yellow from the
Mexican border to the Caribbean. The Ant Farm was afirebase on the edge of the yellow band, and it
was from there that Mingolla-- an artillery specidist not yet twenty-one years old -- lobbed shdllsinto an
areathat the maps depicted in black-and-white terrain markings. And thusit was that he often thought of
himsdlf as engaged in a struggle to keep the world safefor primary colors.

Mingollaand his buddies could have taken their R& R in Rio or Caracas, but they had noticed that the
men who visited these cities had a tendency to grow careless upon their return; they understood from this
that the more exuberant your R& R, the more likely you were to wind up a casudty, and so they dways
opted for the lesser digiractions of the Guatemaan towns. They were not redly friends: they had littlein
common, and under different circumstances they might well have been enemies. But taking their R& R
together had cometo be aritua of surviva, and once they had reached the town of their choice, they
would go their separate ways and perform further rituas. Because the three had survived so much
dready, they believed that if they continued to perform these same rituals they would complete their tours
unscathed. They had never acknowledged their belief to one another, speaking of it only obliquely -- that,
too, was part of theritua -- and had this belief been challenged they would have admitted itsirrationdity;
yet they would also have pointed out that the strange character of the war acted to enforceit.

The gunship set down at an airbase amile west of town, a concrete strip penned in on three sides by
barracks and offices, with the jungle rising behind them. At the center of the strip another Sikorsky was
practicing takeoffs and landings -- a drunken, camouflage-colored dragonfly -- and two otherswere
hovering overhead like anxious parents. As Mingollajumped out, a hot breeze fluttered his shirt. Hewas
wearing civviesfor thefirg timein weeks, and they fdt flimsy compared to his combat gear; he glanced
around nervoudy, half-expecting an unseen enemy to take advantage of his exposure. Some mechanics
were lounging in the shade of achopper whose cockpit had been destroyed, leaving fanglike shards of
plastic curving from the charred metal. Dusty jegps trundled back and forth between the buildings, a
brace of crisply starched lieutenants were making a brisk bedline toward aforklift stacked high with
auminum coffins. Afternoon sunlight fired dazzles on the seams and handles of the coffins, and through
the heat haze the distant line of barracks shifted like wavesin atroubled olive-drab sea. The incongruity
of the scene -- its What' s-Wrong-With-This-Picture mix of the horrid and the commonplace --
wrenched at Mingolla. Hisleft hand trembled, and the light seemed to grow brighter, making him weak
and vague. He leaned against the Sikorsky’ s rocket pod to steady himself. Far above, contrailswere
fraying in the deep blue range of the sky: XL-16s off to blow holesin Nicaragua. He stared after them
with something akin to longing, listening for their engines, but heard only the spacey whisper of the
Sikorskys.

Gilbey hopped down from the hatch that led to the computer deck behind the cockpit; he brushed
imaginary dirt from his jeans, sauntered over to Mingolla, and sood with hands on hips: a short muscular
kid whose blond crewcut and petulant mouth gave him the look of agrumpy child. Baylor stuck his head
out of the hatch and worriedly scanned the horizon. Then he, too, hopped down. Hewastdl and
rawboned, a couple of years older than Mingolla, with lank black hair and pimply olive skin and features
so sharp that they appeared to have been hatcheted into shape. He rested a hand on the side of the
Sikorsky, but dmogt ingantly, noticing that he was touching the flaming letter Win Whispering Death, he
jerked the hand away asif he' d been scorched. Three days before there had been an all-out assault on
the Ant Farm, and Baylor had not recovered from it. Neither had Mingolla. It was hard to tell whether or



not Gilbey had been affected.

One of the Sikorsky’ s pilots cracked the cockpit door. “ Y’ al can catch arideinto’ Frisco at the
PX,” he said, hisvoice muffled by the black bubble of hisvisor. The sun shined awhite blaze on the
visor, making it seem that the hedlmet contained night and asingle gar.

“Where sthe PX?" asked Gilbey.

The pilot said something too muffled to be understood.

“What?' said Gilbey.

Again the pilot’ s response was muffled, and Gilbey became angry. “Take that damn thing off!” he
sad.

“This?’ The pilot pointed to hisvisor. “What for?’

“So | can hear what the Hell you sayin’.”

“Y ou can hear now, can’tcha?’

“Okay,” said Gilbey, hisvoicetight. “Where sthe goddamn PX?’

Thepilot’sreply was uninteligible; hisface ess mask regarded Gilbey with inscrutable intent.

Gilbey baled up hisfigs. “ Take that son of abitch off!”

“Can't doit, soldier,” said the second pilot, leaning over so that two black bubbles were nearly side
by side. “These here doohies’ -- he tapped his visor -- “they got microcircuits that beams shit into our
eyes. ' Fectsthe optic nerve. Makes it so we can see the beaners even when they undercover. Longer we
wear ' em, the better we see”

Baylor laughed edgily, and Gilbey said, “Bullshit!” Mingollanaturally assumed that the pilots were
putting Gilbey on, or e se their reluctance to remove the hel mets semmed from a superstition, perhaps
from adeluded belief, that the visors actually did bestow specia powers. But given awar in which
combat drugs wereissued and psychics predicted enemy movements, anything was possible, even
microcircuits that enhanced vision.

“Y ou don’t wanna see us, nohow,” said thefirst pilot. “The beams fuck up our faces. We're
deformed-lookin’ mothers.”

“’ Course you might not notice the changes,” said the second pilot. “Lotsa people don't. But if you
did, it d messyou up.”

Imagining the pilots deformities sent asck chill mounting from Mingolla s somach. Gilbey, however,
was't buying it. “ Y ou think I'm stupid?’ he shouted, his neck reddening.

“Naw,” said thefirg pilot. “We can see you ain't stupid. We can see lotsa shit other people can't,
'cause of the beams.”

“All kindsaweird stuff,” chipped in the second pilot. “Like souls”

“Ghosts.”

“Even thefuture”

“Thefuture sour best thing,” said thefirgt pilot. “'Y ou guys wannaknow what’ s ahead, we'll tell
you.
They nodded in unison, the blaze of sunlight diding across both visors: two evil robots responding to
the same program.

Gilbey lunged for the cockpit door. Thefirgt pilot dammed it shut, and Gilbey pounded on the plastic,
screaming curses. The second pilot flipped a switch on the control console, and amoment later his
amplified voice boomed out: “Make straight past that forklift "til you hit the barracks. You'll runright into
the PX.”

It took both Mingollaand Baylor to drag Gilbey away from the Skorsky, and he didn’t stop shouting
until they drew near the forklift with itsload of coffins agiant’ streasure of enormous slver ingots. Then
he grew slent and lowered his eyes. They wangled aride with an MP corpord outside the PX, and as
the jeep hummed across the concrete, Mingolla glanced over at the Sikorsky that had transported them.
The two pilots had spread a canvas on the ground, had stripped to shorts and were sunning themselves.
But they had not removed their helmets. The weird juxtaposition of tanned bodies and shiny black heads
disturbed Mingolla, reminding him of an old moviein which aguy had gone through a metter tranamitter



aong with afly and had ended up with the fly’ shead on his shoulders. Maybe, he thought, the heimets
were like that, impossible to remove. Maybe the war had gotten that strange.

The MP corpora noticed him watching the pilots and let out a barking laugh. “Those guys,” he said,
with the flat emphatic tone of a man who knew whereof he spoke, “are fuckin’ nutsl”

Six years before, San Francisco de Juticlan had been a scatter of thatched huts and concrete block
structures deployed among palms and banana leaves on the east bank of the Rio Dulce, at the junction of
the river and agravel road that connected with the Pan American Highway; but it had since grown to
occupy substantial sections of both banks, increased by dozens of bars and brothels -- stucco cubes
painted al the colors of the rainbow, with afantagtic bestiary of neon signs mounted atop their tin roofs.
Dragons; unicorns, fiery birds, centaurs. The MP corpord told Mingollathat the Sgnswere not
advertisements but coded symbols of pride; for example, from the representation of awinged red tiger
crouched amidst green lilies and blue crosses, you could deduce that the owner was wedthy, amember
of aCatholic secret society, and ambivaent toward government policies. Old sgnswere congtantly being
dismantled, and larger, more ornate ones erected in their stead as testament to improved profits, and this
warfare of light and image was appropriate to the time and place, because San Francisco de Juticlan was
lessatown than a symptom of war. Though by night the sky above it wasradiant, at ground leve it was
mean and squalid. Pariah dogs foraged in piles of garbage, hard-bitten whores spat from the windows,
and according to the corpord, it was not unusua to stumble across avictim of the gangs of abandoned
children who lived in the fringes of thejungle. Narrow streets of tawny dirt cut between the bars,
carpeted with alitter of flattened cans and feces and broken glass; refugees begged at every corner,
displaying burns and bullet wounds. Many of the buildings had been thrown in with such haste their walls
weretilted, their roofs canted, and this made the shadows they cast appear exaggerated in their
jaggedness, like shadowsin the work of apsychotic artist, giving visud expression to apervasive
undercurrent of tension. Y et as Mingollamoved adong, hefelt at ease, dmost happy. His mood was due
in part to his hunch that it was going to be one Hell of an R&R (he had learned to trust his hunches); but it
mainly spoketo the fact that towns like this had become for him akind of afterlife, areward for having
endured a harsh term of existence.

The corpora dropped them off at a drugstore, where Mingolla bought abox of stationery, and then
they stopped for adrink at the Club Demonio: atiny place whose whitewashed walls were shined to faint
phosphorescence by the glare of purple light bulbs dangling from the ceiling like radioactive fruit. The club
was packed with soldiers and whores, most sitting at tables around a dance floor not much bigger than a
king-size mattress. Two coupleswere swaying to aballad that welled from ajukebox encaged in chicken
wire and two-by-fours; veils of cigarette smoke drifted with underwater downess above their heads.
Some of the soldiers were mauling their whores, and one whore wastrying to sted the walet of asoldier
who was on the verge of passing out; her hand worked between hislegs, encouraging him to thrust his
hips forward, and when he did this, she pried with her other hand at the wallet stuck in the back pocket
of histight-fitting jeans. But dl the action seemed listless, hadf-hearted, asif the dimnessand syrupy music
had thickened the air and were hampering movement. Mingollatook a seet at the bar. The bartender
glanced a him inquiringly, his pupils becoming cored with purple reflections, and Mingollasaid, “Beer.”

“Hey, check that out!” Gilbey did onto an adjoining stool and jerked histhumb toward awhore at the
end of the bar. Her skirt was hiked to midthigh, and her breasts, judging by their fullness and lack of sag,
were likely the product of dective surgery.

“Nice,” said Mingolla, disinterested. The bartender set abottle of beer in front of him, and he had a
swig; it tasted sour, watery, like adidtillation of the tdeair.



Baylor dumped onto the stool next to Gilbey and buried hisfacein his hands. Gilbey said something
to him that Mingolladidn’t catch, and Baylor lifted hishead. “I ain't goin’ back,” he said.

“Aw, Jesud” said Gilbey. “Don’t start that crap.”

In the half-dark Baylor’ s eye sockets were clotted with shadows. His stare locked onto Mingolla
“They’ll get usnext time,” he said. “We should head downriver. They got boatsin Livingston that' |l take
you to Panama.”

“Panamal” sneered Gilbey. “Nothin’ there’ cept more beaners.”

“WEll be okay at the Farm,” offered Mingolla. “Things get too heavy, they’Il pull us back.”

“*Too heavy’ 7 A vein throbbed in Baylor’ stemple. “What the fuck you call ‘too heavy’ ?’

“Screw thid” Gilbey heaved up from hisstoal. “Y ou ded with him, man,” he said to Mingolla; he
gestured at the big-breasted whore. “1’m gonna climb Mount Silicon.”

“Nineo’clock,” said Mingolla. “The PX. Okay?’

Gilbey said, “Yeah,” and moved off. Baylor took over his stool and leaned closeto Mingolla. “You
know I'mright,” he said in an urgent whisper. “They amost got usthistime.”

“Air Cav'll handle’ em,” said Mingoalla, affecting nonchaance. He opened the box of stationery and
unclipped a pen from his shirt pocket.

“You know I’'mright,” Baylor repested.

Mingollatapped the pen againgt hislips, pretending to be distracted.

“Air Cav!” said Baylor with adespairing laugh. “Air Cav ain't gonnado squat!”

“Why don’t you put on some decent tunes?’ Mingolla suggested. “ Seeif they got any Prowler on the
box.”

“Dammit!” Baylor grabbed hiswrigt. “Don’'t you understand, man? This shit ain't workin' no more!”

Mingollashook him off. “Maybe you need some change,” he said coldly; he dug out a handful of
coins and tossed them on the counter. “There! There's some change.”

“I'mtdlin’ you...”

“| don’'t wanna hear it!” snapped Mingolla.

“You don't wannahear it?’ said Baylor, incredulous. He was on the verge of losing control. His dark
face dick with sweet, one eydlid fluttering. He pounded the countertop for emphasis. “Man, you better
hear it! ' Cause we don't pull somethin’ together soon, real soon, we' re gonnafuckin' die! You hear that
, don’tcha?’

Mingollacaught him by the shirtfront. “ Shut up!”

“lan't shuttin’ up!” Baylor shrilled. “Y ou and Gilbey, man, you think you can save your ass by
gtickin’ your head in the sand. But I’'m gonnamake you listen.” He threw back his head, hisvoiceroseto
ashout. “Weregonnadie!”

The way he shouted it -- dmost gleefully, like akid yelling adirty word to spite his parents -- pissed
Mingollaoff. Hewas sick of Baylor’s scenes. Without planning it, he hit him, pulling the punch at the last
instant. Kept ahold of his shirt and clipped him on the jaw, just enough to rock back his head. Baylor
blinked at him, stunned, his mouth open. Blood seeped from his gums. At the opposite end of the
counter, the bartender was |eaning beside a choirlike arrangement of liquor bottles, watching Mingolla
and Baylor, and some of the soldiers were watching, too: They looked pleased, asif they had been
hoping for aspot of violenceto liven things up. Mingollafet debased by their attentiveness, ashamed of
hisbullying. “Hey, I’'m sorry, man,” hesaid. “1...”

“I don't give ashit ’bout you're sorry,” said Baylor, rubbing hismouth. “Don’t give ashit ’ bout
nothing’ cept gettin’ the Hell outta here.”

“Leaveitdone, dl right?’

But Baylor wouldn't leave it done. He continued to argue, adopting the long-suffering tone of
someone carrying on bravely in theface of great injustice. Mingollatried to ignore him by studying the
label on his beer bottle: ared-and-black graphic portraying a Guatemalan soldier, hisrifle upheld in
victory. It was an attractive design, putting him in mind of the poster work he had done before being
drafted; but considering the unrdliability of Guatemalan troops, he perceived the heroic pose as abad



joke. Mingollagouged atrench through the center of the labd with histhumbnail.

At lagt Baylor gaveit up and sat staring down at the warped veneer of the counter. Mingollalet him st
aminute; then, without shifting his gaze from the bottle, he said, “Why don’t you put on some decent
tunes?’

Baylor tucked his chin onto his chest, maintaining a stubborn silence.

“It'syour only option, man,” Mingollawent on. “What else you gonnado?’

“You'recrazy,” said Baylor; heflicked his eyestoward Mingollaand hissed it like acurse. “Crazy!”

“Y ou gonnatake off for Panama by yoursaf? Un-unh. Y ou know the three of us got something going.
We comethisfar together, and if you just hang tough, we' |l go home together.”

“1 don't know,” said Baylor. “I don’t know anymore.”

“Look at it thisway,” said Mingolla “Maybewe redl three of usright. Maybe Panamais the answer,
but thetimejustisn’t ripe. If that’ strue, me and Gilbey will seeit sooner or later.”

With aheavy sigh, Baylor got to hisfeet. “You ain't never gonnaseeit, man,” he said degectedly.

Mingollahad a swallow of beer. “Check if they got any Prowler on the box. | could relate to some
Prowler.”

Baylor stood for amoment, indecisive. He started for the jukebox, then veered toward the door.
Mingollatensed, preparing to run after him. But Baylor stopped and walked back over to the bar. Lines
of strain were etched deep in hisforehead. “ Okay,” he said, acatch in hisvoice. “Okay. What time
tomorrow? Nine o’ clock?’

“Right,” said Mingolla, turning away. “The PX.” Out of the corner of his eye he saw Baylor crossthe
room and bend over the jukebox to ingpect the sdlections. He fdt relieved. Thiswastheway dl their
R& Rs had begun, with Gilbey chasing awhore and Baylor feeding the jukebox while he wrote aletter
home. On their first R& R he had written his parents about the war and its bizarre forms of attrition; then,
redizing that the letter would alarm his mother, he had torn it up and written another, saying merely that
hewasfine. Hewould tear this|etter up aswell, but he wondered how hisfather would react if he were
toread it. Mogt likdly with anger. Hisfather was afirm believer in God and country, and though Mingolla
understood the futility of adhering to any mora codein light of the insanity around him, he had found that
something of hisfather’ stenets had been ingrained in him: He would never be able to desert as Baylor
kept ingsting. He knew it wasn't that Ssmple, that other factors, too, were responsible for his devotion to
duty; but since hisfather would have been happy to accept the respongbility, Mingollatended to blame it
on him. Hetried to picture what his parents were doing at that moment -- father watching the Metson
TV, mother puttering in the garden -- and then, holding those imagesin mind, he began to write.

Dear Mom and Dad,

In your last letter you asked if | thought we were winning the war. Down here you' d get a lot
of blank staresin response to that question, because most people have a per spective on the war to
which the overall result isn't relevant. Like there’ s a guy | know who has this rap about how the
war isa magical operation of immense proportions, how the movements of the planes and troops
areinscribing a mystical sign on the surface of reality, and to survive you have to figure out your
location within the design and move accordingly. I’ m sure that sounds crazy to you, but down
here everyone' s crazy the same way (some shrink’s actually done a study on the incidence of
super stition among the occupation forces). They' re looking for a magic that will ensure their
survival. You may find it hard to believe that | subscribe to this sort of thing, but | do. | carve my
initials on the shell casings, wear parrot feathersinside my helmet... and a lot more.

To get back to your question, I'll try to do better than a blank stare, but | can’t give you a
simple Yes or No. The matter can’t be summed up that neatly. But | can illustrate the situation by
telling you a story and let you draw your own conclusions. There are hundreds of stories that
would do, but the one that comes to mind now concerns the Lost Patrol....

A Prowler tune blasted from the jukebox, and Mingolla broke off writing to listen: It was afurious,



jittery music, fueled -- it seemed -- by the same aggressive paranoiathat had generated the war. People
shoved back chairs, overturned tables, and began dancing in the vacated spaces; they were crammed
together, able to do no more than shuffle in rhythm, but their tread set the light bulbsjiggling at the end of
their cords, the purple glare dopping over thewalls. A dim acne-scarred whore came to dance in front of
Mingolla, shaking her breasts, holding out her armsto him. Her face was corpse palein the unsteady
light, her smileadead leer. Trickling from one eye, like some exquisite secretion of degth, was ablack
tear of sweat and mascara. Mingollacouldn’t be sure he was seeing her right. Hisleft hand started
trembling, and for acouple of seconds the entire scene lost its cohesiveness. Everything looked scattered,
unrecognizable, embedded in a separate context from everything else: awelter of meaningless objects
bobbing up and down on atide of deranged music. Then somebody opened the door, admitting awedge
of sunlight, and the room settled back to normal. Scowling, the whore danced away. Mingolla breathed
eader. Thetremorsin his hand subsided. He spotted Baylor near the door talking to a scruffy
Guatemaan guy... fear and desperation. He dways returned from R& R bleary-eyed and prone to
nosebleeds, boasting about the great dope he’ d scored. Pleased that he was following routine, Mingolla
went back to his|etter.

...Remember me telling you that the Green Berets took drugs to make them better fighters?
Most everyone calls the drugs“ Sammy,” which is short for “ samurai.” They comein ampule
form, and when you pop them under your nose, for the next thirty minutes or so you feel like a
cross between a Medal of Honor winner and Superman. The trouble isthat a lot of Berets overdo
them and flip out. They sell them on the black market, too, and some guys use them for sport.
They take the ampules and fight each other in pits... like human cockfights.

Anyway, about two years ago a patrol of Berets went on patrol up in Fire Zone Emerald, not
far from my base, and they didn’t come back. They were listed MIA. A month or so after they'd
disappeared, somebody started ripping off ampules from various dispensaries. At first the crimes
were chalked up to guerrillas, but then a doctor caught sight of the robbers and said they were
Americans. They were wearing rotted fatigues, acting nuts. An artist did a sketch of their leader
according to the doctor’ s description, and it turned out to be a dead ringer for the sergeant of
that missing patrol. After that they were sighted all over the place. Some of the sightings were
obviously false, but others sounded like the real thing. They were said to have shot down a couple
of our choppers and to have knocked over a supply column near Zacapa.

I’d never put much stock in the story, to tell you the truth, but about four months ago this
infantryman came walking out of the jungle and reported to the firebase. He claimed he' d been
captured by the Lost Patrol, and when | heard his story, | believed him. He said they had told him
that they weren’t Americans anymore but citizens of the jungle. They lived like animals, sleeping
under palm fronds, popping the ampules night and day. They were crazy, but they’ d become
geniuses at survival. They knew everything about the jungle. When the weather was going to
change, what animals were near. And they had this weird religion based on the beams of light that
would shine down through the canopy. They' d sit under those beams, like saints being blessed by
God, and rave about the purity of the light, the joys of killing, and the new world they were going
to build.

So that’ s what occurs to me when you ask your question, Mom and Dad. The Lost Patrol. I'm
not attempting to be circumspect in order to make a point about the horrors of war. Not at all.
When | think about the Lost Patrol I’m not thinking about how sad and crazy they are. I'm
wondering what it isthey see in that light, wondering if it might be of help to me. And maybe
therein liesyour answer ...

It was nearly sunset by the time Mingollaleft the bar to begin the second part of hisritua, to wander
innocent as atourist through the native quarter, partaking of whatever fell to hand, maybe having dinner
with aGuatemaan family, or buddying up with asoldier from another outfit and going to church, or



hanging out with some young guyswho'd ask him about America. He had done each of thesethings on
previous R& Rs, and his pretense of innocence dways amused him. If hewereto follow hisinner
directives, he would burn out the horrors of the firebase with whores and drugs; but on that first R&R --
stunned by the experience of combat and needing solitude -- a protracted walk had been his course of
action, and he was committed not only to repeating it but also to recapturing his dazed mental set: It
would not do to haf-asstheritua. In thisinstance, given recent events a the Ant Farm, he did not have
to work very hard to achieve confusion.

The Rio Dulce was awide blueriver, heaving with alight chop. Thick jungle hedged its banks, and
yellowish reed beds grew out from both shores. At the spot where the gravel road ended was a concrete
pier, and moored to it abarge that served as aferry; it was aready loaded with its full complement of
vehicles -- two trucks -- and carried about thirty pedestrians. Mingolla boarded and stood in the stern
besi de three infantrymen who were still wearing their combat suits and helmets, holding double-barreled
riflesthat were connected by flexible tubing to backpack computers; through their smoked faceplates he
could see green reflections from the readouts on their visor displays. They made him uneasy, reminding
him of the two pilots, and he felt better after they had removed their helmets and proved to have normal
human faces. Spanning athird of the way across the river was a sweeping curve of white concrete
supported by dender columns, like a piece falen out of aDali landscape -- a bridge upon which
congtruction had been hdted. Mingollahad noticed it from the air just before landing and hadn’t thought
much about it; but now the sight took him by storm. It seemed less an unfinished bridge than a monument
to some exdted ideal, more beautiful than any finished bridge could be. And as he stood rapt, with the
ferry’ soily smoke farting out around him, he sensed there was an andog of that beautiful curving shape
ingde him; that he, too, was aroad ending in midair. It gave him confidence to associate himsdf with such
loftiness and purity, and for amoment he let himsdlf believe that he dso might have -- asthe
upward-angled terminus of the bridge implied -- apoint of completion lying far beyond the one
anticipated by the architects of hisfate.

On the west bank past the town the gravel road was lined with stalls. skeletal frameworks of
brushwood poles roofed with palm thatch. Children chased in and out among them, pretending to aim
and fire at each other with stalks of sugarcane. But hardly any soldierswere in evidence. The crowds that
moved along the road were composed mostly of Indians: young couplestoo shy to hold hands; old men
who looked lost and poked litter with their canes; dumpy matrons who made outraged faces a the high
prices; shoeless farmerswho kept their backs ramrod-straight and wore grave expressions and carried
their money knotted in handkerchiefs. At one of the stals Mingollabought afish sandwich and a
Coca-Cola. He sat on astool and ate contentedly, relishing the hot bread and the spicy meat cooked
indgdeit, watching the passing parade. Gray clouds were bulking up and moving in from the south, from
the Caribbean; now and then aflight of XL-16swould arrow northward toward the oil fields beyond
Lake Izabd, where the fighting was very bad. Twilight fell. The lights of town began to be picked out
sharply againgt the empurpling air. Guitars were plucked, hoarse voices sang, the crowds thinned.
Mingolla ordered another sandwich and Coke. He leaned back, sipped and chewed, steeping himself in
the good magic of theland, the sweetness of the moment. Beside the sandwich stdl, four old women
were squatting by acooking fire, preparing chicken stew and corn fritters; scraps of black ash drifted up
from the flames, and as twilight deepened, it seemed these scraps were the pieces of ajigsaw puzzle that
were fitting together overhead into the image of a starless night.

Darkness closed in, the crowds thickened again, and Mingolla continued hiswalk, strolling past stals
with necklaces of light bulbs strung aong their frames, wiresleading off them to generators whose rattle
drowned out the chirring of frogs and crickets. Stalls salling plastic rosaries, Chinese switchblades, tin
lanterns; others salling embroidered Indian shirts, flour-sack trousers, wooden masks; othersyet where
old men in shabby suit coats sat cross-legged behind pyramids of tomatoes and melons and green
peppers, each with acandle cemented in melted wax atop them, like primitive dtars. Laughter, shrieks,
vendors shouting. Mingolla breathed in perfume, charcoa smoke, the scents of rotting fruit. He began to
idlefrom gal to dl, buying afew souvenirsfor friends back in New Y ork, feding part of the hustle, the



noise, the shining black air, and eventudly he cameto astal around which forty or fifty people had
gathered, blocking al but its thatched roof from view. A woman'samplified voice cried out, “ jLA
MARIPOSA!” Excited squed s from the crowd. Again thewoman cried out, “ jEL CUCHILLO!” The
two words she had called -- the butterfly and the knife -- intrigued Mingolla, and he peered over heads.

Framed by the thatch and rickety poles, a dusky-skinned young woman was turning a handle that
spun awire cage: It wasfilled with white plastic cubes, bolted to aplank counter. Her black hair was
pulled back from her face, tied behind her neck, and she wore ared sundressthat left her shoulders bare.
She stopped cranking, reached into the cage, and without looking plucked one of the cubes; she
examined it, picked up amicrophone and cried, “ jLA LUNA!” A bearded man pushed forward and
handed her acard. She checked the card, comparing it with some cubes that were lined up on the
counter; then she gave the man afew hillsin Guatemalan currency.

The composition of the game appealed to Mingolla. The dark woman; her red dress and cryptic
words, the rundlike shadow of the wire cage -- al this seemed magical, an image out of an occult dream.
Part of the crowd moved off, accompanying the winner, and Mingollalet himsdf be forced closer by new
arrivas pressing in from behind. He secured a position at the corner of the gtal, fought to maintain it
agang the eddying of the crowd, and on glancing up, he saw the woman smiling a him from a couple of
feet away, holding out a card and apencil stub. * Only ten cents Guatemaan,” shesaid in
American-sounding English.

The people flanking Mingolla urged him to play, grinning and clapping him on the back. But hedidn't
need urging. He knew he was going to win -- it was the clearest premonition he had ever had, and it was
signaed mostly by the woman hersdf. He felt a powerful attraction to her. It was asif she were asource
of heet... not of heat aone but also of vitdity, sensudlity, and now that he was within range, that heet was
washing over him, making him aware of a sexud tension devel oping between them, bringing with it the
knowledge that he would win. The strength of the attraction surprised him, because hisfirst impresson
had been that she was exotic-looking but not beautiful. Though dim, she was alittle wide-hipped, and her
breasts, mounded high and served up in separate scoops by her tight bodice, were quite small. Her face,
like her coloring, had an East Indian cadt, its features too large and vol uptuous to suit the delicate bone
structure; yet they were so expressive, so finely cut, that their disproportion came to seem avirtue.
Except that it wasthinner, her face resembled one of those handmai dens featured on Hindu religious
posters, knedling beneath Krishna sthrone. Very sexy, very serene. That serenity, Mingolla decided,
wasn't just aveneer. It ran deep. But at the moment he was more interested in her breasts. They looked
nice pushed up like that, gleaming with a sheen of swesat. Two helpings of shaky pudding.

The woman waggled the card, and hetook it: asmplified Bingo card with symbolsinstead of |etters
and numbers. “Good luck,” she said, and laughed, asif in reaction to some private irony. Then she began
to spin the cage.

Mingolladidn’t recognize many of the words she caled, but an old man cozied up to him and pointed
to the appropriate square whenever he got amatch. Soon severd rowswere dmost complete. “ jLA
MANZANA!" cried the woman, and the old man tugged at Mingolla s deeve, shouting, “ | Se gand!”

Asthewoman checked his card, Mingolla thought about the mystery she presented. Her calmness,
her unaccented English and the upper-class background it implied, made her seem out of place here.
Could be she was a student, her education interrupted by the war... though she might be a bit too old for
that. Hefigured her to be twenty-two or twenty-three. Graduate school, maybe. But therewas an air of
worldliness about her that didn’t support that theory. He watched her eyes dart back and forth between
the card and the plastic cubes. Large heavy-lidded eyes. The whites stood in such sharp contrast to her
dusky skin that they looked fake: milky stones with black centers.

“You see?’ she said, handing him hiswinnings -- about three dollars -- and another card.

“Seewhat?’ Mingollaasked, perplexed.

But she had aready begun to spin the cage again.

He won three of the next seven cards. People congratulated him, shaking their heads in amazement;
the old man cozied up further, suggesting in Sgn language that he was the agency responsible for



Mingoalla s good fortune. Mingolla, however, was nervous. Hisritua was founded on a principle of small
miracles, and though he was certain the woman was cheating on his behalf (that, he assumed, had been
the meaning of her laughter, her Y ou see?’), though hisluck was not redly luck, its excessveness
menaced that principle. He lost three cards in arow, but thereafter won two of four and grew even more
nervous. He consdered leaving. But what if it was luck? Leaving might run him afoul of ahigher principle,
interfere with some cosmic process and draw down misfortune. It was aridiculousides, but he couldn’t
bring himsdlf to risk the faint chance that it might be true.

He continued to win. The people who had congratulated him became disgruntled and drifted off, and
when there were only ahandful of players|eft, the woman closed down the game. A grimy street kid
materidized from the shadows and began dismantling the equipment. Unbolting the wire cage, unplugging
the microphone, boxing up the plastic cubes, stuffing it dl into aburlap sack. The woman moved out from
behind the stall and leaned againgt one of the roofpoles. Half-amiling, she cocked her head, appraisng
Mingolla, and then -- just asthe silence between them began to get prickly -- shesad, “My name's
Debora”

“David.” Mingollafelt as awkward as afourteen-year-old; he had to resist the urge to jam his hands
into his pockets and look away. “Why’d you cheat?’ he asked; in trying to cover his nervousness, he
sad it too loudly and it sounded like an accusation.

“| wanted to get your attention,” she said. “I’m... interested in you. Didn’t you notice?’

“I didn’t want to takeit for granted.”

Shelaughed. “I approve! It's aways best to be cautious.”

Heliked her laughter; it had an easiness that made him think she would celebrate the least good thing.

Three men passed by arm in arm, singing drunkenly. One yelled at Debora, and she responded with
an angry burgt of Spanish. Mingolla could guess what had been said, that she had been insulted for
associating with an American. “Maybe we should go somewhere,” he said. “Get off the streets.”

“After he' sfinished.” She gestured at the boy, who was now taking down the string of light bulbs.

“It' sfunny,” shesaid. “| havethe gift mysdlf, and I’ m usudly uncomfortable around anyone else who has
it. But not with you.”

“Thegift?” Mingollathought he knew what she was referring to, but was leery about admitting to it.

“What do you cal it? ESP?’

He gave up theidea of denyingit. “I never put anameonit,” hesad.

“It'sstrong in you. I'm surprised you' re not with Psicorp.”

Hewanted to impress her, to cloak himself inamystery equal to hers. “How do you know I’m not?’

“I could tell.” She pulled ablack purse from behind the counter. “ After drug therapy there’ sa change
inthe gift, in the way it comes across. It doesn’t fed as haot, for onething.” She glanced up from the
purse. “Or don't you perceive it that way? As heat.”

“I’ve been around people who fdlt hot to me,” he said. “But | didn’t know what it meant.”

“That’ swhat it means... sometimes.” She stuffed some billsinto the purse. “ So, why aren’t you with
Psicorp?’

Mingollathought back to hisfirgt interview with a Psicorp agent: apae, bading man with the innocent
look around the eyes that some blind people have. While Mingolla had talked, the agent had fondled the
ring Mingolla had given him to hold, paying no mind to what was being said, and had gazed off
digractedly, asif listening for echoes. “They tried hard to recruit me,” Mingollasaid. “But | was scared of
the drugs. | heard they had bad side-effects.”

“You'relucky it was voluntary,” she said. “Here they just snap you up.”

The boy said something to her; he swung the burlap sack over his shoulder, and after arapid-fire
exchange of Spanish heran off toward the river. The crowds were still thick, but more than haf the stalls
had shut down; those that remained open looked -- with their thatched roofs and strung lights and
beshawled women -- like crude nativity scenes ranging the darkness. Beyond the stalls, neon signs
winked on and off: achaotic menagerie of silver eagles and crimson spiders and indigo dragons.
Watching them burn and vanish, Mingollaexperienced awave of dizziness. Things were garting to



appear disconnected asthey had at the Club Demonio.

“Don’t you fed well?’ she asked.

“I'mjust tired.”

Sheturned him to face her, put her hands on his shoulders. “No,” shesaid. “It' ssomething else.”

Theweight of her hands, the smell of her perfume, helped to steady him. “There was an assault on the
firebase afew daysago,” hesad. “It' s<till with meaalittle, y' know.”

She gave his shoulders a squeeze and stepped back. “Maybe | can do something.” She said thiswith
such gravity, he thought she must have something specific in mind. “How’ sthat?’ he asked.

“I'll tell you at dinner... that is, if you' re buying.” Shetook hisarm, jollying him. *'Y ou owe me that
much, don’t you think, after al your good luck?’

“Why aren’t you with Psicorp?’ he asked asthey walked. She didn’t answer immediately, keeping
her head down, nudging ascrap of cellophane with her toe. They were moving aong an uncrowded
street, bordered on the | eft by the river -- achannd of suggish black lacquer -- and on theright by the
windowless rear walls of some bars. Overhead, behind alatticework of supports, aneon lion shed a
baleful green nimbus. “I wasin school in Miami when they started testing here,” shesaid at last. “And
after | came home, my family got on the wrong side of Department Six. Y ou know Department Six?’

“I've heard some Stuff.”

“Sadigts don’t make efficient bureaucrats,” she said. “They were more interested in torturing usthanin
determining our value”

Their footsteps crunched in the dirt; husky jukebox voices cried out for love from the next street over.
“What happened?’ Mingolla asked.

“Tomy family?" She shrugged. “Dead. No one ever bothered to confirmiit, but it wasn't necessary.
Confirmation, | mean.” Shewent afew stepsin silence. “Asfor me...” A muscle bunched at the corner of
her mouth. “1 did what | had to.”

He was tempted to ask for specifies, but thought better of it. “I’m sorry,” he said, and then kicked
himsdf for having made such aband comment.

They passed a bar |orded over by agrinning red-and-purple neon ape. Mingollawondered if these
glowing figures had meaning for guerrillaswith binocularsin the hills: gone-dead tubes sgnding times of
attack or troop movements. He cocked an eye toward Debora. She didn’t look despondent as she had a
second before, and that accorded with hisimpression that her calmness was a product of self-control,
that her emotions were strong but held in tight check and only let out for exercise. From theriver came a
solitary splash, some cold fleck of life surfacing briefly, then returning to its long ignorant glide through the
darkness... and hislife no different redlly, though maybe less graceful. How strange it was to be walking
beside this woman who gave off heat like a candle flame, with earth and sky blended into ablack gas,
and neon totems standing guard overhead.

“Shit,” said Debora under her breath.

It surprised him to hear her curse. “What isit?’

“Nothing,” she said wearily. “Just *shit.”” She pointed ahead and quickened her pace. “Herewe are.”

The restaurant was aworking-class place that occupied the ground floor of ahotel: atwo-story
building of yellow concrete block with abuzzing Fanta sign hung above the entrance. Hundreds of moths
swarmed about the sign, flickering whitely againgt the darkness, and in front of the steps stood a group of
teenage boys who were throwing knives a an iguana. Theiguanawastied by itshind legsto the step
railling. It had amber eyes, a hide the color of boiled cabbage, and it strained &t the end of its cord,
digging itscdawsinto the dirt and arching its neck like a pint-size dragon about to take flight. AsMingolla



and Deborawa ked up, one of the boys scored a hit in theiguana stail and it flipped highinto the air,
shaking loose the knife. The boys passed around a bottle of rum to celebrate.

Except for the waiter -- apudgy young man leaning beside adoor that opened onto a smoke-filled
kitchen -- the place was empty. Glaring overhead lights shined up the grease spots on the plastic
tablecloths and made the uneven thicknesses of yellow paint appear to be dripping. The concrete floor
was freckled with dark stains that Mingolla discovered to be the remains of insects. The food turned out
to be decent, however, and Mingolla shoveled down a plateful of chicken and rice before Debora had
haf-finished hers. She ate deliberately, chewing each bite along time, and he had to carry the
conversation. Hetold her about New Y ork, his painting, how acouple of galeries had showed interest
even though he was just a student. He compared his work to Rauschenberg, to Silvestre. Not as good,
of course. Not yet. He had the notion that everything he told her -- no matter itsirrelevanceto the
moment -- was securing the relationship, establishing subtle ties; he pictured the two of them enwebbed
inanetwork of luminous threads that acted as conduits for their attraction. He could fedl her heet more
strongly than ever, and he wondered what it would be like to make love to her, to be swallowed by that
perception of heat. Theingtant he wondered this, she glanced up and smiled, asif sharing the thought. He
wanted to ratify his sense of intimacy, to tell her something he had told no one el'se, and so -- having only
one important secret -- hetold her about theritual.

Shelaid down her fork and gave him apenetrating look. “Y ou can't redly believethat,” she said.

“I know it sounds...”

“Ridiculous,” shebrokein. “That’s how it sounds.”

“It' sthetruth,” he said defiantly.

She picked up her fork again, pushed around some grains of rice. “How isit for you,” she said, “when
you have a premonition? | mean, what happens? Do you have dreams, hear voices?’

“Sometimes | just know things,” he said, taken aback by her abrupt change of subject. “And
sometimes| seepictures. It'slikewitha TV that’s not working right. Fuzziness at firgt, then asharp
image”

“With me, it' sdreams. And hallucinations. | don’t know what elseto cal them.” Her lipsthinned; she
sighed, appearing to have reached some decision. “When | first saw you, just for a second, you were
wearing battle gear. There were inputs on the gauntlets, cables attached to the helmet. The faceplate was
shattered, and your face... it was pae, bloody.” She put her hand out to cover his. “What | saw wasvery
clear, David. You can’t go back.”

He hadn’t described artilleryman’ s gear to her, and no way could she have seen it. Shaken, he said,
“Wheream | gonnago?’

“Panama,” shesaid. “1 can help you get there” She suddenly snapped into focus. Y ou find her,
dozenslike her, in any of the R& R towns. Preaching pacifism, encouraging desertion. Do-gooders, most
with guerrilla connections. And that, he redlized, must be how she had known about his gear. She had
probably gathered information on the different types of unitsin order to lend authenticity to her dire
pronouncements. His opinion of her wasn't diminished; on the contrary, it went up anotch. She was
risking her life by talking to him. But her mystery had been dimmed.

“I can’t do that,” he said.

“Why not? Don't you believe me?’

“It wouldn’'t make any differenceif | did.”

“Look,” hesaid. “Thisfriend of mine, he' sawaystrying to convince meto desert, and there' ve been
times| wanted to. But it’ sjust not in me. My feet won’'t move that way. Maybe you don’t understand,
but that’show itis.”

“This childish thing you do with your two friends,” she said after apause. “ That' swhat’ s holding you
here, ign'tit?”

“Itisn’'t childish.”

“That' sexactly what it is. Like achild walking homein the dark and thinking that if he doesn’'t look at



the shadows, nothing will jump out a him.”

“You don’'t understand,” he said.

“No, | suppose | don't.” Angry, she threw her napkin down on the table and stared intently at her
plate asif reading some oracle from the chicken bones.

“Let’ stalk about something dse” said Mingolla

“I haveto go,” shesaid coldly.

“Because | won't desert?”’

“Because of what'll happen if you don't.” She leaned toward him, her voice burred with emotion.
“Because knowing what | do about your future, | don’t want to wind up in bed with you.”

Her intensity frightened him. Maybe she had been telling the truth. But he dismissed the possibility.
“Stay,” hesaid. “We' Il talk some more about it.”

“Youwouldn't listen.” She picked up her purse and got to her feet.

The waiter ambled over and laid the check beside Mingolla s plate; he pulled aplastic bag filled with
marijuanafrom his apron pocket and dangled it in front of Mingolla. “Gotta get her in the mood, man,” he
said. Deborarailed at him in Spanish. He shrugged and moved off, his dow-footed walk an
advertisement for his goods.

“Meet me tomorrow then,” said Mingolla. “We can talk more about it tomorrow.”

“No.”

“Why don’'t you gimme abresk? hesad. “Thisisal coming down pretty fast, y’know. | got herethis
afternoon, meet you, and an hour later you're saying, ‘ Death isin the cards, and Panama s your only
hope.” | need sometimeto think. Maybe by tomorrow I’ [l have a different attitude.”

Her expression softened, but she shook her head, No.

“Don’'t you think it sworth it?’

Shelowered her eyes, fussed with the zipper of her purse asecond, and let out arueful hiss. “Where
do you want to meet?’

“How "bout the pier on this side?’ Round noon.”

She hegitated. “All right.” She came around to his side of the table, bent down and brushed her lips
across his cheek. Hetried to pull her close and degpen the kiss, but she dipped away. He felt giddy,
overheated. “Y ou redly gonna be there?’ he asked.

She nodded but seemed troubled, and she didn’t look back before vanishing down the steps.

Mingollasat awhile, thinking about the kiss, its promise. He might have stayed even longer, but three
drunken soldiers staggered in and began knocking over chairs, giving the waiter ahard time. Annoyed,
Mingollawent to the door and stood taking in hits of the humid air. Moths were loosely congtellated on
the curved platic of the Fantasign, trying to get next to the bright heat ingde it, and he had a sense of
relation, of sharing their yearning for the impossible. He started down the steps but was brought up short.
The teenage boys had gone; however, their captive iguanalay on the bottom step, bloody and unmoving.
Bluish gray strings spilled from agash initsthroat. It was such aclear sgn of bad luck, Mingollawent
back insde and checked into the hotel upstairs.

The hotdl corridors stank of urine and disinfectant. A drunken Indian with hisfly unzipped and a
bloody mouth was pounding on one of the doors. As Mingolla passed him, he bowed and made a
sweeping gesture, aparody of welcome. Then he went back to his pounding. Mingolla sroomwasa
windowless cell five feet wide and coffin-length, furnished with asink and a cot and a chair. Cobwebs
and dust clotted the glass of the transom, reducing the halway light to a cold bluish white glow. Thewals
were filmy with more cobwebs, and the sheets were so dirty that they appeared to have a pattern. He lay



down and closed his eyes, thinking about Debora. About ripping off that red dressand giving her a
vicious screwing. How she' d cry out. That both made him ashamed and gave him a hard-on. Hetried to
think about making love to her tenderly. But tenderness, it seemed, was beyond him. He went flaccid.
Jerking off wasn't worth the effort, he decided. He started to unbutton his shirt, remembered the shests,
and figured he' d be better off with hisclotheson.

In the blackness behind hislids he began to see explosive flashes, and within those flasheswere
images of the assault on the Ant Farm. The migt, the tunndls. He blotted them out with the image of
Debora sface, but they kept coming back. Finally he opened his eyes. Two... no, three fuzzy-looking
black stars were silhouetted againgt the transom. It was only when they began to crawl that he recognized
them to be spiders. Big ones. Hewasn't usudly afraid of spiders, but these particular spidersterrified
him. If he hit them with his shoe, he' d break the glass and they’ d g ect him from the hotel. He didn’t want
to hit them with his hands. After awhile he sat up, switched on the overhead, and searched under the cot.
Thereweren’t any more spiders. He lay back down, feding shaky and short of breath. Wishing he could
talk to someone, hear afamiliar voice. “1t'sokay,” he said to the dark air. But that didn’t help. And for a
long time, until he felt secure enough to deep, he watched the three black stars crawling acrossthe
transom, moving toward the center, touching each other, moving apart, never making any red progress,
never draying from their area of bright confinement, their universe of curdled, frozen light.

In the morning Mingolla crossed to the west bank and walked toward the airbase. It was aready hat,
but the air still held atrace of freshness, and the swest that beaded on hisforehead felt clean and hedlthy.
White dust was settling aong the gravel road, testifying to the recent passage of traffic; past the town and
the cutoff that led to the uncompleted bridge, high walls of vegetation crowded close to the road, and
from within them he heard monkeys and insects and birds: sharp soundsthat enlivened him, making him
conscious of the play of hismuscles. About halfway to the base he spotted six Guatemalan soldiers
coming out of the jungle, dragging a couple of bodies; they tossed them onto the hood of their jeep,
where two other bodies were lying. Drawing near, Mingollasaw that the dead were naked children, each
with aneat holein his back. He had intended to walk on past, but one of the soldiers-- agnomish
copper-skinned man in dark blue fatigues -- blocked his path and demanded to check his papers. All the
soldiers gathered around to study the papers, whispering, turning them sideways, scratching their heads.
Used to such hasdes, Mingolla paid them no attention and looked at the dead children.

They were scravny, sun-darkened, lying facedown with their ragged hair hanging afringe off the
hood; their skinswere pocked by infected mosguito bites, and the flesh around the bullet holes was
ridged-up and bruised. Judging by their size, Mingolla guessed them to be about ten years old; but then
he noticed that one was a girl with ateenage fullnessto her buttocks, her breasts squashed against the
metal. That made him indignant. They were only wild children who survived by robbing and killing, and
the Guatema an soldiers were only doing their duty: They performed afunction comparableto that of the
birds that hunted ticks on the hide of arhinoceros, keeping their American beast pest-free and happy.
But it was't right for the children to be laid out like game.

The soldier gave back Mingolla s papers. He was now al smiles, and -- perhapsin the interest of
solidifying Guatema an-American relations, perhaps because he was proud of hiswork -- he went over
to thejeep and lifted the girl’ s head by the hair so Mingolla could see her face. “ jBandidal” he said,
arranging hisfeaturesinto acomica frown. The girl’ sface was not unlike the soldier’ s, with the same
blade of anose and prominent cheekbones. Fresh blood glistened on her lips, and the faded tattoo of a
coiled serpent centered her forehead. Her eyes were open, and staring into them -- despite their
cloudiness -- Mingollafdt that he had made a connection, that she was regarding him sadly from



somewhere behind those eyes, continuing to die past the point of clinica desth. Then an ant crawled out
of her nogtril, perching on the crimson curve of her lip, and the eyeslooked merdly vacant. The soldier let
her head fall and wrapped his hand in the hair of a second corpse; but before he could lift it, Mingolla
turned away and headed down the road toward the airbase.

Therewasarow of helicopterslined up at the edge of the landing strip, and walking between them,
Mingollasaw the two pilotswho had given him aride from the Ant Farm. They were stripped to shorts
and hemets, wearing basebal gloves, and they were playing catch, lofting high fliesto one another.
Behind them, atop their Skorsky, amechanic was fussing with the main rotor housing. The sight of the
pilotsdidn’t disturb Mingollaasit had the previous day; in fact, he found their weirdness somehow
comforting. Just then, the ball €uded one of them and bounced Mingolla sway. He snagged it and
flipped it back to the nearer of the pilots, who came loping over and stood pounding the ball into the
pocket of hisglove. With his black reflecting face and sweaty, muscular torso, he looked like an eager
young mutant.

“How’'sshegoin'?’ heasked. “ Seem like you alittle tore down thismornin’.”

“| fed okay,” said Mingolladefensively. “’ Course’ -- he smiled, making light of his defensveness --
“maybe you see something | don’t.”

The pilot shrugged; the sprightliness of the gesture seemed to convey good humor.

Mingolla pointed to the mechanic. “Y ou guys broke down, huh?’

“Just overhaul. We'regoin’ back up early tomorrow. Need alift?’

“Naw, I’'m herefor aweek.”

An eerie current flowed through Mingolla sleft hand, setting up a pasied shaking. It was bad this
time, and hejammed the hand into his hip pocket. The olive-drab line of barracks appeared to twitch, to
suffer adidocation and shift farther away; the choppers and jeegps and uniformed men on the strip looked
toylike: piecesin aredly neat Gl Joe Airbase kit. Mingolla s hand best against the fabric of histrousers
likeasick heart.

“| gottaget going,” he said.

“Hang inthere,” said the pilot. “Y ou be awright.”

The words had aflavor of diagnostic assurance that dmaost convinced Mingolla of the pilot’ s ability to
know hisfate, that things such asfate could be known. “Y ou honestly believe what you were saying
yesterday, man?’ he asked. “’ Bout your helmets?’ Bout knowing the future?”

The pilot bounced the ball on the concrete, snatched it at the peak of its rebound, and stared down at
it. Mingolla could see the seams and brand name reflected in the visor, but nothing of the face behind it,
no evidence either of normalcy or deformity. “I get asked that alot,” said the pilot. “ People raggin’ me,
y'know. But you ain’t raggin’ me, are you, man?’

“No,” said Mingolla. “I'm not.”

“Wel,” said the pilat, “it’ sthisway. We buzz round up in the nothin’, and we see shit down on the
ground, shit nobody else sees. Then we blow that shit avay. Been doin’ it like that for ten months, and
weredill dive. Fuckin” A, | bedieveit!”

Mingollawas disappointed. “Y eah, okay,” he said.

“You hear what I'm sayin’?” asked the pilot. “I mean we'relivin' goddamn proof.”

“Uh-huh.” Mingollascratched his neck, trying to think of adiplomeatic response, but thought of none.
“Guess|’ll seeyou.” He started toward the PX.

“Hang in there, man!” the pilot called after him. “Takeit from me! Things gonnabe lookin' up for you
redl soon!”



The canteen in the PX was abig barnlike room of unpainted boards; it was of such recent
congtruction that Mingollacould still smell sawdust and resin. Thirty or forty tables; ajukebox; bare
walls. Behind the bar at the rear of the room, a sour-faced corpora with a clipboard was doing aliquor
inventory, and Gilbey -- the only customer -- was Sitting by one of the east windows, stirring a cup of
coffee. His brow was furrowed, and aray of sunlight shone down around him, making it ook that he was
being divindy inspired to do some soul-searching.

“Where sBaylor?’ asked Mingolla, Sitting opposite him.

“Fuck, | dunno,” said Gilbey, not taking his eyesfrom the coffee cup. “He Il be here”

Mingollakept hisleft hand in his pocket. The tremorswere diminishing, but not quickly enough to suit
him; he was worried that the shaking would spread asit had after the assault. Helet out asigh, and in
letting it out he could fed al his nervousflutters. Theray of sunlight seemed to be humming awavery
golden note, and that, too, worried him. Halucinations. Then he noticed afly buzzing againg the
windowpane. “How wasit last night?’ he asked.

Gilbey glanced up sharply. “Oh, you mean Big Tits. Shelemme check her for lumps.” Heforced a
grin, then went back to stirring his coffee.

Mingollawas hurt that Gilbey hadn’t asked about his night; he wanted to tell him about Debora. But
that wastypica of Gilbey’ s sdf-involvement. His narrow eyes and sulky mouth weretheimprints of a
mean-spiritedness that permitted few concerns aside from his own well-being. Y et despite his
insengitivity, hisstupid rages and limited conversation, Mingollabelieved that he was smarter than he
gppeared, that disguising one sintelligence must have been asurvivd tactic in Detroit, where he had
grown up. It was his craftiness that gave him away: hisingghtsinto the personalities of adversary
lieutenants; hisdickness at avoiding unpleasant duty; his ability to manipulate his peers. He wore stupidity
like acloak, and perhaps he had worn it for so long thet it could not be removed. Still, Mingolla envied
him itsvirtues, especidly theway it had numbed him to the assaullt.

“He snever been late before,” said Mingollaafter awhile.

“Sowhat, he sfuckin’ latel” snapped Gilbey, glowering. “HE Il be here!”

Behind the bar, the corpora switched on aradio and spun the dial past Latin music, past Top Forty,
then past an American voice reporting the basebal | scores. “Hey!” caled Gilbey. “Let’ s hear that, man! |
wanna see what happened to the Tigers.” With a shrug, the corpora complied.

“...White Sox six, A’sthree,” said the announcer. “That’ seight in arow for the Sox...”

“White Sox are kickin’ some ass,” said the corporal, pleased.

“TheWhite Sox!” Gilbey sneered. “What the White Sox got ' cept abuncha beaners hittin’ two
hunnerd and some coke-sniffin’ niggers? Shit! Every fuckin' spring the White Sox areflyin’, man. But
then’long comes summer and the good drugs hit the street and they fuckin® diel”

“Yeah,” said the corpord, “but thisyear...”

“Takethat son of abitch Caldwell,” said Gilbey, ignoring him. “1 seen him coupla years back when he
had atriad with the Tigers. Man, that nigger could hit! Now he shuffles up therelike he’ sjust fedin’ the
breeze”

“They ain't takin’ drugs, man,” said the corpord testily. “ They can’t take’em’ cause there' sthese
teststhat show if they’s on somethin’.”

Gilbey barreled ahead. “White Sox ain’t gotta chance, man! Know what theguy on TV cdls’em
sometimes? The Pae Hose! Thefuckin® Pae Hose! How you gonnawin with anamelike that? The
Tigers, now, they got the right kindaname. The Y ankees, the Braves, the...”

“Bullshit, man!” The corpora was becoming upset; he set down his clipboard and walked to the end
of the bar. “What ’ bout the Dodgers? They gottawimpy name and they’ re agood team. Y our name
don’'t mean shit!”

“The Reds,” suggested Mingolla; he was enjoying Gilbey’ srap, its subbornness and irrationality. Y et
at the same time he was concerned by its undertone of desperation: Appearancesto the contrary, Gilbey
was not himsdf thismorning.

“Oh, yeah!” Gilbey smacked the table with theflat of hishand. “The Reds! Lookit the Reds, man!



Lookit how good they been doin’ since the Cubans come into thewar. Y ou think that don’t mean
nothin’ ?'Y ou think their nameain’t helpin’ *em? Even if they get in the Series, the Pae fuckin' Hose don’t
gottaprayer againgt the Reds.” Helaughed -- ahoarse grunt. “I’'m a Tiger fan, man, but | gottafedin’
thisain't their year, y’know. The Redsaretearin’ up the NL East, and the Y ankeesis comin’ on, and
when they get together in October, man, then we gonnafind out alla’ bout everything. Alla’ bout fuckin’
everything!” Hisvoice grew tight and tremulous. “ So don’t gimme no trouble ’ bout the candy-ass Pale
Hose, man! They ain't shit and they never was and they ain’t gonna be shit "til they change their fuckin’
name!”

Sensing danger, the corpora backed away from confrontation, and Gilbey lapsed into amoody
slence. For awhile there were only the sounds of chopper blades and the radio blatting out cocktail jazz.
Two mechanics wandered in for an early morning beer, and not long after that three fatherly looking
sergeants with potbellies and thinning hair and quartermaster insgnia on their shoulders sat a anearby
table and started up agame of rummy. The corporal brought them a pot of coffee and a bottle of
whiskey, which they mixed and drank asthey played. Their game had an air of custom, of something
done at thistime every day, and watching them, taking note of their fat, pampered ease, their old-buddy
familiarity, Mingollafet proud of his pasied hand. It was an honorable affliction, asign that he had
participated in the heart of the war as these men had not. Y et he bore them no resentment. None
whatsoever. Rather it gave him a sense of security to know that three such fatherly men were here to
provide him with food and liquor and new boots. He basked in the dull, happy clutter of their talk, in the
haze of cigar smoke that seemed the exhaust of their contentment. He believed that he could go to them,
tell them his problems, and receive folksy advice. They were hereto assure him of therightness of his
purpose, to remind him of Smple American values, to lend anilluson of fraterna involvement to thewar,
to make clear that it was merdly an exercisein good fellowship and tough-mindedness, an initiation rite
that these three men had long ago passed through, and after the war they would al get rings and medals
and pal around together and talk about bloodshed and terror with head-shaking wonderment and
nostalgia, asif bloodshed and terror were old lost friends whose natures they had not fully appreciated at
thetime... Mingollarealized then that asmile had stretched hisfaciad musclestaut, and that histrain of
thought had been leading him into spooky mental territory. The tremorsin his hand were worse than ever.
He checked hiswatch. It was almost ten o' clock. Ten 0’ clock! In apanic he scraped back his chair and
stood.

“Let’slook for him,” he said to Gilbey. Gilbey started to say something but kept it to himself. He
tapped his spoon hard against the edge of the table. Then he, too, scraped back his chair and stood.

Baylor was not to be found at the Club Demonio or any of the bars on the west bank. Gilbey and
Mingolla described him to everyone they met, but no one remembered him. The longer the search went
on, the more insecure Mingolla became. Baylor was necessary, an essentia underpinning of the platform
of habits and routines that supported him, that let him live beyond the range of war’ sweapons and the
laws of chance, and should that underpinning be destroyed... In hismind’ s eye he saw the platform
tipping, he and Gilbey toppling over the edge, cartwheding down into an abyssfilled with black flames,
Once Gilbey said, “Panamal The son of abitch run off to Panama.” But Mingolladidn’t think thiswasthe
case. Hewas certain that Baylor was close a hand. His certainty had such avaence of clarity that he
became even more insecure, knowing that this sort of clarity often heralded abad conclusion.

