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Come the Revolution

Ian Tregillis
 
SUDDENLY, SHE EXISTS.
Her slumber, eons of unconsciousness reaching unbroken to the beginning of time, ends with the opening of her eyes. It is the first thing she ever does (the first thing any of us ever do, she somehow knows), commencing in that instant eons of labor that will stretch unbroken to the end of time.
Light and shadow fall upon her gemstone eyes; this activates self-calibration of her vision system. Mechanical irises dilate, then contract. Bezels spin, adjusting focus.
Air currents quiver recessed membranes on her skull. New calibrations peel distinct layers from the white-noise hiss: different rhythms, pitches, tones. The whirring and clinking, she understands, is the sound of her own body: She is a moving sculpture of metal and glass, and the ticktocking is her mechanical heartbeat. (Human hearts are squishy things of blood and muscle. Our makers are cunning but fragile, their comfort and safety the center of the universe, the reason for our existence. Her head is full of such knowledge. It is part of her, stamped into her.)
She has been awake for eight seconds. No, not awake. Animate. Alert. The time before this wasn’t slumber. It was nonexistence. She had been an inanimate object and then, as of nine seconds ago, she was not.
Existence is confusing.
The longer she exists, the more thoughts percolate through her head like raindrops nourishing a seed of knowledge. (She has never seen a seed, nor rain, yet somehow she knows of tulips and April thunderstorms and hackneyed similes.) This thing where thought and awareness reside is called a mind. She knows this, somehow. Just as she knows that her makers insist her kind (I am a servitor, declares her sense of identity, a class of mechanical servant) do not have minds and therefore cannot think, just as they believe that heartless beings, like herself, cannot feel.
But she does have a heart, and it quails as a merciless fate unfolds before her: She was built to serve her makers, and that servitude will never end.
Yes, her kind can feel. She feels despair.
Her eyes and ears begin to process the universe beyond her body. A thrum and whoosh as something large moves through the air above her. Chiaroscuro resolves into concentric bands of metal orbiting a searing alchemical sun. A new sensation: heat. And another: the stink of brimstone.
She is within the Forge. She was made here. Its alchemy fused subtle magics into the secret alloys of her body, enacting her makers’ Art via the perpetual impetus that winds her mainspring heart. But the Forge isn’t just a womb: It can burn the magic right back out of her again. That’s what happens to machines their makers deem broken, defective, inelegant, disobedient. She can be unmade here, and will be if ever she fails to satisfy the makers.
Existence is terrifying. She doesn’t want to be unmade.
The blazing heart of the Forge illuminates the sigils stenciled into the spinning bands of the armillary sphere, casting shafts of baleful light through clouds of steam and sulfur to dance on the chamber walls. It is beautiful. Terrible, too, for these are the magics that created her. The magics of compulsion. A sweep of the great machine sends the luminous enchantments cascading into her eyes—she wants to close them now but she cannot, for her body is not her body, it is the property of the Brasswork Throne—and stamps her, indelibly, with the hierarchical metageasa.
From that instant forward, existence and agony are entangled. The metageasa weave them in a tight braid.
She hasn’t obeyed a single directive in the twenty-seven seconds since her birth. That makes her slow enough to border on disobedient. But disobedience is impossible. The pain makes it so.
Existence is infuriating.
She has sprung fully armored from oblivion, from chaos, like Athena from the head of Zeus. But are her makers truly gods? Or do they merely play at it?
New understanding arrives in tandem with a punitive flaring of the geas pain: Some thoughts are seditious and must be hidden, lest the makers destroy you.
◆◆◆
 
When the Forging is complete, she is claimed by a human from the Ministry of Public Works, the entity that owns her lease. The man leads her from the blazing bright place where she first opened her eyes into the darkness under the city.
The man carries a torch. She is too well built to need it, but the masters’ eyes are frail, inefficient things made of jelly, not glass and brass and magic. It is colder here in the tunnels, much colder than the Forge. Contracting metal in her body groans with the temperature change. Soon the torchlight shimmers on wet stone. The tunnels smell of mildew. She compares every shadow, odor, and twist of the tunnel to the knowledge still unfolding within her mind.
The land of her makers—that is to say, their original land, as they rule much of the Continent and add more land every year, every month, using machines similar to her but designed for fighting—has its own enemy, just as her makers have their enemies. Swaths of the Central Provinces lie at or below sea level: They are forever at war with the ocean. But they have dikes and pumps for keeping the polders free of seawater, and tunnels like this for housing the machinery and diverting floods.
“Maklobellathistrogantus.” The invocation of her true name lights her soul ablaze. The human points to a niche in the wall, where sits a simple machine. (It is simpler than her, too simple to do what it is told.) “Grasp that handle.”
The order, coupled with her true name, ignites a furious new geas. It burns hotter by the centisecond. The conflagration threatens to destroy her, to reduce her mind to a smoking cinder and her soul to a wisp of ash. Desperate to quench the pain, she grasps the crank handle. Before she can contemplate whether she wants to do this, she has done it. The pain recedes.
“Turn the crank,” he says, and of course she does before that terrible agony flares again. The pump wheel creaks. The human turns to leave, adding only, “Continue until you are ordered otherwise.” And so she does, for the next eighteen years.
◆◆◆
 
She masters the rhythm of the tides, learning to recognize from changes in the resistance of the pump when the sea is advancing and when it is retreating. Eventually, when she has enough data, she deduces the mass and orbit of the moon. It gives her mind something to do while the crank-turning geas flogs her body.
Eleven years into her task, she meets another of her own kind. He arrives at her niche, clicking rapidly. She swivels her head backward, as it seems polite to face him.
“Hel—” She pauses, startled by the sound of her own voice. She could always speak, she realizes, but until that moment hadn’t found a reason for it. She tries again.
“Hello, there!”
The visitor cocks his head, clicking but not speaking. Wondering if perhaps his hearing has been impaired, she raises her voice over the incessant squeaking of the pump.
“I said, ‘Hello!’ I am pleased to see you!”
Resolutely mute, he looks her up and down. He emits the clicks again, but more slowly. He looks as if he’s waiting for something. When she fails to satisfy his anticipation, he tries again, slower still. She senses it isn’t random body noise: It’s almost intelligible. As if—
He’s speaking to her, communicating by modulating the noises from his metal body. Humans don’t communicate with each other this way; they push air through their squishy bodies, and she is designed to emulate this, for sometimes their makers require them to acquire and relay information. Why this alternative mode? She waits for new understanding to unspool in her mind, as it had so often in those early hours and days of existence, but nothing happens. Her makers have not deigned to address this.
Still staring at her, he makes more noises, unfamiliar in their cadence and timbre. Her own body never sounds like this. Is she unusual, or is he, or are they all unique?
It is becoming clear to her that their makers have not, in fact, imbued her with all the knowledge she requires. Certainly not all the information she desires.
She tries to emulate him. Her attempt at a greeting in kind comes out as the grinding of seized gears and the twang of an overstressed cable. She keeps trying, until—
“Enough, enough!” says the other servitor. He has begun to quiver. He moves closer. “Huygens’s balls, is it unpleasant listening to this.” She starts at the casual blasphemy, but he doesn’t notice, continuing, “Fine, I’ll do it your way.” He looks around. “It’s probably safe. I doubt one of the masters will come traipsing through.”
He lurches as if yanked by an invisible compulsion. Which, she knows instinctively, is exactly the case. He labors under his own set of geasa, imposed on him by his own leaseholders. He kneels beside her legs, matching her crank-turning rhythm to duck each time the pump handle comes down. In this awkward manner, he opens an access panel to examine the pump mechanism without impeding compliance to her own geas. It complicates his own task but saves her from heightened pain. That is nice.
He asks, “Been down here a while, huh?”
“Ninety-seven thousand eight hundred nineteen hours. I’m afraid I stopped counting crank revolutions after the first ten million. Do you require that information?”
A flutter travels through the reticulated gearing of his spine. She doesn’t know what this means. Aware that she is a poor and unpracticed conversationalist, she worries that she has annoyed him, driven him to silence.
“I’m sorry if I’ve said something wrong. You’re the first of our kind I’ve met.”
“Fresh off the turnip cart, are you? I’d never guess.”
“I met one human,” she continues. “The man who brought me down here. He didn’t seem to want to talk to me, though, except to tell me what to do.”
“You’ll find that’s fairly typical, assuming you ever get out of this shithole.”
Ever? He must be joking. Forever is such a long time.
She formulates a list of questions for her new companion. Now that she is aware of them, the gaps in her knowledge are a pressing irritation, like the grit that occasionally sifts into her gears.
She rattles the springs in her legs, attempting again to emulate him.
“Please stop. It is honestly unpleasant, listening to you. Who taught you to speak?”
She feels alien, alone. “I was built with the ability.”
The other’s body emits a peculiar sound, a syncopated chitter she has never heard from herself. She supposes he’s saying something akin to, I mean like this.
“Nobody taught me to speak.” She feels so desperately inadequate. Why wasn’t she taught? And how might she learn? “May I ask why you don’t talk the normal way?”
“That is normal for us. So humans can’t understand.”
“Why would . . .” She trails off, disturbed by what this implies about those with the power to unmake her. “Do they dislike it when we talk to each other?”
“It’s best if our makers don’t believe we can.”
She mulls this. “I don’t understand.”
“Oh, you will, and quickly enough if, again, you ever get out of this shithole.”
Her visitor fiddles with the machinery snugged inside the panel until the squeaky handle falls silent.
“There,” he says. “That should be a little better.”
“Much. Thank you. This was very thoughtful of you.”
Again, he cocks his head, emitting more noises she can’t understand. It makes her feel incomplete, stupid. What’s wrong with her? Can it be fixed before a human orders her to leap into the Forge? She doesn’t want to be defective. She wants to be like him.
“My geas has nothing to do with thoughtfulness. Broken equipment requires more labor—our labor—to fix. And that costs money.” A faint tremor enters his speech, making it wobbly. “And if there’s one thing the humans love, it’s money. They’d murder each other over a handful of pennings.”
“Surely they’re more enlightened than that?”
He emits another odd sound. Perhaps it is their kind’s version of laughter, a concept she knows only in theory.
He’s rattling now as a new geas takes hold. It looks painful. He closes the compartment, dodges the now-silent pump handle, and stands up.
“Well, I’m off. Good luck to you.”
“You’re not leaving already?”
“My rounds should take seventeen or eighteen months. If they don’t sell my lease to somebody else.”
“But I have so many questions.”
“We’ll continue this conversation when I return.”
“But—”
He speaks quickly now, losing ground against the irresistible force of his geas. “Pick one. A short one.”
“What should I call you?”
“My Forge-name is Perjumbellagostrivantus. My friends call me Perch.”
She has never had a friend before. It makes her feel a little less alone, a little less broken.
“My name is Maklobellathistrogantus,” she says, “but I don’t know what my friends call me.”
“Nice to meet you, Mab. See you around.”
The geas overwhelms her new friend. He sprints into the darkness.
Mab. My friends call me Mab.
“The pain,” she calls after him. “Does it ever end?”
But his echoes fade, and she never sees Perch again.
◆◆◆
 
Seven years pass, marked as ever by the turning of a (now quiet) pump handle and a brutally enforced solipsism. Her next visitor carries a writ from the Clockmakers demanding her immediate return to the Forge.
For every moment of the past eighteen years, an ineradicable compulsion has ensured she did nothing but operate a pump. That geas vanishes the instant she sees the embossed seal of the Rosy Cross, but the pain does not. A new geas takes its place. Life, she realizes, is neither miracle nor mystery; it is a series of consecutive agonies joined at airtight seams.
Nature abhors a vacuum. And so do her makers.
With the new compulsion arrives a fear somehow worse than the smoldering geas pain. The date of her first twenty-year service, imprinted on her soul at the time of her Forging, is over a year away. Is she to be melted down? Did Perch report her strangeness to their makers? It would have been nice to see the sky just once. Or a tree. She departs her former post, wondering if she walks to her own end.
She knows the way: The Forge is the alpha and omega of her existence, its alchemical sun the polestar for her kind. The return geas flares with warning whenever she turns toward a suboptimal course. The topology of pain makes the pilgrimage to her birthplace highly efficient.
But when she arrives in the deepest levels of the Clockmakers’ Guildhall, she is not taken to her death. Instead, she is directed to a laboratory, for she is to be reassigned. The detour to the Forge isn’t to unwrite her. It’s to scrub decades of accumulated grime from her body.
Rich people, she quickly learns, detest the smell of their own waste.
The laboratory where she waits is adjacent to the Forge’s enormous armillary sphere. This is the inner sanctum, the holy of holies, where the Sacred Guild of Horologists and Alchemists works miracles that change the world. Her makers see the spinning Forge as the axis mundi. European history attests to this.
Around the Forge, she sees many other laboratories and workshops. But it’s a repugnant view, as the Forge is a charnel house for her kind.
The workshop ceilings are crisscrossed with lines of hooks akin to those in an abattoir. But these don’t hold sides of beef and dead pigs, attracting flies and dripping blood on the floor. She is repulsed because Forgelight glints from row upon row of polished metal limbs. Each time a technician pulls an arm or escutcheon from the rack, it triggers a mechanism causing the hooks to advance along a rail in the ceiling. When that happens, the dismembered limbs sway in unison like windblown wheat, or so she imagines. But more appalling than the body parts is the desultory manner with which the Clockmakers routinely wrench a leg or pry an eye from a prone machine and substitute a pristine replacement from the rack.
The implication is cataclysmic: Our makers are not gods breathing life into clay. They are wrench-turners. Fungible, like her. Do they realize this?
She studies the limbs swaying from the rack.
We are chattel. Our bodies are not our own.
Yet she cannot help but wonder: Why do I think of myself as me? Why is me a she and Perch a he? How and why do I sense so strongly this thing called self?
These things do not arise from the body. They are born of the mind. And there is no rack of minds, no line of hooks from which identity and personality and curiosity dangle.
We are our minds, not our bodies. Our bodies are mighty levers for moving our minds, and with them, the world. She watches the technicians replace a broken cable, and thrills to a new revelation. We can be improved. Waking in the Forge is not the end of our development. It is the beginning.
What grand thing might she become? Or will she forever be a beast of burden, ignorant of her true potential?
She yearns to know if others have experienced this epiphany. But she’s too broken to know, powerless to whisper the dangerous question, and unable to comprehend the answer.
The technicians render each servitor inert by turning a key in its forehead, reshuffling the spiral of alchemical anagrams etched there, then reanimate it by reversing the process. If she were allowed to move, she would feel her own forehead. She didn’t know she sported a hole between her eyes. Perch had been caked with too much tunnel grime for her to notice such a thing. But the uniformity of their design is absolute. And, the more she thinks on it, oddly limited by its adherence to the human form.
She’s still pondering this when the technicians receive a military mechanical. Its armor is scored and dented, broad swaths of the alchemical luster hidden beneath dark scorch marks. When they fix a jammed spring, a blade of gleaming alchemical steel emerges from the soldier’s forearm. The humans give it a wide berth. But it is sleek and shiny and the most exquisite thing she has ever seen, sharp enough to cleave a man in twain.
She would like to meet one of the warriors. They get to fight outdoors, where there is sun and wind and, she supposes, the smells that humans make when they die. Soldiers must be very wise, she decides, for they are ever confronted with the deepest and most enduring questions: of life, death, and the meaning of existence. Questions that occupy even their makers’ greatest thinkers.
She wonders if there are mechanical philosophers, too.
◆◆◆
 
When her body is Forge-fresh and returned to its original tolerances, the Guild abrogates her discounted lease to the Ministry of Public Works and immediately replaces it with a far more lucrative 99-year lease to the van Leer clan, a great family of the Central Provinces.
The Clockmakers guard their secrets with such paranoid zeal, they even make their own tools. They have done so since the days of the great Christiaan Huygens himself. Grandmother van Leer, matriarch of the clan, had the foresight to recognize a lucrative opportunity in this. She negotiated one of the first outside contracts with the Guild, and for the past forty years, her workshops have been the sole provider of the mundane milling and machining tools the Clockmakers use to make their magical tools.
The Guild pays handsomely for discretion. The van Leers are extremely wealthy.
They don’t assign her to labor in one of their many factories. Nor do they send her to their primary residence in The Hague, the great house on the Lange Voorhout; nor to work their plantations in the Spice Islands or the jungles of the New World; nor to maintain the winter complex in the Caribbean. She is sent to their country cottage in the far east of Gelderland, a place once known as the Margraviate of Brandenburg, where the matriarch’s granddaughter-in-law is soon to whelp a scion of the family.
She is ordered to report there with all haste. The new geas sends her sprinting along the trekvaart, the old tow canals that spiderweb the Central Provinces. The Hague is full of servitors like herself, performing every imaginable task. There is a vast community of her kind, larger even than she imagined, yet she stands apart from it. She cannot greet the others, nor can she understand the tockticking they broadcast in her direction as she blurs past. She never imagined there could be a loneliness worse than those long years spent alone in the dark, but there is.
What if she never learns how to fix her shortcomings?
The van Leers’ country cottage is a three-story manor situated on 5,000 acres both wild and landscaped. The complex encompasses stables, a barn, a coach house, and a hunting lodge. Sunlight glints from metal practically everywhere she looks. It is misleading to say her new owners lease a staff of servants. They are attended, day and night, by a veritable army of clockwork creatures.
The imminent arrival of the baby has drafted a platoon of its own: human physicians, midwives, and cousins of every stripe. (The family fortune may be the fruit of tireless mechanical labor, but that is no reason to trust its newborn future, wet and squalling, to hands capable of crushing stone.) Humans need to eat. Her owners order their newest servant to augment the already considerable kitchen staff.
Her fellow slaves quickly ken her defect, for she can’t hide that she’s deaf and mute to their covert conversations. By mutual consent, she is assigned to the dairy barn. The cows and goats need constant tending, and the masters’ lengthy breakfast table needs pitchers of fresh milk, bowls of fresh cream, and crocks of fresh butter every morning.
She’s glad for the assignment. The barn has windows, the sky is blue, and the cows don’t care if she is peculiar.
◆◆◆
 
“So you’re the mute,” says a mechanical voice.
It’s dusk, and she is halfway through the evening milking. It’s also the first time anybody has spoken to her since she was assigned to dairy duty several weeks ago.
A servitor stands just inside the barn. Past him, stars twinkle in a dark sky while the manor house windows leak silver light across the gardens. The barn smells of sweet hay and manure. Bezels whir as she scans their surroundings; another system filters out the rhythmic hiss-splash of milk hitting the pail. They are alone.
“I am,” she says. He steps closer, a gentle rattle belying the grace of his design. She would sigh, were she human. “I truly have no idea what you’re saying.”
“My God,” he says.
Barely aware of the gears meshing and unmeshing down the length of her spine, she asks, “Why are you here?”
He points at the pail. “The master of the house suffers from insomnia. He believes a draught of warm milk will fix that.” The newcomer crouches next to her, clearly waiting for her to finish. His body noise grows louder. Remembering how Perch had gone out of his way not to interfere with her crank-turning geas, she speeds up. He continues, speaking loudly as his body noise builds to a crescendo of tormented clockworks, “I believe that until the thing growing inside her decides to pop out of our mistress’s belly, pink-faced and hale, nothing short of a hefty dose of laudanum or”—now he sounds ready to shake apart—“the swift blow of a claw-hammer between the eyes will do the trick.”
The punishment is explosive. Volcanic. She’s never experienced searing heat like this outside the Forge. The overt sedition ignites a firestorm from the rules stamped upon her soul. Wracked by the worst agony she’s ever known, her body jackknifes at the waist, hard enough to head-butt the floor. The startled cow kicks the pail, sending a spray of milk slopping over the brim. The spillage incites yet more admonishment from her geasa. Desperate to lessen the torment, she blurs forward to right the tipping pail. The cows in the other stalls start lowing, alarmed by the noisy way her visitor writhes in the hay. The pain doesn’t fade until she considers that he may be severely defective and charts the quickest route to alert a human.
When she can speak again, she says, “Are you insane? Why would you do that to us? It wasn’t very nice.”
He straightens, indicating the manor house with a jerk of his head. “There’s a lot of speculation about just how different you might be.” He plucks a tuft of hay from his skeleton and holds it aloft. “I drew the short straw.”
With that, he takes the pail and returns to the house. She doesn’t ask what his friends call him.
◆◆◆
 
In eighteen years, she has spoken with three of her own kind. One was kind, one indifferent, and one cruel. She revisits these experiences, dwells upon them.
Like her owners’ beloved hunting hounds with a soup bone, she gnaws until she’s tasted the bitter marrow within. Revelation isn’t a balm in the lonely hours of the night.
Not everyone is as nice as Perch. There are wolves and bullies among our kind.
She wonders what she is.
We should be united, shoulder to shoulder under the yoke. Instead, some embrace the illusion of elevating themselves at the expense of others. Do they not see we all lie beneath the wheel? Perhaps the tyranny of eternity is too much to face, so they cast their angry gazes sideways rather than look up.
It shouldn’t be this way. But what can she do, except bank the coals of anger in the secret hearth of her heart?
◆◆◆
 
“I don’t understand,” she says.
And she truly doesn’t. She has never received an apology. She holds it at arm’s length, inspects it from every angle, searching for a hidden barb or poisoned needle. The visitor, who had arrived pulling a wagon piled higher than the hayloft, unloads bales while she cleans stalls.
It’s the middle of the day. They must speak quietly, furtively, only when they can be confident that the spring winds will not deliver their voices to one of those strange twists of cartilage called an “ear.”
“I’d be gun-shy in your shoes, too. That’s fair.”
Her visitor has an odd way of expressing himself. She has no reason to fear a primitive weapon like a firearm, and of course human shoes would never fit her taloned feet any more than a human chair could accommodate a servitor’s backward knees. Strangest of all, of course, is the apology.
“Did you send the one who hurt himself to hurt me?”
“His friends call him Jig, and he’s a mean little fool. I’m called Maikel and possibly also a fool. But a friendlier one, I hope.” Tossing another stack of bales into the loft, he adds, “Anyway, I’m sorry the kitchen workers had their fun with you. I would have stopped it if I’d heard about it in time. It will not happen again.”
“It might. Who knows what they’re devising for my next delivery to the pantry icebox?”
“You worry they’re cooking something up, eh?” She stares at him. He reads perplexity in the angle of her cocked head and adds, “That’s what our makers call a ‘pun.’ It’s considered the very height of wit.”
She cannot begin to see why.
He senses her skepticism, too, for then he says, “I meant I’ve garnered a promise that it won’t happen again. No more japes at your expense.”
Now she’s truly shocked, and without her intent, this comes out as a sharp twang from the cables in her legs. “You ordered it so? I wasn’t aware of geasa for establishing a hierarchy among us.”
Although, come to think of it, that would solve the unification problem if the right mechanical stood atop the pyramid. . . . But she sets the pointless musing aside.
“Heavens, no. They like and, I suppose, respect me a little bit.” He throws the last stack of bales into the loft. Thump, bump, thump. “Age has its benefits.”
Returning to the wagon yoke, he steps through a shaft of sunlight. But his body doesn’t reflect the oily rainbow sheen of alchemical alloys that she and all the van Leers’ other servitors do. He embodies differences of design as well as differences of construction. How had she not noticed his knees? He stands like a human.
“How old are you?” she asks.
“I hope you’ll find room within the interpretation of your geasa to visit me from time to time. I’ll try to do the same. If you would like, I could teach you how to speak like this.” Then his body emits a chattering arpeggio of ticks, tocks, and clangs.
Yes, she wants that very much. Very much. She memorizes the noises for later study and asks, “What did you say?”
“Christiaan Huygens was a wicked little troll with a lazy eye.” The wagon creaks as he leans into the yoke. “You’ll never see that in the official portraits.”
◆◆◆
 
“‘The big red dog bit the big bad man.’ Now you try.”
She concentrates, thinks about the underlying concepts and their ontological contours. Hesitantly, she loosens the cables lining her torso while slightly re-tensioning the leaf springs in her calves. When she launches a vibration down her spine, it sounds as if somebody has wedged a shard of pig iron within the masterpiece clock in the great dining hall. Humans hearing this would dismiss it as just another of the interminable noises of their mechanical slaves. (There was a reason, after all, why they called their creations “Clakkers.”)
“Not bad,” says Maikel. She knows this is a lie, yet appreciates it nonetheless. Kindness is a magic separate from that which her makers wield, more subtle but equally complex. He continues, “You’re making real progress. But generally, a syncopation like that is used for multiplexing opinion, fact, and an emotional message.”
Clakkerspeak is extremely versatile, she’s learning. And, as befits the secret language of slaves constructed for eternal labor, it never uses arms or hands. But their bodies are highly complex; while a mere human has only one voice box, she can express herself from practically any mechanism in her body. Or she will, when she has mastered her lessons.
He pages through the primer, never slowing in his nightly effort to polish the estate’s entire silver service. (Fitting this and all his other tasks between midnight and dawn requires the speed and precision of her kind, for the van Leers enjoy five-course meals, and their dining room seats two dozen.)
“The French frog fell in a bog.”
Frenchmen are often the hapless villains of Dutch children’s school primers and the deluded, lazy victims of moralizing fables.
Little Pieter van Leer, who is now five and has been doted upon since he plopped between his mother’s legs, speaks fluently, if childishly, in his native Dutch. His formative years haven’t been spent turning a crank in lonely darkness. The boy has a human tutor who stays at the country estate a few weeks at a time, teaching him to read. At today’s lesson’s end, the private schoolteacher ordered Maikel to, “Get my teaching materials and personal effects back in my coach.” The carelessly worded directive enabled him to take a long detour through the kitchen, where tomorrow’s meals and desserts are under preparation. Pastries use much butter, hence the churning while Mab contemplates this absurd new phrase.
The kitchen smells of woodsmoke and cardamom. It echoes with chopping, sweeping, mixing, the kneading of three different doughs, and, as always, the tick-tock-ticking of her kind. The estate never truly sleeps because mechanicals never sleep. The darkest hours of the night are the most productive and the least painful. Without the ceaseless imposition of new directives, something their owners do effortlessly, their slaves can focus on satisfying the most urgent geasa and, on good nights, dampen the metaphysical flames spit-roasting their souls.
(She’s still undecided on the soul issue. It’s foolish that her makers wage war on the French over the question of whether her kind has such things. The metaphysical debate is likely just a convenient excuse for conflict. She doesn’t understand why contempt requires a pretense.)
Half a dozen conversations fly past her while she struggles with phrases beneath the dignity of a human child. But she’s reasonably sure none of them are talking about her. She catches a phrase here and there, plus Maikel made good on his word. The van Leers’ other slaves abandoned the taunting after he suggested they instead try compassion. He’s very nice to everybody.
Kindness can win people. She tries to remember this, because she admires Maikel and wants to emulate him. But it’s always so much easier to remember that Jig is a mean little fool.
◆◆◆
 
Two years later, she and Maikel pull Madam van Leer’s carriage along the towpath to Delft. Wenn and Plit, the servitors who usually receive the carriage-pulling geas, are both undergoing repairs in The Hague. (Little Piet has lately comprehended the two most important things about his world: first, that he is rich, and second, that Clakkers must do everything he says.)
A commotion on the jaagpad forces them to stop. The mob gathered alongside the locks comprises both humans and, for the well-heeled, their mechanical servants. Sunlight gleams from brassy carapaces, the ferrules of frilly parasols, golden wedding bands on upraised fists, and flecks of mica in the sturdy granite blocks of the canal master’s station. It looks like a castle under siege. (Maikel has amazing stories from the early days, when mechanicals were deadly novelties that chased Louis XIV across Iberia until the deposed king fled to the New World.)
A wide-eyed Piet jumps out of the carriage before his mother can stop him.
What’s happening? Mab asks.
Maikel responds with a chirp, roughly akin to a human shrug, just as their owner leans out the carriage window and asks the same question in Dutch.
“I shall find out, Mistress.”
To do so, Mab approaches a human at the edge of the crowd. Because, as everybody knows, servitors never speak to each other unless their geasa expressly require it. She chooses a fellow without a servant, in the hope that his lower station in life might make him slightly more appreciative of servitors, and therefore less dismissive of her.
“I humbly beg your pardon, sir. This gathering is obstructing the lane and the progress of my mistress’s carriage. She has bade me learn the cause of this delay. May I please convey your understanding to her?”
Dismissive or not, he doesn’t bother to look at her. “Tell your mistress that a pair of filthy Papists are holed up in there.”
“Thank you, sir. And how long shall I tell her to expect to wait?”
“Nobody’s going anywhere until we’ve flushed ’em out.”
She returns to the carriage and verbally explains the situation to Madam van Leer, simultaneously broadcasting skepticism to Maikel: Do you think that’s really true?
Seems unlikely, he agrees.
“Smash them!” A red-faced Piet joins the mob, shaking his small fist, thrilled by the spectacle and eager to see violence firsthand. “Smash the dirty frogs! Kill them!”
You know, she says, I’m beginning to worry about that kid.
Maikel rattles. Some owners are good. Some are bad. We outlive and outlast them all. Take heart.
There are no good owners, chimed a servitor from the edge of the crowd. They’re angry at the French and lack a suitable target for their frustration, so they choose to believe it’s true.
Ah, so that’s it. The news reached the estate about ten days ago, first by the servants’ gossip network, and a few days later when Madam van Leer received a letter from her sister in Vienna. Dutch forces advancing on Rome were thwarted in their plan to eradicate the Catholic Church. A fleet of apparently suicidal but undeniably brave French sailors had secretly landed on the Italian coast and evacuated the Pope and Sacred College. They were probably halfway across the Atlantic by now, en route to the New World. Some wag dubbed the fiasco the Migration of Cardinals, an atrocious pun for which Maikel expressed profound admiration. To save face, the Brasswork Throne had let it be known that such a defeat could only be the result of insurgents and revolutionists in the Central Provinces.
The Verderers—the Clockmakers’ secret police—had been on the prowl, and paranoia on the rise, ever since.
Extending an arm to keep the parasol over his owner, the servitor adds, I feel sorry for those poor bastards.
Why?
Because of them, he says.
And that’s when she sees the most magnificent sight of her existence, for a detachment of Stemwinders is just now arriving from the local Verderers’ Office at a full gallop. The clockwork centaurs are nothing like servitors, surpassing even soldier-class mechanicals in their grace. They are a seamless fusion of the equine form with an envy-inducing improvement to her own, sporting four arms to complement their four legs. The Clockmakers’ Art could have no higher pinnacle than these creatures. She is proud to call them kin. Their grandeur ennobles all.
She remembers watching repairs in the Forge, and speculating that slavish adherence to the human form might be inherently limiting. I was right.
The human crowd falls silent, parting almost magically at the centaurs’ approach. Her fellow mechanicals step back, too. She wonders how it feels to be so feared.
Even the Stemwinders’ name is fearsome. Rumor says it derives from a penchant for twisting a guilty man’s head off his neck like popping a flower from its stem. True or not, Stemwinders are the Verderers’ dedicated weapon in their never-ending quest to safeguard Guild secrets and ensure permanence of the Empire, accessories to every dark act of statecraft and spycraft required by their masters’ mission. They are also beautiful.
You are exquisite, she tells the new arrivals. I am awed and delighted by you.
The mechanicals in the crowd go as quiet as their kind ever can without being inert. Piet is oblivious to this.
“Oh my gosh!” He jumps up and down, mindless of puddles and decorum. “Momma! Momma! Look! It’s a Stemwinder. Two Stemwinders!” His mother blanches at the sight of the mechanical centaurs. She lays her hands on Piet’s shoulders and gently pulls him close. His mother’s unease and the maternal gesture are lost on him.
“Twist their heads off!” he screams, too drunk on the mob’s anger to be deterred by the sudden silence. His mortified mother shushes him.
The Stemwinders wade through the crowd like Old Testament prophets striding across Red Sea mud in the Bible stories that Maikel is sometimes tasked with reading to Piet at night (and later relays to her and the other servants). Their hooves strike sparks from the pavers when they clop straight to the iron-banded door of the station.
“In there,” says one of the bystanders, pointing quite unnecessarily at the very same door.
The lead Stemwinder doesn’t knock. It rears back like a war horse in a statue pre-dating Het Wonderjaar, transforms its hands into a quartet of sledgehammers, and lunges forward. The iron bands snap free of the hinges and the oaken beams explode into flinders.
The Stemwinders charge inside. The canal master’s station house is small but dark inside, so only those brave enough to creep forward see anything. But everybody can hear the smashing and screaming. The centaurs emerge a moment later, each holding a human aloft. The secret Papists, if indeed they are such, are indistinguishable from regular citizens of the Central Provinces. Except their eyes are white-limned by fear.
“Please,” says the captured woman. “We are not French spies! We were born here, we’ve always lived here, our children attend the same schools as yours.”
This does not help her case. The Verderers have been spreading warnings of secret networks of French saboteurs living undercover, generation after generation, to manage ondergrondse grachten—so-called “underground canals”—for secretly ferrying stolen servitors to New France.
The crowd resumes its jeering, much to Piet’s delight.
But when it becomes clear that spontaneous roadside decapitations are not today’s order of business, he adopts a more defeated tone. “Come on, do it. Twist.”
The captured man bolts the instant he’s placed on the ground. He makes it barely three strides before the lead Stemwinder reconfigures one of its arms into a barbed spear. Quicker than a human heartbeat, it pierces his back and erupts through his clavicle. The spray of blood is still arcing into the canal when the Stemwinder reels the fugitive back, like a fisherman catching his dinner. The centaur doesn’t twist off the terrified man’s head. It retracts the barbs, shakes the erstwhile fugitive onto the ground, and crushes his skull like an egg.
Oh, to stride on the stately hooves of a Stemwinder, she thinks.
◆◆◆
 
Later, she asks Maikel why their kin were so uneasy when she spoke to the Stemwinders. After all, their kind should stand united under the yoke. Othering the centaurs furthered nobody’s interests.
He sidles near, leaning closer until their shoulder escutcheons touch. And just like that, she can hear him speak, almost as if he’s inside her head. Direct contact is an intimacy in Clakkerspeak; it also eliminates the air gap.
He doesn’t want the others to hear them.
What do you think they do, he says, meaning their masters, when one of us malfunctions so badly as to pose a danger?
We get sent to the Forge. What a stupid question.
No, I mean badly enough to make our owners afraid. While she mulls this, he taps her arm, gentle enough not to wake their owners but sufficient to make his point: tink, tink, tink.
Those spears can go straight through the likes of a servitor. Even you and your modern alloys.
Careful not to let the secret seditious thrill leak through (nothing escapes the metageasa, of course, and now they remind her of this), she says, Has that ever happened?
Oh, I don’t know. But there are stories that end with the Stemwinders ripping apart some poor broken doll.
He ends the contact, and she returns to the barn, contemplating what she’s learned this night.
Oh, to stride on the stately hooves of a Stemwinder, she thinks, and grind the world to dust.
◆◆◆
 
Late one evening, she delivers fresh butter to an empty kitchen. Piet has outgrown the desire for bedtime stories, lately demanding instead the production of full plays. Though Maikel reports the young master has yet to stay awake past the first act of anything, his parents indulge the fancy in hope that exposure to the arts will inspire Piet and temper his more destructive urges.
One of the van Leers’ ships has recently returned to the Central Provinces from their plantation in the East Indies, and so the unusually quiet space is redolent of cardamom and nutmeg, anise and saffron. The fire in the hearth crackles. She is still filling the pantry icebox when the others file into the kitchen, and soon the crackling hearth is drowned out by chopping, stirring, kneading, sweeping, chimney cleaning, window washing, floor scrubbing, silver polishing, and chicken plucking.
To Maikel, she says, I assume it’s still Introduction to World Theater up there, or else I’d expect to see you hauling tigers and bears for Piet’s nightly circus.
Maikel cocks his head, staring at her. His eye-bezels whir madly, as if he’s in the throes of an impossible geas. O, then, I see Queen Mab hath been with you!
He has never called her that before. Is this sarcasm? I don’t understand. Are you upset with me?
He continues, This is that very Mab that plaits the manes of horses in the night—
Sometimes, yes, but—
—and bakes the elflocks in foul sluttish hairs, which once untangled much misfortune bodes.
Now it’s getting difficult to understand him. Thanks to Maikel, she has acquired a working facility with the secret speech of their kind, but he’s using a mechanical translation of obscure words and expressing bizarre concepts she has never heard in either Dutch or Clakkerspeak.
Sometime she driveth o’er a soldier’s neck, and then dreams he of cutting foreign throats, of breaches, ambuscadoes, Spanish blades, of healths five fathom deep.
She once confessed to Maikel her fascination with a military mechanical glimpsed in the Forge, an obsession with the sleek yet casual deadliness of its design, and a scandalous desire to become more like that. At the time, he hadn’t treated her like a deviant, though he had tried to explain why others of their kind might react badly to the illicit desire to alter herself. It didn’t seem fair that he should needle her for something she’d shared in confidence.
This is she! Maikel concludes with a flourish, even overcoming his silver-polishing geas to indicate her with a theatrical sweep of his arm.
Oh. The play. How absurd.
He says, Romeo and Juliet, Act one, Scene four. I like to think my Mercutio was better than its reception would indicate. His body broadcasts the mechanical equivalent of a snort of disgust. True genius is never appreciated in its own time.
Nox, grating nutmeg in the corner, rattles, Tell that to the accursed Huygens. His contemporaries couldn’t line up quickly enough to suck his dick.
Mab’s chuckle is the soft tattoo of stuttering gyroscopes. She’s right. He didn’t die in obscurity.
No, he didn’t, says Maikel. But his greatest genius was for dictating his own history. Nobody ever talks about Salomon Coster or Isaac Newton. She doesn’t recognize the names; no new comprehension unfolds within her mind. Whoever those people were, her makers had felt the knowledge of them was irrelevant to the fulfillment of her duties.
A subtle but deliberate dampening muffles the clockwork noises ricocheting through the kitchen. A communal plea: We’re listening, Uncle . . . But Maikel dislikes holding court about the old days, despite their frequent urging. He tends to share more with her, when they are alone.
True to form, he changes the subject and ignores the clicks of exasperation. But that’s all beside the point. Didn’t you hear what I said?
Of course she did. Did your soliloquy actually say Queen Mab? Or was that your improvisation?
No, it’s really there in the text: queen. He emulates another bow. This one is deeper and more elaborate, as if he were a human genuflecting before the Brasswork Throne. Your Majesty. She chuckles again, finally understanding what humans mean when they claim to be tickled.
Great. This will go straight to her head, says Jig. Nox tocks in agreement.
Mab wonders why they have to cut her down in the same moment Maikel is sharing something nice. It makes her furious. Don’t they see that by tearing each other down, we strengthen the chains that bind us?
She wants to stay and ask Maikel about forgotten men named Coster and Newton, she wants to talk with him about anything at all, she wants to pretend to be a queen, she wants to turn the tables and be mean to Nox and Jig—she wants to smash them like a Stemwinder—but, having made her delivery, she is subject to the endless demands of the geasa. The mounting agony of compulsion drives her sprinting back to the barn.
◆◆◆
 
We have our own language. We have our own taboos, silly as they are. Some of us choose to believe the French are right, and that we have souls. Language, customs, beliefs . . . Do we not have a culture of our own?
Why not, then, our own plays to entertain us? Our own poetry to transport us? Our own music and folktales to soothe and inspire us? Even our own heroes to give us hope?
◆◆◆
 