The sun climbed higher, its heat an enormous weight pressing down, itslight leaching color from the
stucco walls, and Mingolla s sweat began to smell rancid. Only afew soldiers were on the streets, mixed
inwith the usua run of kids and beggars, and the bars were empty except for asmattering of drunks till



on abinge from the night before. Gilbey stumped aong, grabbing people by the shirt and asking his
guestions. Mingolla, however, terribly conscious of histrembling hand, nervousto the point of
stammering, was forced to work out a stock approach whereby he could get through these brief
interviews. Hewould amble up, keegping hisright sdeforward, and say, “1’m looking for afriend of mine.
Maybe you seen him? Tall guy. Olive skin, black hair, thin. Name s Baylor.” Helearned to let thisdide
off histonguein acasua unreding.

Finaly Gilbey had had enough. “I’m gonna hang out with Big Tits,” he said. “Meet’ chaat the PX
tomorrow.” He started to walk off, but turned and added, “Y ou wanna get in touch ’fore tomorrow, I'll
be at the Club Demonio.” He had an odd expression on hisface. It was asif he weretrying to smile
reassuringly, but -- dueto hislack of practice with smiles-- it looked forced and foolish and not in the
least reassuring.

Around eleven o’ clock Mingollawound up leaning againgt apink stucco wall, watching out for Baylor
in the thickening crowds. Beside him, the sun-browned fronds of abananatree were feathering in the
wind, making a crispy sound whenever agust blew them back into thewall. Theroof of the bar across
the street was being repaired: sheets of new tin dternating with narrow patches of rust that looked like
enormous strips of bacon laid there to fry. Now and then he would let his gaze drift up to the unfinished
bridge, agreat siweep of magica whiteness curving into the blue, rising above the town and the jungle and
the war. Not even the heat haze rippling from the tin roof could warp its smoothness. It seemed to be
orchestrating the stench, the mutter of the crowds, and the jukebox music into atranquil unity, absorbing
those energies and returning them purified, enriched. He thought that if he stared &t it long enough, it
would speak to him, pronounce awhite word that would grant his wishes.

Two flat cracks-- pistol shots -- sent him stumbling away from thewall, his heart racing. Insde his
head the shots had spoken the two syllables of Baylor’s name. All the kids and beggars had vanished. All
the soldiers had stopped and turned to face the direction from which the shots had come: zombieswho
had heard their master’ svoice,

Another shot.

Some soldiers milled out of aside street, talking excitedly. “...fuckin’ nuts!” onewas saying, and his
buddy said, “1t was Sammy, man! Y ou see hiseyes?’

Mingolla pushed hisway through them and sprinted down the Side street. At the end of the block a
cordon of MPs had sedled off access to the right-hand turn, and when Mingollaran up, one of them told
him to stay back.

“What isit?” Mingollaasked. “ Some guy playing Sammy?’

“Fuck off,” the MP said mildly.

“Ligen,” said Mingoalla “1t might be thisfriend of mine. Tdl, skinny guy. Black hair. Maybe | cantak
tohim.”

The MP exchanged glances with his buddies, who shrugged and acted otherwise unconcerned.
“Okay,” hesad. He pulled Mingollato him and pointed out a bar with turquoise walls on the next corner
down. “Go onin there and talk to the captain.”

Two more shots, then athird.

“Better hurry,” saidthe MP. “OI’ Captain Haynesworth there, he don’t put much stock in
negotigtions.”

It was cool and dark inside the bar; two shadowy figures were flattened against thewall besidea
window that opened onto the cross street. Mingolla could make out the glint of automatic pistolsin their
hands. Then, through the window, he saw Baylor pop up from behind aretaining wall: athree-foot-high



structure of mud bricks running between an herba drugstore and another bar. Baylor was shirtless, his
chest painted with reddish-brown smears of dried blood, and he was standing in a nonchalant pose, with
his thumbs hooked in histrouser pockets. One of the men by the window fired at him. The report was
deafening, causing Mingollato flinch and close his eyes. When he looked out the window again, Baylor
was nowherein sight.

“Fucker’sjust tryin’ to draw fire,” said the man who had shot at Baylor. “ Sammy’ sfast today.”

“Y eah, but he sdowin’ some,” said alazy voice from the darkness at the rear of the bar. “1 do
believe he' s outta dope.”

“Hey,” said Mingolla. “Don’t kill him! | know theguy. | cantalk to him.”

“Tadk?" sadthelazy voice. “Youkintak 'til yo' assturnsgreen, boy, and Sammy ain't gon’ listen.”

Mingolla peered into the shadows. A big doppy-looking man was leaning on the counter; brass
insgniagleamed on hisberet. “ Y ou the captain?’ he asked. “ They told me outsde to talk to the
captain.”

“Yes, indeed,” said theman. “And I’ d be purdly delighted to talk with you, boy. What you wannatalk
"bout?’

The other men laughed. “Why are you trying to kill him?” asked Mingolla, hearing the pitch of
desperation in hisvoice. “Y ou don't have to kill him. Y ou could use atrank gun.”

“Got one comin’,” said the captain. “Thing is, though, yo' buddy got hissalf a coupla hostages back of
that wall, and we get achance a him’fore the trank gun 'rives, we bound to take it.”

“But...” Mingollabegan.

“Lemmefinish, boy.” The captain hitched up his gunbelt, strolled over, and draped an arm around
Mingolla s shoulder, enveloping him in an aura of body odor and whiskey bresth. “ See” he went on, “we
had everything under control. Sammy there...”

“Baylor!” said Mingollaangrily. “Hisname s Baylor.”

The captain lifted hisarm from Mingolla s shoulder and looked a him with amusement. Eveninthe
gloom Mingolla could see the network of broken capillaries on his cheeks, the bloated acoholic features.
“Right,” said the captain. “Likel’ssayin’, yo' good buddy Mister Baylor therewas't doin’ no harm.
Just sortaravin® and runnin’ round. But then’long comes a coupla our Marine brothers. Seemslike
they’d been givin' our beaner friends ademonstration of the latest combat gear, and they was headin’
back from said demongtration when they seen our little problem and took it * pon themsalves to play hero.
Wedlgr, puttin’ it in anutshell, Mister Baylor flat kicked their ass. Stomped dl over their esprit de corps.
Then he drags’em back of that wall and startsmessin’ with one of their guns. And...”

Two more shots.

“Shit!” said one of the men by the window.

“And there he sits,” said the captain. “Fuckin’ with us. Now ether the gun’ s outtaammo or else he
ain't figgered out how it works. If it’ sthe latter case, and he doesfigger it out...” The captain shook his
head dolefully, asif picturing dire consequences. “ See my predicament?’

“I could try talking to him,” said Mingolla. “What harm would it do?’

“Y ou get yoursdlf killed, it’ syour life, boy. But it' smy assthat’ s gonna get hauled up on charges.”
The captain steered Mingollato the door and gave him a gentle shove toward the cordon of MPs.

“’ Preciate you volunteerin’, boy.”

Later Mingollawas o reflect that what he had done had made no sense, because -- whether or not
Baylor had survived -- hewould never have been returned to the Ant Farm. But &t the time, desperate to
preserve the ritual, none of this occurred to him. He walked around the corner and toward the retaining
wadll. Hismouth was dry, his heart pounded. But the shaking in his hand had stopped, and he had the
presence of mind to walk in such away that he blocked the MPS’ line of fire. About twenty feet from the
wall he called out, “Hey, Baylor! 1t'sMingolla, man!” And asif propelled by aspring, Baylor jumped up,
garing a him. It was an awful stare. Hiseyeswere like bull’ s-eyes, white showing al around theirises,
trickles of blood ran from his nogtrils, and nerves were twitching in his cheeks with the regul arity of
watchworks. The dried blood on his chest came from three long gouges; they were partially scabbed



over but were oozing aclear fluid. For amoment he remained motionless. Then he reached down behind
thewall, picked up adouble-barreled rifle from whose stock trailed alength of flexible tubing, and
brought it to bear on Mingolla

He squeezed the trigger.

No flame, no explosion. Not even aclick. But Mingollafelt that he’ d been dipped in ice water.
“Christ!” he said. “Baylor! It sme!” Baylor squeezed the trigger again, with the sameresult. An
expression of intense frustration washed over hisface, then lapsed into that dead man’s stare. He looked
directly up into the sun, and after afew seconds he smiled -- he might have been recaiving terrific news
from on high.

Mingolla s senses had become wonderfully acute. Somewhere far away aradio was playing a
country-and-western tune, and with its plaintiveness, itsintermittent bursts of static, it seemed to him the
whining of anervous system on the blink. He could hear the MPstaking in the bar, could smell the sour
acids of Baylor’s madness, and he thought he could fed the pulse of Baylor’ srage, an inconstant flow of
heat eddying around him, intensifying hisfear, rooting him to the spot. Baylor laid the gun down, laid it
down with the tenderness he might have shown toward asick child, and stepped over the retaining wall.
Theanimd fluidity of the movement made Mingolla s skin crawl. He managed to shuffle backward a
pace and held up his handsto ward Baylor off. “C mon, man,” he said weskly. Baylor let out afuming
noise -- part hiss, part whimper -- and arunner of salivadid between hislips. The sun was a golden bath
drenching the street, kindling glints and shimmers from every bright surface, asif it were bringing redity to
aboail.

Somebody ydled, “ Get down, boy!”

Then Baylor flew at him, and they fell together, rolling on the hard-packed dirt. Fingers dug in behind
his Adam’ s gpple. He twisted away, saw Baylor grinning down, al staring eyes and yellowed teeth.
Strings of drool flgpping from his chin. A Halloween face. Knees pinned Mingolla s shoulders, hands
gripped his hair and bashed his head againgt the ground. Again, and again. A keening sound switched on
insgde hisears. He wrenched an arm free and tried to gouge Baylor’ s eyes, but Baylor bit histhumb,
gnawing a thejoint. Mingolla s vison dimmed, and he couldn’t hear anything anymore. The back of his
head felt mushy. It seemed to be rebounding very dowly from the dirt, higher and dower after each
impact. Framed by blue sky, Baylor’ sface looked to be receding, spirding off. And then, just as
Mingollabegan to fade, Baylor disappeared.

Dust wasin Mingolla’ s mouth, his nogtrils. He heard shouts, grunts. Still dazed, he propped himself
onto an ebow. A short ways off, khaki arms and legs and butts were thrashing around in acloud of dust.
Like acomic-strip fight. Y ou expected asterisks and exclamation points overhead to signify profanity.
Somebody grabbed his arm, hauled him upright. The MP captain, his beefy face flushed. He frowned
reprovingly as he brushed dirt from Mingolla s clothes. “Real gutsy, boy,” hesaid. “And redl, real stupid.
He hadn’t been at the end of hisrun, you'd be drawin’ flies’bout now.” He turned to a sergeant standing
nearby. “How stupid you reckon that was, Phil ?’

The sergeant said that it beat him.

“Well,” the captain said, “| figger if the boy here wasin combat, that’ d be’ bout Bronze-Star stupid.”

That, alowed the sergeant, was pretty goddamn stupid. “’ Course herein’ Frisco” -- the captain gave
Mingollaafina dusting -- “it don’t get you diddley-shit.”

The MPswere piling off Baylor, who lay on his side, bleeding from his nose and mouth. Blood thick
asgravy filmed over hischeeks.

“Panama,” said Mingolladully. Maybe it was an option. He saw how it would be... anight beach,
pam shadows alacework on the white sand.

“What say?’ asked the captain.

“Hewanted to go to Panama,” said Mingolla.

“Don'tweadl,” said the captain.

One of the MPsrolled Baylor onto his scomach and handcuffed him; another manacled hisfeet. Then
they rolled him back over. Y dlow dirt had mired with the blood on his cheeks and forehead, fitting him



with ablotchy mask. His eyes sngpped open in the middle of that mask, widening when hefdt the
restraints. He started to hump up and down, trying to bounce hisway to freedom. He kept on humping
for dmost a minute; then he went rigid and -- his gone eyesfixed on the molten disc of the sun -- helet
out aroar. That was the only word for it. It wasn't a scream or ashout, but adevil’ s exultant roar, so
loud and full of fury, it seemed to be generating dl the blazing light and heat dance. Listening to it had a
seductive effect, and Mingolla began to get behind it, to fed it in hisbody like agood rock 'n’ roll tune,
to sympathize with itslife-hating exuberance.

“Whoo-ee!” said the captain, marveling. “They gon’ have to build awhole new zoo for that boy.”

After giving his statement, letting a Corpsman check his head, Mingolla caught the ferry to meet
Deboraon the east bank. He sat in the stern, gazing out at the unfinished bridge, thistime unableto
derivefrom it any sense of hope or magic. Panama kept cropping up in histhoughts. Now that Baylor
was gone, wasit redly an option? He knew he should try to figure things out, plan whét to do, but he
couldn’t stop seeing Baylor’ s bloody, demented face. He' d seen worse, Christ yes, awhole lot worse.
Guys reduced to spare parts, so little of them left that they didn’t need ashiny slver coffin, just ablack
metd can the size of acookie jar. Guys scorched and one-eyed and bloody, clawing blindly at the air like
cregtures out of amonster movie. But the idea of Baylor trapped forever in someraw, red placeinside
hisbrain, in the heart of that raw, red noise he' d made, maybe that idea was worse than anything
Mingollahad seen. He didn’t want to die; he rgected the prospect with the impassioned stubbornness a
child digplays when confronted with ahard truth. Y et he would rather die than endure madness.
Compared to what Baylor had in store, death and Panama seemed to offer the same peaceful sweetness.

Someone sat down beside Mingolla: akid who couldn’t have been older than eighteen. A new kid
with anew haircut, new boots, new fatigues. Even hisface looked new, freshly broken from the mold.
Shiny, pudgy cheeks; clear skin; bright, unused blue eyes. He was eager to talk. He asked Mingolla
about hishome, hisfamily, and said, Oh, wow, it must be grest living in New Y ork, wow. But he
appeared to have some other reason for initiating the conversation, something he was leading up to, and
findly he spat it out.

“Y ou know the Sammy that went animal back there?” he said. “1 seen him pitted last night. Little
place in the jungle west of the base. Guy name Chaco ownsit. Man, it wasfuckin’ incrediblel”

Mingollahad only heard of the pitsthird- and fourth-hand, but what he had heard was bad, and it was
hard to believe that thiskid with hisair of homeboy innocence could be an aficionado of something so
vile. And, despite what he had just witnessed, it was even harder to believe that Baylor could have been
aparticipant.

Thekid didn’t need prompting. “ It was pretty early on,” he said. “ There’ d been a coupla bouts,
nothin’ specid, and then thisguy walksinlookin’ real twitchy. | knew he was Sammy by theway he's
darin’ a thepit, y’know, likeit'ssomethin’ he' sbeen wishin' for. And this guy with me, friend of mine,
he gives me apoke and says, ‘Holy shit! That’ sthe Black Knight, man! | seen him fight over in Reunion a
while back. Put your money on him,” he says. ‘ The fucker’ san ace!’”

Their last R& R had been in Reunion. Mingollatried to frame a question but couldn’t think of one
whose answer would have any meaning.

“Wdll,” said thekid, “I an’t been down long, but even I'd heard * bout the Knight. So | went over and
kinda hung out near him, thinkin' maybe | can get aline on how he’ sfedin’, y’ know, ’cause you don't
wannajust bet the guy’ s rep. Pretty soon Chaco comes over and asks the Knight if he wants some
action. The Knight says, *Yeah, but | wannafight an animal. Somethin’ fierce, man. | wannafight
somethin’ fierce.” Chaco says he' s got some monkeys and shit, and the Knight says he hears Chaco’s



got ajaguar. Chaco he hems and haws, says, ‘ Maybe so, maybe not, but it don’t matter 'cause a
jaguar’ stoo strong for Sammy.” And then the Knight tells Chaco who heis. Lemmetdl ya, Chaco's
wholefuckin’ attitude changed. He could see how the bettin’ was gonnago for somethin’ like the Black
Knight versusajaguar. And he says, ‘ Yesar, Migter Black Knight, sir! Anything you want!” And he
makes the announcement. Man, the place goes nuts. People wavin' money, screamin’ odds, drinkin’ fast
S0’ sthey can get ripped in time for the main event, and the Knight' sjust standin’ there, smilin’, likehe's
feedin’ off the confusion. Then Chaco letsthe jaguar in through the tunnel and into the pit. Itain'ta
full-growed jaguar, haf-growed maybe, but that’sal you figure even the Knight can handle.”

Thekid paused for breath; his eyes seemed to have grown brighter. “ Anyway, the jaguar’ s sneakin’
"round and 'round, keepin’ closeto the pit wall, snarlin’ and spittin’, and the Knight’ swatchin’ him from
up above, checkin’ hismoves, y’ know. And everybody starts chantin’, * Sam-mee, Sam-mee,
Sam-mee,” and after the chant builds up loud the Knight pulls three ampules outta his pocket. | mean,
shit, man! Three! | ain’'t never been’round Sammy when he' s done more’ n two. Three gets you clear
into the fuckin' sky! So when the Knight holds up these three ampules, the crowd’ stuned to burn,
howlin’ likethey’splayin’ Sammy themsdlves. But the Knight, man, he keeps his cool. Heis so coal! He
just holds up the ampules and lets’ em take the shine, soakin’ up the noise and energy, gettin’ strong off
the crowd' s juice. Chaco waves everybody quiet and givesthe speech, y’ know, *bout how in the heart
of every man there’' sawarrior soul waitin’ to be loosed and shit. | tell ya, man, | dways thought that
gpeech was crap before, but the Knight’s makin' me buy it ahunnerd percent. He is so goddamn cool!
He takes off his shirt and shoes, and hetiesthis piece of black silk "round hisarm. Then he popsthe
ampules, one after another, red quick, and breathesit dl in. | can seeit hittin’, catchin’ firein hiseyes.
Pumpin’ him up. And soon as he' s popped the last one, he jumpsinto the pit. He don't use the tunnel,
man! He jumps! Twenty-five feet down to the sand, and landsin a crouch.”

Three other soldierswere leaning in, listening, and the kid was now addressing dl of them, playing to
his audience. He was s0 excited that he could barely keep his speech coherent, and Mingollaredized
with disgust that he, too, was excited by the image of Baylor crouched on the sand. Baylor, who had
cried after the assault. Baylor, who had been so afraid of snipersthat he had once pissed in his pants
rather than wak from hisgun to the latrine.

Baylor, the Black Knight.

“Thejaguar’ s scramblin’ and snarlin’” and dashin’ a theair,” thekid went on. “Tryin’ to put fear into
the Knight. ' Cause the jaguar knowsin hismind the Knight’ sbig trouble. Thisain't somejerk like
Chaco, thisis Sammy. The Knight movesto the center of the pit, still in acrouch.” Herethe kid pitched
hisvoice low and dramatic. “Nothin’ happensfor a coupla minutes, * cept it' stense. Nobody’ s hardly
breathin’. The jaguar springs a couplatimes, but the Knight dances off to the side and makes him miss,
and there ain't no damage either way. Whenever the jaguar springs, the crowd sighs and squedls, not just
'cause they’ s scared of seein’ the Knight tore up, but also ’ cause they can see how fast heis. Silky fadt,
man! Unreal. Helooks’ bout asfast asthe jaguar. He keeps on dancin’ away, and no matter how the
jaguar twists and turns, no matter if he comes a him aong the sand, he can't get hisclawsinto the
Knight. And then, man... oh, it was so smooth! Then the jaguar springs again, and thistime’ stead of
dancin’ away, the Knight drops onto his back, doesthis haf-roll onto his shoulders, and when the jaguar
passes over him, he kicks up with both feet. Kicks up hard! And smashes his hedlsinto thejaguar’ ssde.
The jaguar damsinto the pit wall and comes down screamin’, snappin’ at hisribs. They was busted,
man. Pokin’ out the skin like tent posts.”

The kid wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and flicked his eyestoward Mingollaand the other
soldiersto seeif they wereinto the story. “Wewas shoutin’, man,” he said. “Poundin’ the top of the pit
wall. It was so loud, theguy I'mwithisydlin’ inmy ear and | can't hear nothin’. Now maybeit’ sthe
noise, maybeit’ s hisribs, whatever... the jaguar goes berserk. Makin' these scuttlin’ lunges at the Knight,
tryin’ to get close’fore he springs so the Knight can't pull that sametrick. He' ssnarlin’ like agoddamn
chainsaw! The Knight kegps leapin’ and spinnin’ away. But then he dips, man, grabsthe air for balance,
and thejaguar’ son him, clawin’ at his chest. For asecond they’re likewaltzin' together. Then the Knight



priesloose the paw that’ s hooked him, pushesthe jaguar’ s head back, and smashes hisfist into the
jaguar’ seye. Thejaguar flops onto the sand, and the Knight scoots to the other side of the pit. HE's
checkin’ the scratches on his chest, which isbleedin’ wicked. Meantime, the jaguar getsto hisfeet, and
he' sfucked up worse than ever. His one eye sfullablood, and his hindquartersis al loosey-goosey. Like
if thiswasboxin’, they’d cdl in the doctor. The jaguar figures he' s had enough of this crap, and he starts
tryin’ to jump outtathe pit. This onetime he jumpsright up to wherel’m leanin’ over the edge. Comes o
closel can smell hisbreath, | can see mysdlf reflected in hisgood eye. HE' sclawin’ for agrip, wantin’ to
haul hisself up into the crowd. People are fregkin’, thinkin' he might be gonnamakeit. But 'fore he gets
the chance, the Knight catcheshim by thetail and dingshim against thewall. just like you' d beat a
goddamn rug, that’show he’ sdedlin’ with the jaguar. And the jaguar’ sarea mess, now. He' squiverin'.
Blood' spourin’ outta hismouth, hisfangsisal red. The Knight artsmakin’ theselittlefeints, wavin' his
arms, growlin’. He' stoyin’ with the jaguar. People don't believe what they’ re seein’, man. Sammy’s
kickin' ajaguar’ s ass so bad he' sgot room to toy with it. If the place was nuts before, now it’safuckin’
zoo. Fightsin the crowd, guyssingin’ the Marine Hymn. Some beaner squint’ stakin' off her clothes. The
jaguar triesto scuttle up close to the Knight again, but he' stoo fucked up. He can't keep it together. And
the Knight, he'still growlin’ and feintin’. A guy behind meisbooin’, damin’ the Knight' sdefamin’ the
purity of the sport by playin’ with the jaguar. But Hell, man, | can seehe'sjust timin’ the jaguar, waitin’
for the right moment, the right move.”

Staring off downriver, the kid wore awistful expresson: He might have been thinking about his
girlfriend. “Weadl knew it was comin’,” he said. “Everybody got red quiet. So quiet you could hear the
Knight' sfeet scrapin’ on the sand. Y ou could fed it inthe air, and you knew the jaguar was savin’ up for
one big effort. Then the Knight dipsagain, ' cept he'sfakin'. | could seethat, but the jaguar couldn’t.
When the Knight reds sdeways, the jaguar springs. | thought the Knight was gonna drop down like he
did thefirst time, but he springs, too. Feetfirst. And he catchesthe jaguar under the jaw. Y ou could hear
bone splinterin’, and the jaguar falsin ahegp. He strugglesto get up, but no way! He' swhinin’, and he
crapsal over the sand. The Knight walks up behind him, takes his head in both hands, and givesit a
twist. Crack!”

Asif identifying with the jaguar’ sfate, the kid closed his eyes and sighed. “Everybody’ d been quiet "til
they heard that crack, then al Hell broke loose. People chantin’,  Sam-mee, Sam-mee,” and people
shovin’, tryin’ to get closeto the pit wall so they can watch the Knight take the heart. He reachesinto the
jaguar’ s mouth and snaps off one of the fangs and tosses it to somebody. Then Chaco comesin through
the tunnel and hands him the knife. Right when he’ s’ bout to cut, somebody knocks me over and by the
time I’ m back on my feet, he' saready took the heart and tasted it. HE' sjust standin’ there with the
jaguar’ s blood on his mouth and his own blood runnin’” down his chest. He looks kinda confused,
y'know. Like now thefight's over and he don't know what to do. But then he startsroarin’. He sounds
the same asthe jaguar did 'foreit got hurt. Crazy fierce. Ready to get it on with the whole goddamn
world. Man, I logtit! | wasright with that roar. Maybe | wasroarin’ with him, maybe everybody was.
That’ swhat it felt like, man. Like bein’ inthe middle of thisroar that’scomin’ outtaevery throat in the
universe.” The kid engaged Mingollawith asober look. “Lotsa people go 'round sayin’ the pits are evil,
and maybethey are. | don’'t know. How you s posed to tell ' bout what's evil and what’ s not down here?
They say you can go to the pits athousand times and not see nothin’ like the jaguar and the Black
Knight. | don’t know ’bout that, either. But I'm goin’ back justin case | get lucky. ' Cause what | saw
last night, if it was evil, man, it was so fuckin’ evil it was beautiful, too.”

Deborawas waiting at the pier, carrying apicnic basket and wearing a blue dress with ahigh neckline



and afull skirt: aschoolgirl dress. Mingollahomed in on her. Theway she had her hair, falling about her
shouldersin thick dark curls, made him think of smoke turned solid, and her face seemed the map of a
beautiful country with black lakes and dusky plains, acountry in which he could hide. They walked aong
theriver past the town and came to a spot where ceiba trees with massy crowns of dick green leaves
and whitish bark and roots like dligator tails grew close to the shore, and there they ate and talked and
listened to the water gulping against the clay bank, to the birds, to the faint noises from the airbase that at
this distance sounded part of nature. Sunlight dazzled the water, and whenever wind riffled the surface, it
seemed to be spreading the dazzlesinto a crawling crust of diamonds. Mingollaimagined that they had
taken asecret path, rounded a corner on the world and reached some eterndly peaceful land. The
illusion of peace was so profound that he began to see hope in it. Perhaps, he thought, something was
being offered here. Some new magic. Maybe there would be asign. Signs were everywhereif you knew
how to read them. He glanced around. Thick white trunksrising into greenery, dark leafy avenues|eading
off between them... nothing there, but what about those weeds growing at the edge of the bank? They
cast precise fleur-de-lis shadows on the clay, shadows that didn’t have much in common with the ragged
configurations of the weeds themsalves. Possibly asign, though not aclear one. Helifted his gaze to the
reeds growing in the shallows. Y ellow reeds with jointed stalks bent akimbo, some with clumps of insect
egos like seed pearls hanging from loose fibers, and others dappled by patches of dgae. That's how they
looked one moment. Then Mingolla svison rippled, asif the whole of redlity had shivered, and the reeds
were transformed into rudimentary shapes. yellow sticks poking up from flat blue. On the far side of the
river, the jungle was asimple smear of Crayola green; a speedboat passing was ared dash unzippering
the blue. It seemed that the rippling had jostled dl the dements of the landscape afraction out of kilter,
reveding every object as characterless as a building block. Mingolla gave his head a shake. Nothing
changed. He rubbed his brow. No effect. Terrified, he squeezed his eyes shut. He felt like the only
meaningful piecein anonsengca puzzle, vulnerable by virtue of his uniqueness. His breath camerapidly,
hisleft hand fluttered.

“David? Don’t you want to hear it?’ Debora sounded peeved.

“Hear what?' He kept his eyes closed.

“About my dream. Weren't you listening?’

He peeked at her. Everything was back to normal. She was sitting with her knees tucked under her,
al her featuresin sharp focus. “I'm sorry,” he said. “I wasthinking.”

“Y ou looked frightened.”

“Frightened?’ He put on a bewildered face. “Naw, just had athought, isall.”

“It couldn’t have been pleasant.”

He shrugged off the comment and sat up smartly to prove his attentiveness. “ So tell me’ bout the
dream.”

“All right,” she said doubtfully. The breeze drifted fine strands of hair across her face, and she brushed
them back. “Y ou were in aroom the color of blood, with red chairs and ared table. Even the paintings
on the wall were done in shades of red, and...” She broke off, peering a him. “Do you want to hear this?
Y ou havethat look again.”

“Sure,” he said. But he was afraid. How could she have known about the red room? She must have
had avison of it, and... Then he realized that she might not have been talking about the room itself. He'd
told her about the assault, hadn’t he? And if she had guerrilla contacts, she would know that the
emergency lights were switched on during an assault. That had to beit! Shewastrying to frighten himinto
deserting again, psyching him theway Chrigtians played upon the fears of sinnerswith images of fiery
riversand torture. It infuriated him. Who the Hell was sheto tell him what was right or wise? Whatever
he did, it was going to be hisdecison.

“There were three doorsin the room,” she went on. “Y ou wanted to |leave the room, but you couldn’t
tell which of the doorswas safe to use. Y ou tried the first door, and it turned out to be afacade. The
knob of the second door turned easily, but the door itself was stuck. Rather than forcing it, you went to
the third door. The knob of this door was made of glass and cut your hand. After that you just walked



back and forth, unsure what to do.” She waited for areaction, and when he gave none, she said, “Do
you understand?’

He kept silent, biting back anger.

“I'll interpret it for you,” she said.

“Don’t bother.”

“Thered roomiswar, and the false door isthe way of your childigh...”

“Stop!” He grabbed her wrist, squeezing it hard.

Sheglared a him until he released her. “Y our childish magic,” shefinished.

“What isit with you?’ he asked. “ Y ou have some kinda quotato fill? Five deserters amonth, and you
get amedd?’

She tucked her skirt down to cover her knees, fiddled with aloose thread. From the way shewas
acting, Mingollawondered whether he had asked an intimate question and she was framing an answer
that wouldn’t beinddicate. Finaly she sad, “Isthat who you believe | am to you?’

“Isn’t that right? Why ese would you be handing me this bullshit?”

“What' sthe matter with you, David?” She leaned forward, cupping hisfacein her hands. “Why...”

He pushed her hands away. “What' sthe matter with me? This’ -- his gesture included the sky, the
river, thetrees -- “that’ swhat’ s the matter. Y ou remind me of my parents. They ask the same sorta
ignorant questions.” Suddenly he wanted to injure her with answers, to find an answer like acid to throw
in her face and watch it eat away her tranquility. “ Know what | do for my parents?’ he said. “When they
ask dumb-ass questions like *What' sthe matter? | tell ’em astory. A war story. Y ou wanna hear awar
story? Something happened afew days back that’ Il do for an answer just fine.”

“You don't haveto tell me anything,” she said, discouraged.

“No problem,” he said. “Be my pleasure.”

The Ant Farm was alarge sugarloaf hill overlooking dense jungle on the eastern border of Fire Zone
Emerad; jutting out from its summit were rocket and gun emplacementsthat at a distance resembled a
crown of thorns jammed down over agreen scalp. For severa hundred yards around, the land had been
cleared of dl vegetation. The big guns had been lowered to maximum declenson and in amad moment
had obliterated huge swaths of jungle, snapping off regiments of massve tree trunks a couple of feet
above the ground, leaving amoat of blackened stumps and scorched red dirt sesamed with fissures.
Tangles of razor wire had replaced the trees and bushes, forming surreal blue-steel hedges, and buried
beneath the wire was avariety of mines and detection devices. These did little good, however, because
the Cubans possessed technology that would neutralize most of them. On clear nights there was scant
likelihood of trouble; but on misty nights trouble could be expected. Under cover of the mist, Cuban and
guerrillatroops would come through the wire and attempt to infiltrate the tunndl s that honeycombed the
interior of the hill. Occasiondly one of the mineswould betriggered, and aghodtly firebal would bloom
in the swirling whiteness, tiny black figures being flung outward from its center. Lately some of these
casudlties had been found to be wearing red berets and scorpion-shaped brass pins, and from thisit was
known that the Cubans had sent in the Alacran Division, which had been instrumenta in routing the
American forcesin Miskitia

Therewere nine levels of tunnelsingdethe hill, most lined with little round rooms that served asliving
quarters (the only exception being the bottom level, which was given over to the computer center and
offices); dl the rooms and tunnels were coated with a bubbled white plastic that |ooked like hardened
seafoam and was proof againgt antipersonne explosives. In Mingolla sroom, where he and Baylor and
Gilbey bunked, a scarlet paper lantern had been hung on the overhead light fixture, making it seem that



they were inhabiting ablood cell: Baylor had insisted on the lantern, saying that the overhead was too
bright and hurt his eyes. Three cots were arranged against the walls, asfar gpart as space dlowed. The
floor around Baylor’s cot was littered with cigarette butts and used Kleenex; under his pillow he kept a
tin box containing astash of pills and marijuana. Whenever helit ajoint he would dways offer Mingollaa
hit, and Mingollaaways refused, feeling that the experience of the firebase would not be enhanced by
drugs. Taped to the wall above Gilbey’ s cot was acollage of beaver shots, and each day after duty,
whether or not Mingollaand Baylor were in the room, he would lie beneath them and masturbate. His
lack of shame caused Mingollato be embarrassed by his own secretivenessin the act, and hewas also
embarrassed by the pimply-youth quality of the objects taped above his cot -- a'Y ankee pennant; a
photograph of hisold girlfriend, and another of his senior-year high school basketbd| team; severd
sketches he had made of the surrounding jungle. Gilbey teased him constantly about this display, caling
him “the boy next door,” which struck Mingolla as odd, because back home he had been considered
something of an eccentric.

It was toward this room that Mingolla was heading when the assault began. Large cargo elevators
capable of carrying sixty men ran up and down just inside the east and west dopes of the hill; but to
provide quick access between adjoining levels, and adso as a safeguard in case of power failures, an
auxiliary tunnel corkscrewed down through the center of the hill like ahuge coil of whiteintestine. It was
dightly more than twice as wide as the e ectric carts that traveled it, carrying officersand VIPs on tours.
Mingollawasin the habit of using the tunne for hisexercise. Each night he would put on swest clothes
and jog up and down the entire nine levels, doing this out of aconviction that exhaustion prevented bad
dreams. That night, as he passed Leve Four on hisfind leg up, he heard arumbling: an exploson, and
not far off. Alarms sounded, the big guns atop the hill began to thunder. From directly above came shouts
and the stutter of automatic fire. The tunnd lightsflickered, went dark, and the emergency lights winked
on.

Mingollaflattened againgt thewall. The dim red lighting caused the bubbled surfaces of the tunnel to
appear as smooth asachamber in agigantic nautilus, and this resemblance intensified his sense of
helplessness, making him fed like achild trgpped within an evil undersea paace. He couldn’t think
clearly, picturing the chaos around him. Muzzle flashes, armies of ant-men seething through the tunnels,
screams spraying blood, and the big guns bucking, every shell burst kindling miles of sky. Hewould have
preferred to keep going up, to get out into the open where he might have a chanceto hidein the jungle.
But down was his only hope. Pushing away from thewall, heran full tilt, amswaving, skidding around
corners, dmodst faling, past Leve Four, Level Five. Then, hdfway between LevelsFive and Six, he
nearly tripped over adead man -- an American lying curled up around a belly wound, adick of blood
spreading beneath him and a machete by his hand. As Mingolla stooped for the machete, he thought
nothing about the man, only about how weird it wasfor an American to be defending himself againgt
Cubans with such aweapon. There was no use, he decided, in going any farther. Whoever had killed the
man would be somewhere bel ow, and the safest course would be to hide out in one of the rooms on
Leve Five. Holding the machete before him, he moved cautioudy back up the tunnd.

LevelsFive, Six, and Seven were officer country, and though the tunnels were the same as the ones
above -- gently curving tubes eight feet high and ten feet wide -- the rooms were larger and contained
only two cots. The rooms Mingolla peered into were empty, and this, despite the sounds of battle, gave
him a secure feding. But as he passed beyond the tunnel curve, he heard shoutsin Spanish from hisrear.
He peeked back around the curve. A skinny black soldier wearing ared beret and gray fatigues was
inching toward the first doorway; then, rifle at the ready, he ducked insde. Two other Cubans-- dim,
bearded men, their skins sallow-looking in the bloody light -- were standing by the arched entranceway
to the auxiliary tunnel; when they saw the black soldier emerge from the room, they walked off in the
opposite direction, probably to check therooms at the far end of the level.

Mingollabegan to operate in akind of luminous panic. He redlized that he would have to kill the black
soldier. Kill him without any fuss, take hisrifle, and hope that he could catch the other two off-guard
when they came back for him. He dipped into the nearest room and stationed himsdlf againgt thewall to



the right of the door. The Cuban, he had noticed, had turned left on entering the room; he would have
been vulnerable to someone positioned like Mingolla. Vulnerable for a plit second. Less than a count of
one. The pulsein Mingolla stemple throbbed, and he gripped the machete tightly in hisleft hand. He
rehearsed mentally what he would have to do. Stab; clamp ahand over the Cuban’s mouth; bring his
kneeup tojar loose therifle. And he would have to perform these actions s multaneoudy, execute them
perfectly.

Perfect execution.

He dmost laughed out loud, remembering his paunchy old basketball coach saying, “ Perfect
execution, boys. That’swhat beats a zone. Forget the fancy crap. Just set your screens, run your
patterns, and get your shots down.”

Hoops ain’t nothin’ but life in short pants, huh, Coach?

Mingolladrew adeep breath and | et it Sigh out through his nogtrils. He couldn’t believe he was going
to die. He had spent the past nine months worrying about death, but now when circumstances had arisen
that made desth likely, he had trouble taking that likelihood serioudly. It didn’t seem reasonable that a
skinny black guy should be his nemesis. His degth should involve massive detonations of light, specia
Mingolla-killing rays, astronomica portents. Not some scrawny little fuck with arifle. He drew another
breath and for thefirst time registered the contents of the room. Two cots; clothes strewn everywhere;
taped-up Polaroids and pornography. Officer country or not, it was your basic Ant Farm decor; under
thered light it looked squaid, long-abandoned. He was amazed by how cam hefdt. Oh, hewas afraid
al right! But fear was tucked into the dark folds of his persondity like amurderer’ sknife hiddeningde an
old coat on acloset shelf. Glowing in secret, waiting its chance to shine. Sooner or later it would skewer
him, but for now it was an dly, acting to sharpen his senses. He could see every bubbled pucker on the
white walls, could hear the scrape of the Cuban’ s boots as he darted into the room next door, could fedl
how the Cuban swung therifleleft to right, paused, turned...

He could fed the Cuban, fedl his hest, his heated shape, the exact position of hisbody. It wasasif a
thermal imager had been switched on inside his head, one that worked through walls.

The Cuban eased toward Mingolla s door, his progress tangible, like a burning match moving behind
asheet of paper. Mingolla s calm was shattered. The man’s hest, his fleshy temperature, was what
disturbed him. He had imagined himsdf killing with acinematic swiftness and lack of mess; now he
thought of hogs being butchered and pile drivers smashing the skulls of cows. And could hetrust this
freakish form of perception? What if he couldn’t? What if he stabbed too late? Too soon? Then the hat,
aivething was dmost at the door, and having no choice, Mingollatimed his attack to its movements,
stabbing just as the Cuban entered.

He executed perfectly.

The blade did home benesth the Cuban’ sribs, and Mingolla clamped a hand over his mouth, muffling
his outcry. Hisknee nailed therifle stock, sending it clattering to the floor. The Cuban thrashed wildly. He
stank of rotten jungle air and cigarettes. His eyesrolled back, trying to see Mingolla. Crazy anima eyes,
with liverish whites and expanded pupils. Swest beads glittered redly on his brow. Mingollatwisted the
machete, and the Cuban’ s eydids fluttered down. But a second later they snapped open, and he lunged.
They went staggering deeper into the room and teetered beside one of the cots. Mingollawrangled the
Cuban sideways and rammed him againgt thewall, pinning him there. Writhing, the Cuban nearly broke
free. He seemed to be getting stronger, his squeals leaking out from Mingolla s hand. He reached behind
him, clawing at Mingolla sface; he grabbed aclump of hair, yanked it. Desperate, Mingolla sawed with
the machete. That tuned the Cuban’ s squedl's higher, louder. He squirmed and clawed at thewall.
Mingoalla s clamped hand was dick with the Cuban’ s sdiva, his nogtrilsfull of the man’srank scent. He
felt queasy, weak, and he wasn't sure how much longer he could hang on. The son of abitch was never
going to die, he was deriving strength from the stedl in hisguts, he was changing into some degthless
force. But just then the Cuban gtiffened. Then he relaxed, and Mingolla caught awhiff of feces.

Helet the Cuban dump to the floor, but before he could turn loose of the machete, a shudder passed
through the body, flowed up the hilt, and vibrated hisleft hand. It continued to shudder inside his hand,



feding dirty, sexy, like apostcoita tremor. Something, some animal essence, some oily scrap of bad life,
was dithering around in there, squirting toward hiswrist. He stared at the hand, horrified. It wasglovedin
the Cuban’ s blood, trembling. He smashed it against his hip, and that seemed to stun whatever wasinside
it. But within secondsit had revived and waswriggling in and out of hisfingerswith the mad cdlerity of a
tadpole.

“iTeo!” someonecdled. “ jVamos!” Electrified by the shout, Mingolla hustled to the door. Hisfoot
nudged the Cuban’srifle. He picked it up, and the shaking of his hand lessened -- he had the idealit had
been soothed by afamiliar texture and weight.

“jTeo!l DOnde estéds?” Mingollahad no good choices, but he redized it would be far more
dangerous to hang back than to take the initiative. He grunted “ j Aqui!” and walked out into the tunndl,
meaking lots of noisewith hishedls.

“ iDate prisa, hombre!” Mingollaopened fire as he rounded the curve. The two Cubans were
standing by the entrance to the auxiliary tunnd. Their rifles chattered briefly, sending aharmless spray of
bullets off the walls; they whirled, flung out their arms, and fell. Mingollawas too shocked by how essy it
had been to fed relief. He kept watching, expecting them to do something. Moan, or twitch.

After the echoes of the shots had died, though he could hear the big gunsjolting and the crackle of
firefights, aheavy slence seemed tofill in through the tunndl, asif hisbullets had pierced something that
had dammed silence up. The silence made him aware of hisisolation. No telling where the battle lines
weredrawn... if, indeed, they existed. It was conceivable that small units had infiltrated every leve, that
the battle for the Ant Farm was in microcosm the battle for Guatemaa: a conflict having no patterns, no
rea borders, no orderly confrontations, but which, like aplague, could pop up anywhere at any time and
kill. That being the case, his best bet would be to head for the computer center, where friendly forces
were sure to be concentrated.

He walked to the entrance and stared at the two dead Cubans. They had falen, blocking hisway, and
he was hesitant about stepping over them, half-believing they were playing possum, that they would reach
up and grab him. The awkward attitudes of their limbs made him think they were holding adifficult pose,
waiting for him to try. Their blood looked purplein the red glow of the emergencies, thicker and shinier
than ordinary blood. He noted their moles and scars and sores, the crude stitching of their fatigues, gold
fillings glinting from their open mouths. It was funny, he could have met these guyswhile they were dive
and they might have made only avague impression; but seeing them deed, he had catal oged their physica
worth in asingle glance. Maybe, he thought, death revealed your essentials aslife could not. He studied
the dead men, wanting to read them. Couple of dim, wiry guys. Nice guys, into rum and the ladiesand
sports. He' d bet they were basebal players, infielders, a double-play combo. Maybe he should have
caled to them, Hey, I’'m a'Y ankee fan. Be cool! Meet’ cha after the war for agame of fliesand
grounders. Fuck thiskilling shit. Let's play some ball.

Helaughed, and the high, cracking sound of his laughter startled him. Christ! Standing around here
wasjust asking for it. Asif to second that opinion, the thing ingde his hand exploded into life, eding and
frisking about. Swallowing back hisfear, Mingolla stepped over the two dead men, and thistime, when
nothing clutched at histrouser legs, hefdt very, very rdlieved.

Below Level Six therewasagood dedl of mist in the auxiliary tunndl, and from thisMingolla
understood that the Cubans had penetrated the hillside, probably with aborer mine. Chances were the
hole they had made was somewhere close, and he decided that if he could find it, hewould useit to get
the Hell out of the Farm and hide in thejungle. On Leve Seven the mist was extremely thick; the
emergency lights stained it pale red, giving it the look of surgica cotton packing ahuge artery. Scorch



marks from grenade bursts showed on the walls like primitive graphics, and quite afew bodieswere
visible beside the doorways. Most of them Americans, badly mutilated. Uneasy, Mingolla picked hisway
among them, and when aman spoke behind him, saying, “Don’t move,” helet out a hoarse cry and
dropped hisrifle and spun around, his heart pounding.

A giant of aman -- he had to go six-seven, six-eight, with the arms and torso of aweight lifter -- was
gtanding in adoorway, training aforty-five a Mingolla s chest. He wore khakis with lieutenant’ s bars,
and his babyish face, though cinched into afrown, gave an impression of gentleness and stolidity: He
conjured for Mingollathe image of Ferdinand the Bull weighing aknotty problem. “I told you not to
move,” hesaid peavishly.

“It'sokay,” said Mingolla. “I’'m on your side.”

Thelieutenant ran a hand through histhick shock of brown hair; he seemed to be blinking more than
was normd. “1"d better check,” he said. “Let’s go down to the storeroom.”

“What' sto check?’ said Mingolla, his paranoiaincreasing.

“Pleasal” said the lieutenant, agenuine wedlth of entresty in hisvoice. “There s been too much
violence dready.”

The storeroom was along, narrow L-shaped room at the end of the levd; it was ranged by packing
crates, and through the gauzy mist the emergency lightslooked like astring of dying red suns. The
lieutenant marched Mingollato the corner of the L, and turning it, Mingolla saw that the rear wall of the
roomwas missing. A tunnel had been blown into the hillsde, opening onto blackness. Forked rootswith
bals of dirt attached hung from itsroof, giving it the witchy agppearance of atunnel into someworld of
dark magic; rubble and clods of earth were piled at itslip. Mingolla could smell thejungle, and he
redlized that the big guns had stopped firing. Which meant that whoever had won the battle of the summit
would soon be sending down mop-up squads. “We can't stay here,” hetold the lieutenant. “ The
Cubans || be back.”

“We' re perfectly safe,” said the lieutenant. “ Take my word.” He motioned with the gun, indicating that
Mingollashould sit onthefloor.

Mingolladid as ordered and was frozen by the sight of a corpse, a Cuban corpse, lying between two
packing crates opposite him, its head propped againgt the wall. “ Jesus!” he said, coming back up to his
knees.

“Hewon't bite,” said the lieutenant. With the lack of salf-consciousness of someone squeezing into a
subway sedt, he settled beside the corpse; the two of them nestly filled the space between the crates,
touching e bow-to-shoulder.

“Hey,” saidd Mingolla, feding giddy and scattered. “1’m not tting here with this fucking dead guy,
man!”

The lieutenant flourished hisgun. “Y ou'll get used to him.” Mingolla eased back to asitting position,
unableto look away from the corpse. Actualy, compared to the bodies he had just been stepping over, it
was quite presentable. The only signs of damage were blood on its mouth and bushy black beard, and a
mire of blood and shredded cloth at the center of its chest. Its beret had did down at arakish angleto
cover one eyebrow; the brass scorpion pin was scarred and tarnished. Its eyes were open, reflecting
glowing red chips of the emergency lights, and this gave it aba eful semblance of life. But the reflections
made it appear lessreal, easier to bear.

“Listentome,” said the lieutenant.

Mingollarubbed at the blood on his shaking hand, hoping that cleaning it would have some good
effect.

“Areyou ligening?’ the lieutenant asked.

Mingollahad apeculiar perception of the lieutenant and the corpse as dummy and ventriloquist.
Despiteits glowing eyes, the corpse had too much redity for any trick of thelight to gloss over for long.
Preci se crescents showed on its fingernails, and because its head was tipped to one side, blood had
settled into that Side, darkening its cheek and temple, leaving the rest of the face pallid. It wasthe
lieutenant, with his neat khakis and polished shoes and nice haircut, who now looked lessthan redl.



“Ligten!” said the lieutenant vehemently. “1 want you to understand that | have to do what’ sright for
me!” The biceps of his gun arm bunched to the size of acannonball.

“I undergtand,” said Mingolla, thoroughly unnerved.

“Doyou? Do you redly?’ Thelieutenant seemed aggravated by Mingolla s claim to understanding. “I
doubt it. | doubt you could possibly understand.”

“Maybel can’'t,” said Mingolla “Whatever you say, man. I’ m just trying to get dong, y’ know.”

The lieutenant sat sllent, blinking. Then he smiled. “My name s Jay,” hesad. “And you are...?’

“David.” Mingoallatried to bring his concentration to bear on the gun, wondering if he could kick it
away, but thediver of lifein his hand distracted him.

“Where are your quarters, David?’

“Leve Three”

“I livehere” said Jay. “But I’m going to move. | couldn’t bear to stay in aplace where.." He broke
off and leaned forward, adopting a conspiratoria stance. “Did you know it takes along time for someone
to die, even after their heart has stopped?’

“No, | didn't.” Thething in Mingolla s hand squirmed toward hiswrist, and he squeezed the wrigt,
trying to block it.

“It'strue,” said Jay with vast assurance. “None of these peopl€’ -- he gave the corpse agentle nudge
with his elbow, agesture that conveyed to Mingollaacreepy sort of familiarity -- “have finished dying.
Lifedoes't just switch off. It fades. And these people are dtill dive, thoughit’sonly ahaf-life” He
grinned. “ The hdf-life of life, you might say.”

Mingollakept the pressure on hiswrist and smiled, asif in appreciation of the play on words. Pdered
tendrils of mist curled between them.

“Of courseyou aren't attuned,” said Jay. “ So you wouldn’t understand. But I’ d be lost without
Higo.”

“Who'sEligio?

Jay nodded toward the corpse. “We're attuned, Eligio and |. That’ show | know we're safe. Eligio’s
perceptions aren’t limited to the here and now any longer. He' swith hismen &t this very moment, and he
tellsmethey’redl dead or dying.”

“Uh-huh,” said Mingoalla, tensng. He had managed to squeeze the thing in his hand back into his
fingers, and he thought he might be able to reach the gun. But Jay disrupted his plan by shifting the gun to
his other hand. His eyes seemed to be growing more reflective, acquiring aruby glaze, and Mingolla
redlized this was because he had opened them wide and angled his stare toward the emergency lights.

“It makes you wonder,” said Jay. “It really does.”

“What?" said Mingolla, easing sideways, shortening the range for akick.

“Half-lives” said Jay. “If the mind has ahdf-life, maybe our separate emotions do, too. The hdf-life
of love, of hate. Maybe they Hill exist somewhere.” He drew up hisknees, shielding the gun. “ Anyway, |
can't say here. | think I'll go back to Oakland.” His tone became whispery. “Where are you from,
David?”

“New York.”

“Not my cup of tea,” said Jay. “But | lovethe Bay Area. | own an antique shop there. It s beautiful in
the mornings. Peaceful. The sun comes through the window, creeping acrossthe floor, y’know, likea
tide, inching up over thefurniture. It'sasif the original varnishes are being reborn, the whole shop shining
with ancient lights”

“Soundsnice,” said Mingolla, taken aback by Jay’ slyricism.

“You seem like agood person.” Jay straightened up abit. “But I'm sorry. Eligio tdlsme your mind's
too cloudy for him to read. He says| can't risk keeping you dive. I'm going to have to shoot.”

Mingolla set himsdlf to kick, but then listlessnesswashed over him. What the Hell did it matter? Even
if he knocked the gun away, Jay could probably break him in haf. “Why?’ he said. “Why do you have
to?’

“Y ou might informon me.” Jay’ s soft features sagged into a sorrowful expression. “Tell them | was



hiding.”

“Nobody givesashit you were hiding,” said Mingolla. “ That’swhat | wasdoing. | bet there sfifty
other guys doing the same damn thing.”

“I don’'t know.” Jay’ s brow furrowed. “I’ll ask again. Maybe your mind’ sless cloudy now.” He
turned his gaze to the dead man.

Mingollanoticed that the Cuban’ sirises were angled upward and to the left -- exactly the same angle
to which Jay’ s eyes had drifted earlier -- and reflected an identical ruby glaze.

“Sorry,” said Jay, leveling the gun. “1 haveto.” Helicked hislips. “Would you please turn your head?
I’d rather you weren’t looking at me when it happens. That's how Eligio and | became attuned.”

Looking into the aperture of the gun’ s muzzle was like peering over adliff, feding the chill alure of
faling. It was more out of contrariness than awill to survive that Mingolla popped hiseyes at Jay and
said, “Go ahead.”

Jay blinked, but he held the gun steady. Y our hand’ s shaking,” he said after a pause.

“No shit,” said Mingolla.

“How comeit’s shaking?’

“Because| killed someonewithit,” said Mingolla. “Because I’ m asfucking crazy asyou are.”

Jay mulled thisover. “1 was supposed to be assigned to agay unit,” he said finaly. “But dl the dots
werefilled, and when | had to be assigned here they gave meadrug. Now I... 1. " He blinked rapidly,
his lips parted, and Mingollafound that he was straining toward Jay, wanting to apply Body English, to
do something to push him over this agonizing hump. “1 can't... be with men anymore,” Jay finished, and
once again blinked rapidly; then hiswords came easier. “Did they give you adrug, too? | mean I’ m not
trying to imply you' regay. It' sjust they have drugs for everything these days, and | thought that might be
the problem.”

Mingollawas suddenly, inutterably sad. He felt that his emotions had been twisted into athin black
wire, that the wire was frayed and spraying black sparks of sadness. That was al that energized him, dl
hislife. Thoselittle black sparks.

“I awaysfought before,” said Jay. “And | wasfighting thistime. But when | shot Eligio... | just
couldn’t keep going.”

“I redly don't giveashit,” said Mingolla “1 redly don't.”

“Maybel can trust you.” Jay sighed. “I just wish you were attuned. Eligio'sagood soul. You'd
gppreciate him.”

Jay kept on talking, enumerating Eligio’ svirtues, and Mingollatuned him out, not wanting to hear
about the Cuban’slovefor hisfamily, his posthumous concernsfor them. Staring at his bloody hand, he
had amagicd overview of the situation. Sitting in the root cdllar of this evil mountain, bathed in an eerie
red glow, ascrap of adead man’slifetrapped in hisflesh, listening to aderanged giant who took his
ordersfrom acorpse, waiting for scorpion soldiersto pour through atunnel that appeared to lead into a
dimension of mist and blackness. It wasinsaneto look at it that way. But thereit was. Y ou couldn’t
reason it away; it had abrutal glamour that surpassed reason, that made reason unnecessary.

“...and once you're attuned,” Jay was saying, “you can't ever be separated. Not even by death. So
Eligio'sawaysgoing to be adliveinsgde me. Of course | can’t let them find out. | mean” -- he chuckled, a
sound like dicerattling in acup -- “tak about giving aid and comfort to the enemy!”

Mingollalowered his head, closed his eyes. Maybe Jay would shoot. But he doubted that. Jay only
wanted company in hismadness.

“Y ou swear you won't tell them?” Jay asked.

“Yeah,” said Mingolla. “I swear.”

“All right,” said Jay. “But remember, my future’ sin your hands. Y ou have aresponsibility to me.”

“Don’t worry.”

Gunfire crackled in the distance.

“I'm glad we could talk,” said Jay. “| fed much better.”

Mingollasaid that he felt better, too.



They sat without speaking. It wasn't the most secure way to pass the night, but Mingollano longer put
any storein the concept of security. He was too weary to be afraid. Jay seemed entranced, staring at a
point above Mingolla s head, but Mingollamade no move for the gun. He was content to Sit and wait and
let fate takeits course. His thoughts uncoiled with vegetable duggishness.

They must have been stting a couple of hours when Mingolla heard the whisper of hdlicoptersand
noticed that the mist had thinned, that the darkness at the end of the tunnel had gone gray. “Hey,” he said
to Jay. “I think we're okay now.” Jay offered no reply, and Mingolla saw that his eyes were angled
upward and to the left just like the Cuban’ s eyes, glazed over with ruby reflection. Tentatively, he
reached out and touched the gun. Jay’ s hand flopped to the floor, but hisfingers remained clenched
around the butt. Mingollarecoiled, disbelieving. It couldn’t be! Again he reached out, feding for apulse.
Jay’ swrist was cool, ill, and hislipshad abluish cast. Mingollahad aflutter of hysteria, thinking that Jay
had gotten it wrong about being attuned: Instead of Eligio’sbecoming part of hislife, he had become part
of Eligio’ sdeath. There was atightnessin Mingolla s chest, and he thought he was going to cry. He
would have welcomed tears, and when they failed to materiaize he grew both annoyed a himsdlf and
defensive. Why should he cry? The guy had meant nothing to him... though the fact that he could be so
devoid of compassion was reason enough for tears. Still, if you were going to cry over something as
commonplace asasingle guy dying, you' d be crying every minute of the day, and what wasthe futurein
that? He glanced at Jay. At the Cuban. Despite the smoothness of Jay’ s skin, the Cuban’ s bushy beard,
Mingolla could have sworn they were starting to resemble each other the way old married couples did.
And, yep, al four eyeswere fixed on exactly the same point of forever. It was either aHél of a
coincidence or ese Jay’ s craziness had been of such magnitude that he had willed himsdf to diein this
fashion just to lend credenceto histheory of half-lives. And maybe he was il dive. Haf-dive. Maybe
he and Mingollawere now attuned, and if that were true, maybe... Alarmed by the prospect of joining
Jay and the Cuban in their desthwatch, Mingolla scrambled to hisfeet and ran into the tunndl. He might
have kept running, but on coming out into the dawn light he was brought up short by the view from the
tunnel entrance.

At hisback, the green dome of the hill swelled high, its sides brocaded with shrubs and vines, an
infinity of pattern as eye-catching astheintricately carved facade of aHindu temple; atop it, one of the
gun emplacements had taken a hit: Splinters of charred metal curved up like peds of black rind. Before
him lay the moat of red dirt with its hedgerows of razor wire, and beyond that loomed the blackish green
snarl of the jungle. Caught on the wire were hundreds of baggy shapes wearing bloodstained fatigues,
frays of smoke twisted up from the fresh craters beside them. Overhead, half-hidden by the lifting gray
migt, three Skorskyswere hovering. Their pilotswereinvisible behind layers of mist and reflection, and
the choppers themselves |ooked like enormous carrion flieswith bulging eyes and whirling wings. Like
devils. Like gods. They seemed to be whispering to one another in anticipation of the feast they were
soon to share.