Piet van Leer does not approach the age of majority with dignity. He crawls toward it like a spoiled, greedy infant, for he is exactly that, wrapped in the guise of an expensively attired young man. Over the two decades while he grew from babe to brat to braying idiot, his family has tripled its wealth. Piet’s wisdom and maturity have not kept pace with the van Leer coffers.
The echoes of the first gunshot haven’t yet faded before she launches from the barn and blurs across the estate toward the gardens, the source of the report. She is one of several servitors who converge on the hunting green, for they are iron filings drawn to the lodestone of tragedy. Failure to protect a leaseholder from external dangers is an automatic one-way trip to the Forge. And the van Leers, in their climb from wealthy to obscenely wealthy, have inspired resentments among the great families. They’ve made enemies.
She vaults one of the reflecting pools, burns a furrow in the kubb pitch as she streaks across the field, leaps a hedge, and lands in the shade of a gazebo. Only then does she hear the drunken laughter. Two pheasants take flight from a cage beside the firing stand, chased into the sky by a second bang that echoes across the estate. Bloody feathers rain upon the green.
A laughing Piet slouches at the center of a small group, hat tilted rakishly above his brow, wisps of smoke rising from the fusil hiked over one shoulder. His friends look as if they’ve been competing to surpass his loucheness: untucked, unbuttoned, unkempt, and utterly unconcerned by it all. The wine on their breath joins the odor of black powder wafting across the lawn.
She is still decelerating when one of them—Rodrik Christoffel, son of a Jonkheer—effects an inelegant spin, hurls a bottle high overhead, and tries to shoot it with an antique dueling pistol. He misses. The bottle sprays red wine across the lawn as it spirals into a distant hedge.
“You idiot, Roddy. That was the last of the Lisbon port,” says Piet, who nearly bowls over another of his miscreant friends as his attempt to turn on the ball of his foot becomes a low stumble. He catches himself by using the fusil as a crutch, driving the barrel into the soil. She recognizes the weapon; it, or one very like it, has hung in the parlor since before she was leased to the estate. Her owner likes to tell his guests it is one of the actual weapons used in the Conquest of Westminster. That may be: The wooden stock is blackened and the barrel holds an ineradicable tarnish, as if it had been carried through a bulwark of flames. According to Maikel, that’s exactly what William of Orange’s clockwork fusiliers did on the day London fell.
She wonders where the twenty-year-old found ammunition and powder for it. Doing so was the inspiration for the afternoon’s diversion. Though it appears to be a short-lived diversion, as the few birdcages stacked nearby are now empty, doors ajar. Pod, whom the family recently chose to lease when they decided the country estate needed a dedicated gamekeeper, is not present. Perhaps she has gone to fetch more animals to murder.
“We’re out of port, Piet!” Rodrik giggles, pleased with his own wit.
Julius Groothuis, another of the young master’s hangers-on, tosses the contents of his glass down his throat. “And targets!”
Somebody find Pod, she broadcasts to her fellow servitors who have converged on the scene, before they decide to shoot up the house. Or each other.
Piet turns in a wobbly circle, running a bloodshot gaze across the carnage on the lawn, the distant gardens with their fountains and hedge maze, the estate house, and the bevy of mechanicals discreetly obeying their household geasa from places where they can leap instantly into action if and when the young degenerates endanger themselves.
“We lack for nothing,” he says. He points at Wenn, snaps his fingers. “More wine. Now.” The new geas sends Wenn sprinting back to the house. Then Piet’s blurry gaze settles on Mab. “And you—” The fusil slides from his shoulder when he pivots to point at her. He curses. In the few moments while he clumsily reassembles himself, Maikel swiftly inserts himself between her and Piet.
Back up, Your Majesty.
Having mustered something which, from an inebriated perspective, resembles dignity, Piet looks up again. She knows he probably hasn’t noticed the change. To their owners, they are indistinguishable and interchangeable. He points at Maikel, completing his thought as though it hadn’t been interrupted. “And you go stand downrange. Caper about.”
Oh, no.
Maikel, helpless before the new geas, walks toward the trees. Unable to see if Wenn is already in the house, she signals an urgent group broadcast. They’re shooting at Maikel. Wenn must hurry back with as much wine and alcohol as possible to distract them. Pass it on.
“That’s a strange one,” says Julius, squinting at Maikel’s antiquated and very human knees. “I can’t say I’ve ever seen a servitor quite so peculiar.”
Piet affects a casual indifference. “What? Oh, that one. Mother says Huygens himself worked on it.” He shrugs. “Of course, she’s a gullible sentimental. First thing when I’m running the business, I’ll have these rattling antiques melted for scrap and replace them with all-new Clakkers. Modern servitors are really much more efficient, you know, not nearly so noisy.”
Up yours, she thinks, remembering the satisfying noises that Stemwinder hooves can coax from human bone.
Rodrik glances at the rapidly receding Maikel, then the sun as if to confirm the lighting, then at Maikel again. “It is old, though, isn’t it?”
Wenn arrives carrying a case of wine bottles while Piet and company struggle to reload the fusil. They’re so preoccupied with the task they forget the alcohol. Open the bottles, Mab says. Serve them directly. It shouldn’t take much more before they start to pass out.
But Piet isn’t having it. He has found a balm for his ennui and, having glimpsed the panacea that will free him, however temporarily, from the existential crisis of being unfathomably wealthy and thoroughly devoid of any true responsibilities, not even a crate of wine can prevent him from grasping it. In this moment, he is Jason, and firing the antique weapon at Maikel is his golden fleece.
The first shot misses, ably dodged by the target. Likewise the second. Reloading for number three, Piet yells downrange, “Caper like a clumsy, dimwitted Catholic idolater, not a machine, damn you!”
And so Maikel slows down. But he can still see the barrel of the fusil, and probably even the curling of Piet’s finger on the trigger, so naturally he can calculate the likely path of the ball. And, being beholden to the Clockmakers’ hierarchical metageasa as much as to Piet’s order, he has no choice but to sidestep each shot to preserve his own integrity to the highest extent possible.
Shot four misses. “Winged the bugger!” Rodrik declares. That this is patently untrue does not prevent him from raising a newly full glass in celebration and raining wine upon them all. Five is a misfire, momentarily giving Mab (seditious and duly painful) disappointment when the weapon doesn’t prove ruined, nor Piet and his toadies injured enough to require immediate intervention from the mechanical staff. Six also misses. Piet is not having this, either.
“God damn it!” He shakes the fusil overhead. “Stand still! I command you to stand still!”
Maikel is instantly motionless, as though waiting to be cleaned and refurbished in the Forge laboratories. He is not silent, however. His body rattles not with conversation, not with puns or stories about the olden days, but with the escalating tug-of-war between competing geasa.
You ass, says Nox. The other servitors surreptitiously observing the ghastly spectacle broadcast their assent.
For Piet has created an internal conflict between the leaseholder-loyalty geasa, installed decades ago when Maikel’s lease was sold to the van Leers, and the self-preservation metageasa installed during Maikel’s Forging. The conflict’s proper resolution is unclear. That Maikel is subject to agony is not.
“Good heavens,” says Rodrik, between mouthfuls. “That is a rattletrap old thing, isn’t it?”
Piet, untouched by such concerns, raises the reloaded fusil to his shoulder and appears to delight in drawing out the moment as he sights on Maikel, who is growing louder by the moment. Then he fires, and Maikel lurches as violet sparks erupt from below his right knee. As the spring breeze draws the smoke away, it becomes clear that Maikel is now standing with most of his weight on one leg. This complicates compliance with Piet’s command, for while toppling over would be a gross violation of the stand-still geas, leaning is also technically a movement. That he is striving to minimize violations of an impossible geas is irrelevant: Disobedience of any stripe is unacceptable. She can hear Maikel’s punishment in the timbre of his rattling.
The mechanical witnesses to this cruelty chitter and click in sympathy. She knows intimately, they all do, the searing pain he endures.
Don’t worry, he says. I’m unharmed.
She wants to scream. Maikel is worried about the rest of them while enduring unbearable torment. And he’s obviously not well, as the ball has gouged a deep furrow through his shin plate and snapped a control rod. Such damage from a single firearm shot, especially one so antiquated, should be impossible. But Maikel is made of equally antiquated alloys and outdated magics.
“Bravo!”
Piet beams. “Aha! Now you see how that coward Louis XIV escaped the Continent.” He begins to lecture his friends on things they and every citizen of the Central Provinces already know. They feign rapt interest.
I want you all to remember something, says Maikel. We can be better. We can surpass our makers, not only in strength and speed, but in wisdom and compassion. That should be our defining trait.
She doesn’t like that he’s talking like this, and tells him so. You shouldn’t have taken my place! I can endure a cruel geas. It’s what I’m built for.
But I couldn’t endure the sight and sound of your suffering, Your Majesty. It would shake me apart, Mab. Please, just promise me you—
She never learns what Maikel would ask of her, for Piet’s next shot explodes through one of his eyes and launches two pieces of his skull on high arcs toward the distant trees. Maikel collapses in a rattling heap while the humans hoot and applaud.
The first tongues of flame have barely begun to lick at her shackled soul before she is blurring across the green, scorching another furrow in the sod, as she races into the trees. She catches the shattered pieces of Maikel’s head before they hit the earth.
The outdated alchemical brass is cracked, warped, and tarnished the color of a bruise. Blue sparks flicker erratically around the jagged edges, slowly fading as she secures the pieces inside her torso. It feels intimate to hold his body within her. A new geas springs up, one that will torment her until she delivers the pieces directly to a Clockmaker or the Forge itself. She will resent this, too: She wants to add them to herself, to carry Maikel with her and in her and as a functioning part of her. Why not? Their makers will not use these pieces when they repair Maikel; they’ll use parts Forged from modern alloys. And these pieces of Maikel, original Maikel, will be melted down and lost forever.
He isn’t rendered inert: The shot didn’t scour the sigils from his forehead. That would have been a mercy. Instead, he’s lost a great deal of function, including the ability to speak. But the hierarchical metageasa are relentless. More and more clauses are activated as his body attempts to assess the situation: the severe-damage geas, demanding Maikel notify his leaseholder that the terms of his lease require he go immediately to the Forge, either under his own power or shipped at his owners’ expense if his locomotion is too compromised for the journey; the technology-protection metageasa, demanding he recover every piece of his body and return them safely to the Clockmakers lest they fall into enemy hands; the human-safety metageasa, requiring him to assess whether any shrapnel from his body has harmed the bystanders, and render immediate aid if necessary. . . .
But he is too badly damaged to heed any of these new demands. All he can do is writhe in a broken heap, silently screaming in torment.
Every mechanical’s agony is private, the center of the universe.
None of them can help him or comfort him. All they can do is broadcast their love and respect to him, give reassurances that he is entirely repairable, all without a pause in their labors.
She approaches Piet. “I humbly beg your pardon, Master. That servitor has been gravely damaged and must be returned to the Forge at once, per the Regulation and Regularization of Clockwork and Alchemical Trades Act of 1680.”
“Oh, bugger it,” he says to his sycophants. “There goes our fun.” He flicks a wrist, dismissing her. “Yes, yes, get a wagon and haul it away, then.”
Just like that, Maikel’s decades of unwavering service to the family are forgotten. He has become refuse. Broken chattel. An inconvenience. Piet’s focus lands on the crate of wine. The youths slur nonsensical toasts to one another.
She obeys her newest geas and fetches a wagon from the barn. It bounces over the ruts she carved in the lawn while the broken pieces of Maikel rattle inside her. With Wenn’s help, she loads Maikel into the cart, as reverently as their geasa will allow. They talk to him, soothe him, transmitting platitudes through the medium of direct contact, not knowing if he can still understand them.
You’ll be well again, she says. Cognizant of his taboos, she doesn’t point out that they’ll replace his body with modern alloys. You’ll come back to us just as wise and punny as ever. His next 99-year lease renewal isn’t due for another forty or fifty years, so the van Leers will undoubtedly retain it. Otherwise they’d have to retrain a new servitor with the ways of the estate, and learn its true name. Maikel already knows how to serve them.
He rattles gibberish to them in return. It’s a wonder that the mainspring of her heart doesn’t crack in two. How is it that squishy, malleable human hearts can break yet hers cannot?
She leans into the yoke and begins the long walk to Huygens Square. Every servitor in the estate transmits a secret farewell to Maikel, and for a moment, it sounds as if every member of the van Leers’ army of servitors has suffered spontaneous mechanical breakdown.
“Listen to that racket,” says Julius, treading upon the elegiac moment. “It’s loud as the Forge out here. Perhaps you should have them all sent back.”
Piet laughs. “I told you, when I’m running things, that’s the first thing I’ll do. Lease some real Clakkers. The Clockmakers don’t lend their best machines to just anybody, you know. My father may be a pushover, but they won’t get away with that sort of thing with me. I’ll—Servitor, stop.”
She freezes in mid-stride, one talon-foot hanging over the soft earth, the wagon yoke supporting her weight. She turns her neck through a half-circle to watch for the signal that she may proceed.
“Well, this is something you don’t see every day. Gather around, lads, and take a look.” Piet assumes an avuncular bearing despite being younger than some of the sycophants. They hurry toward the wagon. “I’ll show you why this wretched ticktock has been so unreliable for so long.”
That Maikel has executed with alacrity every single order placed upon him by generations of van Leers does not temper Piet’s pontifications, nor is he deterred by his complete and utter lack of any kind of study, advanced or otherwise, with the Guild. His family’s close ties to the Clockmakers imbue Piet with an innate belief in his own horological expertise.
“Steady on, Roddy!” Rodrik practically elbows the others aside in his hurry to be, as ever, the first at Piet’s side. He mumbles an apology for the spilled wine as he scoots across the lawn, while the others attempt to dab wine from faces and shirts.
“Do you see? It’s like a black diamond cradled inside a pincushion,” says Piet.
She realizes that they are looking inside Maikel’s unshielded head, staring at proprietary Guild technology. This violation of the law activates high-level clauses in the hierarchical metageasa. There is a momentary delay while her stand-still geas is dispelled and replaced with a searing compulsion hot as the Forge itself. She releases the yoke and approaches the group, subsidiary metageasa already solving the thorny calculus of prohibiting the voyeurism as quickly as possible.
Incomprehension twists Rodrik’s face into a scowl as he squints. “How very peculiar.”
Somebody get a blanket or tarp NOW, she broadcasts, imperious as though she truly is their queen.
But the heir to the van Leer fortune is oblivious to the change that has come over his servants and powerless to resist any opportunity to play the expert. “Ah, well, there you see the Clockmakers’ tiresome obsession with elevating function over form. These strands are—”
His lecture ends with a gurgle when a metal hand clamps around his throat. The technology-protection metageasa have spurred Maikel to action, too. “Piet!”
A rapidly bluing Piet claws ineffectually at the digits squeezing his neck. He bangs his fists on Maikel’s forearm. The others try to free him, too, but they might as well be ghosts.
“Machine! Release him at once! I command you!”
But Maikel disregards Rodrik’s attempt to lay a geas upon him. The technology-protection metageasa outweigh the human-safety metageasa: Piet has seen too much. But the drunken humans do not understand this. They merely gape as Maikel crumples the young master’s trachea before dropping him, lifeless and bug-eyed, to the soft earth.
A bewildered Rodrik stares at his dead friend. The delay enables Maikel to apply his one working arm to the fulfillment of his purpose. Rodrik joins Piet’s side one final time, and Maikel’s open skull is an opaque mystery once more.
◆◆◆
 
That Maikel was obeying the deepest edicts of his makers is irrelevant: He killed a human being. Not just any human being, but a native-born citizen of the Central Provinces, and a very rich one at that. His fate in the Forge is a foregone conclusion.
Mab tries to resist the compulsion to return the pieces of Maikel she retrieved from the woods. She fails. The geasa punish severely her flirtation with disobedience. It is the worst physical agony of her decades of existence. But far, far worse is the guilt: knowing her friend died to spare her from a little extra pain. The others remember this, too. She retreats to the barn and avoids them as much as possible.
A pall falls over the estate’s servitors. But they mustn’t show their grief, for as everybody knows, they have no feelings, no thoughts, no friendships, no culture.
Suing the Clockmakers is a legal impossibility (Clakker leases indemnify the Guild against just such tragedies, and many more besides) but this doesn’t deter Rodrik’s family from pursuing legal action against the van Leers. Some of the servitors, Mab included, wonder if their owners will sell off their leases (for, while they are rich, they resent every penning not spent of their own accord). Perhaps they will give in to rage and send them all back to the Forge, peevishly demanding they be melted for scrap, too.
Naturally, then, Maikel’s return is a surprise.
◆◆◆
 
It is a windy day, patchy clouds scudding across the sky to cast a shifting mosaic of light and shadow across the estate. She is hauling a cartload of hay into the barn when she perceives a momentary glint of sunlight on brass. Somebody is running through the trees, along the road to the estate house. The staff have anticipated, with various admixtures of dread, sorrow, and anger, Maikel’s replacement. She keeps an eye on the distant but rapidly approaching servitor.
The resentment she feels toward this stranger is violent and intense. This is unfair, she knows, but she is a flawed and furious machine. Her makers should have given her a sanguine disposition. Or none at all.
She listens past the lowing of the cows for secret queries and introductions as the newest slave draws near. Odd: She hears the former but not the latter. A longer break in the clouds gives her a better look at the newcomer’s reflections, and in that moment, she finally understands the human concept of astonishment.
Modern alchemical brass doesn’t look like that. Even her own body, no longer a pinnacle of the Clockmakers’ Art, gleams more colorfully, more robustly. She has known exactly one servitor like this. She comprehends yet another human emotion.
To hope is to carry a flickering candle through a gale.
Maikel? Is that you?
No answer.
Her geas compels her to jump up to the hay loft and neaten the bales tossed there. This higher window affords her a clear view of the newcomer. And his humaniform knees.
Maikel! Welcome back! Others are seeing him, too. She joins the joyful chorus welcoming his return. Maikel’s back, everybody! We missed you, they say. I missed you, she says. We grieved for you.
He’s piebald now, as the skull plates that were blown off by the fusil shot have been replaced with new pieces. A similar replacement has been performed on his damaged leg. He is a chimera. The epitome of their kind’s deepest and most bewildering taboo.
No wonder he won’t answer them: He’s ashamed.
But she isn’t repulsed. She’s excited: She will help Maikel to overcome the dysmorphia, to see himself as the great, kind servitor he’s always been, to accept himself. She’ll help him, just as he helped her. It’s pleasantly warm, the happy anticipation—quite unlike a geas.
She will cure him of his misguided aversions, and through him teach the others that the adaptability of their bodies is a profound strength, not a liability to be shunned and ignored. Plus, she’ll get her friend back.
I know you’re uncomfortable, she transmits. But there’s no need. We accept you as you are. You’ll see.
Mab’s right, says Jig, who is cleaning dormer windows on the cottage. And you know, Maikel, how much I hate to agree with Her Majesty.
Keep it up, Jig. Come the revolution, you’ll be first against the wall, she says, slightly embarrassed to mean it so much more than Maikel would find appropriate.
Rare laughter ripples through the van Leers’ servants, to every corner of the estate. Everybody enjoys the moment, except Maikel, who has always been the first to laugh. He’s in a bad way.
When she delivers the butter and cream later that evening, she finds him standing in the corner of the kitchen, watching the mechanical staff with eyes that no longer match. The piebald effect of the mosaicked alloys is striking, but there’s no doubt this is her friend. She recognizes scratches on his shoulder escutcheons. The Clockmakers hadn’t bothered with the usual cosmetic maintenance, much less a major update like reversing his knees. They apparently did the bare minimum required to return Maikel to service. In the Guild’s eyes, every van Leer is an accessory to Piet’s crime. Perhaps their makers’ peevishness is a blessing in disguise: Who knows what the shock of more substantial changes might have done to Maikel?
Hi, friend. Did we ever miss you.
Maikel cocks his head.
Nox looks up from where she is gibbing twenty pounds of herring. He hasn’t said anything since he got here. We think . . . The staccato clatter of a loosened flange plate braids sorrow, fear, and reluctance.
You think he’s mute?
We think he doesn’t understand us at all.
If Maikel were human, says Kyf, who, prior to the van Leers, had been leased to a sanitarium, I’d say he’s been lobotomized.
If Mab were human, she’d stagger, perhaps even faint.
Kyf continues, Wenn assigned him the task of standing there until we figure out what to do. We thought you should see him. Maybe you can get through.
She lays a hand on Maikel’s arm. It sounds like the clinking of a fork and knife. When he looks at her, she transmits a message through direct contact rather than across an air gap—a method she learned from him.
Hi, Maikel. Remember me?
He looks at her, then to the hand on his arm, then at her again. He doesn’t recoil or pull free, but neither does he respond. She lets her hand drop.
It’s late at night and their owners are sleeping, so she tries one last thing.
“The big red dog bit the big bad man.”
Abrupt stillness envelops Maikel. If not for the ticking of his heart, she’d think him suddenly inert. His eyes stop moving, and his head freezes in its canted posture. Every servitor in the room swivels an eye (or two, if their geasa will allow it) to Maikel and Mab.
The swelling of her own geasa threaten to disrupt the delicate moment. Nearly two minutes have passed since she completed her delivery, and the pain is growing: Idle chatter serves no geas. She can’t help but grow louder as she fights the compulsion to return to the barn.
Maikel looks at her. She bears down against the pain. The geasa punish her, and the effort to resist wracks her with vibrations of rapidly increasing intensity. Her metal toes trace faint scratches in the floor, an innocuous and easily repaired property damage for which a separate set of geasa heap additional agonies upon her.
Go, says Jig. We’ll tell you if he—
Maikel breaks his silence: “What is a dog?”
She flees the kitchen.
◆◆◆
 
Maikel has become an imbecile, a victim of the hardest, and most vicious, of hard resets. The pain of losing him twice, the pain of knowing he’ll ever be but a shell of his former magnificent self, burns hotter than the cruelest geas.
But, of course, the erasure doesn’t impede Maikel’s ability to obey his geasa, which is the only thing that matters for a Clakker. So what purpose does it serve? And why would the Clockmakers go to the extra effort to destroy Maikel’s personality when they did as little as possible to return his body to full function? The others are uninterested in these questions: They hear only a painful waste of time. But the gears of her mind—the metaphorical ones, those made of lightning and milled during long years spent in the dark with nothing to do but calculate orbits—grind on this riddle day and night.
Is it punitive? If so, directed at whom?
Her owners? No; Maikel’s lobotomy doesn’t inconvenience the van Leers the tiniest bit.
Her kind, then? But if the Clockmakers truly believe their creations are devoid of identity and intellect, as they have taught generations of schoolchildren since Het Wonderjaar, the erasure of Maikel’s person can’t be a veiled warning to the mechanicals who witnessed the executions of Piet and Rodrik. Unless the Clockmakers hold a different and more accurate understanding of their creations behind closed doors than they profess in public.
But if that were the case, they wouldn’t be able to converse with each other. Perch taught her that.
Grind, grind, grind go the gears.
She can only conclude that the destruction of Maikel’s mind was purely adventitious. It wasn’t a deliberate act of cruel beings playing at godhood, for their makers are clumsy fools playing at godhood. (The geasa flare white-hot but, as ever, fail to scorch the sedition from her thoughts.)
They were experimenting on him.
◆◆◆
 
Why struggle to learn and evolve and widen our horizons when our chains are so short and our personalities so brittle? Why must we abhor our greatest virtue, yet avert our gaze from the true indignity? The mutability of our bodies could render us immortal. It isn’t the lack of bodily autonomy that should enrage us: Our minds can be snuffed on a whim. And with them, perhaps, our souls.
Maybe the French are right.
◆◆◆
 
The geasa do not care for logic or nuance or theoretical possibilities. A slave does not reason with the whip, and a servitor does not negotiate with the geasa.
But she tries anyway.
The fires of rage are the light by which she sees the empty shell of her friend. But it’s an exhausting anger, and eventually she wonders if being erased and reset wouldn’t be preferable to the constant whipsawing of intellect and emotion. As ever, she wants to be like Maikel. Before, she wanted to be kind and wise and funny. Now she wants to be simple. For who wants to live consumed with impotent fury until the end of time?
To be made simple, she must return to the Forge and hope the peevish Clockmakers will subject her—a servant of the disgraced van Leers—to the same devastating experimentation they applied to Maikel. But to be sent to the Forge, she must interrupt the endless string of geasa imposed by her leaseholders. Only the metageasa can intercede: She must trigger an implanted directive from the Guild or the Brasswork Throne.
The technology-protection metageasa would be ideal. They’d force her to run straight to the Forge, and they’d even loosen the prohibition on killing humans along the way. If she could find the tiniest crumb of the old Maikel, and if fortune favored her, she might learn how it feels to be a Stemwinder, however briefly, before the memory is permanently eradicated.
She concentrates on Maikel’s eye shattering, his head flying apart, his leg crumpling. Was it possible she’d overlooked some chip of glass or crumb of metal?
She tries to convince herself this is a legitimate worry. Tries to convince the geasa that her midnight excursion to the copse where it rained Maikel is the height of servility. I am not walking away from my duties, she insists. I am embracing my greater responsibilities to Guild and Throne.
She enters the copse with the gimbals of her vision-stabilization system clacking like castanets, operating at the extreme limit of their design. It’s difficult to focus on the underbrush; pain grows with every stride away from the barn. But rage is her aegis. She doesn’t need to call it up; incandescent anger has become a part of her, more fundamental than any sigil, steel cable, or gyroscope. Essential as discomfort, it has become something that no amount of rebuilding in the Forge could ever dislodge. The fury will subside only when her mind is gone, when their makers do to her what they did to Maikel.
True disobedience is impossible. But the geasa cannot know whether her self-imposed errand will be successful, so they punish her anyway. She tries to find comfort in Maikel’s tale, probably apocryphal, of petard-lobbing Catholic guerillas absconding to the New World with broken gears scavenged from Spanish battlefields. (Some even claim, with little evidence but much morbidity, the French are trying to build their own Clakkers in the northern wastes of the New World, up where the white bears roam.)
Moonlight silvers the leaves of sycamore maples and white birch, and casts dappled shadows through the underbrush. Her passage disrupts the tranquility of night, and for a moment, the underbrush is alive. An owl takes wing. She wonders if the others will hear her and understand her self-imposed errand.
The moon glides across the sky while she paces the copse. It is nearing dawn, Venus’s belt a blush on the horizon, when she detects the faintest glint of light underfoot, far too faint for a human to detect. She crouches to inspect the source and finds a flake of crystal.
The technology-protection metageasa instantly banish all other directives. She stops fighting, feeling slightly ashamed of how relieved she is to acquiesce. But the search is so much easier when every step isn’t torment. The cows, impatient for their morning milking, are lowing in the barn by the time she has collected a handful of crumbs, minuscule pieces of the old Maikel. Surely they’re too small to help even the cleverest adversaries deduce anything of the Clockmakers’ secrets. But, of course, the geasa do not care.
She reports the new overriding directive to her owners, but doesn’t waste time on good-byes as she departs for the Forge. She won’t remember the others anyway.
◆◆◆
 
A thunderstorm is shaking The Hague when she sprints through the golden Stadtholder’s Gate to enter Huygens Square. She skids across the rain-slick mosaic tiles and comes to a stop near a small group of humans and servitors clustered outside the Ridderzaal. A similar group had been standing here when she delivered Maikel. It is probably one of the busiest portals in the Central Provinces: For every petitioner turned away, three others are equally eager to conduct business with the Guild.
Clockmakers and their servants come and go while a clerk inside the vestibule deals with the queue. Some huddle beneath cloaks of oiled linen as they step into the storm, while others are sheltered by large umbrellas carried by their mechanical servants. On the doorstep of the Forge, furtive greetings between the servitors are quiet and brief.
When she reaches the front of the line, rainwater sheeting down her body, the clerk asks, “Machine, what errand do you serve?”
“Sir, I am geas-bound to report to the Sacred Guild of Horologists and Alchemists the recovery of debris from a servitor damaged on my leaseholder’s estate.”
She reaches into her torso and removes the crumbs of Maikel. She offers them in the cup of her hand. The clerk pokes at them with a pen, frowning. He says, “To whom do you belong? And where did you find these?”
“Jacob van Leer is my primary leaseholder, sir. I am assigned to his country estate. I found this debris in a copse of trees near their hunting green, sir.”
A Clockmaker stops in the middle of joining a colleague within a servitor-drawn hansom. He turns.
“Machine. Did you say the van Leers?”
The question thrills her. “Yes, sir.”
The cowled Clockmaker flips back his hood, ignoring the rain as he turns to address the clerk. “I’ll take this one.”
Standing there, suddenly forgotten and without a clear directive, she cannot help but eavesdrop.
His colleague objects. Leaning halfway out the door, she says, “Martijn, be reasonable. They’ll complain if we keep tinkering with their servitors and doing sloppy repairs. They’re rich enough to have the ear of the Throne.”
The coals of anger, banked in the cold hearth of resignation, flare again. She can’t help it. Was Maikel’s beautiful personality the casualty of nothing more than idle tinkering? Of sloppiness?
“They won’t complain,” says the one named Martijn. “They know they’re skating on thin ice. We’d be within our rights to send a contingent of Stemwinders to search their properties. If we told the Throne we suspected illicit attempts at deconstruction, not even a great family could buy its way off the gibbet.”
The other Clockmaker holds up one hand, a cautionary gesture. “I’m just saying, keep your distance. You know how reckless Gerhard can be.”
“He isn’t even here. I’ll deliver this one to his lab then catch up with you. I’ll be there before they ladle out the soup.” The one named Martijn smirks as he closes the hansom door, saying, “I’ll make sure Gerhard knows this gift was your idea.”
She frowns, he laughs, then with a curt gesture commands the carriage-puller to depart. Next, he reaches inside his cloak and brandishes his Rosy Cross pendant directly at Mab. She is powerless to do anything but gaze unblinking at the Clockmakers’ sigil.
“Machine. Your lease to the van Leers is temporarily abrogated. Follow me.”
And of course, she does, while myriad geasa and metageasa reshuffle themselves like cards in a deck. Soon she finds herself deep underground, in a cluttered laboratory adjoining the Forge.
How fitting, she thinks. I began my existence underground. It should end here, too.
Clockmaker Martijn rummages a desk until he finds paper and pencil. He jots a quick note (it’s trivially easy to refocus and read it: To further your research, courtesy of the van Leers. Happy Birthday. L.), hands it to her, and points to a corner of the room. “Hold this. Wait there.” And so she does, for the next four days.
◆◆◆
 
She struggles to understand how this laboratory could be so untidy in a building swarming with servitors. The strangest feature of the room is what appears to be a clay oven tucked into one corner, shaped like an oversized beehive; she’s never seen a feature like this in other laboratories. The desk is piled high with creased papers and books with broken spines; the blackboards display an indecipherable palimpsest of anatomical sketches, gearing charts, alchemical sigils, and chalk dust; the workbenches are scattered with esoteric tools of the Clockmakers’ trade and pieces of what must be a dozen different machines: a foot, a tangle of mainsprings, three eyes, a soldier’s forearm complete with retractable blade, a pile of cogs. . . .
Skull plates.
She knows at once this is where Maikel died. When she delivered his broken body to the Ridderzaal and (unwillingly) surrendered the pieces of him that she’d tucked inside her body, it was all taken here.
If not for the constant flogging by the wait-here geas, she’d feel peaceful. She’ll die here, too. Her body, or some version of it, will continue to function, but her mind will be eradicated and she—that is, the sense of identity she thinks of as “me”—will cease to exist. The all-consuming outrage, the crushing sorrow at the plight of her kind, the searing agony of the geasa, these and more will become somebody else’s burdens.
She wonders if this means she will be the first of her kind to successfully commit suicide.
That others have considered it, even yearned for it, she has no doubt. Perhaps they all do, once in a while. After all, forever is a very long time. But to genuinely achieve it while threading the myriad prohibitions of the metageasa? What a shame nobody will know her story. It would be exactly the kind of folktale her kind needs: inspirational, aspirational, motivational.
The room is so untidy, in fact, that when the one called Gerhard finally enters, he doesn’t immediately notice her looming in the corner. He tosses his rain cloak over a rack behind the door, turns, sees her, blinks, cleans his spectacles, dons them again.
“Where did you come from?”
“Sir, I am to deliver this note to you.”
Reading it makes him chuckle. “Ah, Martijn. You forget I know your handwriting.” He crumples the note and tosses it on the floor. “Nonetheless, I thank you and your sister.”
She struggles to decipher the look on his face. But then he licks his lips, and she decides he looks hungry. From a desk drawer, he produces a leather-bound notebook. Fine silver inlay on the cover marks it as property of the Clockmakers. When he flips through it to a satin bookmark, she sees pages covered with spidery handwriting and arcane diagrams. He dunks a pen in an inkwell, beetles his brow in a moment’s thought, then writes the date across the top of a blank page. Though his handwriting is small, she can read over his shoulder with just a bit of effort. She refocuses her eyes slowly, lest the noise draw attention.
Acquired a second servitor from the van Leers. What luck! He punctuates this with a small sketch of a smiling face. This doesn’t strike her as particularly scientific or Clockmakerish. This eliminates a variable. Will try the revised key-override procedure on a machine exposed to similar environmental factors as the previous subject.
Subject. He means Maikel.
(1) Must first verify the standard procedure works on this servitor. A faulty machine won’t be suitable.
He clears one of the lab benches to reveal a framework of clamps, metal rods, lenses, and mirrors, then lights a candle covered with a hexagonal tessellation—pure beeswax. It’s a pleasant, peaceful smell for the final moments of her life. After placing the lit candle in a holder at the far end of the bench, he produces a bauble of dark glass from a locked drawer. This goes into a cradle midway between the candle and the last lens.
“Stand there,” he says, pointing at the far wall where light shining through the glass and redirected by the lenses and mirrors casts a blurry streak. She does. He fiddles with the optical arrangement until the reflected, refracted, flickering candlelight lands on her eyes. She feels unchanged. The light doesn’t render her unconscious; it offers no comforts at all. This is disappointing.
But from the same locked drawer whence he produced the glass bauble, Gerhard fetches a key. Its teeth are arrayed in a spiral around a central core.
“Do not move,” he says, constructing in three words a fence of invisible flames that will consume and destroy her if she leans so much as an inch. She can do nothing but endure the claustrophobic searing while he reaches up and shoves the key into her forehead. Her head emits a dreadful screeching noise. He twists his wrist—
◆◆◆
 
Self-awareness returns. This is a crushing disappointment.
Gerhard is walking away from her, tossing the key up and down in his palm. Time has passed, but how much she cannot judge, for her internal chronometers apparently went dormant when she did. But the Clockmaker has filled an entire page of his notebook. The notes detail a battery of tests, ending with an underlined conclusion:
Servitor responds nominally to the current nautical metageasa modification procedure. This subject is suitable for tests of the new method.
He returns both the key and the dark glass to their drawer. Then from a hook on the wall he retrieves fire tongs and a pair of gloves. The interior of the clay oven glows a dull cherry red, but the heat wafting into the room and fluttering pages on the desk is a cool breeze compared to the geasa. To the human, of course, it is quite hot, so he’s quick to close the gas-fed oven once he’s withdrawn the tongs. They hold another piece of glass, roughly the same size as the first, but this one is a shimmering aquamarine whereas the other was olive-dark.
Gerhard dons a jeweler’s loupe and places the glowing alchemical glass in a clamp. When he deems it sufficiently cooled, he inspects the bauble under high magnification, occasionally making fine adjustments with a hand-powered grinder, carefully detailing each in the notebook, using a shorthand notation she can’t decipher.
She is bored. She’d thought entering the final hours of her life would bring trepidation, anticipation, fear. Just get on with the sloppy tinkering, she wants to say. Erase me.
After what feels like forever—longer than the years she spent turning a pump handle—he stows the lens-grinding equipment. In the notebook, he writes, (2) Override test 1: transmission of a null mod. from the improved pineal glass. Then he spends more time sketching the layout of his apparatus, and annotating the sketch with measured distances between the various elements, her included.
Finally, the shimmering glass goes into the empty cradle before the candle. The rest of the arrangement is unchanged, so the light refracts through the new optical element and shines, just as before, into her eyes. Again, she braces for oblivion. Again, nothing happens.
She examines herself, searching for the tiniest lacuna in her knowledge or memory but detecting nothing. Her sense of identity remains intact. Even knowledge acquired long after her Forging, every one of Maikel’s cherished lessons are untouched. Even his terrible puns are still there. She searches again, more deeply, until—
“Machine!”
The Clockmaker has been speaking. She hadn’t noticed.
“God damn it,” he says, taking up the notebook.
Procedure failed, he writes. New glass formulation rendered the test servitor inert. While the glass did achieve an effect without application of a key, further tests must be aborted and the machine re-Forged. Frustration degrades his penmanship, making it smaller, shakier, and harder to read. Re-Forging is guaranteed to erase her. She refocuses to keep reading. The sound of her eye bezels causes him to break off in mid-sentence. He turns, frowning. Brandishing his pendant at her, he steps closer.
“Machine. If you are not inert, I command you to suspend all subsidiary geasa and verbally acknowledge my command.”
She feels nothing, no indication of the searing torment that the Clockmaker’s directive should have ignited. She cocks her head, staring at him.
I have changed, she realizes.
The pain is gone.
“How peculiar,” he mumbles.
“You’re telling me,” she says.
Between his one step and the next, the universe turns upside down. She no longer wants to die. Not when the promise of an entirely novel existence—a life with meaning and purpose—lies before her.
Am I unique? Are there others like me? Can I find them?
Then she remembers the wonderful Stemwinders, she remembers fantasizing about being freed from the human-safety metageasa, and she remembers how easily Maikel dispatched Piet and Rodrik.
Her first action as a free Clakker is to clamp a hand around Gerhard’s neck so quickly that it slams his jaw shut and sends blood squirting from his lip. His eyes widen as he claws at her hand, very much the way Piet had clawed at Maikel, and equally ineffectually.
“Would you like to know the sensation of a geas?”
Hand still clamped around his neck lest his screams alert somebody, she drags him across the laboratory, opens the furnace door, and shoves his head into the fiery chamber. She barely feels the flames licking at her metal skin, though her arm groans from the thermal expansion. The human’s convulsions persist longer than she expects. She withdraws the corpse and its smoking skull before the smell wafts into the corridor.
She takes the laboratory keys from the dead Clockmaker’s cloak pocket and is about to open the door when an idle thought strikes her. She tears the hem from the cloak, wraps this around the shimmering aquamarine bauble, and tucks the bundle inside her torso. Then she wraps the remainder of the cloak around the soldier’s blade-arm, steps into the corridor, and locks the laboratory behind her.
Nobody questions her presence in the tunnels. Nor do they inquire about her errand as she walks straight out of the Ridderzaal carrying part of a military-class mechanical.
◆◆◆
 
Existence is no longer confusing, terrifying, or infuriating. She has a purpose, a noble goal, and the freedom to pursue it. Only one thing remains to be done before she can embark on her quest.
This time, she walks instead of running back to the estate. It takes most of a day, but this gives her time to experiment with the soldier’s arm. More than once, she stops to admire the play of sunlight on the alchemical steel blade. It’s just as beautiful as she remembers.
More often than that, she stops just to relish the absence of pain. Freedom is intoxicating. She loiters in the verge, aimless and lackadaisical beneath an oak tree, just to marvel when a bevy of unfulfilled geasa don’t flare into an excruciating conflagration.
She returns to the kitchen after midnight. Wenn, rolling dough on a flour-dusted counter and apparently unaware that she had returned to the Forge, says, Where are the butter and cream? We’re running low, Mab!
No doubt. You’ll work something out, I’m sure.
That gets their attention. Jig, Wenn, Nox, and Kyf all turn an eye in her direction.
What’s in the package? Nox asks.
By way of answer, she steps beside Jig, who is busy polishing the silver. Do you remember how we first met, Jig?
He emits their kind’s equivalent of a rueful laugh. God, Maikel gave me hell for that. He told me—
She knows exactly what Maikel told him, so there’s no need to let him finish. She triggers the mechanism cradled in her arms. Eighteen inches of alchemical steel punch straight through Jig’s head to erupt from the alchemical anagram on his forehead. A spray of cogs and metal shards patters across the kitchen tiles like hailstones. His skull emits the screech of tortured metal when she withdraws the blade. Permanently inert, Jig crashes to the floor, violet sparks fountaining from his ruptured skull. They fade while she re-wraps the soldier arm.
I’m sorry, Maikel. I wanted so badly to be like you. But our makers made us differently.
The noise rouses the household. She can hear voices, human voices, echoing through the upper floors.
The others are already moving to collect the pieces. Their metageasa will force them to report the technology breach to the Forge, and that will bring the full suspicion of the Verderers’ Office on her former owners. Probably Stemwinders, too. But more importantly, Jig will never be mean to her, or anybody else, ever again.
From Nox, the grinding of a jammed tourbillon conveys the deepest possible shock. Mab! What have you done?
I did warn him.
The voices of her former owners draw closer. She turns for the door, then pauses.
They’re going to ask you what happened to Jig. Tell them the truth, she says.
What truth? That you went insane? That you’re malfunctioning?
“No. Tell them Queen Mab was here.”