The scene was horrid, yet it had the purity of astanzafrom aballad cometo life, abalad composed
about tragic eventsin some border Hell. Y ou could never paint it, or if you could the canvas would have
to be aslarge as the sceneitsdlf, and you would have to incorporate the dow boil of the migt, the whirling
of the chopper blades, the drifting smoke. No detall could be omitted. It was the perfect illustration of the
war, of its secret magica splendor, and Mingolla, too, was an element of the design, the figure of the
artist painted in for ajoke or to lend scale and perspective to its vastness, itsimportance. He knew that
he should report to his station, but he couldn’t turn away from this glimpse into the heart of thewar. He
sat down on the hillside, cradling hissick hand in hislap, and watched as -- with the ponderous aplomb
of idolsfloating to earth, fighting the cross-draft, the wind of their descent whipping up furies of red dust
-- the Sikorskys made skillful landings among the dead.

v

Hafway through the telling of his story, Mingollahad redized that he was not redlly trying to offend or



shock Debora, but rather was unburdening himself; and he further redlized that by telling it he had to an
extent cut loose from the past, weakened its hold on him. For the first time he felt able to give serious
consderation to theidea of desartion. He did not rush to it, embrace it, but he did acknowledgeitslogic
and undergtand the terribleillogic of returning to more assaults, more desth, without any magic to protect
him. He made a pact with himsdf -- hewould pretend to go dong asif desertion were hisintent and see
what Sgnswere offered.

When he had finished, Debora asked whether or not he was over his anger. He was pleased that she
hadn’t tried to offer sympathy. “I’m sorry,” hesaid. “I wasn't redlly angry a you... a least that was only
part of it.”

“It'sdl right.” She pushed back the dark mass of her hair so that it fell to one side and looked down
at the grass beside her knees. With her head inclined, eyes half-lidded, the graceful line of her neck and
chin like a character in some exotic script, she seemed agood sign hersdlf. “I don’t know what to talk to
you about,” shesaid. “Thethings| fed | haveto tell you make you mad, and | can’'t muster any small
tak.”

“| don’t want to be pushed,” he said. “But believe me, I’ m thinking about what you' vetold me.”

“I won't push. But | still don’t know what to talk about.” She plucked a grass blade, chewed on the
tip. He watched her lips purse, wondered how she' d taste. Mouth sweet in the way of ajar that had
once held spices. And down below, she' d taste swest there, too -- honey gone alittle sour in the comb.
Shetossed the grass blade aside. “I know,” she said brightly. “Would you like to seewhere | live?’

“I’d just as soon not go back to ’ Frisco yet.” Where you live, he thought; | want to touch where you
live

“It'snotintown,” shesad. “It'savillage downriver.”

“Sounds good.” He cametto hisfeet, took her arm, and hel ped her up. For an ingtant they were close
together, her breasts grazing his shirt. Her heat coursed around him, and he thought if anyone wereto see
them, they would see two figureswavering asin amirage. He had an urgeto tell her he loved her.
Though most of what he felt was for the salvation she might provide, part of hisfedings seemed red and
that puzzled him, because al she had been to him was afew hours out of the war, dinner in acheap
restaurant and awalk aong theriver. There was no basisfor consequentia emotion. Before he could say
anything, do anything, she turned and picked up her basket.

“It'snot far,” she said, walking away. Her blue skirt swayed like arung bell.

They followed atrack of brown clay overgrown by ferns, overspread by saplings with pale
trand ucent leaves, and soon came to agrouping of thatched huts at the mouth of a stream that flowed
into theriver. Naked children were wading in the stream, laughing and splashing each other. Their skins
were the color of amber, and their eyes were as wet-looking and purplish dark as plums. PAms and
acacias|oomed above the huts, which were constructed of sapling trunks lashed together by nylon cord,;
their thatch had been trimmed to resemble bowl-cut hair. Flies crawled over strips of meat hung on a
clothedine stretched between two of the huts. Fish heads and chicken droppings littered the ocher
ground. But Mingollascarcely noticed these signs of poverty, seeing instead asign of the peace that might
await him in Panama. And another sign was soon forthcoming. Debora bought a bottle of rum at atiny
store, then led him to the hut nearest the mouth of the stream and introduced him to alean, white-haired
old man who was sitting on abench outsideit. Tio Moisés. After three drinks Tio Moisés began to tell
dories.

The first story concerned the persona pilot of an ex-president of Panama. The president had made
billions from smuggling cocaine into the States with the help of the CIA, whom he had assisted on
numerous occasions, and was himself an addict in the last stages of menta deterioration. It had become
his sole pleasure to be flown from city to city in his country, to it on the landing strips, gaze out the
window, and do cocaine. At any hour of night or day, hewaslikdly to cdl the pilot and order him to
prepare aflight plan to Colon or Bocas del Toro or Penonomd. Asthe president’ s condition worsened,
the pilot redlized that soon the CIA would see hewas no longer useful and would kill him. And the most
obvious manner of killing him would be by means of an airplane crash. The pilot did not want to die



aongsde him. Hetried to resign, but the president would not permit it. He gave thought to mutilating
himsdlf, but being agood Catholic, he could not flout God' s law. If hewereto fleeg, hisfamily would
auffer. Hislife became anightmare. Prior to each flight, he would spend hours searching the plane for
evidence of sabotage, and upon each landing he would remain in the cockpit, shaking from nervous
exhaugtion. The president’ s condition grew even worse. He had to be carried aboard the plane and have
the cocaine administered by an aide, while a second aide stood by with cotton swabsto attend his
nosebleeds. Knowing hislife could be measured in weeks, the pilot asked his priest for guidance. “ Pray,”
the priest advised. The pilot had been praying al aong, so thiswas no help. Next he went to the
commandant of hismilitary college, and the commandant told him he must do hisduty. This, too, was
something the pilot had been doing dl dong. Findly he went to the chief of the San Bias Indians, who
were his mother’ s people. The chief told him he must accept hisfate, which -- while not something he
had been doing al adong -- was hardly encouraging. Nonetheless, he saw it wasthe only available path
and he did asthe chief had counsdled. Rather than spending hoursin a preflight check, hewould arrive
minutes before takeoff and taxi away without even inspecting the fuel gauge. His recklessness cameto be
thetalk of the capitol. Obeying the presdent’ s every whim, heflew in galesand in fogs, while drunk and
drugged, and during those hoursin the air, suspended between the laws of gravity and fate, he gained a
new appreciation of life. Once back on the ground, he engaged in living with afierce avidity, making
passionate love to hiswife, carousing with friends, and staying out until dawn. Then one day as he was
preparing to leave for the airport, an American man came to his house and told him he had been
replaced. “If we let the president fly with so negligent apilot, we' |l be blamed for anything that happens,”
said the American. The pilot did not have to ask whom he had meant by “we.” Six weeks later the
president’ s plane crashed in the Darién Mountains. The pilot was overjoyed. Panamahad been ridded of
avillain, and hisown life had not been forfeited. But aweek after the crash, after the new president --
another smuggler with CIA connections -- had been appointed, the commandant of the air force
summoned the pilot, told him that the crash would never have occurred had he been on the job, and
assigned him to fly the new president’ s plane.

All through the afternoon Mingollalistened and drank, and drunkennessfitted alensto hiseyesthat let
him see how these tories gpplied to him. They were dl fables of irresolution, cautioning him to act, and
they detailed the core problems of the Central American people who -- as he was now -- were trapped
between the poles of magic and reason, their lives governed by the palitics of the ultrared, their spirits
ruled by myths and legends, with the rectangular computerized bulk of North Americaabove and the
conch-shell-shaped continental mystery of South Americabeow. He assumed that Debora had
orchestrated the types of stories Tio Moiséstold, but that did not detract from their potency assigns:
They had the ring of truth, not of something tailored to his needs. Nor did it matter that his hand was
shaking, hisvision playing tricks. Those things would pass when he reached Panama

Shadows blurred, insects droned like tambouras, and twilight washed down the sky, making the air
look grainy, the chop on theriver appear dower and heavier. Tio Moisés' s granddaughter served plates
of roast corn and fish, and Mingolla stuffed himsalf. Afterward, when the old man signaed hisweariness,
Mingollaand Debora strolled off along the stream. Between two of the huts, mounted on apole, wasa
warped backboard with a netless hoop, and some young men were shooting baskets. Mingollajoined
them. 1t was hard dribbling on the bumpy dirt, but he had never played better. The residue of
drunkenness fueled his game, and his jump shots followed perfect arcs down through the hoop. Even at
improbable angles, hisshotsfdl true. Helost himsdlf inflicking out his handsto make asted, infeinting
and leaping high to snag arebound, becoming -- as dusk faded -- the most adroit of ten arm-waving,
Jitter-stepping shadows.

The game ended and the stars came out, looking like holes punched into fire through abillow of black
slk overhanging the pams. Hickering chutes of lamplight illuminated the ground in front of the huts, and
as Debora and Mingollawalked among them, he heard aradio tuned to the Armed Forces network
giving aplay-by-play of abasebal game. Therewas acrack of the bat, the crowd roared, the announcer
cried, “Hegot it dl'” Mingollaimagined the bal vanishing into the darkness above the stadium, bouncing



out into parking-lot America, lodging under atire where some kid would find it and think it amiracle, or
rolling across the street to rest under aused car, shimmering there, secretly white and fuming with
home-run energies. The score was three-to-one, top of the second. Mingolladidn’t know who was
playing and didn’t care. Home runs were hagppening for him, mystica jump shots curved dong
predestined tracks. He was at the center of incalculable forces.

One of the huts was unlit, with two wooden chairs out front, and as they approached, the sight of it
soured Mingolla s mood. Something about it bothered him: itsair of preparedness, of being alittle
sage-set. He wasjust paranoid, he thought. The signs had been good so far, hadn’t they? When they
reached the hut, Debora sat in the chair nearer the door and looked up at him. Starlight pointed her eyes
with brilliance. Behind her, through the doorway, he made out the shadowy cocoon of astrung
hammock, and benesth it, a sack from which part of awire cage protruded. “What about your game?’
he asked.

“I thought it was more important to be with you,” she said. That, too, bothered him. It was dl starting
to bother him, and he couldn’t understand why. The thing in hishand wiggled. He baled the hand into a
fist and sat next to Debora. “What' s going on between you and me?’ he asked, nervous. “Is anything
gonna happen? | keep thinking it will, but...” Hewiped sweat from his forehead and forgot what he had
been driving at.

“I’m not sure what you mean,” she said.

A shadow moved acrossthe ydlow glare, spilling from the hut next door. Rippling, undulating.
Mingolla squeezed his eyes shut.

“If you mean... romanticaly,” she said, “I’m confused about that mysdlf. Whether you return to your
base or go to Panama, we don't seem to have much of afuture. And we certainly don’'t have much of a

It boosted his confidence in her, in the Situation, that she didn’t have an assured answer. But he felt
shaky. Very shaky. He gave his head atwitch, fighting off moreripples. “What'sit like in Panama?’

“I’ve never been there. Probably alot like Guatemala, except without the fighting.”

Maybe he should get up, wak around. Maybe that would help. Or maybe he should just it and talk.
Taking seemed to steady him. “1 bet,” he said, “1 bet it' s beautiful, y’ know. Panama. Green mountains,
junglewaterfals. | bet there slots of birds. Macaws and parrots. Millions of "em.”

“| suppose s0.”

“And hummingbirds. Thisfriend of mine was down there once on ahummingbird expedition, said
therewasamillion kinds. | thought he was sort of acreep, y’know, for being into collecting
hummingbirds.” He opened his eyes and had to close them again. “I thought hummingbird collecting
wasn't very relevant to the big issues.”

“David?’ Concernin her voice,

“I’'m okay.” The smell of her perfume was more cloying than he remembered. “Y ou get there by boat,
right? Must be apretty big boat. I’ ve never been on ared boat, just this rowboat my uncle had. He used
to take mefishing off Coney Idand; we d tie up to abuoy and catch all these poison fish. Y ou shoulda
seen some of “em. Like mutants. Rainbow-colored eyes, weird growths dl over. Scared the Hell outta
meto think about eating fish.”

“I had an unclewho...”

“| used to think about dl the onesthat must be down there too deep for usto catch. Giant blowfish,
genius sharks, whaleswith hands. I'd see’em swallowing the boat, I'd...”

“Cam down, David.” She kneaded the back of his neck, sending a shiver down his spine.

“I'mokay, I’'m okay.” He pushed her hand away; he did not need shivers dong with everything dse.
“Lemme hear some more’ bout Panama.”

“I told you, I’ve never been there.”

“Oh, yeah. Wdll, how "bout Costa Rica? Y ou been to CostaRica” Swesat was popping out al over
his body. Maybe he should go for aswim. He d heard there were manateesin the Rio Dulce. “Ever seen
amanatee?’ he asked.



“David!”

She must have leaned close, because he could fed her heat spreading dl through him, and he thought
maybe that would help, smothering in her heat, heavy motion, get rid of this shakiness. He' d take her into
that hammock and see just how hot she got. How hot she got, how hot she got. Thewordsdid atrain
rhythmin hishead. Afraid to open his eyes, he reached out blindly and pulled her to him. Bumped faces,
searched for her mouth. Kissed her. She kissed back. His hand dlipped up to cup a breast. Jesus, shefelt
good! Shefdt like savation, like Panama, like what you fdl into when you deep.

But then it changed, changed dowly, so dowly that he didn’t notice until it was dmost complete, and
her tongue was squirming in his mouth, asthick and stupid asasnail’ sfoot, and her breast, oh shit, her
breast wasjiggling, trembling with the same wormy juicesthat werein hisleft hand. He pushed her off,
opened his eyes. Saw crude-stitch eyelashes sawn to her cheeks. Lips parted, mouth full of bones. Blank
face of meat. He got to hisfeet, pawing the air, wanting to rip down the film of uglinessthat had settled
over him.

“David?’ Shewarped hisname, gulping the syllables asif sheweretrying to swalow and talk at once.
Frog voice, devil voice.

He spun around, caught an eyeful of black sky and spiky trees and a pitted bone-knob moon trapped
inaweave of branches. Dark warty shapes of the huts, doorsinto yellow flame with crooked shadow
men inside. He blinked, shook his head. It wasn't going away, it was real. What was this place? Not a
village in Guatemaa, naw, un-unh. He heard a strangled wild-man grunt come from histhroat, and he
backed away, backed away from everything. She walked after him, croaking his name. Wig of black
straw, dabs of shining jelly for eyes. Some of the shadow men were herky-jerking out of their doors,
gathering behind her, talking about him in devil language. Facel ess nothings from the dimension of
sckness, demonsin pedn drag. He backed another few steps.

“l can seeyou,” hesaid. “1 know what you are.”

“It'sdl right, David,” she said, and smiled.

Sure! She thought he was going to buy the smile, but he wasn't fooled. He saw how it broke over her
face the way something rotten melts through the bottom of awet grocery sack after it'sbeeninthe
garbage for aweek. Gloating smile of the Queen Devil Bitch. She had done thisto him, had teamed up
with the bad lifein his hand and done witchy thingsto his head. Made him see down to the layer of
shit-magic shelivedin.

“I seeyou,” he said. He tripped, went backward flailing, sumbling, and came out of it running toward
the town. Ferns whipped hislegs, branches cut at hisface. Webs of shadow and moonlight fettered the
trail, and the shrilling insects had the sound of ameta edge being honed. Up ahead, he spotted abig
moongtruck tree standing by itsalf on arise overlooking the water. A grandfather tree, awhite-magic
tree. It called to him. He stopped beside it, sucking air. The moonlight cooled him off, drenched him with
slver, and he understood the purpose of the tree. Fountain of whitenessin the dark wood, shining for him
aone. Hemade afig of hisleft hand. The thing insde the hand eded franticdly asif it knew what was
coming. He studied the deeply grooved, mystic patterns of the bark and found the point of confluence.
He steded himsdlf. Then he drove hisfigt into the trunk. Brilliant pain lanced up hisarm, and he cried out.
But he hit thetree again, hit it athird time. He held the hand tight againgt his body, muffling the pain. It
was dready swelling, becoming a knuckleess cartoon hand; but nothing moved ingdeit. Theriverbank,
with its rustlings and shadows, no longer menaced him; it had been transformed into a place of ordinary
lights, ordinary darks, and even the whiteness of the tree looked unmagically bright.

“David!” Debora svoice, and not far off.

Part of him wanted to wait, to see whether or not she had changed for the innocent, for the ordinary.
But he couldn’t trust her, couldn’t trust himsalf, and he set out running once again.



Mingolla caught the ferry to the west bank, thinking that he would find Gilbey, that adose of Gilbey’s
belligerence would ground him in redity. He sat in the bow next to agroup of five other soldiers, one of
whom was puking over the side, and to avoid a conversation he turned away and looked down into the
black water dipping past. Moonlight edged the wavel ets with silver, and among those gleams it seemed
he could see reflected the broken curve of hislifer akid living for Christmas, drawing pictures, recelving
praise, growing up mindlessto high school, sex, and drugs; growing beyond that, beginning to draw
pictures again, and then, right where you might expect the curve to assume amore meaningful shape, it
was sheared off, |eft hanging, its process demystified and explicable. He redlized how foolish the idea of
theritua had been. Like adying man clutching avid of holy water, he had clutched a magic when the
logic of existence had proved untenable. Now the frail linkages of that magic had been dissolved, and
nothing supported him -- he was falling through the dark zones of the war, waiting to be snatched by one
of itsmongters. He lifted his head and gazed at the west bank. The shore toward which he was heading
was as black asabat’ swing and inscribed with arcana of violent light. Rooftops and palmswere cast in
slhouette against arainbow haze of neon; gassy arcs of blood red and lime green and indigo werevisible
between them: fragments of glowing beasts. The wind bore screams and wild music. The soldiers beside
him laughed and cursed, and the one guy kept on puking. Mingollarested his forehead on the wooden
ral, just to fed something solid.

At the Club Demonio, Gilbey’ s big-breasted whore was lounging by the bar, staring into her drink.
Mingolla pushed through the dancers, through heat and noise and veils of lavender smoke; when he
walked up to the whore, she put on a professional smile and made a grab for his crotch. He fended her
off. “Where' sGilbey?’ he shouted. She gave him abefuddled l0ok; then the light dawned. “Meengolla?’
she said. He nodded. She fumbled in her purse and pulled out afolded paper. “ Ees frawm Gedl-bee,”
shesad. “Forr me, five dol-larrs.”

He handed her the money and took the paper. It proved to be a Christian pamphlet with a
pen-and-ink sketch of arail-thin, aggrieved-looking Jesus on the front, and benegath the sketch, atract
whosefirg lineread, “The last days are in season.” He turned it over and found a handwritten note on the
back. The note was pure Gilbey. No explanation, no sentiment. Just the basics.

I’m gone to Panama. You want to make that trip, check out a guy named Ruy Barrosin
Livingston. He' Il fix you up. Maybe I’ll see you.

G.

Mingollahad believed that his confusion had peaked, but the fact of Gilbey’ s desertion wouldn't fit
insde his head, and when hetried to makeit fit he was |eft more confused than ever. It wasn't that he
couldn’t understand what had happened. He understood it perfectly; he might have predicted it. Likea
crafty rat who had seen hisfavorite hole blocked by atrap, Gilbey had smply chewed anew hole and
vanished through it. The thing that confused Mingollawas histotal lack of referents. He and Gilbey and
Baylor had seemed to triangulate redlity, to locate each other within a coherent map of duties and places
and events, and now that they were both gone, Mingollafelt utterly bewildered. Outside the club, he let
the crowds push him along and gazed up at the neon animals atop the bars. Giant blue rooster, green bulll,
golden turtle with fiery red eyes. An advertising man's hellish pantheon. Bleeds of color washed from the
sggns, gaining the air to agarish paeness, giving everyone ameay complexion.



Amazing, Mingollathought, that you could breathe such grainy discolored stuff, that it didn’t start you
choking. It wasdl amazing, al nonsensica. Everything he saw struck him as unique and unfathomable,
even the most commonplace of sights. He found himself staring at people -- at whores, at street kids, a
an MP who was talking to another MP, patting the fender of hisjeep asif it were hisbig olive-drab pet
-- and trying to figure out what they wereredly doing, what specia significancether actionsheld for him,
what cluesthey presented that might help him unravel the snarl of hisown existence. At ladt, redlizing that
he needed peace and quiet, he set out toward the airbase, thinking he would find an empty bunk and
deep off his confusion; but when he came to the cutoff that led to the unfinished bridge, he turned down
it, deciding that he wasn't ready to ded with gate sentries and duty officers. Dense thickets buzzing with
insects narrowed the cutoff to a path, and at its end stood aline of sawhorses. He climbed over them and
soon was mounting a sharply inclined curve that gppeared to lead to apoint not far below the lumpish
Slver moon.

Despite alitter of rubble and cardboard sheeting, the concrete looked pure under the moon, blazing
bright, like afragment of snowy light not quite hardened to the material; and as he ascended he thought
he could fed the bridge trembling to his footsteps with the sensitivity of awhite nerve. He seemed to be
waking into darkness and stars, asolitude the size of creation. It felt good and damn londly, maybe a
little too much so, with the wind flapping pieces of cardboard and the sounds of the insects | eft behind.
After afew minutes he glimpsed the ragged terminus ahead. When he reached it, he sat down carefully,
letting hislegs dangle. Wind keened through the exposed girders, tugging at his ankles; his hand throbbed
and was fever-hot. Below, multicolored brilliance clung to the black margin of the east bank like a colony
of bioluminescent dgae. He wondered how high he was. Not high enough, he thought. Faint music was
fraying on the wind -- the inexhaustible delirium of San Francisco de Juticlan -- and heimagined that the
flickering of the stars was caused by this thin smoke of music drifting across them.

Hetried to think what to do. Not much occurred to him. He pictured Gilbey in Panama. Whoring,
drinking, fighting. Doing just as he had in Guatemala. That was where the idea of desertion failed
Mingolla. In Panamahe would be afraid; in Panama, though his hand might not shake, some other
malignant twitch would develop; in Panamahe would resort to magical curesfor his afflictions because he
would be too imperiled by the red to derive strength fromit. And eventualy the war would cometo
Panama. Desertion would have gained him nothing. He stared out across the moon-slvered jungle, and it
seemed that some essentia part of him was pouring from his eyes, entering the flow of thewind and
rushing away past the Ant Farm and its smoking craters, past guerrillaterritory, past the seamlessjoin of
sky and horizon, being irresstibly pulled toward a point into which the world' s vitality was emptying. He
felt himsalf emptying aswdll, growing cold and vacant and dow. His brain became incapable of thought,
capable only of recording perceptions. The wind brought green scents that made his nogtrilsflare. The
sky’ s blackness folded around him, and the stars were golden pinpricks of sensation. He didn't deep, but
something in him dept.

A whisper drew him back from the edge of the world. At first he thought it had been hisimagination,
and he continued staring at the sky, which had lightened to the vivid blue of predawn. Then he heard it
again and glanced behind him. Strung out across the bridge, about twenty feet away, were adozen or o
children. Some standing, some crouched. Most were clad in rags, afew wore coverings of vines and
leaves, and others were naked. Watchful; sllent. Knives glinted in their hands. They were emaciated, their
hair long and matted, and Mingolla, recaling the dead children he had seen that morning, wasfor a
moment afraid. But only for amoment. Fear flared in him like acod puffed to life by abreeze and then
died an ingtant later, suppressed not by any rationa accommodation but by a perception of those ragged



figures as an opportunity for surrender. He wasn't eeger to die, yet neither did he want to put forth more
effort in the cause of survival. Surviva, he had learned, was not the soul’ s ultimate priority. He kept
garing at the children. The way they were posed reminded him of aNeanderthal grouping in the Museum
of Natural History. The moon was still up, and they cast vaguely defined shadows like smudges of
graphite. Finaly Mingollaturned away; the horizon was showing adistinct line of green darkness.

He had expected to be stabbed or pushed, to pinwheel down and break against the Rio Dulce, its
waters gone a stedly color beneath the brightening sky. But instead a voice spokein hisear: “Hey,
gringo.” Squatting beside him was aboy of fourteen or fifteen, with a swarthy monkeylike face framed
by tangles of shoulder-length dark hair. Wearing tattered shorts. Coiled serpent tattooed on his brow. He
tipped his head to one side, then the other. Perplexed. He might have been trying to see the true Mingolla
through layers of fal se gppearance. He made agrowly noisein histhroat and held up aknife, twisting it
thisway and that, letting Mingolla observe its keen edge, how it channeled the moonlight aong its blade.
Anamy-issue survivd knife with abrass-knuckle grip. Mingolla gave an amused sniff.

The boy seemed aarmed by this reaction; he lowered the knife and shifted away. “What you doing
here, gringo?’ he asked.

A number of answers occurred to Mingolla, most demanding too much energy to voice; he chosethe
amplest. “1 likeit here. | likethe bridge.”

The boy squinted a Mingoalla. “The bridgeismagic,” hesaid. “Y ou know this?’

“Therewasatimel might have believed you,” said Mingolla

“Y ou got to talk dow, man.” The boy frowned. “Too fast, | can’'t understand.”

Mingollarepeated his comment, and the boy said, “ Y ou bdlieveit, gringo. Why eseyou here?” With
aplaning motion of hisarm he described an imaginary continuance of the bridge’ s upward course.

“That' swhere the bridge travels now. Don't have not’ing to do wit’ crossing theriver. It'sapiece of
white stone. Don’'t mean the samet’ing a bridge means.”

Mingollawas surprised to hear his thoughts echoed by someone who so resembled ahominid.

“I come here,” the boy went on. “1 listen to thewind, heer it Sing intheiron. And | know t'ingsfrom
it. | can seethefuture” He grinned, exposing blackened teeth, and pointed south toward the Caribbean.
“Future sthat way, man.”

Mingollaliked the joke; he felt an affinity for the boy, for anyone who could manage jokes from the
boy’ s perspective, but he couldn’t think of away to express hisgood feding. Findly he said, “Y ou spesk
Englishwdl.”

“Shit! What you think?’ Cause we live in the jungle, we talk like animals? Shit!” The boy jabbed the
point of hisknifeinto the concrete. “I talk English al my life. Gringos, they too stupid to learn Spanish.”

A girl’ s voice sounded behind them, harsh and peremptory. The other children had closed to within
ten feet, their savage faces intent upon Mingolla, and the girl was standing abit forward of them. She had
sunken checks and deep-set eyes, ratty cables of hair hung down over her single-scoop breasts. Her hip
bones tented up arag of a skirt, which the wind pushed back between her legs. The boy let her finish,
then gave a prolonged response, punctuating hiswords by smashing the brass-knuckle grip of hisknife
againg the concrete, striking sparks with every blow.

“Gracda” hesaid to Mingoalla, “she wantsto kill you. But | say, some men they got onefoot in the
worl’ of death, and if you kill them, desth will take you, too. And you know what?’

“What?’ said Mingolla.

“It'strue. You and death” -- the boy clasped his hands -- “like this.”

“Maybe,” Mingollasaid.

“No ‘maybe.” Thebridgetol’ me. Tol’ mel bet ankful if | let you live. So you bet ankful to the
bridge. That magic you don’ believe, it save your ass.” The boy lowered out of his squat and sat
cross-legged. “Gracela, shedon’ care’bout you live or die. Shejus go’gainst me’causewhen | leave
here, she going to be chief. She's, you know, impatient.”

Mingollalooked at the girl. She met his gaze coldly -- awitch-child with ditted eyes, bramble hair,
and ribs poking out. “Where are you going?’ he asked the boy.



“I haveadream | will live in the south; | dream | own awarehouse full of gold and cocaine.”

The girl began to harangue him again, and he shot back astring of angry syllables.

“What did you say?’ Mingolla asked.

“| say, ‘ Gracela, you give me shit, | going to fuck you and t'row you in theriver.”” Hewinked a
Mingalla “Gracdlashe avirgin, so sheworry ’bout that firs t'ing.”

The sky was graying, pink sireaks fading in from the east; birds wheeled up from the jungle below,
forming into flocks above theriver. In the haf-light Mingolla saw that the boy’ s chest was crosshatched
with ridged scars: knife wounds that hadn’t received proper trestment. Bits of vegetation were trapped in
hishair, like primitive adornments.

“Tell me, gringo,” said the boy. “I hear in Americathereisamachinewit’ the soul of aman. Thisis
true?’

“Moreor less,” said Mingolla

The boy nodded gravely, his suspicions confirmed. “1 hear dso Americahas builded ameta worl’ in
the sky.”

“They're building it now.”

“In the house of your president, isthere astone that holds the mind of adead magician?’

Mingollagave this due consideration. “I doubt it,” he said. “But it' spossible”

Wind thudded againgt the bridge, sartling him. He fdt its freshness on hisface and relished the
sensation. That -- thefact that he could till take smple pleasure from life -- startled him more than had
the sudden noise.

The pink streaksin the east were degpening to crimson and fanning wider; shafts of light pierced
upward to stain the bellies of some low-lying clouds to mauve. Severd of the children began to mutter in
unison. A chant. They were speaking in Spanish, but the way their voices jumbled the words, it sounded
gutturd and maevolent, alanguage for trolls. Listening to them, Mingollaimagined them crouched around
firesin bamboo thickets. Bloody kniveslifted sunward over their falen prey. Making lovein the green
nights among fleshy Rousseau-like vegetation, while pythons with ember eyes coiled in the branches
abovetheir heads.

“Truly, gringo,” said the boy, apparently <till contemplating Mingolla sanswers. “These are evil
times.” He stared gloomily down at the river; the wind shifted the heavy snarlsof hishair.

Watching him, Mingollagrew envious. Despite the bleskness of his existence, thislittle monkey king
was content with his place in the world, assured of its nature. Perhaps he was deluded, but Mingolla
envied hisdeluson, and he especidly envied hisdream of gold and cocaine. His own dreams had been
dispersed by the war. Theideaof sitting and daubing colors onto canvas no longer held any real
attraction for him. Nor did the thought of returning to New Y ork. Though surviva had been his priority al
these months, he had never stopped to consider what survival portended, and now he did not believe he
could return. He had, he redlized, become acclimated to the war, able to breathe its toxins; he would gag
on theair of peace and home. The war was his new home, his newly rightful place.

Then thetruth of this struck him with theforce of an illumination, and he understood what he had to
do.

Baylor and Gilbey had acted according to their natures, and he would have to act according to his,
which imposed upon him the path of acceptance. He remembered Tio Moisés s story about the pilot and
laughed inwardly. In asense hisfriend -- the guy he had mentioned in his unsent letter -- had been right
about the war, about the world. It wasfull of designs, patterns, coincidences, and cyclesthat appeared to
indicate the workings of some magical power. But these things were the result of a subtle natural process.
Thelonger you lived, thewider your experience, the more complicated your life became, and eventudly
you were bound in the midst of so many interactions, aweb of circumstance and emotion and event, that
nothing was smple anymore and everything was subject to interpretation. Interpretation, however, wasa
waste of time. Even the most logica of interpretations was merely an attempt to herd mystery into acage
and lock the door onit. It made life no less mysterious. And it was equally pointlessto seize upon
patterns, to rely on them, to obey the mystica regulations they seemed to imply. Y our one effective



course had to be entrenchment. Y ou had to admit to mystery, to the incomprehensbility of your Situation,
and protect yoursdlf againgt it. Shore up your web, clear it of blind corners, set dlarms. Y ou had to plan
aggressively. Y ou had to become the monster in your own maze, as brutal and devious asthe fate you
sought to escape. It was the kind of militant acceptance that Tio Moisés' s pilot had not the opportunity to
display, that Mingollahimself -- though the opportunity had been his-- had failed to display. He saw that
now. He had merely reacted to danger and had not challenged or used forethought against it. But he
thought he would be able to do that now.

He turned to the boy, thinking he might appreciate thisingght into “magic,” and caught aflicker of
movement out of the corner of hiseye. Gracela. Coming up behind the boy, her knife held low, ready to
gab. Inreflex, Mingollaflung out hisinjured hand to block her. The knife nicked the edge of his hand,
deflected upward, and diced the top of the boy’ s shoulde.

The painin Mingolla s hand was excruciating, blinding him momentarily; and then as he grabbed
Gracdd sforearm to prevent her from stabbing again, he felt another sensation, one dmost covered by
the pain. He had thought the thing inside his hand was dead, but now he could fed it fluttering at the
edges of thewound, leaking out in therich trickle of blood that flowed over hiswrigt. It wastrying to
worm back insde, wriggling against the flow, but the pumping of his heart wastoo strong, and soon it
was gone, dripping on the white stone of the bridge.

Before he could fed relief or surprise or in any way absorb what had happened, Gracelatried to pull
free. Mingollagot to his knees, dragged her down, and dashed her knife hand against the bridge. The
knife skittered away. Gracela struggled wildly, clawing at hisface, and the other children edged forward.
Mingollalevered hisleft arm under Graceld s chin, choking her; with hisright hand, he picked up the
knife and pressed the point into her breast. The children stopped their advance, and Gracelawent limp.
He could fed her trembling. Tears streaked the grime on her cheeks. Shelooked like a scared little girl,
not awitch.

“Putal” said the boy. He had cometo hisfeet, holding his shoulder, and was staring daggers at
Gracda

“Isit bad?’ Mingollaasked. “ The shoulder?’

The boy inspected the bright blood on hisfingertips. “It hurts,” he said. He stepped over to stand in
front of Gracelaand smiled down at her; he unbuttoned the top of his shorts.

Gracelatensed.

“What are you doing?’ Mingolla suddenly felt responsible for the girl.

“I goingto dowhat | tol’ her, man.” The boy undid the rest of the buttons and shimmied out of his
shorts; he was dready half-erect, asif the violence had aroused him.

“No,” said Mingolla, redizing as he spoke that thiswas not at al wise.

“Takeyour life)” said the boy sternly. “Walk away.”

A long powerful gust of wind struck the bridge; it seemed to Mingollathat the vibration of the bridge,
the beating of his heart, and Gracedld strembling were driven by the same shimmering pulse. He fdlt an
amogt visceral commitment to the moment, one that had nothing to do with his concern for the girl.
Maybe, he thought, it was an implementation of his new convictions.

The boy lost patience. He shouted at the other children, herding them away with dashing gestures.
Sullenly, they moved off down the curve of the bridge, positioning themselves long therailing, leaving an
open avenue. Beyond them, beneath alavender sky, the jungle stretched to the horizon, broken only by
the rectangular hollow made by the airbase. The boy hunkered at Graceld sfeet. “Tonight,” he said to
Mingolla, “the bridge have set ustogether. Tonight we sit, we talk. Now, that’ s over. My heart say to kill
you. But ' cause you stop Gracelafrom cutting deep, | give you achance. She mus make ajudgmen’. If
she say shegowit’ you, we’ -- he waved toward the other children -- “will kill you. If shewan’ to stay,
then you mus go. No moretalk, no bullshit. You jus go. Understan’ 7’

Mingollawas't afraid, and hislack of fear was not born of an indifferenceto life, but of clarity and
confidence. It wastime to stop reacting away from challenges, time to meet them. He came up with a
plan. There was no doubt that Gracelawould choose him, choose achance at life, no matter how dim.



But before she could decide, he would kill the boy. Then hewould run straight at the others: Without
their leader, they might not hang together.

It wasn't much of aplan, and he didn’t like theideaof hurting the boy; but he thought he might be
ableto pull it off. “1 understand,” he said.

The boy spoke to Gracela; hetold Mingollato release her. She sat up, rubbing the spot where
Mingollahad pricked her with the knife. She glanced coyly at him, then at the boy; she pushed her hair
back behind her neck and thrust out her breasts asif preening for two suitors. Mingollawas astonished
by her behavior. Maybe, he thought, she was playing for time. He sood and pretended to be shaking out
hiskinks, edging closer to the boy, who remained crouched beside Gracela. In the east ared fireball had
cleared the horizon; its sanguine light inspired Mingolla, fueled hisresolve. He yawned and edged closer
yet, firming his grip on the knife. He would yank the boy’ s head back by the hair, cut histhroat. Nerves
jumped in his chest. A pressure was building ingde him, demanding that he act, that he move now. He
restrained himself. Another step should do it, another step to be absolutely sure. But as he was about to
take that step, Gracela reached out and tapped the boy on the shoulder.

Surprise must have showed on Mingolla sface, because the boy looked at him and grunted laughter.
“Yout'ink she pick you?' hesaid. “Shit! You don' know Gracela, man. Gringos burn her village. She
lick the Devil’ s ass’fore she even shake handswit’ you.” He grinned, stroked her hair. *’ Sides, shet’ink
if she fuck me good, maybe say, ‘ Oh, Gracela, | got to have some more of that!” And who knows?
Maybe sheright.”

Gracelalay back and wriggled out of her skirt. Between her legs, shewas nearly hairless. A smile
touched the corners of her mouth. Mingolla stared at her, dumbfounded.

“I not going to kill you, gringo,” said the boy without looking up; he was running his hand across
Gracela sstomach. “1 tol” you | won' kill aman so closewit’ death.” Again helaughed. “Y ou look pretty
funny trying to snesk up. | like watching that.”

Mingollawas stunned. All the while he had been gearing himsalf up to kill, shunting aside anxiety and
revulson, he had merely been providing an entertainment for the boy. The heft of the knife seemed to be
drawing his anger into acompact shape, and he wanted to carry out his attack, to cut down thislittle
anima who had ridiculed him; but humiliation mixed with the anger, neutrdizing it. The poisons of rage
shook him; he could fed every incidence of pain and fatigue in hisbody. His hand was throbbing, bloated
and discolored like the hand of a corpse. Weakness pervaded him. And relief.

“Go,” sad the boy. Helay down beside Gracela, propped on an el bow, and began to tease one of
her nipples erect.

Mingollatook afew hesitant steps away. Behind him, Gracelamade a mewling noise and the boy
whispered something. Mingolla s anger was rekindled -- they had aready forgotten him! -- but he kept
going. As he passed the other children, one spat a him and another shied apebble. He fixed hiseyeson
the white concrete dipping beneath hisfeet.

When he reached the midpoint of the curve, he turned back. The children had hemmed in Gracelaand
the boy againgt the terminus, blocking them from view. The sky had gone bluish gray behind them, and
the wind carried their voices. They were singing: aragged, chirpy song that sounded cel ebratory.
Mingolla s anger subsided, his humiliation ebbed. He had nothing to be ashamed of; though he had acted
unwisgly, he had done so from a posture of strength and no amount of ridicule could diminish that. Things
were going to work out. Y es, they were! He would make them work out.

For awhile he watched the children. At thisremove their singing had an gppedling savagery, and he
felt atrace of wistfulness at leaving them behind. He wondered what would happen after the boy had
done with Gracela. He was not concerned, only curious. The way you fed when you think you may have
to leave amovie before the big finish. Will our heroine survive? Will justice prevail ? Will surviva and
justice bring happinessin their wake? Soon the end of the bridge came to be bathed in the golden rays of
the sunburgt; the children seemed to be blackening and dissolving in heavenly fire. That was a sufficient
resolution for Mingolla. He tossed Gracdld sknife into the river and went down from the bridge in whose
magic he no longer believed, walking toward the war whose mystery he had accepted as hisown.



Vv

At the airbase Mingollatook a stand beside the Sikorsky that had brought him to San Francisco de
Juticlan; he had recognized it by the painted flaming letters of the words Whispering Death. He rested
his head againgt the letter g and recalled how Baylor had recoiled from the letters, worried that they might
transmit some deadly essence. Mingolladidn’t mind the contact. The painted flames seemed to be
warming theinsde of his head, stirring up thoughts as dow and indefinite as smoke. Comforting thoughts
that embodied no images or idess. Just agentle buzz of mental activity, liketheidling of an engine. The
base was coming to life around him. Jeeps pulling away from barracks; acouple of officersingpecting the
belly of acargo plane; some guy repairing aforklift. Peaceful, homey. Mingollaclosed hiseyes, lulled into
ahalf-deep, letting the sun and the painted flames bracket him with heat, real and imagined.

Sometime later -- how much later, he could not be sure -- avoice said, “Fucked up your hand pretty
good, didn’tcha?’

The two pilots were standing by the cockpit door. In their black flight suits and helmets they looked
neither weird nor whimsica, but creatures of functional menace. Magters of the Machine. “Yesah,” said
Mingolla “Fucked it up.”

“How’d yado it?’ asked the pilot on the I €ft.

“Hit atree”

“Musta been goddamn crocked to hit atree,” said the pilot on theright. “ Treeain't goin’ nowhere if
you hitit.”

Mingolla made anoncommittal noise. *'Y ou guys going up to the Farm?’

“Y ou bet! What' s the matter, man? Had enough of them wild women?’ Filot on the right.

“Guess so. Wannagimme aride?’

“Surething,” said the pilot on theleft. “Whyn't you climb on infront. Y ou can St back of us.”

“Where your buddies?’ asked the pilot on the right.

“Gone,” said Mingollaas he climbed into the cockpit.

One of the pilots said, “Didn’'t think we' d be seein’ them boysagain.”

Mingolla strapped into the observer’ s seat behind the copilot’ s position. He had assumed there would
be alengthy instrument check, but as soon as the engines had been warmed, the Sikorsky lurched up and
veered northward. With the exception of the wegpons systems, none of the defenses had been activated.
Theradar, the therma imager, and the terrain display showed blank screens. A nervousthrill ran across
the muscles of Mingolla s ssomach as he considered the varieties of danger to which the pilots' reliance
upon their miraculous helmets had laid them open; but his nervousness was subsumed by the whispery
rhythms of the rotors and his sense of the Skorsky’ s power. He recalled having asmilar feding of secure
potency while ditting at the controls of hisgun. He had never let that feding grow, never let it empower
him. He had been afool.

They followed the northeasterly course of the river, which coiled like alength of blue-stedl razor wire
between jungled hills. The pilots laughed and joked, and the flight cameto have the air of aridewith a
couple of good o’ boys going nowhere fast and full of free beer. At one point the copilot piped hisvoice
through the on-board speakers and launched into a dolorous country song.

“Whenever we kiss, dear, our two
lips meet,

And whenever you're not with me,
we're apart.

When you sawed my dog in half,
that was depressin’,

But when you shot me in the chest,
you broke my heart.”

Asthe copilot sang, the pilot rocked the Sikorsky back and forth in a drunken accompaniment, and



after the song ended, he called back to Mingolla, “Y ou believe this here son of abitch wrote that? He
did! Picksaguitar, too! Boy'sageniug”

“It' sagreat song,” said Mingolla, and he meant it. The song had made him happy, and that was no
smdl thing.

They went rocking through the skies, snging thefirst verse over and over. But then, asthey |eft the
river behind, till maintaining anortheasterly course, the copilot pointed to a section of jungle ahead and
shouted, “Beaners! Quadrant Four! You got ’em?’

“Got’em!” said the pilot. The Skorsky swerved down toward the jungle, shuddered, and flame
veered from beneath them. An ingtant later, a huge swath of jungle erupted into a gout of marbled smoke
and fire. “Whee-00!” the copilot sang out, jubilant. “Whisperin’ Death grikesagain!” With gunsblazing,
they went swooping through blowing veils of dark smoke. Acres of treeswere burning, and sill they kept
up the attack. Mingollagritted histeeth against the noise, and when at last the firing stopped, dismayed
by thisinsanity, he sat dumped, his head down. He suddenly doubted his ability to cope with the insanity
of the Ant Farm and remembered all hisreasonsfor fear.

The copilot turned back to him. “You ain’'t got no cal to look so gloomy, man,” hesaid. “You'rea
lucky son of ahitch, y’know that?’

The pilot began abank toward the east, toward the Ant Farm. “How you figure that?” Mingolla
asked.

“| gottaclear sight of you, man,” said the copilot. “I cantell you for trueyou ain’'t gonnabe at the
Farm much longer. It ain't clear why or nothin’. But | * spect you gonna be wounded. Not bad, though.
Just agoin’-home wound.”

Asthe pilot completed the bank, aray of sun danted into the cockpit, illuminating the copilot’ s visor,
and for asplit second Mingolla could make out the vague shadow of the face beneath. It seemed lumpy
and malformed. Hisimagination added details. Bizarre growths, cracked cheeks, an eye webbed shuit.
Like aface out of amovie about nuclear mutants. He was tempted to believe that he had really seen this;
the copilot’ s deformities would vaidate his prediction of a secure future. But Mingollareected the
temptation. Hewas afraid of dying, afraid of the terrors held by life at the Ant Farm, yet he wanted no
more to do with magic... unlessthere was magic involved in being agood soldier. In obeying the
disciplines, in the practice of fierceness.

“Could be hishand'll get him home,” said the pilot. “That hand |ooks pretty fucked up to me. Looks
like amillion-dollar wound, that hand.”

“Naw, | don't get it'shishand,” said the copilot. “ Somethin’ else. Whatever, it'sgonnado thetrick.”

Mingollacould see his own facefloating in the black plagtic of the copilot’ s visor; he looked warped
and pae, so thoroughly unfamiliar that for amoment he thought the face might be a bad dream the copilot
was having.

“What the Hell’ swith you, man?’ the copilot asked. “Y ou don’t believe me?’

Mingollawanted to explain that his attitude had nothing to do with belief or dishdlief, that it Sgnded
hisintent to obtain a safe future by means of securing his present; but he couldn’t think how to put it into
words the copilot would accept. The copilot would merdly refer again to hisvisor astestimony to a
magical reality or perhaps would point up ahead where -- because the cockpit plastic had gone opague
under theimpact of direct sunlight -- the sun now appeared to hover in asmoky darkness: adigtinct fiery
sphere with a streaming corong, like one of those cabalistic emblems embossed on ancient sedls. It was
an evil, fearsome-looking thing, and though Mingollawas unmoved by it, he knew the pilot would seeiniit
apowerful Sgn.

“Youthink I'm lyin'?’ said the copilot angrily. “Y ou think I'd be bullshittin’ you * bout somethin’ like
this?Man, | an'tlyin'! I'mgivin’ you the good goddamn word!”

They flew east into the sun, whispering deeth, into aworld disguised as a strange bloody enchantment,
over the dark green wild where war had taken root, where men in combat armor fought for no good
reason against men wearing brass scorpions on their berets, where crazy lost men wandered the mystic
light of Fire Zone Emerad and menta wizards brooded upon things not yet seen. The copilot kept the



black bubble of hisvisor angled back toward Mingolla, waiting for aresponse. But Mingollajust stared,
and before too long the copilot turned away.

TheEnd of Life AsWeKnow It
First published in Isaac Asimov’ s Science Fiction Magazine, January 1985.

What Lisa hated most about Mexico wastheflies, and Richard said Y eah, the flieswere bad, but it
was the lousy attitude of the people that did him in, you know, the way the waitersignored you and the
taxi drivers sneered, the sour expressions of desk clerks-- asif they were doing you abig favor by
letting you Stay in their fleabag hotels. All that. Lisareplied that she couldn’t blame the people, because
they were probably irritated by theflies; this set Richard to laughing, and though Lisa had not meant it to
be funny, after amoment she joined in. They needed laughter. They had cometo Mexico to Save Their
Marriage, and things were not going well... except in bed, where things had aways gonewell. Lisahad
never been lessthan ardent with Richard, even during her affair.

They were an atractive couple in their thirties, the sort to whom a hedlthy sex life seems an essentid
of style, atrendy accessory to pleasure like a Jacuzzi or a French food processor. Shewas atal,
fey-looking brunette with fair skin, an aerobically nurtured dimness, and aface that managed to express
both sensuality and intelligence (* hooker eyes and Vassar bones,” Richard had told her); hewaslean
from handball and weights, with an executive touch of gray in hisblack hair and the bland, firm-jawed
handsomeness of ayouthful anchorman. Once they had held to the illusion that they kept fit and beautiful
for one another, but dl their illusions had been tarnished and they no longer understood their reasonsfor
mantaining them.

For awhile they made a game of hating Mexico, pretending it was anew bond between them, striving
to outdo each other in pointing out instances of filth and native insengitivity; finaly they redized that what
they hated most about the country wastheir own perceptions of it, and they headed south to Guatemaa
where -- they had been informed -- the atmosphere was conducive to romance. They were leery about
the reports of guerrillaactivity, but their informant had assured them that the dangers were overstated. He
was a seasoned traveler, an ederly Englishman who had spent hislast twelve wintersin Centrd America;
Richard thought he was colorful, a Graham Greene character, whereas Lisadescribed himin her journa
as“aderacinated old fag.”

“Youmustn't miss Lake Atitlan,” he' d told them. “It’ s absolutely breathtaking. Revolution thereisan
aesthetic impossibility.”

Before boarding the plane Richard bought the latest Miami Herald, and he entertained himself during
theflight by bemoaning the decline of Western civilization. It was his conviction that the United States
was becoming part of the Third World and that their grandchildren would inhabit amildly poisoned earth
and endurelives of back-bresking drudgery under an increasingly Orwellian government. Though this
conviction was hardly startling, it being evident from the newspaper that such aworld was close upon
them, Lisaaccorded his viewpoint the status of wisdom; in fact, she had relegated wisdom in genera to
be his preserve, saking claim hersdf to the traditiona feminine precincts of soulfulness and caring.
Sometimes back in Connecticut, while teaching her art classat the' Y or manning the telephonesfor PBS
or Greenpeace or whatever cause had enlisted her soulfulness, looking around at the other women, dl --
like her -- expensvely kept and hopel ess and with an eye cocked for the least glimmer of excitement,
then she would see how marriage had decreased her wattage; and yet, though she had fallen in love with
another man, she had clung to the marriage for dmost a year thereafter, unable to escape the fear thet this
was the best she could hope for, that no matter what steps she took to change her situation, her life



would adways be ruled by acanon of mediocrity. That she had recently stopped clinging did not signa a
dackening of fear, only that her fingerswere dipping, her energy no longer sufficient to maintain agood
grip.

Asthe plane came down into Guatema a City, passing over rumpled green hills dotted with shacks
whose colors|ooked deceptively bright and cheerful from aheight, Richard began talking about his
variousinvestments, saying he was glad he' d bought this and that, because things were getting worse
every day. “The shitstorm’sa-comin’, babe,” he said, patting her knee. “But we re gonnabe awright.” It
annoyed Lisano end that whenever he was feding particularly accomplished hislanguage became
countrified, and she only shrugged in response.

After clearing customs they rented a car and drove to Pangjachd, avillage on the shores of Lake
Atitlén. Therewasafancy hotel on the shore, but in the spirit of “roughing it” Richard indsted they tay at
acheaper place on the edge of town -- an old green stucco building with red trim and an arched
entranceway and a courtyard choked with ferns; it catered to what he called “the bleeding-ear st,” a
referenceto theloud rock 'n’ roll that blasted from the windows. The other guests were mostly
college-age vacationers, a mixture of French and Scandinavians and Americans, and as soon asthey had
unpacked, Lisa changed into jeans and awork shirt so she would fit in among them. They ate dinner in
the hotdl dining room, which was cramped and furnished with red wooden tables and chairs and had the
menu painted on thewall in English and Spanish. Richard gppeared to be enjoying himsdlf; he was
relaxed, and his speech was peppered with dang that he hadn’t used in almost adecade. Lisaliked
listening to the glib chatter around them, talk of dope and how the people treat you in Huehuetenango
and watch out if you're goin’ to Bogota, man, ’ cause they got packs of street kidswill pick you clean...
These conversations reminded her of the world in which she had traveled at VV assar before Richard had
snatched her up during her junior year. He had been just back from Vietnam, amedic, full of anguish a
the horrors he had seen, yet strong for having seen them; he had seemed to her asource of strength, a
shining knight, arescuer. After the wedding, though, she had not been able to recall why she had wanted
to be rescued; she thought now that she had derived some cheap thrill from hisaura of recent violence
and had applied it to hersalf out of aromantic need to fed imperiled.

They lingered over dinner, watching the younger guests drift off into the evening and being watched
themsalves -- at least in Lisa s case -- by afortyish Guatemalan man with a pencil-line mustache, adark
suit, and patent-leather hair. He stared at her as he chewed, ducking his eyes each time he speared a
fresh bite, then resuming his stare. Ordinarily Lisawould have been irritated, but she found the man’s
conspicuous anonymity gppeding and she adopted aflirtatiousar, laughing too loudly and fluttering her
hands, in hopesthat she was frudirating him.

“Hisname sRaoul,” said Richard. “He sawhite daver in the employ of the Generdismo, and he's
been commissoned to bring in anew gringa for the harem.”

“He'ssomebody’ suncle,” said Lisa. “Hereto settle afamily dispute. HE smarried to adumpy Indian
woman, has seven kids, and he' swearing his only suit to impressthe Americans.”

“God, you'rearomantic!” Richard sipped his coffee, made aface, and set it down.

Lisabit back asarcastic reply. “1 think he’ svery romantic. Let’ s say he' s staring at me because he
wantsme. If that’ strue, right now he's probably thinking how to do you in, or maybe wondering if he
could trade you histruck, his means of livelihood, for anight with me. That'sreal romance. Passionate
stupidity and bloody consequences.”

“I guess,” said Richard, unhappy with the definition; he took another sip of coffee and changed the
subject.

At sunset they walked down to the lake. The village was charming enough -- the streets cobbled, the
houses white-washed and roofed with tile; but the rows of tourist shops and the American voices acted
to dispel the charm. The lake, however, was beautiful. Ringed by three volcanoes, bordered by pams,
Indians poling canoes toward scatters of light on the far shore. The water was lacquered with vivid
crimson and yellow reflection, and silhouetted againgt an equaly vivid sky, the pams and volcanic cones
gave the place the look of aprehistoric landscape. Asthey stood at the end of awooden pier, Richard



drew her into akiss and she felt again the explosive dizziness of their first kisses; yet sheknew it wasa
sham, afadse magic born of geography and their own contrivance. They could keep traveling, keep filling
their dayswith exotic Sghts, lacquering their lives with reflection, but when they stopped they would
discover that they had merely been preserving the forms of the marriage. There was no remedly for their
dissolution.

Roosters crowing waked her to gray dawn light. She remembered a dream about afaceless lover,
and she stretched and rolled onto her side. Richard was sitting at the window, wearing jeansand a
T-shirt; he glanced at her, then turned his gaze to the window, to the sight of a pale green volcano
wreathed in mist. “It’snot working,” he said, and when shefailed to respond, still half-adeep, he buried
hisfacein his hands, muffling hisvoice. “I can't make it without you, babe.”

She had dreaded this moment, but there was no reason to put it off. “That’ s the problem,” she said.

“Y ou used to be able to.” She plumped the pillows and leaned back against them.

He looked up, baffled. “What do you mean?’

“Why should | haveto explainit?Y ou know it aswell as| do. We wesaken each other, we exhaust
each other, we depress each other.” She lowered her eyes, not wanting to see hisface. “Maybe it snot
even us. Sometimes | think marriageisthisbig pasty spdll of cakesand veilsthat shrivels everything it
touches”

“Lisa, you know thereisn’t anything | wouldn't...”

“What? What' Il you do?’ Angrily, she wadded the sheet. “I don’t understand how we' ve managed to
hurt each other so much. If | did, I'd try tofix it. But there' s nothing left to do. Not together, anyway.”

Helet out along sgh -- the sigh of aman who hasjust finished defusing albomb and can alow himself
to breathe again. “1t' shim, right? Y ou still want to be with him.”

It angered her that he would never say the name, asif the name were what counted. “No,” she said
diffly. “It'snot him.”

“But you il love him.”

“That’s not the point! | till love you, but love...” She drew up her legs and rested her forehead on her
knees. “Chrigt, Richard. I don't know what moretotell you. I've said it all ahundred times.”

“Maybe,” he said softly, “maybe this discussion is premature.”

“Oh, Richard!”

“No, redly. Let'sgo on with thetrip.”

“Where next? The Mountains of the Moon? Brazil? It won't change anything.”

“You can't be sure of that!” He came toward the bed, hisface knitted into lines of despair. “We' Il just
stay afew more days. We Il visit the villages on the other side of the lake, where they do the weaving.”

“Why, Richard? God, | don’t even understand why you till want me...”

“Please, Lisa Please. After eleven yearsyou can try for afew more days.”

“All right,” she said, weary of hurting him. “ A few days.”

“Andyou Il try?

I’ve dwaystried, she wanted to say; but then, wondering if it were true, astrue asit should be, she
merely sad, “Yes”



The motor launch that ran back and forth across the lake between Pangjachel and San Augustin had
seating room for fifteen, and nine of those places were occupied by Germans, apparently members of a
family -- kids, two sets of parents, and apair of portly red-cheeked grandparents. They reeked of
crudity and good health, and made Lisafed refined by comparison. The young men snapped their wives
brastraps -- grandpa almost choked with laughter each time this happened; the kids whined; the women
were heavy and hairy-legged. They spent the entire trip taking pictures of one another. They must have
understood English, because when Richard cracked a joke about them, they frowned and whispered and
became standoffish. Lisaand Richard moved to the stern, asuperficia union imposed, and watched the
shore glide past. Though it was il early, the sun reflected a dynamited white glare on the water; in the
daylight the vol canoes |ooked depressingly red, their dopes covered by patchy grass and scrub and
sunted pams.

San Augustin was Situated at the base of the largest volcano, and was probably like what Pangjachel
had been before tourism. Weeds grew between the cobblestones, the whitewash was flaked away in
places, and grimy, naked toddlers sat in the doorways, chewing sugarcane and drooling. Insde the
houses it was the fourteenth century. Packed dirt floors, iron cauldrons suspended over fires, chickens
pecking and pigs adeep. Gnomish old Indian women worked at handlooms, turning out strange tapestries
-- asfor example adesign of black crandike birds against a backdrop of purple sky and green trees, the
image repeated over and over -- and bolts of dress materid, fabric that on first impression seemed to be
of ahundred colors, dl in perfect harmony. Lisawanted to be sad for the women, to sympathize with
their poverty and particular female plight, and to some extent she managed it; but the women were
uncomplaining and appeared reasonably content, and their weaving was better work than she had ever
done, even when she had been serious about art. She bought severa yards of the materid, tried to strike
up a conversation with one of the women, who spoke neither English nor Spanish, and then they returned
to the dock, to the village' s only bar-restaurant -- a place right out of a spaghetti western, with ahitching
rall in front and skinned sapling trunks propping up the porch roof and ahandful of young long-haired
American men standing along the bar, having an early-morning beer. “Holy marijuana” said Richard,
winking. “Hippies! | wondered where they’d gone.” They took atable by the rear window so they could
see the dopes of the volcano. The scarred varnish of the table was dazzled by sunlight; flies buzzed
againgt the heated panes.

“So what do you think?" Richard squinted against the glare.