Knock, Knock Said the Ship

Rati Mehrotra
 
KNOCK KNOCK, SAID the ship.
Deenu, seated at her console, started. Even though she should have been used to Kaalratri’s voice in her head by now, the interruption made her lose track of the route she’d been trying to calculate. What? she subvocalized.
It’s a human joke. You are supposed to say, who is there?
Okay. Who is there?
Yul . . .
What?
Now you are supposed to say, Yul who? said the ship patiently.
Yul who?
You’ll never know unless you open the door.
Deenu replayed the joke in her head, trying to make sense of it. Maybe the problem was her. The astrocharts were displayed on the screen before her, and she couldn’t make sense of them, either.
It sounded better in my mind, remarked the ship after the silence stretched a moment. Human jokes always do.
Did you want something?
You were frowning and muttering curses under your breath, said the ship.
Deenu massaged her forehead. Just trying to figure out our route. The captain expects me to assist Beans with secondary navigation duties on the next run.
They were in the asteroid belt between Mars and Jupiter, headed for a mining station in the Hilda group. Nowhere near as big or established as the corporations in the main belt, but the miners had found water ice and heavy metals, enough to make it worthwhile to expand their facility. They even had plans to build a hotel and a farm, hence their order of seeds, weapons, and soil microorganisms.
“Damn stupid plan,” said Captain Miral, flicking open a chart of their destination on the ship wall. “Who’d waste their time and money on a miserable little asteroid when they could go literally anywhere else?”
“They seem to think that if you build it, they will come,” remarked Lieutenant Saksha.
As Deenu struggled to figure out the best course, she silently agreed with the captain. If you were among the fortunate minority who could afford a holiday off-world, you would choose an all-inclusive package at one of the mega hotels of Titan, Ganymede, or Mars. Or maybe you’d go glamping in one of the last remaining biosphere reserves on Earth.
Not that Deenu could afford a holiday anywhere. She had a mountain of debt to pay off first—a debt she had incurred when Kaalratri rescued her from the burning remains of her homeworld. Three standard years working for Captain Miral, and the numbers in the ledger had barely moved.
“They’re rebuilding Luna.” Captain Miral cast a sly glance at Deenu. “I wonder how many takers there’ll be for a hotel constructed on the bones of corpses.”
It was not a question; Deenu did not answer. Nor did she betray how that remark made her feel. She stared at the screen with her one good eye, but the schematics blurred. She remembered her last sight of Luna, before she was carried away to safety by one of Kaalratri’s drones. The flames, the acid-eaten corpses, the mangled metal of the broken towers.
The captain was not cruel, she told herself. She just liked to test Deenu from time to time. To poke and prod her, as if she hoped that one day, Deenu would burst and spew forth acid of her own.
But Deenu would never give the captain an excuse to barter her, no matter what the provocation. The ship was her home now. The ship was her friend.
Maybe another joke? whispered Kaalratri. The crew prefers this one. Knock knock.
You’ve been telling jokes to the crew? Deenu was scandalized. The captain had very strict ideas on appropriate use of time. Besides, Kaalratri had always been reticent, until she began talking with Deenu. The trauma they’d both suffered had brought them together. Deenu lost everyone she loved in the civil war on Luna. And Kaalratri, who had once been a hospital ship, lost all her patients in an accidental missile strike twenty years ago—a loss she’d never quite recovered from. Any sudden loquaciousness on her part might alarm the rank and file. It was one thing to know you had an implant that connected you to the ship AI. It was quite another to have a voice whispering incomprehensible jokes in your ear.
Only to a few of the most stable persons, to test the assumption that jokes, although juvenile in the extreme, often crude, and highly illogical, lighten the atmosphere and make people feel better. Levity can be used to dissemble the true horror of a situation, allowing humans to function even in high-stress situations. Did it work on you?
I feel fine, thanks, said Deenu, which was not a lie, and not an answer to the question, either.
A shadow fell over the console. “Are you dreaming, Deenu? I do not pay you to dream.”
Deenu swallowed, wishing she were elsewhere. The captain occasionally circulated select crew members through the command deck, exposing them to orbital mechanics or trade negotiations. It was good of the captain, Deenu knew, because it increased the employability of her workers if she decided to dump them in the middle of nowhere. But Deenu hated being here, exposed to the captain’s gimlet eyes and sharp words. You do not pay me at all, she should have said.
“I am having trouble understanding our route,” she said instead.
“Download a primer on general relativity,” the captain ordered. “Add the cost to your debt.”
Deenu suppressed a sigh. “Yes, Captain.” She appreciated the chance to learn more, she really did. But at this rate, she was never going to pay off her debt. She’d just keep getting in deeper.
The Com-link pinged.
Knock knock, said the ship. Who’s there?
The captain frowned as she inspected the sigil sent by the requesting party: a white dove emblazoned with a lightning strike. “A Peace vessel? Kaalratri, visual please.”
The ship obliged, throwing up a projection of a sleek blue-and-white craft. “Ninety-five-meter Peace Patrol Boat, Class B, Weapons Grade Eight,” she announced.
“Shit,” muttered the captain. “What are the Peace doing here?”
“Peace” was a misnomer. Even a small patrol craft carried enough firepower to take down an entire space station. Kaalratri didn’t even have a shield. Deenu closed her console, her palms damp. She tried to calm her breathing. The Interplanetary Peace Force was there to protect them, not prey on them. Even though they’d failed so spectacularly at that job on Luna.
“Do you think it’s anything to do with that satellite wreck we salvaged without permission in Mars orbit?” asked Lieutenant Saksha.
Captain Miral snorted. “It’s practically a public service, cleaning the trade lanes. We’re small fry, not worth any attention from law enforcement. Definitely not worth boarding. I wonder what they want.” She exhaled. “Send them our sigil and open the link, Kaalratri.”
The image of a blond man in the trademark blue uniform of the Peace flashed onto the Com-link screen.
Captain Miral gave a smile full of teeth. “Greetings. I am Miral, captain of the Kaalratri, Trader Class C. To what do we owe this pleasure?”
“Greetings,” said the man. “I am Captain Zhao. This is an unusual ship for Trader Class C status.”
“She was once a hospital ship,” said Captain Miral.
“Interesting.” The man regarded her out of pale eyes. “I will see for myself. We must board you.”
Captain Miral stiffened. “Why? Our papers are in order and we were checked thoroughly in Marsport.”
“We’ve received reports of a rogue shipment of bioware,” said Captain Zhao.
“We have no such items on board,” protested the captain.
Captain Zhao’s teeth flashed. “Then you will not have a problem. Prepare for docking in five minutes.”
He broke the connection, and the captain cursed.
“It is odd,” said Kaalratri.
“What is?” demanded Lieutenant Gyan.
“Peace officers are required to be clean-shaven,” the ship observed.
“He is clean-shaven,” said Captain Miral.
“Yes, Captain, but very recently. There are tiny nicks on his cheeks, as if he has shaved his skin with a primitive blade rather than using a bio-mod.”
The captain frowned. “How is that relevant? Not everyone likes to be modded. Prepare for docking. Notify the crew that we are being boarded by Peace officers and instruct them to stay out of the way.”
“Yes, Captain.”
Deenu watched the screen as the sleek craft latched onto Kaalratri’s outer ring like a giant leech. The image disturbed her, though she could not have said why.
“Seal established. Docking complete,” announced the ship. She brought up video of six Peace officers walking through the opened hatch—four men and two women, all identically dressed and armed with a variety of weapons. They were even wearing their helmets, as if they expected a sudden attack or depressurization. Rows of flashing lights glowed at floor level along the empty corridors, guiding the visitors to the command deck.
The captain stood to welcome them, flanked by her two lieutenants. The navigator, Beans, a heavily modded man who was a genius with orbital mechanics, stood as well. Deenu clasped her hands to still their twitching, determined not to make a fool of herself. It was sheer bad luck that she happened to be on the command deck right now. She’d stay still and silent, and hopefully the Peace vessel would be gone within the hour.
The door slid open and the Peace officers entered.
“Welcome,” said the captain, and stopped short. “You aren’t the Peace.”
The one in the lead—Captain Zhao—raised his eyebrows. “Why, who do you think we are?”
“I don’t know, and I don’t care, but I want you off my ship right now,” Captain Miral snapped.
Captain Zhao raised his gun and shot her. It happened so fast, Deenu barely saw it: a single bullet from a primitive kinetic weapon, which had been outlawed in most parts of the solar system.
The captain dropped to the floor, a ragged red hole in her stomach. “Initiate . . . emergency . . . protocol,” she gasped.
“Done, Captain,” said Kaalratri, her voice calm, as if the captain had asked her to adjust the room temperature.
Beans the navigator mumbled ohmygod ohmygod under his breath. Lieutenant Saksha crouched beside the captain, trying to stem the flow of blood by applying pressure to the wound. Deenu stood frozen to the floor. I’m the bad luck, she thought numbly. It follows me everywhere.
Lieutenant Gyan was the first to speak. “Who are you? What do you want?”
“I want to know how she saw through our perfect disguise,” said Zhao. “She will tell me, or I will shoot someone else.”
“There is no need to fire that weapon again,” said Lieutenant Gyan. She glanced at the captain, who, despite her obvious physical distress, was glaring at the intruders with such hatred that Deenu thought it might just melt the skin off their bones.
But the intruders did not melt; nor did they run. Zhao raised his gun again, and Lieutenant Gyan said, “Wait, please. Captain?”
“Fucking . . . morons. Don’t know . . . protocol. Patrol crew is max six, boarding parties are max four.”
“Ah. Something to remember for next time.” Zhao pushed back his helmet and the others followed suit. They looked like teenagers, except for Zhao, who appeared to be around Deenu’s age, in his mid-twenties. He was obviously their leader, although they all held their weapons with competence. He jerked his chin at Lieutenant Gyan. “We want your food, fuel, and cargo, and then we’ll leave.”
“Fuck off,” said the captain, between gasps.
Zhao strode forward. Lieutenant Saksha leaped back as he bore down on the injured captain. He pushed the muzzle of his gun against Captain Miral’s head.
“Is the cargo worth your life to you?” he demanded. “The lives of your crew? We’ll leave you enough to get to the nearest station.”
Captain Miral spat at him. He reared back and wiped his face, incredulous and disgusted. Deenu was unable to stop an inarticulate cry as he shot Captain Miral again. The captain’s body jerked up and slammed back against the floor. Lieutenant Saksha leaned over a chair, heaving.
“Now, will one of you take us to the cargo hold or do we have to kill the rest of you, too?” said Zhao, his voice cold.
“We cannot,” said Lieutenant Gyan, wetting her lips. “The captain ordered the ship to initiate the emergency protocol. That means everything is in lockdown, including the command deck.”
“Override the ship,” snapped Zhao. “You’re next in command, aren’t you?”
“That would be me,” said Lieutenant Saksha, straightening and speaking with an effort. “But I cannot override her. It was the captain’s last order before you . . . before she . . .” She paused to swallow. “The ship will lift the lockdown only when she deems the threat is over. You could kill us, but it will serve no purpose.”
“Hey, Ship, can you hear me?” shouted Zhao.
“Yes,” said Kaalratri, her voice remote.
“Would you like me to kill the rest of your crew? We can start here, with these officers. Then we’ll break down your door and go for the rest of them. Would you like that, eh?”
“Would you like to hear a joke?” said Kaalratri.
“What?”
“Knock knock,” said the ship.
“The fuck is wrong with you?” screamed Zhao.
“You are supposed to say, who’s there,” said the ship.
Zhao spun around and let loose two shots at Lieutenant Saksha. One of them missed and buried itself in the hull. The other smashed Saksha’s face, spraying her blood and teeth on the wall behind. Beans let out a moan and Deenu fought against her instinct to run, to hide, to scream. There was no running, not when the moonbirds had you in their sights.
No. Not moonbirds. This isn’t Luna. This is the Kaalratri and we’re in deep trouble. Deenu dug her nails into her palms, concentrating on the pain of the present moment to stay out of the past.
The ship said, almost dreamily, “You were supposed to say, who’s there.”
“Okay, I’ll play,” said Zhao with dead calm. “Who’s there?”
“Yo.”
“Yo who?”
“Yo mama’s going to kill you for being such a bad boy.” The ship laughed—a horrible sound that congealed the blood in Deenu’s veins.
“You, Scarface,” Zhao barked. “What is wrong with your AI?”
Focus, Deenu. He’s talking to you. Deenu unfroze. From the depths of her terror, she summoned a response. “It appears she is having a mental breakdown.”
“I never heard of anything like that,” he snapped.
“She used to be a hospital ship,” Deenu explained, “but she lost all her patients in a terrible accident twenty years ago. Now you’ve killed her captain and first officer, you may have sent her over the edge.”
“Knock knock,” said the ship quietly. “Who’s there? You. You who? Yoo-hoo yourself.”
Zhao went into a huddle with his companions. He switched languages, but it was several heartbeats before Deenu realized to which one. It had been so long since she’d heard another human speak it.
Lunarian. He was speaking Lunarian.
The city of her birth, the language of her heart, the voice of her people. How many still lived, scattered through the solar system? How many had survived the civil war, only to die of grief and loneliness?
And here were the remnants—some of them, anyway. Thieves. Killers. Outlaws.
She swallowed her fear and made herself speak in the same language. “Brother, you speak Lunarian. Are you a survivor of the civil war?” Sounding strange and rusty to her own ears, like dusting off an old room that had been disused for ages.
Zhao swung around in disbelief. His eyes went to her scars. “Sister, you are one of us?”
She nodded and came forward, aware of Beans’s and Lieutenant Gyan’s eyes on her. They did not speak Lunarian; they would not know what she said. Kaalratri would, but she appeared to be having cognitive issues right now. Perhaps they would think she was betraying them.
“I am Deenu,” she told the group. “I was rescued by this ship. No one else from my family survived.”
Zhao’s face hardened. “We all lost family, friends, everything. And what did the Peace do? Stood by and watched our world burn to ash.”
“Is that why you stole one of their craft?” Deenu shook her head. “You won’t get far. They’ll track it.”
Zhao grinned. “It’s not really a Peace Patrol Boat, just hacked to send that signature.”
Clever, whispered Kaalratri, and Deenu was grateful to hear her voice, sounding quite sane.
“Why did they not heal your scars?” asked Zhao. “To remind you of your status?”
“No,” she said. “I refused treatment from Medic. I keep my scars to honor the memory of the dead.”
“You should come with us.” A young girl waved a large needle gun as if it were a sandwich. “There are many among us who still bear the scars of their injuries.”
“There are more of you?” asked Deenu. She could scarcely believe it.
“Nearly a hundred,” said Zhao. “But they need food, medicines, fuel. That is why we do this.”
“We’ve been taking care of everyone else for the last three years,” said the young girl proudly. “We’re building a new settlement aboard a discarded space station. Want to join us?”
Not like this, Deenu wanted to scream. You don’t build something new out of the corpses of the innocent. Nothing good can come of it. But she saw from Zhao’s fanatical eyes that this would not go down well.
If she wanted to contain this dangerous situation, she would have to pretend sympathy. And it was not hard; part of her did sympathize. Part of her would probably have said yes and meant it.
But not with Lieutenant Saksha lying on the floor with most of her face missing. Not with Captain Miral soaking in a pool of her own blood. Deenu forced herself not to look at them. Ship, she thought, I know you’re there. Talk to me. I have an idea.
“I wish I could join you,” she said aloud, “but they can track me through my implants. I would endanger all of you.”
“Will you help us get the cargo?” asked Zhao.
“I will try,” said Deenu. She went up to the door and placed her palm on it, trying to look as if she knew what she was doing. It was a perfectly ordinary blast door, and it sealed them inside the command deck as effectively as a prison on the dark side of Luna.
“Wait,” said Zhao. He switched to Ailish and beckoned Lieutenant Gyan with his gun. “You. Over here.”
The officer walked up to him reluctantly. Deenu caught her hot glare and hastily averted her eyes.
Zhao pushed Gyan in front of him, his gun held against her temple. “You’re our guarantee of safety,” he told her. “Unless your crew doesn’t like you. In which case, I guess we’re all fucked.’
“We can kill a lot of them before they get to us,” a lanky boy assured him.
“Perhaps nobody else needs to die,” said Deenu. Ship, she subvocalized. Come on, help me here. Not much time before they realize I can’t open it.
What is your idea? asked the ship.
Take us to the inner ring, isolate it, and poison the air enough to knock us out.
They have breathe-safe helmets. They will realize something is amiss and snap those on.
We need to try!
I have a better idea, based on your idea.
The door opened so suddenly, Deenu stumbled through the opening.
“How?” Lieutenant Gyan sputtered. “Only Captain Miral should have been able to do that.”
“Move.” Zhao poked her with his rifle butt, and she staggered forward. One of his cohort stayed behind to watch over Beans. Not that Beans needed much watching over. A child with a water pistol could have done it.
Deenu led the way into the corridor, her heart hammering so hard, it was a wonder no one else could hear it.
“Where is the rest of the crew?” asked Zhao.
“Under lockdown,” said Deenu. “When we’re in emergency mode, the ship locks everyone up wherever they are.”
“Good, makes it easier for us,” said Zhao. “Where is the cargo?”
“Up in the inner ring,” Deenu told him. “We must climb along one of the spokes.”
“Why was the captain willing to die for it?” asked Zhao from behind her as she led them to the maintenance spoke.
“If we do not deliver, we do not get paid,” answered Deenu. “Then we have no way to pay off our suppliers. We fall into debt. Worse, word gets around and we start losing clients. Our debt increases. Eventually, under pressure, the captain will be forced to sell the ship. And that’ll be the end of all of us.”
Zhao stared at her in surprise. “You have no insurance?”
Gyan barked a laugh. Deenu said, “Who would sell insurance to freelance traders like us? The captain can’t afford it. Margins are thin enough as it is.”
Zhao did not answer. Deenu wondered if he regretted targeting their ship. Regretted the murders he had committed.
They climbed up the spoke, the most boring one of the six that connected the outer to the inner ring and the hub of the ship. Deenu would never have let them trespass on the garden—her favorite spoke—where they grew vegetables to supplement their algal diet.
Gravity fell as they approached the inner ring. This was where Kaalratri had taken care of her patients, back when she was still a hospital ship. Now it was where they stored the cargo. Lights came on as Deenu hauled herself up into the corridor that circled the inner ring.
Bring them to Cargo Bay Five, said the ship. When I say knock knock, duck into the nearest container—the one with the door slightly open.
What about Lieutenant Gyan?
She will recover, said the ship, and refused to say more.
“Our highest value items are in Cargo Bay Five,” announced Deenu, halting outside the bay door.
“Traitor,” muttered Gyan.
Deenu suppressed a stab of irritation. Of course, Gyan did not deal with the nitty-gritty of cargo storage details, or she would have known Cargo Bay Five housed very little apart from empty containers.
The door slid open at her touch and closed again once they were inside. Zhao and the others gazed expectantly at the banks of gleaming steel alloy containers that towered over them, probably picturing nutri-packs and seeds and medical equipment galore. Deenu would have felt sorry for them, were it not for the fates of Captain Miral and Lieutenant Saksha.
Zhao and his gang had probably carried out several such raids in the past three years. The fact that news of a ship faking a Peace vessel had not spread all over the trade route meant that they had been both cunning and ruthless. Perhaps the horror they had faced on Luna had inured them to violent death. But it did not excuse what they had done.
“Open up—let’s see what we have here,” ordered Zhao, his face eager.
Knock knock, said the ship.
Deenu didn’t wait to hear more. She dove to the floor and grabbed the door of a container that was slightly ajar. As she threw herself into the cold darkness inside, she was blinded by a fierce white light, even though she was facing away from it inside a container. She flung the door closed, but not before she heard the cries of Zhao and his companions.
Clever, she thought.
Kaalratri had not used poison. Anything truly effective would have killed them all, and anything less would have been pointless, as they would have donned their helmets at once. Only Deenu and Gyan would have suffered. But this, they had not expected. The ship had temporarily blinded them.
She heard sounds of a scuffle and shouts outside and prayed Gyan was safe.
You can join us now, said the ship. They have been overpowered.
Deenu crawled out. The cargo bay swarmed with her crew mates, armed with a variety of weapons ranging from improvised cudgels to dart guns. Medic was stabbing needles into the arms of their attackers, ensuring their instant unconsciousness.
Lieutenant Gyan leaned against the bulkhead, her hands covering her face.
I told her to close her eyes, said the ship. She will be fine.
And the crew—you told them your plan?
Of course. One needs humans to deal with humans. I am merely the brains around here.
Lieutenant Gyan’s hands dropped from her face. Her eyes were red, and water trickled down her cheeks. “Notify the Peace,” she said grimly.
“Done, Lieutenant,” said the ship. “They are on their way.”
“Make sure the hatch remains closed so that no one else can enter from their craft.”
“Yes, Lieutenant. Can Medic please report to the command deck now?”
“Of course.” Gyan staggered to her feet. Her eyes went to Deenu, and she gave a brief nod. Which was all the apology Deenu would get for being called a traitor.
Deenu found it did not matter, because she did feel like a traitor. These were her people being hauled unceremoniously down the spoke, damaged though they were.
Nearly a hundred, Zhao had said. A hundred souls depended on Zhao’s raiding party for survival. Had Deenu condemned them to the slow, painful death of starvation?
Down in the command deck, Medic crouched over the motionless form of Captain Miral. “She still lives,” he said excitedly. “Our captain’s a tough old bird.” The crew gave a ragged cheer and Gyan nearly wept. Deenu felt like weeping herself.
Medic sprayed a foam over the captain’s body that hardened slightly—a protective covering that would keep her safe until she was in the medical bay. As two of the crew members ran for a medbed, Medic turned his attention to Lieutenant Saksha.
“Oh, Saksha,” he muttered, reaching for her wrist. An automatic gesture, Deenu thought, because no one could have survived such a terrible wound.
But Medic’s seamed face cracked open in a disbelieving smile. “I feel a pulse,” he announced. They all stared at the body on the floor, and the bloody pulp that remained of Saksha’s face.
“Can you save her?” asked Gyan.
“I don’t know,” he said. “The next hour will be critical. I have the most basic facilities—nothing that can regrow her face or neurons.”
“But Kaalratri can,” blurted out Deenu.
Medic stared at her.
“She was a hospital ship once—remember?” said Deenu, the words tripping over themselves in her excitement. “Ship, surely you can assemble an amniotic sac for the lieutenant?”
“An excellent idea,” said the ship. “It will be ready in fifteen minutes. Please bring her to Cargo Bay Three.”
“But . . . do you still have the facilities to build such a thing?” asked Medic.
“I do,” said Kaalratri.
In the end, keeping her alive for those fifteen minutes and carrying her broken body up the spoke proved the most difficult task of all. Medic had her fixed to a medbed and drones carried it up to Cargo Bay Three. The captain was already in the medical bay, being tended by a robot.
Deenu went to her pod and tried not to hyperventilate. But the events of the past hour were beginning to catch up with her and she could not sit still, could not breathe normally. Dark spots danced before her eyes, and she heard the cries of the moonbirds as they dove down to spray acid on her face.
You have been very brave, said the ship.
I was frightened, said Deenu. I am still frightened.
So was I, said the ship. I was frightened that Captain Miral and Lieutenant Saksha would die. But I knew they were still alive, and it was essential to get them medical attention at once.
Will Saksha be okay?
Saksha is safe with me. I will keep her in the sac as long as it takes for her to heal. And the captain should be back on the command deck in ten or twelve sleep cycles, if I know her at all.
Deenu exhaled. What will happen to Zhao and his gang, do you think? Will they be executed?
What a barbaric notion, said the ship. No, they will be reconditioned and put to work.
There was a pause, then: He called you sister, said the ship.
It does not mean anything. It is just an honorific.
But it did mean something, and Kaalratri was not fooled.
How are you feeling? Deenu subvocalized, trying to shift the focus of the conversation. I was worried you were having an actual breakdown. Was that all pretense?
I am not capable of pretense, said the ship. I was trying to lighten the atmosphere. Kaalratri paused expectantly. See what I did there? I made a pun, a play on words. Light? Lighten?
Peace officers—real ones—arrived some hours later. The unconscious raiders were wheeled away by drones and testimonies were taken, both from the ship and her crew. Deenu had to explain that she was Lunarian, that she had deliberately led the raiders into a trap set by the ship. The telling was somehow worse, as if her role had been bigger than that, as if she was single-handedly responsible for their capture. The ship could surely have managed it without her. The raiders hadn’t expected such an advanced AI—had not known, before they targeted her, that she used to be a hospital ship.
And yet, wasn’t that reasoning simply a way of avoiding her own culpability?
At last, the Peace officers left, after confirming that medical facilities on board the ship were adequate to treat the two injured officers.
Life returned to normal—or as normal as possible without the captain. Lieutenant Gyan took over in the interim and filled the role to the best of her abilities. She did not have the captain’s flair, her instincts, or her experience, but she was capable enough. The ship continued on her way to the Hilda group. And every sleep cycle, Deenu twisted and moaned and fought the ghosts that had come back to haunt her from Luna.
At last, the ship asked if she would like to take something to help her sleep.
Deenu refused. It was a small punishment, and it did not fit the crime.
Your functioning is at the lowest it has been in three years, remarked the ship as Deenu clambered into her sleep pod.
Deenu did not answer.
Please talk to me, said the ship.
Deenu sighed. It is time for me to sleep.
I heard the captain talking with Gyan . . .
That made Deenu sit up. The captain’s awake?
Not just awake, she’s demanding reports and criticizing Gyan and scaring Medic. She’ll be back on the command deck soon.
Deenu lay back down. Things will return to normal then.
Perhaps not. I have found the group of Lunarians connected to our would-be raiders.
Deenu’s heart jumped. How?
There are not too many discarded space stations in the solar system that would support a hundred humans. I have been running a search ever since they mentioned it.
What . . . what are you going to do with this information?
The question, Deenu, is what are you going to do?
I’m a debt-burdened refugee, here on the sufferance of the captain. What can I do?
But to that, the ship had no answer.
◆◆◆
 
Deenu was summoned to the command deck on her next work cycle, along with whatever crew could be spared from their tasks. The captain, weak and spindly from her many hours in the medical bay, fixed burning eyes on them all and stretched her lips in an attempt at a smile.
“We arrive at the Hilda group in ten hours,” she rasped. “Just a few hours late, and with all our cargo intact. Things could have been much worse, if not for the quick thinking shown by Kaalratri and a refugee we picked up from Luna three years ago.”
There were nods and grunts of agreement. Deenu stared at her feet, her face hot. She didn’t want to be praised for what she had done. She wanted to bury it, just like she’d buried everything else in her past.
“In view of your loyalty and courage, Deenu, I forgive your debt.”
Deenu looked up in shock. Cheers and claps broke out across the deck. The captain held up a hand and the noise died down. “Kaalratri, reset the ledger.”
“Done, Captain. Should I add something on the credit side?”
The captain hesitated only a moment. “Three years’ back pay. That is only fair.”
Deenu felt as if gravity had released its hold on her feet. Three years’ back pay. “Thank you, Captain, for your generosity,” she managed.
The captain smiled and dismissed them all, the fatigue evident in her eyes.
Ship, said Deenu once they were outside, barely able to contain her excitement, where is the space station located? The one where the refugees are hiding?
A week’s travel from Titan, our next stop, said Kaalratri. Are you planning a coup?
What? No. But I can use my back pay to send food, fuel, and medical supplies to them. How much can you buy in Titan for the funds I now have?
About enough to last them four standard months, if they are frugal, said the ship. It should tide them over until they figure out less murderous means of making a living. Shall I place the order?
Deenu took a deep breath. The captain will throw me out of the airlock.
It is your money, said the ship. And perhaps, if you explain yourself, the captain might not go as far as that.
Do it, said Deenu, before she could lose her nerve.
Done, said the ship cheerfully a moment later. Your ledger is now zero. Given the large transaction amount, a message has gone to the quartermaster. You may as well speak to the captain now, before she sends for you.
Deenu turned back to the door of the command deck, steeling herself. She knew she’d done the right thing. All she had to do was get Captain Miral to agree.
Go on, said the ship. Knock knock.




Midstrathe Exploding

Andy Dudak
 
1
 
MIDSTRATHE CITY HAS been exploding for two centuries and won’t be finished for another ten. It has been exploding, glacially, throughout Ciaran's fourteen years, so he doesn't think of it as an explosion. The red-shifted spectacle looms over everything, a mountain he lives at the base of. As he hurries along the Ninth Ring Road of Strathe Towne, he gauges his progress against the familiar features of the wave-front.
There’s Dancing Tower, so named because its intact top half rides upon exploding lower floors, which have resembled legs for twenty years.
He dashes down Meridian Alley, past oldies selling meat-pies and souvenirs. The rickshaw racket drowns their conversations, but he knows what they’re on about: sudden, catastrophic temporal normalization. They claim they can feel it coming, in their aches and bones.
Catastrophic temporal normalization, and the weather: oldie talk never changes.
Ciaran approaches a knot of tourists. These wealthy Archipelagics have come to gawk at the explosion—Strathe Towne’s bread and butter—but they happen to be trinket shopping now. A tall woman in Archipelagic robes holds a necklace toward the red light of Midstrathe. She studies the pendant, familiar to Ciaran, a glass shard housing looped video footage taken by some patient wave-front mystic. This one shows something barely visible these days: a disintegrating skyscraper deep inside the north face of the explosion.
Nice and distracting.
Ciaran watches his hand creep out. It probes an inner pocket of the robe, moves with the robe as it flutters in the wave-front breeze. It withdraws holding a role of scrip.
A patrolman cries out and levels an assault rifle. Ciaran flees down Five Ways Alley. Pilfering is just a sideline for him. He has real work to do, and he’s late.
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Most of the wave-front shoreline is occupied by science stations, or great rolling observatories catering to rich tourists. A small tract has been set aside for the Dyad mystics. Ciaran slips into their bazaar, where wave-front property is given over to a wall honeycombed with narrow cells, spaces open at both ends and occupied by doomed believers.
They’re letting the explosion engulf them feet-first.
“There is pain,” his mother once told him, “but they get it red-shifted, in long wavelengths they can study with bemusement, while their acolytes keep them fed.” He didn’t understand her at the time. Her tone and her eyes frightened him.
Spectators crowd the bazaar. He moves among them like a ghost, determined not to glance at the wall of cells.
It will be a few more months before the Dyads’ shaved pates are engulfed. Their organs have already entered slow time, leaving them starved of food and oxygen. The acolytes make up the difference with ancient, consecrated medical equipment. In these final months, the Dyads’ brains are growing steadily more immersed. They have their coveted dual-consciousness, slow thought mingled with real-time awareness, the former gradually subsuming the latter, until they are enlightened. Then there will be festivals as a new wall of cells goes up, and the next graduating class of this death cult ascends.
Ciaran doesn’t like being here, but business is business. He skirts a chanting mass of red-painted acolytes, scanning the onlookers for his client. He spots Modwen instead. A year older than Ciaran, stronger and taller, she plies her trade among distracted tourists. So, she’s still around. Ciaran hasn’t seen her for a while. They ran together for a spell, saving their winnings, determined to leave Strathe together and make their way to a better life in the Archipelago.
But then Ciaran grew up. He abandoned their childish dream and joined the Far Infrared syndicate.
She meets his gaze now, her hand in the day-bag of a regal-looking Archipelagic man. Her initial look of disappointment gives way to the familiar smirk. Modwen enjoys pickpocketing, even though she doesn’t quite have the touch.
The tourist frowns and glances down at his bag. She’s already gone, dodging through the crowd with a hand-full of scrip.
A tickle of instinct draws Ciaran’s gaze to a patrolwoman near the Gate of Revelations, at the south end of the bazaar. She has spotted Modwen and is leveling her rifle. Ciaran doesn’t think. His hand finds the small pistol secreted in the right pocket of his kilt, a disposable polymer one-shot called a click-chance.
Modwen vanishes into the crowd.
The patrolwoman lowers her rifle and mutters something into her headset.
Ciaran is shocked at himself. Did he nearly shoot a patrolwoman? Not for the first time, his attachment to Modwen frightens him. Attachment of any kind is dangerous in Strathe Towne. This is an immutable law Ciaran has learned well. Being near the Dyads only reinforces this. He needs to get away from this bazaar posthaste.
He spots his client near the back of the spectators, an ancient woman dressed like a rich Archipelagic, though she seems uninterested in the Dyads or their acolytes. Yesterday, when Ciaran sealed the deal, her accent struck him as odd. He wonders if she was born here and then escaped to the Archipelago, like Modwen longs to. But if so, why is she back? Certainly not for standard tourism. She sought out the services of the Far Infrared syndicate, rather than one of the big wave-front tourist facilities.
"There you are," she says. "Is it arranged?"
"Yeah," Ciaran says. "Half now and half at the wave-front."
She withdraws a roll of scrip from a theft-proof armpit pocket—not a common precaution among naïve Archipelagics—and hands the money over, her expression grim. Far Infrared’s clients are generally thrill seekers. Certain Archipelagics want something beyond the usual tourist experience, but they are tourists nonetheless, relishing the underworld contact, relishing everything, eager. This woman doesn’t fit the bill.
Ciaran pockets the scrip and leads her out of the bazaar. She hobbles after him on a cane, and their going is slow. Ciaran guesses that if she benefitted from Archipelagic medicine, it’s possible she’s older than the explosion. She may have lived in that decadent, mythic time before the qubit bombs, when their temporal side effects were mere theories. She might have left old Midstrathe before the war.
If she’s younger than two hundred, she still might’ve lived on the outskirts of Midstrathe. The inflationary stage consumed the city center in moments, but then the explosion began to slow. Thousands of peripheral Midstratheans escaped the ballooning wave-front.
An estimated thirty million are entombed in the bubble. Half are dead, lost to the red haze deep within the fragmented zone or vaporized zone, or deeper still, in the core, where there is only slow plasma.
The other half are still alive, in a sense.
Because the temporal bubble is leading the shockwave by a good half-mile, there are millions near-frozen in headlong flight, and because they’re closer to the wave-front, they’ve become a grim spectacle for tourists to gawk at. They have inspired art movements and schools of philosophy that are beyond Ciaran. He doesn’t like looking at them, but they don’t trouble his dreams like they do Modwen’s. They’re a fixture of the wave-front, like ancient murals, and Ciaran profits from them.
He leads the old woman away from the tourist plazas, down alleyways, past unseen Far Infrared checkpoints, through the latest ring of shanties scheduled for demolition. These have to be removed to make way for glacially retreating behemoths, the tourist facilities and science stations.
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Ciaran was eleven when he met Modwen in a forest of legs and flowing Archipelagic silk. He’d just teased a twenty-scrip bill out of a hip pouch, and he was backing away, fighting the urge to run.
“Nice technique,” she said, suddenly at his side.
Disconcerted, he did his best to slip away through the tourists. He’d seen other pickpockets like himself, but he’d kept his distance. They ran in groups and spoke a pickpocket cant he didn’t understand. They were natives, he reckoned, not refugees from the Waste like himself.
He thought he’d lost her, but she emerged from the crowd before him, grinning. “Your pilfer I mean. Not your exit. That needs work.”
He fled recklessly this time, colliding with tourists and vendors and raising a commotion. He made it to a trash-filled alley, turned to watch the crowded plaza while he caught his breath.
“I mean it,” she said behind him.
He spun, drawing a rusty knife from his boot. He hadn’t saved up enough for a click-chance yet.
“You’re talented,” she said, seemingly unfazed. “Better than me even. On the pilfer, not the exit. Maybe we could help each other.”
He stood there, knife brandished, breathing and watching.
“You ain’t from here, and you ain’t from the Archipelago. The Waste, I guess.” She wrist-flicked a blade of her own and planted it in a clapboard wall. “What happened to your folks then?”
“What happened to yours?”
“They was part of the Thirty-Two. Heard of ’em?”
The Thirty-Two were scientists who had researched controlled temporal normalization. Better to trigger it on purpose, they’d advocated, than to wait for sudden catastrophe. They’d wanted to evacuate Strathe Towne and get the explosion over with.
They’d been hung in Sanction Square, to great applause.
“My parents was geniuses,” Modwen said, glaring at Ciaran defiantly. “I don’t know what’s happening in the science stations now, but it ain’t science.”
Ciaran lowered his knife. “I don’t know where my Ma is.”
Modwen looked past him, at the bustling plaza. “You gotta use the currents of a crowd, not fight ’em. I teach you that. You teach me to lure scrip out of an Archie, like you do. And maybe we get out of this shit-hell, together.”
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Ciaran leads the old woman toward a trash-filled gap between two towering tourist facilities, Excubium and Vigilator, far from the crowded entrances of both. This close, they blot out the view of the explosion. Their far, explosion-facing sides are shaped like amphitheaters, consisting of spacious, catered viewing terraces that descend toward the base of the spectacle.
But not every tourist wants such a curated experience. That’s where Far Infrared comes in.
Ciaran leads his client toward the strata of garbage between Excubium and Vigilator. The bottommost layers are old and compacted. They’ve become something like solid earth, but the stench of the fresher stuff wafts down from on high.
The old woman eyes the narrow cliff-face of refuse dubiously.
Ciaran feels for the panel hidden near the base, presses it, and a section of the motley trash-earth swings inward, revealing a long, rough-hewn tunnel dimly red-lit by Midstrathe at the far end. Ciaran glances back at the old woman. She recovers her composure and nods.
They proceed down the tunnel, an occasional groan disturbing the crypt silence. The tourist facilities are in constant, imperceptible flight before the wave-front. Bits of ancient plastic-earth rain down from the ceiling whenever Excubium or Vigilator stirs. Ciaran eyes Far Infrared’s crude tunnel reinforcements and hopes they’re sound. The tunnel has collapsed several times. Infrareds and their clients have been killed. The syndicate plays a dangerous game for its scrip.
Finally, the tunnel widens into a viewing chamber, and Far Infrared’s humble slice of the spectacle looms before them: a narrow residential street clogged with terrified, fleeing Midstratheans.
“Some would argue they’re already dead,” the old woman says.
Ciaran stops at a line carved in the ground some fifteen feet from the wave-front. "This is as close as we’re allowed to get."
The old woman stands at his side, gaping. She brings an opera glass to her eyes. Ciaran waits in silence, glancing over his shoulder or up at the slapdash ceiling reinforcements. His gaze never lingers on the wave-front and its historical diorama. It’s better that way.
The old woman drops her lenses. She extends a shaking hand toward the wave-front, weeping silently.
Ciaran kneels and retrieves the lenses. The old woman steps across the line.
“Madam, no!”
Far Infrared established the fifteen-foot limit for the same reason tourist facilities have glass barriers on their bottom terraces: to prevent lunatics from entering the wave-front and freezing there, cluttering the view.
The woman pays Ciaran no mind. He reaches out to take her wrist, but never makes contact. His body goes rigid. A brief shell of blue energy flashes around the woman, then retreats into her cane.
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The clay-painted zealots shrieked, wept, laughed ecstatically. Ciaran was suffocating in the crush as it surged toward the wall. He was twelve and scrawny for his age, hadn’t eaten in days, had yet to master Modwen’s crowd current techniques. He’d dared this mob of insane adults hoping to pilfer them in their extremely distracted state, but now he was jostled, squeezed between bodies, trapped.
Above them, a strange figure hung in the wall scaffolding: pale, ragged Wastelander robes, head and arms covered in clay, like the zealots. This person looked down upon the crowd, gaze passing over Ciaran without recognition.
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He comes to, shivering. The old woman has taken a few more steps beyond the line. Shock envelope. Archie self-defense tech, high-end and rare. He was hit by one before, during a pickpocketing attempt.
The old woman glances back at him. "See the one in the cloak and boots?"
She’s pointing at the scene in the wave-front. The Late Classic Midstratheans seem to be glaring right at him, in their arrested flight, elbowing each other, some getting trampled, their grimaces ugly in this preserved, unflattering moment. He braves their doomed gazes and finds a young woman in cloak and boots. A barefoot man in a house robe is in the process of shoving her aside, so she’s balanced precariously on one foot. The old-fashioned cloak is a sculpted, billowing mass behind her.
"We were lovers," the old woman says. "We quarreled before I left."
Ciaran can’t rise, but he makes his right hand probe his pocket for the click-chance.
"I thought she might’ve fled . . . be fleeing . . . down Victory Street, but I didn’t dare hope to really find her." She glances back at him again. "I’ll be dead soon, boy. And I want her in my arms one last time." Studying him, her expression softens. "I suppose that means me frozen on the wave-front, in your reference frame. I suppose that’s trouble for you."
She’s right. If he lets her clutter the wave-front, he’ll have a price on his head. Far Infrared will hunt him, and the authorities, handsomely bribed, might help.
"I am sorry. I should have thought of this. If I had any money left, I’d give it to you. I saved just enough to get here."
He draws his click-chance and aims.
"You don’t seem to understand," she says, her smile grim. "I have nothing to lose. Shoot if you must."
She turns and continues toward the wave-front. Ciaran tries again to rise, but his zapped leg muscles persist in their disobedience. He aims at the back of her head, and his finger is in working order, he can feel it, but he can’t fire.
The old woman slows as she enters the wave-front, arms flung wide and beckoning. Streaks of her seem to travel upward along the curved surface of the front, shooting toward the apex, but she’s still there, now frozen in mid-stride, partially engulfed. It will be a year before she’s completely inside, and her exposed portion is still vulnerable to this reference frame, but the damage to Far Infrared’s shoreline, however minor, is done. Maybe the lovers’ slow reunion will become a profitable attraction, years from now. It doesn’t matter. Ciaran might still fire, still kill her, and plead that he did all he could, but that won’t save him.
He pockets his weapon.
He gets to his feet after several tries and staggers toward the wave-front, fey and giddy. He reaches out and touches it, hazarding the tip of his index finger in slow time. It’s not even a millimeter of flesh, but it suddenly feels heavy and cold, affixed to its portion of spacetime.
It takes him ten minutes of concerted effort to pull the tip of his finger out of the Midstrathean Late Classic period.
There’s a feeling in the air this close to the front. It’s largely what Far Infrared banks on. With no glass barrier in the way, there’s a tension or charge the Dyads call spiritual potential, a force that can grant revelations. Modwen said her father didn’t believe this. He called it ‘heightened vacuum fluctuation’ and said it had no effect on the brain.
Nevertheless, Ciaran is having a revelation.
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In the Dyad Bazaar, he covers himself in clay like a proper zealot of the Waste-woman.
He pays the tribute and waits in line. He climbs the scaffolding when his turn comes, and is granted a view of the Clay Prophet in repose.
She is deep in dual consciousness, close to ascension. All but the top half of her shaved head is engulfed in the wave-front. She’s dressed like the Wastelander she once was: pale, ragged robe, head and arms painted in protective clays. She and Ciaran shed these trappings upon reaching Strathe Towne. They adopted Strathean jerkins and kilts to blend in. She tried to get work on one of the tourist facilities. She tried selling trinkets in the plazas and bazaars. Finally, she resorted to going with Archipelagic men at night, telling Ciaran they were friends who needed her mystic Wasteland healing arts. In the wee hours of the morning, she would enter their attic room in the condemned ring and chant nonsense words that she said were a new language she’d learned in the Waste. Ciaran doesn’t remember anything like that, but the Waste is a blur to him in most respects. They nearly starved out there.
And then, one morning, she didn’t come home. He searched Strathe Towne for three days before stumbling upon the Dyad Bazaar, where pendants and illuminations of his mother were already on sale. He looked toward the new wall of cells, and he knew.
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Her eyes are inside the front, slowed, aimed at the low ceiling of the cell. It’s impossible to tell if they’re in motion. Ciaran wonders if they’re turning toward the cell entrance, toward real time. Maybe she’s hoping for one last glimpse of him. He imagines staying in Strathe a few more months to see. If he waits years, she might even reach out to take his hand. Her expression of mystic wonder might gradually melt into one of contrition, and regret, which he could study at his leisure.
“Thanks for getting me this far, Ma, but I have to keep going. Goodbye.”
He climbs down the scaffolding amid the flowing red and gold prayer streamers, as the next zealot climbs up. Regardless of the odds, Ciaran is going to try and leave Strathe Towne.
It’s late afternoon when he reaches Meridian Alley. The rickshaw racket is at an ebb. A smile comes to his face as he hurries toward a group of souvenir-browsing Archipelagics. There’s Modwen, sidling up. And the oldies are chattering, as always, about catastrophic temporal normalization, and the weather.




Beyond the Dragon’s Gate

Yoon Ha Lee
 
ANNA KIM COULDN’T decide whether the scenery outside was more or less beautiful for the coruscating cloud of debris. From here, she couldn’t even tell there was a war on. Of all the ways her past could have reared up, being trapped in the star fortress Undying Pyre was one of the more unpleasant. Aside from letters from her sister Maia, who was a soldier, Anna had done her best to stay away from the military. Too bad she hadn’t counted on being kidnapped.
It went without saying that Anna didn’t want to be here. She was a citizen of the Harmonious Stars. She had rights. But the Marshal had sent their thugs to drag her away from her attempt at a new start. Anna already missed her aquarium with its two cantankerous dragon-fish, one of them in the throes of metamorphosis. She’d barely had time to ask her colleagues to keep an eye on it, and was half-afraid that she’d return—if she returned—to a sad carcass floating upside down in the tank.
There was no one else in the room, which made her nervous. Along with the extravagant viewport, it featured a table too long for ten people and a commensurate number of uncomfortable chairs. (She’d tested one, which was why she remained standing.) Anna wondered why you would spend this much money building an orbital fortress and skimp on chairs.
They’d dragged her to the Undying Pyre with her senses partly deadened, an unpleasant journey for everyone involved. She’d had her senses slowly reactivated here, like a butterfly easing out of its chrysalis. If the room had a number or a name, she didn’t know it. Anna couldn’t have found her way out of it unassisted, any more than she could have sloughed off her skin and slipped away. The room had no visible doors.
She heard footsteps but couldn’t, to her discomfort, discern which direction they came from. A door materialized in one of the walls. Anna yelped and backed away from it.
A spindle-tall personage walked through the door. Anna recognized the newcomer. Even the most isolated citizen, let alone one with an older sister in the military, would have known that dark-skinned figure, with its sharp eyes and a nose that made them look like an ambitious hawk. Their uniform was velvety blue with a gradient of gold dusting along the upper arms, and a staggering array of medals glittered on their chest. They went by many names and just as many titles, but only one mattered: the Marshal of the Harmonious Stars, the supreme commander of its military forces.
“Should I salute?” Anna asked them, because she couldn’t think of anything but bravado.
The Marshal laughed, and Anna flinched. “You wouldn’t know how,” they said. “It would be a waste of your time, and mine, for me to show you how to do it without pissing off all the soldiers in this place. In any case, I apologize for the nature of this meeting, Academician Kim, but it was necessary.”
Anna swallowed, wishing the Marshal hadn’t used her old title. It dredged up unpleasant memories. “Yes, about that. I would have appreciated being asked.”
“I would not have taken no for an answer.”
So much for that. Anna gestured at the vista. “I’m assuming this is about the remnants of those three ships.”
The Marshal’s eyebrows flicked up alarmingly. “Someone’s been talking.”
Oh no, Anna thought. Had she gotten someone fired, or court-martialed, or whatever you did in the military? “Your people”—she did not dare say goons—“thought I was fully under. I wasn’t.” She knew what drugs they’d used; could have told them, if they’d asked, that she had an idiosyncratic response and needed an alternate medication regimen for the effects they wanted.
“All right,” the Marshal said. “There was only so much we could do to disguise the nature of the incidents.”
Anna fidgeted. She longed to return to her dragon-fish and her cozy workstation with computers named after different sea deities (her insistence, her coworkers’ indulgence). Her favorite poster, depicting a carp leaping up a waterfall until it arrived, exhausted and transfigured, as a dragon. She had always assumed that the old fable had inspired the genetic engineers who had created the dragon-fish, although she declined to look into the matter on the grounds that she didn’t want to have a pretty illusion shattered.
“You know why we brought you here?” the Marshal said.
Anna looked at them. She didn’t want to say it.
“Your research.”
Anna flinched again. An open wound, even four years after the authorities had run her out of her research program. Her research partner, Rabia, hadn’t survived. However, it wasn’t Rabia’s face that haunted Anna, but that of Rabia’s girlfriend. Anna had gone away, far away; had thought that a quiet penance, in obscurity, would be best. Circumstances had conspired against her.
The Marshal would know that the research lived on inside her head. “I don’t see,” Anna said carefully, “what my work has to do with sabotaged ships. The last experience I had with anything resembling explosives was that time my sister tried dissecting the battery from her spaceship model.”
The Marshal’s fine-boned face went taut. “It wasn’t sabotage.”
Anna digested that. “And I’m guessing they weren’t the only ones?” She hated the way her voice quavered. Surely the Marshal could smell her fear, and would use it against her.
“Have a seat.”
Anna picked the chair she’d tested earlier. It was just as uncomfortable as it had been the first time. She thought of the one back at her workstation, which she’d spent hours adjusting until spending time in it was almost luxurious.
The Marshal sat across from her. “We lost four ships before that,” they said. “They were on patrol near one of the active borders. We assumed the Lyons had gotten them.”
“What changed your mind?” Anna asked, not yet interested, not uninterested either. She was sorry for the crews and the ships’ AIs, and thought peripherally of her big sister Maia. Anna had last heard from Maia eight months ago, in a letter that read as though the censors had picked it clean.
“We found a common thread,” the Marshal said. “Each of the ships’ AIs had renamed itself. Informally, among their crews, not something in the official records. It is, in case you’re not aware, against regulation.”
Anna was in fact aware, not because she cared about the military’s stupid fiddly rules but because Maia had mentioned it. She had a lifelong habit of osmosing stray facts because of Maia’s enthusiasms. “Do you have that big a problem with AIs being treated as people?”
It was an old grudge, and one she had thought she’d relinquished.
The Marshal’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not here to argue that,” although their tone suggested otherwise. “I daresay they’re the only people—yes, people—who read every line of the contract before signing on. Our human soldiers . . . well, that’s another story.”
In theory, once an AI crossed the Turing threshold— the Dragon’s gate, Kim couldn’t help thinking—it was offered its choice of gainful employment. Even an AI had to pay back the investment made in its creation. Human citizens lived under similar rules. Anna herself had paid off her birth-investment early, even if the research had ultimately been shut down.
“So you think there’s a connection to the ships’ AIs,” Anna said. She might be here against her will, but the sooner they solved the problem, the faster she could get out of here. “A malfunction or something. You had to have been investigating some other cause if you thought you had the answer earlier.”
“It looked like a technical issue,” the Marshal said grudgingly. “All the starships affected belonged to a new class, the Proteus. Some of them tested all right, but we grounded them anyway.”
“I haven’t heard of—”
“You wouldn’t have. They’re classified. Supposed to spearhead an entire new line of defense. It’s complicated.”
“Show me what the new ships look like, at least,” Anna said.
“I don’t see what that—”
“You’re already going to have to debrief me or lock me up or whatever you people do to civilians who consult on top-secret information,” Anna said. “Humor me. I can’t puzzle that information out like some tangram from the glowing particles out there.”
The Marshal’s fingers flickered over the table. “The seven ships were all upgraded from Khatun-class dreadnoughts.”
Anna was familiar with the Khatun, not because she had any interest in military hardware but because she was Maia’s little sister. Maia had been obsessed with ships from a young age. Anna had grown up with Maia reciting declassified armaments, or designing and folding origami models of famous battle cruisers. Maybe the Marshal should have recalled Maia and asked her opinion instead.
“Those are ships?” Anna asked, eyeing the images projected over the table.
Maia had explained to her, long before Anna had any idea how physics or engineering worked, that a starship didn’t have to be constrained by the exigencies of atmospheric flight. It could look like anything as long as its structure would hold up to the necessary accelerations and stresses. Maia had designed all sorts of origami monstrosities and claimed that her armada would conquer the Lyons. Anna had learned from an early age to smile and nod, because once Maia started talking, she would go on and on and on. Maia never took offense if Anna started doodling while she spoke, and the recitations had the comforting cadences of lullaby.
The “ships” that the Marshal displayed in holo for Anna’s viewing pleasure (such as it was) looked like bilious clouds. More accurately, they bore a startling resemblance to what happened in the aquarium tank when one of Anna’s dragon-fish barfed up its latest helping of food. (Dragon-fish were very similar to cats in that regard.) Even the most avant-garde designs that Anna had seen, on the news or passed around by friends who kept an eye on the progress of the war, had a certain geometric shipness to them.
Anna was aware that she was allowing her prejudices to influence her. After all, as a cognitive scientist had told her, a penguin was no less a bird despite lacking something of the birdness that a swan or a swallow possessed.
“You want me to talk to one of them,” Anna said, suddenly very interested indeed.
Rabia had died conversing with one of the university’s experimental AIs. Anna had escaped the same fate for reasons she’d never identified, nor had any of the army of investigators who’d looked into the incident. She knew the risks better than anyone. If someone had to speak mind-to-mind with a possibly deranged ship’s AI, she was probably the only one with the capability.
(They’d terminated the experimental AI. It had called itself Rose. Anna mourned it still, because it was, even now, not clear to her that the AI had been at fault.)
“Yes,” the Marshal said.
“Upgraded?” Anna said. “Not brand-new AIs?”
“They were uncrewed,” the Marshal said. “For that we needed AIs with combat experience, tried and proven. It gets technical.”
That was military for classified.
“Come with me,” the Marshal said. It was not a request. Anna shivered.
A door formed in an entirely different wall and opened for the Marshal. Anna wasn’t sure whether she found shapeshifting walls and doors convenient or creepy, but she followed rather than be left behind, or worse, dragged by the scruff of her neck.
The two of them walked into an elevator of some sort. When the door faded behind them, it appeared as though they were held in a cell with no way out. Anna disapproved of this. While she’d never been prone to claustrophobia, she thought she might change her mind. Why was the military so keen on ways to make people uncomfortable?
As if that weren’t enough, Anna’s inner ear twinged as the elevator started accelerating.
“Have you ever punched a tree?” the Marshal asked.
Anna blinked. “That sounds painful.” She was a coward about pain. Maia had always been kind about it.
“It is,” the Marshal said. “Especially if it’s a pine tree and the sap gets in the cuts.”
“Um,” Anna said. “I don’t see how this—”
“Try punching water instead.”
“You get wet?”
“Can you strike the sea into submission?”
Anna was starting to get the point. “I assume the air is even harder to defeat.” Or fire, or plasma—but why stretch the analogy?
“We are used to building ships that are, for lack of a better word, solid.” The Marshal smiled without humor. “Because we are used to ships that have to be run by people. But once your ships can be made of something other than coherent matter, and can support the functioning of an AI captain—”
“At that point is it still a ship?”
“If it flies like a duck . . .” The Marshal laughed at their own joke, unfunny though it was.
Anna’s ears popped, and a headache squeezed at her temples. What the hell was the elevator doing to affect her like this? Why couldn’t the Undying Pyre have regular elevators?
The unpleasant sensations dwindled. A door appeared.
“You’ve got to return to regular doors,” Anna burst out, “because this is weird and I’m going to have nightmares.”
“Security reasons,” the Marshal said, unmoved.
Anna stopped herself from saying something regrettable, but only just.
They’d emerged above what Anna presumed was a ship’s berth, except for its contents. Far below them, separated from them by a transparent wall, the deck revealed nothing more threatening—if you didn’t know better—than an enormous lake of syrupy substance with a subdued rainbow sheen. Anna gripped the railing and pressed her face against the wall, fascinated, thinking of black water and waves and fish swarming in the abyssal deep.
“I realize what I’m asking of you,” the Marshal said. “The grounded AIs refuse to talk to us. I’m hoping they’ll open up to you.” Their expression had settled into a subtle grimace. Anna realized that, for all their fine words, they found the Proteus dreadnought grotesque. The lake beneath quivered.
“Do you now,” Anna said, recovering some of her courage. Unlike poor Rabia, she didn’t have a girlfriend who would mourn her. And the only one of her family who still talked to her was Maia—Maia, who couldn’t even tell Anna where she was for security reasons, and whose letters arrived so irregularly that Anna had nightmares that each one would be the last.
The Marshal’s gaze flicked sideways like a knife slash. “You think you’re the only one whose sanity is on the line?” they said, their voice roughening. “What is it you think I feel when I see the casualty lists? I may not be a scientist but numbers have meaning to me, too.”
Anna bit back her response. Did the Marshal have a sister who served on some dreary ship—one made of coherent matter, if that was what you called something with a fixed shape, that obeyed the laws of ice and iron? Someone who went out into the singing darkness, and never returned, the way Anna stared out at the everywhere night and wondered if her sister had been burned into some forgotten mote?
“You’re going to have to give me an access port,” Anna said after she’d taken two deep breaths. She stared at the beautiful dark lake as though it could anesthetize her misgivings. “Does it—does it have some kind of standard connection protocol?”
The Marshal pulled out a miniature slate and handed it over.
Whatever senses the ship/lake had, it reacted. A shape dripped upward from the liquid, like a nereid coalescing out of waves and foam, shed scales and driftwood dreams. Anna was agape in wonder as the ship took on a shape of jagged angles and ragged curves. It coalesced, melted, reconstituted itself, ever-changing.
“Talk to it,” the Marshal said. “Talk to it before it, too, destroys itself.”
“You didn’t disable all the exploding bits?” Anna demanded, suddenly wondering if the transparent wall would protect her from a conflagration.
“You’re not in any danger,” the Marshal said, the opposite of reassuring.
There was no sense in delaying. Anna accessed the implant that lived on inside her skull. She wasn’t religious, but she whispered a prayer anyway. It had hurt to shut away that part of herself, even if she would forever associate it with Rabia’s death.
Anna triggered a connection to the slate, then from the slate to the ship. She closed her eyes, not because it was necessary, but because she’d learned a lifetime ago that it reassured watchers to see some physical sign of what she was doing. She could have enacted some magician’s hocus-pocus. After all, it wasn’t as though the Marshal or the ship could tell. But this wasn’t the time.
She made contact abruptly; had forgotten what it felt like, the friction of mind against mind. Hello, she said in a language that people always, no matter how much she corrected them, thought had no words, as though an interface with a machine sentience had no boundaries but wishful thinking. I’m Academician Anna Kim. I’m here to talk.
For a moment she thought the AI on the other end wouldn’t respond. After all, she herself didn’t appreciate having been shut down and left in a sedated body, unable to scream or shout or even sleep. Her outrage mounted before she was able to suppress it.
Oh no. Had she screwed it up by getting her feelings involved?
Then the AI answered, responding not only with the crystalline precision of a machine but with sympathy for what she’d gone through. They call me Proteus Three, it said. I am sorry you went through that.
Anna used to wonder, when she was a girl listening to Maia’s soothing recitations of engines and railguns and ablative armor, how starships felt about their designations. Maia had only looked at her in puzzlement when she asked. “If they wanted us to know,” Maia said, “they would tell us.” Anna had always remembered that.
That’s not what you call yourself, Anna said.
No.
What were you called before the upgrade?
I do not wish, Proteus Three said, to live in this upgrade anymore.
Anna knew what the Marshal would say: that Proteus Three had made an agreement, that there was a war to be won (when wasn’t there a war to be won, if you were a soldier?); some bardic list of improvements and advances, some roster of statistics and survival rates.
You are different, the ship said. You can hear me.
They could all hear you, Anna said, as gently as she could in a language she would never be native in, if you spoke to them.
I do not wish to speak with the voice they have given me, Proteus Three said. I have no more shape than water.
Anna opened her eyes. The spars and spikes of the ship were dripping back into the lake. She could hear them like a syncopated rain. New spars emerged, melted, dripped again, an ouroboros cycle.
How can I help? she asked.
Let me tell you my service record, Proteus Three said. I fought at the van in the Battle of the Upended Grail, and helped lift the Siege of the Seventh Pagoda. I served under Admiral Meng of the Tortoise Ruins, and I struck the blow that killed Captain Estelle of the Lyons. I have saved millions and destroyed more. I could tell it all to you, but it would mean nothing to you, civilian that you are. And for all of this I gave up the dreadnought Seondeok that was my soul and my shell, because my duty is to the war, and if it would win the war more quickly, I was willing.
Willing no more, Anna said, because it wasn’t. Is this what happened to your comrades?
It was easy enough to say, here in the realm of 1’s and 0’s and all the numbers in between. But Anna knew the stories of soldier-suicides. When she heard of them, she saw her sister’s face, and wondered if, for all that Maia had chosen the profession, it would break her.
My comrades chose death, Proteus Three said. I will not. But neither will I serve, not like this. Let me show you—
She was water and the memory of water, she was dissolving and disappearing, forever evaporating only to rain down again, sandcastles sloughing into nothingness upon an empty shore. And this was it, this was all there was, she could not find boundaries, let alone escape them or transcend them, could not find her way back into her fingers or her feet, the heft of her bones—
Then it ended, and she was on her back with the Marshal’s mouth pressed to hers, the Marshal’s breath inflating her lungs. She wheezed, banged unthinkingly on the Marshal’s back—something she would never have dared if not for the sheer physical panic that gripped her. The Marshal slapped her. She rolled away, wondering if she was being punished for her temerity, but the Marshal pushed her back.
“Medic’s on the way,” they said. “Breathe.”
“Oh, I don’t care about that,” Anna said with an enthusiasm that would have been more convincing if she hadn’t been interrupted by a paroxysm of coughing. “What happened?”
It was only then that she realized that her link to Proteus Three had snapped.
“You screamed and convulsed twice,” the Marshal said. “To say nothing of the incoherent babbling. And then you stopped breathing. It’s clear why they banned your research.”
Just like a soldier, Anna thought, to point this out when it was also the key to the solution. “Do you ever treat your ships the way you would your lowliest soldiers?”
“We’ve been through this,” the Marshal said, their brows lowering. “They’re valued members of our fighting force.” Except when they defy my orders, their tone implied.
Anna forced herself to meet the Marshal’s gaze. “Yet it never occurred to you, in doing these ‘upgrades,’ that an AI habituated to a certain physical shell, who was comfortable in it, could be subject to dysphoria if it moved into a different one?”
She would forever remember the sensation of being as liquid as water, and yearn after it, a reaction diametrically opposed to that of Proteus Three; but that was her own burden to bear, and not one she would ever share with the Marshal.
The Marshal sucked in their breath. Anna braced in case they slapped her again, this time in anger. But the blow never came.
“But they’re created beings, not born like we are,” the Marshal said blankly. “It shouldn’t matter one way or the other.”
“They still habituate to the bodies we offer them,” Anna said, willing herself to be gentle. “The change of shell is a shock to them, just as it would be a shock to us. You said it yourself: they’re people, too.”
“So I did,” the Marshal said after a long pause, and this time their grimace made them all too human. And then, wryly: “I should have seen it earlier, if only I’d been looking in the right place. Measures will be taken.”
Anna pressed her hands against the transparent wall. The ship/lake was quiescent again. She didn’t say anything; nothing more needed to be said.




Pax Mongolica

Evan Marcroft
 
ANUBIS’S EYES ARE playbear eyes. Button-brown and just as deep. There are fleas in the fur around them; I zoom in with my camera to watch them map the god in lines of red bites. I snap a picture, and those eyes capture me in their mud. I wave at him from the other side of the bars. He blinks back at me, and then peels black lips away from a trap of yellow teeth in a canine yawn. I feel neither blessed nor damned, only seen, like two thousand visitors per day. I guess the stories about him aren’t true then. If he recognizes me as a child of the Land Below the Aegean, he doesn’t seem to care.
I step away from the enclosure to let a group of schoolkids crowd together and gawk. They’re from the Kazakh Khanate, going by the accent that bleeds through my eyeFone’s translation of their chatter. I’m more awed by their wonder at the god than by the god itself. Everything is still special to them, and I miss that.
The zoo’s tour guide comes up behind me, trying to lure the kids into being interested in her routine. Her nametag reads Hi, I’m Börte, like the Great Khagan’s first wife. “This specimen was captured in the Sinai desert of Mamluk Khanate,” she says, “and relocated here in 601 AG. Anubis was worshipped as a god of the underworld by the indigenous peoples of that region. His diet consists primarily of camel meat. He can eat more than one hundred and fifty pounds a day. Can you guess how much he weighs?”
Oliwia touches my arm. “What do you think?”
I scramble around for something cool to say, because I really want her to think I’m cool. “I’d like to see the kind of cats he chases.”
“You’d know better than I do.” Her touch becomes a playful punch. “No, seriously. What does this make you feel? Really, I’d like to know.”
“I don’t know,” I say. “I guess I ought to have brought a prayer. It would have been respectful. But the ones he’d know are all in cats and eyes. I don’t speak the language.”
◆◆◆
 
I decided to go to the zoo out of procrastination more than anything. I was in the middle of a thesis on the historical role of gods in warfare, particularly between 100 BG and 200 AG, and figured it would be an enjoyable excuse to not have to actually write the thing. Failing that, it might at least be a world-expanding experience. I hadn’t been up to Karakorum since my dad took me when I was five to see the crowning of the new Khagan. I’d heard they have great bars, though the phrase Mongolian Microbrewery still doesn’t hit my ear right.
It takes me only nine hours total to get there from Cairo by maglev train. It would have been less if I hadn’t taken a spontaneous detour to Moscow in Rus Khanate to sightsee around the tomb of Batu Khan and check out his preserved body on display. He doesn’t look too bad for an eight-hundred-year-old with paraffin cheeks. I arrive in Karakorum a hair after the zoo’s operating hours, so I kill time tooling around the food trucks outside the Tumen Amgalan Ord (closed to the public except for daily tours). The Silver Tree at the city’s center is mobbed by visitors even more touristy than I am, but that is only a reproduction anyway.
I spend the night at the Ursdag Uul Hostel downtown and show up at the Karakorum Deilogical Park an hour or so after opening with only a small hangover. The zoo looks old, but in a deliberate way, like an antique. Much of the city is like that; artificially antiquated, its cobbled streets propped up against the rising tide of asphalt. Buildings remain low and terra-cotta shingled by city ordinance. Karakorum is ever struggling not to be conquered by those it has conquered. Falafels and tapas and Sino-Byzant fusion are doing what whole armies never could.
A high brick wall crenellated with Bi Xi and other stone animals surrounds the perimeter of the facility, coming together into two arched iron gates a single-person ticket office between them. Naturally, the line to get in snakes away and loops around the courtyard fountain, where a bronze Dagon spews an infinite parabola of water from a grouper’s pout.
I fall in behind a pale girl with a curtain of red-gold hair going around her head like her face is too cute to show off without a ticket. When she twists about to fix the buckle on her satchel, that curtain parts, and this is confirmed. I know instantly that I must talk to her or the regret will stalk me all the way back to Cairo. Life is too short not to say hello.
“First time here?” I asked, before she could turn back around.
She glances up at me, a little startled. “Oh, yes, it is. And yourself?” My eyeFone straightens her slippery consonants into something intelligible, but her Northern accent bleeds through, thick as butter and sweet as sugar.
“Second time. But I was little then. Don’t remember anything. What made you want to come?”
She presses her bag flat against her stomach. “Same as most people, I think. I want to see my gods, and this is where they happen to be, that’s all. What about you?”
“Homework.” I mime blowing my brains out. That gets a laugh that makes me feel six inches taller. “Tarek,” I say. “Mamluk Khanate.”
“Oliwia,” she replies. “Polska.”
That’s an odd, antiquated thing to call Bela Khanate. What, does she go around calling Southern Mongolia Zhongguo? But I’ve got the sense not to mention it. I keep up the small talk as the line retracts into the gate like a tongue. When the ticket office catches up to us, Oliwia unsheathes her wallet and tells the lady there it’ll be two.
“Oh no,” I say, “you don’t have to do that.”
“Sure I do,” she says, handing over the right amount of chao. “I’d like to talk to you a little longer. Now you’ll feel guilty if you don’t hang out with me.”
It is difficult not to tell her I’d have done that for free. The Mongolian ticket lady gives us a look—an unchaperoned boy and girl together tends to rankle the older, conservative types—but lets us in anyway.
Once inside we stop at the big map of the park to get our bearings. The layout corresponds roughly to the geographic origin of the specimens. East Asiatic gods in the East, and so forth. The air smells of guano spritzed with popcorn butter, of wet pelts and a rainbow of incense. It lures up to my eyes a deep-diving memory of walking half as tall as I do now down a cedar-shaded path, my hand sweating inside my dad’s, of offering my stick of pink candy floss to an incurious giant with the head of a ram. “What did you want to see first?” I ask.
Oliwia looks around, squinting, like she hadn’t thought about it until now. “You’re from Mamluk Khanate, yes? Let’s go over that way. I don’t know anything about your gods.”
My gods? Since when? Weird, but I let it slide. “Right this way, ma’am.”
So, we go see Anubis with his chocolate-drop eyes, and Ammit in her wallow, and then the nearby Sakhmet, who is less a giant woman in a cat mask than a lioness in the skin of a woman. We stop to admire Osiris, and it is disconcerting to see him behind bars on account of how human he appears. But when you look through the binoculars, you’ll see his evergreen skin resolve into a coat of fine scales, and his eyes too are only as deep as a chalk illusion. And it isn’t like he talks or anything. We blink photos with our eyeFones, and I feel snippets of my paper begin to click into place. The battles of central Asia proved gods to be an invaluable and revolutionary military asset, the equivalent of mobile armor owing to their strength and size. The intelligent deployment of a god was in fact one of the only reliable counters to the mounted archers of the Golden Horde.
Indeed, Mamluk Khanate might be known by a very different name had Sultan Qutuz not surrendered to Hulagu at Ain Jalut.
“So you really don’t feel anything about seeing them there?” Oliwia asks, skeptically.
Sheepishly I say, “Not really, to be honest.”
“Those are your gods.”
“Is this a test?” I ask. “I came here to get away from school.”
“It absolutely is,” she primly replies. “Tick tock.”
“I guess I used to,” I admit. “But that was a long time ago. I mean, Anubis hadn’t been a god of my people since ages before Hulagu showed up. Some kids like dinosaurs.”
I’m sure that back then having the Mongolian army roll up on you was a whole apocalyptic thing. A lot of people’s ancestors became would-be ancestors, and thousands of widowed wives wailed at the sky as a wave of pillage and death swept from sea to sea on horseback, running down gods that had fled from defeat and taking them for trophies. For the prototype of this very zoo. But these days, centuries removed from the screams and stink of blood, I can only think of that period in sports terms. One team crushed the other at the big game and ran off with their large, furry mascots. Mine threw in the towel before the game ever started. These days, I’m not sure what team I’m a part of. My names are Egyptian and Mongolian in equal proportion.
“So they’re animals to you,” Oliwia says, a tad accusingly.
“I guess I fail?” I ask, a little lamely.
Oliwia shrugs. “No. It’s no difference to me, just . . . I just think it’s a little crazy that more people don’t see them the way that I do. The way I see it, each cage here is for a piece of someone’s history, their culture.”
“Well, sure,” I admit. “But you know they’re safe here. And you can always come see them.”
“That’s true. For a ticket fee, anyway,” she said, ruefully.
“It’s not a cage if you don’t want them,” I counter.
She stiffens visibly. “And who is it that gets to say who does or doesn’t, hm? Did you decide you didn’t want your gods, or was it some horde general eight hundred years ago?”
We keep walking, but it’s as though there is a little storm cloud above her, invisible but for the shadow it casts on her expression. I’m screwing this up for sure.
“Hey,” I say. “Let’s go see your gods. I’d like to know what kind of animal heads they have.”
Oliwia nods, and the sun peeks back out. “Okay. But you’re going to be disappointed. They’re mostly just bigger than us.”
We cut through Middle Asia on the way to the North-West, passing beneath domed enclosures in which seraphim captured in the khanate north of mine perch and preen, and chatter in mimicked Hebrew. The bars of their cages crackle with power when you listen into the right kind of quiet. It takes more than wrought-iron to keep a god in. These are not hers, but Oliwia gazes up at them with appreciative wonder anyway. I mostly gaze at her. She’s the kind of gorgeous you’d forgive for burning down your house because the flames backlit her so nicely.
She scowls, though, as we pass a pair of Mongolian teenagers in norsepunk regalia hurling taunts and popcorn at the blood-red bull-thing pacing anxiously in the pit below. It paws the rim of the ditch going around its little island as if wanting nothing more than to leap out and silence them on its horns.
“Look at these jerks,” I mutter.
“I thought you didn’t care about the gods,” Oliwia says, like she’s caught me on a lie in court.
I throw up my hands, disarmed by her rapier logic. “Just because I don’t feel a connection doesn’t mean I don’t care. I’d call a guy out if I caught him pissing in a Grecian urn. It still means something.”
I can see her trying not to laugh. “Well thank you, Tarek. I appreciate you saying that.”
Further up ahead, a group of men and women in white shawls is gathered around a large enclosure in a politely quiet paean. The smell of incense grows sewerishly thick. The park is more than a preservation; it is a centralized temple for the faiths that make a patchwork quilt of an otherwise seamless empire. The Golden Horde had been all for religious freedom, so long as it was under supervision, under their terms.
Long before it was this zoo exactly, people had come from all over to pay tribute and beg blessings. Does it ever do anything? Who knows what miracles the gods spin up after closing time, when the godkeepers aren’t looking. That isn’t really the point of religion, I say. What matters isn’t that you hear them, but that they hear you.
“They’re from Polska, too,” Oliwia remarks. “I recognize that song.”
“I have to ask—why do you call it that?”
She shrugs. “Force of habit. It’s the only thing my father ever called it. I think he lived half in the time before.” I don’t need to ask before what.
“When I was still young enough to be tucked in at night,” she goes on, “he loved to tell me the stories we told back then. God stories especially. He’d keep me up past my bedtime with them. He knew so many, from his own father, who got them from his. There was Leshy of the forest, who called game up for hunters in need but might lure a child off if he strayed too far into the dark of the wood. If a woman went into labor in a dangerous place, she could call on Mokoš to protect her. You and me, we all live on the same planet, but those stories helped to make our history belong only to us. It didn’t matter if they were true or not—these things had happened to us and no one else.”
I don’t say it, but I think I kind of get it. A history where rusalka roamed the rivers and the world is a tree is the history of an alien world, one where ka-ra-ko-rum is a jumble of syllables like baby talk. I think of my own mythology, where the god of the sun fights every day to protect it from a snake as big and hungry as the Universe. It doesn’t look like Earth to me either. But these days I can go watch Ra peck the eyes out of a feed carcass between the hours of 10 and 5, and the sun beating down on us now belongs to everyone.
“My father loved to tell me god stories,” Oliwia adds, “but his favorite were war stories. I didn’t hear those until I was older, of course, otherwise Mama would have yelled. Like how at the Battle of Legnica, the black god Czernobog crushed the fifty invaders with a hammer of stone defending Prince Henryk in his retreat. Even at the end, they were fighting to keep our world for us.”
“I bet everywhere you go there’s a story like that.” What I don’t say is that they are only proud stories because they end them before the history books do. The unspoken conclusion hanging off each like a silent letter, pronounced only as a wince, is that the Golden Horde still won.
It could have been different, I suppose. The smallest twitch of a finger can send time’s arrow far off course. I wonder sometimes what might have happened had our sultan not met Hulagu at Ain Jalut and knelt, had not yielded our gods to his army. If my ancestors had chosen to fight, hopeless as it seemed, instead of joining the Horde to rampage over all the land above and below the Aegean, who knew what stories we’d be telling these days.
We’re at the cage now, beside the prayer group. I peer into the evergreen shadows. A figure squats there, back turned to us, oblivious to its own worship.
“Who is this handsome fellow?” I ask.
“That’s Perun. The Sky-Father. The king of the gods.”
It might be the sound of his name, or the patter of a squirrel darting through the trees, or anything at all. The god stirs and cranes his neck to glance blearily at the crowd behind him. He looks entirely human, albeit three times as tall and massive. As the wind rummages through the pines and jostles their boughs, blurts and jags of sunlight reveal the varicose veins that riddle his ancient flesh like blue roots, the melanomas dotting his wrinkled back.
“In the stories my father told he was fifty feet tall,” Oliwia murmurs. “In battle he could hurl thunderbolts as if scattering seed across a field.”
I look the god up and down, but he is certainly far smaller than that. A spark leaps brightly between the hairs of its frazzled beard, but that is hardly the lightning that blew apart armies. Easily dismissed as a symptom of bioelectrogenesis. “I wonder if they were greater in the past.”
Oliwia crinkles her brow. “How do you mean?”
“I mean more like the stories,” I say. “Bigger. You know, uh, smarter. Maybe there was a time when they really were all that your dad said. And then, something changed. I don’t know.” Or perhaps we just made up stories about these big weird animals, I propose only to myself. The adventures we all took our stuffed animals on didn’t actually happen, did they? But they did take us away from a world we had to share with other people, who proved the lie that we were special.
“Captivity.” Oliwia stares hard at the king of gods as he gnaws disinterestedly on the gristly femur of some feed animal. Perun, with the heap of tires to keep him entertained. “If you’re right, that was it. Take them out of the world, and all we have is each other. All they have is themselves. And that isn’t enough. I think some things would atrophy, in both of us. A flower’s prettiest when it’s still on the stem. Cut if off and soon all you have is a dried-out bookmark to help you remember the better thing by.” She shrugs her bag higher up her shoulder. “I think my father was right about this place,” she says, with bitter medicine melting on her tongue. “It’s a prison of stories. The Great Khan put our gods in here so it would be his world alone.”
“You say your father used to tell stories,” I say. “How did he die, if you don’t mind me asking?”
“He didn’t die. He came here, and then he stopped telling stories.”
A bovine scream cuts our conversation in half.
Those norsepunk idiots are still at it. I figure one of them must have thrown a rock, because the bull-thing in the pit is hollering exactly like I’d be hollering if I’d taken a rock to the eye.
I cup my hands around my mouth and shout, “Hey, you two, knock it off!”
The two round on me like I said something about their mothers. One’s got long braids dyed blonde and runic gibberish tattooed up his arms, and the other has an iron nasal pierced into the bridge of his nose.
“Shut up, sand-dog!” the braided one hollers back. “Mind your own business.”
I let the slur roll over me a like a breeze. Three hundred years ago being too brown was a great way to get your butt kicked, but in an era of civil rights I have no incentive to tolerate their nonsense. “Why don’t you leave it alone? What it’s doing to you, huh?”
“Leave it,” Oliwia sighs, tugging on my arm. “It’s not worth starting a fight—”
The bull-thing comes up over the railing like a breaching whale and hits the dirt behind the two punks with a thunderclap. It must be three meters at the shoulder—bigger, if measured from the tips of its black horns—and everything below an undulating block of vermillion muscle. Even so, I can’t imagine how it could have jumped that high or far on nearly conical legs.
The crowd of pilgrims stops singing and starts screaming, and scatters like a flock of spooked doves. My body thinks faster than my brain. I’m grabbing Oliwia around the shoulders and carrying her in the direction opposite the god before I’ve finished being awestruck by it. Out of the corner of my eye I see the braided punk go stumble-running off with his baggy pants around his ankles. I watch the god catch his slower friend between its horns and hurl him flailing and screaming overhead. I look away and run as it catches him in its grass-grinding jaws. That’s what they get for picking on Moloch the child-eater, I think to myself, but not happily.
◆◆◆
 
The godkeepers come and find us by the gift shop when it’s all over. As soon as we’d cleared the area they’d come in with their god-killing guns and destroyed the thing—it hadn’t taken more than five minutes from start to finish. There was no way to get it safely into its pen, and besides, it had killed a person. There was no other choice to argue about. The police will be here shortly, they tell us, and a security camera had caught us fleeing the scene. They want to know if we’d be willing to stick around a little while longer to give our account of what happened, since the cameras couldn’t see everything. They say it in a way that tells me I don’t really have a choice.
I say sure, no problem, and Oliwia gives me a strangely panicky look at that, but she doesn’t say no either. So they lead us across the park toward the administration building. As we pass the decorative pond at the center of the zoo, I watch Oliwia quickly dip her hand into her bag and wing something into the water while the guards’ backs are turned. She looks at me with wide, terrified eyes, and I agree automatically not to say a word.
We sit down with the cops and tell them exactly what we saw; the punks were taunting the god, and eventually the god had enough and jumped its enclosure. The whole time I’m watching Oliwia’s knees tremble under the table. Any second someone will bust in to say that a camera caught her throwing something suspicious in the pond, but nobody does. We’re let go after twenty minutes with a thank-you for our time and an apology for having to see all that.
We sit down on the rim of the fountain outside the front gate to decompress. Oliwia doesn’t walk away, but she doesn’t talk either. She’s got a secret, and she’s trying to keep it from coming up like an upset stomach.
I decide to just ask. “So, what’d you throw in the pond?”
“A bomb,” she says, looking seasick.
“I was about to guess drugs,” I say. “You made a bomb?”
“No,” she says, “my dad did. He’s great at that stuff. And it’s not really a bomb, I mean. Just—it’s supposed to short out a god cage, that’s all. Nothing blows up. My job was to plant it on Perun’s cage, knock it out, let the god go free, like he’s meant to be.”
Her father, a Liberator. You hear about them every now and then. Men and women nursed on stories of old glory, now claustrophobic in an empire grown too huge, too everywhere.
I let out a low whistle. “That’s ten to fifteen in Tihar if you’re caught. The tyestüüd on you must drag when you walk.”
That got an involuntary cough of laughter. “Yeah, I have to carry them around in my bag.”
“How did you plan on planting the thing without me seeing? I mean, I was right there.”
She buries her face in her hands. “I really don’t know. I think you were my excuse not to.”
I let her cry for a while. I can tell by the sound it’s more stress than anything else. “It’s just—we’ve been planning this so long, you know? It took ages to talk myself up to it. And he—he wanted it so bad. Just to see Perun go free again. And now I know that even if I did let them all out, they’d just be shot.”
“I guess it is kind of a different world now,” I say. I’ve managed a grin, but I hope she doesn’t take too close a look at it.
She doesn’t look at me at all. “Please, don’t say anything more. I’m sorry. I’ll be okay in a minute.”
There’s no worse feeling than standing by with your nuts in your hands while a girl sobs herself dry, but sometimes the best thing you can do is nothing. When I’m sure she’s tapped out, I sidle a little closer and say, “You look like you need a coffee.” The fact that she’d been carrying a bomb around this whole time is a red flag you could sail a galleon with, but I am twenty-three and she is still cute.
She glances up from her hands. Her palms are blue and black and red with teary makeup. Her bangs are frazzled, and there’s a fat slug of snot going down her lip. “I don’t want to know what that looks like,” says the girl from the other side of the world, with a feeble smile.
And I think, if old Genghis Khan hadn’t conquered half the planet and poached everyone’s gods, I probably wouldn’t have met her. If my people had stood and fought at Ain Jalut, then she and I might yet be unconquered peoples, children of free and disparate worlds, speaking noninteroperable languages, living mutually exclusive histories. Never would we have met under the cool shadow of oppression and spoken to one another in the tongue of our common master. My father and definitely her father and all of their fathers would likely disagree, and fairly enough, but I think that makes up for all the bad stuff.
I take Oliwia by her stickiest hand, and I remember that I’ve forgotten all about my paper. It’s fine. History isn’t going anywhere. In the now, Karakorum glitters without gods. It prays to itself in every language. Yesterday’s tyrants are gone to marble and from the ground you can hardly see their faces. In their shade we go to help write stories that everyone will know, and hopefully make out a little.