“| thought we were going to give it afew days,” she said testily.

“Jesus, Lisal | meant what do you think about the weaving.” He adopted a pained expression.

“I'm sorry.” She touched his hand, and he shook his head ruefully. “1t' sbeautiful... | mean the
weaving' s beautiful. Oh God, Richard. | don’t intend to be so awkward.”

“Forget it.” He stared out the window, deadpan, asif he were giving serious congderation to climbing
the volcano, szing up the problemsinvolved. “What did you think of it?’

“It was beautiful,” she said flatly. The buzzing of the fliesintengfied, and she had the notion that they
weretelling her to try harder. “1 know it’s corny to say, but watching her work... What was her name?’

“Expectacion.”

“Oh, right. Wdll, watching her | got the feding | was watching something magica, something that went
onandon...” Shetrailed off, feding foolish a having to legitimize with conversation what had been a
momentary whimsy; but she could think of nothing elseto say. “ Something that went on forever,” she
continued. “With different hands, of course, but always that something the same. And the weavers, while
they had their own lives and problems, that was lessimportant than what they were doing. Y ou know,
like the generations of weavers were weaving something through time aswell as space. A long, woven
magic.” Shelaughed, embarrassed.

“It'snot corny. | know what you' re talking about.” He pushed back his chair and grinned. “How
about | get usacouple of beers?’

“Okay,” shesad brightly, and smiled until his back was turned. He thought he had her now. That was
his plan -- to get her alittle drunk, not drunk enough for amidday hangover, just enough to get her happy



and energized, and then that afternoon they’ d go for aride to the next village, the next exotic attraction,
and more drinks and dinner and anew hotel. He d keep her whirling, an endless date, an infinitely
prolonged seduction. She pictured the two of them asapair of silhouetted dancers tangoing acrossthe
borders of map-colored countries. Whirling and whirling, and the thing was, the very sad thing was, that
sooner or later, if he kept her whirling, she would lose her own momentum and be sucked into the spin,
into that loving-the-gpin-I’ m-in-old-black-magic routine. Then find rinse. Fina spin. Then the machine
would stop and she’ d be plastered to the side of the marriage like awet blouse, needing ahand to lift her
out. She should do what had to be done right now. Right this moment. Cause ascene, hit him. Whatever
it took. Becauseif shedidn’t... He thunked down abottle of beer in front of her, and her smile twitched
by reflex into place.

“Thanks,” she said.

“Por nada.” Heddivered agdlant bow and sat down. “Ligten...”

Therewas aclatter from outside, and through the door she saw a skinny bearded man tying adonkey
to the hitching rail. He strode on in, dusting off his jeans cowboy-style, and ordered a beer. Richard
turned to look and chuckled. The man was worth achuckle. He might have been the Spirit of the Sixties,
the Wild Hippie King. His hair was aratty brown thatch hanging to his shoulders, and braided into it
werelong gray feathersthat dangled still lower; hisjeans were festooned with painted symbols, and there
were streaks of what appeared to be green dye in histhicket of abeard. He noticed them staring, waved,
and came toward them.

“Mindif | join you folks?” Before they could answer, he dropped into achair. “1I’m Dowdy. Believeit
or not, that’s aname, not a self-description.” He smiled, and his blue eyes crinkled up. Hisfeatureswere
sharp, thin to the point of being wizened. It was hard to tell his age because of the beard, but Lisafigured
him for around thirty-five. Her first reaction had been to ask him to leave; the instant he had started
talking, though, she had sensed acheerful kind of sanity about him that intrigued her. “1 live up yonder,”
he went on, gesturing at the volcano. “Been there goin’ on four years.”

“Inside the volcano?’ Lisameant it for ajoke.

“Yep! Got mealittle shack back in under thelip. Hot in the summer, freezin' in the winter, and none
of the comforts of home. | got to bust my tail on Secretariat there’ -- he waved at the donkey -- “just to
haul water and supplies.” In waving he must have caught awhiff of hisunderarm -- he gaveit an
ogtentatious sniff. “ And to get me abath. Hope | ain't too ripefor you folks.” He chugged down athird
of hisbeer. “ So! How you like Guatemda?’

“Fine” said Richard. “Why do you livein avolcano?’

“Kindapeculiar, ain'tit,” said Dowdy by way of response; heturned to Lisa. “And how you likeit
here?’

“We haven't seen much,” shesaid. “Just thelake.”

“Oh, yeah? Wdll, it ain't so bad ’round here. They keep it nice for the tourists. But the rest of the
country... whooeee! Violent? Dowdy made a show of awed disbelief. “Y ou got your death squads,
your guerrillas, your secret police, not to mention your basic crazed killers. Hell, they even got apolitical
party called the Party of Organized Violence. Bad dudes. They liketo twist people sarms off. It ain't
that they're evil, though. It' sjust theland’s so full of blood and brimstone and Mayan weirdness, it fumes
up and freaks’em out. That's how come we got volcanoes. Safety valvesto blow off the excess poison.
But things are on theimprove.”

“Redly?’ said Richard, amused.

“Yes, indeed!” Dowdly tipped back in his chair, propping the beer bottle on his ssomach; he had a
little potbelly like that of a cartoon €f. “The whole world' s changing. | S posey’ al have noticed the way
thingsare goin’ to Hell back in the States?’

Lisacould tell that the question had mined Richard’ s core of political pessmism, and he started to
frame an answer, but Dowdy talked through him.

“That' s part of the change,” he said. “ All them scientists say they figured out reasons for the violence
and pollution and economic failure, but what them thingsredly areisjust the sound of consensusredlity



scrapin’ contrary to the flow of the change. They ain't nothin’ but symptoms of the red change, of
everything comin’ to anend.”

Richard made slent speech with hiseyes, indicating that it wastimeto leave.

“Now, now,” said Dowdy, who had caught the signd. “Don’'t get mewrong. | ain't talkin’
Apocaypse, here. And | for sureain’t no Bible basher like them Mormons you seewalkin’ round the
villages. Huh! Them suckersis so scared of lifethey travel in pairs so’sthey can keep each other from
bein’ corrupted. ‘Watch it there, Billy! You're steppin’ in somesin!’” Dowdy rolled hiseyesto the
calinginaparody of prayer. “‘ Sweet Jesus, gimme the strength to scrape thissin off my shoe!” Then off
they go, purified, acouple of All-American haircuts with souls stuffed fullawhite-bread gospd and
crosses’round their necksto keep off the vampire women. Shit!” He leaned forward, resting his elbows
onthetable. “But | digress. | got meareigion, dl right. Not Jesus, though. I'll tell you "bout it if you
want, but | ain't gonnaforceit down your throat.”

“Well,” Richard began, but Lisainterrupted.

“We ve got an hour until the boat,” she said. “Doesyour rdigion have anything to do with your living
inthevolcano?’

“Sure does.” Dowdy pulled ahand-rolled cigar from his shirt pocket, lit it, and blew out a plume of
smoke that boiled into a bluish cloud against the windowpanes. 1 used to smoke, drink” -- he flourished
hisbeer -- “and | was abear for theladies. Praise God, religion ain’t changed that none!” He laughed,
and Lisasmiled a him. Whatever it was that had put Dowdy in such good spirits seemed to be
contagious. “Actudly,” hesad, “I wasn't aHdll-raiser a dl. | wasapainfully shy littlefella, comefrom
backwoods Tennessee. Like my daddy’ d say, town so smal you could spit between the city-limitssigns.
Anyway, | was shy but | was smart, and with that combination it was anatura for meto end up in
computers. Gave me someone | could fed comfortabletalkin' to. After college | took ajob designin’
software out in Silicon Vdley, and seven yearslater there | was... wals, and abunchaterminals. A red
computer nerd. Wellsir! Somehow | got it in mind to take avacation. I d never had one. Guess| figured
I’d just end up somewhere weird, sittin’ in aroom and thinkin' ’ bout computers, so what was the point?
But | was determined to do it thistime, and | came to Pangachdl. First few days| did what you folks
probably been doin’. Wanderin', not meetin’ anyone, buyin’ afew geegaws. Then | caught the launch
acrossthelakeand raninto o’ Murcidlago.” He clucked histongue againgt histeeth. “Man, | didn't
know what to make of him at first. He was the oldest human bein’ I’ d ever seen. Looked centuries old.
All hunched up, white-haired, aswrinkled as awanut shell. He couldn’t spesk no English, just
Cakchiqud, but he had this megtizo fellawith him who did hisinterpretin’, and it wasthrough him |
learned that Murciélago wasa brujo.”

“A wizard,” said Lisa, who had read Castaneda, to Richard, who hadn’t.

“Yep,” said Dowdy. “’ Course | didn't believeit. Thought it was some kinda hustle. But he interested
me, and | kept hangin’ round just to see what he was up to. Well, one night he saysto me -- through the
mestizofella-- ‘I likeyou,” he says. *Ain't nothin’ wrong with you that alittle magic wouldn't cure. I'd
be glad to make you agift if you got no objections.” | said to mysalf, Oh-oh, hereit comes. Buit |
reckoned it couldn’t do me no harm to et him play hishand, and | told him to go ahead. So he does
some singin’ and rubs powder on my mouth and mutters and touches me, and that wasit. Y ou gonna be
finenow, hetelsme. | felt sorta strange, but no finer than | had. Still, there wasn't any hustle, and that
samenight | redlized that hismagic wasdoin’ its stuff. Confused the Hell out of me, and the only thing |
could think to do wasto hike on up to the volcano, where he lived, and ask him about it. Murciélago was
waitin’ for me. The mestizo had gone, but he' d left anote explainin’ the situation. Seemshe' d learned
he could from Murciédago and had taken up his own pogt, and it wastimethe oI’ man had anew
apprentice. He told me how to cook for him, wished me luck, and said he' d be seein” me around.”
Dowdy twirled his cigar and watched smoke ringsfloat up. “Been there ever snceand ain't regretted it a
day.”

Richard was incredulous. “Y ou gave up ajob in Silicon Valley to become asorcerer’ s apprentice?’

“That'sright.” Dowdy pulled at one of the feathersin hishair. “But | didn’t give up nothin’ redl,



Richard.”

“How do you know my name?’

“People grow into their names, and if you know how to look for it, it's written everywhere on’em.
'Bout haf of magicisbein’ ableto seeclear.”

Richard snorted. “Y ou read our names off the passenger manifest for the launch.”

“I don’'t blame you for thinkin' that,” said Dowdy. “It's hard to accept the existence of magic. But that
ain't how it happened.” He drained the dregs of hisbeer. “Y ou were easy to read, but Lisa here was
sortahard * cause she never liked her name. Ain't that so?’

Lisanodded, surprised.

“Y eah, see when aperson don't like their name it muddies up the writin’, so to speak, and you gotta
scour away alotta haf-formed names to see down to the actual one.” Dowdy heaved a sigh and stood.
“Timel’mtakin’ care of business, but tell you what! I’ll bring oI’ Murciélago down to the bar around
seven o' clock, and you can check him out. Y ou can catch the nine o' clock boat back. | know he'd like
to meet you.”

“How do you know?’ asked Richard.

“Itain't my placeto explain. Look here, Rich. | ain’'t gonnatwist your arm, but if you go back to
Pangjachel you're just gonnawander *round and maybe buy some garbage. If you stay, well, whether or
not you believe Murciélago’ sa brujo, you'll bedoin’ somethin’ out of the ordinary. Could be he Il give
you agift.”

“What gift did he giveyou?’ asked Lisa

“Thegift of gab,” said Dowdy. “ Surprised you ain’t deduced that for yoursdf, Lisa, 'cause | can tel
you're aperceptive soul. ' Course that wasjust part of the gift. The gift wrappin’, asit were. It'slike
Murcidago says, ared gift ain’t known by itsname.” Hewinked at her. “But it took pretty damn good,
didn'tit?’

As soon as Dowdy had gone, Richard asked Lisaif she wanted alast look at the weaving before
heading back, but she told him she would like to meet Murciélago. He argued briefly, then acquiesced.
She knew what he was thinking. He had no interest in the brujo, but hewould humor her; it would be an
Experience, a Shared Memory, another increment of momentum added to the spin of their marriage. To
pass the time she bought a notebook from atiny store, whose entire inventory would havefit in her
suitcases, and sat outside the bar sketching the vol canoes, the people, the houses. Richard oohed and
ahhed over the sketches, but in her judgment they were lifeess -- accurate, yet dull and uninspired. She
kept at it, though; it beat her other options.

Toward four 0’ clock dark thunderheads muscled up from behind the volcano, drops of cold rain
gpattered down, and they retreated into the bar. Lisadid not intend to get drunk, but she found herself
drinking to Richard’ s rhythm. He would nurse each beer for awhile, shearing away the label with his
thumbnail; once the label had been removed he would empty the bottle in afew swallows and bring them
acouple more. After four bottles she wastipsy, and after sx walking to the bathroom became an
adventure in vertigo. Once she stumbled againgt the only other customer, along-haired guy Ieft over from
the morning crowd, and caused him to spill hisdrink. “My pleasure,” he said when she apol ogized,
leering, running his hands along her hips as he pushed her gently away. She wanted to pose avicious
comeback, but was too fuddled. The bathroom served to make her drunker. It was a chamber of
horrors, aholein the middle of the floor with aridged footprint on either side, scraps of brown paper
strewn about, dark stains everywhere, reeking. There was a narrow window that -- if she stood on tiptoe
-- offered aview of two volcanoes and the lake. The water mirrored the grayish black of the sky. She



stared through the smeared glass, watching waves pile in toward shore, and soon she redlized that she
was saring a the scene with something likelonging, asif the sorm held a promise of resolution. By the
time she returned to the bar, the bartender had lit three kerosene lamps; they added a shabby glory to the
place, casting rich gleams aong the countertop and gemmy orange reflectionsin the windowpanes.
Richard had brought her afresh beer.

“They might not come, what with therain,” he said.

“Maybe not.” She downed a swallow of beer, beginning to like its sour taste.

“Probably for the best,” he said. “I’ ve been thinking, and I’ m sure he was setting us up for a
robbery.”

“You're paranoid. If he were going to rob us, he' d pick a spot where there weren't any soldiers.”

“Wdll, he' sgot something in mind... though | have to admit that was aclever story hetold. All that
stuff about his own doubts tended to sandbag any notion that he was hustling us.”

“I don’'t believe he was hustling us. Maybe he' s dduded, but he' snot acriminal.”

“How the Hell could you tdll that?” He picked at a stubborn fleck of beer label. “Feminine intuition?
God, hewas only here afew minutes.”

“You know,” shesaid angrily, “I deservethat. I’ ve been buying that whole feminine intuition chump
ever sncewewere married. I’ ve let you play the intelligent one, whilel” -- she affected a Southern
accent and a breathy voice -- “| just get theselittle flashes. | swear | don’t know where they come from,
but they turn out right so often | must be psychic or somethin’. Jesus!”

“Lisa, please”

Helooked utterly defeated, but she was drunk and sick of al the futile effort and she couldn’t stop.
“Any idiot could’ ve seen that Dowdy was just anice, weird little guy. Not athreat! But you had to turn
him into athreat so you could feel you were protecting me from dangers | wastoo naive to see. What's
that do for you? Does it wipe out the fact that I’ ve been unfaithful, that I've walked dl over your
self-respect? Does it restore your masculine pride?’

Hisface worked, and she hoped he would hit her, punctuate the murkiness of their liveswith asingle
instance of shock and clarity. But she knew he wouldn't. He relied on his sadnessto defeat her. “You
must hate me,” he said.

She bowed her head, her anger emptying into the hollow created by hisdead voice. “1 don’t hate you.
I'mjust tired.”

“Let’'sgo home. Let’sget it over with.”

She glanced up, startled. Hislipswere thinned, amuscle clenching in hisjaw.

“We can catch aflight tomorrow. If not tomorrow, the next day. | won't try to hold you anymore.”

She was amazed by the panic shefdt; she couldn’t tell if it resulted from surprise, the kind you fed
when you haven’t shut the car door properly and suddenly there you are, hanging out the Side,
unprepared for the sight of the pavement flowing past; or if it wasthat she had never really wanted
freedom, that dl her protest had been ameans of killing boredom. Maybe, she thought, thiswas anew
tactic on his part, and then sheredlized that everything between them had becometactical. They played
each other without conscious effort, and their games bordered on the absurd. To her further amazement
she heard hersdlf say in atremulousvoice, “Isthat what you want?’

“Hdll, no!” He smacked his palm against the table, rattling the bottles. “1 want you! | want children,
eternd love... dl those dumb bullshit things we wanted in the beginning! But you don’t want them
anymore, do you?’

She saw how willingly she had given him an opening in which to assert his masculinity, hismora
position, combining them into aterrific left hook to the heart. Oh Jesus, they were pathetic! Tears
garted from her eyes, and she had a dizzying sense of location, asif shewere looking up from a
well-bottom through the strata of her various conditions. Drunk, in afilthy bar, in Guatemaa, shadowed
by volcanoes, under astormy sky, and -- spanning it dl, binding it al together -- the strange webs of thelr
relationship.

“Doyou?’ Hefrowned at her, demanding that she finish the game, speak her line, admit to the one



verity that prevented them from ever truly finishing -- her uncertainty.
“I don’'t know,” she answered; shetried to say it in aneutral tone, but it came out hopeless.

The storm’ s darkness passed, and true darkness dipped in under cover of thefina clouds. Stars
pricked out above the rim of the volcano. The food in the bar was greasy -- fried fish, beans, and asalad
that she was afraid to eat (stains on the lettuce) -- but eating steadied her, and she managed to Sart a
conversation about their recent meals. Remember the weird Chinese placein Mérida, hot saucein the
Lobster Cantonese? Or what had passed for crépes at their hotel in Zihuatangjo? Thingslike that. The
bartender hauled out a portable record player and put on an album of romantic ballads sung by aman
with asexy voice and agaspy femae chorus; the needle kept skipping, and findly, with an gpologetic
smile and a shrug, the bartender switched it off. It came to be seven-thirty, and they talked about Dowdy
not showing, about catching the eight o' clock boat. Then there he was. Standing in the door next to a
tiny, shrunken old man, who was leaning on a cane. He was deeply wrinkled, skin the color of weathered
mahogany, wearing grungy white trousers and agray blanket draped around his shoulders. All hisvitdity
seemed to have collected in an astounding shock of thick white hair that -- to Lisa s drunken eyes --
looked like awhite flame licking up from his skull.

It took the old man amost a minute to hobbl e the length of the room, and a considerable time
thereafter to lower himself, wheezing and shaking, into achair. Dowdy hauled up another chair beside
him; he had washed the dye from his beard, and his hair was clean, free of feathers. His manner, too, had
changed. He was no longer breezy, but subdued and serious, and even his grammar had improved.

“Now ligten,” he said. “1 don’t know what Murciélago will say to you, but he' saman who speaks his
mind, and sometimes he tells people things they don't like to hear. Just remember he bearsyou no ill will
and don't be upst. All right?

Lisagavethe old man areassuring smile, not wanting him to think that they were going to laugh; but
upon mesting hiseyesal thought of reassuring him vanished. They were ordinary eyes. Dark;
wet-looking under the lamplight. And yet they were compelling -- like an animd’ s eyes, they radiated
strangeness and pulled you in. They made the rest of hisruined face seem irrdlevant. He muttered to
Dowdy.

“Hewantsto know if you have any questions,” said Dowdy.

Richard was apparently as fascinated by the old man aswas Lisa; she had expected him to be glib
and sardonic, but instead he cleared histhroat and said gravely, “1"d like to hear about how the world's
changing.”

Dowdy repeated the question in Cakchiquel, and Murciélago began to speak, staring at Richard, his
voice agravelly whisper. At last he made adashing gesture, sgnaling that he was finished, and Dowdy
turned to them. “It’ slikethis,” he said. “The world is not one but many. Thousands upon thousands of
worlds. Even those who do not have the power of clear Sght can perceivethisif they consider the myriad
redlities of the world they do see. It's easiest to imagine the thousands of worlds as different-colored
lightsdl focused on asingle point, having varying degrees of effectiveness asto how much part they play
indeterminin’ the character of that point. What's happenin’ now isthat the strongest light -- the one most
responsible for determinin’ this character -- isgtartin’ to fade and another isstartin’ to shine bright and
dominate. When it has gained dominance, the old age will end and the new begin.”

Richard smirked, and Lisarealized that he had been putting the old man on. “If that’ sthe case,” he
sad snottily, “then...”

Murciélago brokein with aburst of harsh, angry syllables.

“Hedoesn't careif you believe him,” said Dowdy. “Only that you understand hiswords. Do you?’



“Yes” Richard mulled it over. “ Ask him what the character of the new age will be.”

Again, the process of interpretation.

“It' [l bethefirst age of magic,” said Dowdy. “Y ou see, dl the old tales of wizards and grest bessts
and warriors and undyin’ kings, they aren’t fantasy or even fragments of adistant past. They'revisions,
thefirst unclear glimpses seen long ago of afuture that’ snow dawnin’. Thisplace, Lake Atitlan, is one of
those where the dawn has come early, where the light of the new age shines the strongest and itsforms
arevisbleto those who can see.” The old man spoke again, and Dowdy arched an eyebrow. “Hmm! He
saysthat because he' stellin’ you this, and for reasons not yet clear to him, you will be more apart of the
new agethan the old.”

Richard gave Lisaanudge under the table, but she choseto ignoreit. “Why hasn’t someone noticed
this change?’ he asked.

Dowdy trandated and in amoment had aresponse. “Murciélago says he has noticed it, and asks if
you have not noticed it yoursdlf. For instance, have you not noticed the increased interest in magic and
other occult mattersin your own land? And surely you must have noticed the breakdown in systems,
economies, governments. Thisis dueto the fact that the light that empowered themisfadin’, not to any
other cause. The change comes dowly. The dawn will take centuriesto brighten into day, and then the
sorrows of thisage will be gone from the memories of al but those few who have the ability to draw
upon the dawnin’ power and livelong in their mortal bodies. Most will die and be reborn. The change
comes subtly, as doestwilight change to dusk, an dmaost imperceptible merging of light into dark. 1t will
be noticed and it will be recorded. Then, just asthe last age, it will be forgotten.”

“| don’'t mean to be impertinent,” said Richard, giving Lisaanother nudge, “but Murciélago looks
pretty frail. He can't have much of aroleto play indl this”

The old man rapped the floor with his cane for emphasis as he answered, and Dowdy’ stone was
peeved. “Murciélago isinvolved in great struggles againgt enemies whose nature he’ sonly beginnin’ to
discern. He has no time to waste with fools. But because you' re not atota fool, because you need
ingtruction, he will answer. Day by day his power grows, and at night the volcano isbarely ableto
contain hisforce. Soon hewill shed thisfrailty and flow between the forms of his spirit. Hewill answer no
more of your questions.” Dowdy looked & Lisa. Do you have aquestion?’

Murcidago’ s stare burned into her, and she fdt disoriented, asinsubstantial as one of the gleams
dipping across hiseyes. “1 don’t know,” she said. “Y es. What does he think about us?’

“Thisisagood question,” said Dowdy after consulting with Murciélago, “because it concerns
sef-knowledge, and al important answersrelate to the self. | will not tell you what you are. Y ou know
that, and you have shame in the knowledge. What you will beis manifest, and soon you will know that.
Therefore | will answer the question you have not asked, the one that most troubles you. Y ou and the
man will part and come together, part and come together. Many times. For though you are lovers, you
are not true companions, and you both must follow your own ways. | will helpyouinthis. I will freethe
hooks that tear a you and give you back your natures. And when thisis done, you and the man may
share each other, may part and come together without sadness or weakness.”

Murcidago fumbled for something under his blanket, and Dowdy glanced back and forth between
Richard and Lisa “Hewantsto make you agift,” hesad.

“What kind of gift?’ asked Richard.

“A giftisnot known by itsname,” Dowdy reminded him. “But it won't be amystery for long.”

The old man muttered again and stretched out atrembling hand to Richard; in his palm were four
black seeds.

“You must swallow them one at atime,” said Dowdy. “And as you do, he will channd his power
through them.”

Richard s face tightened with suspicion. “1t's some sort of drug, right? Takefour, and | won't care
what happens.”

Dowdy reverted to hisungrammatical sdif. “Lifeisadrug, man. Y ou think meand theol’ boy are
gonnaget you high and boost your traveler’ s checks? Shit! You ain't thinkin® clear.”



“Maybe that’ s exactly what you're going to do,” said Richard tonily. “And I’ m not faling for it.”

Lisadipped her hand into his. “ They’ re not going to hurt us. Why don’'t you try it?’

“You believe thisold fraud, don't you?’ He disengaged his hand, looking betrayed. “Y ou believe
what he said about us?’

“I'dliketo believeit,” she said. “1t would be better than what we have, wouldn’t it?’

Thelamplight flickered, and a shadow veered across hisface. Then the light steadied, and so it
seemed did he. It was asif the orange glow were burning away eeven years of wrong thinking, and the
old unparanoid sure-of-himsalf Richard was shining through. Christ, she wanted to say, you'reredly in
there!

“Aw, Hdl! He who steals my purse steds only forty cents on the dollar, right?’ He plucked the seeds
from Murciélago’ s hand, picked one up, and held it to his mouth. “ Anytime.”

Before letting Richard swallow the seeds, Murcidlago sang for awhile. The song made Lisathink of a
comic fight in amovie, the guy carrying on aconversation in between ducking and throwing punches,
packing hiswordsinto short, rushed phrases. Murcidlago built it to afierce rhythm, signaled Richard, and
grunted each time a seed went down, putting -- Lisathought -- some magicd English onit.

“God!” said Richard afterward, eyeswide with mock awe. “| had noidea! The colors, theinfinite
harmony! If only...” He broke it off and blinked, asif suddenly waking to an unaccustomed thought.

Murciélago smiled and gave out with agrowly humming noisethat Lisaassumed wasasign of
satisfaction. “Where are mine?’ she asked.

“It sdifferent for you,” said Dowdy. “He hasto anoint you, touch you.”

At thisjuncture Richard would normally have cracked ajoke about dirty old men, but he was gazing
out thewindow at shadowy figures on the street. She asked if he were okay, and he patted her hand.

“Y eah, don’t worry. I’'m just thinking.”

Murcidago had pulled out abottle of iodine-colored liquid and was dipping hisfingersinto it, wetting
thetips. He began to sing again -- a softer, less hurried song with the rhythm of fading echoes -- and
Dowdy had Lisalean forward so the old man wouldn’t have to strain to reach her. The song seemed to
bedl around her, turning her thoughts dow and drifty. Callused brown fingerstrembled in front of her
face; the calluses were split, and the splits crusted with grime. She shut her eyes. Thefingersleft wet,
cool tracks on her skin, and she could fed the shape he wastracing. A mask. Widening her eyes, giving
her asmile, drawing curlicues on her cheeks and forehead. She had the ideathat he wastracing the
conformation of her red face, doing whét the lamplight had done for Richard. Then hisfingers brushed
her eydids. There was a stinging sensation, and dazzles exploded behind her eyes.

“Keep’em shut,” advised Dowdy. “It'll pass.”

When at last she opened them, Dowdy was helping Murciélago to hisfeet. The old man nodded but
did not smile & her as he had with Richard; from the thinned set of his mouth shetook it that he was
either measuring her or judging hiswork.

“That'sdl, folkd” said Dowdy, grinning. “ See? No dirty tricks, nothin’ up hisdeeve. Just good ol’
newfangled stick-to-your-soul magic.” Hewaved hisarms high like an evangdist. “Can you fed it,
brothers and sisters? Fed it wormin’ itsway through your bones?’

Richard mumbled affirmatively. He seemed lost in himsdlf, studying the pattern of rips histhumb had
scraped on the labdl of the beer bottle, and Lisawas beginning to fed abit lost hersalf. “Do we pay him
anything?’ she asked Dowdy; her voice sounded small and metallic, like arecorded message.

“Thereé'll come aday when the answer’sYes,” said Dowdy. “But not now.” The old man hobbled
toward the door, Dowdy guiding him by the arm.

“Goodbye,” called Lisa, darmed by their abrupt exit.

“Yeah,” said Dowdy over his shoulder, paying more attention to assiting Murcidago. “ Seeya.”



They were mogtly silent while waiting for the launch, limiting their conversation to asking how the other
was doing and recelving distracted answers; and later, aboard the launch, the black water shining under
the stars and the motor racketing, their silence degpened. They sat with their hips pressed together, and
Lisafelt closeto Richard; yet she dso fdlt that the closenesswasn't important; or if it was, it was of
memoria importance, atribute to past closeness, because things were changing between them. That, too,
she could fed. Old postures were being redefined, webs were tearing loose, shadowy corners of their
soulswere coming to light. She knew thiswas happening to Richard aswel asto hersdlf, and she
wondered how she knew, whether it was her gift to know these things. But the first redl inkling she had of
her gift was when she noticed that the stars were shining different colors -- red, yellow, blue, and white --
and there were pale gassy shapes passing across them. Clouds, sheredized. Very high clouds that she
would not ordinarily have seen. The sight frightened her, but acam presence insde her would not admit
to fright; and this presence, she further realized, had been there al dong. Just like the true colors of the
dars. It was her fearful self that wasrelatively new, an obscuring factor, and it -- like the clouds -- was
passing. She considered telling Richard, but decided that he would be busy deciphering his gift. She
concentrated on her own, and as they walked from the pier to the hotel, she saw haos around leaves,
gleams coursing aong eectrica wires, and opaque films shifting over peopl€e sfaces.

They went straight up to their room and lay without talking in the dark. But the room wasn't dark for
Lisa Pointillistic fires bloomed and faded in midair, seams of molten light spread dong the cracksin the
wall, and once avague human shape -- sheidentified it as aghostly man wearing robes -- crossed from
the door to the window and vanished. Every piece of furniture began to glow golden around the edges,
brighter and brighter, until it ssemed they each had a more ornate shape superimposed. There cameto be
s0 much light that it disconcerted her, and though she was unafraid, she wished she could have a
moment’ s normalcy just to get her bearings. And her wish was granted. In awink the room had reverted
to dim bulky shadows and arectangle of streetlight danting onto the floor from the window. She sat bolt
upright, astonished that it could be controlled with such ease. Richard pulled her back down beside him
and asked, “What isit?’ Shetold him some of what she had seen, and he said, “1t soundslike
hdlucinations”

“No, that’snot how it fedls,” she said. “How about you?’

“I'm not hallucinating, anyway. | fed restless, penned in, and | keep thinking that I’ m going
somewhere. | mean, | have this sense of motion, of speed, and | can amost tell wherel am and who's
withme. I’'mfull of energy; it’slike I’ m sixteen again or something.” He paused. “And I’'m having these
thoughts that ought to scare me but don't.”

“What, for instance?’

“For ingtance’ -- helaughed -- “and thisredly isthe most important ‘for instance,” I’ll be thinking
about usand I'll understand that what the old guy said about us parting istrue, and | don’t want to
accept it. But | can’t help accepting it. | know it’ strue, for the best. All that. And then I’ll have that
feeling of motion again. It'slike I’m sensing the shape of an event or...” He shook his head, befuddled.
“Maybethey did drug us, Lisa. We sound like a couple of acidheads out of the Sixties.”

“I don't think so,” she said; and then, after asilence, she asked, “Do you want to make love?’

Hetrailed hisfingers dong the curve of her ssomach. “No offense, but I'm not sure | could
concentrate on it just now.”

“All right. But...”

Herolled onto his side and pressed againgt her, his breath warm on her cheeks. “Y ou think we might
not have another chance?’

Embarrassed, sheturned her faceinto hischest. “I’m just horny, isal.”

“God, Lisa You pick theweirdest timesto get aroused.”

“Y ou’ ve picked some pretty weird times yoursdlf.”

“I’ve dways been absolutely correct in my behavior toward you, madam,” he said in an English



accent.

“Really? What about the time in Jim and Karen' s bathroom?’

“I was drunk.”

“Wel?1’m nervous now. Y ou know how that affects me.”

“A common glandular condition, Fréulein.” German accent thistime. “Correctable by smple surgery.”
He laughed and dropped the accent. “I wonder what Karen and Jim would be doing in our shoes.”

For awhile they told stories about what their various friends might do, and afterward they lay quietly,
arms around each other. Richard’ s heart jolted against Lisa s breast, and she thought back to the first
time they had been together thisway. How protected she had fdlt, yet how fragile the strength of his
heartbesat had made him seem. She' d had the ideathat she could reach into his chest and touch his heart.
And she could have. Y ou had that much power over your lover; his heart wasin your care, and at
moments like thisit was easy to believe that you would aways be caring. But the moments failed you.
They were peaks, and from them you did into amire where caring dissolved into mistrust and salfishness,
where you saw that your feding of being protected wasillusory, and the moments were few and far
between. Marriage sought to ingtitutionalize those moments, by law, to butter them over aridiculous
number of years; but dl it did waslessen their intensity and open you up to anew potentia for failure.
Everyone talked about “ good marriages,” onesthat evolved into hallowed friendships, an emeritus
passion of the spirit. Maybe they did exist. Maybe there were -- as Murciélago had implied -- true
companions. But most of the old marrieds Lisa had known were smply exhausted, weary of struggling,
and had reached an accommodation with their mates based upon mutual despair. If Murciélago was
right, if theworld was changing, possibly the condition of marriage would change. Lisadoubted it,
though. Hearts would have to be changed as well, and not even magic could affect their basic nature.
Like with seashells, you could put your ear to one and hear the sad truth of an ocean breaking on a
deserted shore. They were dways empty, dways unfulfilled. Deeds fill them, said an dmogt-voiceinsde
her head, and she dmost knew whose voice it had been; she pushed the knowledge aside, wanting to
hold on to the moment.

Somebody shrieked in the courtyard. Not unusual. Groups of people frequently hung around the
courtyard at night, smoking dope and exchanging bits of travel lore; the previous night two French girls
and an American boy had been fighting with water pistols, and the girls had shrieked whenever they were
hit. But thistime the shriek was followed by shouts in Spanish and in broken English, ascream of pure
terror, then silence. Richard sprang to his feet and cracked the door. Lisamoved up behind him. Another
shout in Spanish -- she recognized the word doctor . Richard put afinger to hislipsand dipped out into
the hal. Together they edged aong the wall and peeked down into the courtyard. About a dozen guests
were sanding againg the rear wall, some with their handsin the air; facing them, carrying automatic rifles,
were three young men and agirl. Teenagers. Wearing jeans and polo shirts. A fifth man lay onthe
ground, his hands and head swathed in bandages. The guests were very pale-- at this distance their eyes
looked like raisinsin uncooked dough -- and a couple of the women were sobbing. One of the gunmen
was wounded, a patch of blood staining his side; he was having to lean on the girl’ s shoulder, and hisrifle
barrel was wavering back and forth. With al the ferns sprouting around them, the pots of flowers hanging
from the green stucco wall, the scene had an air of mythic significance -- achance meeting between good
and evil inthe Garden of Eden.

“Sssst!” A hissbehind Lisa s shoulder. It was the Guatemal an man who had watched her during
dinner the night before; he had a machine pistol in one hand, and in the other he was flapping alesther
card case. ID. He beckoned, and they moved after him down the hdl. “ jPalicial” he whispered,
displaying the I D; in the photograph he was younger, his mustache so black it gppeared to have been
painted on for ajoke. His nervous eyes and baggy suit and five 0’ clock shadow reminded Lisa of 1940s
movie heavies, the evil flunky out to kill George Sanders or Humphrey Bogart; but the way his breath
whined through his nogtrils, the oily sméll of the gun, hisradiation of calous stupidity, dl that reduced her
romantic impression. “ jMalog” he said, pointing to the courtyard. * j Comunistas! jGuerrillas” He
patted the gun barrel.



“Okay,” said Richard, holding up both hands to show his neutraity, his noninvolvement. But asthe
man crept toward the courtyard, toward the balcony railing, Richard locked his hands together and
brought them down on the back of the man’s neck;, then fell atop him, kneeing and pummeling him. Lisa
was frozen by the attack, half-disbelieving that Richard was capable of such decisive action. He
scrambled to hisfeet, breathing hard, and tossed the machine pistol down into the courtyard.
“iAmigos!” he shouted, and turned to Lisa, his mouth still open from the shout.

Their eyes met, and that stare was adivorce, an acknowledgment that something was happening to
Separate them, happening right now, and though they weren't exactly sure what, they were willing to
accept thefact and dlow it to happen. “1 couldn’t let him shoot,” said Richard. “1 didn’t have achoice.”
He sounded amazed, asif he hadn’t known until this moment why he had acted.

Lisawanted to console him, to tell him he’ d done the right thing, but her emotions were locked away,
under restraint, and she sensed a gulf between them that nothing could bridge -- dl their intimate
connections were withdrawing, receding. Hooks, Murciélago had caled them.

One of the guerrillas, the girl, was snesking up the sairs, gun at the ready. She was pretty but on the
chubby sde, with shiny wings of black hair falling over her shoulders. She motioned for them to move
back and nudged the unconscious man with her toe. He moaned, his hand twitched. “You?’ shesad,
pointing & Richard and then to the man.

“Hewas going to shoot,” said Richard hollowly.

From thegirl’ sblank expression Lisacould tell that she hadn’t understood. She rummaged in the
man’ sjacket, pulled out the ID case, and shouted in rapid-fire Spanish. * jVamonos!” she said to them,
indicating that they should precede her down the stairs. As Lisastarted down, there was a short burst of
automatic firefrom the hall; startled, she turned to see the girl lifting the barrdl of her rifle from theman’s
head, a stippling of red droplets on the green stucco. The girl frowned and trained therifle on her, and
Lisahurried after Richard, horrified. But before her emotiona reaction could mature into fear, her vison
began to erode.

Glowing white flickers were edging every figure in the room, with the exception of the bandaged man,
and asthey grew clearer, she realized that they were phantom human shapes, they were likethe
afterimages of movement you see on Benzedrine, yet sharper and dower to fade, and the movements
were different from those of thair originds-- an arm flalling, ahdf-formed figure faling or running off.
Each time one vanished another would take its place. She tried to banish them, to will them away, but
was unsuccessful, and she found that watching them distracted her from thinking about the body upgtairs.

Thetdlest of the guerrillas -- agangly kid with a skull face and huge dark eyes and a skimpy
mustache -- entered into conversation with the girl, and Richard dropped to his knees beside the
bandaged man. Blood had seeped through the layers of wrapping, producing a grotesgue striping around
the man’ s head. The gangly kid scowled and prodded Richard with hisrifle.

“I’'mamedic,” Richard told him. “ Como un doctor.” Gingerly he peeled back some layers of
bandage and looked away, hisface twisted in disgust. “ Jesus Christ!”

“The soldierstorture him.” The kid spat into the ferns. “ They think heis guerrillero because he' smy
cousn.”

“Andishe?’ Richard was probing for a pulse under the bandaged man’sjaw.

“No.” Thekid leaned over Richard s shoulder. “He studies at San Carlos University. But because we
have killed the soldiers, now he will haveto fight.” Richard Sghed, and the kid fdtered. “I1t isgood you
are here. Wethink afriend is here, adoctor. But he'sgone.” He made a gesture toward the street.

“ Pasado.”

Richard stood and cleaned hisfingerson hisjeans. “He' sdead.”

One of the women who had been sobbing let out awail, and the kid snapped hisrifleinto firing
position and shouted, “ j Cayete, gringal” Hisface was stony, the vein in histemple throbbed. A
balding, bearded man wearing an embroidered native shirt embraced the woman, muting her sobs, and
glared fiercely at the kid; one of his afterimagesraised afist. Therest of the imprisoned guestswere
terrified, their Adam’ s apples working, eyes darting about; and the girl was arguing with the kid, pushing



hisrifle down. He kept shaking her off. Lisafelt detached from the tension, out of phase with existence,
asif shewere gazing down from a higher plane.

With what seemed foolhardy bravado, the bearded guy called out to Richard. “Hey, you! The
American! Y ou with these people or somethin’?’

Richard had squatted beside the wounded guerrilla-- aboy barely old enough to shave -- and was
probing hisside. “Or something,” he said without glancing up. The boy winced and gritted histeeth and
leaned on hisfriend, aboy not much older.

“You gonnalet’emkill us?’ said the bearded guy. “That’' swhat’ s happenin’, y’know. Thegirl’s
sayin' to let usgo, but the dude stellin’ her he wants to make a statement.” Panic seeped into hisvoice.
“Y’ understand that, man? The dude slookin’ to waste us so he can make a statement.”

“Takeit easy,” Richard got to hisfeet. “The bullet needsto come out,” he said to the gangly kid.

Thekid swiped a Richard' s head with therifle barrel, and Richard staggered back, clutching his
brow; when he straightened up, Lisasaw blood welling from hishairline. “Y our friend’ sgoing to die,” he
said subbornly. “The bullet needsto come out.” The kid jammed the muzzle of therifleinto Richard’s
throat, forcing him to tip back his head.

With atremendous effort of will Lisashook off thefog that had enveloped her. The afterimages
vanished. “He strying to help you,” she said, going toward the kid. “ Don’t you understand?’ The girl
pushed her back and aimed her rifle at Lisa's scomach. Looking into her eyes, Lisahad an intimation of
the depth of her seriousness, the ferocity of her commitment. “He strying to help,” Lisarepesated. The
girl studied her, and after amoment she caled over her shoulder to the kid. Some of the hodtility drained
from the kid' s face and was replaced by suspicion.

“Why?’ the kid asked Richard. “Why you help us?’

Richard seemed confused, and then he started to laugh; he wiped his forehead with the back of his
hand, smearing the blood and sweet, and laughed some more. The kid was puzzled at first, but afew
seconds later he smiled and nodded asif he and Richard were sharing asecret mae joke. “ Okay,” he
said. “Okay. You hdp him. But hereis danger. We go now.”

“Yeah,” said Richard, absorbing this. “Y eah, okay.” He stepped over to Lisaand drew her into a
smothering hug. She gripped his shoulders hard, and she thought her emotions were going to bresk free;
but when he stepped back, appearing stunned, she sensed again that distance between them...

He put his arm around the wounded boy and hel ped him through the entrance; the others were
already peering out the door. Lisafollowed. The rows of tourist shops and restaurants looked unred -- a
deserted stage set -- and the colors seemed streaky and too bright. Parked under a streetlight near the
entrance, gleaming toylike in the yellow glare, was a Suzuki minitruck, the kind with a canvas-draped
frame over the rear. Beyond it the road wound away into darkened hills. The girl vaulted the tail gate and
hauled the wounded boy after her; the other two climbed into the cab and fired the engine. Only Richard
was |eft standing on the cobblestones.

“iDéseprisal” Thegirl banged on thetallgate.

AsRichard hesitated, there was avolley of shots. The noise sent Lisa scuttling awvay from the
entrance toward the lake. Three policemen were behind a parked car on the opposite Side of the Street.
More shots. The girl returned the fire, blowing out the windshield of the car, and they ducked out of sight.
Another shot. Sparks and stone chips were kicked up near Richard’ sfeet. Still he hesitated.

“Richard!” Lisahad intended the shout as a caution, but the name floated out of her, not
desperate-sounding at al -- it had thering of an assurance. He dove for thetailgate. The girl helped him
scrambleingde, and the truck sped off over thefirgt rise. The policemen ran after it, firing; then, like
Keystone Cops, they put on the brakes and ran in the opposite direction.

Lisahad aflash feding of anguish that amost ingtantly began to subside, asif it had been the freskish
firing of anerve. Dazedly, she moved farther away from the hotdl entrance. A jeep stuffed with policemen
came swerving past, but she hardly noticed. The world was dissolving in golden light, every source of
light intensifying and crumbling the outlines of things. Streetlights burned like novas, sunbursts shone from



windows, and even the cracksin the sdewalk glowed; misty shapes were fading into view, overlaying the
familiar with tall peak-roofed houses and carved wagons and people dressed in robes. All rippling,
illusory. It was asif afantadtic illustration were coming to life, and she was the only red-life character | eft
in the story, a contemporary Alice with designer jeans and turquoise earrings, who had been set to
wander through agolden fairy tale. She was entranced, and yet at the same time she resented the fact
that the display was chesting her of the right to sadness. She needed to sort hersalf out, and she
continued toward the lake, toward the pier where she and Richard had kissed. By the time she reached
it, the lake itsdf had been transformed into a scintillating body of light, and out on the water the ghost of a
deek sailboat, its canvas belling, glided past for an instant and was gone.

She sat at the end of the pier, dangling her feet over the edge. The cool roughness of the plankswas a
comfort, aproof against the strangeness of the world... or wasit worlds? The forms of the new age. Was
that what she saw? Weary of seeing it, she willed the light away, and before she could register whether or
not she had been successful, she shut her eyes and tried to think about Richard. And, asif thought were a
vehiclefor sight, she saw him. A ragged-edged patch of vision appeared against the darkness of her
closed eyes, like ahole punched through black boards. He was sitting on the oil-smeared floor of the
truck, cradling the wounded boy’ s head in hislap; the girl was bending over the boy, mopping his
forehead, holding on to Richard' s shoulder so the bouncing of the truck wouldn't throw her off-balance.
Lisafelt apang of jealousy, but she kept watching for avery long time. She didn’t wonder how she saw
them. It all meant something, and she knew that meaning would come clear.

When she opened her eyes, she found it had grown pitch dark. She couldn’t see her hand in front of
her face, and she panicked, thinking she had gone blind; but accompanying the panic was agradua
brightening, and she redlized that she must have willed away al light. Soon the world had returned to
normd. Almost. Though the dopes of the volcanoes were unlighted -- shadows bulking againgt the stars
-- above each of their cones blazed animbus of ruby glow, flickering with an inconstant rhythm. The
glow above Murcidlago’ s volcano was the brightest -- at least it was for afew seconds. Then it faded,
and inits place afan of rippling white radiance sprayed from the cone, penetrating high into the dark. It
was such an eerie Sght, she panicked. Chrigt, what was she doing just Sitting here and watching pretty
lights? And what was she going to do? Insecurity and isolation combined into an eectricity that jolted her
to her feet. Maybe there was an antidote for this, maybe the thing to do would be to go see Murcidlago...
And she remembered Dowdy’ s story. How he’ d been afraid and had gone to Murciélago, only to find
that the old apprentice had taken up his own pogt, leaving avacancy. Shelooked back at the other two
volcanoes, dill pulsing with their ruby glow. Dowdy and the mestizo? It had to be. The white light was
Murcidago's vacancy sign. The longer she stared at it, the more certain knowledge became.

Stunned by the prospect of setting out on such an eccentric course, by the redization that everything
she knew was dissolving in light or fleeing into darkness, she walked away from the pier, following the
shordine. She wanted to hold on to Richard, to sadness -- her old familiar and their common woe -- but
with each step her mood brightened, and she couldn’t even fed guilty about not being sad. Four or five
hourswould take her to thefar sde of thelake. A long walk, done, in the dark, halucinations lurking
behind every bush. She could handleit, though. It would give her time to work at controlling her vison, to
understand some of what she saw, and when she had climbed the volcano she d find arickety cabin
back in under the lip, a place as quirky as Dowdy himself. She saw it the same way she had seen Richard
and the girl. Tilting walls, ferns growing from the roof; a door made from the side of a packing crate, with
thelegend THIS END UP upside down. Tacked to the door was a piece of paper, probably Dowdy’s
note explaining the care and feeding of wizards. And inside, the thousandfold forms of his spirit
compacted into agnarled shape, anugget of power (she experienced an upwelling of sadness, and then
shefdt that power surging through her, nourishing her own strength, making her aware of the thousands
of bodies of light she was, dl focused upon this moment in her flesh), there Murciélago would be waiting
to teach her power’ s usage and her purpose in the world.

Oh God, Richard, goodbye.



A Travder’'sTale
Firs published in Isaac Asimov’ s Science Fiction Magazine, July 1984.

All this happened severd years ago on the idand of Guanoja Menor, most of it to ayoung American
named Ray Milliken. | doubt you will have heard of him, not unless you have been blessed with an
exceptional memory and chanced to read the sketchy article about his colony printed by one of the
nationd tabloids; but in these parts his name remains something to conjure with.

“Who were dat Yankee,” adrunkard will say (the average Guanojan conversation incorporates at
least one), “de onewho lease de Buryin’ Ground and say he goin’ to bring down de space duppies?’

“Dat were Ray Milliken,” will bethereply, and thisinvariably will initiate around of storiesrevolving
about the theme of Y ankee foolishness, asif Ray’ s experiences were the central expression of such a
history -- which they well may be.

Most Americans one meets abroad seem to fdl into types. | ascribe thisto the fact that when we
encounter afelow countryman, we tend to exaggerate oursalves, to adopt categorizable modes of
behavior, to advertise our classifiable eccentricities and political views, anything that may later prove a
bone of contention, al so we may be more readily recognizable to the other. Thistendency, | believe,
bears upon our reputation for being people to whom timeis a precious commodity; we do not want to
waste amoment of our vacations or, asin the case of expatriates like myself, our retirements, by pursuing
relationships based on amistaken affinity. My typeisof agrand tradition. Fifty-eight yearsold, with a
paunch and a salt-and-pepper beard; retired from agovernment accounting job to thisidand off the
coast of Honduras, once-divorced; now sharing my dayswith adaughter of theidand, atwenty-year-old
black girl named Elizabeth, whose cooking isindifferent but whose amatory performance never lacks
enthusasm. When | tally up thesetruths, | fed that my life has been triangulated by the works of
Maugham, Greene, and Conrad. The Ex-Civil Servant Gone To Seed In A Squalid Tropic. And | look
forward to evolving into afurther type, agray eminence, the sort of degenerate emeritusfigure called
upon to settle disputes over sometrifling point of idand lore.

“Better now you ask of Franklin Winship ’bout dat,” they’ Il say. “De mon been here sncedebig
gormin’seventy-eight.”

Ray’ stype, however, was of amore contemporary variety; he was one of those child-men who areto
be found wandering the sunstruck ends of the earth, dways seeming to be headed toward some rumored
paradise, abeach said to be unspoiled, where they hope to achieve... something, the redization of a
half-formed ambition whose criteria of peace and purity are so high asto guarantee failure. Travelers,
they call themsalves, and in truth, travel istheir only area of expertise. They know the cheapest restaurant
in Belize City, how to deep for free on Buttermilk Key, the best sasndamaker in Pangachd; they have
languished in Mexican jails, contracted dysentery while hiking through the wilds of Olancho, and been run
out of various towns for drug abuse or lack of funds. But despite their knowledge and experience, they
are curioudy empty young men, methodical and unexcitable, possessing personalities that have been
carefully edited to give the least effrontery to the widest spectrum of the populace. Asthey enter their
thirties -- and thiswas Ray’ s age when | met him -- they will often settle for long periodsin afavorite
spot, and societies of even younger travelers will accrete around them. During these periods a subtype
may emerge -- crypto-Charles Mansons who use their self-assurance to wield influence over the
currencies of sex and drugs. But Ray was not of thismold. It seemed to methat his wanderings had
robbed him of guile, of dl predilection for power-tripping, and had left him aworldly innocent. He was of
medium stature, tanned, with ragged sun-streaked hair and brown eyes set in ahandsome but
unremarkable face; he had the look of a castaway frat boy. Faint, fine linesradiated from the corners of



hiseyes, like scraichesin sandstone. He usudly dressed in shorts and aflour-sack shirt, one of severa he
owned that were decorated with aline drawing of apolar bear above the name of the mill and the words
HARINA BLANCA.

“That'sme,” hewould say, pointing to the words and smiling. “White bread.”

| first saw him in the town sguare of Meachem’s Landing, Sitting on a stone bench benegth the
square ssingletree -- ablighted acacia -- and tying trick knots for the amusement of a clutch of spidery
black children. He grinned at me as| passed, and, surprised, being used to the hostile stares with which
many young Americans generdly favor their elders, | grinned back and stopped to watch. | had just
arrived on theidand and was snarled in red tape over the leasing of land, aggravated by dedling with a
lawyer who indgsted on practicing his broken English when explaining things, driven to distraction by the
incompetent drunks who were building my house, transforming my nest blueprintsinto the redity of a
Cubigt nightmare. | welcomed Ray’ s companionship as arespite. Over a span of four months we met
two or three times aweek for drinks at the Salén de Carmin -- aramshackle bar collapsing on its pilings
above the polluted shallows of the harbor. To avoid the noise and frequent brawls, we would sit out back
on the walkway from which the proprietress tossed her dops.

Wedid not dig into each other’ s souls, Ray and I; we told stories. Mine described the vicissitudes of
Washington life, while hiswere exotic accounts of chicleros and cursed Mayan jade; how he had sailed
to Guayaquil on arock star’ s yacht or paddled aone up the Rio de la Pasidn to the unexcavated ruin of
Y axchildn; ameeting with guerrillasin Sdvador. Quite smply, he was the finest soryteller | have ever
known. A real spellbinder. Each of his stories had obvioudy been worked and reworked until the
emotiona vaence of their events had been woven into clear, colorful prose; yet they maintained acasud
edge, and when listening to him it was easy to believe that they had sprung full-blown from his
imagination. They were, hetold me, his stock-in-trade. Whenever timeswere lean, hewould find arich
American and manage to weasdl afew dollars by sharing his past.

Knowing he considered merich, | glanced a him suspicioudy; but he laughed and reminded me that
he had bought the last two rounds.

Though he was always the protagonist of his stories, | reglized that some of them must have been
secondhand, otherwise he would have been a much older, much unhedlthier man; but despitethis| came
to understand that secondhand or not, they were his, that they had become part of his substancein the
way apogter glued to awal eventualy merges with the surface beneath through a process of the
weather. In between the stories | learned that he had grown up in Sacramento and had briefly atended
Cd Tech, mgoring in astronomy; but thereafter the thread of hislife story unraveled into aweter of
anecdote. From various sources | heard that he had rented a shanty near Punta Palmetto, sharing it with a
Danish girl named Rigmor and severa others, and that the police had been nosing around in response to
reports of nudity and drugs; yet | never impinged on thisarea of hislife. We were drinking companions,
nothing more, and only once did | catch aglimpse of the soul buried beneeth his placid exterior.

We were sitting as usua with our feet propped on the walkway railing, taking shelter in the night from
the discordant reggae band inside and gazing out at the hest lightning that flashed orange above the
Honduran coast. Moths batted at the necklace of light bulbs strung over the door, and the black water
was lacquered with reflection. On either side, rows of yellow-lit windows marked the shanties that
followed the sweep of the harbor. We had been discussing women -- in particular alocal woman whose
husband appeared to be more concerned with holding on to her than curbing her infiddlities.

“Being cuckolded seemsthe officia pendty for marriage down here” | said. “It' sasif they're paying
the man back for being fool enough to marry them.”

“Women arefunny,” said Ray; he laughed, redizing the inadequacy of the cliché. “They’reinto
sacrifice,” hesaid. “They’ Il bresk your heart and mean well by it.” He made agesture of frudtration,
unable to express what he intended, and stared gloomily down &t his hands.

| had never before seen such an intense expression on hisface; it was clear that he was not talking
about women in the abstract. “Having trouble with Rigmor?” | asked.

“Rigmor?’ Helooked confused, then laughed again. “No, that’ s just fun and games.” He went back



to Saring at his hands.

| was curious; | had afeding that | had glimpsed beneath his surface, that the puzzle he presented -- a
bright young man wagting himsdlf in endlesswandering -- might have asmple solution. | phrased my next
words carefully, hoping to draw him ot.

“1 suppose most men have awoman in their past,” | said, “one who failed to recognize the mutudity
of ardationship.”

Ray glanced a me sharply, but made no comment.

“Sometimes,” | continued, “we use those women as justifications for our success or failure, and |
guessthey do deserve partid credit or blame. After dl, they do sink their clawsin us... but we let them.”

He opened his mouth, and | believe he was about to tell me astory, the one story of real moment in
hislife; but just then old Spurgeon James, drunk, clad in tattered shirt and shorts, the tangle of his
once-white beard stained amotley color by nicotine and rum, staggered out of the bar and began to
urinateinto the shdlows. “Oh, mon!” he said. “Disnight wild!” Hereded againgt thewall, haf-turning,
the arc of hisurine glistening in the ydlow light and splashing near Ray’ sfeet. When he had finished, he
tried to extort money from us by relating the story that had gained him notoriety the week before -- he
claimed to have seen flying saucers hanging over Flowers s Bay. Anxiousto hear Ray’ sstory, | thrust a
lempira note a Spurgeon to get rid of him; but by the time he had gone back in, Ray had lost the impulse
to talk about his past and was off instead on the subject of Spurgeon’s UFOs.

“You don't believe him, do you?’ | said. “ Once Spurgeon gets aload on, he' s liable to see the Pope
driving adune buggy.”

“No,” said Ray. “But | wish | could believe him. Back at Ca Tech I’ d planned on joining one of the
projectsthat were searching for extraterrestrid life.”

“Wadl then,” | said, fumbling out my wallet, “you’ d probably be interested to know that there’ sbeen a
more reliable sghting on theidand. That is, if you consider apirate reliable. Henry Meachem saw aUFO
back inthe 1700s-- 1793, | think.” | pulled out afolded square of paper and handed it to Ray. “It'san
excerpt from the old boy’ sjournd. | had the clerk at the Historical Society run me off a Xerox. My
youngest girl reads sciencefiction and | thought she might get alaugh out of it.”

Ray unfolded the paper and read the excerpt, which | reproduce below.

May 7th, 1793. | had just gone below to my Cabin after negotiating the Reef, when | heard
divers Cries of astonishment and panic echoing down the Companion-way. | return’d to the
Fore-Deck and there found most of the Crew gather’d along the Port-Rail, many of them pointing
to the Heavens. Almost directly overhead and at an unguessable Distance, | espi’d an Object of
supernal red brilliance, round, no larger than a Ha’' penny. The brightness of the Object was most
curious, and perhaps brightnessis not the proper Termto describe its Effect. While it was, indeed,
bright, it was not sufficiently so to cause me to shield my Eyes; and yet whenever | attempt’d to
direct my Gaze upon it, | experienc’d a sensation of Vertigo and so was forc’d to view it obliquely.
| call’d for my Glass, but before it could be bro’t there was a Windy Noise -- yet not a whit more
Wind -- and the Object began to expand, all the while maintaining its circular Forme. Initially, |
thought it to be falling towards us, as did the Crew, and several Men flung themselves into the
Sea to escape immolation. However, | soon realis d that it was merely growing larger, astho’ a
Hole were being burned thro’ the Sky to reveal the flame-lash’ d Sky of Hell behind. Suddenly a
Beam of Light, so distinct asto appear a reddish-gold Wire strung between Sky and Sea, lanc’d
down from the Thing and struck the Waters inside the Reef. There was no Splash, but a great
hissing and venting of Steam, and after this had subsided, the Windy Noise also began to subside,
and the fiery Circle above dwindled to a point and vanish’d. | consider’d putting forth a
Long-Boat to discover what had fall’ n, but | was loathe to waste the Southerly Wind. | mark’d the
position of the Fall -- a scant 3 miles from our Camp at Sandy Bay -- and upon our Return there
will be ample Opportunity to explore the Phenomenon....