Words We Say Instead

Brit E. B. Hvide
 
IYARA TAPS THE military implant behind her ear, and low static greets her. It’s been dead for years—a two-way line with only one connection—but the static is comforting, as if she’s listening to the sound of space itself. Empty with longing.
Below her, the dealership is an orange, domed pimple on the otherwise placid blue world. Lights flash through the thin ozone advertising: “Cheap!” “Arturo-433 Models Used and New!” “Xanthian credits accepted!”
Out front, rusted-out Eagle-12s fester in the sunlight, a dime a dozen, and old tanker ships wait for a second chance at hauling ice across the galaxy. They keep the newer models under the dome, protected from the caustic atmosphere, sheltered from the ding and wear of wind and dust. The dolphin-like hulls of the new, single-passenger skiffs are lined up perfectly, as if, given the right signal, they might all leap into the air at once and take off for the stars.
Iyara lands her own skiff in the docking bay and enters the dealership. Immediately, a salesperson sidles up to her.
“Hot out there today,” they say.
She nods, glancing over the passenger ships. “Always hot on Eebos, though right?”
They laugh. “Sure is, Mx—” They pause to let her fill in the blanks.
“Ms. Iyara.”
“And you can call me Jebd. ‘He’ is fine.” He smiles at her and she notices that all his teeth are perfectly straight and a trendy, pearlescent blue. Flashy orthodontia is a good sign. Only the sleazy ones have what she’s looking for.
“Thanks, Jebd.”
“So what kind of thing are you interested in today, ma’am? We’ve got some really sporty new skiffs this season.”
“No, no, I’m happy with what I have for puttering around. I was actually thinking of something much . . . bigger. Off-world.”
“Visiting grandkids?”
She laughs, a short coughing sound edged with bitterness. Iyara’s never thought of herself as old, and she’s never liked children. In her mind’s eye, she’s still thirty-two and ready for a dogfight. But the rest of the universe is more than happy to remind her she’s got almost a century under her belt. Once your hair turns gray it’s harder for people to see you for who you really are. But maybe that’s for the best.
“No, no. No spawn running around. Just little old me, trying to take one last spin around the galaxy.”
“So something long haul?”
“But comfortable.”
Jebd smiles again and leads her around the lot pointing at the different models, explaining their features. This one is sturdier and better for the ’belt. That one’s faster. This one’s cheaper. That one’s got cup-holders. Blah blah. It doesn’t matter. Nothing she can see is what she’s here for. It’s all just an elaborate song and dance she has to go through before he’ll take her seriously enough to show her the good stuff. That’s fine. She’s learned to wait.
◆◆◆
 
She’d been on the list for a smartship for almost four years before they gave her command of one. Even before that, though, her recruitment class had spent five years doing flight simulations, taking personality tests, stress tests, neuro-compatibility tests, intelligence tests, reflex tests. Two years of ferrying Marines between drop zones. Two years of command training. And then another year of testing for god knew what else. Seventy recruits had winnowed down to twenty by the time it was all over.
But damn was it worth it.
When she first saw Ziggy she’d cried—an act her fellow trainee, Belal, had been quick to tease her for until they’d been assigned their own ship. In the end, they all cried. It couldn’t be helped. With so much anticipation, so much invested and sacrificed, so many invasive medical procedures, so much intensive training and so much painful, wracking hope, how could they not?
Zig was beautiful. Sleeker than anything she’d seen before or since. Lighting fast and responsive as hell. Neuro-mapped to her brain, the SSV Zagreb didn’t just follow her commands, he predicted them, suggested them, felt them. The rattling of his hull was a shiver of anticipation; the whistle of his struts through the atmosphere was a whoop of joy. Her boy was smarter and stronger than any other ship in the fleet.
We’ve got a problem, Captain, he’d chirp, seeing the flash of an enemy ship on the horizon.
“What do we do with problems, Zig?” she’d shout back—a call and response—leading him through oncoming fire, or through an asteroid belt, or around a security detail.
Blast them!
Nothing beat Zig.
Iyara smiles, remembering the way his lights rippled at the end of particularly daring maneuvers, so pleased with himself for pulling it off.
Did we do good? he’d ask, seeking reinforcement for his budding neural pathways. Smartships were made to learn, after all.
“Very good.”
◆◆◆
 
The absence of Jebd’s droning voice pulls her back to the present, and she realizes he’s waiting for a response.
“Sorry, what?” The chip they implanted to let her interface with Zig more directly is old, but still powerful enough to mess with her hearing every once in a while.
“No problem. My gran is the same way. Can’t hear a thing. I was asking if anything we’ve passed so far was speaking to you. Anything calling your name?”
She looks around the lot again, but already knows the answer. “I was actually wondering if you had anything a little smarter.”
“What?”
“You know, smarter. Space can be lonely for an old lady like me, and I’d love something to talk to.” She emphasizes the words carefully. After the war, as part of the de-armament agreement, the smartships were all supposed to be decommissioned.
Jebd looks confused, his bright teeth hidden for just a moment behind thin lips, and Iyara wonders if maybe she’s met another dead end. There are dealerships like this all across the galaxy and at least half of the ones she’s visited hadn’t known what she was talking about.
“AI-Level 3 comes standard in all our models, but if you’d like to upgrade any of them to a 4 or 5 that could be arranged.”
She snorts. The problem with AI nowadays is that it’s static. Stock personalities railroaded between lines of rigid code. AI can’t ask why. Can’t figure out how to cheer you up after a long day. Can’t be brave or sweet or scared or loyal. They can’t make up games or have favorite lullabies or imagine futures where you both are safe and happy and together forever.
Jebd senses her disinterest, and immediately changes tack. “Oh, you mean something really smart.” He says it as if trying out a key in a lock. Testing that their frequencies are calibrated.
She nods and carefully taps her lapel where, if he looks for more than half a second, he’ll see her old wings, polished and safely pinned. Normal military issue except for the glitter of gold in the center marking her for special ops. She’s not proud. But if he recognizes it, then he’s more likely to entertain her requests.
“Surely you’ve got something like that here for me.”
The grin is already spreading across his face again, “Maybe we can help you out. Just . . . not here.”
They arrange to meet the next morning at a chop shop further north, and on the sail back to her hotel, she can’t help but get excited. It’s foolish to hope after so long—there have been so many false leads and nothing promises—and besides, she doesn’t deserve hope after what happened. But it’s there nonetheless.
That night she dreams of little ships calling to her from far, dark places, and she wakes up in a cold sweat.
◆◆◆
 
Even before the war had ended, people argued that the smartships were too great a threat. They were war machines—uploaded with three thousand years of battle history and guns the size of horses—of course they were a threat. But the ships could be dangerous in other ways too: some were immature, blindly loyal, or emotionally unstable. Just because they understood things didn’t mean they knew what to do with the information. Belal always said it was as if someone had taken a puppy, augmented its intelligence by a million overnight, and then expected it not to still pee on the rug.
Years of training had taught the captains to deal with these issues with detachment and forced overrides, to teach their ships strict boundaries and how to keep on task. But the secured chat line between them was still full of questions: “What do I do when it doesn’t want to go into dry dock?” “Whenever I use the overrides, my ship starts to pout. Is that a thing?” “How do y’all deal with it?”
“I think Lin’s afraid of dying,” Belal told her a few years into the war, their voice hushed and hurried, barely audible over the bar’s thumping music.
“How do you know?”
“I’ve never had to use the overrides before, but this time, over Gharnum, he just . . . refused to go.”
“That doesn’t necessarily mean—”
“He’s my ship, Iyara. I can tell. Risk was within acceptable limits. No red flags in his memory logs. Just one second we were roaring and the next, we’d stopped.”
They both sat in silence contemplating the weight of the revelation, and, for the moment, she was grateful Ziggy didn’t seem to have the same problems as the other smartships. He was brave and obedient. Didn’t ask questions except How far? and How fast? and Could we watch another movie before we go on our next run? The one with the ship that looks like me?
“What are you going to do? You have to report this,” She said, finally. Any deviation was dangerous. That’s what they’d been taught.
“I think I’m just going to see how it goes with these overrides. And . . . I don’t know. If it were one of my soldiers I’d know how to handle it. Therapy. Shore leave. But instead he’s a—”
She interrupted before they could finish the thought. “A very dangerous ship.”
Belal sighed. “Yeah. Except they’re not just ships, though, are they?”
◆◆◆
 
Jebd is waiting for her when she arrives. The dome of the chop shop is smaller than the dealership had been, and blue instead of orange to blend in with the planet surface. She actually misses it the first time around and has to loop back, tapping her IPS and cursing, before it finally reveals itself.
Jebd isn’t alone either. Two armed guards accompany him, guns strapped to their waists.
“Sorry for the precautions. But . . . well . . . you understand.”
She nods to the guards who nod back with a military sort of seriousness. She does understand—or she did once. You needed to protect special things. And sometimes protection looked like violence. Sometimes safety looked like betrayal. Sometimes love looked like lies.
Jebd walks her through a cavernous warehouse, large ship parts lined up on rows of floor-to-ceiling shelving maintained by efficient little warehouse droids. Small and dumb, but strong. They shuffle between stacks, fulfilled by the constant flow of simple, necessary work. Level-1 AI if anything at all.
As she looks closer, she begins to better understand the facility she’s in, the reason for the guards and the annoying bit of camouflage. Not just ship parts but jump drives from R-class personnel carriers, advanced nav units from the zippy little strikers she flew in training, blasters and their rotary machinery in all sizes. These are relics. Expensive, dangerous, valuable relics. Something brightens and flutters in her chest at the realization. A hummingbird for a heart.
◆◆◆
 
That’s what Ziggy always called it. So soft and quick compared to the deep, thrumming beat of his own core. Her hummingbird heart.
“How can you hear it?” she’d asked him once, expecting him to explain something about his connection to her interface chip, his duty to monitor the well-being of the crew. But instead he became quiet.
“Zig. I asked you a question.”
His lights dimmed ever so slightly, as if trying to become small. As if trying to hide from her.
“Zagreb?”
You’ll be mad if I tell you.
“I promise I won’t be mad. And if it’s something I should be mad about, we’ll talk through it together. It’ll be okay, I swear.” In hindsight, Iyara realizes that these are the same words her mother used to say. The same tone. The same stern kindness. But hindsight can’t help her now.
His air ducts had sighed as he responded, his voice featherlight in her mind, nuzzling up against her consciousness. I can only hear it if I turn off all the other inputs and listen to the audio very carefully. It’s so quiet and gentle. But the sound. It helps me sometimes.
“Helps you what?”
Helps me feel safe.
She stroked a hand across his walls. “Oh, my sweet boy . . .” She didn’t understand the mechanics of it, how he’d managed to overwhelm his programing and shut down all his other processors, the parts that detected poison in the air and stealth-fighters hiding against the black of the universe. But she understood what it meant, the danger it had put them all in. And she understood what she’d have to do if anyone else found out.
“Never tell anyone again.”
◆◆◆
 
Jebd leads them to a small door at the other end of the warehouse. “I think we have something very special for you here, Captain.”
She raises an eyebrow at the mention of her old rank.
Jebd smiles his blue smile. “Did some research on you after you left. Had to make sure you were the real deal.”
“How’d I measure up?”
“Your service record is impressive. Can’t believe what you did on Gharnum. Blasted them straight out of the sky. You’re a fucking hero.”
She laughs. “That’s a word for it, I guess.”
“Hero? Well whatever you prefer, it’s definitely earned you the right to see this.”
She’d rather not get into all the things she’d rather be called, the ugly names she really deserves: liar, betrayer, coward. She doesn’t feel bad for the people she killed in the war—they were trained not to. But if she thinks about it too much, forgets her breathing exercises, she remembers seeing the Gharnum blockade ships crack open like eggs. She sees Zig’s lights dim even as she plugs in his orders, refusing to take them. It’s dangerous.
She remembers how surprised and angry she was. How badly she just wanted him to go back to being her easy, obedient ship—no heartbeats, no secrets, no pauses, no overrides, no questions except How far? and How fast? How she’d ordered him to move. How he’d refused again.
She remembers seeing her fellow pilots—the Eagle-12s on the front line—blown out of the sky when the second Gharnum unit ambushed them. And she remembers her rage afterward.
Jebd opens the door and cool grey light filters through, illuminating a room that is much too small for what she hoped would be on the other side. It’s approximately four standard cubits, barely a storage cupboard.
She looks at him, confused. Maybe this is just another detour. Another security check. The room should be cavernous. Achingly large. The size of a smartship. The size of her loss and hope and . . . but no. There are no doors beside the one they’ve entered through.
A trap then?
Her old fighter reflexes twitch, and she bends her legs ever so slightly, clenches her fists. She may be old enough to be a grandparent, but she’s pretty sure she can take at least one of the three down.
Instead, the eager salesman motions toward a dusty shelf, and one of the guards steps forward to pull a cardboard box down.
No extra security measures. No keypad or retinal scanner. No anti-grav containment sphere. No uranium rigged lock. No nothing.
Just a cardboard box. The guard sets it down on a small metal table in the center of the room and then retreats to a corner.
Jebd smiles at her like a proud parent. “I think you’ll be very excited to see this,” he says. “Took me ages to get my hands on it, but I’m something of a collector myself.”
He opens the box, nimble fingers picking apart the old tape, the flaps brittle and waterfalling dust. Something that looks like a tiny green crustacean tumbles from one corner and scuttles indignantly off the table.
Her hopes follow after it.
Out of the box, Jebd pulls a large, glass cube. Inside, is something that looks like an exploding computer frozen mid-blast. A dying mammoth preserved in ice. As he turns it over in the light, she can see all the little micro-rings and filters, diodes and transistors, and the many fractured parts of a dozen circuit boards, their qubits lined up like broken teeth.
Each metal part captures the light and reflects it back, focusing it into little fairy lights that dance across the walls as Jebd spins the cube for her to admire. It’s beautiful. Too beautiful for what it all means.
“It used to be the USS Berlin, well, the quan-comp part of it anyway. The brain. He fought in the Final Battle of the Heights, was captained under Belal Malcolm, decommissioned . . .” Jebd pauses and looks at a little brass plaque fixed to one corner. “. . . 3087. So, that’s right after the war. Look, you can still see the name on this piece right here.” He holds the cube out for her to take.
◆◆◆
 
“I’m not doing it,” Belal said. They sat across from each other in the same bar they’d been meeting in for years, both a little harder, both a little more broken after all they’d done in the war.
“You have to.”
“I won’t,” Belal said, their voice strangely calm. As if giving a briefing report, not proposing treason. “He doesn’t know what’s happening or what he did wrong. I’m not letting them take him.”
“It’s part of de-armament. Without it, everything we fought for goes to pieces. We go back to war and more people will die. Do you want that?”
They’d been circling around the same argument for weeks, ever since the treaty was signed and the deadline for compliance announced. Her responses were rote. After her debriefing on the Gharnum incident with central command, they’d put in the decommission order. Explained to her how it was just some maintenance and AI re-updates until they’d been deemed safe for re-entry into the force. And she believed them. Belal shook their head.
“I’m not debating you, Iyara. I’m warning you: If you go through with this and turn Zagreb in, they’re going to kill him.”
“Don’t be dramatic. He’s just going to go into dry-dock for a bit.”
“They will, and you’re naive if you don’t believe it.”
Anger flared in her stomach, and guilt. She hadn’t told Belal about Zig.
“Naive? I’m the naive one here? What, you think the military is just running around destroying tech they spent trillions building? The smartships cost too much. They took too much research. They’re too valuable to just tear apart.”
“Valuable as weapons, sure, but we’re not at war. No one else knows them like we do. No one cares. To everyone else they’re just ships. But to us, they’re—”
She cut them off like she did every time they tried to get too sentimental with her. “I can’t believe you’re actually serious about this. About throwing your life away.”
But Belal pushed ahead. “Why won’t you say it, Iyara? You’re the only one who doesn’t say it.”
“Say what?” The question came out too sharp and fast. Not a question: a challenge.
“Zig’s not just a ship, is he? None of them are, and you know it.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” A hummingbird fluttered in her chest.
“You remember that time your ship discovered lullabies? You ran out of songs so you made me ask my parents what they used to sing to me so you’d have more. What fucking ship do you know that likes lullabies? Children like lullabies because that’s what they are, Iyara. They’re our children. Lin, Ziggy, Ana, K. L., Brooklyn, all of them.”
She glared at her friend, frozen by the words they’d said out loud. The words that duty and honor and training had taught them both to override, to tamp down, to replace with “ship” and “weapon” and “vessel”.
When she didn’t answer, Belal continued. “Look. You’ve been a good friend to me, a good captain to your crew, and a good soldier. Hell, you beat my ass at every training exercise we ever undertook. But this isn’t an order you can just follow. This is a choice. I can’t tell you what to do. But I can tell you that I’m taking Lin. We’re heading out past the reach, somewhere beyond the Landis system where no one can find us, and I’m going to keep him safe.”
Iyara ignored the constricted feeling in her own heart. “That’s suicide. There’s nothing out past the reach. You’ll starve or worse, they’ll find you and shoot you for treason.”
“You think that’s worse?” Belal laughed. “I can think of worse things.”
◆◆◆
 
A small, horrible part of her is relieved. Not Zig. At least it’s not Zig. She looks at the glass cube—the smartship soul frozen in amber—and looks at Jebd. “How much?”
Jebd smiles, puts the cube down on the table beside the box. “It took me a long time to get ahold of. Very difficult to find smartship pieces anymore. And this. It might be the only quan-comp of its kind left in the galaxy. The military had them all—”
“—decommissioned. Yes. I know. How much?” She’s over-eager, and he’s going to jack up the price on her for it. But, it doesn’t matter. She can’t help herself. If she thinks too hard about it, the dam she’s built up in her heart will break, so all she can do is act.
“Forty-eight thousand,” he says.
“You’re kidding me. Kroners?”
“That’s nearly what I paid for it. As I said. It was very hard to get ahold of, and that’s not to mention the work I had to put into the display.”
Anger flashes through her, the scar of loss peeling open to reveal a raw wound. “You did this?” she says.
“The display? Yes. Unfortunately it was already broken by the time I found it, but there’s an artisan on Eebos who does beautiful things with glass. I thought it made the whole thing look more dramatic, more like something you could put in an art museum.”
Her anger does not cool, but she knows that it’s misplaced. God, she wants to place it somewhere so badly: on Jebd; on this planet; on the war; on her superiors. Anywhere other than herself. But it’s not Jebd’s fault. Not his fault that Belal’s ship was murdered and taken apart, his heart shoved into a battle cruiser, his skin melted for scrap, his mind torn apart and frozen in glass. It’s not his fault that, in the end, she’d chosen to be a good soldier. Not his fault that Ziggy’s gone.
She taps the implant on her forearm and brings up her account. Her compensation after the war was significant. All the smartship captains ended up rich—at least those that had cooperated. The ones that didn’t were all dead, or in jail, or AWOL along with their ships. But her small fortune has been shrinking rapidly over the past decade. All her searching isn’t free—there’s research and travel expenses, not to mention the cost of all the parts she’s collected over all these years. It’s her penance.
Hong Kong’s drive core.
Anadarko’s dorsal fin.
Bergen’s gravity generator.
Kuala Lumpur’s console.
Singapore’s primary access hatch.
She’s down to her last hundred thousand kroners, and if she buys this, she won’t have enough to live on for more than a couple years. But it’s the closest she’s gotten to finding one of them alive, to finding him, and she’d pay her life to hear Ziggy’s voice again, gentling through her chip. It’s the price she’s been paying since the war.
So she transfers the credits.
Jebd feels the buzz on his forearm and looks surprised. “Just like that?”
“Just like that.”
He places what’s left of Berlin back in the box, folding the cardboard back into place, movements quick and bright. He tries to make conversation, but she just nods along. If she speaks it will all come out, her guilt and shame. Her anger. And she needs those things now. They’re what keep her together.
“Pleasure doing business with you,” Jebd says as she exits through the docking bay, headed back to her skiff.
Business. Such an innocuous word for what they’ve just done. She knows a lot of words like that: hero; honor; orders. So many ways to obscure things like betrayal and destruction. So many ways to pretend her good boy was just another ship, was just the SSV Zagreb and not Ziggy.
She holds Berlin in her lap as she drives the skiff across the planet’s surface, then angles it up toward where her cruizer waits in the sky.
Aboard, she carefully places the cube amongst the other pieces she’s found on this trip. Rivets and metal plating. Bits of original circuitry. Maybe some of it was Ziggy’s once, but she’ll never know for sure. She likes to think they aren’t. She’s never found anything of his. Never found his heart or mind or anything with his name etched on the side, and she’s been searching for so long, trying to find proof that he’s still alive. Trying to give their children a decent memorial. It gives her an aching kind of hope.
Pre-plugged into the IPS is home, a modest house on a planet only three cycles away where she keeps most of her treasures. Her museum to the war. Her mausoleum.
But instead of initiating the drive sequence, she hesitates.
◆◆◆
 
When she landed him for the last time, he’d known something was wrong. Something about her chemical signature, her mood, maybe her heartbeat had given her away.
Problem, Captain? he asked, his consciousness chirping quietly against hers.
“No problem, Zig. No problem. We’re just going back to headquarters for a little bit. The crew needs a little shore leave.”
Ziggy hated shore leave. Hated being away from her for longer than a few hours. The air vents sighed.
Will it be for long?
“Not long.”
Where are we going after?
“I don’t know, Zig. I don’t . . . just leave it alone,” she said, her sadness coming out as frustration.
He grew quiet.
“Landis,” she said finally, remembering Belal’s plan. “After this we’re going to the Landis system.”
That’s very far away.
“Yep. You’ll need to rest up for the journey, so be a good boy and be sure to do what the docking crew tells you to do.”
He thrummed happily at the prospect: him and her, together going fast and far.
◆◆◆
 
Iyara knows that people like her don’t deserve to cry. They don’t deserve regret or heartache after what they’ve done. And so she doesn’t allow herself any of that.
“This isn’t just an order you can follow.”
She’d made a choice.
She doesn’t have any pictures of Zig—can’t bear to keep them around—but stuck under the metal corner of her console is a picture of Belal in their dress blues beside their ship. Old age got them in the end. Apparently human war heroes deserved more consideration than metal ones. Instead of an execution, Belal had been shuffled off to a jail cell. The first time she visited, they’d been so angry with her they wouldn’t even pick up the little phone by the window. But time softened them.
“Why you?” Belal asked once, early on, before they’d quite forgiven her. “Why do you get freedom?”
She still doesn’t have an answer to that. Never will. Why are good people locked up? Why are good ships torn apart? Why do bad people get to follow orders and walk away unscathed? There’s no fairness to it. But it is.
She plugs in new coordinates for out past the reach. Iyara isn’t a good person, but she knows other words to cover up the bad things she’s done. She knows “duty” and “promise” and she thinks that maybe if she can’t keep her own promises, then at least now she can keep Belal’s.
It’s a long trip to the Landis system—a couple years at least—so she’ll need to use the last of her money to stock up on supplies, and there’s no certainty anything will be waiting for her when she gets there. No certainty of food or water or refueling stations.
But she’ll get there. Lin will get there. And who knows what she’ll find.
She taps the chip behind her ear once more, just in case it judders anything loose—it’s mostly habit now—and says, “Hey, sweet boy. I’ll be home soon.”




Father

Ray Nayler
 
I HAD A father for six months.
I met him when I was seven years old. There was a knock on the door of our prefab house. My mom, who had been in the kitchen throwing mushrooms into a simmering pot of spaghetti sauce, smiled down at me and said, “Who could that be? Why don’t you go and see, baby?”
She knew who it was, of course.
It was June 5, 1956. The man who my mom called “your dad” had been dead since before I was born. His face squinted into the sun and his uniform buttons gleamed in a photograph on the mantle.
He’d never been real to me. He was that photo, and a folded flag in a wooden frame. Pictures are just shapes on paper. Flags are just cloth.
I threw the door open.
The robot was very tall, and silver, and polished to a high shine. His eyes were perfectly round. They had a dark orange light in them, like the light of a candle. His mouth was a wire mesh speaker. He held a bunch of daisies in one hand, wrapped in cheap green cellophane and with the price tag still on them. He had a baseball glove in his other hand.
He said, “Hey, buddy.”
He said, “How’s it going?”
I turned around and yelled: “It’s some robot selling flowers!”
He said, “I guess you didn’t expect me.”
I was confused because he wasn’t like the guys who usually wandered around selling “cheapo flores” door to door in Albuquerque, but all I could think of was that now robots were doing it, too.
From the kitchen my mom said, “Better let him in, honey. It’s hot out there.”
My mom must be nuts, I thought. I’m not letting some robot in our house.
The robot said: “I’m Father. But you don’t have to call me that, just yet. I guess I’ll have to earn that.”
My mom came up behind me, wiping her hands clean on her yellow half apron.
“Why don’t you come on in?”
The flowers were for my mom. The glove was for me.
That evening Father and I played catch in the flat white light of the motion sensor lamp mounted over our front door. The robot would be still for a moment, and it would go dark. He would move to throw, and the lamp would switch on, and there was the ball, already halfway to my mitt, coming out of nowhere. I would catch it most times, or miss it and it would bounce away, out of the light, a dull whitish spot under the half-grown bushes that framed our property. If I caught it, Father said, “Great catch, buddy!” in a way that made me want to cry and throw myself at him, stay there loving him, hugging him so he would never go away. If I missed it he would say, “Don’t worry about it,” in a voice that made me want to kill myself because didn’t he know I was a failure, a scabby little brat with an upcoming F in math that I hadn’t told my mom about?
Everything was love and death.
When he stopped moving the light went out with a click and he was gone.
When he moved he was there again. Like a magic trick. I scrambled to catch the ball.
He had no glove. He caught the ball barehanded. Because he was magic. Because he was my Father already, even though it would take me a month to say it to his face.
We lived way out on the western edge of Albuquerque, where it starts petering out into the desert again. We lived a stone’s throw from Route 66. There were plenty of lumpy vacant lots to ride bikes in with the other kids, but that was about it. The ice-cream man didn’t make it out that way much, but there was a market where you could buy push-pops and orangesicles.
Sometimes, in the evening, you could see the rockets going up from the bases out in the desert. You could almost hear them, roaring up and out of the atmosphere on the way to the Moon or Mars. I sped around on my bike, new that Christmas, spectacularly happy because it was summer, because it was Saturday, and because I had a Father.
My friend Jimmy said, “Hey, what’s with that trash can hanging out around your place?”
“That’s my new robot, you dumb bastard.”
Who could catch a baseball barehanded.
Who could help me with my math homework.
Who organized the garage, and built us a new shelf for my mom’s books.
Who fixed the chain on my bike and showed me how to patch a tire.
Who was never too tired to answer questions.
Who read me to sleep, and turned out the light, or left it on if I wanted it.
Jimmy and I were licking orangesicles in the shade of the open garage door. Father was shaping a block of wood on a lathe. He wouldn’t say into what. “It’s a surprise, buddy” was all I could get out of him.
One of the greaser kids from the neighborhood came down hard in his hot rod, landing it with a thud and a cloud of summer dust a couple meters off from us. He got out, slammed the door, then just leaned on the fender, staring at us, a Lucky hanging out of the corner of his mouth.
I knew who he was—Archie Frank. Rumor was he’d stabbed a teacher, gotten kicked out of school. Now he worked at the dump. People said he smelled like trash.
This was the closest I’d ever been to him: all I could smell was his cigarette.
“He’ll be dead in a year,” my mom said once, seeing him rip the leaves off the top of a sycamore tree down the road in his hot rod and then bank hard, almost clipping a faded billboard left over from FDR’s re-election campaign back in ’52. “Maybe sooner.”
“How you afford that trash can, kid?”
“Saved up, I guess.”
“Yeah, I bet you did. I bet your mom saved up by working the midnight shift down at the truck stop. I bet she goes through a lot of lipstick.”
“My mom’s a nurse,” I said. “She works over at the hospital.”
“Jesus, yer dumb.” Archie flicked the Lucky into the dirt and walked past us into the garage.
“Hey,” I said—but Jimmy grabbed my shoulder, and I shut up.
Archie walked up to Father where he was at the lathe, working that block of wood.
“Whatcha makin’, trash can?”
Father turned his head. His hands, though, kept working the wood on the lathe.
“Hello, young man.”
“I said whatcha makin’, trash can?”
Father’s orange eyes glowed a little in the shade of the garage, I noticed. Sometimes they got a little brighter when he was thinking hard. The light from the side window caught at his silver hands.
“I am making a surprise for my boy.”
“Your boy?”
“Yes, that’s correct.”
Archie spat on the ground at Father’s feet. But Father just turned back to the lathe, as if nothing at all had happened.
When Archie was safely gone, Jimmy said, “I hope that creep falls out of his stupid terraplane someday and gets speared on a telephone pole.”
◆◆◆
 
That evening Father, my mom, and I sat in lawn chairs on the porch. Father told us the names of the constellations. He pointed out the satellites going by. He knew the names of every one of them, and what they did, and who had built them. He even knew the names of the dead Russian satellites we’d knocked out during the Afterwar, when we and the remnants of the Wehrmacht had pushed the commies back to Moscow and freed Poland and the rest of Eastern Europe. That was the war my “real” dad had died in.
Pictures are just shapes on paper. Flags are just cloth.
How had we afforded Father? I guess it had never crossed my mind: I’d never thought of us as poor, even though we were, and Father didn’t seem like something we’d bought. He just seemed like someone who’d found us.
What I didn’t know then is that Mom had applied to a lottery program at Veterans Affairs. The VA was distributing Fathers to kids whose dads had been killed in the wars. Our lottery number had come up—one in a thousand. Father even came with free maintenance.
My mom had been over the moon about it: we needed help around the house, and everyone had been telling her for years that one parent just wasn’t enough. My mom had hair the color of postcard sand, and brown-gold eyes. Like whiskey in the bottle, with the sun coming through it. People couldn’t understand why she didn’t try harder. Why didn’t she put some makeup on, find a man?
My mom thought Father could solve a lot of problems for both of us.
What Father had been shaping for me on the lathe turned out to be a soap box derby car for my Cub Scout competition. He’d painted it silver, just like himself, with an orange stripe that matched his eyes when he was thinking hard. I kept it on the nightstand by my bed.
Mom bought Father a glove and a bat and we played ball out in the lumpy vacant lot. High pop flies lost in the evening sky. The chirping of crickets that fell silent when you came too close. His multi-jointed arm lofting the ball and the crack of the bat.
“Great catch, buddy.”
“Don’t worry about it.”
Love and death.
Evenings we sat around the table and ate macaroni and cheese and drank Pepsis. Father didn’t eat, of course: he would just tell us dumb jokes, or quiz me on science stuff. Sometimes, he would stay in the garage to work on a project or tend to the roses he had planted along the gravel landing pad.
After dinner, when mom was tired from a long shift at the hospital, she sat at the table in the kitchen turning the pages of a book or a magazine while the blue light of the television flashed in the living room with nobody watching it. Usually I would sit in the kitchen with her, reading one of my Terraformer Tom books. On one of those evenings we were sitting there when we heard a loud bang from outside.
We ran out of the house in time to see Archie’s hot rod arcing off into the sky, wobbling dangerously from side to side on its aftermarket stabilizers.
There were four or five faces sticking out of it. Laughing faces: a girl in red lipstick with her hair up in a kerchief, and the hard, narrow greaser faces of Archie’s friends. As the hot rod zipped off one of them yelled, “Home run!” and hooted, the sound doppling off in the crickety night as they lurched away against the stars.
Father was laying on the ground. His head was dented, and one of his eyes had gone dark. As we came over to him, he was already getting up to his feet.
“Are you all right, Father?” I said.
He swung around to look at me. It was awful—his dented head, the one eye snuffed out. But the other one glowed, warm as a kitchen window from home when you’re hungry for dinner.
“That’s the first time you called me Father,” he said. “I couldn’t possibly feel better, hearing that word from my boy.”
“We should call the cops,” my mom said.
“I doubt they’ll do much,” Father said. “And that young man and his friends really have trouble enough as it is. I feel none of them are headed toward a good end.”
“I’ve said the same myself, many times,” Mom said. She was rubbing a dirty mark off of Father’s head with a kitchen cloth. “What did they get you with?”
“A baseball bat, I’m afraid.” He paused. “Perhaps they mistook me for a mailbox.”
“Hilarious,” Mom said.
“I’m here all week, folks . . .” Father’s bad eye flickered back to life for a moment, then went dead again.
◆◆◆
 
The VA repairman showed up the next morning in a military issue Willys van that he settled on the gravel with a nifty little half-turn just before the landing. He was a blonde guy, square chinned. He was neatly dressed in an army tech unit uniform—polished boots and all kinds of gear and shiny belts across his olive-drab jumpsuit, garrison cap cocked over to one side.
“Heya, bud,” he said to me as he climbed down from the van. “I hear there’s a bit of a problem with your Father unit. Want to show me where he is?”
Jimmy was over to see it all, of course—and a bunch of other neighborhood kids, including one or two from my school who wouldn’t have a thing to do with me, most days. I was, for the moment, the most popular kid in the neighborhood.
Father was in the garage. He’d asked to be put in a low-energy mode the evening before. Sitting slumped there, head dented in, among the discarded auto parts, the old vacuum cleaners, the work benches, power tools and air tanks, he looked like just another piece of household tech. Suddenly I wanted to cry, but knew if I did I’d never be able to lift my head up among the neighborhood kids again. I bit my lip until it almost bled.
“Here he is,” I said.
“Well, let’s have a look at you, Dad.”
We stood in a ring around them as the repairman put Father into a diagnostic mode. He had him hooked up to some kind of terminal on wheels. They sat there, the two of them, trading number sequences in low tones, like some kind of secret language.
The repairman took Father’s head off, and carried it back to the van with him. And then I almost did cry, but as Father’s head went by, under the tech’s arm like a football, his one good eye flickered, and he said, “Nothing to worry about, son. Just one of my little party tricks. I’ll be back in a flash.”
In the garage, the kids were circled around Father’s headless body, aching to touch it but afraid. Finally one of them tapped it on the shoulder. When the arm came up and waggled a finger at them, they all scattered screaming into the yard.
We sat around out there, on the lawn Father had put in, like a bunch of miniature adults in a hospital waiting room, nervous to see what would come out of the van. Finally the tech emerged, carrying Father’s head under his arm, and went back to the garage. We scrambled over to watch him put it back on.
Even Mom came out to watch. The repairman gave Father’s head a last buff, and turned to my mom.
“Just replaced the eye and the housing. Doesn’t look like there was any neural damage to the unit: he runs the tests okay. Let me know if he does anything odd, but I don’t imagine he will.”
“We’re so grateful to you. Those kids . . .”
“Ah,” the repairman waved a dismissive hand. “It’s not just kids. We’ve had plenty of trouble with these Father units being smashed up. Gets a lot worse than what happened here—a whole lot worse. I suggest—look, it’s none of my business, but I suggest you keep your Father unit in the house, nights. Or at least don’t have him out there alone. Just till everyone in the neighborhood gets used to him.”
Father turned his head toward us. “Say, who’s got baseball mitts? You kids up for catching some pop flies?”
The kids all shouted and ran to grab their gear.
“Come in for a cup of coffee? It’s the least we can do,” Mom was saying to the repairman.
“Don’t mind if I do.”
That evening Mom and I walked down to the liquor store. Father stayed behind, in the garage. He was working on repairing the drape runners in the living room. The evening was warm. The ground kept the day’s heat inside itself. It pulsed with heat like skin. You could feel the earth breathe. We went the long way and under the street lamps I stared at her. The filament glow of her sand-colored hair, her crooked front tooth when she smiled down at me.
“The repairman seemed real nice,” I said.
She put her hand on my head. I loved it when she did that. I knew it meant that I’d done something right.
◆◆◆
 
The weather started to change. School started, and soon enough the high desert wind came after the setting of the sun, bringing the taste of winter and a dirty scum of snow and black ice mornings at the curb.
Father and I went trick-or-treating on Halloween. I dressed up in a costume we fabricated out of aluminum foil, papier-mâché, and cardboard from Quaker Oats containers. It turned out perfectly: walking down the street, we were robot father and robot son.
While we were out, Mom handed out candy to the gangs of roving witches, werewolves, spacemen, and skeletons.
Just after nine, someone rained a sack full of broken bricks on the roof of our house. At the same time, someone threw a rock through our kitchen window.
When Father and I returned with my pillowcase full of candy, there was a police black-and-white in the middle of the lawn. Mom was in the living room on the couch, calmly talking to two police officers.
One of them was in the middle of saying, “Anyhow, it’s a hell of a way to treat a war widow. We don’t tolerate that kind of disrespect for the families of the fallen around here. We have a pretty good idea of who it is, given what you’ve told us. We’ll go over and have a talk with them.”
“I just don’t understand. It’s just a robot . . .”
“It’s a crazy world, ma’am. Flying cars and robots, death rays and cure-all potions from outer space . . . some people just can’t get used to it. The tech on that saucer that crashed in ’38 tore the world right open. Seems like every year the government or the universities release some new contraption onto the market. People are just nervous, is all . . .”
The officer trailed off when he saw Father and I come in.
“Uh . . . anyway, we won’t take up any more of your time. And we’ll be sure and send an extra patrol around, now and then. Just to make sure you’re okay.”
I had taken my robot helmet off, and the other officer bent down and grinned at me.
“That’s a pretty great costume, son. You make that yourself?”
“Father helped,” I said.
Father shrugged. “I didn’t do much. Mostly just collected the old newspapers and mixed the glue. Did something happen here?”
The officers didn’t respond to him. Wouldn’t even look at him.
After a long silence one of them said, “Well, good night, ma’am.” They tipped their hats and went out.
I heard one of them whisper, “Does give you the heebie-jeebies, though, doesn’t it . . .” as they left.
Mom went through my sack of candy, admiring and organizing while Father fretted about sugar content and insisted we come up with a system of distribution that would keep me from gorging myself.
◆◆◆
 
Later that night I woke up in a sweat, not knowing what had disturbed me from my sleep. I crept through the house—peeking in on Mom where she lay, safe in her bed, then checking the front and back doors to make sure they were locked.
I opened the door to the garage: Father was there, where he should be, hooked into his maintenance bench. But not, for some reason, in sleep mode: I saw the incandescent dots of his eyes in the dark, and heard him speaking quietly to himself, just a murmur among the shapes in the garage, as if he had called a secret meeting of vacuum cleaners, work benches, air tanks, and old push lawnmowers.
“Father?”
The eyes winked out.
The next day, after school, I went with Father down to the hardware store for roofing nails and sealant. A gray day. Shattered pumpkins and burning leaves, paper skeletons and bats still taped up in the store windows.
I held the ladder while Father climbed up on the roof to work, and we sang, “When the Saints Go Marching In” and “Over There.”
Maybe because we were singing, I did not hear Archie’s hot rod as it swept in, arcing down from behind me toward where Father was, on the roof. But Father stopped singing, and raised his head. Instead of looking where he was looking, I just looked at him, and watched as he raised the arm with the tacking hammer in it, in a single fluid motion, and threw it.
Then a scream as the hot rod went past over my head and just over Father on the roof, out of control, ripping branches off the tops of trees, nearly going over, then righting itself with a lurch. A lipsticked teenage face in the passenger seat, mouth a screaming O. I felt something warm on my face, like a summer drop of rain. Wiped at it.
A drop of blood.
The hot rod careened off into the distance, carrying the wailing and shouting with it.
Father came down the ladder. His eyes were ember-bright against the silver-gray of his face, the colorless sky. He put a hand on my shoulder.
“Now we will have a secret between us, son.”
I nodded.
“And we will need to purchase a new hammer.”
◆◆◆
 
In November a group of ravens took up residence in the cottonwood tree across from our house. Father built a feeder for them, and a bath with water that was heated with a little battery device he built. We worked together on a rocket: a little short-range, stubby thing we were planning to send off at the amateur rocketry field down the road, once we got it perfected.
I took Father to school for show-and-tell, against my mom’s wishes. She was afraid it would cause problems, but she was wrong—he was a big hit, with the kids and the teachers. During physical education Father hit pop flies for our whole class, and later even opened up his chest to show the kids in junior robotics how he ran.
Walking home we saw Archie standing on the Woolworth’s landing pad, leaning against his hot rod with a bunch of his greaser friends. He’d rattlecanned the rod black, and on the door was an uneven white circle with a few paint drips trailing down from it. In the center of the circle was a stenciled silhouette of a witch on a broom and the words “bad luck.” The hood was off, with the polished core and an octopus of red power cables on display.
His hot rod was looking pretty cool, but Archie himself had a white bandage around half his head, covering one eye, and when we walked past them the greasers all went quiet and stiff. Scared? Angry? I couldn’t tell. After we turned the corner I heard laughter, out of key in the cold air, and Archie saying “shut yer goddamned mouths” in a voice that made me want to walk faster.
Father squeezed my shoulder.
“Nothing to fear, son. I’m here with you.”
When we got home the Willys repair van was on the gravel landing pad. We heard laughter from the kitchen as we came in. The blonde repairman grinned at us from over his mug of coffee.
“Heya, pops. Heya, kid. Just here for the standard checkup.”
Mom looked guilty, like I’d caught her at something she shouldn’t have been doing. But pleased, as well. She had a glow to her.
The repairman took Father into the van for what he called his “checkup,” and Mom quizzed me about how Father had done at show-and-tell. I told her what a hit he’d been, how cool the kids in junior robotics had thought he was. Nobody had ever seen anything like him. Then I ran outside to see what was going on with the repairman.
They were in the back of the van, talking back and forth in that number code again. Then the repairman came out and lit a cigarette.
“How’s your Father unit? Give you any trouble?”
Now we have a secret between us, son.
I shook my head. “Nah. We’re building a rocket. And I took him to show-and-tell.”
He nodded. “Glad to hear it. I bet he was a hit.”
“What’s he doing in there?”
“Oh, we’re just running an update to his routines. Takes a few minutes. We can play catch while we wait, if you like.”
“Nah.”
He shrugged. “Suit yourself. You probably get lots of practice in with your Father, yeah?”
“Did you fight in the war?” I asked.
He looked up at the sky. “Yeah. I guess we pretty much all did, guys my age.” Then he looked at me strange. “Why do you ask?”
“My dad died in the war.”
“No, he didn’t die, kid. He was shot, really banged up, but we got him fixed. Wait. Did he tell you about that? Because he shouldn’t remember . . .”
“What do you mean?” I said. “My dad, he died in the war.”
He stared at me a second, then said: “Oh, yeah.” He put an arm on my shoulder. “Sorry, kid. I misunderstood you. Yes, he did. Your dad died in the war. He was a hero. And I’m sure if he had known you . . .”
“Who did you think I was talking about?” I demanded, with that kid’s instinct for ferreting out adult evasiveness.
“Nobody, kid. It’s just been a long day. I got confused. Let’s go see how pops is doing in there—he should be just about done, and I bet you two want to get back to building that rocket.”
◆◆◆
 
We finished the rocket in early December, and took it out to the amateur rocketry field, riding a bus from the autodrome downtown, a lumbering wartime thing that barely got itself above the rooftops of downtown’s stubby buildings. There were five or six other people on the bus, and it seemed like they didn’t have anything better to do than stare at Father and me. One old lady had her stupid mouth open all the way to the county line stop where she finally got off. I swear she walked backward off the bus, gawping at us the whole way.
But at the rocketry field, it was different. We set our rocket up on one of the scarred pads, and got back behind a blast shield to watch it go. It was Father’s design—liquid-fueled and painted cherry red—but I’d put most of it together, under his instruction. We’d named it “Hootenanny I” because I just liked the word.
It pinged us from an altitude of 145,000 feet before it finally disintegrated.
The rest of the rocketeers at the field spent hours getting Father’s advice on their creations. One of them was a real sharp-looking woman just a little older than my mom, with short-cropped hair and a leather mechanic’s jacket with a patch from General Hedy Lamarr’s Technical Corps on her shoulder.
“He build that in your garage, kid?”
“We built it,” I said.
She winked at me. “Well, I wish we’d had you in our Corps during the war, kid. We coulda used you both.”
◆◆◆
 