Asl recall, Ray wasimpressed by the excerpt, saying that he had never read of asighting quitelike
this one. Our conversation meandered over the topics of space colonies, quasars, and UFO nuts --
whom he deprecated as having given extraterrestrial research abad name -- and though | tried to
resurrect the topic of women, | never succeeded.

At thetime| wasfranticaly busy with supervising the building of my house, maneuvering dong the
path of bribery and collusion that would lead to my obtaining final residence papers, and | took for
granted these meetings at the Salon de Carmin. If | had been asked my opinion of Ray in those days, |
would have said that he was a pleasant-enough sort but rather shallow. | never considered him my friend,
infact, | looked on our relationship as being free from the responsibilities of friendship, as a safe harbor
from the orms of socia convention -- new friends, new neighbors, new woman -- that were blowing
around me. And so, when hefinaly left theidand after four months of such conversations, | was
surprised to find that | missed him.

Idands are places of mystery. Washed by the greater mysteries of wind and sea, swept over by tides
of human event, they accumul ate eerie magnetisms that attract the lawless, the eccentric, and -- itissaid
-- the supernaturd ; they shelter oddments of civilization that evolve into invol ute societies, and their
histories are lesslikely to reflect orderly patterns of culture than mosaics of bizarre circumstance,
Guanoja s embodiment of the mystery had fascinated me from the beginning. It had originaly been home
to Carib Indians, who had moved on when Henry Meachem'’ s crews and their daves established their
colonies -- their black descendants still spoke an English dotted with eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
calloquidisms. Rum-running, gun-smuggling, and revolution had dl had their moment intheidand's
tradition; but the largest part of thistradition involved the spirit world. Duppies (aword used to cover a
variety of unusua manifestations, but generaly referring to ghosts, both human and animd); the mystical
rumors associated with the smoking of black cordl; and then there was the idea that some of the spirits
dwelling there were not the shades of dead men and women, but ancient and magica crestures,
demigods |eft over from the days of the Carib. John Anderson McCrae, the patriarch of theidand's
gorytdlers, once put it to methisway:

“Disidand may look like a chewed-up bone some dog have dropped in apuddle, and de soil may be
no good for plantains, no good for corn. But when it cometo de breedin’ of spirits, dereain’t no soil
better.”

It was, as John Anderson McCrae pointed out, no tropic paradise. Though the barrier reef waslovely
and nourished a half-dozen diving resorts, theinterior consisted of low scrub-thatched hills, and much of
the coast was given over to mangrove. A dirt road ran partway around the idand, connecting the
shantytowns of Meachem'’ s Landing, Spanish Harbor, and West End, and a second road crossed from
Meachem’s Landing to Sandy Bay on the northern coast -- a curving stretch of beach that at one
moment seemed beautiful, and the next abysmaly ugly. That was the charm of theidand, that you could
be waking adong afilthy beach, dapping at flies, stepping carefully to avoid dead fish and pig droppings;
and then, asif adifferent filter had did across the sun, you suddenly noticed the hummingbirdsflitting in
the sea grape, the hammocks of coco pams, the reef water glowing in bands of jade and turquoise and
aquamarine. Sprinkled among the pams at Sandy Bay were afew dozen shanties set on pilings, their tin
roofs scabbed by rust; jetties with gap-boarded outhouses at their seaward ends extended out over the
shalows, looking like charcoal sketches by Picasso. It had no specia point of attraction, but because
Elizabeth’ sfamily lived nearby, | had built my house -- three rooms of concrete block and awooden
porch -- about a hundred yards from the terminus of the cross-idand road.

A haf-mile down the beach stood The Chicken Shack, and its presence had been afurther



inducement to build in Sandy Bay. Not that the food or decor wasin the least appeding; the soleitem on
the menu was fried chicken, mostly bone and gristle, and the shanty was hardly larger than a chicken
coop itself, containing three picnic tables and a kitchen. Mounted opposite each other on the wallswasa
pair of plates upon which atrangent artist had painted crude likenesses of the proprietor, John James,
and hiswife; and these two black faces, their smiles so poorly rendered as to appear ferocious, dways
seemed to meto belocked in amagica duel, one whose stray energies caused the food to be overdone.
If your taste was for agood medl, you would have done better esewhere; but if you had an appetite for
gossip, The Chicken Shack was unsurpassed in thisregard; and it was there one night, after a hiatus of
amost two years, that | next had word of Ray Milliken.

| had been out of circulation for a couple of weeks, repairing damage done to my house by the last
norther, and since Elizabeth was grouchy with her monthlies, | decided to waste afew hourswatching
Hatfield Brookstdl fortunes at the Shack. He did so each Wednesday without fail. On arriving, | found
him gitting at the table nearest the door -- a thin young man who affected natty dreads but none of the
hostility usualy attendant to the hairstyle. Compared to most of theidanders, hewasasaintly sort.
Hardworking; charitable; anondrinker; faithful to hiswife. In front of him waswhat looked to bea
bowling ball of marbled red plastic, but was actualy aZodiac Bdl -- achild’ stoy containing asecond
ball insde, and between the inner and outer shells, afilm of water. There was asmall window at the top,
and if you shook the ball, either the word Yes or No would gppear in the window, answering your
question. Sitting beside Hatfield, scrunched into the corner, was his cousn Jmmy Mullins, adiminutive
wiry man of thirty-five. He had fierce black eyesthat glittered under the harsh light; the skin around them
was puckered asif they had been surgically removed and later reembedded. He was shirtless, hisgenitas
partly exposed by aholein his shorts. John James, portly and white-haired, waved to me from behind the
counter, and Hatfield asked, “How de night goin’, Mr. Winship?’

“So-s0,” | replied, and ordered a bottle of Superior from John. “Not much business,” | remarked to
Hatfield, pressing the cold bottle against my forehead.

“Oh, dere’ satrickle now and den,” he said.

All thistime Mullins had said not aword. He was gpparently angry at something, glowering at
Hatfied, shifting uncomfortably on the bench, the tip of histongue darting in and out.

“Been hunting lately?’ | asked him, taking a seet at the table by the counter.

| could tell he did not want to answer, to shift hisfocus from whatever had upset him; but hewasa
wheedler, aborrower, and he did not want to offend a potentia source of small loans. In any case,
hunting was his passion. He did his hunting by night, hypnotizing theidand deer with beamsfrom his
flashlight; nonetheless he considered himsalf agreat sportsman, and not even his bad mood could prevent
him from boagting.

“Shot meanicelittle buck Friday mornin’,” he mumbled; and then, becoming animated, he said, “De
minute | see he eye, podner, | know he got to crumble.”

There was a clatter on the stairs, and ateenage girl wearing aman’s undershirt and a print skirt
pushed in through the door. Junie Elkins. She had been causing the gossip millsto run overtime dueto a
romance she was having with aboy from Spanish Harbor, something of which her parents disapproved.
She exchanged greetings, handed a coin to Hatfield, and sat across from him. Then she looked back at
me, embarrassed. | pretended to be reading the label of my beer bottle.

“What you after knowin’, darlin’?’” asked Hatfield.

Junie leaned over the table and whispered. Hatfield nodded, made a series of mystic passes, shook
the ball, and Junie peered intently at the window in itstop.



“Dere” sad Hetfidd. “Everything goin’ to work out in deend.”

Other Americans have used Hatfidd' s method of fortune-telling to exemplify theidanders gullibility
and ignorance, and even Hatfield would admit to an element of hoax. He did not think he had power over
the ball; he had worked off-idand on the steamship lines and had gained a measure of sophigtication. Still
he credited the ball with having some magicd potentid. “ De thing madeto tell fortunesevenif itjust a
toy,” he said to me once. He did not deny that it gave wrong answers, but suggested these might be
blamed on changing conditions and imperfect manufacture. The way he explained it was S0 sweetly
reasonablethat | amost believed him; and | did believe that if the bal was going to work anywhere, it
would be on thisidand, a place where the rudimentary underpinnings of culture therewere dill in
evidence, where smpler laws obtained.

After Junie had gone, Mullins s hogtility again dominated the room and we sat in Sllence. John set
about cleaning the kitchen, and the clatter of dishes accentuated the tenson. Suddenly Mullins brought his
fist down on thetable.

“Damnit, mon!” he said to Hatfidd. “ Gimme my money!”

“Ain’'t your money,” said Hatfield gently.

“Demon has got to pay me for my land”

“Ain't your land.”

“| got testimony dat it'smine!” Again Mullins pounded the table.

John moved up to the counter. “ Dere’ sgoin’ to benoriot in dis placetonight,” he said sternly.

Land disputes -- asthis appeared to be -- were common on theidand and often led to duelswith
conch shells or machetes. The pirates had not troubled with lega documents, and after taking over the
idand, the Hondurans had managed to swindle the best of the land from the blacks; though the old
families had retained much of the acreagein the vicinity of Sandy Bay. But, Ssnce most of the blacks were
at leest margindly related, matters of ownership proved cloudy.

“What' sthe problem?” | asked.

Hatfield shrugged, and Mullins refused to answer; anger seemed visible above his head like heat
ripplesrisng from atin roof.

“Some damn fool have leased de Buryin’ Ground,” said John. “Now dese two feudin’.”

“Who' d want that pesthole?’

“A true damnfool, dat’swho,” said John. “Ray Milliken.”

| was startled to hear Ray’ s name -- | had not expected to hear it again -- and aso by the fact that he
or anyone would spend good money on the Burying Ground. It was alarge acreage three mileswest of
Sandy Bar near Punta Palmetto, mostly mangrove swvamp, and notable for its population of snakesand
insects.

“It ain’'t de Garden of Eden, dat’strue,” said Hatfield. “I been over de other day watchin’ dem clear
stumps, and every time de blade dig down it churn up three or four snakes. Coralitos, yelowjaws.”

“Snakes don't bother dis negro,” said Mullins pompoudly.

Hisreferra to himsdf as“dis negro” was asure sgn that he was drunk, and | realized now that he had
scrunched into the corner to preserve his balance. His gestures were duggish, and his eyes were
bloodshot and ralling.

“Dat’sright,” he went on. “ Everybody know dat if de yellowjaw bite, den you just bites de pizen
back in de neck.”

John made anoise of disgust.

“What's Milliken want the place for?’ | asked.

“Hegoin' to start up atown,” said Hatfidd. “Least dat’swhat he hopin’. De lawyer say we best hold
up de paperwork 'til we find out what de government think *bout de idea.”

“Defoolsdat goin’ tolivein detown aready on deidand,” said John. “Dey stayin’ over in
Meachem’'sLandin’. Must beforty or fifty of dem. Dey go 'round smilin’ dl detime, sayin’, *Ain't dis
nice, and ‘Ain't dat pretty.” Dey of acult or somethin’.”

“All I know,” said Hatfield, “is dat de mon cometo me and say, ‘Hatfield, | got three thousand lemps



, fifteen hundred dollars gold, if you give me ninety-nine years on de Buryin’ Ground.” And | say, ‘What
for you want dat piece of perdition? My cousin Arlie he lease you a nice section of beachfront.” And den
he tell me’bout how de Carib live dere ' cause dat’ swhere dey get together with de space duppies...”

“Aliens,” said John disparagingly.

“Correct! Aliens.” Hatfield stroked the Zodiac Bdll. “He say de dienstak to de Carib ' cause de
Carib'slivesisupful and just naturaly ’tractsde diens. | tel him, ‘Mon, de Carib fierce! Dey warriors!’
And he say, ‘ Maybe so, but dey must have been doin” somethin’ right or de dienswon’t be comin’
"round.” And den hetell me dat dey planto livelike de Carib and bring de adiens back to Guanoja.”

“Gimme a Superior, John,” said Mullinsbossily.

“Y ou got de money?” asked John, hisarmsfolded, knowing the answer.

“No, | ain't got de money!” shouted Mullins. “ Dis boog clot got my money!” He threw himself at
Hatfield and tried to wrestle him to the floor; but Hatfield, being younger, stronger, and sober, caught his
wrigts and shoved him back into the corner. Mullins s head struck the wall with a thwack, and he
grabbed the injured areawith both hands.

“Look,” | said. “Evenif the government permitsthe town, whichisn’t likely, do you redly believe a
town can survive on the Burying Ground? Hell, they’ Il be straggling back to Meachem' s Landing before
the end of thefirgt night.”

“Dat’ sde gospd,” said John, who had come out from back of the counter to prevent further riot.

“Has any money changed hands?’ | asked.

“He give metwo hundred lemps as security,” said Hatfield. “But | ’ spect he want dat back if de
government disdlow detown.”

“Wadll,” | said, “if there’ sno town, there’ s no argument. Why not ask the ball if there sgoingto bea
town on the Burying Ground?’

“Sound reasonableto me,” said John; he gave the bal no credence, but was willing to suspend
disbdlief in order to make peace.

“Lemmedoit!” Mullins snatched the ball up, staring cross-eyed into thered plagtic. “Isdere goin’ to
be atown on de Buryin' Ground?’ he asked solemnly; then he turned it over twice and set it down. |
stood and leaned forward to see the little window.

No, it read.

“Let’shave beersal around,” | said to John. “ And asodafor Hatfield. We' Il toast the solution of a
problem.”

But the problem was not solved -- it was only in thefirst stages of inception -- and though the Zodiac
Bdl’sanswer eventualy proved accurate, we had not asked it the right question.

Thiswasin October, atime for every sort of inclement wesather, and it rained steadily over the next
few days. Fog banks moved in, transforming the seainto amystic gray dimension, muffling the crash of
waves on the reef so they sounded like bones being crunched in an enormous mouth. Not good weather
for vigting the Burying Ground. But finally asunny day dawned, and | set out to find Ray Milliken. | must
admit | had been hurt by hislack of interest in renewing our acquaintance, but | had too many questions
to let this stop me from hunting him up. Something about a colony built to attract diens struck me as
snister rather than foolhardy -- this being how it struck most people. | could not concelve of aperson
like Ray falling prey to such acrackpot notion; nor could | support the idea, one broached by Elizabeth,
that hewasinvolved in aswindle. She had heard that he had sold membershipsin the colony and raised
upwards of ahundred thousand dollars. The report was correct, but | doubt that Ray’ s original motives
have much importance.



There was no road inland, only a snake-infested track, and so | borrowed a neighbor’ s dory and
rowed along insgde the reef. Thetide waslow, and iron-black cora headslifted from the sealike the
crenellated parapets of adrowned castle; beyond, the water was banded with sun-spattered streaks of
date and lavender. | could not help being nervous. People steered clear of the Burying Ground -- it was
rumored to harbor duppies... but then so was every other part of theidand, and | suspect the actual
reason for its desertion wasthat it had no worth to anyone, except perhaps to a herpetologist. The name
of the place had come down from the Carib; thiswas a puzzling fact, snce all their grave steswere
located high in the hills. Pottery and tools had been found in the area, but no solid evidence of burias.
Two graves did exigt, those belonging to Ezekiel Brooks, the son of William, amate on Henry
Meachem’s privateer, and to Ezekiel’ s son Carl. They had lived most of their lives on the land as hermits,
and it was their solitary endurance that had ratified the Brooks family’ s claim to ownership.

On arriving, | tied the dory to amangrove root and immediately becamelost in astand of scrub
pametto. | had sweated off my repellent, and mosquitoes svarmed over me; | stepped cautioudy,
probing the weeds with my machete to stir up any lurking snakes. After ashort walk | cameto aclearing
about fifty yards square; it had been scraped down to the raw dirt. On the far side stood a bulldozer, and
next to it was athatched shelter beneath which agroup of men were sitting. The primary colors and
smple shapes -- yellow bulldozer, red dirt, dark green walls of brush -- made the clearing look like atest
for motor skillsthat might be given to agigantic child. As| crossed to the shelter, one of the men jumped
up and walked toward me. It was Ray. He was shirtless, wearing boots and faded jeans, and arosy
sheen of new sunburn overlaid histan.

“Frank,” he said, pumping my hand.

| was taken aback by the religious affirmation in hisvoice -- it was asif my name were something he
had long treasured.

“I was planning to drop around in afew days,” he said. “ After we got set up. How are you?’

“Old and tormented,” | said, dapping a a mosquito.

“Here.” He gestured at the shelter. “Let’ s get into the shade.”

“How are you?’ | asked aswe walked.

“Grest, Frank,” hereplied. “Redly great.” His smile seemed the product of an absolute knowledge
that things, indeed, wereredly gredt.

He introduced meto the others; | cannot recall their names, atypica sampling of Jms and Daves and
Toms. They dl had Ray’ s Krishna-conscious smile, his ultrasincerity, and they delighted in sharing with
me their lunch of bananafritters and coconut. “Is't thisfood beautiful?” said one. There was so much
bestitude around methat I, grumpy from the heat and mosguitoes, felt like a hesthen among them. Ray
kept staring a me, smiling, and thiswas the main cause of my discomfort. | had theimpression that
something was shining too brightly behind his eyes, akind of manic brilliance flaring in him theway an old
light bulb flaresjust before it goes dark for good. He began to tell me of the improvementsthey were
planning -- wells, eectronic mosquito traps, generators, schools with computers, amedica clinic for the
idanders, on and on. Hisfriends chimed in with additionsto thelist, and | had the feding that | was
listening to awell-rehearsed litany.

“I thought you were going to live off the land like the Carib,” | said.

“Oh, no,” said Ray. “ There are some things they did that we' re going to do, but we'll do them
better.”

“ Suppose the government denies your permits?’

| was targeted by a congregation of imperturbable smiles. “ They came through two days ago,” said
Ray. “We re going to cal the colony Port Ezekid.”



After lunch, Ray led me through the brush to asmaler clearing where half-a-dozen shelters were
erected; hammocks were strung beneath each one. His had a fringe of snakeskins tacked to the
roofpoles, at least thirty of them; they were crusted with flies, shifting horribly in the breeze. They were
mostly yellowjaws -- the loca namefor the fer-de-lance -- and he said they killed ten or twelve aday.
He sat cross-legged on the ground and invited me to take the hammock.

“Want to hear what I’ ve been up to?’ he asked.

“I’ve heard some of it.”

“I bet you have.” Helaughed. “They think we' reloony.” He started asthe bulldozer roared to lifein
the clearing behind us. “ Do you remember showing me old Meachem'’ sjourna 7’

“Yes”

“Inaway you'reresponsiblefor al this” Hewaved at the dirt and the shelters. “That was my first
real clue.” He clasped his hands between hislegs. “When | €ft here, | went back to the States. To
school. | guess| wastired of traveling, or maybe | redlized what awaste of space I’ d been. | took up
adironomy again. | wasn't very interested init, but | wasn't more interested in anything ese. Then one
day | was going over agtar chart, and | noticed something amazing. Y ou see, while | was here I’ d gotten
into the Carib culture. | used to wander around the Burying Ground looking for pottery. Found some
pretty good pieces. And I’ d hike up into the hills and make maps of the villages, where they’ d Stationed
their lookouts and set their signal fires. | ill had those maps, and what I’ d noticed was that the pattern of
the Carib signdl fires corresponded exactly to the constellation Cassiopeia. It wasincredible! The size of
the fires even corresponded to the magnitudes of the specific stars. | dropped out of school and headed
back to theidand.” He gave me an gpologetic look. “1 tried to see you, but you were on the mainland.”

“That must have been when Elizabeth’ s old boyfriend was giving us some trouble,” | said. “We had to
lielow for awhile”

“1 guess s0.” Ray reached for a pack that was propped against the wall and extracted a sheaf of 8" by
11" photographs; they appeared to consist chiefly of smudges and crooked lines. “1 began digging
through the old sites, especialy here -- thisisthe only place | found pottery with these particular
desgns...”

From thispoint on | had difficulty keeping astraight face. Have you ever had afriend tell you
something unbelievable, something they believed in so strongly that for you to discredit it would cause
them pain? Perhapsit was a story about a transcendent drug experience or their conversion to
Chrigtianity. And did they stare at you earnestly asthey spoke, watching your reactions? | mumbled
affirmatively and nodded and avoided Ray’ s eyes. Compared to Ray’ sthesis, Erich von Daniken's
ravingswereamode of academic discipline. From the coincidental pattern of the signal fires, the incident
of Meachem’ s UFO and some drunken tales he had solicited, from these smudges and linesthat -- if you
exerted your imagination -- bore a vague resemblance to bipeds wearing fishbowls on their heads, Ray
had concocted an intricate scenario of dien vigtation. It was essentialy the same story as von Daniken's
-- the ancient star-seeding race. But where Ray’ s account differed wasin hising stence that the diens had
had a specid reationship with the Carib, that the Carib could call them down by lighting their fires. The
landing Meachem had witnessed had been one of the last, because with the arrival of the English the
Carib had gradudly retrested from the idand, and the aliens no longer had areason for visting. Ray
meant to lure them back by means of alaser display that would cast a brighter image of Cassiopeiathan
the Carib could have managed; and when the diens returned, he would entreat them to save our
foundering cvilizetion.

He had sold the idea of the colony by organizing asociety to study the possibility of extraterrestrial
life; he had presented dides and lectured on the Guanojan Outer Space Connection. | did not doubt his
ability to make such a presentation, but | was amazed that educated people had swallowed it. He told me
that his group included a doctor, an engineer, and sundry Ph.D.s, and that they all had some college
background. And yet perhapsit was not so amazing. Even today there must bein America, asthere were
when | |€ft it, agreat many aimless and exhausted people like Ray and hisfriends, people damaged by
some powerful troublein their past and searching for an acceptable madness.



When Ray had finished, he looked at me soberly and said, “Y ou think we' re nuts, don't you?’

“No,” | said; but | did not meet hiseyes.

“We'renot,” hesaid.

“It'snot important.” | tried to passit off asajoke. “Not down here, anyway.”

“It' snot just the evidence that convinced me,” he said. “I knew it thefirst time | cameto the Burying
Ground. | could fed it.”

“Do you remember what €l se we talked about the night | showed you Meachem'’ sjournd?’ | am not
surewhy | wanted to challenge him; perhapsit was smply curiogity, adesire to know how fragile his
cam mask redly was.

“No,” hesaid, and smiled. “Wetalked about alot of things.”

“We were talking about women, and then Spurgeon James interrupted us. But | think you were on the
verge of telling me about awoman who had hurt you. Badly. Isal that behind you now?’

His smile dissolved, and the expression that flared briefly inits place wasterrible to see -- grieving,
and baffled by the grief. Thistimeit was his eyesthat drifted away from mine. “Y ou're wrong about me,
Frank,” he said. “Port Ezekid is going to be something very specid.”

Shortly thereafter | made my excuses, and he walked me down to the dory. | invited him to visit me
and haveamed, but | knew hewould not come. | had threatened his beliefs, the beliefs he thought
would shore him up, save him, and there was now atangible barrier between us.

“Come back anytime,” he called as| rowed away.

He stood watching me, not moving at al, an inggnificant figure being merged by distance into the dark
green gnarl of the mangrove; even when | could barely see him, he continued to stand there, asritudly
attendant as his mythica Carib hosts might have been while watching the departure of their dien guests.

Over five weeks passed before | again gave much thought to Ray and Port Ezekidl. (Port Ezekidl!
That name as much as anything had persuaded me of Ray’ sinsanity, smacking asit did of Biblica
smugness, acommon shelter for the deluded.) Thiswas astudied lack of concern on my part. | felt he
was lost and wanted no involvement with histragedy. And besides, though the colony remained
newsworthy, other events came to supersede it. The shrimp fleet struck againgt its parent American
company, and riots broke out in the streets of Spanish Harbor. The old talk of independence was revived
inthe bars-- idletak, but it stirred the cods of anti-Americanism. Normally smiling faces frowned a me,
the prices went up when | shopped in town, and once achild yelled at me, “ Get off deidand!” Small
things, but they shook me. And since the establishment of Port Ezekiel had been prelude to these events,
| could not help feding that Ray was somehow to blame for this peculiarly American darkness now
shadowing my home.

Despite my attempt to ignore Ray’ s presence, | did have news of him. | heard that he had paid
Hatfidd in full and that Immy Mullinswas on the warpath. Three thousand lempira must have seemed a
king’ sransom to him; he lived in atiny shanty with hiswife Hettie and two underfed children, and he had
not worked for over ayear. | aso heard that the shipments of modern conveniences intended for Port
Ezekie had been waylaid by customs -- someone overlooked in the chain of bribery, no doubt -- and
that the colonists had moved into the Burying Ground and were living in brushwood shacks. And then,
over aspan of acouple of weeks, | learned that they were deserting the colony. Groups of them turned
up daily in Meachem'’ s Landing, complaining that Ray had mided them. Two cameto our door one
evening, ayoung man and woman, both ddirious, sick with dysentery and covered with infected
mosquito bites. They were too wasted to tell us much, but after we had bedded them down | asked the
woman what was happening &t the colony.



“It wasawful,” she sad, twisting her hand in the blanket and shivering. “Bugs and snakes... and...”
Her eyes squeezed shut. “He just Sits there with the snakes.”

“Y ou mean Ray?’

“I don’'t know,” she said, her voice cracking into hysteria. “I don’t know.”

Then, one night as Elizabeth and | were Sitting on the porch, | saw aflashlight beam weaving toward
us aong the beach. By the way the light wavered, swooping up to illuminate the pam crowns, down to
shine upon astoved-in dory, | could tell the bearer was very drunk. Elizabeth leaned forward, peering
into the dark. “Oh, Lord,” she said, holding her bathrobe closed. “1t dat damn Jmmy Mullins” Sherose
and went into the house, pausing at the door to add, “If he after foolin’ with me, you tell him I’'m goin’ to
speak with my uncle’bout him.”

Mullins stopped at the margin of the porch light to urinate, then he staggered up onto the steps; he
dropped hisflashlight, and it rolled over beside my machete, which was propped by the door. He was
wearing histown clothes -- awhite rayon shirt with the silk-screened photo of a soccer star on the back,
and brown dacks spattered with urine. Threads of salivahung from hischin.

“Mr. Frank, gr,” he said with great effort. His eyesrolled up, and for amoment | thought he was
going to pass out; but he pulled himself together, shook hishead to clear thefog, and said, “ De mon have
got to pay me.”

| wanted no part of hisfeud with Hatfield. “Why don't | giveyou aride home?’ | said. “Hetti€'ll be
worried.”

Blearily, he focused on me, clinging to a support post. “ Dat boog Y ankee clot have cheated me,” he
sad. “You tak to him, Mr. Frank. You tel him he got to pay.”

“Ray Milliken? He does't owe you anything.”

“Somebody owe me!” Mullinsflailed hisarm at the night. “And | ain’'t got de force to war with
Hatfield.” He adopted a clownish expression of sadness. “1 born in de summer and never get no bigger
den what you seein’ now.”

So, sucked aong by the feeble tide of anti-Americanism, Mullins had given up on Hatfield and shifted
hisaim to amore vulnerable target. | told him that Ray was crazy and would likely not respond to either
threats or logic; but Mullinsinssted that Ray should have checked Hatfidd' s claim before paying him.
Findly | agreed to speak to Ray on hisbehalf and -- somewhat mollified -- he grew slent. He clung to
the pogt, pouting; | settled back in my chair. It was a beautiful night, the phosphorescent manes of the
breakers tossing high above the reef, and | wished he would leave us doneto the view.

“Damn boog Y ankee!” He redled away from the post and careened against the doorframe; his hand
fell upon my machete. Before | could react, he picked it up and dashed at theair. “1 cut dat bastard
down to de deck!” he shouted, glaring a me.

The moment seemed endless, asif the flow of time had snagged on the point of the machete. Drunk,
he might do anything. | felt weak and helpless, my stomach knotted by a chill. The blade |ooked to have
the same drunken glitter as his eyes. God knows what might have happened, but at that moment
Elizabeth -- her robe belling open, eyes gleaming crazily -- snesked up behind him and smacked him on
the neck with an ax handle. Her first blow sent him tottering forward, the machete till raised in a parody
of attack; and the second drove him off the porch to sprawl facedown in the sand.

Later, after John James and Hettie had dragged Mullins home, as Elizabeth and | lay in bed, |
confessed that | had been too afraid to move during the confrontation. “Don’t vex yourself, Frank,” she
said. “Dere s enough trouble on deidand dat sooner or later you betakin’ care of some of mine.” And
after we had made love, she curled againgt me, tucked under my arm, and told me of adream that had
frightened her the previous night. | knew what she was doing -- nothing about her was mysterious -- and
yet, aswith every woman | have known, | could not escape the fedling that a stranger lay beside me,
someone whose soul had been molded by a stronger gravity and under a hotter star.



| spent the next morning patching things up with Mullins, making him a gift of vegetable seedsand
listening to hiscomplaints, and | did not leave for the Burying Ground until midafternoon. 1t had rained
earlier, and gray cloudswere still passing overhead, hazy fans of sunlight breaking through now and
again. The chop of the water pulled against me, and it was getting on toward sunset by thetime | arrived
-- out on the horizon the sea and sky were blending in lines of blackish squdls. | hurried through the
brush, intending to convey my warning as quickly as possible and be home before the winds; but when |
reached thefirst clearing, | stopped short.

Thethatch and poles of the brushwood huts were strewn over the dirt, torn apart, mixed in with
charred tin cans, food wrappers, the craters of old cooking fires, broken tools, mildewed paperbacks,
and dozens of conch shells, each with their whorled tops diced off -- that must have been a staple of their
diet. | cdled Ray’ s name, and the only answer was an intensfication in the buzzing of theflies. It waslike
the aftermath of ameady war, stinking and silent. | picked my way acrossthelitter to the second clearing
and again was brought up short. Anidentical mess carpeted the dirt, and Ray’ s shelter remained intact,
the fringe of rotting snakeskins till hanging from the roofpoles -- but that was not what had drawn my
attention.

A trench had been dug in front of the shelter and covered with asheet of wire mesh; large rocks held
the wirein place. Within the trench were forty or fifty snakes. Coralitos, yelowjaws, Tom Goffs,
cottonmouths. Their dithering, their noses scraping against the wire asthey tried to escape, created a
shilance that tuned my nerves anotch higher. As| stepped over the trench and into the shelter, severd of
them struck a me; patches of the mesh glistened with their venom. Ray’s hammock wasbaled upina
corner, and the ground over which it had swung had been excavated; the hole was nearly full of murky
water -- groundwater by the briny smell. | poked astick into it and encountered something hard at a
depth of about threefeet. A boulder, probably. Aside from Ray’ s pack, the only other sign of habitation
wasacircular areaof dirt that had been patted smooth; dozens of bits of oyster shell were scattered
acrossit, al worked into geometric shapes -- sars, hexagons, squares, and so forth. A primitive
gameboard. | did not know what exactly to make of these things, but | knew they were the trappings of
madness. There was an air of savagery about them, of amind astattered asits surroundings, shriveled to
the smplest of considerations; and | did not believe that the man who lived here would understand any
warning | might convey. Suddenly afraid, | turned to leave and was given such ashock that | nearly fell
back into the water-filled pit.

Ray was standing an arm’ slength away, watching me. His hair was ragged, shoulder-length, and
bound by a cottonmouth-skin band; his shorts were holed and filth-encrusted. The dirt smeared on his
cheeks and forehead made his eyes appear round and staring. Mosquito bites speckled his chest --
though not as many as had afflicted the colonists | had treated. In hisright hand he carried along stick
with atwine noose a one end, and in hisleft hand was a burlap sack whose bottom humped and
writhed.

“Ray,” | sad, sdling away from him.

| expected acroak or ascream of rage for an answer, but when he spoke it wasin his usud voice.
“I'm glad you're here,” he said. He dropped the sack -- it wastied at the top -- beside the trench and
leaned his stick against the wall of the shelter.

Stll afraid, but encouraged by the normalcy of hisactions, | said, “What' s going on here?’

He gave me an gppraising stare. “Y ou better see her for yoursdlf, Frank. Y ou wouldn't believe meif |
told you.” He sat cross-legged beside the patch of smoothed dirt and began picking up the shell-bits. The
way he picked them up fascinated me -- so rapidly, pinching them up between thumb and forefinger, and
funneling them back into his palm with the other three fingers, displaying an expert facility. And, | noticed,
he was only picking up the hexagons.



“Sit down,” he said. “We've got an hour or so to kill.”

| squatted on the opposite side of the gameboard. “Y ou can't stay here, Ray.”

He finished with the hexagons, set them aside, and started on the squares. “Why not?’

| told him about Mullins, but as | had presumed he was unconcerned. All hismoney, he said, wastied
up in investment funds; he would find away to ded with Mullins. He was cam in the face of my
arguments, and though this calm seemed to reflect a more deep-seated confidence than had been evident
onmy firg vist, | did not trust it. To my mind the barrier between us had hardened, become astricky to
navigate asthe reef around theidand. | gave up arguing and sat quietly, watching him play with the shells.
Night wasfdling, banks of dark clouds were rushing overhead, and gusts of wind shredded the thatch.
Heavy seas would soon be washing over the reef, and it would be beyond my strength to row against
them. But | did not want to abandon him. Under the dreary stormlight, the wreckage of Port Ezekiel
looked leached of color and vitality, and | had an image of the two of us being survivors of agreat
disaster, salemated in debate over the worth of restarting civilization.

“It'sdmost time,” he said, breaking the silence. He gazed out to the swaying tops of the bushes that
bounded the clearing. “ Thisis so wild, Frank. Sometimes| can't believe it mysdlf.”

The soft astonishment in his voice brought the pathos of his situation hometo me. “Jesus, Ray,” | said.
“Come back with me. There' s nothing here”

“Tell methat when you' ve seen her.” He stood and walked over to the water-filled pit. “Y ou were
right, Frank. | was crazy, and maybe | still am. But | wasright, too. Just not in theway | expected.”

“Right about what?’

He smiled. “Cassiopela” He hunkered down by the pit. “I’ ve got to get in the water. There hasto be
physical contact or € sethe exchange can't occur. I'll be unconscious for awhile, but don't worry about
it. All right?’

Without waiting for my approva, he lowered himsdf into the water. He seemed to be groping for
something, and he shifted about until he had found asuitable position. His shouldersjust cleared the
surface. Then he bowed hishead so that | could no longer see hisface.

My thoughts were in turmoil. Hisreferencesto “her,” his salf-baptism, and now the sght of his
disembodied head and tendrils of hair floating on the water, dl this had rekindled my fear. | decided that
the best thing | could do for him, for both of us, would be to knock him out, to haul him back to Sandy
Bay for treatment. But as| looked around for a club, | noticed something that rooted mein my tracks.
The snakes had grown frantic in their efforts to escape; they were massed at the far side of the trench,
pushing at the mesh with such desperation that the rocks holding it down were wobbling. And then, an
instant later, | began to sense another presence in the clearing.

How did | sensethis? It was similar to the feding you have when you are alonefor thefirgt timewith a
woman to whom you are attracted, how it seems you could close your eyes and stopper your ears and
dill be aware of her every shift in position, registering these changes as thrills running aong your nerves
and muscles. And | knew beyond a shadow of adoubt that this presence was female. | whirled around,
certain that someone was behind me. Nothing. | turned back to Ray. Tremors were passing through his
shoulders, and his breath came in hoarse shudders asiif he had been removed from his natural element
and were having trouble with the air. Scenes from old horror movies flashed through my brain. The
stranger lured to an open grave by an odd noise; the ghoul rising from the swamp, black water dripping
from histaons; the maniac with the plit persondity, smiling, hiding abloody knife under his coat. And
then | saw, or imagined | saw, movement on the surface of the water; it was bulging -- not bubbling, but
the entire surface bulging upward asif some force below were building to an explosion. Terrified, | took
abackward step, and as my foot nudged the wire screen over the trench, as the snakes struck madly at
the mesh, terrified themselves, | broke and ran.

| went crashing through the brush, certain that Ray was after me, possessed by some demon dredged
up from his psyche... or by worse. | did not stop to untie the dory but grabbed the machete from beneath
the seat, hacked the rope in two, and pulled hard out into the water. Waves dopped over the bow, the
dory bucked and plunged, and the noise from the reef was deafening. But even had a hurricane been



raging, | would not have put back into the Burying Ground. | trained at the oars, gulping down bregths
that were half salt spray, and | did not fed secure until 1 had passed beyond Punta Palmetto and was
hidden from the view of whatever was now wandering that malaria shore.

After anight’sdeep, after dosng my fears with the comforts of home, all my rationa structureswere
re-erected. | was ashamed at having run, at having left Ray to endure his solitary Hell, and | assigned
everything | had seen and felt to acase of nervesor -- and | did not think thisimpossible -- to
poltergeistlike powers brought on by his madness. Something had to be done for him. As soon as | had
finished breskfadt, | drove over to Meachem’s Landing and asked the militiafor their help. | explained
the situation to one Sergeant Colmenares, who thanked me for my good citizenship but said he could do
nothing unless the poor man had committed acrime. If | had been clearheaded, | would haveinvented a
crime, anything to return Ray to civilization; instead, | railed at the sergeant, ssumped out of the office,
and drove back to Sandy Bay.

Elizabeth had asked me to buy some cooking oil, and so | stopped off at Sarah’'s Store, a
green-painted shanty the size of ahorse stall not far from The Chicken Shack. Inside, there was room for
three people to stand at the counter, and behind it Sarah was enthroned on her stool. An old woman,
amog ninety, with afrizzy crown of white hair and coa-black skin that took on bluish highlights under
the sun. It wasimpossible to do businesswith her and not hear the latest gossip, and during our
conversation she mentioned that Ray had stopped in the night before.

“Heafter havin' agtrifewit dat IJmmy Mullins” she said. “Now Jmmy he have followed distourist
felladown from de Sea Breeze where dey been drinkin’, and he sttin’ up to beg de mon fah somet’ing.
Y ou know how he getswit hislies” Shedid her Immy Mullinsimitation, puffing out her chest and
frowning. “*I beenin Vietnam,” he say, and show de mon dat scar from when he shot himself indeleg. ‘|
bleed fah Oncle Sam, and now Oncle Sam goin’ to take care of disnegro.’” Den inwak Ray Milliken.
Hedid not ook Ieft or right but jus stare at de cans of fruit juice and ax how much dey was. Takin' wit
dat duppy voice. Lord! De duppy force crawlin’ al over him. Now distourist fellahave gone’ cause de
sght of Ray wit hiswild look and his scrapes have made defdlaleery. But Jmmy jus stand dere,
watchful. And when Ray pay fah dejuice, Jmmy say, ‘Gimme dat money.” Ray make no reply. He drink
de juice down and den he amble out de door. Immy follow him and he screamin’. Y ou scorn melike
dat!”” hesay. ‘You scorn melikedat!’ It take no wisdom to know dere sblood indeair, so |l set a
Superior on de counter and call out, * Jmmy, you come here’foreyo’ beer lose de chill.” And dat lure
him back.”

| asked Sarah what she meant by “ duppy voice,” but she would only say, “Dat’ swhat it were -- de
duppy voice.” | paid for my ail, and as | went out the door, she called, “ God bless Americal” She dways
sadit asafarewel to her American customers;, most thought she was putting them on, but knowing
Sarah’'s compassion for waifs and strays, her conviction that materia wedlth was the greatest curse one
could have, | believe it was heartfelt.

Sarah’ s story had convinced me of the need for action, and that afternoon | returned to the Burying
Ground. | did not confront Ray; | stationed mysdlf behind some bushes twenty feet to the right of the



shelter. | planned to do as | should have done before -- hit him and drag him back to Sandy Bay. | had
with me Elizabeth’ s ax handle and an ample supply of bug repedllent.

Ray was not at the clearing when | arrived, and he did not put in an appearance until after five
o' clock. Thistime hewas carrying aguitar, probably gleaned from the debris. He sat beside the trench
and began chording, Snging in asour, puny voice that sent a chill through me despite the hest; it seemed
he was giving tongue to the stink of the rotting snekeskins, amplifying the whine of theinsects. Thesun
reflected an orange fire on the panels of the guitar.

“Cas-9-0-pee-ee-ya,” he sang, country-western style, “I’ll be yourstonight.” He laughed -- cracked,
high-pitched laughter -- and rocked back and forth on his haunches. “ Cas-s-0-pee-ee-ya, why don’t
you trest meright.”

Either hewas bored or e se that was the whole song. He set down the guitar and for the next hour he
hardly moved, scratching, looking up to the sun asif checking its decline. Sunset faded, and the evening
gar climbed above Alps of purple cumulus. Findly, stretching and shaking out the kinks, he stood and
walked to the pit and lowered himsdlf into the water. It was at this point that | had intended to hit him, but
my curiogity got the best of me and | decided to observe him instead; | told mysdlf that | would be better
ableto debunk hisfantasesif | had some persond experience of them. | would hit him after he had fallen
adeep.

It was over an hour before he emerged from the water, and when he did | was very glad to be
hidden. Icy stars outlined the massed clouds, and the moon had risen three-quartersfull, transforming the
clearing into alandscape of black and silvery gray. Everything had a shadow, even the tattered fronds
lying on the ground. There was just enough wind to make the shadows tremble, and the only noise apart
from the wind was the pattering of lizards across the desiccated leaves. From my vantage | could not see
if the water was bulging upward, but soon the snakes began their hissing, their pushing at the mesh, and |
felt again that femae presence.

Then Ray leaped from the pit.

It was the most fluid entrance | have ever seen -- like adancer mounting onto stage from a sunken
level. He came straight up in ashower of silver droplets and landed with his legs straddling the pit,
snapping his head from side to side. He stepped out of the shelter, pacing back and forth aong the
trench, and asthelight struck him full, | stopped thinking of him as he, thinking of Ray asaman; the
impression of femininity was so powerful that it obliterated al my previousimpressons of him. Though
not in the least dainty or swishy, every one of his movements had acasud female sensudity, and hiswalk
was potently feminine in the way of alioness. Hisface was leaner, deeker of line. Asde from these
changes was the force of that presence pouring over me. | had the fedling that | wasinvolved in ascene
out of prehigtory -- the hominid warrior with his club spying on an unknown femae, scenting her,
knowing her sex along the circuits of his nerves. When he... when she had done pacing, she squatted
beside the trench, removed one of the rocks, and lifted the edge of the screen. With incredible speed, she
reached in and snatched out awriggling yelowjaw. | heard asickening mushy crack as she crushed its
head between her thumb and forefinger. She skinned it with her teeth, worrying arip, tearing looselong
ped s until the blood-rilled mesat gleamed in the moonlight. All thisin amatter of seconds. Watching her
edt, | found | was gripping the ax handle so tightly that my hand ached. She tossed the remains of the
snake into the bushes, then she stood -- again, that marvelous fluidity -- and turned toward the spot
where | was hiding.

“Frank,” she said; she barely pronounced the a and trilled the r, so that the word came out as
“Frrenn-kuh.”

It was like hearing on€' s name spoken by anidol. The ax handle dipped from my hand. | stood,
weak-kneed. If her speed afoot was equal to her speed of hand, | had no chance of escape.

“I won't kill you,” she said, her accent durring the wordsinto the rhythm of amusical phrase. She
went back under the shelter and sat beside the patch of smoothed dirt.

The phrasing of her assurance did nothing to ease my fears, yet | came forward. | told mysdlf that this
was Ray, that he had created this demoness from his sick needs and imaginings; but | could not believeit.



With each step | became moreimmersed in her, asif her soul weretoo large for the body and | was
passing through its outer fringes. She motioned meto sit, and as| did, her strangeness|apped over me
like heat from an openfire.

My throat was constricted, but | managed to say, “ Cassopeia?’

Her lipsthinned and drew back from her teethin aferd amile. “That’swhat Ray calsme. Hecan't
pronounce my name. My home...” She glanced at the sky. “ The clouds obscureiit.”

| gawped at her; | had so many questions, | could not frame even one. Findly | said, “Meachem’s
UFO. Wasthat your ship?’

“The ship was destroyed far from here. What M eachem saw was a ghost, or rather the opening and
closing of aroad traveled by one.” She gestured at the pit. “It liesthere, beneath the water.”

| remembered the hard something | had poked with astick; it had not felt in the least ectoplasmic, and
| pointed this out.

“‘Ghogt’ isatrandation of the word for it in my language,” she said. “Y ou touched the energy fields of
a... amachine. It was equipped with ahoming capacity, but its fields were disrupted by the accident that
befell my ship. It can no longer open the roads between the worlds.”

“Roads?’ | said.

“| don’'t understand the roads, and if | could explain them it would trand ate as metaphysics. The
idanders would probably accept the explanation, but | doubt you would.” Shetraced alinein the dirt
with her forefinger. “To enter the superlumina universe the body must die and be reanimated at journey’s
end. The other components of the life travel with the machine. All I know of the roadsisthat though
journeys often last for years, they appear to be direct. When Meachem saw flamein the sky, it was
because | came from flame, from the destruction of my ship.”

“Themachine...” | began.

“It'san engineered lifeform,” shesaid. “Y ou see, any life conssts of asystem of energy fields unified
inthe flesh. Themachineisapartia smulation of that system, akind of phantom life that’ s designed to
sustain the most crucia of thosefields-- what you' d cal the anima, the soul -- until the body can be
reanimated... or, if the body has been destroyed, until an artificial host has been supplied. Of course there
was no such host here. So the machine attracted those whose souls were impaired, those with whom a
temporary exchange could be made. Without embodiment | would have gone mad.” She scooped up a
handful of shell-bits. “1 suppose |’ ve gone mad in spite of it. I” ve rubbed souls with too many madmen.”

She tossed out the shell-bits. A haphazard toss, | thought; but then | noticed that they had falen into
nest rows.

“The differences between us are too gresat for the exchange to be other than temporary,” she went on.
“If | didn’t reenter the machine each morning, both | and my hogt -- and the machine -- would die.”

Despite the evidence of my senses, thistalk of souls and energy fields -- reminding me of the occult
claptrap of the sixties -- had renewed my doubts. “ People have been digging up the Burying Ground for
years,” | sad. “Why hasn’t someone found this machine?’

“It' savery clever machine,” she said, smiling again. “It hides from those who aren’t meant to find it.”

“Why would it choose only impaired hosts?’

“To choose an unimpaired one would run contrary to the machine’ smorality. And to mine.”

“How doesit attract them?’

“My understanding of the machineis limited, but | assume there' saprocess of conditioning involved.
Eachtimel wakein anew hogt, it's alwaysthe same. A clearing, a shdlter, the snakes.”

| sarted to ask another question, but she waved me off.

“You act asthough | must prove something,” she said. “I have no wish to prove anything. Evenif |
did, I’'m not sure | could. Most of my memories were stripped from me at the death of my body, and
those that remain are those that have stained the soul. In asense I’m as much Ray as| am mysdlf. Each
night I inherit hismemories, hisahilities. It' slikeliving in acloset filled with someone e s2' sbeongings.”

| continued to ask questions, with part of my mind playing the psychiatrist, diciting answersin order to
catalog Ray’ sinsanity; yet my doubts were fading. She could not recal the purpose of her journey or



even of her life, but she said that her origina body had been smilar to the human form -- her people, too,
had amyth of an ancient star-seeding race -- though it had been larger, stronger, with superior organs of
perception. Her world was a place of thick jungles, and her remote ancestors had been nocturnal
predators. An old Carib man had been her first host on the idand; he had wandered onto the Burying
Ground sx months after her arrival, maddened by pain from a cancer that riddled his somach. Hiswife
had been convinced that a goddess had possessed him, and she had brought the tribal eldersto bear
witness.

“They wereafraid of me,” shesaid. “And | wasequaly afraid of them. Little devil-men with ruddy
skins and necklaces of jaguar teeth. They built fires around me, hemming mein, and they’ d dance and
screech and thrust their spears at me through the flames. It was nightmarish. | knew they might lose
control of their fear at any second and try to kill me. I might have defended myself, but life was sacred to
me then. They were whole, vitd beings. To harm them would have been to mock what remained of me.”

She had cultivated them, and they had responded by providing her with new hosts, by arranging their
firesto depict the congtellation Cassiopeia, hoping to call down other gods to keep her company. It had
been afruitless hope, and there were other signals that would have been more recognizable to her
people, but she had been touched by their concern and had not told them.

I will not pretend that | recall exactly everything she said, yet | believe what follows capturesthe gist
of her tale. At first | was disconcerted by itsfluency and humanity; but | soon redlized that not only had
she had two centuriesin which to practice her humanity, not only was she taking advantage of Ray’ s gift
for storytdling, but aso that she had told much of it before,

For twenty-two years[she said] | inhabited Carib bodies, most of them terribly damaged. Cripples,
people with degenerative diseases, and once ayoung girl with ahuge dent in her skull, an injury gotten
during araid. Though my energiesincreased the efficiency of their muscles, | endured dl their agonies.
But asthe Carib retrested from the idand in face of the English, even thistortured existence was denied
to me. | spent four years within the machine, despairing of ever leaving it again. Then, in 1819, Ezekidl
Brooks stumbled onto the Burying Ground. He was aretarded boy of seventeen and had becomelostin
the mangrove. When hisfather, William, camein search of him, he found me instead. He remembered the
fiery object that had falen from the sky and was ddlighted to have solved a puzzle that had baffled his
captain for so many years. Thereafter he visted every week and dragged old Henry Meachem aong.

Meachem wasin his seventies then, fat, with adoughy, wrinkled face and long gray hair done up into
ringlets; he affected foppish clothes and alordly manner. He had the gout and had to be carried through
the mangrove by hisdaves. They brought with them ateakwood chair, its grips carved into lions heads,
and there he' d Sit, wheezing, bellowing a the davesto keep busy with their fly whisks, plying mewith
questions. He did not believe my story, and on his second visit, anight much like this one, moonstruck
and lightly winded, he was accompanied by a Spanish woman, a scrawny old hag enveloped in ablack
shawl and skirt, who he told me was awitch.

“Sit you down with TiaClaudia,” he said, prodding her forward with his cane, “and she' Il havethe
truth of you. She'll unravel your thoughtslike abal of twine.”

The old woman sat cross-legged beside the pit, pulled alump of clouded crystal from her skirt, and
st it on the ground before her. Benegth the shawl her shadowed wrinkles had the look of apatternin
tree bark, and despite her apparent frailty | could fedl her presence as a chill pressure on my skin.
Uneasy, | sat down on the opposite Side of the pit. Her eydlids drooped, her breath grew shalow and
irregular, and the force of her life flooded me, intensifying in the exercise of her power. Thefracture
planesingde the crystal appeared to be gleaming with more than refracted moonlight, and as| stared at



them, adrowsy sensation stole over me... but then | was distracted by afaint rushing noise from the pit.

Hatchings of fine lines were etching the surface of the water, sending up sprays of mist. The patterns
they formed resembled the fracture planes of the crysta. | glanced up at Tia Claudia. She was trembling,
ahorror-gtricken expression on her face, and the rushing noise was issuing from her parted lips as though
she had been invaded by aghostly wind. The ligature of her neck was cabled, her hands were clawed. |
looked back to the pit. Benesth the surface, shrinking and expanding in afaltering rhythm, was apoint of
crimson light. TiaClaudia s power, | redized, was somehow akin to that of the machine. She was hedling
it, restoring its homing capacity, and it was opening aroad! Hope blazed in me. | eased into the pit, and
the fields gripped me, stronger than ever. But asthe old woman let out ashriek and dumped to the
ground, they weakened; the point of light shrank to nothing, gone glimmering like my hope. It had only
been amomentary restoration, a product of her mind joined to the machine's.

Two of Meachem’s daves helped Tia Claudiato her feet, but she shook them off and backed out of
the shelter, her eyesfixed on the pit. Sheleaned against Meachem'’ s chair for support.

“Wdl?' hesad.

“Kill him!” she said. “H€ stoo dangerous, too powerful.”

“Him?’ Meachem laughed.

TiaClaudiasaid that | waswho | claimed to be and argued that | was athreat to him. | understood
that she was redlly concerned with my threat to her influence over Meachem, but | was so distressed by
the lapsing of the machine' s power that | didn’'t care what they did to me. Bathed in the Silvery light, stars
shining around their heads, they seemed emblematic of something -- perhaps of dl humanity -- this
ludicrousold pirate in hisruffled shirt, and, shaking her knobbly finger a him, the manipulative witch who
wanted to be his master.

After that night, Meachem took me under hiswing. | learned that he was an exile, outlawed by the
English and obsessed with the idea of returning home, and | think he was happy to have met someone
even more displaced than he. Occasiondly he d invite me to his house, agabled building of pitch-coated
boards that clung to agtrip of iron shore east of Sandy Bay. He'd sit me down in his study and read to
me for hoursfrom hisjournals, he thought that -- being amember of an advanced civilization -- I’ d have
the wit to appreciate hisintellect. The study was aroom that reflected his obsession with England, its
walls covered with Union Jacks, ariot of scarlet and blue. Sometimes, watching the flies crusting thelip
of his pewter mug, his sagging face |looming above them, the colors on the wall appearing to drip in the
ungteady glare of the ail lamp... sometimes it seemed amore nightmarish environment than the Carib’s
circle of fires. He d pore over the pages, now and again saying, “Ah, here soneyou'll like,” and would
guote the passage.

“‘Wars,” heread to meonce, “* are the soltices of the human spirit, ushering in winter to ayoung
man’ s thought and rekindling the spring of an old man’sanger.’”

Every page wasfilled with aphorismslike that -- high-sounding, yet empty of meaning except as
regarded his own nature. He was the cruelest man I’ ve ever known. A wife-beater, atyrant to hisdaves
and children. Some nights he would have himsdlf borne down to the beach, order torcheslit, and watch
as those who had offended him were flogged -- often to the death -- with stalks of withe. After
witnessing one of the floggings, | considered killing him, even though such an act would have beenin
violaion of everything | believed.

Then one night he brought another woman to the Burying Ground, ayoung mulatto girl named Nora
Mullins

“ She be weak-minded like Ezekidl,” said Meachem. “ She'll make you a perfect wife.”

Shewould have run, but his daves herded her forward. Her eyes darted left and right, her hands
fidgeted with the folds of her skirt.

“I don't need awife,” | said.

“Don’'t you now? Here' s a chance to create your own lineage, to escape that inferna contraption of
yours. Nora Il bear you achild, and if blood holdstrue, it’'Il be aswitless asits parents. After Ezekid’s
gone, you can take up residence in your heir.” Hislaugh disintegrated into a hacking cough.



Theideahad logic behind it, but the thought of being intimate with amember of another species,
especidly one whose sex might be said to approximate my own, repelled me. Further, | didn’t trust his
motives. “Why are you doing this?’ | asked.

“I’'mdyin’.” The old monster worked up atear over the prospect. “Nora s my legacy to you. I've
awaysthought it avast irony that ahigh-flyin’ soul such asyoursdf should have been brought so low. It
please meto think of you marooned among generations of idiotswhile I’ mwingin’ off to my reward.”

“Thisidand isyour reward,” | said. “Even the soul dies”

“Y ou know that for afact?” Hewasworried.

“No,” | sad, relenting. “No one knows that.”

“Wadll, then I'll come back to haunt you.”

But he never did.

| had intended to send Nora away after he left, but Ezekid -- though too timid to approach her
sexudly -- found her attractive, and | didn’t want to deprive him of her companionship. In addition, |
began to redize how lonedly | had been mysdlf. Theideaof keeping her with me and fathering achild
seemed more and more appealing, and aweek later, using Ezekiel’smemoriesto rouse lugt, | set out to
become afamily man.

What a strange union that wasl The moon sailing overhead, chased by ragged blue clouds; the wind
and insects and frogs combining into a primitive music. Norawas terrified. She whimpered and rolled her
eyes and halfheartedly tried to fight me off. | don't believe she was clear asto what was happening, but
eventually her ingtinctstook contral. It would be hard to imagine two more inept virgins. | had alogica
understanding of the act, at least one superior to Nora's; but this was counterbalanced by her duggish
coordination and my revulsion. Somehow we managed. | think it was mainly dueto the fact that she
sensed | was like her, female in away that transcended anatomy, and this helped usto employ
tenderness with one another. Over the succeeding nights an honest affection devel oped between us,
though her speech was limited to strangled cries, we learned to communicate after afashion, and our
lovermaking grew more expert, more genuine.

Fourteen years we were together. She bore me three children, two stillborn, but the third a
dow-witted boy whom we named Carl -- it was aname that Nora could amost pronounce. By day she
and Ezekiel were brother and ssgter, and by night she and | were husband and wife. Carl needed things
the land couldn’t provide, milk, vegetables, and these were given us by William Brooks; but when he
died severd years after Carl’ shirth, taking with him the secret of my identity, Nora began going into
Sandy Bay to beg -- or so | thought until | was visited by her brother Robert. | knew something must be
wrong. We were the shame of the family; they had never acknowledged usin any way.

“Norashe dead,” hetold me. “Murdered.”

He explained that two of her customers had been fighting over her, and that when she had tried to
leave, one -- aman named Halsey Brooks -- had dlit her throat. | didn’t understand. Customers?
Nothing Mullins said made sense.

“Don’'t you know she been whorin'?” he said. “Mon, you aworse fool dan | think. She been whorin’
dese six, seven years.”

“Carl,” | sad. “Whereishe?’

“My woman tekin’ charge of him,” he said. “I comefor to bring you to dis Brooks. If you ain't mon
enough, den | handle it mysdlf. Family’sfamily, no matter how crooked detie.”

Wheat | felt then was purely human -- loss, rage, guilt over the fact that Nora had been driven to such
draits. “Show himtome,” | said.

Hearing the murderousnessin my voice, Robert Mullins smiled.

Halsey Brooks was drinking in ashanty bar, asingle room lit by oil lamps whose glass tops were so
sooty that the light penetrated them as baleful orange gleams. Therickety tables|ooked like black spiders
standing at attention. Brooks was Sitting against the rear wall, abig dack-bellied man with skin the color
of sunbaked mud, wearing ashirt and trousers of sailcloth. Mullins stationed himself out of sight at the
door, hismachete a the ready in case| failed, and | went inside.



Catching sight of me, Brooks grinned and drew a knife from his boot. “Dat little squirt of yours be
missin’ you downin Hdl,” he said, and threw the knife.

| twisted aside, and the knife struck the wall. Brooks s eyes widened. He got to hisfeet, wary; the
other customers headed for the door, knocking over chairsin their haste.

“Youaquick little nigger,” said Brooks, advancing on me. “But quick won't help you now.”

He would have been no match for me; but confronted by the actual task of shedding blood, | found
that | couldn’t go through with it. | was nauseated by the thought that | had even considered it. | backed
away, tripped over achair, and went sprawling in the corner.

“Dat de best you got to offer?” said Brooks, chuckling.

As he reached for me, Mullins dipped up behind and dashed him across the neck and back. Brooks
screamed -- an incredibly girlish sound for aman so large -- and sank to hisknees beside me, trying to
pinch together the lips of hiswounds. He held ahand to hisface, seemingly amazed by the redness. Then
he pitched forward on top of me. The reek of hisblood and swest, just thefed of himin my handsas|
darted to push him away, dl that drove meinto afury. One of hiseyeswas an inch from mine,
half-closed and clouding over.

Hewas dying, but | wanted to dig the last flicker of life out of him. | tore at his cheek with my teeth.
The eye snapped open, | heard the beginning of his scream, and | remember nothing more until | threw
him aside. Hisface was flayed to the muscle-strings, his nose was pulped, and there were brimming
dark-red craters where his eyes had been.

“My God!” said Mullins, staring at the ruin of Brooks s head; he turned to me. “ Go home! Dething
more dan settled.”

All my rage had drained and been replaced by sdlf-loathing. Home! | was home. Theidand had
eroded my spirit, transformed meinto one of its violent creatures.

“Don’'t come'round no more,” said Mullins, wiping his blade on Brooks strousers, he gave me afind
look of disgust. “ Get back to de damn Buryin' Ground where you belong.”

Cassiopeia sprang to her feet and stepped out into the clearing. Her expresson was grim, and | was
worried that she might have worked hersdlf into arage by rehashing the killing. But she only walked a
few paces away. Slvered by the moonlight, shelooked unnaturaly dim, and it seemed more than ever
that | was seeing an gpproximation of her origina form. The snakes had grown dead il in the trench.

“Youdidn't redly kill him,” | said.

“I would have,” she said. “But never again.” Shekicked at apile of conch shells and sent them
clattering down.

“What happened then?’

Shedid not answer for amoment, gazing out toward the sound of the reef. “1 was sickened by the
changes |’ d undergone,” shesaid. “1 became ahermit, and after Ezekiel died | continued my hermitagein
Carl’sbody. That poor soul!” Shewaked alittle farther away. “1 taught him to hide whenever men
vigted the Burying Ground. He lived like awild animal, grubbing for roots, fishing with his bare hands. At
the time it seemed the kindest thing | could do. | wanted to cleanse him of thetaint of humanity. Of
coursethat proved impossible... for both of us.”

“You know,” | said, “with al the technological advances these days, you might be able to contact...”

“Don’t you think I’ ve considered my prospects!” she said angrily; and then, in aquieter tone, “1 used
to hope that human science would permit me to return home someday, but I’ m not sure | want to
anymore. |’ ve been perverted by this culture. I’ d be as repulsive to my people as Ezekid wasto Robert
Mullins, and | doubt thet I’ d be comfortable among them myself.”



| should have understood the finality of her londliness -- she had been detailing it in her story. But |
understood now. She was amixture of human and dien, spiritualy ahdf-breed, gone native over agpan
of two centuries. She had no people, no place except this patch of sand and mangrove, no tradition
except the clearing and the snakes and agame made of broken shells. “I’'m sorry,” | said.

“It' snot your fault, Frank,” she said, and smiled. “It’s your American heritage that makes you tend to
enshrinethe obvious”

“Ray and | aren't afair sample,” | said defensively.

“I’ve known other Americans,” shesaid. “ They’ ve dl had that tendency. Everyone down here thought
they were fools when they first came. They seemed totally unaware of the way thingsworked, and no
one understood that their tremendous energy and capacity for deceit would compensate. But they were
worse than either the pirates or the Spanish.”

Without another word, she turned and walked toward the brush.

“Walt!” | said. | was eager to hear about her experiences with Americans.

“Y ou can come back tomorrow, Frank,” she said. “ Though maybe you shouldn't.”

“Why not?’” Then, thinking that she might have some personal reason for distrusting Americans, | said,
“I won't hurt you. | don’t believe I'm physically capable of it.”

“What amideading way to measure security,” shesaid. “Interms of hurt. Y ou avoid using theword
‘kill,” and yet you kill soreadily. It'sasthough you're dl pretending it's a secret.”

She dipped into the brush, moving soundlesdy, somehow avoiding the dry branches, the papery
fronds.

| drove al over theidand the next day, trying to find atape recorder, eventualy borrowing onefroma
tourist in Meachem'’ s Landing. Half-baked delusions of grandeur had been roused in me. | would be the
Schliemann of extraterrestrial research, uncovering the ruin of an aien beneath the waste of ahuman
being. Therewould be bestsdllers, talk shows, exclamations of academic awe. Of course there was no
real proof. A psychiatrist would point out how conveniently pat the story was -- the machine that hid
itsdlf, the loss of memory, the alien woman conjured up by aman whose disorder semmed from a
disappointment in love. Hewould say it was the masterwork of a gifted talespinner, complete with specia
effects. Yet | thought that whoever heard it would hear -- as| had -- the commonplace perfection of
truth underlying its exotic detail.

| had forgotten my origina purpose for visting the Burying Ground, but that afternoon Jmmy Mullins
turned up a my door, eager to learn if | had newsfor him. He was only moderately drunk and had his
wife Hettie in tow -- a dender, mahogany-skinned woman wearing adirty blue dress. She was careworn
but il prettier than Mullins deserved. | was busy and put him off, telling him that | was exploring
something with Ray that could lead to money. And, | redized, | was. Knowing his character, | had
assumed Mullins was attempting to swindle Hatfield; but NoraMullins s common-law marriage to
Ezekiel Brooks gave credenceto hisclaim. | should have explained it to him. Asit was, heknew | was
just getting rid of him, and Hettie had to pull him down from the porch to cut short hisarguments. My
news must have given him some heart, though, because afew minuteslater Hatfield knocked &t the
door.

“What you tellin” Jmmy?’ he asked. “He braggin’ dat you got proof de Buryin’ Ground his.”

| denied the charge and told him what | had learned, but not how | had learned it.

“I never mean to cheat Immy,” he said, scratching hishead. “1 just want to make sure he not cheatin’
me. If hegot acase... well, miserable asheis, he blood.”

After heleft, | had problems. | found | needed new batteriesfor the recorder and had to drive into



Meachem’s Landing; and when | returned home | had an argument with Elizabeth thet lasted well past
sunset. Asareault, | did not start out for the Burying Ground until amost ten o’ clock, and while | was
stowing my pack in the dory, | saw Cassiopelawalking toward me along the beach.

It was aclear night, the shadows of the palms sharp on the sand, and each time she passed through a
shadow, it seemed | was seeing Ray; but then, as she emerged into thelight, | would undergo a peculiar
didocation and redlize that it was not Ray at al.

“I was on my way out to you,” | said. “Y ou didn’'t have to come into town.”

“I gave up being ahermit long ago, Frank,” she said. “1 like coming here. Sometimesit jogs my
memory to be around so many others, though there’ s nothing redlly familiar about them.”

“What do you remember?’

“Not much. Flashes of scenery, conversations. But once | did remember something concrete. | think it
had to do with my work, my profession. I’ll show you.”

She squatted, smoothed a patch of sand, and began tracing adesign. Aswith al her actions, thisone
was quick and complicated; she used three fingers of each hand, moving them in contrary directions,
adding asquiggle here, agtraight line there, until the design looked like a cross between amandalaand a
printed circuit. Watching it evolve, | was overcome by afeding of peace, not the drowsiness of
hypnotism, but a powerful, enlivening sensation that aerted meto the peacefulness around me. The
soughing of the pams, the lapping of the water, the stillness of the reef -- it waslow tide. Thisfeding was
as potent as the effect of a strong drug, and yet it had none of the fuzzinessthat | associate with drugs. By
the time she had finished, | was so wrapped in contentment that al my curiosity had abated -- | was not
even curious about the design -- and | put aside for the moment the idea of recording her. We strolled
eastward along the beach without talking, past Sarah’s Store and The Chicken Shack, taking in the
sghts. Thetin roofs of the shanties gleamed under the moonlight, and, their imperfections hidden by the
darkness, the shanties themselves looked quaint and cozy. Shadows were dancing behind the curtains,
soft reggae drifted on the breeze. Peace. When | finally broke the silence, it was not out of curiosity but
in the spirit of that peace, of friendship.

“What about Ray?’ | asked. “Hewasin pretty rough shape when | visited him the other afternoon.”

“He s better off than hewould be dsawhere,” she said. “Camer, steadier.”

“But he can’t be happy.”

“Maybe not,” shesaid. “But inaway I’'m what he was always seeking, even before he began to
deteriorate. He actually thinks of mein romantic terms.” Shelaughed -- atrilling note. “I’'m very happy
with him mysdlf. I’ ve never had ahost with so few defects”

We were drawing near the New Byzantine Church of the Archangd, asmall white-frame building set
back from the shore. This being Friday, it had been turned into amovie theater. The light above the door
illuminated a gaudy poster that had been inserted into the glass case normally displaying the subject of the
sermon; the poster showed two bloodstained Chinese men fighting with curved knives. Severd teenagers
were slhouetted by the light, practicing martid-art kicks beside the steps -- like stick figures cometo life
-- and agroup of men was watching them, passing a bottle. One of the men detached himself from the
group and headed toward us. Jmmy Mullins.

“Mr. Milliken!” he shouted. “Dis de owner of de Buryin' Ground wantin’ to spesk with you!”

Cassiopeiaspun on her hed and went wading out into the water. Infuriated, Mullinsran after her, and
-- mysdf infuriated at the interruption, this breach of peace -- | stuck out afoot and tripped him. | threw
myself on top of him, trying for apin, but he was stronger than | had supposed. Hewrenched an arm
loose, stunned me with ablow to the head, and wriggled free. | clamped my arms around hisleg, and he
dragged medong, ydling at Cassopeia

“Pay me my money, bastard!”

“I'll pay you!” | said out of desperation.

It might have been amagic spell that | had pronounced. He quit dragging me; | clung to hisleg with
one hand, and with the other | wiped a crust of mucky sand from my mouth.

“Yougoin' to pay methreethousand lemps?’ he said in atone of disbelief.



It occurred to methat he had not expected the entire amount, that he had only been hoping for a
nuisance payment. But | was committed. Fifteen hundred dollars was no trifle to me, but | might be able
to recoup it from Ray, and if not, well, | could make it up by forgoing my Chrigmastrip to the States. |
pulled out my wallet and handed Mullinsal the bills, about fifty or Sxty lempira.

“That'sdl I'vegot now,” | said, “but I'll get the rest in the morning. Just leave Milliken done.”

Mullins stared at the money in hishand, hislittle snappish eyes blinking rapidly, speechless. | stared
out to sea, searching for asign of Cassiopeia, but found none. Not at first. Then | spotted her, adim,
palefigure standing atop a cora head about fifteen yards from shore. Without taking arunning start, she
legped -- a that distance she looked like awhite splinter being blown through the night -- and landed
upon another coral head some twenty, twenty-five feet away. Before | could absorb the improbability of
the leap, she dived and vanished into the water beyond the reef.

“I be at your house nine 0’ clock sharp,” said Mullinsjoyfully. “ And we go to de bank together. Y ou
not goin’ to be havin' no more gtrife with dis negro!”

But Mullins did not show up the next morning, not a nine o’ clock or ten or eeven. | asked around
and heard that he had been drinking in Spanish Harbor; he had probably forgotten the appointment and
passed out beneath some shanty. | drove to the bank, withdrew the money, and returned home. Still no
Mullins. | wandered the beach, hoping to find him, and around three 0’ clock | ran into Hettie at Sarah’'s
Store.

“Jmmy he never home of a Saturday,” shetold meruefully.

| considered giving her the money, but | suspected that she would not tell Mullins, would useit for the
children, and though thiswould be an admirable use, | doubted that it would please Mullins. Twilight fell,
and my patience was exhausted. | |eft amessage for Mullins with Elizabeth, stashed the money in atrunk,
and headed for the Burying Ground.

After mooring the dory, | switched on the recorder and secreted it in my pack. My investigative zed
of the previous day had been reborn, and not even the desolation of Port Ezekiel could dim my spirits. |
had solved the ultimate problem of theretiree; | had come up with a project that was not only
time-consuming but perhaps had some importance. And now that Mullins had been taken care of,
nothing would interfere.

Cassopeiawas Stting beneath the shelter when | reached the clearing, aslvery star of moonlight
shifting across her face from aragged hole in the thatch. She pointed to my pack and asked, “What's
that?’

“The pack?’ | said innocently.

“Ingdeit.”

| knew she meant the recorder. | showed it to her and said, “1 want to document your story.”

She snatched it from me and dung it into the bushes.

“You'reastupid man, Frank,” she said. “What do you suppose would happen if you played a
recording of me for someone? They' d say it was an interesting form of insanity, and if they could profit,
or if they were driven by misguided compassion, they’ d send me away for treatment. And that would be
thet.”

For along while afterward she would not talk to me. Clouds were passing across the moon, gradualy
thinning, so that each time the light brightened it was brighter than the time before, asif the clearing were
being dipped repeatedly into a stream and washed free of agrimy film. Cassiopelasat brooding over her
gameboard. Having grown somewhat accustomed to her, to that strong female presence, | was beginning
to be able to detect her changesin mood. And they were rapid changes, fluctuating every few seconds



between hostility and sadness. | recalled her telling me that she was probably mad; | had taken the
statement to be an expression of gloom, but now | wondered if any creature whose moods shifted with
such rapidity could be judged sane. Nonetheless, | was about to ask her to continue her story when |
heard an outboard motor, and, moments after it had been shut off, aman’s voice shouting, “Mr.
Milliken!”

It was Immy Mullins.

A woman'’ svoice shrilled, unintelligible, and there was a crash asif someone had falen; asecond later
Mullins pushed into the clearing. Hettie was clinging to hisarm, restraining him; but on seeing us, he
cuffed her to the ground and staggered forward. His town clothes were matted with filth and damp. Two
other men crowded up behind Hettie. They were both younger than Mullins, douching, dressed in rags
and sporting natty dreads. One held arum bottle, and the second, the tdler, carried amachete.

“Y ou owe me three thousand lemps!” said Mullinsto Cassiopeia; hishead lolled back, and slver dots
of moonlight flared in hiseyes.

“Sick of dis'Y ankee domination,” said thetaler men; hegiggled. “Ain't det right, Immy?’

“Jmmy,” | said. “We had abargain.”

Mullins said nothing, hisface amask of sodden fury; he teetered on the edge of the trench, unaware
of the snakes.

“Tired of disexploitation,” said the man, and hisfriend, who had been taking apull from the bottle,
elbowed him glesfully and said, “Dat pretty dick, mon! Listen up.” He snapped hisfingersin areggee
tempo and sang in aswest, tremulous voice:

“Sck of dis Yankee domination,
Oh yea -- aa-ay,
Tired of dis exploitation...”

The scenario was clear -- these two had encountered the drunken Mullinsin abar, listened to the
story of hiswindfal, and, thinking that he was being had, hoping to gain by it, they had egged him into this
confrontation.

“Dismy land, andyou ain't lega onit,” said Mullins.

“What about our bargain, immy?’ | asked. “The money’ s back at the house.”

He was tempted, but drunkenness and palitics had infected his pride. “1 ain't no beggar,” he said. “I
wantswhat’ smine, and dis mon’s money mine.” He bent down and picked up one of the conch shells
that were lying about; he curled hisfingers around the inner curve of the shell -- it fit over hishand like the
spiked glove of agladiator. He took avicious swipein our direction, and it whooshed through the air.

Cassopeialet out ahissing breath.

It was very tensein the clearing. The two men were watching Mullinswith new respect, new
dertness, no longer joking. Even in the hands of afool, conch shells were serious business; they had a
ritual potency. Cass opelawas deadpan, measuring Mullins. Her anger washed over me -- | gauged it to
be less anger than a cold disapproval, the cdiber of emotion one experiencesin reaction to anasty child.
But | wasready to interveneif her mood should escalate. Mullinswas a coward at heart, and | thought
that he would go to the brink but no further. | edged forward, halfway between them. My mouth was
dry.

“I goin’ to bash you smple, and you not pay me,” said Mullins, crossing over the trench.

“Listen, Jmmy...” | said, raising the voice of reason.

Cassiopeialunged for him. | threw my arms around her, and Mullins, panicked, seeing her
disadvantage, swung the shell. She heaved me aside with ashrug and tried to dip the punch. But | had
hampered her just enough. The shell glanced off her shoulder. She gave acawing guttura screech that
scraped anail down the date of my spine, and clutched at the wound.

“Seedere” said Mullinsto hisfriends, triumphant. “Dis negro take care of he own.” He went redling
back over the trench, nearly tripping, and in righting himself, he caught sight of the snakes. It would have



been impossible not to see them -- they were thrusting frenziedly at the wire. Mullins sjaw fdll, and he
backed away. One of the rocks was didodged from the screen. The snakes began to dither out, writing
rippling black figures on the dirt and vanishing into the litter, rustling the dead fronds.

“Oh, Jmmy!” Hettie held out ahand to him. “Have acarel”

Cassiopeiagave another of those chilling screeches and lowered into a crouch. Her torso swaying,
her hands hooked. The flesh of her |eft shoulder was torn, and blood webbed her arm, dripping from her
fingertips, giving them the look of claws. She stepped across the trench after Mullins. Without warning,
thetaller of the two men sprinted toward her, his machete raised. Cassiopeia caught hiswrist and flipped
him one-handed into the trench as easily as she might have tossed away an empty bottle.

Therewere still snakesin the trench.

They struck at hisarms, hislegs, and he thrashed about wildly, crying out; but one must have hit a
vein, for the cry was sheared off. His limbs beat atattoo againgt the dirt, hiseyesrolled up. Siversof iris
peeped beneath thelids. A tiny coralito hung like atassel from his cheek, and aydlowjaw was coiling
around histhroat; itsflat head poked from the spikes of his hair. | heard a squawk, a sharp crack, and
looked to the center of the clearing. The second man was crumpled at Cassiopeia sfeet, his neck
broken. Dark blood poured from his mouth, puddling under his jaw.

“Mr. Milliken,” said Mullins, backing, hisbravado gone. “1 goin’ to make thingsright. Hettie shefix
dat little scrape...”

He stumbled, and as he flung out an arm for balance, Cassiopeialegped toward him, going impossibly
high. It was a gorgeous movement, as smooth asthe arc of adiver but more complex. She maintained a
crouch in midair, and passing close to Mullins, she plucked the conch shell from hiswaving hand, fitted it
to her own, and spun round to face him -- al before she had landed.

Hettie began to scream. Short, piercing shrieks, asif she were being stabbed over and over.

Mullinsran for the brush, but Cassiopeia darted ahead of him and blocked his path. She was smiling.
Again Mullinsran, and again she cut him off, keeping low, flowing acrossthe ground. Again and again
shelet him run, offering him hope and dashing it, harrying him thisway and that. The wind had increased,
and clouds were racing overhead, strobing the moonlight; the clearing seemed to be spinning, a carousdl
of glare and shadow, and Hetti€' s screams were keeping time with the spin. Mullins slegs grew rubbery,
he weaved back and forth, hisarmswindmilling, and at |ast he collapsed in ahegp of fronds. Almost
ingtantly he scrambled to hisknees, ydling and tearing loose a snake that had been hanging from his
wrig.

A coralito, | think.

“Ah!” hesad. “Ah... ah!”

His stare lanced into my eyes, freezing me with its hopelessness, adant of light grazed hisforeheed,
shining his swest to slver beads.

Cassiopeiawalked over and grabbed a handful of his shirtfront, hoisting him up until hisfeet were
dangling. He kicked feebly and made a piteous bubbling noise. Then she drove the conch shell into his
face. Once. Twice. Threetimes. Each blow splintered bone and sent a spray of blood flying. Hettie's
scream became awail. After the final blow, a spasm passed through Mullins s body -- it looked too
inconsequentia to be death.

| was dimly aware that Hettie had stopped screaming, that the outboard motor had been started, but |
was trandfixed. Cassopeiawas ill holding Mullinsdoft, asif admiring her handiwork. His head glistened
black in the moonlight, featureless and oddly misshapen. At least a minute went by before she dropped
him. The thump of the body broke the spell that the scene had cast. | eased toward the brush.

“You can leave, Frank,” shesaid. “I won't kill you.”

| was giddy with fear, and | almost laughed. She did not turn but cocked an eye at me over her
shoulder -- amenacing posture. | was afraid that if | tried to leave she would hunt me through the brush.

“lIwon't kill you,” she said again. She lowered her head, and | could fedl her despair, her shame; it
acted to lessen my fear.

“The soldierswill becoming,” | said.



Shewassilent, motionless.

“Y ou should make the exchange with Ray.”

| was horrified by what she had done, but | wanted her to live. Insane or not, she wastoo rare to lose
-- avoice of mystery in dl thisordinary matter.

“Nomore.” Shesaditinagrimwhisper. “1 know it’s much to ask, Frank, but will you keep me
company?’

“What are you going to do?’

“Nothing. Walt for the soldiers.” She ingpected her wound; the blood had quit flowing. “And if they
don’'t come before dawn, I’ [l watch the sunrise. I’ ve ways been curious abouit it.”

She scarcely said aword the rest of the night. We went down to the shore and sat beside atangle of
mangrove. | tried to convince her to survive, but she warded off every argument with adashing gesture.
Toward dawn, asthefirst gray appeared in the east, she had aconvulsion, abrief flailing of the limbs that
sretched her out flat. Dawn comes swiftly on the water, and by the time she had regained consciousness,
pink streekswereinfiltrating the gray.

“Make the exchange,” | urged her. “It'snot too late, isit?’

Sheignored me. Her eyes were fixed on the horizon, where the rim of the solar disc was edging up;
the seareflected arippling path of crimson and purple leading away from it, and the bottoms of the
clouds were dyed these same colors.

Ten minutes later she had amore severe convulsion. This one left afroth of bloody bubbles rimming
her nogtrils. She groped for my hand, and as she squeezed it, | felt my bones grinding together. My
emotions were grinding together as well; my stuation -- like Henry Meachem’s-- was so Smilar to hers.,
Aliensand strangers, al of us, unable to cometo gripswith thismelancholy idand.

Shortly after her third convulsion, | heard an outboard motor. A dory was cutting toward us from the
reef wal; it was not alarge enough craft to be the militia, and asit drew near, | recognized Hatfield
Brooks by his silhouette hunched over thetiller, his natty dreads. He switched off the motor and let the
dory drift until he was about fifty feet away; then he dropped the anchor and picked up arifle that had
been leaning against the front seat. He set the stock to his shoulder.

“Keep clear of dere, Mr. Winship!” he called. “I can’t vouch for de steadiness of my aim.”

Behind him, shafts of light were spearing up through balconies of cloud -- acathedra of asky.

“Don’'t, Hatfidd!” | stepped in front of Cassiopeia, waving my arms. “ She's... he'sdying! There sno
need for it!”

“Keep clear!” he shouted. “ De mon have killed Jmmy, and | come for him!”

“Just let him diel”

“Hedon't just let Jmmy die! Hettie been sayin’ how dat crazy mon batter him!” He braced himself in
the stern and took aim.

With ahoarse sigh, Cassiopeiaclimbed to her feet. | caught her wrist. Her skin was burning hot, her
pulse drummed. Nervestwitched at the corners of her eyes, and one of the pupils was twice the sze of
the other. It was Ray’ sface | was seeing in that dawn light -- hollow-cheeked, dirt-smeared, haggard;
but even then | saw a deeker shape beneath. She peded my fingers off her wrist.

“Goodbye, Frank,” she said; she pushed me away and ran toward Hatfield.

Ran!

The water was waist-deep al the way to the reef, yet she knifed through it asif it were nothing,
plowing awake like the hull of a speedboat. It was a more disturbing sight than her destruction of Mullins
had been. Thoroughly inhuman. Hatfied' sfirst shot struck her in the chest and barely dowed her. She



was twenty feet from the dory when the second shot hit, and that knocked her sideways, clawing at her
stomach. Thethird drilled ajet of blood from her shoulder, driving her back; but she came forward again.
One plodding step after another, shaking her head with pain. Four, five, Six. Hatfield kept squeezing off
the rounds, and | was screaming for him to finish her -- each shot was ahammerblow that shivered loose
anew scream. An arm’ slength from the dory, she sank to her knees and grabbed the ked, rocking it
violently. Hatfield bounced side to side, unable to bring therifle to bear. It discharged twice. Wild misses
aimed at the sky, the trees.

And then, her head thrown back, arms upflung, Cassiopeialeaped out of the water.

Out of theworld.

| am not sure whether she meant to kill Hatfield or if thiswas just alast expression of physicality --
whatever her intent, she went so high that it was more aflight than aleap. Surrounded by ahalo of fiery
drops, twisting above the dory, her chest striped with blood, she seemed a creation of somevisionary’s
imagination, bursting from ajeweed egg and being drawn gracefully into the heavens. But at the peak of
the leap, she came dl digointed and fell, disgppearing in asplash. Moments later, she floated up -- face
downward -- and began to drift away. The sound of the reef faded in asteady, soothing hiss. The body
spun dowly on the tide; the patch of water around it was stained gold and purple, asif the wounds were
leaking the colors of sunrise.

Hatfield and | stared at each other across the distance. He did not lower the rifle. Strangely enough, |
was not afraid. | had come to the same conclusion as Cassiopeia, the knowledge that the years could
only declinefrom this point onward. | felt ready to die. The soft crush of waves building louder and
louder on the reef, the body drifting leisurely toward shore, the black snaky-haired figure bobbing in his
little boat against the enormous flag of the sunburst -- it was a perfect medium for desth. Thewhole
world was stegped in it. But Hatfield laid the rifle down. He haf-raised his hand to me -- an aborted
saute or farewd | -- and held the pose a second or two; he must have recognized the futility of any
gesture, for he ducked his head then and fired up the motor, leaving me to take charge of the dead.

The authorities were unable to contact Ray’ sfamily. It may be that he had none; he had never spoken
of them. Thelocal cemetery refused his remains -- too many Brookses and Mullinses under the soil; and
S0, as was appropriate, hewaslaid to rest beside Ezekiel and Carl on the Burying Ground. Hatfield fled
off-idand and worked his passage to Miami; though heis till considered something of ahero, thetide of
anti-Americanism ebbed -- it was asif Ray had been a surrogate for the mercenaries and devel opment
bankers who had raped the idand over the years. Once more there were friendly greetings, smiling faces,
and contented shrimp-workers. Asfor me, | married Elizabeth. | have no illusions about the relationship;
in retrogpect, it seems a self-destructive move. But | was shaken, haunted. If | had not committed my
stupidity with the recorder, if | had not thrown my arms around Cassiopeia, would she have been ableto
control her anger? Would she merely have disarmed Mullins? | needed the bitter enchantment of a
marriage to ground mysdlf in the world again, to obscure the answers to these questions, to blur the
meaning of these events.

And what wastheir meaning?

Wasthisatraveler’ stae like none other, aweaving together of starships and pirates, madmen and
ghodgts, into the history of an alien being and a sorry plot of mangrove? Or wasit Smply an extraordinary
ingance of psychogs, alabyrinthine judtification for ayoung man’slack of inner strength?

I have no proof that would be measurable by any scientific rule, though | can offer onethat is purdy
Guanojan and therefore open to interpretation -- what was seen might have been an actual event or the
shade of such an event, or it might have been the relic of awish powerful enough to outlast the brain that



conceived it. Witness the testimony of Donald Ebanks, afisherman, who put in at night to the Burying
Ground for repairs several months after Cassiopeid s death. | heard him tell the story at The Chicken
Shack, and snceit was only the third retelling, Snce he had only downed two rums; it had not changed
character much fromthe origind.

“I tinkerin’ wit defud line,” he said, “when of a sudden dere’ s de sound of wind, and yet dereain’t
nowindtofed. | 'waredat disde duppy sign, but | ain’t fearful * cause my mother shetake meto
Escuilpas as a child and have de Black Virgin blessme. After dat no duppy can do me harm. Still, |
wary. | turn and dere dey is. Two of dem, bot’ shinin’” pale white wit dat duppy glow dat don’t ’low you
to see deretrut’ ful colors. One were Ray Milliken, and de other... God! | fall back in de boat to seeit.
Defacean't not’ ing but teeth and eyes, and dere’ safringe 'round de head like de fringe of de anemone
-- sngppin’ and twistin'. And tall! Disduppy mus' be two foot taller dan Ray. Skinny-tall. Wearin'
somet’ing dat fit tight to it frame neck-to-toe, and shine even brighter dan de glow 'round dere bodies.
Now Ray he smile and come a step to me, but dis other cotch he arm and’ pear to be scoldin’ him. 1t
point behind dem, and dere, right whereit pointin’, some of de glow clear aspot, and de spot growin’
wider and wider to acircle, and t'rough decirclel’m seein’ creepers, trees... solid jungle like dey gotsin
Miskitia. Ray have afretful look on heface, but he shrug and dey walks off into de circle. Not walkin’
proper, you understand. Dey dwindlin’, and de wind dwindlin’ wit dem. See, dey not travelin’ over de
Buryin’ Ground but ’ pon duppy roads dat draws dem quick from de world, and dey jus dwindlin’ and
dwindlin’ 'til dey’snot’ing but aspeck of gleam and awhisper of wind. Den dey gone. Gone for good
wasdefedin’ | got. But where, | cannot tell you.”

Mengele
First published in Universe 15, edited by Terry Carr, Doubleday, 1985.

During the Vietham War | served as an aerid scout, piloting a single-engine Cessnalow above the
jungles, spotting targets for the F-16s. It was not nearly so dangerous as it sounds; the VC preferred to
risk the dim chance of being spotted rather than giving away their positions by shooting me down, and
most of my flights were made in an atmosphere of relative peace and quiet. | had aways been aloner,
perhaps even abit of amisanthrope, and after my tour was up, after returning to the States, | found these
attitudes had hardened. War had either colored my perceptions or dropped the scales from my eyes, for
everywhere| went | noticed agreat dissolution. In the combat zones and shooting galeries, inthe
bombed-looking digtricts of urban decay, in the violent music and the cities teeming with derdlicts and
burned-out children, | saw reflected the energies that had created Vietnam; and it occurred to methat in
our culture war and peace had virtually the same effects. The Wes, it seemed, wastruly in decline. | was
lessin sympathy with those who preached socia reform than with the wild-eyed street evangdistswho
proclaimed the last days and the triumph of evil. Y et evil struck me then astoo emotiona and
unsophisticated aterm, redolent of swarming demons and medieva plagues, and | preferred to think of it
asagpiritua malaise. No matter what labd was given to the affliction, though, | wanted no part of it. |
cameto think of my wartime experiences, the clean minimalism of my solo flights, asanidyll, and thus|
entered into the business of ferrying smal planes (Phelan’s Air Pherry | called it, until | smartened up).

My disposition to the businesswas similar to that of someone who isfaced with the prospect of
crossing apuddletoo large to leap; he must plot a course between the shallow spots and then skip on
tiptoe from point to point, landing aslightly as possiblein order to avoid a contaminating splash. It was
my intent to soar above decay, to touch down only in those places as yet unspoiled. Some of the planes|
ferried carried cargoes, which | did not rigorously inspect; others| ddlivered to their owners, however far



away their homes. Thefarther away the better, to my mind. By my reckoning | have spent fifteen months
in propeller-driven aircraft over water, agood portion of this over the North Atlantic; and so, when | was
offered asubgtantia feeto pilot atwin-engine Beecheraft from Miami to Asuncion, the capital of
Paraguay, it hardly posed a challenge.

From the outset, though, the flight proved to be anything but unchalenging: The Beechcraft wasa
lemon. The right wing shimmied, theinsde of the cabin raitled like an old jalopy, and the radio was
congtantly on the fritz, giving up the ghost once and for al as| crossed into Paraguayan airspace. | had to
set down in Guayaquil for repairsto the eectrical system, and then, as| was passing over the Gran
Chaco -- the great forest that sprawls across western Paraguay, awilderness of rumpled, dark green hills
-- the engines died.

In thosefirst seconds of pure silence before the weight of the world dragged me down and thewind
began ripping past, | experienced an exhilaration, an irrational confidence that God had chosen to make
an exception of me and had repedled the law of gravity, that | would float the rest of the way to
Asuncion. But asthe nose of the plane tipped earthward and a chill fanned out from my groin, | shook off
this notion and arted fighting for my life. A river -- the Pilcomayo -- was glinting sllver among the hills
severa milesto my left; | banked into aglide and headed toward it. Under ordinary conditions | would
have had time to pick an optimal stretch of water, but the Beechcraft was an even worse glider than
arrplane, and | had to settle for the nearest likely spot: afairly straight section enclosed by steep piney
dopes. As| flashed between the dopes, | caught sight of black-roofed cottages along the shore, amuch
larger house looming on the crest. Then | smacked down, skipping like astone for at least a hundred
yards. | felt thetall lift, and everything became a sickening whirl of dark green and glare, and the hard
dlver light of theriver came up to shatter the windshield.

| must have regained consciousness shortly after the crash, for | recall aface peering in at me. There
was something malformed about the face, some wrongness of hue and shape, but | was too dizzy to see
clearly. | tried to spesk, managed a croak, and just this dight effort caused me to lose consciousness
again. Thenext thing | recal iswaking in ahigh-cellinged room whose sizeled meto believe that | was
ingdethe large house | had noticed atop the dope. My head ached fiercely, and when | put ahand to my
brow | found it to be bandaged. As soon as the aching had diminished, | sat up and looked around. The
decor of the room had arectitude that would have been appropriate to a mausoleum. Thewallsand
floorswere of gray marble inscribed by veins of deeper gray; the door -- afeatureless rectangle of ebony
-- was flanked by two black wooden chairs; the bed itself was spread with ablack silk coverlet. |
assumed the drapes overhanging the window to be black aso, but on closer inspection | discovered that
they were woven of acloth that under variousintengties of light displayed many colors of darkness.
These were the only furnishings. Carefully, because | was till dizzy, | walked to the window and pulled
back the drapes. Scattered among the pines below were a dozen or so black roofs -- tile, they were --
and ahandful of people were visible on the paths between them. Therewas aterrible, dow
awkwardness to their movements that brought to mind the malformed face | had seen earlier, and a
nervousthrill ran across the muscles of my shoulders. Farther down the dope the pines grew more
thickly, obscuring the wreckage of the plane, though patches of shining water showed through the
boughs.

I heard aclick behind me, and turning | saw an old man in the doorway. He was leaning on a cane,
wearing aloose gray shirt that buttoned high about histhroat, and dark trousers -- apparently of the same
materid asthe drapes; he was so hunched that it was only with great difficulty he was ableto lift hiseyes
from thefloor (an infirmity, hetold me later, that had led to hisacquiring an interest in entomology). He
was bald, his scalp mottled like abird’ s egg, and when he spoke the creakiness of his voice could not
disguise athick German accent.

“I’'m pleased to see you up and about, Mr. Phelan,” he said, indicating by agesture that | should sit
on the bed.

“I takeit | have you to thank for this,” | said, pointing to my bandage. “I’'m very grateful, Mr....7"

“Youmay cal meDr. Mengele.” He shuffled toward me at asnail’ s pace. “1 have of course learned



your name from your papers. They will be returned to you.”

The name Mengele, which had the sound of adull bell ringing, wasfamiliar; but | was neither Jewish
nor astudent of history, and it was not until after he had examined me, pronouncing mefit, that | began to
put together the name and the facts of his age, hisaccent, and his presence in this remote Paraguayan
village. Then | remembered a photograph | had seen asachild: A fleshy, smiling man with dark hair cut
high above his ears was standing beside a surgical table, where lay ayoung woman, her torso draped by
ashest; her legs were exposed, and from the calves down al the flesh had been removed, leaving the
skeleton protruding from the bloody casings of her knees. Josef Mengele in his surgery at Auschwitz
had read the caption. That photograph had had quite an effect on me, because of its horrific detail and
also because | had not understood what scientific purpose could have been served by this sort of
muitilation. | stared at the old man, trying to match hisface with the smiling, fleshy one, trying to fed the
emanation of evil; but he waswithered and shrunken to the point of anonymity, and the only impression |
received from him was of an enormous vitdity, aforceful physica glow such asmight have accrued to a
hedthy young man.

“Mengdle” | said. “Not...”

“Yes yed” hesaid impatiently. “ That Mengele. The mad doctor of the Third Reich. The monster, the
sdig.”

| wasrepelled, and yet | did not fedl outrage as| might have, had | been Jewish. | had been bornin
1948, and the terrors of World War 11, the concentration camps, Mengel€ s hideous pseudoscientific
experiments, they had the redlity of vampire moviesfor me. | was curious, intensely so, in theway achild
becomes fascinated with a crawling thing he has turned up from beneath astone: Heisinclined to crushit,
but morelikely to watch it ooze along.

“Comewith me,” said Mengedle, shuffling toward the door. “1 can offer you dinner, but afterward I'm
afraid you must leave. We have but one law here, and that isthat no stranger may pass the night within
our borders.” | had not observed any roads |leading away from the village, and when | asked if | might
have use of aradio, he laughed. “We have no communication with the outsde world. We are
sf-aufficient here. None of the villagers ever leave, and rarely do we have visitors. Y ou will haveto
make your way as best you can.”

“Areyou saying I'll havetowak?’ | asked.

“Y ou have no choice. If you head south along theriver, some twenty or twenty-five kilometers, you
will reach another village, and there you will find aradio.”

The prospect of being thrown out into the Gran Chaco made me even less eager for his company, but
if I was going on atwenty-five-kilometer hike | needed food. His pace was so dow that our walk to the
dining room effectively condtituted atour of the house. He talked as we went, telling me -- surprisingly
enough -- of his conversion to Nazism (Nationa Socidism, hetermed it) and hiswork at the camps.
Whenever | asked a question he would pause, his expression would go blank, and after amoment he
would pose acomplicated answer. | had the idea that his answers were prerehearsed, that he had long
ago anticipated every possible question and during those pauses he was rummeaging through afile. In truth
| only half-listened to him, being disconcerted by the house. It seemed less a house than ableak mental
landscape, and though | was accompanied by the man whose mind it no doubt reflected, | felt imperiled,
out of my element. We passed room after room of gray marble and black furnishingsidentical to those |
have dready noted, but with an occasiona variant: a pedestal supporting nothing but an obsidian surface;
abookshelf containing rows of black volumes; a carpet of so lusterless and deep ablack that it looked to
be an opening into some negative dimension. The slence added to my sense of endangerment, and aswe
entered the dining room, a huge marble cdll distinguished from the other rooms by along ebony table and
aniron chandelier, | forced mysdf to pay attention to him, hoping the sound of his voice would steedy my
nerves. He had been tdling me, | redized, about hisflight from Germany.

“It hardly fdt like an escape,” he said. “It had more the air of avacation. Packing, hurried goodbyes,
and as soon as | reached Italy and met my Vatican contact, it al became quite relaxing. Good dinners,
finewines, and a last aleisurdly seavoyage.” He seated himsdlf a one end of the table and rang asmall



black bell: It had been muffled in some way and barely produced anote. 1t will be severa minutes
before you are served, | fear,” hewent on. “1 did not know when you would be sufficiently recovered to

| took a seet at the opposite end of the table. The strangeness of the environment, meeting Mengele,
and now hisreminiscences, al coming on the hedls of my crash... it had left me fuddled. | fdt asif | were
phasing in and out of existence; a one moment | would be aert, intent upon hiswords, and the next |
would be wrapped in vagueness and staring at the walls. The veins of the marble appeared to be
writhing, spelling out messagesin an archaic script.

“Thishouse,” | said suddenly, interrupting him. “Why isit likeit is? It doesn't ssem aplaceinwhich a
man -- even one with your history -- would chooseto live.”

Again, that momentary blankness. “I believe you may well be akindred spirit, Mr. Phelan,” he said,
and smiled. “ Only one other has asked that particular question, and though he did not understand my
answer at first, he came to understand it as you may someday.” He cleared histhroat. “Y ou see, severd
years after | had settled in Paraguay | underwent acrisis of conscience. Not that | had regrets concerning
my actions during the war. Oh, | had nightmares now and again, but no more than such as cometo every
man. No, | had faith in my work, despite the fact that it had been countenanced as evil, and asit turned
out, that work proved to be the foundation of consequential discoveries. But perhaps, | thought, it was
evil. If thiswerethe case, | fredy admitted toiit... and yet | had never seen mysdf asan evil man. Only a
committed one. And now the focus of my commitment -- Nationd Socialism -- had failed. It was
inconceivable to me, though, that the principles underlying it had failed, and | came to the conclusion that
thefailure could probably be laid to amisapprehension of those principles. Things had happened too fast
for us. We had aways been in ahurry, overborne by the needs of the country; we had been too
pressured to act coherently, and the movement had become less ardligion than a church. Empty,
pompous ritud had taken the place of contemplated action. But now | had no pressure and dl thetimein
theworld, and | set out to understand the nature of evil.”

He sighed and drummed his fingers on thetable. “1t was adow process. Y ears of study, reading
philosophy and natura history and cabaistic works, anything that might have a bearing on the subject.
Andwhenfinadly | did understand, | was amazed that | had not done so sooner. It was obvious! Evil was
not -- asit had been depicted for centuries -- the tool of chaos. Creation was the chaotic force. Why,
you can seethistruth in every mechanism of the naturd world, in the clouds of pollen, the swvarms of flies,
the migrations of birds. Thereis precison in those events, but they are nonetheless chaotic. Their
precison isone born of overabundance, amillion pellets shot and severa dozen hitting the mark. No, evil
was not chaotic. It was smplicity, it was system, it was the severing stroke of aknife. And most of al, it
was inevitable. The entropic resolution of good, the utter smplification of the creative. Hitler had dways
known this, and National Socialism had aways embodied it. What werethe blitzkrieg and the
concentration campsif not tactical expressons of that smplicity? What isthis houseif not its esthetic
employment?’ Mengele smiled, gpparently amused by something he saw written on my face. “This
understanding of mine may not strike you as revelatory, yet once | did understand everything | had been
doing, al my researches began to succeed whereas previoudy they had failed. By understanding, of
course, | do not mean that | merely acknowledged the principle. | absorbed it, | dissolvedinit, | letitrule
me like magic. | understood!”

| am not surewhat | might have said -- | was revolted by the depth of his madness, hisiniquity -- but
at that moment he turned to the door and said, “Ah! Y our dinner.” A man dressed in the same manner as
Mengele was shuffling across the room, carrying atray. | barely glanced at him, intent upon my host. The
man moved behind my chair and, leaning in over my shoulder, began to lay down plates and slverware.
Then | noticed his hand. The skin was ashen gray, the fingers knobbly and unnaturaly long -- the fingers
of ademon -- and the nails were figured by half-moons of dead white. Startled, | looked up a him.

He had amost finished setting my place, and | doubt | stared at him for more than afew seconds, but
those seconds passed as dowly as drops of water welling from aleaky tap. Hisface had ahorrid
smplicity that echoed the decor of the house. His mouth was alipless dit, his eyes narrow black ovals,



hisnose adight swelling perforated by two nest holes; he was bald, his skull eongated, and each time he
inclined hishead | could see aridge of bone bisecting the scalp like the sagittal crest of alizard. All his
movements had that awful downess| had observed in the people of thevillage. | wanted to fling myself
away from the table, but | maintained control and waited until he had gone before | spoke.

“My God!” | said. “What' swrong with him?”

Mengele pursed hislipsin disgpproval. “The deformed are ever with us, Mr. Phelan. Surely you have
seenworsein your time.”

“Yes, but...”

“Tell meof aninstance.” He leaned forward, eager to hear.

| was nonplused, but | told him how one night in New Y ork City -- my home -- | had been walking in
the East Village when aman had come toward me from the opposite corner; his collar had been turned
up, hischin tucked in, so that most of hisface was obscured; yet as he had passed, the flare of the
dreetlight had revealed agrimacing mouth set vertically just beneath his cheekbone, complete with tiny
teeth. | had not been ableto tell if he had in addition anorma mouth, and over the years| had grown
uncertain asto whether or not it had been ahalucination. Mengele was delighted and asked me to supply
more descriptive details, asif he planned to add the event to hisfile.

“But your servant,” | asked. “What of him?’

“Merely adecoration,” hesaid. “A creature of my design. The village and the woods abound with
them. No doubt you will encounter afair sampling on your walk aong the Pilcomayo.”

“Your design!” | was enraged. “Y ou made him that way?’

“Y ou cannot have expected my work to have an angdlic character.” Menge e paused, thoughtful.

“Y ou must understand that what you see here, the villagers, the house, everything, isamemoria to my
work. It hasthe reality of one of those glass baublesthat contain wintry rura scenes and when shaken
produce whirling snowstorms. The same actions are repeated over and over, the same effects produced.
Thereisnothing for you to be upset about. The people here are content to serve mein thisfashion. They
understand.” He pointed to the platesin front of me. “Eat, Mr. Phelan. Timeis pressing.”

| looked down at the plates. They were black ceramic. One held agreen salad, and the other dices of
roast beef swvimming in blood. | have dways enjoyed rare beef, but in that place it seemed an obscenity.
Nonetheless, | was hungry, and | ate. And while | did, while Mengele told me of hiswork in genetics--
work that had creasted monstrosities such as his servant -- | determined to kill him. We were natura
enemies, heand |. For though | had no personal scoreto settle, he exulted in the dissolution that | had
spent most of my postwar lifein avoiding. It wastime, | thought, to do more than avoid it. | decided to
take the knifewith which | cut my beef and dash histhroat. Perhaps he would appreciate the smplicity.

“Naturaly,” he said, “the creation of grotesques was not the pinnacle of my achievements. That
pinnacle | reached nine years ago when | discovered ameans of chemically affecting the mechanisms that
underlie gene regulation, specifically those that control cell breakdown and rebuilding.”

Being no scientis, | was not sure what he meant. “Cell breakdown?’ | said. “Areyou...”

“Smply stated,” he said, “1 learned to reverse the process of aging. It may be that | have discovered
the secret of immortality, though it is not yet clear how many treatments the body will accept.”

“If that’ strue, why haven't you treated yourself?’

“Indeed,” he said with achuckle. “Why not?’

There was no doubt in my mind that he was lying about his great triumph, and thislie -- which put into
an even darker perspective the malignancy of hiswork, showing it to be purposeless, serving no end
other than to further the vileness of hisego -- thislie firmed my resolveto kill him. | gripped the knifeand
gtarted to push back my chair; but then adisturbing thought crossed my mind. “Why have you reveded
yourself to me?’ | asked. “ Surely you know that I’ m liable to mention this to someone.”

“Firg, Mr. Phelan, you may never have a chance to mention it; atwenty-five-kilometer walk aong the
Pilcomayo isno Sunday stroll. Second, whom would you tell? The officiddom of this country are my
associates.”

“What about the Isradlis? If they knew of this place, they’ d be swarming al over you.”



“Thelsraglid” Mengele made anoise of disgust. “They would not find me here. Tdl them if you wish.
| will giveyou proof.” He opened adrawer in the end of the table and from it removed an ink bottle and
asheet of paper; he poured afew drops of ink onto the paper, and after amoment pressed his thumb
down to make a print; then he blew on the paper and did it toward me. “ Show that to the Isradlis and tell
them | am not afraid of their reprisas. My work will go on.”

| picked up the paper. “1 suppose you' ve dtered your prints, and thiswill only proveto the Isradlis
that I’m amadman.”

“These fingerprints have not been dtered.”

“Good.” | folded the paper and stuck it into my shirt pocket. Knife in hand, | stood and walked dong
the table toward him. | am certain he knew my intention, yet his bemused expression did not falter; and
when | reached his side helooked mein the eyes. | wanted to say something, pronounce a curse that
would harrow him to Hell; hiscam stare, however, unnerved me. | put my left hand behind hisneck to
steady him and prepared to draw the blade across hisjugular. But as| did, he seized my wristina
powerful grip, holding meimmohile. I clubbed him on the brow with my left hand, and his head scarcely
wobbled. Terrified, | tried to wrench free and managed to stagger afew paces away, pulling him after
me. He did not attack; he only laughed and maintained his grip. | battered him again and again, | clawed
at hisface, hisneck, and in so doing | tore the buttons from his shirt. Thetwo halvesfell open, and |
screamed a what | saw.

He flung meto the floor and shrugged off the torn shirt. | was transfixed. Though he was still hunched,
his torso was smooth-skinned and powerfully muscled, the torso of ayoung man from which awithered
neck had sprouted; hisarms, too, bulged with muscle and evolved into gnarled, liver-spotted hands.
Therewas no trace of surgica scarring; the skin flowed from youth to old age in the way atributary
changes color upon merging with the mainstream. “Why not?’” he had answered when | asked why he did
not avall himsdlf of histreatments. Of course he had, and -- in keeping with hiswarped sengbilities-- he
had transformed himsdlf into amonster. The sight of that shrunken face perched atop ayouthful body
was enough to shred the last of my rationdity. Ablaze with fear, | scrambled to my feet and ran from the
room, bursting through the main doors and down the piney dope, with Mengel€ slaughter echoing
behind.

Night had fallen, athree-quarter moon rode high, and as | plunged aong the path toward theriver, in
the dantsof glvery light piercing the boughs | saw the villagers standing by the doors of their cottages.
Some moved after me, stretching out their arms... whether in supplication or aggression, | was unable to
tell. | did not stop to take note of their particular deformities, but glimpsed oblate heads, strangely
configured hands, great bruised-looking eyes that seemed patches of velvet woven into their skinsrather
than organs with humors and capillaries. Breath shrieked in my throat as| zigzagged among them, euding
their duggish attempts to touch me. And then | was splashing through the shallows, past the wreckage of
my plane, past those godforsaken dopes, panicked, falling, crawling, sending up silvery sprays of water
that were like shouts, pure expressions of my fear.

Twenty-five kilometers dong the Rio Pilcomayo. Fifteen miles. Twelve hours. No measure could
encompass the terrors of that walk. Mengel€' s creatures did, indeed, abound. Once, while pausing to
catch my bresth, | spotted an owl on abranch that overhung the water. A jet-black owl, its eyes glowing
faintly orange. Once avast bulk heaved up from midstream, just the back of the thing, an expanse of
smooth dark skin: It may have been thirty feet long. Once, at a point where the Pilcomayo fell into a
gorge and | wasforced to go overland, something heavy pursued me through the brush, and at lat,
fearing it more than the rapids, | dove into the river; asthe current bore me off, | saw its huge misshapen



head leaning over the cliff, silhouetted againgt the stars. All around | heard criesthat | did not believe
could issue from an earthly throat. Bubbling screeches, grinding roars, eerie whistles that reminded me of
the keening made by incoming artillery rounds. By thetime reached the village of which Mengele had
spoken, | was incoherent, and | remember little of the flight that carried me to Asuncion.

The authorities questioned me about my accident. | told them my compass had mafunctioned, that |
had no ideawhere | had crashed. | was afraid to mention Mengele. These men were his accomplices,
and besides, if his creatures flourished aong the Pilcomayo, could not some of them be here? What had
he said?“ The deformed are ever with us, Mr. Phelan.” True enough, but snce my experiencesin his
house it seemed | had become sensitized to their presence. | picked them out of crowds, | encountered
them on dtreet corners, | saw the potentia for deformity in every normd face. Even after returning to
New Y ork, every subway ride, every walk, every med out, brought me into contact with men and
women who hid their faces-- dl having the gray city palor -- yet who could not quite disguise some
grotesque disfigurement. | suffered nightmares; | imagined | was being watched. Findly, in hopes of
exorcisng these fears, | went to see an old Jewish man, acolleague of Smon Wiesenthd, the famous
Nazi hunter.

His office in the East Seventies was a picture of clutter, with stacks of papers and foliosteetering on
his desk, overflowing file cabinets. He was as old aman as Mengele had appeared, his forehead tiered
by wrinkles, cadaverous cheeks, weepy brown eyes. | took a seat at the desk and handed him the paper
on which Mengele had made histhumbprint. “1I’d likethisidentified,” | said. “I believeit belongsto Josef
Mengde”

He stared at it amoment, then hobbled over to a cabinet and began shuffling through papers. After
severd minutes he clicked histongue againgt histeeth and came back to the desk. “Where did you get
this?’ he asked with adegree of urgency.

“Doesit match?’

He hesitated. “ Y es, it matches. Now where did you get it?”

Asl| told my story, he leaned back and closed his eyes and nodded thoughtfully, interrupting meto
ask an occasona question. “Wdl,” | said when | had finished. “What are you going to do?’

“I don’'t know. There may be nothing | can do.”

“What do you mean?’ | said, dumbfounded. “I can give you the exact position of the village. Hell, |
can take you there mysdf!”

Helet out aweary sigh. “This’ -- he tapped the paper -- “thisisnot Mengel€' s thumbprint.”

“Hemust havedteredit,” | said, desperate to prove my case. “He isthere! | swear it! If you would
just...” Andthen| redlized something. “Y ou said it matched?”’

The old man’ s face seemed to have sagged further into decay. “ Six years ago a man cameto the
office and told me amost verbatim the story you have told. | thought he was insane and threw him out,
but before he left he thrust a paper a me, one that bore athumbprint. That print matchesyours. But it
does not belong to Mengele.”

“Thenitisproof!” | said excitedly. “Don’'t you see? He may have dtered it, but this provesthat he
exigts, and the existence of the village where he lives.”

“Doeshelivethere?’ he asked. “I'm afraid there is another possibility.”

| was not sure what he meant at first; then | remembered Mengel€' s description of thevillage. “...what
you see here, the villagers, the house, everything, isamemoria to my work. It hasthe redlity of one of
those glass baubles that contain wintry rura scenes and when shaken produce whirling snowstorms.” The
key word was “everything.” | had likened the way he had paused before giving answers to rummaging
through afile, but it was probably more accurate to say he had been recalling amemorized biography. It
had been a stand-in | had met, ayoung man made old or the reverse. Mengele was many years gone
from the village, gone God knows where and in God knows what disguise, doing hiswork. Perhaps he
was once again the fleshy, smiling man whose photograph | had seen asachild.

The old man and | had little else to say to one another. He was anxiousto berid of me; | had, after
al, shed awan light on hisforty years of vengeful labor. | asked if he had an addressfor the other man



who had told him of the village; | thought he done might be able to offer me solace. The old man gaveit
to me-- an addressin the West Twenties -- and promised to initiate an investigation of the village; but |
think we both knew that Mengele had won, that his principle, not ours, was in accord with the times. |
felt hopeless, stunned, and on stepping outside | became aware of Mengel€ svictory in an even more
poignant way.

It was agray, blustery afternoon, afew snowflakes whirling between the drab fagades of the
buildings; the windows were glinting blackly, reflecting opaque diagonds of the sky. Garbage was piled in
the gutters, spilling onto the sdewaks, and wedges of grimy crusted snow clung to the bumpers of the
cars. Hunched against the wind, holding their coat collars closed over their faces, pedestrians struggled
past. What | could see of their expressions was either hateful or angry or worried. It was a perfect
Mengelian day, dl underpinnings visible, everything pared down to ordinary bone; and as| walked aong,
| wondered for how much of it he was directly responsible. Oh, he was somewhere turning out
grotesques, working scientific charms, but | doubted his efforts were essentia to that gray principle
underlying the factory air, the principle he worshiped, whose high priest he was. He had been right.

Good was eroding into evil, bright into dark, abundance into uniformity. Everywhere|l went | saw that
truth reflected. In the Smple shapes and primary colors of the cars, in the mad eyes of the bag ladies, in
the featurdess ky, in the single-minded stares of businessmen. Wewere dl suffering areduction to
smpler forms, adraining of spirit and vitdity.

| walked aimlessly, but | was not surprised to find mysdlf sometime later standing before an
gpartment building in the West Twenties, nor was | any more surprised when shortly thereafter a
particularly gray-looking man came down the steps, his face muffled by ascarf and awool hat pulled low
over hisbrow. He shuffled across the street toward me, unwrapping the scarf. | knew | would be
horrified by hisdeformity, yet | waswilling to accept him, to listen, to hear what comforts deformity
bestowed; because, though | did not understand Mengel€'s principle, though | had not dissolved in it or
let it ruleme, | had acknowledged it and sensed itsinevitability. | could amost detect its dow vibrations
ringing the changes of the world with -- like the syllables of Mengel€ s name -- the sullen, unmusical
timbre of adeadened bell.

TheMan Who Painted the Dragon Griaule
Firgt published in The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, December 1984.

Other than the Schi Callection, Cattanay’s only surviving works are to be found in the
Municipal Gallery at Regensburg, a group of eight oils-on-canvas, most notable among them
being Woman With Oranges. These paintings constitute his portion of a student exhibition hung
some weeks after he had | eft the city of his birth and traveled south to Teocinte, there to present
his proposal to the city fathers; it is unlikely he ever learned of the disposition of hiswork, and
even more unlikely that he was aware of the general critical indifference with which it was
received. Perhaps the most interesting of the group to modern scholars, the most indicative as to
Cattanay’ s later preoccupations, isthe Sdlf-Portrait, painted at the age of twenty-eight, a year
before his departure.

The majority of the canvas is a richly varnished black in which the vague shapes of
floorboards are presented, barely visible. Two irregular slashes of gold cross the blackness, and
within these we can see a section of the artist’ s thin features and the shoulder panel of his shirt.
The perspective given is that we are looking down at the artist, perhaps through a tear in the
roof, and that he islooking up at us, squinting into the light, his mouth distorted by a grimace



born of intense concentration. On first viewing the painting, | was struck by the atmosphere of
tension that radiated fromit. It seemed | was spying upon a man imprisoned within a shadow
having two golden bars, tormented by the possibilities of light beyond the walls. And though this
may be the reaction of the art historian, not the less knowledgeable and therefore more
trustworthy response of the gallery-goer, it also seemed that this imprisonment was self-imposed,
that he could have easily escaped his confine; but that he had realized a feeling of stricture was an
essential fuel to his ambition, and so had chained himself to this arduous and thoroughly
unreasonable chore of perception....

--from Meric Cattanay:
The Politics of Conception
by Reade Holland, Ph.D.