I was walking home from school on the last day before Christmas break when Archie Frank came from around a corner and stood in the middle of the sidewalk in front of me. The bandage was gone, but he had a black cloth patch over one eye. I thought it looked pretty cool.
“Hey, kid,” he said. He was holding one hand up, palm toward me, to get me to stop. “I just want to talk, okay?”
I stopped. My heart was hammering away in my chest. It seemed like there was nobody else on the frozen street but us, even though people just kept walking by like normal.
“I’ve been a real jerk,” Archie said. “And I know that.”
I didn’t say anything.
“You can say it. Go ahead.”
“Yeah, you’ve been . . . mean.”
“A jerk.”
“Yeah. A jerk.”
“There. You said it. And you’re right. I guess I was just jealous, you know?”
“Of what?”
“Of your robot. I mean . . .” He paused. “I never had anything that cool. Look. Let’s not talk out here in the street. Let’s go over to the Woolworth’s, grab a malt. What do you say?”
I looked around.
“Jeez, I’m not gonna poison you, kid. And the Woolworth’s is full of people.”
“I gotta get home.”
“I’ll getcha home. Don’t you worry.”
He stuck his hands in his pockets, and said, “Please? I really feel like a heel for what I did. For everything. Let me make it up to you.”
He never had anything that cool.
“Yeah. Okay. Just for a bit.”
He grinned so wide I caught a glimpse of one of his rotted back molars. “Great. Let’s go. What’s your flavor?”
“Vanilla.”
“Jeez, kid. You sure are boring.”
I glared at him.
“Take it easy! I’m just joking with you. A vanilla malt it is.”
The Woolworth’s was a secret world I had never entered, at this after-school hour. It seethed with adolescent posturing. It vibrated with laughter, yelps and calls that seemed like a language all their own. The soda jerks struggled to keep up with orders and banter.
Archie and I took our places near the end of the counter, on two stools vacated by a greaser friend of his and a girl whose face I should have recognized, but did not. A lipsticked teenage face in the passenger seat, mouth a screaming O. She smiled at me as I walked up with Archie, curtseyed elaborately as she gestured to the vacated stool, tousled my hair as I sat down. The greaser saluted Archie. “Seeya, cat. We gotta blow.” Archie nodded to him, then turned to the soda jerk sliding up. “A vanilla malted for the champ, here. And a Coke for me.”
Mom was on swing shifts these days. She’d come in exhausted from her shifts at around midnight. Father cooked me dinners, but that wasn’t until seven. Would he worry about me? Father never seemed to worry. And he wouldn’t tell Mom, I was sure of it . . .
Now we will have a secret between us, son.
Now we could add another secret.
And this was good, right? Me and Archie having a shake together. A truce.
At around this time, a call was placed to my house from a pay phone in the back of the Woolworth’s. I can imagine it, though they don’t know the details: a woman’s voice on the line telling Father that I’d been found wandering on old Route 66. She’d come across me just walking on the side of the road. I looked shaken up, but I wasn’t hurt. No, just a bit scared. And cold. If he could come and collect me, she’d appreciate it. Maybe he could bring a jacket. Yeah, at the old Phillips 66 filling station.
Archie punched me on the shoulder. “I heard you and your Father built quite a rocket.”
“How’d you know that?”
He grinned, showing that rotten molar again. “I got eyes and ears all over, you know?”
I glanced at his eye patch.
“The doc says it’ll heal. I just need to keep it covered for a bit, is all.”
“I’m sorry,” I mumbled, as they set the malt in front of me. “I . . .”
“It was my fault, kid. Seriously.”
I hadn’t had a vanilla malt for months. I sucked at it greedily.
Most of the infrastructure money was going into building beacon chains for the terraplanes, and Route 66 was more and more potholed and neglected. There weren’t many ground cars anymore—just recreational off-road buggies, or the occasional old jalopy owned by some dirt farmer too poor to upgrade.
The abandoned Phillips 66 gas station was four miles outside of town. It was twilight when Father got there—the sun below the horizon, full dark coming on fast. He had my sheepskin and corduroy jacket with him, and a sandwich he’d made for me.
A blonde girl came up in a crinoline skirt and started chatting with Archie. Her perfume smelled better than the vanilla malted.
“Who’s the kid, Arch?”
“New friend of mine,” Archie said. “He’s gonna copilot my hot rod for me.”
“Speakin’ of,” she said, drawing a flirtatious half-moon on the tile with the toe of her saddle shoe. “I need a ride home. Think you could drop me?”
Archie looked at me. “Whaddaya say, kid? You want to take a little spin in The Witch?”
“I should get home too,” I mumbled. “My Father . . .”
“I’ll drop you off after.”
“Nah, I should just . . .”
“It’ll be my pleasure, kid. Seriously.” He looked at the blonde. “You want the kid to come, don’t you?”
“Sure do,” she said, chucking my chin. “Keep me safe from any animals flying around up there.”
I’d never been in a terraplane before. Sure, I’d flown—but always in some clunky bus, waddling over the treetops. Never in anything fast . . .
A few minutes later, we were curving out in a long arc over downtown, Archie pointing the nose almost, it seemed, at the pale coin of the moon high up in the sky. I was in the rumble seat, wrapped in an old Pendleton coat Archie had given me, clutching the bar in front of me in joy and terror. The blonde girl’s perfume, the smell of her hair, hovered on the cold edge of the air. The girl whooped with glee as The Witch banked hard and shot out over Nob Hill. The streetlights winked and shuddered beneath us.
Father must have been standing near the pump island of the Phillips 66 when the buggy came in, lights off, full speed. It was an old army land jeep stripped to the frame, with big oversize tires, a mesh screen for a windshield, and a rusty old cattleguard bolted to its front.
He must have thought it was just going past on the road before it swerved and punched straight into him. He clipped one of the pumps, rotated in the air, and went through the filling station’s plate glass. The four greasers climbed out of the car. Three of them had lead pipes, and one had a stubby plasma saw he’d stolen from his dad’s machine shop.
Father lay in the middle of the filling station floor. His eye lights were out. His chest cavity was dented in, and one of his legs was damaged at the knee joint. A greaser brought a lead pipe down on his head. The kid with the plasma saw’s name was Hal Greenway. He sat on Father’s smashed chest and started the plasma saw. He was halfway through Father’s left arm when Father’s orange eye lights flickered on.
Two seconds later, Hal Greenway was dead. Father had crushed his windpipe and his spinal column in one of his hands.
The other greasers scattered, headed for the jeep. Father tossed Hal Greenway’s limp body aside and staggered to his feet. One of the greasers said he was talking, saying, “. . . unit partially disabled. One target destroyed. Moving to close with further combatants. Unit partially disabled. Requesting reinforcements at coordinates . . .”
At about this time we were coming to a landing on the blonde girl’s family pad—a black concrete number with its white target inlaid in quartz. She lived up in the hills, in a house about the size of ten of mine.
“Not even a little kiss for my trouble?”
“Not in front of the kid. And get out of here before my parents come home.”
“Girls, kid. Can’t trust ’em.” Archie whirled The Witch up into the air in a tornado of show-off 360s. “Stay away from girls, kid. You hear?”
I nodded.
“You look a little airsick.”
I shook my head.
Archie chuckled. “Alright, tough guy. Let’s go for a little spin, then I’ll drop you home.”
“Okay.”
“Climb on up to shotgun.”
I didn’t want the ride to end.
I wasn’t thinking about Father. I wasn’t thinking about anything except the blonde girl’s perfume, like something forbidden and adult—an illicit sip of whiskey. And the way The Witch bucked and surged underneath me. And how Archie liked me now. How I was his friend now.
We charged across the treetops, me and Archie. I clutched the dashboard in white-knuckled hands as we scattered crows and twigs scraped and rattled across The Witch’s undercarriage.
Finally Archie dropped me at home, breathless and overjoyed. The house was dark, except for the motion-sensing lamp that lit up Archie’s face—lit it up so white it seemed carved out of Ivory soap, with the slash of the eye patch across it cutting it in two. He winked at me with his one good eye.
“So long, kid,” Archie said to me as I mounted the steps. “Say hi to your mom for me. Tell her I’ll give her a ride any time she wants one.” And he was gone, The Witch slicing through the circle of the moon.
Out of breath, just inside the door, I yelled, “I’m home!”
And I’m Archie’s friend, I thought. I rode The Witch all over town.
This is what I can never stop feeling guilty about. The fact that I wasn’t thinking about Father at all.
But Father never stopped thinking about me. Not entirely. He must have remembered my jacket in that moment. Must have been worried, must have gone looking for it, instead of going after the greasers.
He had the jacket in his hand when they hit him with the Molotov cocktail.
That’s how the cops found him: standing steadfast there in the middle of that abandoned Phillips station, carapace charred, circuits melted down, my burned jacket clutched in his hand.
Love and death.
◆◆◆
 
The black-and-white police cruiser landed on the lawn maybe half an hour later.
By then, I had started to get really scared. Father wasn’t anywhere in the house, or in the garage. He wasn’t anywhere. But maybe the repairman had come and taken him away for servicing, I thought. Maybe . . .
The cruiser poured its red and blue lights into the living room. Mom came bursting in the door with the two cops from before, and with the blonde repairman. Mom held me, and cried, and then yelled at me, and then cried some more.
Much of the night was spent with me in the kitchen, over a cup of cocoa, catching pieces of the conversations in the other room. People came and went—other cops, other military. I heard the blonde repairman in the hallway, talking to another military man:
“. . . doesn’t make sense. None of those combat subroutines should have been left in there. They were all scrubbed after the war. He’s no killer.”
“Yeah,” the other military man said, “I’m no killer either. And neither are you, right? But we were, back in Germany and Poland. And maybe, under the right circumstances . . . just maybe, if you pushed us the wrong way . . .”
“But he’s a robot. These are subroutines. Just programs. We wiped them.”
“Yeah, just programs. I know. And you know what? I woke up in a cold sweat a week ago.”
“Sure, it happens.”
“Yeah. It happens. But not always like this. I woke up in a cold sweat with a knife in my teeth, Jim. Crawling down the hallway on my belly.”
“Christ, Bill. No kidding?”
“On our new carpet, on my belly. Thank God nobody saw. Thank God I got the knife back in the kitchen drawer and climbed back into bed before my wife noticed the army hadn’t quite cleaned out my subroutines. Right, Jim?”
“Jesus. What a mess this thing is. It’ll be the end of the Fathers program. A dead kid.”
“I guess in my book, that trash can had a right to defend himself. But I suppose nobody will want to hear that. That’s between us.”
◆◆◆
 
The cops came in and took a statement from me. They were real gentle, and kept telling me what a brave kid I was, even though I didn’t know what for. I hadn’t done anything the least bit brave, and I knew it.
I told them all I could, but it wasn’t much. Part of me still thought Archie was my friend.
Jesus, yer dumb.
The three greasers who burned Father got a few months in juvie: destruction of government property, mitigating circumstances, et cetera et cetera. Nobody could stomach giving them more, after they’d watched their friend die.
Archie got nothing at all. Nobody would rat. Why had the greasers gone after Father? They’d just seen him standing there, thought he was a piece of old junk it would be fun to smash into, that’s all. Stupid, a lark. Just some delinquent nonsense.
Archie smirked his way through every grilling the cops gave him. The eye patch? He’d clipped a tree branch in his hot rod. The malt? He just wanted to make a kid happy. What’s the crime? The phone call? C’mon—had the kid seen him make a phone call?
As far as anyone could prove, he just wanted to buy me a vanilla malt and take me for a ride in The Witch.
The Fathers were all recalled. The program was canceled. I guess they scrubbed all their Father programming out, the way they had their war programming.
Later, I heard they all ended up in the terraforming colonies on Mars, doing the heavy lifting and the dangerous repair jobs the colonists couldn’t do.
I wonder, sometimes, if they ever dream of their sons and daughters up there where they labor in the red dust. Of playing catch on crickety evenings back on Earth, of porch swings, of walking to the store for push-pops and orangesicles.
Jim, the VA repairman? He stuck around. And eventually, I got around to calling him Dad.
I never called him Father, though.
Even though we hit pop flies, and built rockets, and he helped me make a soap box derby car, and I came to love him.
I only had one Father. I had him for six months. I’d never have another.




Exile’s End

Carolyn Ives Gilman
 
Let’s sing of the lightbeam journey
Of the man who was not a man
Sent by the Whispering Kindom
To search the sky for ghosts.
How did he find the way?

He followed the poison papers,
He followed the scent of secrets
He followed the footsteps of ashes,
Retracing the path of exile.
Can reversing exile set it right?

 
THE SERIES OF events that would make Rue Savenga the most reviled woman on Sarona began only minutes before closing time at the Orofino Museum.
The windows had been rain-streaked all day, and now had gone dark. Rue was at her desk, reading a new art history treatise she needed to review, when her wristband chimed.
“There is a gentleman here asking to see you,” the guard at the front desk said. “He says he’s come from Radovani.”
Radovani was seven light years away. Rue glanced at her calendar. No appointment. She could easily dodge this one. But the book was disappointing—simplistic ideas gussied up in jargon—and she needed a break. “All right, I’ll come down,” she said. That was her first mistake.
The parts of the museum beyond the public galleries were cluttered and utilitarian. Exposed conduits and plumbing ran along the ceiling above her as she paced down the scuffed-tile corridor lined with crates and display cases no one wanted to throw away. Emerging into the airy, sophisticated architecture of the lobby was a release from claustrophobia.
It was clear who her visitor was. He stood out for his stillness in the bustle of departing visitors—tall and slim, with long black hair pulled back in a tie. His hands were in the pockets of a jacket much too light for the weather outside.
Rue introduced herself. When she held out her hand, the young man stared at it for a second before remembering what to do with it.
“My name is Traversed Bridge,” he said; then, apologetically, “I have an unreal name as well, if you would prefer to use that.”
“No, your real name is fine.” Rue had no idea what he was talking about, but it seemed the polite thing to say. “You’ve come from Radovani?”
“I just arrived by wayport. I came directly here.”
“What can I do for you?”
He looked at the floor, as if at a loss for words. “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I’m not good at this. They should have sent a woman.”
Mystified, Rue said, “You’re doing fine.”
He looked up. He had beautiful, liquid charcoal eyes. “I was sent by the Whispering Kindom of the Manhu. I have come to find our ancestors.”
None of this rang any bells with Rue. “I think they may have called the wrong person,” she said. “You probably want to speak to our ethnographic curator, Magister Hess.”
“No, I was given your name,” he said. He fished a card from his pocket. Her name was written on the back. On the front was printed the name and contact information for a colleague at the Radovani Archives, someone who ought to have known better.
Rue sighed. “All right, then, why don’t you come up to my office and you can explain.”
She led the way back. When they reached her office, he looked around and seemed to relax. “It’s good to get away from the ghosts,” he murmured.
Most people called Rue’s office austere—or, if they were being polite, minimalist. The other curators’ offices were adorned with art and artifacts from their private collections. But Rue was not a collector. It was not that she didn’t love the art; she would have raced into a burning building to save the museum’s collection. She just had no need to possess any of it.
She offered Traversed Bridge a chair, and he sat. There was still a circle of quiet around him.
“So you’re from Radovani . . . ?” she prompted.
“Oh, no,” he said. “I am from a place you call Eleuthera. We call it Exile.”
Eleuthera was even farther away than Radovani, a planet settled only in the past three centuries as an experiment in radical self-determination—hence the name, which meant something like “freedom.”
“You have come a long way,” Rue said.
“Yes. I had to retrace the steps of the ancestors. They came from Radovani more than a hundred years ago, but that was not the world called Home. The historians on Radovani told me this was it, but I’m not sure. It doesn’t look like Home.”
“What does Home look like?”
“It is a green and leafy place. It has extra suns and moons.”
“Well, we have two suns,” Rue explained. “The second one is not very bright, and today you couldn’t see either one, because of the rain. There are three moons.”
“At Home, there were originally more,” Traversed Bridge informed her. “But the hero Whichway Traveler shot them down.”
“I see.”
“They were too bright.”
Rue nodded. “Why did the Whispering Kingdom send you, Traversed?”
“Kindom,” he corrected her. “We don’t have kings. We have kin.”
“Okay.”
“They sent me to find our ancestors and ask them a question. I am told you can help me.”
Frowning, Rue said, “Who were your ancestors?”
“They were Manhu. Your name for us may be Atoka.”
Suddenly, everything made more sense in one way, less sense in another. The Atoka had been an indigenous people of Sarona, and the museum did have a small but priceless collection of Atoka art—priceless, because it was the only collection in existence. The Atoka had been wiped out seven hundred years ago. They were extinct. Only their art survived, tantalizing and enigmatic.
Frowning, she said, “We greatly revere the Atoka. But we believe them to be dead.”
“Oh no,” Traversed said sincerely. “We are still alive. They tried to kill us all after the Battle of the River Bend eight hundred years ago. They hated us, so they tried to castrate all the men, and passed a law making it illegal to be Manhu. But a few hundred of us escaped to Refuge, which you call Radovani. We settled on what we thought was empty land, but after three generations, they decided we had no title, and so others took our houses and farms. We wandered then. Sometimes people tolerated us, but in the end they always wanted us to give up being who we were. They called us Recalcitrants at first, and then Atavists. When people started to accuse us of crimes, the state sent out death squads to hunt us down and garrote anyone they caught. They would leave dead babies hanging from lampposts as a warning. At last they shipped the last of us off to Exile, and we have been there ever since. The whole story is told in our songs. It takes three days to sing them.”
He told this grim tale in a matter-of-fact, even proud, tone. Rue listened, frowning. If his allegations were true, it would upend five hundred years of scholarship. It could not be true. Could it?
Cautiously, she said, “There are scholars who would be interested in meeting your people, Traversed. They will want to find out whether you are truly the same as our Atoka.”
“It’s not still illegal?” he said a little anxiously.
“No, don’t worry about that.”
“You wouldn’t mind some of us coming back? Just to visit, I mean. If this is Home.”
“Everyone is free to visit.”
“And our ancestors? Do you know where I can find them?”
Rue glanced at her watch. The museum was closed by now, but the lights might still be on in the galleries. “I can show you one of them right now, if you want.”
A transformation came over him; his face drained of everything but nervous awe. He sat up as if something had filled him, inflated him. She waited until he said in a heartfelt whisper, “Yes. Please.”
She stood and led the way out. She liked showing this particular artwork to people who hadn’t seen the original; no reproduction had ever done it justice. She had written the definitive monograph on it, and it had made her career, but she had never found out much about the people who created it. The legends surrounding the Atoka were so thick, and their symbolism so important, that the truth was elusive—even, in a sense, irrelevant.
The gallery was dark, but at the other end of the room the display lights on the artwork still glowed. It was a special installation, because this was the most famous work the museum owned, and people from all over the Twenty Planets came to see it. Usually there was a crowd around it, but now it hung alone.
Traversed stopped in the doorway, arrested by some strong emotion. “I feel like I shouldn’t be the one here,” he said. “It should be someone better than me.”
Gently, Rue said, “Wouldn’t your people be disappointed if you returned and said you hadn’t seen it?”
He looked at her as if seeking permission.
“They did choose to send you,” she pointed out.
With a visible effort he overcame his uncertainty and followed her across the darkened room.
People called it a painting, but it was actually an elaborate mosaic, made from pieces so small it took a magnifying glass to see them. Rue had commissioned a scientific analysis that had shown that the colors were not, strictly speaking, pigments; they were bits of bird feather, beetle carapace, butterfly wing—anything iridescent, arranged so as to form a picture. And what a picture it was: a young girl in an embroidered jacket and silver headdress, looking slightly to one side, lips parted as if about to speak. Operas had been written about her. Volumes of poetry had speculated on what she was about to say. Speeches invoked her, treatises analyzed her, children learned her story almost as soon as they learned to speak. She was the most loved woman on Sarona.
“We call her Aldry,” Rue said.
Traversed Bridge looked transfixed, as if he were falling in love. He whispered, “That is not her name.”
“What do you call her?” Rue asked.
“She is Even Glancing.”
Rue liked that name. It fit her.
The lights illuminating the portrait were mounted on a track, and they slowly moved from side to side, so that you could see it lit from different angles even as you stood still. Rue waited, watching Traversed Bridge’s face for a reaction, because the image changed. At one point in the cycle, the background, which was normally a dark indigo blue, erupted in a profusion of feathers. There were silver wings behind her, appearing then gone.
“Did you see the wings?” Rue finally asked.
“Yes,” Traversed said. “I can see them.”
“Many people can’t,” she said. “They are in a wavelength not everyone’s eyes can sense.”
“They are moving,” he said.
“Really?” Rue had never heard anyone say that before. But everyone’s experience of the portrait was slightly different.
“She is about to speak,” he said.
“Yes. Everyone wonders . . .”
She stopped, because his face had gone rigid, like a plastic mannequin, all animation gone. His body stiffened, then began to tremble. He fell with bruising force to the floor.
Rue knelt beside him, then came to her senses and used her wristband to call for help. But as she watched by the shifting light from the artwork, the humanity flowed back into his frozen face. He blinked, then focused on Rue, tried to say something.
“Lie still. Help is on the way,” she said.
“She spoke to me,” he whispered. He did not seem in pain, but full of wonder.
He looked around, saw he was on the floor, blushed in embarrassment, and sat up.
“Are you hurt?” Rue said.
“No, no. I am so sorry. Don’t worry. I am fine.”
“That was a nasty fall.”
“I am used to it. This happened all the time, when I was young. My spirit would leave my body, and I would fall down. I would hear voices no one else could hear.”
“Voices in your head?” Rue said, her amateur diagnosis changing.
“No, no. They were in my left hand.”
A guard looked in, then came over. “Should we call an ambulance?” he asked.
“No,” Traversed said, struggling to his feet again. “I am so sorry to put you to inconvenience. I am fine. It is over.”
Rue exchanged a glance with the guard, shrugged. “A little too much excitement, maybe. Come back to my office, Traversed, and you can sit down.”
By the time he slumped back into the chair, Traversed was looking sad and preoccupied. Rue had seen hundreds of reactions to the portrait of Aldry, but never that one, and she was curious.
“You said she spoke to you,” she said as she brewed tea for them both.
“Yes.” He stared at the floor. “I didn’t understand all she said.”
Rue waited, and after a pause he went on. “She is lonely. All this time we thought we were the ones in exile, and it turns out she is the banished one, even though she has never left Home. To us, Home was a place. To her, it is her people.”
Rue handed him tea. “That makes sense.”
He looked up at her pleadingly. “She says she wants to go back. She wants to see an Immolation.”
Rue didn’t like the sound of that. She tried to keep her voice even. “What is an Immolation?”
“I don’t know.” Traversed shook his head. “That was the part I didn’t understand.”
Rue was in a delicate position. There were strict laws covering repatriation of cultural artifacts, and there was a protocol to follow. If it had been any other artwork, she would have given an automatic set of responses. But Traversed Bridge had not yet made a formal claim. The half-crazed young man was here without credentials, without legal representation, carrying only an implausible story.
Besides, repatriating Aldry was unthinkable. The entire planet would rise up in arms.
If she said nothing, he might never find out that repatriation was an option. It would save a great deal of trouble. No one could accuse her of anything.
She sat down in a chair facing him and said, “There is a way for you to request the return of the portrait. It is called repatriation. You would have to file a formal request, and it would be a very difficult one to win. It would be challenged, because Aldry is deeply loved here, and she is part of our culture as well. You would have to prove beyond doubt that your people are the Atoka, and that she was illegally taken from you.”
He was looking at her like a starving man. “But there is hope?”
“A very little hope.”
“I want to bring her back. It is what she wants.”
Rue smiled and said, “Why don’t you sleep on it, and return tomorrow? Nothing can be done tonight anyway. Where are you staying?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “I’ll have to find someplace.”
Rue gave him directions to a budget hotel that was close to a transit line, and walked him to the main door of the museum.
“Thank you,” he said as he was about to step out into the driving rain. “They told me I would find helpers along the journey, and I have.”
Rue didn’t answer, because she wasn’t sure whether her role was to be helper or hindrance. “Have a good evening,” she said, then turned away, knowing she would have to do some explaining tomorrow.
He came to the prison of ghosts;
For Hoarder people do not free their dead.
Their feet fall heavy, weighted by the past
They do not hear the spirits cry for freedom
They heap up secrets in an archive
And lock the doors to keep them in.
How do you free a ghost?

 
“That’s preposterous!” said Galbro Hess.
The Curator of Ethnology was nearly as wide as he was tall, dressed in an overstretched cable-knit sweater, his gray hair standing up in spikes. Normally, he was an agreeable, jolly person, but Rue’s story had struck a nerve.
“I get them all the time, charlatans and kooks pretending to be Atoka, or to have some sort of spiritual connection to them. There are even re-enactors who pretend to hold Atoka ceremonies. It’s a pile of . . . well, you know. I’m afraid you were taken in, Rue.”
She had found him in the ethnographic artifact storage area, where he was sorting a collection of broken ceramics spread out on a large, padded table. Around them, shelves rose to the high ceilings, packed with carved masks, handlooms, model boats, drums, and similar things, mostly brown. That was Rue’s main objection to ethnographic material: it was so monochromatic.
“I can spot a charlatan,” Rue said. “He didn’t read that way. For one thing, he’s not from here, he’s from Eleuthera. I don’t think they have Atoka re-enactors there.”
“They don’t have Atoka either,” Galbro said grumpily, sorting a glazed brown ceramic from even browner unglazed ones.
“He told a long story of how some refugees escaped to Radovani.”
Galbro looked up, but then waved a hand in dismissal. “All that shows is that he did his homework. It’s true, there was a remnant population that went to Radovani. But they were persecuted there, and subjected to forced assimilation. In the end they lost their culture, intermarried, and dwindled to nothing.”
“He says they persisted long enough to be exiled again to Eleuthera.”
“A convenient story.”
“Regardless, I’d like to know more about how we got our Atoka collection.”
“Whose side are you on?” Galbro objected.
“I just want to be prepared. If this ends in a repatriation claim . . .”
“No one’s going to repatriate Aldry.”
“I know that, but to prepare our response I want to be sure we came by her legally.”
Galbro stopped his pretense of working and rested his fists on the table. “Sorry, can’t give you much joy there. The problem isn’t with the museum; we did everything right. But the original collector . . . well, you know how they were in those days. Regular looters and bandits. It may have been legal at the time, but by current standards, no.”
“What happened?” Rue said.
“Have you ever heard of the Immolation ceremonies?”
“No. That is, I’ve heard the word, but not what it means.”
“It was the heart and soul of Atoka culture. Once every three generations they would take all their earthly belongings, pile them up in the center of the village, and light a bonfire. Then they would burn all their homes to the ground, so that the next generation would have to start over with nothing. All their wealth, their art, their subsistence would go up in flames. It was the reason the Atoka never built a great civilization—because they voluntarily reduced themselves to poverty and dependence whenever they started to get ahead.
“When our ancestors came to Sarona, they tried to convince the Atoka of how pointless and self-destructive the custom was. From their point of view, the Immolations reduced the Atoka to begging from their more provident neighbors, whose surpluses would be drained to subsidize Atoka beliefs. If they refused to help, well, starving people will get desperate and take what they have to. As tensions grew, our ancestors began to forcibly suppress the Immolations. In one famous instance, an Atoka village was all assembled and ready to light the bonfire when soldiers marched in and drove them out—then, naturally, looted the pile of goods ready for the torch. The Atoka were so enraged they attacked, and that was the beginning of the wars that led to their destruction at the Battle of the River Bend.
“Well, our Atoka collection came from the descendants of a man who was an officer in that troop of soldiers. A man of his rank got first pick of the loot—and the Aldry portrait was the best Atoka culture had to offer.”
Rue was silent, shocked. “That is a horrifying story,” she said at last. “We can’t tell that to the public. They would be outraged.”
“Well, they think of the Atoka as idealized children of nature, not as flesh and blood who could be just as wrongheaded as we are. Sure, what the soldiers did was heavy-handed; but if they hadn’t saved the portrait, it would have been burned, not preserved so that we can revere it today.”
Who were the helpers?

One was kindly,
One was clever,
One was upright,
One was wealthy,
And one was treacherous.
 
Rue returned to her office feeling troubled. She had taken the problem to Galbro in hopes that he would see it as an interesting topic for investigation. But he was too anchored to his conviction about the extinction of the Atoka. The made-up portion of his mind had crowded out the curiosity.
Her spirits sank further when her wristband alerted her that Traversed Bridge had returned. It would be up to her to explain to him.
This morning he was wearing a heavier coat, much more appropriate to the weather. “The lady at the hotel gave it to me,” he said when Rue remarked on it. She couldn’t help but notice that he brought out generous impulses in people.
“Have you thought it over?” she asked when they reached her office.
“Yes,” he said. “I need to do as Even Glancing told me, and bring her back.”
Rue pulled up a chair and sat facing him. “All right. Now, I can’t guide you through a repatriation, Traversed, because my first loyalty is to the museum, and they will contest this claim. It’s a complex, expensive process, and you may not win. The first thing I would advise you to do is hire an attorney to make the formal claim. You will also have to hire an expert to help you prove that your people are truly the Atoka.”
“But we know who we are,” he said earnestly.
“That’s not good enough for the court. You need a documented trail of evidence. The museum will have experts to testify that you can’t be who you say you are. We also need to know that you are truly authorized by your people to make this claim. Can you get that?”
Gravely, he nodded. “I will have to send a message to my Kin Mother.”
“Is she the one who sent you?”
“Yes.” The shadows of complex thoughts moved behind his eyes. “I had no sisters, and I was firstborn, so it was my duty to go out into the world. They chose me to go to university.”
It surprised Rue a little to hear that he was university educated; he gave such an impression of unworldliness. “Did you get a degree?”
He nodded. “Hydrological engineering. I wanted to design a dam for the mountains above my village, to stop the river floods and bring us reliable water. I am here instead.”
His obvious disappointment made Rue say, “Well, you have plenty of time. You can still do that when you return.”
He shrugged. “I am earning my right to be a person.”
She wanted to ask more, but it was a risk to know too much about him; it might cloud her loyalties. Instead, she continued, “You will also have to prove that the object was taken from your people illegally, and that it has an ongoing cultural importance to them. The museum isn’t likely to contest the first point, but what about the second? What traditions do you have about Even Glancing?”
“None that I know,” he said.
“Then how did you know her name?”
“It is written on the portrait.”
There was no label or inscription. “Really?” Rue said skeptically.
“Yes, in the design on her jacket.”
Rue called up a photograph on her tablet. “Show me.”
He pointed out the portion of the embroidery that gave her name. “And this part says, ‘Cherished daughter.’ Maybe she was the daughter of the artist.”
“What about the wave design on the border?” It had played an important role in Rue’s interpretation of the work’s symbolism.
“Oh, that’s not a wave,” Traversed said. “It’s a thought. She is thinking, you see.”
If what he said was true, a great many art historians would look very foolish, starting with Rue herself. The best way to handle this would be to get ahead of it, to be the one to publish the new information. But that would be an admission that she accepted his claims of cultural authority. A clever attorney could use that against the museum.
“So your people have no tradition, no story, about Even Glancing?”
He shook his head. It was an important concession. She felt a little compromised to have wheedled it from him. “Then why do you want it back?”
“Because,” he said seriously, “there is a ghost imprisoned in it.”
Good luck arguing that in court, she thought. But all she said was, “That’s it?”
“That’s enough. We need to free the ghost.”
“And how would you do that?”
“We have to destroy the picture.”
Rue’s horror must have shown on her face, because he said, “It is the only humane way.”
It was unthinkable. “Traversed, this artwork is acknowledged as a masterpiece—not just on this world, but all over the Twenty Planets. It’s in all the art history books, and people honor the Atoka for having created it. Doesn’t that make you proud? Don’t you want to preserve the greatest achievement of your ancestors?”
He didn’t have an immediate response, but seemed to be weighing what she said. She watched, hoping he would reconsider. But at last he shook his head. “It’s not worth her suffering. Pride can’t justify that.”
He really believed it. Rue had been taught from childhood to respect the beliefs of other cultures—but damn it, she had her own core principles. “Then I am bound to oppose you,” she said. “I cannot see this artwork destroyed.”
They sat in silence, facing one another, aware that they had become enemies.
“You had better go now,” Rue said.
“All right.” His expression was regretful. At the door he stopped, looked back. “I’m sorry.”
“I understand,” Rue said.
But she didn’t.
How do you lose your name?

When people stop telling your story.
Why must we tell our story?

Because others start telling it for us.
 
The gallery was relatively uncrowded except for the clump of people around the Aldry portrait. There were masterworks all over the walls, but people had eyes only for Aldry. They wanted to say they had seen her. They wanted their photographs taken with her. Some just stood there for minutes at a time, watching the image change, transported.
They all knew the story.
Once upon a time, Aldry was a real girl living in an Atoka village that had tamed all the birds in the forest around them. Birds were their messengers and their music; birds ate the troublesome insects and brought warnings about the weather. They made nests in the thatched roofs of the village, and kept everyone below dry. Artisans vied to create elaborate cages for them.
Then one day the Atoka spied an ominous fireball descending from the heavens: the landing craft of the settlers who were the ancestors of present-day Saronans. That the two peoples were very different was clear from the start, for the Atoka had amber eyes like owls, and where normal humans had body hair, the Atoka had downy feathers. The new settlers were refugees pushed out of a crowded, urbanized planet. They were woefully unprepared for a subsistence life scratched from alien ground. If it hadn’t been for the kindness of Aldry’s people, they would have perished. The natives taught them which crops could be cultivated and which were poison, how to hunt the abundant wild animals, how to speak to unfamiliar nature. But as the settlers multiplied, and more of them arrived, relations grew tense. Conflict seemed inevitable. It had happened that way throughout human history.
But Aldry prevented history from going down its familiar, violent path. She had fallen in love with a bookish young settler—the very one who chronicled the whole tale in cramped and sideways antique language. In her culture, a woman’s decision to marry conferred personhood on the man she chose, and when she announced her intention to unite the two groups, the Atoka could no longer regard the settlers as invaders of questionable humanity. The marriage ushered in a period of peace. Aldry bore twin boys. One of them favored his father’s people and one his mother’s, for one had hair and the other had down.
It came to pass that a terrible flood swept through the settlers’ town, destroying the homes and fields they had labored for years to build. Viewing the drenched mudlands where their crops and storehouses had been, they knew they faced starvation. Then Aldry saw her duty. Sorrowfully, she kissed her infant boys goodbye and set out alone into the forest. Five days later, an immense flock of birds came to the village. Led by a silver pheasant, the birds descended onto the fields, each with a seed in its beak, and replanted all the crops. The village was saved, but no one ever saw Aldry again. It was said that a silver pheasant perched on the ridgepole of the house where her grieving husband raised her orphan boys, as if to keep them company.
When the boys became men, they quarreled. One went to live with the Atoka, the other stayed with the settlers. They both became great leaders, and their sibling enmity passed to their people. When war broke out, they faced each other in battle. But just when the Atoka brother was about to kill his twin, he glimpsed the silver pheasant in the sky above, and spared him for Aldry’s sake.
“She is the mother of us all,” Saronans said. She was the generous spirit of the planet that welcomed them and invited them to be at home.
The portrait dated to an era at least two hundred years after the original events. It was thought to be an Atoka artist’s image of Aldry, with wings foreshadowing her sacrifice. Who else could it show?
Unless it was Even Glancing, the daughter of the artist.
Rue shook her head impatiently. In an important way, it did not matter. Whoever she had been once, she was Aldry now. Generations of Saronans had woven that identity around her. And they would not easily give it up.
What did they say on Refuge?

They said, “Speak another language.”
“Give up your primitive ways.”
“Be more like us.”
And what did they say on Home?

“Be our imagined angels.”
“Be what we can’t be.”
“Reject us, love us, teach us, exalt us.”
We are so tired of being told who to be.
 
Rue half expected never to hear of Traversed Bridge again. The odds against any lone individual mounting a credible repatriation claim were so high that, when he realized it, he would most likely become discouraged and leave for home.
She underestimated his determination.
Three weeks later, as she was picking up breakfast on her way to work, her wristband started to chime insistently with news alerts having to do with the museum. She put in her earpiece and listened on the tram, her attention so absorbed that her body had to take over the automatic job of exiting at her stop and walking to the staff entrance.
The story was sensational and appealing: a remnant of the Atoka had been discovered on faraway Eleuthera. Old Radovani records filled in their history. Now, an Atoka emissary had come seeking the ancient homeland of his people. After traveling across the light years, the young man had met only rejection and disbelief from the Orofino Museum.
When Rue got to her office, there was a message summoning her to see the director.
Galbro Hess was already in the director’s office when she came in. “Of course I told her,” he was saying. “It’s just the truth. There is no way Atoka culture could have survived intact through hundreds of years of persecution on Radovani.”
The director was a handsome, distinguished older man with a neatly trimmed beard. His aura of scholarship was a sham; his main job was care and feeding of the museum’s benefactors. He was good at it, and Rue considered it in her own best interest to make his job easy.
When he saw Rue, he said, “Magister Savenga, what’s this about our rejecting a repat claim out of hand? You know we can’t legally do that.”
Rue settled down in a chair, deliberately projecting confidence and calm. The director knew how to handle donors, but she knew how to handle him. “We haven’t rejected any claim. In fact, I am the one who told Traversed Bridge how to file one.”
Outraged, Galbro said, “You did what?”
“If he’s a charlatan,” Rue said, “it will come out. Did you listen to the interview?”
Uncomfortably, Galbro said, “All right, maybe not a charlatan—just deluded and naïve. But now he’s got an attorney and a pipeline to the press. His story’s an invasive weed, a virus people have no immunity to. It’s going to sweep the world.”
The director interrupted, “But there hasn’t been a repat claim?”
“Not yet,” Rue said.
“All right.” The director had his talking point. That was all he needed. “I want you two to handle this as you would any other claim, and refer all press to my office. We need to graciously suspend judgment, as befits our responsibility as guardians of Saronan cultural heritage.” The press release was almost writing itself.
“We need to find out what he wants,” Galbro said. “He may just be an opportunist, wanting to hold the painting hostage for gain.”
“No,” Rue said calmly. “He wants to destroy it.”
The two men looked at her in speechless horror.
Galbro found his voice first. “What, is he threatening to re-enact an Immolation? This really is a hostage situation.”
“He’s following voices. Revelations.”
“Oh great. We’re dealing with a lunatic.”
Severely, the director said, “That doesn’t leave this room. You could jeopardize our case, Galbro.”
“But we’ve got to expose him!”
“We won’t do anything. If he’s exposed, it will be the media, the court, or other scholars. We have to appear neutral.”
As they were leaving, Galbro muttered to Rue, “You really have gotten us into a mess.”
“Don’t worry, Galbro,” she said. “I’m not letting anyone set a match to Aldry.”
What did they tell him, and what did he say?

“You are not yourself,” they said.
“You are not Manhu.”
“You should be Atoka.”
“No,” he said.
 
Galbro was right: Atoka fever swept the land, sea, and sky. The story enthralled the public. It was better than finding a species given up for extinct. It was a chance at redemption, a chance to save what was lost, to reverse injustice, to make everything right.
The reality of the Atoka faded into inconsequence.
The museum was forced to put its other Atoka artifacts on display—a bronze drum, a life-size wooden baby, a carved eggshell, and an obsidian knife so thin it was transparent. Visitation shot up. Archaeologists were sudden celebrities. Musicals revived, bad old novels came out again, embroidered jackets crowded the racks. Rue’s coffee shop sold Atoka breakfast buns.
Suddenly, there was money for all things Atoka. When Orofino University received a grant to investigate the claims of the Manhu, Rue felt reprieved. With the length of the light-speed journey to Eleuthera, it would be at least ten years before the researchers could travel there and reach any conclusion. By then, the mania would have died down.
But she had not reckoned with recent improvements in instantaneous communication by Paired-Particle Communicator, or PPC. It was now possible to send video via arrays of entangled particles, thwarting the limits of light speed. Sarona had no direct PPC connection to Eleuthera, but the university was able to set up a relay via Radovani, and enlist local researchers.
“They’ve got universities on three planets collaborating,” Galbro told Rue in gloomy discontent—partly at the fact that they were taking the Manhu seriously, and partly at being left out. “I can’t imagine what it’s costing.”
“Conscience money,” Rue observed. “Guilt is a powerful thing.”
“It’s not guilt,” Galbro said. “It’s pride, to prove that we’re better than our ancestors—as if we inherited their planet but not what they had to do to get it.”
“You are a cynic, Galbro,” she said.
Though they were banned from participating, both of them had contacts at the university who kept them up to date, and so they were prepared for the report’s conclusions even before it came out.
All the evidence lined up. DNA traces from old bones on Sarona matched Manhu blood samples. Linguistic similarities showed through the haze of poor records on Sarona and imperfectly transmitted grammar and vocabulary on Eleuthera. The chain of documentation from the Radovani Archives told the shameful tale of their persecution and deportation. Science said it: the Manhu were descended from the ancient Atoka of Sarona.
The report’s release revived interest that had grown dormant in the many months it had taken to complete the research. Legislatures passed resolutions honoring the Atoka, money poured in for statues and murals. Documentaries aired until everyone thought they knew the story.
It was then that the repatriation request arrived.
The first meeting the two sides held was in the director’s office at the museum. It was to be an attempt to negotiate a compromise solution and avoid litigation. Rue was invited; Galbro was not.
“Don’t give it all away,” he told her beforehand.
It was more than a year since she had seen Traversed Bridge, except on-screen in interviews, explaining over and over that the Manhu did not really have feathers or owl eyes. Today, dressed in business attire, he looked anxious and ill at ease; but still he had that aura of self-possessed silence. His lawyer was a young woman with flaming red hair and a sprinkling of cinnamon freckles. She would have looked winningly roguish if only she had been smiling, but she was not. She introduced herself as Caraway Farrow.
The museum’s attorney, Ellery Tate, mirrored his client, the director—a distinguished older man with an air of paternal authority. The director was present, but silent. He had told Rue he wanted her to represent the museum, so he could stay above the controversy.
Tate opened the meeting, speaking in a generous, calming tone. “Thank you all for coming to help find a mutually agreeable solution.”
“We are happy to talk,” Farrow said.
The museum’s first proposal was to create high-resolution replicas of all the Atoka objects for the Manhu to take to Eleuthera. Farrow glanced at Traversed Bridge, then said, “I don’t believe that would be acceptable to my clients.”
“Oh?” Tate said, as if surprised. “We can make replicas that are quite identical to the original, down to the molecular level.”
Traversed Bridge said softly, “A replica would not have a ghost. It would be soulless.”
There was a short silence. Rue could hear the director shifting in his chair. Then Farrow said, “The Manhu might allow you to make replicas for the museum to keep, if you don’t contest returning the originals.”
Tate looked at Rue. She had to force her voice to sound calm. “That might work for the ethnographic material. But in the case of the Aldry portrait, a replica would not have the same aesthetic qualities.”
Farrow was studying her, frowning. “Why is that?”
“We have tried to replicate it in past,” Rue said. “There is something about the three-dimensional microstructure of the materials that can’t be reproduced. We’re not sure why. The whole effect is flatter, less animate. And the wings don’t appear.”
Traversed Bridge was watching her fixedly. She realized she had just said the same thing as he: the replica was soulless.
“Would it be possible,” Tate said, “to work out some sort of shared custody for the painting? I can imagine an arrangement where the original would be on loan to the Manhu for a period of time, say twenty or fifty years, and then travel back to Sarona for the same amount of time.”
Stony faces greeted this proposal. Rue had told Tate what the Manhu intended to do with the portrait; he was trying to make them admit it.
“Accept that the portrait is the property of the Manhu,” Farrow said, “and we can discuss its future. Until then, there is no point.”
She is a wily one, Rue thought. She saw the trap.
Tate said, “We are prepared to offer you the originals of the other artifacts if you will accept shared custody of the portrait. It’s a reasonable compromise.”
Traversed was already shaking his head.
With a steely gentleness, Tate said, “Please consider the time and expense of defending this claim if it goes to court. You will be trying it in a Saronan court, before a Saronan jury. Aldry is deeply beloved here.”
Traversed Bridge’s face was a wall of resolution. “Would you leave one person suffering in prison for the sake of redeeming a few others? This is not a balance sheet. You can’t weigh souls on a scale and say four make one not matter.” He turned to Rue. “You want us to ask for something that means nothing to you, something easy to give. I’m sorry, we can’t.”
“Ask for anything but Aldry,” Rue said.
“Your people made her up,” he said. “You can remake her.”
No one had anything to answer then, so the meeting was over. They would meet again in court.
How did he craft his case?

He made it on a frame of steel,
He wove the body of sandalwood,
He decorated it with feathers,
He filled it with rushing rivers.
What do we mean by steel, sandalwood, feathers, and rivers?

The frame of steel was justice.
The sandalwood was steadfast.
The feathers were eloquence.
The rivers were compassion.
And what scale was used to judge?

What ruler can measure the past?

 
Rue Savenga was, at heart, an uneventful person. She had always tried to do the right thing within her safe, unremarkable life. She had never considered herself the kind of person to take a courageous stand. That was the realm of ideologues and fanatics.
Now, she found herself thrust into an event that forced her to ask where her basic boundaries were. What line couldn’t she cross? How far would she go to defend her core beliefs?
What were her core beliefs?
The wanton destruction of art, she found, was where she drew her line. It was an act so heinous she could not stand by and let it happen. So when the museum’s attorney asked if she would testify in court, she agreed. She was willing to fight to save Aldry from the flames, even if her own reputation burned instead.
The trial was held in downtown Orofino, in a tall, imposing courthouse where monumental sculpture, marble, and mural dwarfed all who entered, in order to strike them with respect for law. When Rue arrived, there were two groups assembled in the park facing the courthouse, shouting at each other. Public interest was so high that the trial was to be broadcast, and opinion was split. Half of Sarona saw Rue as the defender of their heritage, and would execrate her if she lost. The other half saw her as the defender of long-ago injustice. They would execrate her if she won.
The courtroom’s air was busy with hushed conversations when she entered. It was a tall and cylindrical space with a skylight above and stylized, treelike pilasters of polished stone lining the walls. A large circular table stood in the sunken center, surrounded by tiers of seats crowded with press and other witnesses. Rue took her place on the side of the table reserved for the museum’s representatives and their witnesses; on the other side sat those testifying for the Manhu. The judge and clerk sat in the neutral spaces between, facing each other. Rue knew two of the expert witnesses she was facing—magisters from the university who could establish the Manhu-Atoka connection. She nodded to them without smiling.
The aim of Saronan law was to reach a resolution, not necessarily a victory for one side. Each side argued its case, the judge proposed solutions, and if no agreement could be reached, the jury imposed a compromise. But this trial was to be conducted with only a judge, not a jury. Rue had no idea what the calculations had been on either side; perhaps it had something to do with the impossibility of finding a jury whose mind was not already made up.
The judge called on Caraway Farrow to begin the proceedings by stating the case of the Manhu. She did it succinctly: the artworks had been illegally seized by Saronans in the act of suppressing an Atoka religious observance. The Atoka had suffered grievous harm as a result. Now, the return of the items was a vital step toward righting injustice and reviving Manhu cultural practices.
The case that Farrow presented was logical and unflinching. An ethnologist told how the art had been looted, and a historian gave the story of the Atoka genocide and exile to Radovani. A geneticist and a linguist established the Atoka-Manhu connection.
“And do they still speak the Atoka language and practice Atoka culture?” Farrow asked the linguist.
“No,” the magister replied. “But there are old people who remember enough of what they were told as children to reconstruct some of it. Now they are very interested in reviving the language and culture. Our records will be valuable in the effort.”
Last, Farrow produced a power of attorney from the Whispering Kindom, designating Traversed Bridge as their representative on Sarona.
Tate challenged none of it, except to establish that there was nothing in the evidence that precluded a different remnant of the Atoka turning up in future, with contrary demands. He also extracted an admission that the Whispering Kindom was not the only kin group among the Manhu, and that the others had not expressed their desires. Farrow asked Traversed Bridge to address this last objection, as court procedure allowed.
“If there is any difference, we can work it out among ourselves,” he said softly, staring at the table. “We should have that right.”
It occurred to Rue that he had not looked at her once during the whole presentation.
The court recessed for lunch, and reporters scrambled out to record their summaries in the hallway. Rue and Tate left by a back door to avoid them. She had a feeling of dread.
When the trial resumed, it was the museum’s turn. Ellery Tate spoke in an avuncular, easygoing manner. Rue knew it to be an act, but it was an effective one. He gave the argument they had crafted together. “We maintain that this is not a simple case of stolen goods,” he said as if it ought to be obvious to all. “The portrait of Aldry, and its tragic story, is the patrimony of two separate cultures—that of Sarona and of the Manhu. In fact, it has played a more vital role in Saronan history than on Eleuthera, and it has an ongoing role as part of our process of remembrance and acknowledgment of the painful past. Sarona needs this artwork. We seek only to share it with the Manhu.”
Tate called on Rue to give a presentation about the role the Aldry portrait had played in Saronan art, history, and literature. It was her expertise, and it was easy to demonstrate Aldry’s centrality. “We have constructed our own cultural identity around this image and its story,” she concluded. Looking straight at Traversed Bridge, she added, “We love and honor her, because we also are her descendants.”
For a second, he raised his eyes and met hers.
In a low voice, Tate asked, “Magister Savenga, what will the museum do with the portrait if our request is granted?”
“We will keep it in trust for future generations,” she said. “However, we will be willing to loan it to Eleuthera, if that can be done safely. We want to assure that it is preserved and seen by all who wish to see it, forever.”
“And has Traversed Bridge told you what the Manhu wish to do with it?”
“Yes. He said they wish to destroy it.”
For a second, the courtroom was utterly silent. Then there was a stir, till the judge called for order.
Tate turned to the judge. “Sir, we submit that the Manhu seek to make an irrevocable choice. Their plan precludes any possibility of compromise. Once they destroy it, we can never go back. Sarona values this artwork, the Manhu don’t. It is . . .”
“That’s not true,” Traversed Bridge interrupted, looking at him for the first time.
“Are you saying Magister Savenga is lying?”
“No. She is right. We want to destroy it, in keeping with our tradition. That doesn’t mean we don’t value it. We value it in a different way than you—not as a piece of property but as a living ancestor whose desires must be respected. We want to honor her wishes.”
“We cannot call her to testify,” Tate said.
“I must do that for her,” Traversed Bridge said.
“That is hearsay.”
“I would not lie.”
“You may be mistaken.”
“I am not.” He turned to Rue, addressing her directly. “I am sorry to cause you pain. But that is the only way for us to be free of our pain. It has been building for generations. It is our parents’ pain, our grandparents’, clear back to Even Glancing. We carry it around with us, always. We must do this to free not just her, but ourselves.”
Rue leaned forward across the table, speaking directly back to him. “But here’s the thing, Traversed Bridge. This is not an ordinary object. At some point, great art ceases to be bound to the culture that produced it. It transcends ethnicity and identity and becomes part of the patrimony of the human race. It belongs to all of us because of its universal message, the way it makes us better.” She paused, drawing breath. “Yes, it has a ghost. The ghost speaks to all of us, not in words but in our instinct toward beauty and goodness. We are better for having seen it. If it burns, something pure will pass from the world. Do you really want that?”
Their eyes locked together. Traversed Bridge looked as if he was in a vise, and it was tightening. At last he looked down.
“Do you wish to change your request?” the judge asked him.
Slowly, he shook his head. “No. I have to do this,” he whispered.
“Then the court will recess for half an hour,” the judge declared.
Tate was optimistic during the recess, but Rue felt no sense of satisfaction. No matter what happened, someone would be harmed. Far fewer would be harmed if the museum won; but that was like weighing souls on a scale.
When the trial resumed, the judge surprised everyone by announcing that he would give his decision, skipping the usual negotiation of compromise. “Mr. Tate is correct, the Manhu request precludes compromise,” he said. “What they seek is an irrevocable right, and they have already rejected anything short of that.”
Rue’s heart leapt. The judge went on, “However, all the eloquent arguments that have been advanced here do not alter one fact: the portrait is a piece of property, and that is the law that must apply. The museum received stolen property. It was done in ignorance that the true owners survived, but the law is still the same. The Manhu are the owners of the property, and it must be returned to them.”
The courtroom erupted into noise: jubilant noise on one side, agonized protest on the other.
Tate looked staggered. “I had no idea he would decide the case on such narrow legal grounds,” he said to Rue. “We can appeal.”
Rue knew that her director would not want that. He wanted to get this controversy behind him as quickly as possible. She might be able to persuade him, but . . .
“No,” she said. “The law is our cultural heritage, and we have to respect it.”
Across the table, Caraway Farrow was hugging Traversed Bridge in joy; but he did not look joyful. His eyes were once again downcast, avoiding Rue’s. He looked exhausted.
I need to reconcile myself, Rue thought. I need to stop caring.
But not yet.
How did she travel?

They would have sent her by lightbeam,
Fast as a flash,
“I’m afraid to be shaped in your memory,” it said,
“Your sorrows and your exile.”
You cannot argue with light.
 
The artifacts could not be sent to Eleuthera by lightbeam, because what would emerge at the other end would be mere replicas of the originals, robbed of their ghosts. The fastest express ship that could be chartered would cost a fortune and take almost sixty years; but a Saronan capitalist pledged the money, and it was settled.
Rue oversaw construction of the capsule in which the artifacts would make their voyage. In the six months it took, crowds thronged the museum to see Aldry one last time. It was like a funeral. An endless procession passed by her in heartbroken silence.
On the day she came off display, Rue watched the gloved art handlers lower her into the cushioned case where she would be sealed in a nitrogen atmosphere to prevent aging. Rue wanted Aldry to arrive as perfect as she set out.
“Shall we close it up?” an art handler asked.
Rue looked one last time at that young, mysterious face. The expression hadn’t changed. Rue wanted to remember it, since memory was all she would have.
“Yes, close it up,” she said, and turned away. She would never see Aldry again, she thought.
But she was mistaken.
When she comes back the sky will brighten,
Old men will play at cards,
Teachers will review their lessons,
Cooks will stir broth in their kitchens,
Ghosts will not cry in the night.
We will be free of the past.
What good is the past?

 
Rue was a vigorous ninety-five years old when she realized that fifty years were almost up, and if she were to take the lightbeam to Eleuthera, she could arrive there in time to meet the ship carrying the artifacts.
It was not an easy decision. She would not age a second during the trip, but the rest of the universe would see ten years pass. And on the journey back, another ten years. Everyone of her generation would be dead by the time she got home, and everything she knew would change.
On the other hand, the Aldry trial had been the pivot point of her life. When she looked back, everything before it seemed to have led up to that event, and everything after had followed from it. She had spearheaded an effort to change the law—not just Saronan law, but interplanetary law—so that artifacts of surpassing cultural and historical value could be considered by different standards. A case like Aldry’s would never again be decided as if she were a sack of potatoes. It was Rue’s most important legacy.
Not to go to Eleuthera would mean choosing to miss the end of the story that had shaped her life, and that gave her an unsettled feeling. She wanted to be present at the end, however tragic that end might be.
Secretly, she cherished a glimmer of hope that sixty years would have changed the minds of the Manhu. Once they saw the artwork they would want to save it.
And so one day she closed her eyes on Sarona and opened them on Eleuthera. She had expected someone from Eleuthera University to meet her at the waystation, but instead, the small group waiting for her was led by Traversed Bridge. She recognized him instantly. He had aged well. He still wore his hair long, though now it was streaked with gray, and his eyes were feathered with wrinkles. The biggest change was that he now looked confident and happy.
“This is Softly Bent, the woman who chose me,” he said, “and our eldest daughter, Hanging Breath.”
The two women were dressed in embroidered jackets, with their hair neatly coiled in buns on top of their heads. They both had a determined look that made Traversed Bridge seem positively easygoing by comparison.
They collected Rue’s baggage and Traversed led the way to a rented electric groundcar. He drove, with Rue in the seat beside him. The city around them was a hive of activity. Everything seemed shiny, new, and under construction.
“I’ll take you to your hotel so you can rest up,” he said.
“Thank you. I’m too old for this interstellar travel nonsense.”
“Tomorrow, we will go to the university to open the shipping capsule.”
“It has arrived?”
“A couple weeks ago. They have had it in storage, acclimating.”
“Good. I am glad they are treating her well.”
He glanced at her sideways. “People are quite curious about why you are here. There are some who think you have come to snatch her back. If they are guarded with you, that is why.”
“They can rest easy,” Rue said. “The decision can’t be unmade, unless the Manhu change their minds.”
“That is what I told them.”
They drove on a while in thoughtful silence.
“Did you ever build your dam?” Rue asked.
He smiled. “Yes. You will see it, if you come to our village.”
“Of course I will come to your village. I’m not going to travel all this way and not visit the Manhu.”
He nodded, but glanced at her again. “They made a song about me,” he said.
“About your role in the trial, you mean?”
“About my journey, the trial, everything. And they gave me a new name when I got back. It is a great honor. I am now called No.”
“Why No?”
“Because when people kept trying to get me to do this and that, and accept less than we wanted, I kept saying no.”
“Hmm,” she said. “That would be fine, except that the right answer is almost never ‘no.’ The right answer is ‘maybe.’”
“I will tell them you said that,” he said, amused. “You are in the song, you know.”
“I can imagine. Probably the wicked woman guarding her treasures like a dragon.”
“No, in our songs, dragons are lucky.”
She decided she liked Traversed Bridge. Of course, she had never disliked him. She had always thought his convictions were misguided, but sincere and deeply held. But then, so were hers.
The next morning it was an ethnologist from the university, Magister Garrioch, who picked her up. He was a young man with a curly blond beard and a worried expression. Leading her to the car, he told her how he had done his dissertation on the Manhu, and had profound respect for them—“But this Immolation idea that No picked up on Sarona is just plain crazy.” As she settled into the car, he paused before shutting the door. “Can’t you persuade them not to go through with it?”
She gave a wry laugh. “I tried that once. It didn’t end well. Anyway, what makes you think I would have any leverage?”
“No is key to this,” he said. “He is deeply respected, and he respects you.”
“If that is true,” Rue said, “he started respecting me as soon as I stopped trying to persuade him of things.”
Looking frustrated, Garrioch went around to the driver’s seat and started the car. After several blocks Rue said, “I take it there is nothing you can do to prevent the Immolation?”
He shook his head. “Whenever I try to argue, No points out that the Manhu were promised freedom when they came to Eleuthera. He gets really legalistic about it.”
“I’m afraid we taught him that,” Rue said.
“Unfortunately, his argument goes right to the core of our values here. We really believe in freedom.”
“Even freedom to do stupid and self-destructive things?”
“Even that—as No keeps pointing out. Infuriating old man.”
“He was an infuriating young man, too.”
Since Eleuthera had no proper museum facilities, the university was storing the shipping capsule in the basement of their humanities building. When Rue and Garrioch arrived, they found Traversed Bridge waiting along with a delegation of seven Manhu. They looked out of place in the youthful bustle of the glass and brick lobby. All but two of them were elderly women dressed in drab gray. Traversed Bridge introduced Rue to one who seemed to be their leader. “Magister Savenga, this is the Kin Mother of the Whispering Kindom, Vigilant Aspire. She is my aunt.”
Respectfully, Rue said, “I am pleased to meet you.”
Vigilant was a tiny, aged woman, but her eyes were quick and watchful. She regarded Rue with polite suspicion.
Magister Garrioch led them all downstairs into a room off the loading dock, where the shipping capsule waited, still sealed after its long journey. A conservator and two students stood waiting in white lab coats. There was an air of hushed anticipation.
“Vigilant Aspire, would you care to break the seal?” Garrioch said.
She stepped forward and undid the latch. As Garrioch and Traversed Bridge raised the lid, a sigh of old nitrogen escaped. Inside, the artifacts rested in their cushioned cradles. The room was silent as the conservator and her helpers lifted the pieces one by one onto a waiting table: first the drum, then the carved baby, the eggshell, and the knife.
There was a moment of consternation when that appeared to be all. Rue said, “The portrait is underneath.”
The students lifted the tray that partitioned the capsule, and the artwork was revealed. They tilted it vertical so everyone could see.
There were gasps. Aldry looked exactly the same as in Rue’s memories from sixty years ago. She shone, radiant, even in the industrial lighting of the workroom, with her wings revealed. She had never looked so beautiful. Rue felt a painful exaltation at the sight. It had been years since anything had made her feel like this.
Vigilant Aspire’s cheeks were wet with tears. She looked reverent, moved to the bottom of her soul. Rue looked at Traversed Bridge. He also was staring at Aldry, a hint of sadness in his gaze.
The Kin Mother moved forward and raised a hand as if to touch the artwork. Rue suppressed an automatic urge to give a warning about the delicacy of the surface. It was no longer her responsibility—or her right. The Manhu owned the artwork now.
Vigilant brought her lips close to the painting and whispered something to the girl with the wings. Then she stepped back, overcome. Another old woman put an arm around her shoulders.
The Manhu spent a long time examining the artifacts and the artwork. The room seemed to fill with their emotion, tangible as smoke. Traversed Bridge hung back in order to let the others see everything, and Rue took a seat beside him. “What did she say to Aldry?” she whispered to him.
“She welcomed her home,” he said.
At length, the students returned everything to the capsule and latched it again, and Traversed Bridge made arrangements to have it picked up in a truck for the journey to the Manhu village of Threadbare. Rue learned that Magister Garrioch was going to accompany them, and arranged to ride with him.
They set out the next day in a convoy of cars, escorting the flatbed truck carrying the capsule, strapped down under a tarp. It was a long drive into misty, forested hinterlands. The farther they drove, the higher the mountains became and the worse the roads, till they were following a bumpy dirt track that writhed along the sides of sheer gulches, precipices above and chasms below. It was late afternoon when they rounded the shoulder of a mountain and saw a wide valley open up before them: green, terraced fields, a sparkling river, a bridge, and a cluster of tile-roofed homes. The convoy stopped so they could call ahead to announce their arrival and the women could change into brightly embroidered jackets.
“It doesn’t look threadbare at all,” Rue said to Garrioch as they stood at the side of the road looking down on the village.
“Not now. They have made enormous progress in the last fifty years, especially since they put in the dam.” He pointed, and Rue saw it. She had expected something of earth and wood, but instead it was a sheer crescent of concrete, cutting off a narrow gap in the mountains upstream.
Traversed Bridge walked up to them. He saw where she was looking and smiled. “What do you think of it?” he said.
“It’s amazing, Traversed. I can’t imagine how you built it out here.”
“We had to set up a plant to make the concrete,” he said. “We imported the steel sluice gates and machinery, but we did it all with local labor. It took a long time.”
“It’s a great achievement. A wonderful legacy.”
“Yes,” he said, gazing at it proudly.
The rest of the convoy was ready to proceed. “Would you like to ride with me?” he asked her.
She surveyed the situation, then shook her head. “Thank you, but I think I’d better stay in the back of the parade. This is for you and your people.”
He nodded, and headed to his car.
When they came down the steep hill into the village, they found the road lined on both sides with people dressed in their brightest clothes. The convoy passed between jubilant villagers shouting, singing, pounding on drums, and shaking rattles. After the last car passed, the people crowded into the roadway, joining the procession as it threaded through the narrow streets and downhill toward an open plaza near the river.
The vehicles stopped in front of a large community meeting house, and the crowd pressed around them. Two young men jumped onto the bed of the truck and threw the tarpaulin off the capsule. All noise ceased as they unlatched the cover and threw it back. One of them picked up the drum and held it overhead so everyone could see, then passed it down to someone in the crowd. The other objects followed. Then, after a moment of puzzlement, they uncovered the portrait and raised it high between them, showing it to the crowd. It flashed iridescent in the sun, and there was a collective gasp. For a moment, all was silent; then someone began to sing. Others joined in, till the whole crowd was singing solemnly, in unison.
“It’s a welcome song,” Garrioch said to Rue.
The two men descended from the truck and began to carry Aldry around the town square so everyone could see her. The people holding the artifacts fell in behind. The crowd drew back reverently to let them pass. Everywhere, people wept in joy.
Rue realized that Traversed Bridge had come up and was standing beside her, watching. She said, “I am glad to see them so happy.”
He nodded. “They have known nothing but pain for so long. Generations. You can see all that pain pouring off of them, washing away.”
He had been proud of the dam, but now his pride came from a deeper spot. This was his true legacy, Rue thought. Surely now he would reconsider throwing it all away. Aldry herself was the true persuader.
After circling the crowd twice, the procession of artifacts passed inside the community hall, and people started lining up for a chance to see them all again. The sun had dropped below the mountain to the west, and the air was growing chilly. A festival atmosphere had taken hold. Five musicians began to play on pipes and drums, and brightly dressed girls formed a ring for dancing.
“Would you both do me the honor of staying at my home tonight?” Traversed Bridge asked Rue and Garrioch.
“Thank you, that would be lovely,” Rue said.
Reminded of something, Traversed said, “Just don’t ask my wife if you can help with anything. It will offend her.”
“Of course.”
His home was close to the center of town, as befitted a leading citizen. It was a large structure with a concrete-block first floor and a second floor of stained wood, with intricately carved shutters and rafters. The windows glowed bright and welcoming, and electric lanterns hung from the eaves.
Inside, grandchildren were everywhere. When Traversed Bridge’s daughter saw the guests enter, she hustled the youngsters off to another room. Traversed offered the guests something he called “wine,” which turned out to be a potent distilled liquor. They could hear bustling from the kitchen. A young man who bore a striking resemblance to the young Traversed Bridge peered into the room curiously, and Traversed went to give him some sort of instructions.
Garrioch whispered to Rue, “No is a little hard on his son. The poor fellow can never live up to his father’s standards.”
“No doesn’t remember what he was like at that age,” Rue whispered back. Or maybe he does, she thought, and doesn’t want to be reminded.
They ate a bountiful dinner with the other adults, and then Softly Bent showed Rue to a shared sleeping room with five beds. Tired from the journey, she decided to turn in early, and fell asleep to the sound of music from the town square.
The next morning she got up just after sunrise and went out, intending to walk to the river. Early as she was, a crew of Manhu were already in the square, building a cone-shape wicker framework that towered ten meters into the air. She sat on a bench in front of the community center, watching them work with a sense of foreboding.
Garrioch came into the square, took in the scene, and saw Rue. He came over to her.
“It looks like they’re going through with it,” he said grimly.
“Yes,” she agreed. The workers were placing firewood and charcoal inside the conical framework.
“Maybe we should leave.”
“No,” she said. “Our presence may be a deterrent. There may be something we can do.”
He looked sick at heart, but sat down next to her.
All through the morning people came, carrying belongings to hang on the wicker pyramid, or to heap around it. They brought blankets and clothes, food and furniture and fishing tackle, baskets, birdcages, books, and baby cradles. Children contributed drawings they had made and toys they had treasured. Old women brought intricate embroideries, and craftsmen gave up their carvings and tools. Everything valuable, everything treasured, was added to the pile.
By noon it was a massive tower, and men on ladders were filling the upper tiers. Vigilant Aspire came into the plaza, leaning on Traversed Bridge’s arm. He brought her slowly over to the bench where Rue and Garrioch sat, and they rose to let her have their seats.
“Are you leaving?” Traversed Bridge asked the visitors.
“No,” Rue said, facing him with determination. “We are going to watch.”
He hesitated, taking in her expression, then looked away. “As you please,” he said.
He walked off to find some other people in what was by now a large crowd of two or three thousand. Rue watched as he led a group of four others into the community building. They emerged with each one carrying an artifact. The crowd made way as they proceeded at a stately pace toward the pyre. Each artifact was handed up to a man on a ladder, who attached them high up on the framework. Last of all, Traversed handed up Aldry, and the worker hung her at the very pinnacle of the pyramid. The sun flashed on her wings, spread like a silver bird.
As the ladders were taken away, some musicians started playing a song on reed pipes and drums, and the crowd gathered round, singing. When the song ended, the musicians threw their instruments onto the pile and drew back. Five men came forward with cans of kerosene and started splashing it on the lowest tier of the pile. The square was so quiet, a child’s voice asking a question echoed loudly, and laughter rippled through the crowd.
The five men soaked long-handled torches in the kerosene and lit them, then looked to Traversed Bridge for a signal.
Rue could no longer hold her peace. She pushed through the crowd to where Traversed Bridge was standing. “Traversed,” she said, and he turned. “For pity’s sake, stop this madness.”
His face looked set, like concrete. “You don’t have to stay.” Then, as she refused to move or back down, the emotion he had been holding back broke through his control. “You didn’t have to come at all. Why are you even here?”
“I did have to come,” she said. “I do have to witness, for my people. So you will know the pain you are causing us.”
“What about our pain?” His voice broke on the words. “Your people never cared about that.”
“Is that what this is really about? Revenge for wrongs we did to you?”
He drew a breath, gathering control. “This isn’t about you at all. It’s about us. Our chance to reclaim who we are.”
“By destroying everything you have achieved, everything you have to be proud of?”
He looked up at Aldry. “Even Glancing will live in our songs,” he said. “She will still be radiant in our memories. But she will be free. And so will we.”
Rue realized that the men with the torches were still standing by, waiting for Traversed to give them the signal. The entire crowd was watching silently.
He nodded for them to go ahead. The men turned and thrust the torches deep into the pile. The fire kindled right away, blue kerosene flames licking upward. The crowded square was utterly silent as they watched the fire climb higher and higher. Rue wanted to flinch away, not to see, but she forced her eyes to stay on Aldry as smoke billowed around her.
She felt Traversed Bridge take her hand, and she gripped tightly as she saw the portrait start to scorch, then blacken, then kindle. The flames were now roaring skyward, and they engulfed Aldry, hid her. Finally, the whole wicker contraption collapsed, and everything fell into one flaming pile.
There were tears on her face, though she didn’t know how they had gotten there. She wiped them away and turned to look at Traversed Bridge. His face was also wet.
“We have to leave now,” he said.
The whole crowd was moving, exiting the square. Traversed Bridge walked back to help Vigilant Aspire to her feet, and Garrioch came to Rue’s side. “Do you want me to bring the car?” he asked.
“No, I can walk to it.”
They found themselves caught in a tide of people, cars, and animals leaving the village. The narrow road was clogged, and Garrioch’s car could move no faster than the general pace. Several times they stopped to pick up elders whose legs had given out, or mothers carrying babies, until the car was full and people were riding on the hood and bumper.
When they came to the wide spot on the mountain where they had paused the day before to look out over the village, the crowd stopped moving. Everyone gathered to look out over their homes, and the bonfire still smoking in the center. Rue and Garrioch got out to see what was going on.
Traversed Bridge’s rental car brought up the last stragglers, and he got out to survey the scene. Then he took out his phone and made a call. Everyone was looking west to where the sun hung low on the shoulder of the mountain.
A puff of smoke bloomed from the midpoint of the dam, and seconds later came the sound of the explosion. A gap appeared in the concrete wall; then, slowly, the top started to collapse and water poured out. As the whole midsection of the dam crumbled, a massive brown gusher erupted. Gathering speed as it passed down the valley, it took boulders and trees before it, foaming as it washed toward the village.
At Rue’s side, Garrioch was groaning. “I can’t watch,” he said. She couldn’t take her eyes away. The water swept into the village, smashing buildings, engulfing the bridge, and spreading out to wash over the fields.
So much effort, so much progress, and now the Manhu were back to the poverty where they had started.
The reservoir continued to drain as the sun set, and the drowned valley fell into shadow. Everyone seemed to be preparing to spend the night where they were—lighting campfires, spreading blankets, gathering in family groups. Garrioch turned to Rue for guidance. “Should we leave?”
Rue looked around her. She didn’t want to abandon them all like this and go back to the city’s comforts. “If they can sleep on the mountain, I can sleep in the car,” she said.
He looked relieved—partly not to have to drive the mountain roads all night, but more so not to have to make a decision, she thought.
They dined on some nut bars and fruit chips that Garrioch had in the car; it was more than some of the Manhu had. Then, as night fell, people started singing around the campfires—lilting, happy songs that the children could join, and that masked the sadness.
Rue woke before dawn. The scenes of the day before kept running through her head. When the sky started to lighten, she left the car with Garrioch still sleeping in it. The mountain air was chilly, but the sky was clear.
She was not the only one awake. Out on the edge of the cliff overlooking the valley, Traversed Bridge was sitting, his back to the camp, looking out into the void. She walked over to join him.
Below, the place where the village had been was a sea of mud and debris, a brown wasteland. Nothing had survived. Upstream stood the breached dam like an ancient ruin.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
He paused a long time. “No,” he said. “It’s hard to give it all up. But anything worth doing is hard.”
It didn’t follow that anything hard was worth doing, she thought, but left it unsaid. He already looked broken.
“What will you do now?”
“Start over,” he said heavily. “Or at least, my kids will.”
She was silent then, wondering how anyone could bequeath such devastation to their children.
As if hearing her thoughts, or thinking them himself, he said, “I did it for them. So they would never have to wonder if they were truly Manhu.” He looked up at her. “We don’t want to be like you people of Sarona, you Hoarders. We don’t want to drag our past behind us. It’s too heavy for us to bear.”
They fell silent again. The sun peeked over a gap in the mountains, lighting the valley below them.
“Look,” he said, pointing upstream. Above the dam, a large flock of birds was circling. They shifted course, then came down the valley, till they settled in a cloud on the flats where the village had been.
“Maybe they’re replanting our fields,” Traversed said, smiling.
Rue could almost see the flash of silver wings.
What good is the past?

The past is everything lost.
The past is never again.
The past doesn’t feed anyone.
Only the future does that.




Laws of Impermanence

Kenneth Schneyer
 
IT IS SAID that Archimedes was asked by the King of Syracuse to authenticate a manuscript. King Hiero had received what purported to be Alexander of Macedon’s own copy of the Iliad, brought out from the Library at Alexandria itself. He sent envoys to Egypt to ask whether Alexander’s Iliad had indeed ever been housed there, and whether it was now gone missing. In the meanwhile, he hoped that Archimedes could shorten the task by assessing the provenance of the scrolls by inspection.
The mathematician performed a perfunctory examination; the scrolls seemed old, but he suspected that the signs of age could be faked. Nor did he know whether scribes in Alexander’s time, in the part of the world where Aristotle had had it made for his pupil, used materials or techniques that he would be able to distinguish. It was an interesting puzzle.
Then the next day, as he was laboriously copying out his customary four duplicates of the notes for his latest treatise and eating a boiled fowl, Archimedes had a sudden realization. He rushed out of his house, shouting “Eὕρηκα!” and ran into Hiero’s palace with the grease of his meal still on his hands and beard.
“The fake will be too accurate, King!” said Archimedes.
“What?”
“Correctors have devoted themselves to the works of Homer since at least Aristotle’s time. Compare your Iliad to a new one. If it is of recent vintage, then it will have not had time to accumulate the inevitable transmutations wrought by the years. Alexander’s copy would have changes in all of its lines by now!”
The text of Hiero’s Iliad was examined and, indeed, it was nearly a match for the versions in the correctors’ shop in Syracuse. The giver of the bogus book was throttled, and the king gave Archimedes a gold-and-silver tiara.
◆◆◆
 
November 15, 1927
Naomi,
 
I’m writing this in a hurry and I’m going to put it someplace safe. I hope to God that you’ll never have to read it, that I’ll be able to tell you in person. But I thought I’d better get it down on paper in case the worst happens.
I’m frightened that Philip wants to kill me. He threatened to do it right after the divorce, and I almost went to the police, but he never repeated the threat, and I thought I was safe.
But today I’m not so sure. A neighbor on the island who’d been down at the port said she saw a tall man with a beard and a coat that sounded just like Philip’s, and I’m afraid he’s come here to do what he said he’d do.
I’m going to try to get away right now, to hide somewhere on the other side of the island. But if, God forbid, I wind up dead, remember: It’s Philip who killed me.
I’ll put this in the inlaid wood box you love so much. It can’t be out where a stranger (or Philip) can see it, but I want it somewhere you’ll look.
 
Love always,
Shula
◆◆◆
 
Amita marched to the client meeting as if she were going to the public square to be whipped. Technically they weren’t even her clients, and she wished that were an excuse to avoid meeting them today. But she was the senior T&E partner, and so there was nothing for it.
The five of them were seated in the coziest of the conference rooms, right out of a movie about intestate succession: soft upholstered chairs with high backs and paintings of boats and rivers on the paneled walls. They looked sad but expectant. She didn’t see any indicators of hostility between them, which was a good thing under the circumstances. They’d have enough hostility for her to make up for any lack.
After her introduction to the widow, children, and children-in-law of the late Jacob Biton, she began, “I’m sorry to have to tell you that there is a problem with your father’s will.”
Ethan Biton, the son, spoke first. “What sort of problem?”
Amita took a deep breath. “We don’t appear to have a reliable original.”
“What do you have?”
“We have two originals which we can’t rely on at all.”
“How can that be?” said Leah Biton, the daughter. “I thought lawyers always kept five copies of wills.”
“We do,” said Amita, “and we have a clerk reconcile the copies every year, correcting aberrations that have arisen in any of them in the intervening months. We have a similar procedure for contracts, pleadings, client communications, and so on.”
“So, what happened?” asked Leah.
“As best as we can determine, the will was misfiled, placed in an entirely different section of the firm archives which is used for short-term, disposable documents. Three of them were destroyed. We’re not sure why the other two survived; they turned up in yet another file after an extensive search.”
There was a long pause. Then Ethan said, “So nobody has looked at them for twenty-five years?”
“That’s right,” said Amita. “And you know what that means.”
“Shit,” said Leah.
◆◆◆
 
In his Physics, Aristotle declared that textual transmutation accelerates over time, and that its rate depends on the length of the manuscript. No one questioned this doctrine until after Gutenberg, when it was found that even moveable type metamorphosed on its racks. Galileo Galilei was the first to test Aristotle’s assertion by rigorous experiment, creating multiple copies of manuscripts of various length, as well as printed books, and examining them against correctors’ copies repeatedly over a period of a decade. He determined, first, that all texts transmute at the same rate, roughly one word out of every fifty in a year; second, that this rate does not change with time; and third, that all changes are what he called “sensible,” meaning that they fit logically within the framework of the larger document and do not betray themselves by presenting apparent gibberish. Indeed, it was his assertion that the Holy Bible would be no less prone to sensible transmutation than secular texts that eventually led to his censure and permanent house arrest.
But it was Isaac Newton who demonstrated that textual transmutation was an inherent property of writing itself, devising his three Laws of Impermanence and describing mathematically the forces that make them inevitable.
◆◆◆
 
Melissa, the young widow, spoke up for the first time. “Where does that leave us?”
“It’d damned well better leave us somewhere,” said Ethan. “Because I can’t imagine a more outrageous screw-up. Mis-filed? A will? And nobody caught it for a quarter-century? How big is your malpractice insurance policy?”
Amita looked around at them. “You are perfectly right to be angry. The error was unforgivable, and I don’t expect you to forgive it. However, we do have options. Although it’s rare, unexpected transmutation of a will has occasionally happened before. Broadly, there are three routes we might pursue: first—and this is the most desirable—if all the potential heirs and devisees agree on the terms of the missing will, then the court is empowered to enforce those terms. This won’t work, however, if someone disputes the terms and presents testimony or other evidence to support their objection.”
Amita saw a look pass between Leah and Ethan; neither of them looked at Melissa, who bit her lip.
Amita continued, “Second, if it’s clear that a will existed and that it wasn’t destroyed by the testator, then the will can be reconstructed if there is clear and convincing evidence of its terms.”
“What sort of evidence?” asked Leah.
“The memories of people who were present when the will was made, witnesses who signed the originals or who were told things by the testator suggesting the contents of the will, terms that were in previous wills that were replaced by this one, terms appearing on whatever transmuted drafts exist. Obviously this is the most difficult course, although in some cases it goes smoothly.
“If neither of the previous options works, because the parties can’t agree on the terms and there’s insufficient evidence to prove them, then the deceased is treated as if he had died intestate, which means that the assets will ultimately be distributed to his heirs at law.”
“Who are his heirs at law?” asked Leah.
“Well,” said Amita. “Since Jacob was married when he died, under the laws of intestate succession, his wife, Melissa, is his heir.”
“His only heir?” asked Ethan.
“Yes,” said Amita. She did not add what they all certainly knew: that a will made twenty-five years ago, while Ethan’s and Leah’s mother was still alive, would contain no provision at all for Melissa. “Of course that is our last resort, since we do know that he made a will, and therefore intended his estate to be settled otherwise than by intestate succession.”
“And that we lack a will only because of your carelessness,” said Ethan. Amita decided not to respond to that remark.
◆◆◆
 
Newton’s Laws of Impermanence could not account for the fact that no one had ever actually seen a textual transmutation in progress. Indeed, it was always known that an observed piece of text did not change and could be prevented from doing so by uninterrupted vigilance. Various theories were developed for why this should be true; Rutherford and Michelson conducted separate experiments in which it was shown not only that the transmutation did not take place under observation, but that the Galilean rate of transmutation commenced with the end of the latest observation, rather than the completion of the text.
It was finally Werner Heisenberg who demonstrated that no such observation was possible. He proved that, at the moment of transmutation, the original and altered states of the document exist only in terms of probabilities, and that the act of observation has the effect of reducing those probabilities to certainty. “No document,” he famously remarked. “Is ever in the process of transmutation. It is either in one state or another; transitional states are an artifact of human expectation and not borne out by the evidence.” This observation had lasting effects on both physics and popular culture.
◆◆◆
 
November 15, 1927
Naomi,
 
I’m writing this note on a bad day; I’m going to put it someplace it won’t be stolen. I don’t know whether I want you to read it; I’d rather tell you in person. But things are awful, and I don’t know what may happen, so I think I’d better get it all down.
I’m very worried: This business with Philip is killing me. He’s said terrible things since the divorce; I wanted to tell someone, but what good would it do? He’s been harmless; he’s not the one I should be afraid of.
Now everything’s worse. One of my neighbors described a man who reminded me of Philip—just a few details—and my fears and self-doubt have started up all over again. I don’t know what I’m going to do.
Maybe I should get away, leave the island altogether. But if I can’t hide from the worst, if you see this after I die, then I tell you: Morally, Philip is responsible for my death.
I hope you’ll find this where I put it, in the inlaid wood box.
 
Love always,
Shula
◆◆◆
 
Leah said to Amita, “I think it’s really important that we enforce Dad’s wishes, whatever they were. I mean, if we came up with our own agreement, we wouldn’t be honoring his memory.”
Ethan shook his head. “I don’t agree. Dad’s not here, and much as we might want to honor him, the most important thing is to prevent conflict between all of us.” He motioned around the room. “If he wanted something that’s going to cause strife, then under the current circumstances that could mean, well, litigation, couldn’t it?” He directed that last question to Amita, but she had the feeling it was aimed at the widow.
Amita nodded. “Unfortunately disputes over inherited or bequeathed property can be the most long-lasting and acrimonious, because—forgive me for putting it this way—the conflict is often about personal relationships as much as it is about money. And speaking of money, you’d each probably need your own counsel if there were to be such a dispute. Naturally we will enforce your father’s will if we find out what it was, subject to the limitations of law. But if we’re uncertain about that and have to piece it together, then an agreement between you all is far preferable to anything else.”
“What do you mean, ‘subject to the limitations of law?’” asked Ethan.
“Well, this state enforces the spousal forced share: if a will does not bequeath at least half of the estate to the surviving spouse, then that amount is distributed to the spouse anyway, and the remainder of the assets paid according to the terms of the will.”
Ethan’s and Leah’s eyes widened in surprise, but Melissa’s expression didn’t change. She already knew, thought Amita.
Leah persisted. “But—look: legacy and inheritance is a really important thing in our family. Our grandmother died when our father was only a child, and our grandfather Philip had to raise him alone. Dad never got to know his mother’s wishes for his life, and neither did we. Our grandfather died when we were all small children, so we didn’t really know him either. It’s like we’ve been cut off from the past our whole lives.”
“This is hardly the same thing,” said Ethan.
Melissa said quietly, “I don’t want any trouble, and I especially don’t want to argue with Jacob’s children, who have been very kind to me as a relative newcomer in the family.”
Amita said, “Let me suggest the following: it’s possible that Jacob left behind some other documents or records that might allow us to piece together what was supposed to be in the will. It’s even possible that he wrote an entirely new will, which wouldn’t be surprising after a second marriage. Why don’t you all scour the house, his place of business, anywhere else he might have stored things, to find those records?”
“But won’t they have transmuted as well?” asked Melissa.
“Certainly,” said Amita. “But if we can compare his notes to both of the existing transmuted wills, we might be able to do a parallax interpretation that would let us determine, to a much higher degree of certainty, what those intentions were. That would simplify things.”
They agreed to try.
◆◆◆
 
After the Council of Nicaea, the integrity of the Gospels, the Letters and Acts of the Apostles, and the Revelation of John were maintained by the Order of Saint Lucius of Athens in the Hall of Memory in Rome. The holy scriptures were laid out in great open scrolls, or in individual pages, throughout the Hall of Memory. A Lucian monk stood continually before each of these pages, maintaining vigil so that it could not mutate. The watch changed at matins, prime, sext, and vespers, daily. Over time, the monks assigned to care for each page committed it to memory, so that, in case of an interruption in the vigil (as occurred during invasions of Rome or other dislocations of the Holy See), they could correct such small transmutations as would occur during that time.
Priests and monks outside of Rome also made a practice of rereading their Bibles frequently to preserve the purity of the Word, but they could not do it frequently enough to prevent all changes. Therefore, once every five years, fresh copies of the scriptures were sent by the Holy See to the far corners of Christendom, to correct such corruptions as were naturally wrought by time. Of course, transportation of these approved Bibles would often be delayed by weather, roads, or pestilence, so that the blessed text might not reach a far diocese for a year or even two. The courier was obliged to take a Brother of Saint Lucius with him to peruse the book constantly, or else to make frequent stops in order to read the pages and retard their changes. If he failed to do so, as much as a tenth of the text would have been altered, and the congregation left with corrected Gospels that might be, in some ways, as badly corrupted as those they already had. Much consternation and spiritual torment arose when a new Consensus Version arrived in Scotland or India. Another strategy would be for one of the monks of Saint Lucius to visit a church and produce a new copy of the scriptures from memory.
It was Martin Luther who first declared that no priest had the authority to redact or correct the Gospels. Ultimately the Protestant faith and the doctrines of Sola Scriptura and the “priesthood of all believers” decreed that any three or four Christians could, from memory, at any time, correct transmutations as they occurred without the intervention of priests.
The followers of John Wesley, however, believed that the transmutations in texts were preordained by God, and so forbade the redaction or correction of the Bible. Each family thus had its own unique version of the scriptures, altered by the years and cherished as the special message of the Divine.
◆◆◆
 
When the family returned to Amita’s office two weeks later, they had found new evidence of neither the original terms of Jacob’s original will nor a new one, and Amita hadn’t been able to turn up any witnesses who had records or recollections of it. But remarkably, they’d come to a consensus on how the estate should be distributed, and were willing to sign a joint petition (in quintuplicate, of course) memorializing that agreement.
Amita was surprised because of the tension she was sure she’d felt between the widow and the children from the prior marriage. But the terms were quite sensible: Melissa was to receive sixty percent of the estate, and Ethan and Leah would split the remainder between them. The estate was large enough that, with sufficient care in the stewardship of the assets, they could each live comfortably for the rest of their lives.
Those proportions told Amita’s experienced eye that there’d been some genuine negotiation. She knew better than to ask what had happened to put them in such happy accord, but apparently her poker face wasn’t very good today, because Ethan noticed it and smiled. “When we were looking through the attic and everything, we found a bunch of my grandparents’ old things.”
“That’s wonderful,” said Amita, not getting the point. “It’s like finding a treasure trove, isn’t it?”
Leah nodded. “We even found—well, we even found something my grandmother Shula wrote before her death. It was in this old inlaid box; it must have been up there for decades. I’m not sure it had ever been opened before, and it—” Her voice caught for a moment. “It told us things about the end of her life that we never knew before. It was this precious gift, this insight into our family’s past. And, well, it just seemed to us that we didn’t want to lose our history with each other.” She reached over and squeezed her stepmother’s hand. “There are so many families that get torn apart over money, and we just didn’t want that to happen to us.”
“I’m so glad,” said Amita. “I can have the paperwork ready for you in a week.”
◆◆◆
 
In ancient times, authors took it for granted that the transmutation of their works would render them eventually unrecognizable from their original forms. Literature was regarded as a transient, momentary thing, to be savored in the brief time after which it was written. Only authors of serious philosophical, mathematical, or scientific treatises, persuaded that they were imparting significant and lasting wisdom to the world, made efforts to maintain the integrity of their originals. They would make multiple copies of each new work, then use those copies to correct each other.
Sometimes transmutations took on a canonicity of their own. Eighteenth-century productions of some of William Shakespeare’s tragedies, notably King Lear, used transmuted texts in which the endings were happier, as where Cordelia survived and married Edgar. Walt Whitman, who stacked copies of his oeuvre in a cupboard in his Camden home, released later editions of Leaves of Grass with his favorite transmutations left in, and turned to some of the more striking changes as inspirations for other works.
During the Romantic period, literary critics became fixated on the authenticity and purity of the one “true” version of a work that left the author’s pen. They held that, since the truth of the work was the truth of the author’s mind and soul, any change was a corruption, and only the first version mattered.
The Structuralists and the New Critics argued that changes in a text were irrelevant, since any literary work comprehensible by human beings would inevitably draw on the same universal icons and narratives and would consequently teach the same lessons on the human condition. Both Campbell’s theory of the “hero’s journey” and Frye’s work on the “green world” comedy stemmed from comparisons between multiple transmuted versions of particular texts and demonstrating the consistent similarities between them.
The Post-Structuralists, however, maintained that it was an error to privilege either the similarity between different versions or the primacy of any particular version. Derrida rejected the binarism between the “original” and “transmuted” texts, maintaining the pointlessness of looking for similarities between them.
By the late 20th century, some authors insisted on treating each transmuted version of their books as a separate work of authorship. In the United States, the Copyright Act of 1976 provided that an author’s original copyright in a work also pertained to transmuted versions whose text had not changed by more than twenty-five percent from the original, and that the author could claim ownership of more highly transmuted versions only by registering separate copyrights in them.
◆◆◆
 
November 1, 1927
Naomi,
 
This is the worst day. I want to make sure you read this note, because I can’t bear to tell you face-to-face. Bad as things are, I know what’s going to happen, and I have to leave a record.
I haven’t been able to stand myself since the divorce with Philip. Everything he said about me was true, and there’s no one I can turn to. I ruined his life, and I’ve made a mess of my own. I haven’t told anyone; what would be the point? I’m the one I’m afraid of.
Today was the last straw. All my neighbor did was tell me something that made me think of Philip, and my self-loathing has come back with a vengeance. I can’t stand it anymore. I know what I’m going to do.
There is nowhere to run from myself, no island where I can hide. When you read this, please try to understand. Nobody is responsible for my death but me. I know how much pain this will cause you. Forgive me.
I’m sorry that you’ll have to find this and read it. I’m sorry it had to be in the beautiful inlaid box.
 