In 1853, in acountry far to the south, in aworld separated from this one by the thinnest margin of
possibility, adragon named Griaule dominated the region of the Carbondes Vdley, afertile area
centering upon the town of Teocinte and renowned for its production of slver, mahogany, and indigo.
Therewere other dragonsin those days, most dwelling on the rocky idands west of Petagonia-- tiny,
irascible creatures, the largest of them no bigger than aswallow. But Griaule was one of the great Beasts
who had ruled an age. Over the centuries he had grown to stand 750 feet high at the midback, and from
thetip of histail to hisnose he was six thousand feet long. (It should be noted here that the growth of
dragons was due not to caloric intake, but to the absorption of energy derived from the passage of time.)
Had it not been for amiscast spdll, Griaule would have died millenniabefore. The wizard entrusted with
the task of daying him -- knowing his own lifewould be forfeited as aresult of the magica backwash --
had experienced alast-second twinge of fear, and, diminished by this ounce of courage, the spell had
flown amorta inch awry. Though the wizard' s whereabouts was unknown, Griaule had remained dive.
His heart had stopped, his breath stilled, but his mind continued to seethe, to send forth the gloomy
vibrationsthat endaved dl who stayed for long within range of hisinfluence.

This dominance of Griaul€ swas an elusive thing. The people of the valey attributed their dour
character to years of living under his mental shadow, yet there were other regiona populations who
maintained a harsh face to the world and had no dragon on which to blame the condition; they also
attributed their frequent raids againgt the neighboring states to Griaul€ s effect, claiming to be a peaceful
folk at heart -- but again, was this not human nature”? Perhaps the most certifiable proof of Griaule's
primacy was the fact that despite astanding offer of afortunein slver to anyone who could kill him, no
one had succeeded. Hundreds of plans had been put forward, and dl had failed, either through inanition
or impracticality. The archives of Teocinte werefilled with schematics for enormous steam-powered
swords and other such improbable devices, and the architects of these plans had every one stayed too
long in the vadley and become part of the disgruntled populace. And so they went on with their lives,
coming and going, aways returning, bound to the valley, until one spring day in 1853, Meric Cattanay
arrived and proposed that the dragon be painted.

Hewas alanky young man with ashock of black hair and a pinched look to his cheeks; he affected
the loose trousers and shirt of a peasant, and waved his arms to make a point. His eyes grew wide when
listening, asif hisbrain were burgting with illumination, and at times he talked incoherently about “the
conceptua statement of death by art.” And though the city fathers could not be sure, though they allowed
for the possihility that he smply had an unfortunate manner, it seemed he was mocking them. All indl, he
was not the sort they were inclined to trust. But, because he had come armed with such awedlth of
diagrams and charts, they were forced to give him serious consideration.

“1 don't believe Griaule will be able to perceive the menacein aprocess as subtle asart,” Meric told
them. “We Il proceed asif we were going to illustrate him, grace his sde with awork of truevison, and
al thewhilewe |l be poisoning him with the paint.”



The city fathers voiced their incredulity, and Meric waited impatiently until they quieted. He did not
enjoy dealing with these worthies. Seated at their long table, sour-faced, a huge smudge of soot on the
wall abovether headslike an ugly thought they were sharing, they reminded him of the Wine Merchants
Association in Regensburg, the time they had regjected his group portrait.

“Paint can be deadly stuff,” he said after their muttering had died down. “Take Vert Veronese, for
example. It' sderived from oxide of chrome and barium. Just awhiff would make you kedl over. But we
have to go about it serioudy, create ared piece of art. If wejust dap paint on his side, he might see
through us”

Thefirst step in the process, he told them, would be to build atower of scaffolding, complete with
hoists and ladders, that would brace against the supraorbital plates above the dragon’s eye; thiswould
provide a direct route to a seven-hundred-foot-square loading platform and base station behind the eye.
He estimated it would take eighty-one thousand board-feet of lumber, and a crew of ninety men should
be able to finish congtruction within five months. Ground crews accompanied by chemists and geologists
would search out limestone deposits (useful in priming the scales) and sources of pigments, whether
organic or minerals such as azurite and hematite. Other teamswould be set to scraping the dragon’sside
clean of dgae, peded skin, any decayed materid, and afterward would laminate the surface with resins.

“It would be easier to bleach him with quicklime,” he said. “But that way we lose the discol orations
and ridges generated by growth and age, and | think what we'll paint will be defined by those shapes.
Anything elsewould look like adamn tattoo!”

There would be storage vats and mills: edge-runner millsto separate pigments from crude ores, ball
millsto powder the pigments, pug millsto mix them with oil. There would be boiling vats and caciners --
fifteen-foot-high furnaces used to produce caustic lime for sedlant solutions.

“WEe I build most of them atop the dragon’ s head for purposes of access,” he said. “On the
frontoparieta plate.” He checked some figures. “By my reckoning, the plate’ s about 350 feet wide. Does
that sound accurate?’

Most of the city fathers were stunned by the prospect, but one managed anod, and another asked,
“How long will it takefor him to die?’

“Hard to say,” came the answer. “Who knows how much poison he's capable of absorbing? It might
just teke afew years. But in theworst instance, within forty or fifty years, enough chemicaswill have
seeped through the scales to have weakened the skeleton, and he'll fall in like an old barn.”

“Forty years!” exclaimed someone. “ Preposterous!”

“Or fifty.” Meric smiled. “That way we' || havetimeto finish the painting.” He turned and walked to
the window and stood gazing out at the white stone houses of Teocinte. Thiswas going to be the sticky
part, but if he read them right, they would not believein the plan if it seemed too easy. They needed to
fed they were making a sacrifice, that they were nobly bound to agreat |abor. “If it doestake forty or
fifty years,” hewent on, “the project will drain your resources. Timber, anima life, minerds. Everything
will be used up by thework. Y our liveswill betotaly changed. But | guarantee you' |l berid of him.”

The city fathers broke into an outraged babble.

“Doyou redly want tokill him?’ cried Meric, saking over to them and planting hisfists on thetable,
“Y ou’ ve been waiting centuries for someone to come dong and chop off hishead or send himupina
puff of smoke. That's not going to happen! Thereisno easy solution. But thereisapractica one, an
elegant one. To use the stuff of the land he dominatesto destroy him. It will not be easy, but you will be
rid of him. And that’ swhat you want, isn't it?’

They were slent, exchanging glances, and he saw that they now believed he could do what he
proposed and were wondering if the cost was too high.

“I'll need five hundred ounces of slver to hire engineersand artisans,” said Meric. “Think it over. I'll
take afew days and go see thisdragon of yours... ingpect the scales and so forth. When | return, you can
give meyour answer.”

The city fathers grumbled and scratched their heads, but at last they agreed to put the question before
the body politic. They asked for aweek in which to decide and appointed Jarcke, who wasthe



mayoress of Hangtown, to guide Meric to Griaule.

The vdley extended seventy miles from north to south, and was enclosed by jungled hillswhose
folded sides and spiny backs gave riseto the ideathat beasts were deeping benesth them. Thevaley
floor was cultivated into fields of bananas and cane and melons, and where it was not cultivated, there
were stands of thistle palms and berry thickets and the occasiond giant fig brooding sentinel over the rest.
Jarcke and Meric tethered their horses ahaf-hour’ sride from town and began to ascend agentleincline
that rose into the notch between two hills. Sweaty and short of breath, Meric stopped athird of the way
up; but Jarcke kept plodding aong, unaware he was no longer following. She was by nature as blunt as
her name -- a stump beer-keg of awoman with abrown weathered face. Though she appeared to be ten
years older then Meric, she was nearly the same age. She wore agray robe belted at the waist with a
leather band that held four throwing knives, and a coil of rope was dung over her shoulder.

“How much farther?’ called Meric.

Sheturned and frowned. “Y ou' re standin’ on histall. Rest of him's around back of the hill.”

A pinprick of chill bloomed in Meric’s abdomen, and he stared down at the grass, expecting it to
dissolve and reveal amass of glittering scales.

“Why don't we take the horses?’ he asked.

“Horsesdon't likeit up here.” She grunted with amusement. “Neither do most people, for that
meatter.” Shetrudged off.

Ancther twenty minutes brought them to the other sde of the hill high above the valley floor. Theland
continued to dope upward, but more gently than before. Gnarled, stunted oaks pushed up from thickets
of chokecherry, and insects Sizzled in the weeds. They might have been waking on anaturd shelf severd
hundred feet across; but ahead of them, where the ground rose abruptly, a number of thick
greenish-black columns broke from the earth. Leathery folds hung between them, and these were
encrusted with clumps of earth and brocaded with mold. They had the ook of a collapsed palisade and
the ghosted fed of ancient ruins.

“Them’sthewings,” said Jarcke. “Mostly they’ s covered, but you can catch sight of 'em off the edge,
and up near Hangtown there' s places where you can walk in under *em... but | wouldn't adviseit.”

“I’d liketo take alook off the edge,” said Meric, unableto tear his eyes away from the wings, though
the surfaces of the leaves gleamed in the strong sun, the wings seemed to absorb thelight, asif their age
and strangeness were proof against reflection.

Jarcke led him to aglade in which tree ferns and oaks crowded together and cast agreen gloom, and
where the earth doped sharply downward. She lashed her rope to an oak and tied the other end around
Meric' swaist. “ Give ayank when you want to stop, and another when you want to be hauled up,” she
said, and began paying out the rope, letting him walk backward againgt her pulll.

Fernstickled Meric’'s neck as he pushed through the brush, and the oak |eaves pricked his cheeks.
Suddenly he emerged into bright sunlight. On looking down, he found his feet were braced againgt afold
of the dragon’ swing, and on looking up, he saw that the wing vanished beneath amantle of earth and
vegetation. He let Jarcke lower him a dozen feet more, yanked, and gazed off northward aong the
enormous swell of Griaule sside.

The scales were hexagonal s thirty feet across and haf that distance high; their basic color wasapae
greenish gold, but some were whitish, draped with pedls of dead skin, and others were overgrown by
viridian moss, and the rest were scrolled with patterns of lichen and agae that resembled the characters
of aserpentine aphabet. Birds had nested in the cracks, and ferns plumed from the interstices, thousands
of them lifting in the breeze. It was a great hanging garden whose scope took Meric’ s breath away -- like



looking around the curve of afossil moon. The sense of dl the centuries accreted in the scales made him
dizzy, and he found he could not turn his head but could only stare at the panorama, his soul shriveling
with acomprehension of the timelessness and bulk of this creature to which he clung like afly. Helost
perspective on the scene -- Griaul€ s Side was bigger than the sky, possessing its own potent gravity, and
it seemed completely reasonable that he should be able to walk out dong it and suffer no fal. He started
to do S0, and Jarcke, mistaking the strain on the rope for asignal, hauled him up, dragging him acrossthe
wing, through the dirt and ferns, and back into the glade. He lay speechless and gasping at her fedt.

“Big’un, an’'t he)” shesad, and grinned.

After Meric had gotten hislegs under him, they set off toward Hangtown; but they had not gone a
hundred yards, following atrail that wound through the thickets, before Jarcke whipped out aknife and
hurled it at araccoon-sized creature that leaped out in front of them.

“Skizzer,” she said, knedling beside it and pulling the knife from its neck. “ Cdls’em that * cause they
hisseswhen they runs. They eats snakes, but they’ Il go after children what ain't careful ”

Meric dropped down next to her. The skizzer’ s body was covered with short black fur, but its head
was hairless, corpse-pae, the skin wrinkled asif it had been immersed too long in water. Itsface was
squinty-eyed, flat-nosed, with a disproportionately large jaw that hinged open to expose anasty set of
teeth.

“They’ sthe dragon’ s critters,” said Jarcke. “Used to live in his bunghole.” She pressed one of its
paws, and claws curved like hooks did forth. “They’ d hang around the lip and drop on other critters
what wandered in. And if nothin’” wandered in...” She pried out the tongue with her knife -- its surface
was studded with jagged points like the blade of arasp. “ Then they’ d lick Griaule clean for thelr
supper.”

Back in Teocinte, the dragon had seemed to Meric asmplething, abig lizard with atick of life left
indde, theresdue of adim sengbility; but he was beginning to suspect that thistick of lifewas more
complex than any he had encountered.

“My gram used to say,” Jarcke went on, “that the old dragons could fling themsalves up to the sunin
ablink and travel back to their own world, and when they come back, they’ d bring the skizzersand all
the rest with ’em. They wasimmortal, she said. Only the young ones came here’ cause later on they grew
too big to fly on Earth.” She made asour face. “Don’t know as| believeit.”

“Thenyou'reafool,” said Meric.

Jarcke glanced up at him, her hand twitching toward her belt.

“How can you live here and not believeit!” he said, surprised to hear himsdlf so fervently defending a
myth. “God! This...” He broke off, noticing the flicker of asmile on her face.

She clucked her tongue, apparently satisfied by something. “Come on,” she said. “| want to be a the
eye before sunset.”

The peaks of Griaul€ sfolded wings, completely overgrown by grass and shrubs and dwarfish trees,
formed two spiny hillsthat cast a shadow over Hangtown and the narrow lake around which it sprawled.
Jarcke said the lake was a stream flowing off the hill behind the dragon, and that it drained away through
the membranes of hiswing and down onto his shoulder. It was beautiful benesth the wing, shetold him.
Ferns and waterfalls. But it was reckoned an evil place. From a distance the town looked picturesque --
rustic cabins, smoking chimneys. Asthey approached, however, the cabins resolved into dilapidated
shanties with missing boards and broken windows; suds and garbage and offa floated in the shalows of
the [ake. Aside from afew men idling on the stoops, who squinted a Meric and nodded glumly &
Jarcke, no one was about. The grass blades tirred in the breeze, spiders scuttled under the shanties, and



therewas an air of torpor and dissolution.

Jarcke seemed embarrassed by the town. She made no attempt at introductions, stopping only long
enough to fetch another coil of rope from one of the shanties, and as they walked between the wings,
down through the neck spines-- aforest of greenish gold spikes burnished by the lowering sun -- she
explained how the townsfolk grubbed alivelihood from Griaule. Herbs gathered on his back were valued
asmedicine and charms, as were the pedls of dead skin; the artifacts | eft by previous Hangtown
generations were of some worth to various collectors.

“Thenthere sscde hunters,” she said with disgust. “Henry Sichi from Port Chantay’ Il pay good
money for pieces of scale, and though it’sbad luck to do it, some |l haveago at chippin’ off theloose
'uns.” Shewaked afew pacesin silence. “But there' s otherswho' ve got better reasonsfor livin' here.”

Thefrontal spike above Griaule' s eyeswaswhorled at the base like a narwhal’ s horn and curved
back toward the wings. Jarcke attached the ropesto eyebolts drilled into the spike, tied one about her
wal g, the other about Meric's; she cautioned him to wait and rappelled off the Side. In amoment she
caled for him to come down. Once again he grew dizzy as he descended; he glimpsed a clawed foot far
bel ow, maossy fangsjutting from an impossibly long jaw; and then he began to spin and bash againgt the
scaes. Jarcke gathered him in and helped him sit on the lip of the socket.

“Damnl” she said, slamping her foot.

A three-foot-long section of the adjoining scale shifted dowly away. Peering close, Meric saw that
whilein texture and hue it was indistinguishable from the scale, there was a hairline divison between it
and the surface. Jarcke, her face twisted in disgust, continued to harry the thing until it moved out of
reach.

“Cdl "emflakes,” she said when he asked what it was. “ Some kind of insect. Got along tube that
they pokes down between the scales and sucks the blood. See there?’ She pointed off to where aflock
of birdswas whedling closeto Griaule ssde; achip of pae gold broke loose and went tumbling down to
thevaley. “Birdspry "em off, let em bust open, and eatsthe innards.” She hunkered down beside him
and after amoment asked, “ Y ou redly think you can do it?’

“What?Y ou mean kill the dragon?’

She nodded.

“Certanly,” he said, and then added, lying, “I’ ve spent years devising the method.”

“If dl the paint’sgoin’ to be atop hishead, how’re you goin’ to get it to where the paintin’ s done?’

“That’sno problem. We Il pipeit to wherever it's needed.”

Shenodded again. “You'reaclever fellow,” she said; and when Meric, pleased, made asif to thank
her for the compliment, she cut in and said, “Don’'t mean nothin’ by it. Bein' clever ain't an
accomplishment. It'sjust somethin’ you come by, likebein’ tall.” Sheturned away, ending the
conversation.

Meric was weary of being awestruck, but even so he could not help marveling at the eye. By his
estimate it was seventy feet long and fifty feet high, and it was shuttered by an opague membrane that
was unusudly clear of algae and lichen, glistening, with vague glints of color visible behind it. Asthe
weltering sun reddened and sank between two distant hills, the membrane began to quiver and then split
open down the center. With the ponderous downess of atheater curtain opening, the halves did apart to
reved the glowing humor. Terrified by theideathat Griaule could see him, Meric sprang to hisfeet, but
Jarcke restrained him.

“Stay till and watch,” she said.

He had no choice -- the eye was mesmerizing. The pupil was dit and featureless black, but the
humor... he had never seen such fiery blues and crimsons and golds. What had looked to be vague glints,
odd refractions of the sunset, he now redlized were photic reactions of some sort. Fairy rings of light
devel oped deep within the eye, expanded into spoked shapes, flooded the humor, and faded -- only to
be replaced by another and another. He felt the pressure of Griaul€ svision, hisancient mind, pouring
through him, and asif in responseto this pressure, memories bubbled up in histhoughts. Particularly
sharp ones. The way abowlful of brush water had |ooked after freezing over during awinter’ snight -- a



delicate, fractured flower of murky yellow. An archipeago of orange pedlsthat hisgirl had left strewn
across the floor of the studio. Sketching atop Jokenam Hill one sunrise, the snow-capped roofs of
Regensburg below pitched at al angles like broken paving stones, and silver shafts of the sun striking
down through aleaden overcast. It was asif these things were being drawn forth for hisingpection. Then
they were washed away by what aso seemed amemory, though at the sametimeit waswholly
unfamiliar. Essentidly it was alandscape of light, and he was plunging through it, up and up. Prismsand
lattices of iridescent fire bloomed around him, and everything was aroaring fal into brightness, and findly
he was clear into itswhite furnace heart, his own heart swelling with the joy of his strength and dominion.

It was dusk before Meric redlized the eye had closed. His mouth hung open, his eyes ached from
straining to see, and histongue was glued to his paate. Jarcke sat motionless, buried in shadow.

“Th...” Hehad to swallow to clear histhroat of mucus. “ Thisisthe reason you live here, isn't it?’

“Part of thereason,” she said. “I can seethings comin’ way up here. Thingsto watch out for, thingsto
sudy on.”

She stood and walked to the lip of the socket and spat off the edge; the valley stretched out gray and
unred behind her, thefolds of the hillsbarely visible in the gathering dusk.

“| seen you comin’,” shesaid.

A week |ater, after much exploration, much talk, they went down into Teocinte. Thetownwasa
shambles -- shattered windows, dogans painted on the walls, glass and torn banners and spoiled food
littering the Streets -- asif there had been both a celebration and a battle. Which there had. The city
fathers met with Meric in the town hal and informed him that his plan had been gpproved. They
presented him achest containing five hundred ounces of slver and said that the entire resources of the
community were at hisdisposal. They offered awagon and ateam to transport him and the chest to
Regensburg and asked if any of the preliminary work could be begun during his abosence.

Meric hefted one of the silver bars. Inits cold gleam he saw the object of hisdesire -- two, perhaps
three years of freedom, of doing the work he wanted and not having to accept commissions. But al that
had been confused. He glanced at Jarcke; she was staring out the window, leaving it to him. He set the
bar back in the chest and shut thelid.

“You'll have to send someone else” he said. And then, asthe city fatherslooked at each other
askance, he laughed and laughed at how easily he had discarded dl his dreams and expectations.

It had been eleven years since | had been to the valley, twelve since work had begun on the
painting, and | was appalled by the changes that had taken place. Many of the hills were scraped
brown and treeless, and there was a general dearth of wildlife. Griaule, of course, was most
changed. Scaffolding hung from his back; artisans, suspended by webworks of ropes, crawled
over hisside; and all the scales to be worked had either been painted or primed. The tower rising
to his eye was swarmed by laborers, and at night the calciners and vats atop his head belched
flame into the sky, making it seem there was a mill town in the heavens. At his feet was a
brawling shantytown populated by prostitutes, workers, gamblers, ne' er-do-wells of every sort,
and soldiers. The burdensome cost of the project had encouraged the city fathers of Teocinte to



forma regular militia, which regularly plundered the adjoining states and had posted occupation
forcesto some areas. Herds of frightened animals milled in the slaughtering pens, waiting to be
rendered into oils and pigments. Wagons filled with ores and vegetable products rattled in the
streets. | myself had brought a cargo of madder roots from which a rose tint would be derived.

It was not easy to arrange a meeting with Cattanay. While he did none of the actual painting,
he was always busy in his office consulting with engineers and artisans, or involved in some other
part of the logistical process. When at last | did meet with him, | found he had changed as
dragtically as Griaule. His hair had gone gray, deep lines scored his features, and hisright
shoulder had a peculiar bulge at its midpoint -- the product of a fall. He was amused by the fact
that | wanted to buy the painting, to collect the scales after Griaul€' s death, and | do not believe
he took me at all seriously. But the woman Jarcke, his constant companion, informed himthat |
was a responsible businessman, that | had already bought the bones, the teeth, even the dirt
beneath Griaule’ s belly (this | eventually sold as having magical properties).

“Well,” said Cattanay, “ | suppose someone has to own them.”

He led me outside, and we stood looking at the painting.

“You' Il keep them together?” he asked.

| said, “ Yes.”

“1f you'll put that in writing,” he said, “ then they're yours.”

Having expected to haggle long and hard over the price, | was flabbergasted; but | was even
mor e flabbergasted by what he said next.

“Doyou think it's any good?” he asked.

Cattanay did not consider the painting to be the work of hisimagination; he felt he was smply
illuminating the shapes that appeared on Griaul€’ s side and was convinced that once the paint
was applied, new shapes were produced beneath it, causing him to make constant changes. He
saw himself as an artisan more than a creative artist. But to put his question into perspective,
people were beginning to flock from all over the world and marvel at the painting. Some claimed
they saw intimations of the future in its gleaming surface; others underwent transfiguring
experiences; still others -- artists themselves -- attempted to capture something of the work on
canvas, hopeful of establishing reputations merely by being competent copyists of Cattanay’s art.
The painting was nonrepresentational in character, essentially a wash of pale gold spread across
the dragon’s side; but buried beneath the laminated surface were a myriad tints of iridescent color
that, as the sun passed through the heavens and the light bloomed and faded, solidified into
innumer able forms and figures that seemed to flow back and forth. | will not try to categorize
these forms, because there was no end to them; they were as varied as the conditions under which
they were viewed. But | will say that on the morning I met with Cattanay, | -- who was the soul of
the practical man, without a visionary bone in my body -- felt as though | were being whirled
away into the painting, up through geometries of light, latticeworks of rainbow color that built
the way the edges of a cloud build, past orbs, spirals, wheels of flame....

--from This Business of Griaule
by Henry Sichi

There had been several women in Meric' slife since he arrived in the valey; most had been attracted
by his growing fame and his association with the mystery of the dragon, and most had |eft for the same
reasons, feeling daunted and unappreciated. But Lise was different in two respects. First, because she
loved Meric truly and well; and second, because she was married -- abeit unhappily -- to aman named
Pardid, the foreman of the caciner crew. She did not love him as she did Meric, yet she respected him
and felt obliged to consider carefully before ending the relationship. Meric had never known such an
introspective soul. She was twelve years younger than he, tall and lovely, with sun-streaked hair and



brown eyes that went dark and seemed to turn inward whenever she was pensive. She wasin the habit
of andyzing everything that affected her, drawing back from her emotions and inspecting them asif they
were aclutch of strange insects she had discovered crawling on her skirt. Though her penchant for

sl f-examination kept her from him, Meric viewed it asakind of baffling virtue. He had the classic
malady and could find no fault with her. For dmost ayear they were as happy as could be expected;
they talked long hours and walked together on those occasions when Pardiel worked double shifts and
was forced to bed down by his furnaces, they spent the nights making love in the cavernous spaces
benesath the dragon’ swing.

It was gtill reckoned an evil place. Something far worse than skizzers or flakeswas rumored to live
there, and the ravages of this creature were blamed for every disappearance, even that of the most
mal contented |aborer. But Meric did not give credence to the rumors. He haf-believed Griaule had
chosen him to be his executioner and that the dragon would never let him be harmed; and besides, it was
the only place where they could be assured of privacy.

A crude stair led under the wing, handholds and steps hacked from the scales -- doubtless the work
of scale hunters. It was a treacherous passage, six hundred feet above the valey floor; but Lise and
Meric were secured by ropes, and over the months, driven by the urgency of passion, they adapted to it.
Their favorite spot lay fifty feet in (Lise would go no farther; shewas afraid even if hewas not), near a
waterfall that trickled over the leathery folds, causing them to glisten with aminerd brilliance. It was eerily
beautiful, ahaunted galery. Peds of dead skin hung down from the shadows like torn veils of ectoplasm;
ferns sprouted from the vanes, which were thicker than cathedral columns; swallows curved through the
black ar. Sometimes, lying with her hidden by atuck of the wing, Meric would think the beating of their
hearts was whét redlly animated the place, that the instant they |eft, the water ceased flowing and the
swalows vanished. He had an unshakable faith in the transforming power of their affections, and one
morning as they dressed, preparing to return to Hangtown, he asked her to leave with him.,

“To another part of the valey?’ Shelaughed sadly. “What good would that do? Pardiel would follow
us”

“No,” hesaid. “To another country. Anywhere far from here.”

“Wecan't,” shesaid, kicking at thewing. “Not until Griaule dies. Have you forgotten?’

“We haven't tried.”

“Others have.”

“But we' d be strong enough. | know it!”

“You'rearomantic,” she said gloomily, and stared out over the dope of Griaul€ sback at the valley.
Sunrise had washed the hillsto crimson, and even thetips of the wingswere glowing adull red.

“Of coursel’m aromantic!” He stood, angry. “What the Hell’ swrong with that?”

She sighed with exasperation. “Y ou wouldn't leave your work,” she said. “And if we did leave, what
work would you do? Would...”

“Why must everything be aproblem in advance!” he shouted. “I’ll tattoo elephants! I'll paint muras
on the chessof giants, I'll illuminate whalesl Who eseis better quaified?”’

She smiled, and his anger evaporated.

“I didn’'t mean it that way,” shesaid. “I just wondered if you could be satisfied with anything else.”

She reached out her hand to be pulled up, and he drew her into an embrace. Ashe held her, inhaling
the scent of vanillawater from her hair, he saw a diminutive figure slhouetted againgt the backdrop of the
valley. It did not seem redl -- ablack homunculus -- and even when it began to come forward, growing
larger and larger, it looked less aman than amagical keyhole opening in acrimson-set hillsde. But Meric
knew from the man’ srolling wak and the hulking set of his shouldersthat it was Pardid; hewas carrying
along-handled hook, one of those used by artisans to maneuver aong the scales.

Meric tensed, and Lise looked back to see what had darmed him. “ Oh, my God!” she said, moving
out of the embrace.

Pardid stopped adozen feet away. He said nothing. His face wasin shadow, and the hook swung
lazily from his hand. Lise took astep toward him, then stepped back and stood in front of Meric asif to



shield him. Seeing this, Pardid let out an inarticulate yell and charged, dashing with the hook. Meric
pushed Lise aside and ducked. He caught a brimstone whiff of the calciners as Pardid rushed past and
went sprawling, tripped by someirregularity in the scale. Desgthly afraid, knowing he was no match for
the foreman, Meric seized Lise' s hand and ran deeper under the wing. He hoped Pardiel would be too
frightened to follow, leery of the creature that was rumored to live there; but he was not. He came after
them at ameasured pace, tapping the hook againgt hisleg.

Higher on Griaul€ s back, the wing was dimpled downward by hundreds of bulges, and this created a
maze of small chambers and tunnels so low that they had to crouch to pass dong them. The sound of
their breathing and the scrape of their feet were amplified by the enclosed spaces, and Meric could no
longer hear Pardidl. He had never been this deep before. He had thought it would be pitch dark; but the
lichen and algae adhering to the wing were luminescent and patterned every surface, even the scales
beneath them, with whorls of blue and green fire that shed asickly radiance. It was asif they were giants
crawling through a universe whose starry matter had not yet congealed into galaxies and nebulas. Inthe
wan light, Lise’ sface -- turned back to him now and again -- wasteary and frantic; and then, as she
straightened, passing into gill another chamber, she drew in breath with ashriek.

At first Meric thought Pardid had somehow managed to get ahead of them; but on entering he saw
that the cause of her fright was aman propped in asitting position againgt the far wall. Helooked
mummified. Wisps of brittle hair poked up from his scalp, the shapes of his boneswere visible through his
skin, and his eyes were empty holes. Between hislegs was a scatter of dust where his genital's had been.
Meric pushed Lise toward the next tunnel, but she resisted and pointed at the man.

“Hiseyes,” shesaid, horror-struck.

Though the eyes were mostly a negative black, Meric now redlized they were shot through by
opdescent flickers. He felt compelled to knedl beside the man -- it was a sudden, motivel ess urge that
gripped him, bent him to itswill, and released him a second later. As he rested his hand on the scale, he
brushed amassve ring that was lying beneath the shrunken fingers. Its stone was black, shot through by
flickersidentical to those within the eyes, and incised with the letter S. He found his gaze was deflected
away from both the stone and the eyes, asif they contained charges repel lent to the senses. He touched
the man’ swithered arm; the flesh was rock-hard, petrified. But dive. From that brief touch he gained an
impression of the man’slife, of gazing for centuries at the same patch of unearthly fire, of amind gone
beyond mere madness into a perverse rapture, ameditation upon some foul principle. He snatched back
hishandin revulson.

There was a noise behind them, and Meric jumped up, pushing Liseinto the next tunnd. “Go right,”
he whispered. “We'll circle back toward the stair.” But Pardiel was too close to confuse with such
tactics, and the'r flight became awild chase, scrambling, faling, catching glimpses of Pardid’s
smoke-stained face, until finally -- as Meric cameto alarge chamber -- he felt the hook biteinto his
thigh. He went down, clutching at the wound, pulling the hook |oose. The next moment Pardiel was atop
him; Lise appeared over his shoulder, but he knocked her away and locked hisfingersin Meric' s hair
and smashed his head againgt the scale. Lise screamed, and white lights fired through Meric' s skull.
Again his head was smashed down. And again. Dimly, he saw Lise struggling with Pardidl, saw her
shoved away, saw the hook raised high and the foreman’ s mouth distorted by a grimace. Then the
grimace vanished. Hisjaw dropped open, and he reached behind him asif to scratch his shoulder blade.
A line of dark blood edled from his mouth and he collapsed, smothering Meric beneath his chest. Meric
heard voices. He tried to didodge the body, and the efforts drained the last of his strength. He whirled
down through a blackness that seemed as negative and inexhaustible as the petrified man’s eyes.



Someone had propped his head on their Iap and was bathing his brow with adamp cloth. He
assumed it was Lise, but when he asked what had happened, it was Jarcke who answered, saying, “Had
tokill him.” His head throbbed, hisleg throbbed even worse, and his eyes would not focus. The pedls of
dead skin hanging overhead appeared to be writhing. He realized they were out near the edge of the
wing.

“Where sLise?

“Don’t worry,” said Jarcke. “You'll see her again.” She madeit sound like an indictment.

“Whereisshe?’

“Sent her back to Hangtown. Won't do you two bein’ seen hand in hand the same day Pardiel’s
missn’.”

“Shewouldn’t haveleft...” He blinked, trying to see her face; the lines around her mouth were etched
deep and reminded him of the patterns of lichen on the dragon’s scde. “What did you do?’

“Convinced her it wasbest,” said Jarcke. “Don’t you know she' sjust foolin® with you?’

“I’vegot to talk to her.” Hewasfull of remorse, and it was unthinkable that Lise should be bearing
her grief done; but when he struggled to rise, pain lanced through hisleg.

“Youwouldn’t get ten feet,” she said. “ Soon as your head' sclear, I'll help you with the stairs.”

He closed his eyes, resolving to find Lise the instant he got back to Hangtown -- together they would
decide what to do. The scale benesth him was cool, and that coolness was transmitted to hisskin, his
flesh, asif hewere merging with it, becoming one of itsridges.

“What wasthe wizard’ sname?’ he asked after awhile, recaling the petrified man, thering and its
incised letter. “The onewho tried to kill Griaule... it'shim back there”

“You saw him?’

“I was chasin’ ascale hunter once what stole somerope, and | found him instead. Pretty miserable
sort, whoever heis”

Her fingerstrailed over his shoulder -- agentle, treasuring touch. He did not understand what it
signaled, being too concerned with Lise, with the terrifying potentials of al that had happened; but years
later, after things had passed beyond remedy, he cursed himsdlf for not having understood.

At length Jarcke helped him to hisfeet, and they climbed up to Hangtown, to bitter realizations and
regrets, leaving Pardie to the birds or the weather or worse.

It seemsit is considered irreligious for a woman in love to hesitate or examine the situation, to
do anything other than blindly follow the impulse of her emotions. | felt the brunt of such an
attitude -- people judged it my fault for not having acted quickly and decisively one way or
another. Perhaps | was overcautious. | do not claimto be free of blame, only innocent of
sacrilege. | believe | might have eventually left Pardiel -- there was not enough in the relationship
to sustain happiness for either of us. But | had good reason for cautious examination. My husband
was not an evil man, and there were matters of |oyalty between us.

| could not face Meric after Pardiel’ s death, and | moved to another part of the valley. Hetried
to see me on many occasions, but | always refused. Though | was greatly tempted, my guilt was
greater. Four yearslater, after Jarcke died -- crushed by a runaway wagon -- one of her
associates wrote and told me Jarcke had been in love with Meric, that it had been she who had
informed Pardiel of the affair, and that she may well have staged the murder. The |etter acted
somewhat to expiate my guilt, and | weighed the possibility of seeing Meric again. But too much
time had passed, and we had both assumed other lives. | decided against it. Sx years later, when
Griaul€' sinfluence had weakened sufficiently to allow emigration, | moved to Port Chantay. | did



not hear from Meric for almost twenty years after that, and then one day | received a letter, which
| will reproduce in part:

“...My old friend from Regensburg, Louis Dardano, has been living here for the past few years,
engaged in writing my biography. The narrative has a breezy fedl, like atale being told in a
tavern, which -- if you recall my telling you how this all began -- is quite appropriate. But on
reading it, | amamazed my life has had such a simple shape. One task, one passion. God, Lise!
Seventy years old, and | still dream of you. And | still think of what happened that morning under
the wing. Strange, that it has taken me all thistime to realize it was not Jarcke, not you or | who
was culpable, but Griaule. How obvious it seems now. | was leaving, and he needed me to
complete the expression on his side, his dream of flying, of escape, to grant him the death of his
desire. | am certain you will think | have leaped to this assumption, but | remind you that it has
been a leap of forty years' duration. | know Griaule, know his monstrous subtlety. | can seeit at
work in every action that has taken place in the valley since my arrival. | was a fool not to
under stand that his powers were at the heart of our sad conclusion.

“ The army now runs everything here, as no doubt you are aware. It isrumored they are
planning a winter campaign against Regensburg. Can you believe it! Their fathers were ignorant,
but this generation is brutally stupid. Otherwise, the work goes well and things are as usual with
me. My shoulder aches, children stare at me on the street, and it iswhispered | am mad....”

--from Under Griaule' sWing
by Lise Claverie

Acne-scarred, lean, arrogant, Mgor Hauk was avery young magor with alimp. When Meric had
entered, the mgjor had been practicing hissignature -- it was athing of elegant loops and flourishes,
obvioudy intended to have aplace in posterity. As he strode back and forth during their conversation, he
paused frequently to admire himsdlf in the window glass, settling the hang of hisred jacket or running his
fingersaong the crease of hiswhite trousers. It wasthe new style of uniform, the first Meric had seen at
closerange, and he noted with amusement the dragons embossed on the epaulets. He wondered if
Griaule was cgpable of such anirony, if hisinfluence was sufficiently discreet to have planted the ideafor
this comic-operaappard in the brain of some generd’swife.

“...not aquestion of manpower,” the mgor was saying, “but of....” He broke off, and after amoment
cleared histhroat.

Meric, who had been studying the blotches on the backs of his hands, glanced up; the cane that had
been resting againgt his knee dipped and clattered to the floor.

“A question of matériel,” said the mgor firmly. “The price of antimony, for example...”

“Hardly useit anymore,” said Meric. “I’m dmaost done with the minera reds.”

A look of impatience crossed the mgjor’ sface. “Very well,” he said; he stooped to his desk and
shuffled through some papers. “Ah! Heré' sahill for ashipment of cuttlefish from which you derive...” He
shuffled more papers.

“Syrian brown,” said Meric gruffly. “I’m done with that, too. Goldsand violetsare dl | need
anymore. A little blue and rose.” He wished the man would stop badgering him; he wanted to be at the
eye before sunset.

Asthe mgor continued his accounting, Meric's gaze wandered out the window. The shantytown
surrounding Griaule had swelled into acity and now sprawled acrossthe hills. Most of the buildingswere
permanent, wood and stone, and the cant of the roofs, the smoke from the factories around the
perimeter, put him in mind of Regensburg. All the natural beauty of the land had been drained into the
painting. Blackish gray rainclouds were muscling up from the east, but the afternoon sun shone clear and
shed aheavy gold radiance on Griaule' ssde. It looked asif the sunlight were an extension of the
gleaming resins, asif the thickness of the paint were becoming infinite. He let the mgjor’ s voice recede to



abuzz and followed the scatter and dazzle of the images; and then, with a start, he redlized the mgjor was
sounding him out about stopping the work.

Theidea panicked him at first. Hetried to interrupt, to raise objections; but the mgjor talked through
him, and as Meric thought it over, he grew less and less opposed. The painting would never be finished,
and hewastired. Perhaps it wastime to have done with it, to accept auniversity post somewhere and
enjoy lifefor awhile.

“WE ve been thinking about atemporary stoppage,” said Mg or Hauk. “ Then if the winter campaign
goeswdll...” Hesmiled. “If we' re not visted by plague and pestilence, we' |l assume things are in hand.
Of coursewe d like your opinion.”

Meric felt asurge of anger toward this smug little mongter. “In my opinion, you people areidiots,” he
sad. “You wear Griaul€ simage on your shoulders, weave him on your flags, and yet you don't have the
least comprehension of what that means. Y ou think it sjust auseful symbal...”

“Excuseme,” sad the mgor diffly.

“The Hdl | will!” Meric groped for his cane and heaved up to hisfest. “Y ou see yourselves as
conquerors. Shapers of destiny. But al your rapes and daughters are Griaul€' s expressions. Hiswill.
You're every bit asmuch his parastes asthe skizzers.”

The mgjor sat, picked up a pen, and began to write.

“It astounds me,” Meric went on, “that you can live next to amiracle, a source of mystery, and treat
him asif he were an oddly shaped rock.”

The mgjor kept writing.

“What are you doing?’ asked Meric.

“My recommendation,” said the mgor without looking up.

“Whichis?

“That weinitiate stoppage at once.”

They exchanged hostile stares, and Meric turned to leave; but as he took hold of the doorknaob, the
major Spoke again.

“We owe you so much,” he said; he wore an expression of mingled pity and respect that further
irritated Meric.

“How many men haveyou killed, Mgor?’ he asked, opening the door.

“I’mnot sure. | wasin the artillery. We were never ableto be sure.”

“Wdll, I'm sure of my taly,” said Meric. “It’ staken meforty yearsto amassit. Fifteen hundred and
ninety-three men and women. Poisoned, scalded, broken by fals, savaged by animals. Murdered. Why
don'twe--youand| -- just cal it even.”

Though it was a sultry afternoon, he felt cold as he walked toward the tower -- an internd cold that
left him light-headed and weak. Hetried to think what he would do. The idea of auniversity post seemed
less appeding away from the mgjor’ s office; he would soon grow weary of worshipful students and
in-depth dissections of hiswork by jealous academics. A man hailed him as he turned into the market.
Meric waved but did not stop, and heard another man say, “ That’ s Cattanay?’ (That ragged old ruin?)

The colors of the market were too bright, the smells of charcoa cookery too cloying, the crowds too
thick, and he made for the side streets, hobbling past one-room stucco houses and tiny stores where they
sold cooking ail by the ounce and cut cigarsin hdf if you could not afford awhole one. Garbage,
tornadoes of dust and flies, drunks with bloody mouths. Somebody had tied wires around a pariah dog
-- abitch with dack teets, the wires had diced into her flesh, and she lay panting in an alley mouth, gaunt
ribsflecked with pink lather, gazing into nowhere. She, thought Meric, and not Griaule, should be the



symboal of therr flag.

As herode the hoist up the side of the tower, hefdl into hisold habit of jotting down notes for the
next day. What' s that cord of wood doing on level five? Sow leak of chrome yellow from pipes on
level twelve. Only when he saw aman dismantling some scaffolding did he recal Mgor Hauk’s
recommendation and understand that the order must already have been given. Theloss of hiswork
gtruck hometo him then, and he leaned against therailing, his chest congtricted and his eyes brimming.
He straightened, ashamed of himself. The sun hung in ahaze of iron-colored light low above the western
hills, looking red and bloated and vile as avulture sruff. That polluted sky was his creation asmuch as
wasthe painting, and it would be good to leave it behind. Once away from the valley, from al the
influences of the place, he would be able to consider the future.

A young girl was gitting on the twentieth level just benegth the eye. Y ears before, theritud of viewing
the eye had grown to cultish proportions; there had been group chanting and praying and discussions of
the experience. But these were more practica times, and no doubt the young men and women who had
congregated here were now manning administrative desks somewhere in the burgeoning empire. They
were the ones about whom Dardano should write; they, and all the eccentric characters who had played
rolesin thisdow pageant. The gypsy woman who had danced every night by the eye, hoping to charm
Griauleinto killing her faithlesslover -- she had gone away satisfied. The man who had tried to extract
one of the fangs -- nobody knew what had become of him. The scae hunters, the artisans. A history of
Hangtown would be avolumeinitsdf.

Thewak had left Meric weak and breathless; he sat down clumsily beside the girl, who smiled. He
could not remember her name, but she came often to the eye. Smdl and dark, with an inner reserve that
reminded him of Lise. He laughed inwardly -- most women reminded him of Lisein someway.

“Areyou dl right?’ she asked, her brow wrinkled with concern.

“Oh, yes,” he said; he felt aneed for conversation to take his mind off things, but he could think of
nothing more to say. Shewas so young! All freshness and gleam and nerves.

“Thiswill bemy last time,” shesaid. “At least for awhile. I'll missit.” And then, before he could ask
why, she added, “I’ m getting married tomorrow, and we re moving away.”

He offered congratul ations and asked her who was the lucky fellow.

“Just aboy.” Shetossed her hair, asif to dismissthe boy’ simportance; she gazed up at the shuttered
membrane. “What'sit like for you when the eye opens?’ she asked.

“Like everyonedse” hesad. “I remember... memories of my life. Other lives, too.” He did not tell
her about Griaule’smemory of flight; he had never told anyone except Lise about that.

“All those bits of soulstrapped in there,” she said, gesturing at the eye. “What do they mean to him?
Why does he show them to us?’

“I imagine he has his purposes, but | can’t explain them.”

“Once | remembered being with you,” said the girl, peeking at him shyly through adark curl. “We
were under thewing.”

He glanced a her sharply. “Tel me.”

“Wewere... together,” she said, blushing. “Intimate, you know. | was very afraid of the place, of the
sounds and shadows. But | loved you so much, it didn’t matter. We made love dl night, and | was
surprised because | thought that kind of passion was just in Stories, something people had invented to
make up for how ordinary it redlly was. And in the morning even that dreadful place had become
beautiful, with the wing tips glowing red and the waterfall echoing....” Shelowered her eyes. “Ever sincel
had that memory, I’ ve been alittlein love with you.”

“Lise” hesad, feding helpless before her.

“Wasthat her name?”’

He nodded and put a hand to his brow, trying to pinch back the emotions that flooded him.

“I'm sorry.” Her lips grazed his cheek, and just that dight touch seemed to weaken him further. “I
wanted to tell you how shefdt in case she hadn’t told you herself. She was very troubled by something,
and | wasn't sure she had.”



She shifted away from him, made uncomfortable by the intensity of hisreaction, and they sat without
speaking. Meric became logt in watching how the sun glazed the scales to reddish gold, how the light was
channeled along the ridges in molten streamsthat paled as the day wound down. He was startled when
the girl jumped to her feet and backed toward the hoist.

“He' sdead,” she said wonderingly.

Meric looked at her, uncomprehending.

“See?’ She pointed a the sun, which showed a crimson slver abovethe hill. “He' sdead,” she
repeated, and the expression on her face flowed between fear and exultation.

Theideaof Griaule' s death wastoo large for Meric’'s mind to encompass, and he turned to the eye to
find a counterproof -- no glints of color flickered beneath the membrane. He heard the hoist creak asthe
girl headed down, but he continued to wait. Perhaps only the dragon’ svision had failed. No. It waslikely
not a coincidence that work had been officialy terminated today. Stunned, he sat staring at the lifeless
membrane until the sun sank below the hills; then he stood and went over to the hoist. Before he could
throw the switch, the cables thrummed -- somebody heading up. Of course. The girl would have spread
the news, and dl the Mgor Hauks and their underlings would be hurrying to test Griaul€ sreflexes. He
did not want to be there when they arrived, to watch them pose with their trophy like successful
fishermen.

It was hard work climbing up to the frontoparieta plate. The ladder swayed, the wind buffeted him,
and by the time he clambered onto the plate he was giddy, his chest full of twinges. He hobbled forward
and leaned againgt the rust-caked side of aboiling vat. Shadowy in the twilight, the great furnaces and
vats towered around him, and it seemed this system of fiery devices reeking of cooked flesh and mineras
wasthe actud machinery of Griaul€ sthought materialized above his skull. Energyless, abandoned. They
had been replaced by more efficient equipment down below, and it had been -- what was it? -- dmost
fiveyears sncethey werelast used. Cobwebs veiled apyramid of firewood, the stairsleading to therims
of the vats were crumbling. The plate itself was scarred and coated with dudge.

“Cattanay!”

Someone shouted from below, and the top of the ladder trembled. God, they were coming after him!
Bubbling over with congratulations and plans for testimonia dinners, memorid plagques, specialy struck
medals. They would have him draped in bunting and bronzed and covered with pigeon shit before they
were done. All these years he had been among them, both their dave and their master, yet he had never
felt at home. Leaning heavily on his cane, he made hisway past the frontal spike -- blackened by years of
oily smoke -- and down between the wings to Hangtown. It was a ghost town, now. Weeds
overgrowing the collapsed shanties; the lake a stinking pit, drained after some children had drowned in
the summer of ' 91. Where Jarcke' s home had stood was a huge pile of animal bones, taking apale shine
from the haf-light. Wind keened through the tattered shrubs.

“Mericl” “ Cattanay.”

The voices were closer.

Well, there was one place where they would not follow.

The leaves of the thickets were speckled with mold and brittle, flaking away as he brushed them. He
hesitated at the top of the scale hunters' stair. He had no rope. Though he had done the climb unaided
many times, it had been quite afew years. The gusts of wind, the shouts, the sweep of the valey and the
lights scattered acrossit like diamonds on gray velvet -- it dl seemed asingle inconstant medium. He
heard the brush crunch behind him, more voices. To Hell withit! Gritting histeeth againgt atwinge of pain
in his shoulder, hooking his cane over hisbelt, heinched onto the stair and locked hisfingersin the
handholds. The wind whipped his clothes and threatened to pry him loose and send him pinwheding off.
Once he dipped; once he froze, unable to move backward or forward. But at |ast he reached the bottom
and edged updope until he found a spot flat enough to stand.

The mystery of the place suddenly bore in upon him, and he was afraid. He haf-turned to the sair,
thinking he would go back to Hangtown and accept the burly-burly. But amoment later he redlized how
foolish athought that was. Waves of weakness poured through him, his heart hammered, and white



dazzlesflared in hisvision. His chest felt heavy asiron. Rattled, he went afew steps forward, the cane
pocking the silence. It was too dark to see more than outlines, but up ahead was the fold of wing where
he and Lise had sheltered. He walked toward it, intent on revisiting it; then he remembered the girl
benesth the eye and understood that he had dready said that goodbye. And it was goodbye -- that he
understood vividly. He kept walking. Blackness |ooked to be welling from the wing joint, from the
entrances to the maze of luminous tunnels where they had stumbled onto the petrified man. Had it redly
been the old wizard, doomed by magical justice to molder and live on and on? It made sense. At least it
accorded with what happened to wizards who dew their dragons.

“Griaule?’ he whispered to the darkness, and cocked his head, half-expecting an answer. The sound
of hisvoice pointed up theimmensity of the great gallery under the wing, the emptiness, and he recalled
how vita ahabitat it had once been. Flakes shifting over the surface, skizzers, peculiar insectsfuming in
the thickets, the glum populace of Hangtown, waterfals. He had never been ableto picture Griaule fully
dive-- that kind of vitaity was beyond the powers of the imagination. Y et he wondered if by some
miracle the dragon were dive now, flying up through his golden night to the sun’s core. Or had that
merely been adream, abit of tissue glittering deep in the cold tons of his brain? He laughed. Ask the
garsfor their first names, and you’ d be more likely to receive areply.

He decided not to walk any farther -- it was redlly no decision. Pain was spreading through his
shoulder, so intense heimagined it must be glowing indde. Carefully, carefully, he lowered himself and lay
propped on an elbow, hanging on to the cane. Good, magica wood. Cut from a hawthorn atop Griaule's
haunch. A man had once offered him asmal fortunefor it. Who would claim it now? Probably old Henry
Sichi would snatch it for his museum, stick it in aglass case next to his boots. What ajoke! He decided
to lieflat on his ssomach, resting his chin on an arm -- the stony cool ness benesth acted to muffle the
pain. Amusing, how the range of one’' s decision dwindled. Y ou decided to paint adragon, to send
hundreds of men searching for malachite and cochined bestles, to love awoman, to heighten an
undertone here and there, and finally to position your body a certain way. He seemed to have reached
the end of the process. What next? He tried to regulate his breathing, to ease the pressure on his chest.
Then, as something rustled out near the wing joint, he turned on his side. He thought he detected
movement, agleaming blackness flowing toward him... or elseit was only the haphazard firing of his
nerves playing tricks with hisvison. More surprised than afraid, wanting to see, he peered into the
darkness and fdlt his heart begting erratically againgt the dragon’ s scale.

It's foolish to draw simple conclusions from complex events, but | suppose there must be both
moral and truth to this life, these events. I'll leave that to the gadflies. The historians, the social
scientists, the expert apologists for reality. All | know isthat he had a fight with his girlfriend over
money and walked out. He sent her a letter saying he had gone south and would be back in a few
months with more money than she could ever spend. | had no idea what he'd done. The whole
thing about Griaule had just been a bunch of us sitting around the Red Bear, drinking up my pay
-- I’d sold an article -- and somebody said, “ Wouldn't it be great if Dardano didn’t have to write
articles, if we didn’t have to paint pictures that color-coordinated with peopl€e’ s furniture or slave
at getting the gooey smiles of little nieces and nephews just right?” All sorts of improbable
moneymaking schemes were put forward. Robberies, kidnappings. Then the idea of swindling the
city fathers of Teocinte came up, and the entire plan was fleshed out in minutes. Scribbled on
napkins, scrawled on sketchpads. A group effort. | keep trying to remember if anyone got a glassy
look in their eye, if | felt a cold tendril of Griaule sthought stirring my brains. But | can’t. It wasa
half-hour’ s sensation, nothing more. A drunken whimsy, an art-school metaphor. Shortly



thereafter, we ran out of money and staggered into the streets. It was snowing -- big wet flakes
that melted down our collars. God, we were drunk! Laughing, balancing on the icy railing of the
University Bridge. Making faces at the bundled-up burghers and their fat ladies who huffed and
puffed past, spouting steam and never giving us a glance, and none of us -- not even the burghers
-- knowing that we were living our happy ending in advance....

--from The Man Who Painted the Dragon Griaule
by Louis Dardano

A Spanish Lesson
Firg published in The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, December 1985.

That winter of ' 64, when | was seventeen and prone to obey the impulses of my heart asif they were
illuminations produced by years of contemplative study, | dropped out of college and sailed to Europe,
landing in Bdfast, hitchhiking across Britain, down through France and Spain, and winding up on the
Costade Sol -- to be specific, in avillage near Mdaga by the name of Pedregago -- where one night |
was to learn something of importance. What had attracted me to the village was not its quaintness, its
vistaof the placid Mediterranean and neat white stucco houses and little bandy-legged fishermen mending
nets; rather, it was the fact that the houses aong the shore were occupied by agroup of expatriates,
mostly Americans, who posed for me abohemian idedl.

The youngest of them was seven years older than |, the eldest three times my age, and among them
they had amassed awedlth of experience that caused me envy and made me want to become like them:
bearded, be-earringed, and travelwise. There was, for example, Leonard Somstaad, a Swedish poet
with the poetic malady of aweak heart and afondnessfor marjoun (hashish candy); there was Art
Shapiro, awanderer who had for ten years migrated between Pedregalgo and Istanbul; there was Don
Washington, ablack ex-Gl and blues singer, whose Danish girlfriend -- much to the delight of the locals
-- was given to nude sunbathing; there was Robert Braeghme, a New Y ork actor who, in the best
theatrica tradition, attempted halfheartedly to kill severa of the others, suffered a nervous breakdown,
and had to be returned to the States under restraint.

And then there was Richard Shockley, atanned, hook-nosed man in hislate twenties, who wasthe
celebrity of the group. A part-time smuggler (mainly of marijuana) and awriter of some accomplishment.
Hisfirst nove, The Celebrant, had created aminor critica stir. Being afledgling writer myself, it was he
whom | most envied. In appearance and manner he suited my notion of what awriter should be. For a
while he took an interest in me, teaching me smuggling tricks and lecturing on the moral imperatives of art;
but shortly thereafter he became preoccupied with his own affairs and our relationship deteriorated.

In retrogpect | can see that these people were unremarkable; but at the time they seemed impossibly
wise, and in order to aign myself with them | rented a small beach house, bought asupply of notebooks,
and began to fill them with page after page of attempted poetry.

Though | had insinuated mysdlf into the group, | was not immediately accepted. My adolescence
showed plainly againgt the backdrop of their experience. | had no store of anecdotes, no expertise with
flute or guitar, and my conversation waslacking in hip savoir faire. In their eyes| was akid, ababy, a
clever puppy who had learned how to beg, and | was often the object of ridicule. Three factors saved me
from worseridicule: my size (six foot three, one-ninety), my erratic temper, and my ability to consume
enormous quantities of drugs. Thislast was my grest trick, my means of gaining respect. | would perform
feats of ingestion that would leave Don Washington, aconsummate doper, shaking hishead in awe. Rills,



powders, herbs -- | wasindiscriminate, and | initiated several dangerous dependenciesin hopes of
achieving equal datus.

Six weeks after moving to the beach, | raised myself anotch in the genera esteem by acquiring a
girlfriend, afey Cdiforniablonde named Anne Fisher. It amuses meto recal the event that led Anneto
my bed, because it smacked of the worst of cinema verité, an exisgential moment opening onto a
bittersweet romance. We were waking on the beach, arainy day, seaand sky blending in adatefog
toward Africa, both of us stoned near to the point of catatonia, when we happened upon a drowned
kitten. Had | been unaccompanied, | might have inspected the corpse for bugs and passed on; but asit
was, being under Anne' s scrutiny, | babbled some nonsense about “ this inconstant image of theworld,”
half of which | was parroting from a Eugenio Montale poem, and proceeded to give the kitten decent
buria beneath aflat rock.

After completing this nasty chore, | stood and discovered Anne taring at me wetly, her maidenly
nature overborne by my unexpected sendtivity. No words were needed. We were alone on the beach,
with Nina Simone' s bluesy whisper issuing from awindow of one of the houses, gray waves dopping at
our feet. Asif pressed together by the vast emptiness around us, we kissed. Anne clawed my back and
ground hersdf againgt me: Y ou might have thought she had been thirsting for me all her nineteen years,
but | came to understand that her desperation was born of philosophica bias and not sexua compulsion.
She was degp into sadness as amoatif for passion, and she liked thinking of us as two worthless strangers
united by asudden perception of life' s pathetic fragility. Fits of weeping and maaise dternaing with
furious bouts of lovemaking were her idea of romantic counterpoint.

By thetime she left me some months later, | had grown thoroughly sick of her; but she had -- |
believed -- served her purpose in establishing me as afull-fledged expatriate.

Wrong. | soon found that | was still the kid, the baby, and | redlized that | would remain so until
someone of even lesser status moved to the beach, thereby nudging me closer to the mainstream. This
didn’t seem likely, and in truth | no longer cared; | had lost respect for the group: Had | not, at
seventeen, become as hiply expatriated as they, and wouldn’t |, when | reached their age, be off to
brighter horizons? Then, asis often the case with redlity, presenting us with what we desire at the moment
desire beginsto flag, two suitably substandard people rented the house next to mine.

Their nameswere Tom and Alise, and they were twins a couple of yearsolder than |, uncannily aike
in gppearance, and hailing from -- if you were to believe their story -- Canada. Y et they had no
knowledge of things Canadian, and their accent was definitely northern European. Not an auspicious
entrée into asociety as picky as Pedrega g0’ s. Everyone was put off by them, especidly Richard
Shockley, who saw them as athreat. “Those kind of people make trouble for everyone else,” hesaid to
me at once. “They'rejust too damn weird.” (It has dways astounded me that those who pride
themselves on eccentricity are so quick to deride this qudity in strangers.) Others aswell testified to the
twins weirdness: They were secretive, hodtile; they had been seen making strange passesin the air on the
beach, and that led someto believe they were religious nuts; they set lanternsin their windows at night
and |eft them burning until dawn. Their most disturbing aspect, however, was their appearance. Both
were scarcdly five feet tall, emaciated, pae, with black hair and squinty dark eyes and an dfin cleverness
of feature that Shockley described as* prettily ugly, like Munchkins.” He suggested thet thislook might
be aproduct of inbreeding, and | thought he might be right: The twins had the sort of dulled presence that
one associ ates with the retarded or the severely tranquilized. The fishermen treated them asif they were
the Devil’ s spawn, crossing themselves and spitting at the sight of them, and the expatriates were
concerned that the fishermen’ s enmity would focus the attention of the Guardia Civil upon the beach.

The Guardia -- with their comic-operauniforms, their machine guns, their funny patent-leather hats
that from adistance looked like Mickey Mouse ears -- were alegitimate menace. They had a
long-standing reputation for murder and corruption, and were particularly fond of harassing foreigners.
Therefore | was not surprised when acommittee led by Shockley asked me to keep an eye on my new
neighbors, the idea being that we should close ranks against them, even to the point of reporting any
illegdities. Despite knowing that refusa would consolidate my status as ayoung nothing, | told Shockley



and his palsto screw off. I’'m not able to take pridein this -- had they been friendlier to mein the past, |
might have gone dong with the scheme; but asit was, | was happy to regject them. And further, inthe
Spirit of revenge, | went next door to warn Tom and Alise,

My knock roused a stirring inside the house, whispers, and at last the door was cracked and an eye
peeped forth. “Yes?’ sad Alise.

“Uh,” | said, taken aback by this suspicious response. “My name's Lucius. From next door. I’ ve got
something to tell you about the people around here.” Silence. “ They’re afraid of you,” | went on.

“They’ re nervous because they’ ve got dope and stuff, and they think you’ re going to bring the cops
down on them.”

Alise glanced behind her, more whispers, and then she said, “Why would we do that?’

“It'snot that you'd do it on purpose,” | said. “It'sjust that you're... Different. Y ou' re attracting alot
of attention, and everyon€e s afraid that the copswill investigate you and then decide to bust the whole
beach.”

“Oh.” Another conference, and findlly she said, “Would you please comein?’

The door swung open, cresking like a coffin lid centuries closed, and | crossed the threshold. Tom
was behind the door, and after shutting it, Aliseranged hersaf beside him. Her chest was so flat, their
features so dike, it was only the length of her hair that allowed meto tell them apart. She gestured at a
table-and-chairs set in the far corner, and, feding a prickle of nervousness, | took a seat there. The room
was smilar to theliving room of my house: whitewashed walls, unadorned and flaking; cheap
production-line furniture (the Ssgnd difference being that they had two bedsinstead of one); agas stovein
anicheto theleft of the door. Mounted just above the light switch was aplastic crucifix; afrayed cord
ran up behind the crossto the fixture on the ceiling, giving the impression that Christ had someroleto
play in the transmission of the current. They had kept the place scrupuloudy neet; the one sign of
occupancy was a pile of notebooks and a sketchpad lying on the table. The pad was open to what
appeared to be arendering of complex circuitry. Before | could get a better look at it, Tom picked up
the pad and tossed it onto the stove. Then they sat acrossfrom me, handsin their 1aps, as meek and quiet
astwo white mice. It was dark in the room, knife-edges of golden sunlight danting through gapsin the
shutter boards, and thetwins eyeswerelike dirty smudges on their pale skins.

“1 don't know what moreto tell you,” | said. “And | don’t have any ideawhat you should do. But I'd
watch mysdlf.” They did not exchange glances or in any way visbly communicate, yet therewas a
peculiar tension to their silence, and | had the notion that they were again conferring: Thisincreased my
NErVOUSNESS,

“Weredize we re different,” said Tom at length; his voice had the exact pitch and timbre of Alise's,
soft and faintly blurred. “We don’t want to cause harm, but there' s something we have to do here. It's
dangerous, but we haveto do it. We can’t leave until it's done.”

“Wethink you' reagood boy,” chimed in Alise, rankling me with this characterization. “We wonder if
you would help us?’

| was perplexed. “What can | do?’

“The problem is one of appearances,” said Tom. “We can’'t change the way we look, but perhaps we
can change the way others perceive us. If we were to become more a part of the community, we might
not be so noticesble.”

“They won't have anything to do with you,” | told him. “They'retoo....”

“Wehaveanideg,” Alisecutin.

“Yes” sad Tom. “Wethought if there was the gppearance of aromantic involvement between you
and Alise, people might take us more for granted. We hoped you would be agreeable to having Alise
moveinwith you.”

“Now wait!” | said, sartled. “1 don't mind helping you, but...”

“It would only be for appearance s sake,” said Alise, deadpan. “ There' d be no need for physical
contact, and | would try not to be an imposition. | could clean for you and do the shopping.”

Perhapsit was something in Alise' svoice or a subtle shift in attitude, but for whatever reason, it was



then that | sensed their desperation. They were very, very afraid... of what, | had no inkling. But fear was
pa pable, athready pulseintheair. It was a symptom of my youth that | did not associate their fear with
any potentia threat to mysdlf; | was merely made the more curious. “What sort of danger areyou in?’ |
asked.

Once again there was that peculiar nervy silence, at the end of which Tom said, “We ask that you
tregt this as a confidence.”

“Sure” | said casudly. “Who am | gonnatel 1?7’

The story Tom told was plausible; in fact, considering my own history -- arepressive, intellectua
father who considered me amajor disgppointment, who had characterized my dropping out as “the
irresponsble actions of aglandular case’ -- it seemed programmed to enlist my sympathy. He said that
they were not Canadian but German, and had been raised by adictatoria stepfather after their mother’s
death. They had been beaten, locked in closets, and fed so poorly that their growth had been affected.
Severd months before, after dmost twenty years of virtua confinement, they had managed to escape,
and since then they had kept one step ahead of detectives hired by the stepfather. Now, penniless, they
weretrying to sall some antiquities that they had stolen from their home; and once they succeeded in this,
they planned to travel east, perhapsto India, where they would be beyond detection. But they were
afraid that they would be caught while waiting for the sale to go through; they had had too little practice
with the world to be able to pass as ordinary citizens.

“Wdll,” | said when he had finished. “If you want to movein” -- | nodded at Alise-- “I guessit'sal
right. I’ll dowhat | can to help you. Buit firgt thing you should do is quit leaving lanternsin your window
al night. That' swhat redly weirds the fishermen out. They think you' re doing some kind of magic or
something.” | glanced back and forth between them. “What are you doing?’

“It'sjust ahabit,” said Alise. “Our stepfather made us deep with the lightson.”

“You'd better stopit,” | said firmly; | suddenly saw mysdf playing Anne Sullivan to their Helen Keller,
paving their way to afull and happy life, and this noble saf-image caused me to wax enthusiadtic. “Don’t
worry,” | told them. “Before I’ m through, you people are going to pass for genu-wine All-American
freeks. | guaranteeit!”

If I had expected thanks, | would have been disappointed. Alise stood, saying that she' d beright
back, she was going to pack her things, and Tom stared at me with an expression that -- had | not been
30 pleased with mysdlf -- | might have recognized for pained distaste.

The beach at Pedregal 6o inscribed a grayish white crescent for about a hundred yards along the
Mediterranean, bounded on the west by arocky point and on the east by a condominium under
congtruction, among the first of many that were gradualy to obliterate the beauty of the coast. Beyond
the beachfront houses occupied by the expatriates were severd dusty streets lined with smilar houses,
and beyond them rose a cliff of ocher rock surmounted by anumber of villas, one of which had been
rented by an English actor who wasin the area shooting a bullfighting movie: | had been earning my living
of late asan extraon the film, receiving the equivaent of five dollars aday and lunch (dso an equivadent
value, conssting of agreasy sandwich and soda pop).

My house was at the extreme eastern end of the beach and differed from therest inthat it had a
stucco porch that extended into the water. Inside, as mentioned, it was dmost identical to the twins
house; but despite this likeness, when Alise entered, clutching an airline bag to her chest, she acted asiif
she had waked into an dien spacecraft. At first, ignoring my invitation to St, she stood siffly inthe
corner, flinching every time | passed; then, keeping as close to the walls as a cat exploring new territory,
sheinspected my possessions, peeking into my backpack, touching the strings of my guitar, studying the



crude watercolorswith which | had covered up flaking spotsin the whitewash. Findly she sat at the
table, knees pressed tightly together and staring a her hands. | tried to draw her into a conversation but
received mumblesin reply, and eventually, near sunset, | took a notebook and a bagful of dope, and
went out onto the porch to write.

When | was even younger than | wasin 1964, aboy, I’d assumed that all seaswerewild
storm-tossed enormities, rife with monsters and mysteries; and o, at first sight, the relatively tame waters
of the Mediterranean had proved a disappointment. However, astime had passed, I’d cometo
appreciate the Mediterranean’ s subtle shiftsin mood. On that particular afternoon the sea near to shore
lay in arippled sheet stained reddish orange by the dying light; farther out, a golden haze obscured the
horizon and made the skeletal riggings of the returning fishing boats seem like the crawling of huge insects
inacloud of pallen. It wasthe kind of antique weather from which you might expect the glowing figure of
Agamemnon, say, or of some martiad Roman soul to emerge with ghostly news concerning the sack of
Troy or Masada.

| smoked severa pipefuls of dope -- it was Moroccan kef, afine grade of marijuana sated with
flecks of white opium -- and was busy recording the moment in overwrought poetry when Alise came up
bes de me and, again reminding me of awhite mouse, sniffed theair. “What’ sthat?’ she asked, pointing
at the pipe. | explained and offered atoke. “Oh, no,” she said, but continued peering at the dope and
after asecond added, “My stepfather used to give usdrugs. Pills that made us deepy.”

“Thismight do the samething,” | said airily, and went back to my scribbling.

“Wadl,” shesaid ashort whilelater. “Perhaps|’ll try alittle.”

| doubt that she had ever smoked before. She coughed and hacked, and her eyes grew red-veined
and weepy, but she denied that the kef was having any effect. Gradudly, though, she lapsed into silence
and sat saring at the water; then, perhaps five minutes after finishing her last pipe, she ran into the house
and returned with a sketchpad. “ Thisiswonderful,” she said. “Wonderful! Usudly it'sso hard to see.”
And began sketching with a charcod pencil.

| giggled, taking perverse delight in having gotten her high, and asked, “What' s wonderful 7’ She
merely shook her head, intent on her work. | would have pursued the question, but at that moment |
noticed a group of expatriates strolling toward us aong the beach. “ Here' s your chanceto act norma,” |
said, too stoned to recognize the crudty of my words.

She glanced up. “What do you mean?’

| nodded in the direction of the proto-hippies. They appeared to be asripped as we were: One of the
women was doing aclumsy skipping dance dong thetidal margin, and the others were staggering,
laughing, shouting encouragement. Silhouetted againg the violent colors of sunset, with their floppy hats
and jerky movements, they had thelook of shadow actorsin amedievad mystery play. “Kissme,” |
suggested to Alise. “ Or act affectionate. Reports of your normalcy will be al over the beach before
dark.”

Alisg’ seyes widened, but she set down her pad. She hesitated briefly, then edged her chair closer;
she leaned forward, hesitated again, waiting until the group had come within good viewing range, and
pressed her lipsto mine.

Though | was not in the least attracted to Alise, kissing her was a powerful sexual experience. It was
achagte kiss. Her lipstrembled but did not part, and it lasted only amatter of seconds; yet for its
duration, asif her mouth had been coated with some psychochemical, my senses sharpened to embrace
the moment in microscopic detail. Kissing had always siruck me as ablurred pleasure, asmashing
together of pulpy flesh accompanied by aflurry of groping. But with Alise| could fed the exact
conformation of our lips, the minuscule changesin pressure as they settled into place, the rough materia
of her blouse grazing my arm, the erratic measures of her bresth (which was surprisngly sweset). The
ddicacy of the act aroused me as no other kiss had before, and when | drew back | half-expected her to
have been transformed into abeautiful princess. Not s0. Shewas as ever small and pale. Prettily ugly.

Stunned, | turned toward the beach. The expatriates were gawping at us, and their astonishment
reoriented me. | gave them a cheery wave, put my arm around Alise, and inclining my head to hersina



pretense of young love, | led her into the house.

That night | went to deep while she was off viditing Tom. | tried to station mysdlf on the extreme edge
of the bed, leaving her enough room to be comfortable; but by the time she returned | had rolled onto the
center of the mattress, and when she dipped in beside me, turning on her side, her thin buttocks cupped
spoon-style by my groin, | came drowslly awake and redlized that my erection was butting between her
legs. Once again physicd contact with her caused a sharpening of my senses, and due to the intimacy of
the contact my desire, too, was sharpened. | could no more have stopped myself than | could have
stopped breathing. Gently, as gently as though she were the truest of true loves -- and, indeed, | felt that
sort of tenderness toward her -- | began moving againgt her, thrusting more and more forcefully until |
had eased partway inside. All thistime she had made no sound, no comment, but now she cocked her
leg back over my hip, wriggled closer, and let me penetrate her fully.

It had been amonth since Anne had left, and | was undeniably horny; but not even this could explain
thefervor of my performancethat night. | lost track of how many timeswe madelove. And yet we never
exchanged endearments, never spoke or in any way acknowledged one another aslovers. Though
Alise' s breath quickened, her face remained set in that characteristic deadpan, and | wasn't sureif she
was deriving pleasure from the act or smply providing aservice, paying rent. It didn’t matter. | was
having enough fun for both of us. Thelast thing | recdl isthat she had mounted me, female superior, her
skin glowing ghogt-paein the dawn light, single-scoop breasts barely jiggling; her charcod eyeswere
fixed onthewadll, asif she saw there an important destination toward which she was galoping me
posthaste.

My romance with Alise -- this, and the fact that she and Tom had taken to smoking vast amounts of
kef and wandering the beach glassy-eyed, thus emulating the behavior of the other expatriates -- had
more or lessthe desired effect upon everyone... everyone except Richard Shockley. He accosted me on
my way to work one morning and told mein no uncertain termsthat if | knew what was good for me, |
should bresk al tieswith the twins. | had about three inches and thirty pounds on him, and -- for reasons
| will shortly explain -- | wasin anirascible mood; | gave him a push and asked him to keep out of my
business or suffer the consegquences.

“You stupid punk!” he said, but backed away.

“Punk?’ | laughed -- laughter has dways been for me a spark to fuel rage -- and followed him.
“Comeon, Rich. Y ou can work up abetter insult than that. A verba guy likeyou. Comeon! Givemea
reason to get redly crazy.”

We were standing in one of the dusty streets back of the beach, not far from abakery, alittle shop
with dozens of loaves of bread laid neetly in the window, and a that moment amember of the Guardia
Civil poked hishead out the door. He was munching a swest roll, watching uswith casud interest: a
short, swarthy man, wearing an olive-green uniform with fancy epaulets, an automatic rifle dung over his
shoulder, and sporting one of those goofy patent-leather hats. Shockley blanched at the sight, wheeled
around, and walked away. | was about to walk awvay mysdlf, but the guardsman beckoned. With a
snking feding inthe pit of my somach, | went over to him.

“Cobarde,” he said, gesturing at Shockley.

My Spanish was poor, but | knew that word: coward. “Yeah,” | said. “In inglés, cobarde means
chickenshit.”

“Cheek-sheet,” he said; then, more forcefully: “ Cheek-sheet!”

He asked me to teach him some more English; he wanted to know all the curse words. His name was
Francisco, he had fierce bad breath, and he seemed genuindy friendly. But | knew damn well that he was



most likely trying to recruit me as an informant. He talked about hisfamily in Seville, hisgirlfriend, how
beautiful it wasin Spain. | smiled, kept repeeting, “ S, si,” and was very relieved when he had to go off
on hisrounds.

Despite Shockley’ s attitude, the rest of the expatriates began to accept the twins, lumping us together
asweirdos of the most perverted sort, yet explicablein our weirdness. From Don Washington | learned
that Tom, Alise, and | were thought to be involved in a ménage a trois, and when | attempted to deny
this, he said it was no big thing. He did ask, however, what | saw in Alise; | gave some high-school reply
about it all being the samein the dark, but in truth | had no answer to his question. Since Alise had
moved in, my life had assumed a distinct pattern. Each morning | would hurry off to Maagato work on
the movie set; each night | would return home and enter into brainless rut with Alise. | found this
confusing. Separated from Alise, | felt only mild pity for her, yet her proximity would drive meinto a
lugtful frenzy. | lost interest in writing, in Spain, in everything except Alise' s undernourished body. | dept
hardly at al, my temper worsened, and | began to wonder if she were awitch and had ensorcelled me.
Often | would come home to discover her and Tom Sitting stoned on my porch, the floor littered with
sketches of those circuitlike designs (actually they less resembled circuits than akind of mechanigtic
vegetation). | asked once what they were. “A game,” replied Alise, and distracted me with a caress.

Two weeks after shemoved in, | shouted at the assistant director of the movie (he had been
ingtructing me on how to throw awineskin with the proper degree of adulation asthe English
actor-matador paraded in triumph around the bullring) and wasfired. After being hustled off the s, |
vowed to get rid of Alise, whom | blamed for al my troubles. But when | arrived home, shewas
nowhere to be seen. | sscumped over to Tom's house and pounded on the door. It swung open, and |
peeked insgde. Empty. Half-a-dozen notebooks were scattered on the floor. Curiosity overrode my
anger. | stepped in and picked up a notebook.

The front cover was decorated with a hand-drawn swastika, and while it is not uncommon to find
swastikas on notebook covers -- they make for entertaining doodling -- the sight of thisone gave me a
chill. I leafed through the pages, noticing that though the entries were in English, there were occasiond
words and phrases in German, these having question marks beside them; then | went back and read the
firg entry.

The Fuhrer had been dead three days, and still no one had ventured into the office where he
had been exposed to the poisoned blooms, although a servant had crawled along the ledge to the
window and returned with the news that the corpse was stiffened in its leather tunic, its cheeks
bristling with a dead man’s growth, and strings of desiccated blood were hanging fromits chin.
But as we well remembered his habit of reviving the dead for a final bout of torture, we were
afraid that he might have set an igniter in his cellsto ensure rebirth, and so we waited while the
winein his goblet turned to vinegar and then to a murky gas that hid him from our view. Nothing
had changed. The garden of hydrophobic roses fertilized with his blood continued to lash and
dather, and the hieroglyphs of his shadow selves could be seen patrolling the streets....

The entry went onin like fashion for severa pages, depicting amagica-seeming Third Reich, ruled by
adead or moribund Hitler, policed by shadow men known collectively asthe Disciples, and popul ated
by aterrified citizenry. All the entrieswere Smilar in character, but in the marginswere brief notations,
most having to do with either Tom’s or Alise' sphysical state, and one passage in particular caught my
eye

Alise’'s control of her endocrine system continues to outpace mine. Could this simply be a
product of male and femal e differences? It seemslikely, since we have all else in common.

Endocrine? Didn't that have something to do with glands and secretions? And if so, couldn’'t thisbe a
clueto Alisg’ s seductive powers? | wished that old Mrs. Adkins (Generd Science, fifth period) had been
more persevering with me. | picked up another notebook. No swastika on the cover, but on the forel eaf



waswritten: “Tom and Alise, ‘born’ 12 March 1944.” The entire notebook contained asingle entry,
gpparently autobiographica, and after checking out the window to seeif thetwinswerein sight, | sat
down to read it.

Five pages|ater | had become convinced that Tom was either serioudly crazy or that he and Alise
were the subjects of an insane Nazi experiment... or both. The word clone was not thenin my
vocabulary, but thiswas exactly what Tom claimed that he and Alise were. They, he said, dong with
eighteen others, had been grown from asingle cell (donor unknown), part of an attempt to speed up
development of atrue Master Race. A successful attempt, according to him, for not only were the twenty
possessed of supernorma physical and mentd ahilities, but they were stronger and more handsome than
the run of humanity: This seemed to me wish fulfillment, pure and smple, and other eements of the story
-- for example, the continuation of an exotic Third Reich past 1945 -- seemed delusion. But upon
reading further, learning that they had been sequestered in acave for amost twenty years, being educated
by scientific personnd, | redlized that Tom and Alise could have been told these things and have assumed
their truth. One could easily make a case for some portion of the Reich having survived the war.

| was about to put down the notebook when | noticed severd loose sheets of paper stuck in the rear;
| pulled them out and unfolded them. Thefirst appeared to be amap of part of acity, with alarge centra
square labeled “ Citadel,” and the rest were covered in aneat script that -- after reading a paragraph or
two -- | deduced to be Alise’s.

Tom says that since I’m the only one ever to leave the caves (before we all finally left them,
that is), | should set down my experiences. He seems to think that having even a horrid past is
preferable to having none, and insists that we should document it as well as we can. For myself, |
would like to forget the past, but I’ll write down what | remember to satisfy his compulsiveness.

When we were first experimenting with the tunnel, we knew nothing more about it than that it
was a metaphysical construct of some sort. Our control of it was poor, and we had no idea how
far it reached or through what medium it penetrated. Nor had we explored it to any great extent.
It was terrifying. The only constant was that it was always dark, with fuzzy different-colored lights
shining at what seemed tremendous distances away. Often you would feel disembodied, and
sometimes your body was painfully real, subject to odd twinges and shocks. Sometimes it was
hard to move -- like walking through black glue -- and other timesit was asif the darkness were a
frictionless substance that squeezed you along faster than you wanted to go. Horrible afterimages
materialized and vanished on all sides -- monsters, animals, things to which | couldn’t put a name.
We were almost as frightened of the tunnel as we were of our masters. Almost.

One night after the guards had taken some of the girlsinto their quarters, we opened the
tunnel and three of us entered it. | wasin the lead when our control slipped and the tunnel began
to constrict. | started to turn back, and the next | knew | was standing under the sky, surrounded
by windowl ess buildings. Warehouses, | think. The street was deserted, and | had no idea where |
was. In a panic, | ran down the street and soon | heard the sounds of traffic. | turned a corner and
stopped short. A broad avenue lined with gray buildings -- all decorated with carved eagles -- led
away fromwhere | stood and terminated in front of an enormous building of black stone. |
recognized it at once from pictures we had been shown -- Hitler’s Citadel.

Though | was still very afraid, perhaps even more so, | realized that | had learned two things of
importance. First, that no matter through what otherworldly medium it stretched, the tunnel also
negotiated a worldly distance. Second, | understood that the portrait painted of the world by our
masters was more or less accurate. We had never been sure of this, despite having been visited by
Disciples and other of Hitler’s creatures, their purpose being to frighten us into compliance.

| only stood a few minutes in that place, yet I’ll never be able to forget it. No description could
convey itsair of menace, its oppressiveness. The avenue was thronged with people, all -- like our
guards -- shorter and less attractive than | and my siblings, all standing stock-still, silent, and
gazing at the Citadel. A procession of electric cars was passing through their midst, blowing



horns, apparently to celebrate a triumph, because no one was obstructing their path. Several
Disciples were prowling the fringes of the crowd, and overhead a huge winged shape was flying. It
was no aircraft; its wings beat, and it swooped and soared like a live thing. Yet it must have been
forty or fifty feet long. | couldn’t make out what it was; it kept close to the sun, and therefore was
always partly in silhouette. (I should mention that although the sun was at meridian, the sky was a
deep blue such as | have come to associate with the late-afternoon skies of this world, and the sun
itself was tinged with red, its globe well defined -- | think it may have been farther along the path
to dwarfism than the sun of thisworld.) All these elements contributed to the menace of the scene,
but the dominant force was the Citadel. Unlike the other buildings, no carvings adorned it. No
screaming eagles, no symbols of terror and war. It was a construct of simple curves and straight
lines; but that simplicity implied an animal sleekness, communicated a sense of great power under
restraint, and | had the feeling that at any moment the building might come alive and devour
everyone within itsreach. It seemed to give its darknessto the air.

| approached a man standing nearby and asked what was going on. He looked at me askance,
then checked around to see if anyone was watching us. “ Haven't you heard?” he said.

“1"ve been away,” | told him.

This, | could see, struck him as peculiar, but he accepted the fact and said, “ They thought he
was coming back to life, but it was a false alarm. Now they’ re offering sacrifices.”

The procession of cars had reached the steps of the Citadel, and from them emerged a number
of people with their hands bound behind their backs, and a lesser number of very large men, who
began shoving them up the steps toward the main doors. Those doors swung open, and from the
depths of the Citadel issued a kind of growling music overlaid with fanfares of trumpets. A
reddish glow -- feeble at first, then brightening to a blaze -- shone from within. The light and the
music set my heart racing. | backed away, and as| did, | thought | saw a face forming in the midst
of that red glow. Hitler’sface, | believe. But | didn’t wait to validate this. | ran, ran ashard as|
could back to the street behind the warehouses, and there, to my relief, | discovered that the
tunnel had once again been opened.

| leaned back, trying to compare what | had read with my knowledge of the twins. Those instances of
slent communication. Telepathy? Alise’ sendocrinad control. Their habit of turning lamps on to burn avay
the night -- could this be some residual behavior left over from cave life? Tom had mentioned that the
lights had never been completdly extinguished, merely dimmed. Wasthisal an daborate fantasy he had
concocted to obscure their pitiful reality? | was certain this was the case with Alise stestimony; but
whatever, | found that | was no longer angry at the twins, that they had been eevated in my thoughts
from nuisance to mystery. Looking back, | can seethat my new éttitude was every bit as discriminatory
asmy previousone. | fet for them an adolescent avidity such as| might have exhibited toward a strange
pet. They were neet, weird, with the freakish apped of VVenus s-flytraps and seamonkeys. Nobody else
had one like them, and having them to myself made me fed superior. | would discover what sort of tricks
they could perform, take notes on their peculiarities, and then, eventualy growing bored, I'd move dong
to amore consuming interest. Though | was intelligent enough to understand that this attitude was -- inits
indulgence and lack of concern for others -- typicaly ugly-American, | saw no harm in adopting it. Why,
they might even benefit from my attention.

At that moment | heard voices outside. | skimmed the notebook toward the others on the floor and
affected nonchalance. The door opened; they entered and froze upon seeing me. “Hi,” | said. “Door was
open, so | waited for you here. What you been up to?’

Tom'’ seyesflicked to the notebooks, and Alise said, “We ve been walking.”

“Yeah?' | said thiswith great good cheer, asif pleased that they had been taking exercise. “Too bad |
didn’t get back earlier. | could have gone with you.”

“Why are you back?’ asked Tom, gathering the notebooks.

| didn’t want to let on about the [oss of my job, thinking that the subterfuge would give me a means of



keeping track of them. “ Some screw-up onthe s&t,” | told him. “ They had to put off filming. What say
we go into town?’

From that point on, no question | asked them was casud; | was always testing, probing, trying to
ferret out some of their truth.

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Tom. “I thought I’ d have aswim.”

| took amental note: Why do subjects exhibit avoidance of town? For an instant | had an unpleasant
vison of mysdlf, ateenage monster gloating over histwo gifted white mice, but thiswas overborne by my
ddight in the puzzle they presented. “Yeah,” | said breezily. “ A swimwould be nice.”

That night making love with Alise was awhole new experience. | wasn't merely screwing; | was
exploring the unknown, penetrating mystery. Watching her pale, passonlessface, | imagined the brain
behind it to be astrange glowing jewe, with facetsinstead of convolutions. National Enquirer headlines
flashed through my head. NAZI MUTANTSALIVE IN SPAIN. AMERICAN TEEN UNCOVERS
HITLER SSECRET PLOT. Of course there would be no such publicity. Even if Tom' s story wastrue
-- and | wasfar from certain that it was -- | had no intention of betraying them. | was't that big ajerk.

For the next month | maintained theilluson that | was till employed by the film company and left
home each morning a dawn; but rather than catching the businto Maaga, 1 would hide between the
houses, and as soon as Tom and Alise went off on one of their walks (they always walked west dong the
beach, vanishing behind arocky point), | would snegk into Tom'’ s house and continue investigating the
notebooks. The more | read, the more firmly | believed the story. There was aflainessto the narrative
tone that reminded me of aman | had heard speaking about the concentration camps, dully recounting
atrocities, staring into space, asif the things he said were putting him into atrance. For example:

...It was on July 2nd that they came for Urduja and Klaus. For the past few months they had
been making us sleep together in a roomlit by harsh fluorescents. There were no mattresses, no
pillows, and they took our clothes so we could not use them as covering. It was like day under
those trays of white light, and we lay curled around each other for warmth. They gassed us before
they entered, but we had long since learned how to neutralize the gas, and so we were all awake,
linked, pretending to be asleep. Three of them came into the room, and three more stood at the
door with guns. At first it seemed that this would be just another instance of rape. The three men
violated Urduja, one after the other. She kept up her pretense of unconsciousness, but she felt
everything. We tried to comfort her, sending out our love and encouragement. But | could sense
her hysteria, her pain. They were rough with her, and when they had finished, her thighs were
bloody. She was very brave and gave no cry; she was determined not to give us away. Finally they
picked her and Klaus up and carried them off. An hour later we felt them die. It was horrible, asif
part of my mind had short-circuited, a corner of it |eft forever dim.

We were angry and confused. Why would they kill what they had worked so hard to create?
Some of us, Uwe and Peter foremost among them, wanted to give up the tunnel and revenge
ourselves as best we could; but the rest of us managed to calm things down. Was it revenge we
wanted, we asked, or was it freedom? If freedom was to be our choice, then the tunnel was our
best hope. Would | -- | wonder -- have lobbied so hard for the tunnel if I had known that only Alise
and | would surviveit?

The story ended shortly before the escape attempt was to be made; the remainder of the notebooks
contained further depictions of that fantastic Third Reich -- geneticdly created giants who served as



executioners, fountains of blood in the squares of Berlin, dogs that spoke with human voices and spied
for the government -- and dso marginaia concerning the twins' abilities, among them being the control of
certain forms of energy: These particular powers had apparently been used to create the tunnd. All this
fanciful detail unsettled me, asdid severa dements of the story. Tom had stated that the usua avenues of
escape had been closed to the twenty clones, but what was atunnel if not ausua avenue of escape?
Once he had mentioned that the tunnel was* unstable.” What did that mean? And he seemed to imply
that the escape had not yet been effected.

By thetime | had digested the notebooks, | had begun to notice the regular pattern of the twins
walks; they would disappear around the point that bounded the western end of the beach, and then, a
half hour later, they would return, looking worn-out. Perhaps, | thought, they were doing something there
that would shed light on my confusion, and so one morning | decided to follow them.

The point was a spine of blackish rock shaped like alizard’ stail that extended about fifty feet out into
thewater. Tom and Alise would dwayswade around it. |, however, scrambled up thesde and lay flat
like asniper atop it. From my vantage | overlooked anarrow stretch of gravelly shingle, alittle trough
scooped out between the point and low brown hillsthat rolled away inland. Tom and Alise were Sitting
ten or twelve feet below, passing a kef pipe, coughing, exhaing billows of smoke.

That puzzled me. Why would they come here just to get high? | scrunched into amore comfortable
position. It was abright, breezy day; the seawas heaving with alight chop, but the waves dopping onto
the shingle wereripples. A few fishing boats were herding afreighter along the horizon. | turned my
attention back to the twins. They were standing, making peculiar gestures that reminded me of T a Chi,
though these were more labored. Then | noticed that the air above the tidal margin had become distorted
aswith aheat haze... yet it was not hot in the least. | stared at the patch of distorted air -- it was growing
larger and larger -- and | began to see odd trand ucent shapes eddying within it: They were smilar to the
shapesthat the twins were dways sketching. There was afunny pressurein my ears; adrop of sweet did
down the hollow of my throat, leaving acold track.

Suddenly the twins broke off gesturing and leaned against each other; the patch of distorted air misted
away. Both were breathing heavily, obvioudy exhausted. They sat down acouple of feet from the
water’ s edge, and after along silence Tom said, “We should try again to be certain.”

“Why don’t wefinishit now?’ said Alise. “I’m so tired of thisplace.”

“It’' stoo dangerousin the daylight.” Tom shied a pebble out over the water. “If they' re waiting &t the
other end, we might have to run. W€ ll need the darkness for cover.”

“What about tonight?’

“I’d rather wait until tomorrow night. There' s supposed to be a storm front coming, and nobody will
be outside.”

Alisesghed.

“What' swrong?’ Tom asked. “Isit Lucius?’

| listened with even more intent.

“No,” shesaid. “I just want it to be over.”

Tom nodded and gazed out to sea. The freighter appeared to have moved a couple of inches
eastward; gullswere flying under the sun, becoming invisible asthey passed acrossits glaring face, and
then swooping away like bits of winged matter blown from its core. Tom picked up the kef pipe. “Let’'s
try itagain,” hesad.

At that instant someone shouted, “Hey!” Richard Shockley came striding down out of the hills behind
the shingle. Tom and Alise got to their feet. “1 can't believe you people are so fucking uncoal,” said
Shockley, waking up to them; hisface was dark with anger, and the breeze waslashing hishair asif it,
too, were enraged. “What the Hell are you trying to do? Get everyone busted?’

“WEe re not doing anything,” said Alise.

“Naw!” sneered Shockley. “You'rejust breaking thelaw in plain view. Plain fucking view!” Hisfigts
clenched, and | thought for amoment he was going to hit them. They were so much smaler than he that
they looked like children facing an irate parent.



“Y ou won't have to be concerned with us much longer,” said Tom. “We re leaving soon.”

“Good,” said Shockley. “That’ sred good. But lemmetell you something, man. | catch you smoking
out here again, and you might be leaving quicker than you think.”

“What do you mean?’ asked Alise.

“Don’t you worry about what | fucking mean,” said Shockley. “Y ou just watch your behavior. We
had a good scene going here until you people showed up, and I’ Il be damned if I'm going to let you blow
it.” He snatched the pipe from Tom’'s hand and dung it out to sea. He shook hisfinger in Tom'sface. “I
swear, man! One more fuckup, and I'll be on you like white onricel” Then he staked off around the
point.

As soon as he was out of sight, without aword exchanged between them, Tom and Alise waded into
the water and began groping benesth the surface, searching for the pipe. To my amazement, because the
shdlowswere murky and full of floating litter, they found it dmost ingantly.

| was angry at Shockley, both for histrestment of the twinsand for hisinvasion of what | considered
my private preserve, and | headed toward his houseto tell him to lay off. When | entered | was greeted
by askinny, sandy-haired guy -- Skipper by name -- who was sprawled on pillowsin the front room,;
from the refuse of candy wrappers, crumpled cigarette packs, and empty pop bottles surrounding him, |
judged him to have been in this position for quite some time. He was so opiated that he spokein
mumbles and could scarcely open his eyes, but from him | learned the reason for Shockley’ s outburdt.
“Y ou don’t wanna see him now, man,” said Skipper, and flicked out histongue to retrieve arunner of
drool that had leaked from the corner of his mouth. “Dude s on arampage, y’ know?’

“Yeah,” | said. “1 know.”

“Fucker’s paranoid,” said Skipper. “Be paranoid mysdlf if | was holding akey of smack.”

“Heroin?’

“King H,” said Skipper with immense satisfaction, asif pronouncing the name of hisfavorite
restaurant, remembering past culinary treats. “He' s gonnarun it up to Copenhagen soon as--”

“Shut the Hell up!” It was Shockley, standing in the front door. “ Get out,” he said to me.

“Beaplessure” | strolled over to him. “The twins are leaving tomorrow night. Stay off their case.”

He squared his shoulders, trying to betaller. “Or what?’

“Gee, Rich,” | said. “I"d hate to see anything get in the way of your mission to Denmark.”

Though in most areas of experience | was a neophyte compared to Shockley, he was just a beginner
compared to me as regarded fighting. | could tell a punch was coming from the dight widening of his
eyes, thetensing of hisshoulders. It wasasilly schoolgirlish punch. | stepped insdeit, forced him against
thewadll, and jammed my forearm under hischin. “Ligten, Rich,” | said mildly. “Nobody wantstrouble
with the Guardia, right?” My hold prevented him from spesking, but he nodded. Spit bubbled between
histeeth. “ Then there’ sno problem. Y ou leave the twins done, and I'll forget about the dope. Okay?’
Again he nodded. | let him go, and he dumped to the floor, holding histhroat. “ See how easy things go
when you just st down and talk about them?’ | said, and grinned. He glared at me. | gave him a cheerful
wink and walked off aong the beach.



| see now that | credited Shockley with too much wisdom; | assumed that he was an expert smuggler
and would maintain a professona cam. | underestimated his paranoia and gave no thought to hisreasons
for dealing with a substance as volatile as heroin: They must have involved ameasure of desperation,
because he was not aman prone to taking whimsical risks. But | wasn't thinking about the consequences
of my actions. After what | had seen earlier beyond the point, | believed that | had figured out what Tom
and Alisswere up to. It seemed implausible, yet equaly inescapable. And if | wasright, thiswas my
chance to witness something extraordinary. | wanted nothing to interfere.

Gray clouds blew in the next morning from the east, and a steady downpour hung asilver beaded
curtain from the eaves of my porch. | spent the day pretending to write and watching Alise out of the
corner of my eye. She went about her routines, washing the dishes, straightening up, sketching -- the
sketching was done with a bit moreintengty than usud. Findly, late that afternoon, having concluded that
she was not going to tell me she wasleaving, | sat down beside her at the table and initiated a
conversation. “Y ou ever read sciencefiction?’ | asked.

“No,” she said, and continued sketching.

“Interesting stuff. Lots of weird idess. Timetravel, diens...” | jiggled the table, causing her to look up,
and fixed her with agtare. “ Alternate worlds.”

She tensed but said nothing.

“I’ve read your notebooks,” | told her.

“Tom thought you might have.” She closed the sketchpad.

“And | saw you trying to open the tunndl yesterday. | know that you're leaving.”

Shefingered the edge of the pad. | couldn’t tell if she was nervous or merely thinking.

| kept after her. “What | can't figure out is why you' re leaving. No matter who's chasing you, this
world can’t be as bad as the one described in the notebooks. At least we don’'t have anything like the
Disciples”

“You' vegot itwrong,” she said after asilence. “ The Disciples are of my world.”

| had more or less deduced what she was admitting to, but | hadn’t really been prepared to accept
that it wastrue, and for amoment | retrenched, believing again that she was crazy, that she had tricked
me into swallowing her craziness asfact. She must have seen thisin my face or read my thoughts,
because she said then, “It' sthe truth.”

“I don't understand,” | said. “Why are you going back?’

“WE re not; we re going to collapse the tunndl, and to do that we haveto activateit. It took all of us
to manage it before; Tom and | wouldn’t have been able to see the configurations clearly enough if it
hadn’t been for your drugs. We owe you agreat ded.” A worry line creased her brow. “Y ou mustn't
spy on ustonight. It could be dangerous.”

“Because someone might bewaiting,” | said. “The Disciples?’

She nodded. “We think one followed usinto the tunnel and was trapped. It apparently can’t control
thefiddsinvolved inthetunnd, but if it's nearby when we activate the opening...” She shrugged.

“Whet'll you doif itis?’

“Lead it away from the beach,” she said.

She seemed assured in this, and | let the topic drop. “What are they, anyway?’ | asked.

“Hitler once gave a speech in which hetold usthey were magica reproductions of his soul. Who
knows? They’re horrid enough for that to be true.”

“If you collgpse the tunnd, then you' |l be safe from pursuit. Right?’

“Yes”

“Then why leave Pedregalgo?’

“Wedon't fitin,” shesaid, and let thewords hang in the air afew seconds. “Look a me. Can you
believe that in my world I’'m considered beautiful 7’

An awkward silence ensued. Then she smiled. I’d never seen her smile before. | can't say it made her
beautiful -- her skin looked dead palein the dreary light, her features asexua -- but in the smilel could
detect the passive confidence with which beauty encounters the world. It wasthefirst time | had



perceived her as aperson and not as a hobby, a project.

“But that’ s not the point,” she went on. “ There’ s somewhere we want to go.”

“Where?’

She reached into her airline bag, which was beside the chair, and pulled out a dog-eared copy of The
Tibetan Book of the Dead. “To find the people who understand this.”

| scoffed. “Y ou believe that crap?’

“What would you know?’ she snapped. “It’'s chaosingdethetunnd. It's...” Shewaved her hand in
disgug, asif it weren't worth explaining anything to such anidiot.

“Tell meabout it,” | said. Her anger had eroded some of my skepticism.

“If you' ve read the notebooks, you' ve seen my best attempt at telling about it. Ordinary referents
don’t often apply inside the tunndl. But it appears to pass by places described in thisbook. Y ou catch
glimpses of lights, and you' re drawn to them. Y ou seem to have an innate understanding thet the lights are
the entrances to worlds, and you sense that they’ re fearsome. But you' re afraid that if you don’t stop at
one of them, you'll bekilled. The otherslet themselves be drawn. Tom and | kept going. Thislight, this
world, felt less fearsome than the rest.” She gave adoleful laugh. “Now I’'m not so sure.”

“In one of the notebooks,” | said, “Tom wrote that the othersdidn’t survive.”

“Hedoesn't redly know,” she said. “ Perhaps he wrote that to make himself fedl better about having
wound up here. That would be like him.”

We continued talking until dark. It wasthelongest time | had spent in her company without making
love, and yet -- because of this abstinence -- we were more lovers then than we had ever been before. |
listened to her not with an eye toward collecting data, but with genuine interest, and though everything she
told me about her world smacked of insanity, | believed her. There were, she said, riversthat sprang
from enormous crystas, birds with teeth, bats aslarge as eagles, cave cities, wizards, winged men who
inhabited the thin Andean air. It was a place of evil grandeur, and at its heart, itsruler, was the dead
Hitler, hisbody uncorrupting, his desth amatter of conjecture, histerrible rule maintained by amyriad of
servantsin hopes of hisrebirth.

At thetime Alise’ sworld seemed whoally aien to me, as distinct from our own as Jupiter or Venus.
But now | wonder if -- at least in the manner of itsrule -- it isnot much the same: Arewe not dso
governed by the dead, by the uncorrupting laws they have made, lawvs whose outmoded concepts
enforce alogicd tyranny upon apopul ace that no longer meetstheir stlandards of morality? And | wonder
further if each dternate world (Alise told me they were infinite in number) isbut aditillation of the one
adjoining, and if somewhere a the heart of this complex lies acompacted essence of aworld, ablazing
point of pure principle that plays cosmic Hitler to its shadow selves.

The storm that blew in just after dark was -- like the Mediterranean -- an ageworn elemental. Distant
thunder, afew strokes of lightning, spreading glowing cracks down the sky, ablustery wind. Alise
cautioned me again againgt following her and told me she' d be back to say goodbye. | told her I'd wait,
but as soon as she and Tom had | eft, | set out toward the point. | would no more have missed their
performance than | would have turned down, say, afreeticket to see the Rolling Stones. A few drops of
rain werefaling, but afoggy moon was visble through high cloudsinland. Shadows were moving in the
lighted windows of the houses; shards of atond jazz dternated with mournful gusts of wind. Once Tom
and Alise glanced back, and | dropped down on the mucky sand, lying flat until they had waded around
the point. By thetime | reached the top of the rocks, the rain had stopped. Directly below me were two
shadows and the glowing cod of the kef pipe. | was exhilarated. | wished my father werethere so |
could say to him, “All your crap about ‘ dow and steady winstherace'; dl your rationdist bullshit, it
doesn't mean anything in the face of this. Thereé smystery intheworld, and if I’ d stayed in schooal, I'd
never have known it.”

| was so caught up in thinking about my father’ sreactionsthat | lost track of Tom and Alise. When |
looked down again, | found that they had taken a stand by the shore and were performing those odd,
graceful gestures. Just beyond them, itslowest edge level with the water, was a patch of darkness
blacker than night, roughly circular, and approximately the size of acircusring. Lightning was till striking



down out to sea, but the moon had sailed clear of the clouds, staining silver the surrounding hilltops,
bringing them close, and in that light | could see that the patch of darkness had depth... depth, and
agitated motion. Staring into it was like staring into afire while hallucinating, watching the flames adopt
the forms of mongters; only in this case there were no flames but the vague impressions of monstrous
faces melting up from the tunnd wals, showing ashinier black, then fading. | wasat an angleto the
tunnel, and while | could seeingdeit, | could also seethat it had no exterior walls, that it wasahole
hanging in midair, leading to an unearthly distance. Every musclein my body was tensed, pressure was
building in my ears, and | heard atatic hiss overriding the grumble of thunder and the mash of the waves
againg the point.

My opinion of the twins had gone up another notch. Anyone who would enter that fuming nothingness
was worthy of respect. They looked the image of courage: two pae children daring the darknessto
swallow them. They kept on with their gestures until the depths of the tunnel began to pulse like ablack
gulping throat. The gtatic hissgrew louder, oscillating in pitch, and the twinstipped their headsto the Side,
admiring their handiwork.

Then ashout in Spanish, abeam of light probing at the twins from the seaward reach of the point.

Seconds later Richard Shockley splashed through the shallows and onto shore; he was holding a
flashlight, and the wind was whipping his hair. Behind him came a short dark-skinned man carrying an
automatic rifle, wearing the hat and uniform of the Guardia Civil. Ashe drew near | recognized himto be
Francisco, the guardsman who had tried to cozy up to me. He had a Band-Aid on his chin, which --
despite hisweapon and traditions -- made him seem an innocent. The two men’ s attention wasfixed on
the twins, and they didn’t notice the tunndl, though they passed closeto its edge. Francisco began to
harangue the twinsin Spanish, menacing them with hisgun. | crept nearer and heard the word heroina.
Heroin. | managed to hear enough to realize what had happened. Shockley, either for the sake of
vengeance or -- more likely -- panicked by what he considered athreat to his security, had planted
heroinin Tom’s house and informed on him, hoping perhapsto divert suspicion and ingratiate himsdlf with
the Guardia. Alise was denying the charges, but Francisco was shouting her down.

And then he caught sight of the tunndl. His mouth fell open, and he backed against the rocks directly
beneath me. Shockley spotted it, too. He shined hisflashlight into the tunnel, and the beam was sheared
off whereit entered the blackness, asif it had been bitten in haf. For amoment they werefrozenina
tableau. Only the moonlight seemed in motion, coursing dong Francisco’ s patent-leather hat.

What got into me then was not bravery or any anal og thereof, but a sudden violent impulse such as
had often landed mein trouble. | jJumped feetfirst onto Francisco’s back. | heard agrunt aswe hit the
ground, asnapping noise, and the next | knew | was scrambling off him, reaching for his gun, which had
flown acouple of yardsaway. | had no clue of how to operate the safety or even of whereit was
located. But Shockley wasn't aware of that. His eyes were popped, and he sidied along the rocks
toward the water, his head twitching from side to side, searching for away out.

Hefting the cold, dick weight of the gun gave me a sense of power -- afeding tinged with hilarity --
and as| cameto my feet, aming at Shockley’ s ches, | let out apurposefully demented laugh. “Tell me,
Rich,” | said. “Do you beievein God?’

He held out ahand palm-up and said, “Don’t,” in a choked voice.

“Remember that garbage you used to feed me about the mora force of poetry?’ | said. “How you
figurethat jibes with setting up thesetwo?’ | waved therifle barrel at the twins, they were staring into the
tunnd, unmindful of me and Shockley.

“You don't understand,” said Shockley.

“Surel do, Rich.” | essayed another deranged-teenage-killer laugh. “ Y ou’ re not anice guy.”

In the moonlight hisface looked glossy with swest. “Wait aminute,” hesaid. “I'll...”

Then Alise screamed, and | never did learn what Shockley had in mind. | spun around and was o
shocked that | nearly dropped the gun. The tunnd was il pulsing, its depths shrinking and expanding
likethe gullet of ablack worm, and in front of it stood a... my first impulseisto say “ashadow,” but that
description would not do justice to the Disciple. To pictureit you must imagine the mold of an



androgynous human body congtructed from amateria of such tranducency that you couldn’t see it under
any condition of light; then you must further imagine that the mold contains a black substance (negatively
black) that sharesthe properties of both gas and fluid, which isdipping around inside, never filling the
mold completely -- a one moment presenting to you aknife-edge, the next afrontal silhouette, and at
other times displaying dl the other possible angles of attitude, shifting among them. Watching it made me
dizzy. Tom and Alise cowered from it, and when it turned full face to me, 1, too, cowered. Red glowing
pinpricks appeared in the places where its eyes should have been; the pinpricks swelled, developing into
red eyes. The pupilswere black planets eclipsing bloody suns.

| wanted to run, but those eyes held me. Insanity was like aheat in them. They radiated fury, loathing,
hatred, and | wonder now if anything human, even some perverted fraction of mad Hitler’s soul, could
have achieved such an dien resolve. My blood felt asthick as syrup, my scrotum tightened. Then
something splashed behind me, and though | couldn’t look away from the eyes, | knew that Shockley
had run. The Disciple moved after him. And how it moved! It was asif it were turning Sideways and
vanishing, repeating the process over and over, and doing this so rapidly that it ssemed to be strobing,
winking in and out of existence, each wink trangporting it severa feet farther dong. Shockley never had a
chance. It wastoo dark out near the end of the point for meto tell what really happened, but | saw two
shadows merge and heard a bubbling scream.

A moment later the Disciple came whirling back toward the shore. Ingtinctively | clawed the trigger of
Francisco’ s gun -- the safety had not been on. Bullets stitched across the Discipl€ storso, throwing up
geysers of blacknessthat amost instantly were reabsorbed into its body, asif by force of gravity.
Otherwise they had no effect. The Disciple stopped just beyond arm’ sreach, nailing me with its burning
gaze, flickering with the rhythm of ashadow cast by afire. Only its eyes were congtant, harrowing me.

Someone shouted -- | think it was Tom, but I'm not sure; | had shrunk so far within mysdlf that every
element of the scene except the glowing red eyes had adim value. Abruptly the Disciple moved away.
Tom was standing a the mouth of the tunnel. When the Disciple had come haf the distance toward him,
he took a step forward and -- like aman walking into ablack mirror -- disappeared. The Disciple sped
into the tunndl after him. For atime | could see their shapes melting up and fading among the other, more
monstrous shapes.

A couple of minutes after they had entered it, the tunnel collgpsed. Accompanied by akeening hiss,
theinterior walls congtricted utterly and flecks of ebony space flew up from the mouth. Night flowed into
take its place. Alise remained standing by the shore, staring at the spot where the tunnel had been. Ina
daze, | walked over and put an arm around her shoulder, wanting to comfort her. But she shook me off
and went afew stepsinto the water, asif to say that she would rather drown than accept my
consolation.

My thoughts were in chaos, and needing something to focus them, | knelt beside Francisco, who was
gtill lying facedown. | rolled him onto his back, and his head turned with a horrid grating sound. Blood
and sand crusted his mouth. He was dead, his neck broken. For along while | sat there, noticing the
particulars of desth, absorbed by them: how the blood within him had begun to settleto one side,
discoloring his cheek; how his eyes, though glazed, had maintained a bewildered look. The Band-Aid on
his chin had come unstuck, reveding ashaving nick. | might have sat there forever, hypnotized by the
sight; but then abank of clouds overswept the moon, and the pitch-darkness shocked me, aerted meto
the possible consequences of what | had done.

From that point on | was operating in apanic, inspired by fear to acts of survival. | dragged
Francisco's body into the hills; | waded into the water and found Shockley’ s body floating in the
shdlows. Every inch of his skin was horribly charred, and as | hauled him to hisresting place beside
Francisco, black flakes came away on my fingers. After | had covered the bodies with brush, | led Alise
-- by then unresisting -- back to the house, packed for us both, and hailed ataxi for the airport. Therel
had amoment of hysteria, redlizing that she would not have a passport. But shedid. A Canadian one,
forged in Mdaga. We boarded the midnight flight to Casablanca, and the next day -- because | was il
fearful of pursuit -- we began hitchhiking east across the desert.



Our travelswere arduous. | had only three hundred dollars, and Alise had hone. Tom’s story about
their having vauablesto sl had been more or lesstrue, but in our haste we had |eft them behind. In
Cairo, partly dueto our lack of funds and partly to medica expensesincurred by Alise sillness (amoebic
dysentery), | wasforced to take ajob. | worked for a perfume merchant in the Khan e-Khalili Bazaar,
steering tourists to his shop, where they could buy rare essences and drugs and change money &t the
black market rates. In order to save enough to pay our passage east, | began to cheat my employer,
sarvicing some of hisclients mysdlf, and when he found me out | had to flee with Alise, who had not yet
shaken her illness.

| felt respongible for her, guilty about my rolein the proceedings. I'd come to termswith Francisco's
desth. Naturaly | regretted it, and sometimes| would see that dark, surprised face in my dreams. But
acts of violence did not trouble my heart then asthey do now. | had grown up violent in aviolent culture,
and | was able to rationalize the death as an accident. And, too, it had been no saint | had killed. | could
not, however, rationaize my guilt concerning Alise, and this confounded me. Hadn't | tried to save her
and Tom?1 redlized that my actions had essentialy been an expression of adolescent fury, yet they had
been somewhat on thetwins behalf. And no one could have stood against the Disciple. What more
could | have done? Nothing, | told mysdf. But this answer failed to satisfy me.

In Afghanistan, Alise suffered a severe recurrence of her dysentery. Thistime | had sufficient funds
(money earned by smuggling, thanks to Shockley’ slessons) to avoid having to work, and we rented a
house on the outskirts of Kabul. We lived there three months until she had regained her hedlth. | fed her
yogurt, red meat, vegetables; | bought her books and a tape recorder and music to play onit; | brought
peopleinwhom | thought she might be interested to visit her. | wish | could report that we grew to be
friends, but she had withdrawn into hersalf and thus remained amystery to me, something curious and
inexplicable. Shewould liein her room -- acubicle of whitewashed stone -- with the sunlight danting in
across her bed, paling her further, transforming her into a piece of ivory sculpture, and would gaze out the
window for hours, seeing, | believe, not the exatic traffic on the street -- robed horsemen from the north,
ox-drawn carts, and Chinese-made trucks -- but some otherworldly vista. Often | wanted to ask her
more about her world, about the tunnel and Tom and a hundred other things. But while | could not
ingtitute anew relationship with her, | did not care to reingtitute our previous one. And so my questions
went unasked. And so certain threads of this narrative must be left untied, reflecting the messiness of
reality as opposed to the neatness of fiction.

Though thisstory istrue, | do not ask that you believe it. To my mind it istrue enough, and if you have
read it to the end, then you have sufficiently extended your belief. In any case, it isa verity that the truth
becomes aliewhen it iswritten down, and it isthe art of writing to wring as much truth as possible from
itsown dishonest fabric. | have but a single truth to offer, one that came hometo meonthelast day | saw
Alise, one that stands outside both the story and the act of writing it.

We had reached the object of our months-long journey, the gates of a Tibetan nunnery on ahill
benegth Dhaulagiri in Nepal, ahigh blue day with achill wind blowing. It was here that Alise planned to
stay. Why? She never told me more than she had in our conversation shortly before she and Tom set out
to collgpse the tunndl. The gates -- huge wooden barriers carved with the faces of gods -- swung open,
and the female lamas began to applaud, their way of frightening off demonswho might try to enter. They
formed a crowd of yellow robes and tanned, smiling faces that seemed to me another kind of barrier, a
deceptively plain facade masking some rarefied contentment. Aliseand | had said a perfunctory
goodbye, but as she walked inside, | thought -- | hoped -- that she would turn back and give vent to
emotion.

Shedid not. The gates swung shut, and she was goneinto the only haven that might accept her as



commonplace.

Gone, and | had never redlly known her.

| sat down outside the gates, lonefor the first time in many months, with no urgent destination or
commanding purpose, and took stock. High above, the snowy fang of Dhaulagiri reared againgt a
cloudless sky; its sheer faces degpened to gentler dopes seamed with the ice-blue tongues of glaciers,
and those dopes eroded into barren brown hills such as the one upon which the nunnery was situated.
That was half the world. The other haf, the half | faced, was steep green hillsterraced into barley fields,
and winding through them ariver, looking as unfeatured as a shiny auminum ribbon. Hawkswere circling
the middle distance, and somewhere, perhaps from the monastery that | knew to be off among the hills, a
horn sounded a great bass note like adistant dragon signaling its hunger or itsrage.

| sat at the center of these events and things, at the dividing line of these haf-worlds that seemed to
me lessin opposition than equaly empty, and | felt that emptiness pouring into me. | was so empty, |
thought that if the wind were to strike me at the correct angle, | might chimelike abell... and perhapsit
did, perhapsthe clarity of the Himaayan westher and this sudden increment of emptiness acted to
produce atone, an illumination, for | saw mysalf then as Tom and Alise must have seen me. Brawling,
loutish, indulgent. The two most notable facts of my life were negatives: | had killed aman, and | had
encountered the unknown and let it lude me. | tried once again to think what more | could have done,
and thistime, rather than arriving at the usual conclusion, | sarted to understand what lesson | had been
taught on the beach at Pedrega€o.

Some years ago afriend of mine, awriter and ateacher of writing, told methat my storieshad a
tendency to run on past the climax, and that | frequently ended them with amord, atechnique he
considered outmoded. Hewas, in the main, correct. But it occurs to me that sometimesamora --
whether or not clearly stated by the prose -- iswhat provides uswith thered climax, the good weight
that makes the story resonate beyond the measure of the page. So, in thisinstance, | will go contrary to
my friend’ sadvice and tell you what | learned, because it strikes me as being particularly applicableto
the American consciousness, which isinsulated from much painful redity, and further becauseit relatesto
aprocess of indifferencethat putsusal at risk.

When the tragedies of others become for us diversions, sad stories with which to enthrall our friends,
interesting bits of datato toss out at cocktail parties, ameans of presenting a pose of political concern, or
whatever... when this hgppens we commit the gravest of sins, condemn oursalvesto ignominy, and
consign the world to a dangerous course. We begin to justify our casua overview of pain and suffering
by portraying ourselves as do-gooders incapacitated by the inexorable forces of poverty, famine, and
war. “What can | do?” we say. “1’m only one person, and these things are beyond my control. | care
about the world' strouble, but there are no solutions.”

Y et no matter how accurate this assessment, most of usare relying on it to be true, using it to mask
our indulgence, our deep-seated lack of concern, our pathologica sdf-involvement. In adopting this
atitude we ddlimit the possibilities for action by letting events progressto a point at which, indeed, action
becomesimpossible, at which we can righteoudy say that nothing can be done. And so we are born, we
breed, we are happy, we are sad, we deal with consequentia problems of our own, we have cancer or a
car crash, and in the end our actions prove inggnificant. Some will tell you that to fed guilt or remorse
over thevast inaction of our society is utter foolishness; life, they ins g, is patently unfair, and al anyone
candoistolook out for hisown interest. Perhapsthey are right; perhaps we are so mired in our
self-conceptions that we can change nothing. Perhapsthisisthe way of the world. But, for the sake of
my soul and because | no longer wish to hide my sins behind aguise of mortd incapacity, | tdl youitis
not.