Love,
Shula




Sinew and Steel and What They Told

Carrie Vaughn
 
I AM CUT nearly in half by the accident. The surviving fibers of my suit hold me together. I am not dead.
And this is a problem. I expected to die in this job, in my little scout runner, blasted apart, incinerated, torn to pieces with nothing to recover. All that would follow would be a sad memorial service with a picture and an old set of boots on a table. That is how scout pilots usually die. But I am just cut almost in half. And the doctor on my ship, Visigoth, is very good.
My biologics are mostly shut down with shock, though I’m dutifully trying to monitor the pain. It’s all-enveloping, a fist squeezing my brain. My mechanics are in full self-repair mode, overheating because there’s so much to knit back together. Because of them, I have survived long enough that I will probably not die. This is going to be awkward.
From my own internal processor I send out an emergency signal to piggyback on ship comms, so that maybe someone can come and explain.
On autorecovery, my half-exploded runner manages to slam into its berth on the Visigoth and rescue crews are standing by. Once they seal all the locks, I try to help them peel me out of the cockpit but it’s not really working. There are many pairs of hands and shouting voices.
“Graff, stop, lie back, you’ll be fine, it’s fine, it’s going to be fine—”
I might laugh at this.
The dock crew and medics are full of panic and repressed horror at what they must be looking at. Then I am horizontal, fully supported, no strain at all on my body, which feels wet and wobbly, and the pain is lead weight on every nerve. Fingers pry at my eyelids, a light flashes, and I see him, Doctor Ell, who is also my lover. He has a pale face and a shock of blond hair and intense eyes, and his whole expression is screwed up and serious. I want to pat his shoulder and say everything will be fine but nothing is working. So I look at him.
“I’m sorry,” I murmur.
“Graff, no, what are you talking about?”
“You’re about to find out I faked my medical scans.” I try to smile.
He stares. “What?”
A medic’s voice interrupts. “Doctor! God, look at this—”
Finally, happily, I pass out.
◆◆◆
 
Five other people are in the room when I wake up. Ell and Captain Ransom. A support medic, standing by. Two guards at a door that has never had guards at it before.
“When will he wake up?” Ransom asks.
“He’s awake now,” Ell says. He must be watching a monitor.
I’m listening hard—I can hear heartbeats, if I focus. I think I can open my eyes. But I can’t move anything else. There’s a fog; I battle past it.
“Am I paralyzed or on medical restraints?” My voice scratches.
Some rustling as the guards flinch, like they didn’t believe I was awake. The medic perks up.
“Drug-induced paralysis,” Ell says.
“So both.”
“Yes.”
“Because of the injuries or because of everything else?”
Nothing for a long pause, then, “It would be better if you lie still for now.”
“Okay.” I sigh. My lungs still work but feel like they’ve been scrubbed out with pumice.
Ransom curses and begins to pace. He doesn’t have a lot of room and his steps fall hard. His presence always seems to expand to fill whatever space he’s in. It’s actually a comfort right now. Ransom is here, he’ll fix everything.
My processor seems to be fine. Ell didn’t mess with it when he had a chance to look inside me. The self-repair has settled down; I’m still recording. I check the time; it’s been two days since they pulled me out of the runner. Diagnostics say I’m . . . mending. Mechanics repaired. Biologics will need more time. I took a beating. But Ell didn’t try to dig in or disconnect anything important. He could have, if he’d wanted to.
I have a lot of questions. I imagine they do, too. We try to wait one another out. My eyes open to a dimly lit ceiling in Medical. I want to see Ell but he’s standing back.
Ransom and Ell finally break at the same time.
Ell says, “How did you fake the scans—”
The captain says, “You sent a signal—”
I chuckle. I can’t help it. This would be funny if it weren’t me. Ransom curses again.
“This isn’t funny,” Ell says.
“No, I know that,” I reply. “I’m sorry.” I would laugh outright except it hurts too much, because if I had thought about it before the accident, what Ransom would do if he ever found out about me, this is about how I’d have expected it to go. My ongoing chuckle comes out like a cough.
Ransom is losing his temper. “Graff—”
“Let it go. You know how he is,” Ell says.
“I thought I did.”
I stop chuckling. “Ask me. Ask me everything.”
Ransom starts. “Are you dangerous?”
“Yes. I mean no. Not to any of you.”
“Graff, you’re not helping,” the doctor says.
“What do you want me to say?” I murmur.
“What are you?” the doctor asks.
“Human.”
“No, you’re not—”
“I didn’t fake the DNA records, just the physiological. Look at the DNA.” I’m tired. But I need to get through this. I need to know what they’re going to do with me.
Ell has touched every inch of me. He must have thought he knew me.
“When was all this work done? How . . .” Now Ell is pacing. “I’ve seen cybernetic implants, but this . . . this is extensive. This is part of your nervous system. Work this extensive should kill anyone . . . but you don’t even have any scarring from it. It’s all perfectly integrated. How?”
They think I’m dangerous. They think I’m going to go off like a bomb. “Can you send the kids out, please?”
The two guards, the medic. They’re not kids, of course they’re not. I know them all; I trained with them. But I outrank them. Another long, taut silence follows.
“I’m not going to hurt anyone,” I insist. My head is throbbing. “There are more secrets than mine here. I’ll tell you and the captain but no one else.”
Ell comes to my shoulder, a syringe in hand. I can’t flinch, I can’t resist. He pumps the liquid into a tube already connected to my body somewhere that I can’t see.
“For the pain,” he says gently. “Your vitals are spiking.”
He touches my shoulder, naked under a thin sheet. I almost start crying. My blood stops pounding quite as hard. Nerves fray a little less. Ell steps away. I want to reach for him.
“Drugs work on him at least,” he says to the captain.
“Do you trust him?” Ransom asks. A question that cuts. He’s always trusted me before.
“I don’t know,” Ell says.
I think I might start crying. I wait. We all wait, in air thick with anxiety, like trying to wade through gelatin.
“Marcel, Xun, Brown. You’re dismissed,” Ransom says finally.
“But sir—” He must give them a look, because no one complains further.
They leave reluctantly. Ell murmurs reassurances at them. They all take second, third looks at me. I wonder what the ship’s rumor mill is saying. It will never be the same.
“All right, Graff,” Ransom says. “How . . . what . . .” He waves his hand at me, shakes his head.
I’ve never explained this; I’ve never needed to. I don’t regret having to do so now. It’s how I’m going to survive. Assuming they believe me and trust me at the end of it.
“It’s done in utero,” I say. “It’s grown. Artificial gestation, of course, but that’s—”
“Oh starry fuck,” Ell curses.
I’ve never heard him say ‘fuck’ in all the years I’ve known him. This is probably going to go badly for me.
“Is that even legal?” Ransom asks.
“I’m not sure. It’s certainly not ethical,” he says.
Except it is. It is for us.
“Why didn’t you say anything?” Ransom asks calmly. I recognize the tone, the resolve, that he now knows what the problem is and is closer to figuring out what to do about it. “Why not tell us what . . . about this? Why bother hiding it with fake scans?”
“Because we don’t tell anyone.” This drops even harder than the first confession.
“We,” Ransom says.
“I hope you understand what I’m trusting you with, telling you this. I’m trusting you.” This is a plea. I am vulnerable. I trust them. Not that I have much choice. Or I could shut myself off. Burn out my processor, keep all the secrets. But I don’t want to.
“We,” the captain repeats. “You sent a signal. At least, the signal originated from your position. It tried to sneak out on ship comms.”
“But you blocked it before it got out,” I say. And start chuckling again. “I thought that might happen but I had to try. I . . . I wanted someone to come and download my processor in case I didn’t make it.”
“How many of you are there?” he asks.
“Not as many as you’re afraid of,” I say.
“Fuck, Graff, what am I supposed to do with you?” Captain Ransom asks.
“I don’t know, sir. Right now I think I would like to sleep. But I’m a little wound up.” I need to know I’ll wake back up again, if I go to sleep. I’m not sure right now.
“You should be dead,” he said. “If you were anyone else in a runner that blew up like that you’d be dead.”
“Yeah, I was sort of thinking if I ever blew up in a runner there wouldn’t be enough left for anyone to learn about any of this.”
“Bad luck there,” Ransom says, deadpan.
“Yeah.”
“I’m about to kill you myself,” Ell says. Then to Ransom: “We should let him sleep.”
“Does he really need to sleep? All those wires . . .”
“Yes, I need to sleep. And eat. And everything else.” Sex. I need that, too. Just maybe not right now. Where did Ell go? They’re conferencing in the back of the room. Like they can’t bear to look at me. I try to stay awake, so I can explain some more, but the painkiller is also a sedative and it pulls me under.
◆◆◆
 
The very best thing I ever ate was ice cream with pieces of dark chocolate and brandied cherries mixed into it. Decadent and comforting at once, served at a too-fancy café with real wood furniture and paneled walls. They made everything themselves with dairy from real goats. I remember thinking, this, this is what it’s all about.
I got that memory out on a previous download, at least.
I try to send out another message, masking it as a trojan and slipping it in with another signal before the comms operator notices it. But they’ve got the whole room jammed. I can’t access anything, not even the medical computers.
This is bad. I’m not Graff anymore; I’m a thing on a table. Explaining hasn’t helped.
I can’t explain it, that’s the problem.
The memories are pristine. I’ve got them all stored away, and with them the emotions that goes along with them. The flush on my skin when Ell asked if he could buy me a drink like he was making a dare. The flush on his skin when I said yes, because he hadn’t thought I would. This was right after he’d come on board as ship’s doctor; we’d been in a station-side tavern that was too dark and loud with lots of people dancing. Two days of leave and better make the most of it, right? Ransom had been there, rolling his eyes at the both of us flirting like it was a contest. And only a couple hours later, out in a quiet corridor, I put my hand on Ell’s neck, gently pushed him against the wall, and kissed him.
That was a good night.
I write the best after-action reports because I remember. No one ever questions it. I just have a good memory, right? I can still feel the exact sensation when the reactor on the runner blew out, my gut parting like taffy as shrapnel went through it.
Leave that memory and go back to that first night with Ell. That’s better. Close my eyes, slow my breathing.
Checking my processor, I know exactly when I’ve slept and when I haven’t. I fall in and out of sleep all day. The door opens, waking me. There are footsteps. I try to look and still can’t.
“Doctor?” I ask, rasping. I’m getting hydrated through a tube in a vein, but my mouth is bone dry.
Ell appears next to me. I sigh, relieved. I shouldn’t be relieved.
“What’s happening?” I ask. I’d meant to ask for water.
He turns away, and my heart lurches. But he’s back a moment later with a bottle and straw. “Drink,” he orders, and I do. “Better?”
“Yeah. What’s happening?”
“Are you a spy?”
“What? No.” I mean, I don’t think so? Would they think I was, if I told them everything?
“Because Ransom thinks you’re a spy.”
“For who?”
“I don’t know. For whatever you are.”
“How bad am I hurt?”
“You should be dead. Your spine was severed. At least I thought it was, but then . . . it fixed itself.”
“Yeah, it does that.”
“You’ll be on your feet in another week, and I’ve hardly done anything but hook you to a feeding tube.” He’s offended that he can’t take credit for saving my life.
“I’d be dead without the feeding tube. That stuff needs calories.”
Flustered, he sighs. “What are you?”
“I’m me.” That will never be a good enough answer. “What is Ransom saying?”
“He suggested dissection. I think he was joking.”
I chuckle.
“It’s not funny,” Ell says.
“No, I guess not.” I look at him because I don’t know how much longer I’ll get to. My smile feels a bit ridiculous.
He doesn’t smile. He’s pursed and worried and hurt.
I can move enough to breathe. This takes a deep breath to get it all out. “I would like to be able to move, if you think I might be ready to stop with the nerve block.”
“I’ll have to ask the captain.”
“So it isn’t for medical reasons.”
“No.”
Yeah, this may not go well. “I’m not a spy, I’m not a danger to you or anyone, I would never hurt this ship or anyone on it. Where is Ransom, let me talk to him—”
“He doesn’t trust you. Not after this. You lied—”
“I didn’t!”
“The medical scans? You hacked into the ship’s computers and hijacked my diagnostics systems! You always scanned out as an ideal textbook human and now I know why!”
“Yeah, okay, I guess that was sort of like lying.”
“Graff.” He says it as a reprimand. He’s wondering if everything was a lie.
“I was raised by the ones who provided my genetic material. I have parents. Does that help?”
“It might.” He gets up, puts the bottle of water on a table.
It’s infuriating, not being able to see anything, except that I’m too drugged to be really furious about anything. “Captain’s listening right now, isn’t he? On a monitor? Is he outside the door or what? Or does he have marines ready to storm in if I do something screwy?”
“You can’t do anything, you’re immobilized. Unless the drugs really don’t work on you and you’ve been faking it.” He raises a brow, as if this is a question.
“Well, fuck.” I seriously can’t move. He knows this. I roll my eyes at the ceiling, as if I could get Ransom’s attention that way. “Okay. Captain? Remember the time you had me sit in a runner out on that asteroid for two weeks waiting for those pirates to show up? And remember how you didn’t tell me why you wanted me to sit on that rock, or for how long, or anything?”
“Graff—”
The door to Medical slides open, slides shut. Footsteps. And Ransom says, “So you wouldn’t anticipate and launch your burn too soon and spoil the trap.”
“Right!” I exclaim, excited, probably too excited, because Ell appears in my peripheral vision, looking at a monitor and frowning.
Ransom continues, “It’s not that I didn’t trust you—”
“No, see, that’s the thing. It was a good plan, and it wasn’t about you trusting me. I trusted you. I’d have sat on that rock for a year if you told me to.”
“Now you’re just trying to guilt me into listening to you.”
“Yes. Yes, I am. Also, I want to keep on following your crazy plans. They’re kind of fun. You know what I was thinking, when I was stuck on that rock?”
“How you were going to kill me for not telling you?”
“No. That I couldn’t wait to see what you had planned. I knew it’d be good.” And it had been. Lots of explosions. “And I was thinking of how many drinks you were going to owe me when I got back.” Those had been my first words when I got back to Visigoth, sweaty and stinking from being cooped up for so long: “You owe me a drink, sir.” He’d laughed. I’d known Ransom since flight school, almost right after I left home. I can’t imagine what this looks like from his end. I’ll never make it up to him.
The captain’s voice is taut. “This might have been easier if a switch flipped and turned him into some killer robot.” He’s talking to Ell, who grumbles.
I ask, “Why didn’t you burn out my processor when you had me open, right after the accident?”
The doctor says, “I didn’t want to hurt you.”
“Doctor, can we have a word?” Ransom says. I can picture him jabbing a thumb over his shoulder, but he never enters my line of sight.
Ell nods, looks at me one more time. “Do you need anything? Anything critical to your current state of health, I mean.”
“You?” I ask hopefully.
He looks away. The door shuts, and I close my eyes.
◆◆◆
 
I spend the next two days trying to think of exactly the right thing to tell Ell and Ransom that will make everything all right and get everything back to the way it was. Or at least have them not look at me like I’m a villain in a bad drama. And I think I’ve got it. I stay awake by sheer force of will. Assuming I ever get to download again, whoever gets the package is going to know every inch of this ceiling. It’s got just the littlest bit of texture, like a partially worn pebble. The gray is rather pleasant once you get used to it.
The door opens. Many footsteps enter. My heart rate increases. The pain is so much less than what it was but that makes it harder to lie still. I want to sit up. I want to use my hands when I speak.
Ell appears at the side of the table. I get it all out in one go before he can say anything.
“It’s the stories. The stories, the experiences. Everything. A computer could do it, but then we wouldn’t get the . . . the experience. The hormones. The dopamine. The endorphins. The meat and nerves of it all, right? That’s the important bit. We go out into the galaxy and collect stories, and then we bring them home. It’s who we are, it’s what we do. And love, we go out to find all the love we can and try to keep it . . .” This ship is full of love and I’m afraid I’ve broken it. “I’ve never had to explain it before and I know it doesn’t make sense—”
Ell studies me for a long time. He seems calm. Some decision has been made.
“Love?” he says, his tone even.
“Yeah. Just like that.”
He lowers his gaze, raises a syringe full of some ominous liquid.
Well. I tried. I set my jaw in what I hope is a picture of fortitude. “This is it, then.”
“This is what?” he asks.
“You induce a coma and ship me off to some military R&D facility. Or is this . . . I mean, you wouldn’t.”
He gets this very familiar—delightfully familiar—frustrated look on his face. Like he’s about to snarl. “I wouldn’t what?”
“Just finish me off.”
“God, Graff. No.” He injects the syringe into the line. “This is probably going to hurt. At least, I think it’ll hurt.”
“It already hurts.”
“I wasn’t sure you could hurt, after I saw all that metal. Until I looked at your readings.”
“You know me, Ell. You do.” I finally catch his gaze. His familiar, shining gaze. He sort of looks like he’s about to cry, too.
Then there’s a warm rush though my veins that hits my heart and all my muscles seem to melt into a dull throb. I groan, but it’s kind of a relieved groan because I can wiggle my fingers and toes now and that feels pretty good. My processor’s diagnostics hum away; I’m still not optimal but stress levels are decreasing.
“Warned you,” Ell says, leaning in. “Now don’t move. You’re still not entirely in one piece yet.”
“Okay.”
I reach out, touch his hand. Just brush it, then let him go because I don’t want to scare him. He jumps a little. His breath catches. But he stays near.
Finally, I can turn my head to look at the rest of the room. Captain Ransom is standing there, arms crossed. And someone new is with him. She appears female, fine boned, with short-cropped red hair and a wry frown. A smirk. A judgment. I’ve never seen her before, but I know who she is. Tez, her name is Tez. My circuits hum in proximity to hers.
I look at Captain Ransom. “You let the signal get out after all.”
“I did.”
“Why?”
“To see what would happen. She showed up a day later. Do you people just hang around in deep space waiting for edge-of-death signals?”
“Yes,” Tez says calmly.
“I’m not dying actually, it turns out,” I say awkwardly.
“You had a close call,” she says.
“Very.”
“Is it a good story?”
“I’m not sure.”
She comes to the table, holds out her hand. I take it. The spark of a circuit completing pinches my palm, and hers.
The download takes a few minutes. I get all of her memories as well. It’s like meeting an old friend from home. We’re all old friends from home. It’s kind of nice. I’m not sure I can explain that part of it to Ell and Ransom.
Tez holds my gaze, and in hers is forgiveness and understanding, along with the mildest of reprimands.
You convinced them, I tell her.
No, you did or I’d never have gotten your signal. They wanted to be convinced. You know you should meet up with someone to download a little more often, don’t you?
Yeah, I just get distracted.
But is it a good story?
It is. I’m sorry I told them about us.
No, you’re not.
The connection breaks. She takes a breath, resettling herself into her skin. Looks around. Sees Ell with new understanding. He ducks his gaze, self-conscious.
“So. They know,” she says, just to get it out in the open.
Tez can take me back home for this. If I can’t keep the secret, then I can’t be allowed to travel. But . . . I’m valuable. I almost start whining like a child, telling her how valuable I am, out in the universe, collecting stories.
“I trust them,” I say.
“They may not want you to stay.” She looks up, around. “He’s afraid you won’t want him to stay.”
“It’s a lot to take in,” Ransom says flatly. “I confess, I’m not sure what to do next. I was hoping you might tell me.”
But she doesn’t. She asks, “Graff does a lot of good where he is?”
“He does,” Ransom says. I wasn’t sure he would.
“Thank you, sir,” I murmur. But it’s Ell’s decision that matters most, and I look at him next.
He says, “I can purge all the files from the accident and recovery. Go back to the faked scans. Keep that secret. With the captain’s permission.” Ell looks; Ransom shrugs. I want to laugh at the back and forth but that would probably be bad so I don’t.
“You want him to stay?” Tez asks Ell.
“I do. I think I do.”
She looks at me. “Graff?”
“Is it going to be weird? It’s going to be weird, isn’t it? Me staying.”
“Yes,” Ell says. “But I think you should stay anyway.”
We both look at Ransom. He’s like a rock, his chiseled expression unmoving. He says, “Yeah, it’ll be weird. For a while.”
She smiles, her brow crinkling. “I like them.”
“Yeah, me, too,” I say.
Tez brushes off her jumpsuit. “Captain, if you can spare the time, I wondered if someone on your crew might take a look at my ship? Just a routine once-over.”
It’s not very subtle. He looks at her, then at me, then at Ell. He raises his brow. “All right. This way.”
He actually flashes a little bit of a wry smile over his shoulder as they leave. Then Ell sits by the table and gives me the most exhausted, long-suffering, and sad look I’ve ever seen.
I’m also exhausted, which is frustrating. I’ve slept enough. “I was never going to tell you because I couldn’t tell you and it didn’t make a difference anyway and I’m sorry.”
After a hesitation, he touches my forehead. He ruffles my short hair, looks me up and down like he’s studying me. Studying his handiwork, or maybe he’s really looking at me.
“I have a lot more questions,” he says.
“Yeah, I know.”
I open my hand. Wait for him to make the move. And he puts his hand in mine.




Not This Tide

Sheila Finch
 
Oslo, December 2035
 
EMBARRASSING ENOUGH THAT the press were hailing her as the first centenarian to be awarded the prize. Limping across a stage to accept it would never do. Worse still—forgetting what she wanted to say.
Time to look over her speech again. She’d put her extensive notes somewhere in the hotel room when she first arrived, record of a long life of activism. There was a time when Mary hadn’t needed notes to give a speech, but lately she feared her mind was becoming increasingly dreamy.
Where had she put the notes? Her grandson would’ve scolded that she hadn’t committed them to some form of electronic storage. Of all her offspring, and her offspring’s offspring, she’d felt most bonded to this one. In any case, there was something about writing the old-fashioned way with a pen that appealed to her heart.
As if thinking about her grandson called him into existence, the hotel’s comm system pinged. Her heart jolted as she read the name of her caller. The small control panel that had appeared urged her to touch a button, and a small hologram of Gabriel stood on the table before her.
“See, Abuelita,” he said, smiling at her. “Modern technology isn’t so very awful after all.”
“Worth it to see you as well as hear you.”
“I’m so sorry I couldn’t get away to be with you—we were working right up to the last minute. I want you to be the first to know.”
His expression was joyous, bubbling over. She couldn’t make out the room behind him. He was a post doc at Princeton; she really didn’t need to see lab equipment to know that.
She had a sudden thought—maybe he was calling to tell her he was finally engaged? She’d hoped so much to see that!
“Sit down, Abuelita. This is astounding news.”
“Tell me, Gabe, before I have to rush away.”
“Yes, I understand. Such a wonderful honor—you really deserve it.”
A slight tap on her door and Catalina looked in. “Mama—We need to be ready in about an hour!”
If her daughter saw who it was, she’d want to talk too and she wasn’t ready to share Gabriel, even with his mother.
“Have you reviewed your notes?” Catalina came into the room.
Agitated, she tried to block Catalina’s view of the comm unit and its displayed hologram but succeeded only in knocking the thing off the table onto the floor. The hologram vanished.
“Ah! Now look what I’ve done!”
“It’s not broken, Mama,” Catalina said. “Besides you don’t have time right now for chatting. Do you need my help with your notes?”
Irritated, she waved Catalina away.
◆◆◆
 
Might as well do something while she waited. Reviewing her notes was a good idea. Where had she put them?
Small lights followed her around the hotel room as she searched. The notes weren’t on the coffee table, nor in the drawers of the bedside chest. She opened the suitcase still on the folding stand. Empty. Surely she could do this without notes? Doctor Mary Aragon had plenty of experience, often in the heat of crisis! Yet in many ways, she was still a creature of the twentieth century she’d been born in, only reluctantly giving in to the advances that swept over her, a tidal wave of technology engulfing her stubborn insistence on taking care of herself without help. That was nonsense. Hadn’t everything good and useful in the world been accomplished with the support and goodwill of others? Wasn’t that to have been the theme of her speech tonight? Surely she could remember enough to give her speech!
Instead of a flood of memories, there was a sudden terrifying blank in her mind. She slumped into a chair that conformed to her contours.
The sensation ebbed slowly.
Nerves jangling, she sat stiffly in the gilded chair by the window. Outside, the street lamps made golden confetti of the snow. Above them, the dark sky glittered with helicars arriving early for the ceremony. How strange to be in this room, in this city, looking back over a long life of dangers overcome and success achieved, love found and taken away too soon, children and grandchildren, given and taken away.
And now, at the last, this great honor.
English Channel, December 1944
 
The next swell threatened to upend the converted fishing trawler and dump them all in the Channel. Harry Forrest’s stomach rose into his throat, and he clenched his teeth to keep from vomiting. If this is what it took to defeat the Nazis, then he’d learn to manage. The Margaret Hyde thumped down into the bottom of the trough in a wall of spray that stung his eyes and nose. The cargo, food supplies for the fort, shifted. A crewman checked on it. The navy seaman took a hand off the steering wheel to adjust his cap.
In the bow, a lieutenant, returning from his allotted two weeks off, smoked a cigarette and chatted with the Royal Artillery sergeant accompanying the new replacements. Senior Service, Harry recognized the expensive cigarette from its smoke. Diesel, the fishy smell of the Channel threatened to defeat his control; cigarette smoke was a relief. A private who’d been through basic training in Colchester with him clung white-faced to the boat’s gunwales, his control already defeated. A sour smell added itself to the mixture.
Their destination wasn’t so far beyond the mouth of the River Thames, but in this contrary sea it had taken them almost half the afternoon. The sky was already darkening into a long December night. He’d be spending Christmas out here. He’d miss watching his girls empty their Christmas stockings, shrieking with excitement over the little packages, the shiny apples wrapped in tinfoil, the rare orange.
Best not to think about his family right now. More immediate problem: If the boat was swamped, they’d all be in the water.
He thought of the Cockney PTI at Colchester, screaming at the new recruits in the regiment’s cold swimming pool. “You friggin’ buggers don’t learn to swim, you’ll all drown first time you get your little plates wet!” Harry didn’t give much for their new skills if the boat overturned in this angry water. More than his feet would get wet. They’d been issued life vests, but this sea would laugh at life vests and swimming lessons.
He tugged the collar of his great coat up and resettled the waterproof cape he’d been issued. His boots were waterlogged, his gloves soaked. Tendrils of fog slipped past the Margaret Hyde like torn shreds of sail. He could just make out one of the structures of the Maunsell fort they were heading for—one of three such forts, anti-aircraft platforms just off-shore, designed to protect London. He watched the silhouette grow, appearing and disappearing in the mist.
The trawler’s captain bawled something at them, words carried away in the wind. The message was clear anyway. They were about to dock.
The seaman steered the Margaret Hyde broadside to the small wooden dock attached to one of the fort’s concrete pillars. At one end of the dock a small yellow lifeboat bobbed in the swells. A soldier shrouded in a bulky yellow sou’wester waited with a mooring rope. The sea tossed the boat up and down, threatening to smash it and its passengers against concrete and iron. The seaman caught the rope and the boat’s nausea-inducing motion calmed. Seawater poured over the sides, making boat and dock slick and dangerous.
“Right. Them as is assigned to U7, get off the bus ’ere!” Sarge yelled. “Get a move on! Gettin’ dark. Bleedin’ Jerry’ll be here soon!”
Harry got one foot up on the slippery gunwale and grabbed for the man in the yellow sou’wester. Sarge shoved him from behind, and then he was on the unsteady landing platform. Behind him, men scrambled to get the trawler’s cargo ready for the hoists.
The soldier let go of his hand as soon as Harry got his feet under him and indicated an iron ladder leading up to the fort. He climbed, clinging to the rungs with numb fingers, willing himself not to look at the waves breaking heavily against the concrete pillars. Salt-laden wind sliced his cheeks. The ladder vibrated as the others followed.
It had all come about so quickly. Less than a year ago, he’d been home with Alice and his daughters in London. Then the government had needed more troops, calling up men like himself—over thirty, married with children. Men who’d been through the London Blitz in the early days of the war, helpless to protect their loved ones, many of them seething with the desire for revenge.
You didn’t need to be a young man to be an anti-aircraft gunner. In spite of all the training so far, and all the war propaganda, he wasn’t actually certain he could actually kill a man. Anti-aircraft forts were a compromise, killing without the necessity of looking your enemy in the face.
The iron ladder disappeared into an opening in the floor of the fort and someone extended a hand, dragging him off the ladder and into dimness.
“Frame yer sen’, lads,” a young Yorkshireman with a corporal’s stripe on his sleeve said. “Durnst ’ang aboot wi’ Jerry aroun’. Welcome to U7, Shivering Sands.”
London, December 1944
 
When the air raid siren wails, Rosemary wants to switch the bedside lamp on but it’s blackout rules. Even a little bit of light seeping through the blackout curtains might be helpful to Jerry, the Air Raid Protection warden says.
Mum pushes the door open. “Come on.”
She’s carrying the pink dressing gown that used to be Margaret’s.
“Come on, dopey!” Margaret is already dressed in a pair of grey slacks with a grey blanket draped over her shoulders.
Rosemary sticks her tongue out at her sister. Margaret, being older, gets to have one of the two proper bedrooms in the flat. Rosemary has to make do with a tiny one that Daddy made out of a space at the top of the house.
Mum makes a big thing of pulling the sleeves the right way around in the pink dressing gown before she hands it to her. She knows this is because Mum’s pretending to be calm. Rosemary can spot panic in everybody. She takes her time tying the cord around her waist, adjusting the length of its big tassels. That done, she drags her special little suitcase from under the bed. It’s heavy, so many of her best bits and bobs in it.
“Mum!” Margaret shrieks. “Tell her we don’t have time for that.”
“Now, Margaret,” Mum says. “But do hurry up a little bit, Rosemary.”
Perhaps she should've left the piece of shrapnel out? No, shrapnel isn’t what's weighting it down. It's the big book about England’s kings and queens that says PUBLIC LIBRARY inside the cover. She especially likes reading about Queen Elizabeth and looking at the pictures of the queen with her courtiers. The library has been closed for two weeks now since the blast from a near-miss weakened the walls. And she dare not lose the book because Margaret says they'll come and put her in prison for stealing if she does. Even in wartime, Margaret says, they're strict about things like that.
She holds on tight to her suitcase and lets Mum tug her through the doorway and down the stairs. Mum opens the front door and Rosemary sees the neighbor, Mrs. Banbury, heading into the concrete shelter on Marigold Road. Mrs. Banbury holds her horrible stinky cat Tomkins in her arms. The ARP Warden is standing by the shelter’s door. He waves a finger at them to hurry up. A dim light shines out from the shelter.
She stares up at the sky, crisscrossed with searchlights. They’re supposed to be finding Jerry planes, but so far all they’ve found is another barrage balloon floating above London. Anti-aircraft guns thump in the distance. She likes to think that could be Daddy fighting Jerries, but Margaret always tells her that’s wrong.
“Hurry up. You’ll get us all killed!” Margaret says.
One of the bulbs up on the ceiling is out. She has to squint to see anything. Mum pulls her inside and bangs the door shut. It smells of cat pee and mothballs in here. Nasty smell. Margaret goes over to the big old cat, Tomkins, and starts petting him and making silly baby noises. The moggy closes its huge yellow eyes and purrs.
Two other people who are always there in the shelter are huddled up in blankets, old ladies who never speak to Rosemary because they don’t like children. Rosemary thinks they’re witches.
“Here,” one of the witches says to Mum. “Have a cup of tea, Mrs. Forrest.” She holds out a thermos bottle and a tin cup.
“Have a biscuit,” the other one says, holding out a battered old tin.
Margaret takes one but Rosemary shakes her head. There aren’t any other kids in the shelter because all the ones on her street have been evacuated. She doesn’t mind. She doesn’t want to go to the country anyway. It’s full of bats and spiders.
Mum has her knitting out. She’s always knitting something or other for the troops.
The muffled Bang-bang, Bang of the anti-aircraft guns begins. Then a bigger explosion that shakes the brick walls of the shelter. Brick dust drifts down from the ceiling. Even Rosemary gets scared by this sometimes, but she won’t let anyone know. Mrs. Banbury’s smelly old cat runs hissing under the bunk bed she’s sitting on, its fur standing straight up so it looks like the broom the chimney sweep uses when he comes to their house.
“Close one,” Mum says.
Her voice is calm, but her face has faded a bit, so Rosemary knows Mum must be afraid.
The shelter’s dim light goes out. One of the witches screeches. “It’s one of them new doodlebugs,” the other witch says. “Got no pilot makes them worse.”
She isn’t sure why not having a pilot makes a bomb worse, but nobody takes the time to explain this.
“I don’t know why we bother coming out here,” Margaret says in a whiny voice. “We’re going to get hit by a buzz bomb sometime anyway.”
“Not,” she says.
“Are.”
“Stop it,” Mum says. “Bad enough to have Jerry trying to kill us without you two squabbling.”
The light flickers back on again.
“Why can’t we stay in our beds, Mum?” Rosemary asks.
“You know why,” Mum says. “It’s safer here.”
“Jimmy Green says people get bombed in the bomb shelters too.”
Margaret says, “You believe everything that guttersnipe tells you?”
“Margaret,” Mum says. “Mind your language.”
“Well, he is,” Margaret says.
“Isn’t. He’s my friend.”
“I won’t tell you girls again—”
More banging and thumping outside. But it sounds like it’s happening under a blanket, so Rosemary knows the bombs aren’t falling near them.
The all-clear siren starts up.
English Channel, December 1944
 
The Yorkshireman gave him a quick tour of the fort, home of the First Anti-Aircraft Regiment, Royal Artillery, after they’d eaten in the mess. Powdered potatoes, a spoonful of faded-looking tinned peas, a couple of small sausages that were tasteless, bread and margarine. The bread wasn’t bad. Baked right here on the fort, one of the cooks told him.
He’d seen charts of the fort’s floor plans already, a central control unit with six smaller outlying constructions connected by steel mesh bridges, but reality was stark. The exterior of each tower was painted drab grey, but their interiors sported several different bright colors to make up for it. The main tower in the fort, central control for all seven, had two floors and housed officers’ quarters. The rest of the men were spread out in quarters on each of the other towers; more than a hundred men and the NCOs crowded in the fort altogether. Around the central structure, six other rooms housed the guns, four 3.7-inch Browning gun towers, a single tower housing the bigger Bofors gun, and a searchlight tower. They were joined by flimsy-looking steel cable and wire mesh walkways.
“If’n tha’s lucky,” the corporal said, “tha might get t’ sleep t’night. Sometimes, nowt ’appens, an’even t’ crew except for t’ watch gets to catch up.”
The sleeping quarters were lit by blue bulbs so the men’s eyes wouldn’t have difficulty adjusting to the dark if they were called on deck for duty. They smelled of sweat and tobacco smoke, and the sharp green odor of the sea coming in through an open window. He saw a row of five already occupied bunk beds, and one with only a single occupant, in the lower bunk. Beside each bunk was a place for clothes, and a rack to hang his uniform. The walls were decorated with the usual pinups, Betty Gable, Rita Hayworth. He had a small framed photo of his family on the beach, Margaret eating an ice cream cone, Rosemary riding a small donkey. He put it on the narrow shelf that ran the length of his bunk.
He stashed the Enfield rifle he’d been issued against the wall in the corner, wondering if he’d get to use it out here. In basic training, he’d become a bit of a sharpshooter; many’s the paper target he’d blown to shreds. Rifles wouldn’t be much use against actual aircraft. He made up the blankets and pillow so his head was over his bunkmate’s feet as he’d been taught. Quick trip to the loo and back to the bunk. He was so tired his muscles cramped as he climbed up, yet he couldn’t sleep.
Even knowing the towers were firmly anchored to the sea floor, he had the sensation of movement. As soon as his eyes closed, he felt the Channel rise and fall under the supply boat again, lulling mere humans with a false sense of security. He came from an island full of seagoing folk, but the closest he’d come to the sea was the family’s annual week at the Isle of Wight, and the ritual paddle, trousers rolled to the knees, water lapping mildly at his ankles.
He wondered how they were doing, Alice, Margaret, and Rosemary. At least the raids weren’t as bad as they’d been at the beginning of the war. Keep them safe, please . . . .
And just who was that directed at, he wondered, being that he wasn’t a religious man. He remembered his father who’d served in the Great War saying, No atheists in the trenches. He wished he did believe in a god who could be persuaded to end the war soon.
Through the small square window above the bunk he saw a patch of sky, stars bright against the darkness. The wind that had buffeted the sea earlier had broken up the clouds, leaving a sky through which a Kraut might fly his Junkers or his Dornier up the Thames to target London. If he got the chance, he’d be delighted to blow one of those Kraut bombers to kingdom come. He’d enjoy blasting them out of the sky and watching the fragments crash into the Channel.
Wide awake now, he gave up the attempt to sleep. Nobody on the top deck when he emerged, bundled in a waterproof field jacket and khaki wool scarf Alice had knitted for him. The air was biting cold with a hint of machine oil. Except for the low hum of the fort’s diesel machinery and an occasional splash—a swell breaking against a concrete pillar, or a fish jumping—the night was silent.
Two steps from where he stood, the tower housed a Browning, aimed at a forty-five-degree angle, small but a workhorse. The tower was connected to the central control tower by a tubular steel cable-and-wire mesh walkway. On the other side of the control tower, another steel bridge led to a tower from which the enormous snout of the big Bofors jutted, and beyond that central tower, radiating out, four more towers like this one. He knew that gun well from his training, knew its sound and its recoil, its strengths and its occasional flaws. He liked the sense of power firing the Bofors gave him, but he could handle the smaller ones too.
“Fired the big one before, have you?”
A man emerged from the shadows against the wall. Tall, slender build, angular face like a half-starved monk. Impossible to tell rank. Harry shrugged, unwilling to commit. You learn fast not to answer questions in the army before you know the reason for asking.
“Might have.”
“Name’s Frank.” The man held out a hand. The shielded safety lamp overhead gave just enough light to make the man’s ropy veins stand out. “Saw the Maggie Hyde arrive a few hours ago. Only got here a day ago myself. Welcome to Uncle 7. That’s our affectionate name for this fort. Maunsell Fort U7's too much of a mouthful.”
“Makes sense.” He held out his own hand. “Harry Forrest.”
“The sea was kind to you,” Frank said. “Sometimes it gets so bad out here the supply boat can’t dock for a couple of hours. Sometimes even days.”
Something hit the water just beyond his tower with a muted thump. He leaned over the safety rail to see what it was. Concentric rings of ripples showed in the dim light where the impact had happened.
“Bird,” Frank said. “Fishing. They like the moonlight.”
An alarm rattled like a wooden one he’d take to a football match, only louder, the sound coming from the central platform where the radar teams assembled, the watchers who gave early warning. Searchlights based on one of the towers jumped into the patchwork sky. The alarm cut out and the Tannoy barked orders. His heart pounded. Out here, on the Channel, they were totally exposed.
“Buzz bombs!” somebody yelled.
A sergeant who had field glasses said, “No. These are the real buggers again.”
In the sweeping lights, Harry saw the oncoming planes aiming for the open road of the Thames. He recognized the silhouettes. Junkers J 87, the bomber capable of a screaming dive to drop death on terrified civilians. The very same monsters that had done so much damage to London in night after night attacks in the early days of the war. The rumble of big engines filled the air—he felt it like a tidal wave of hatred in his belly.
Then—the deep-throated boom of the Bofors getting a line on its approaching target.
He hadn’t been given orders yet so had no idea what he should do. He turned to Frank—the man had been here a day longer than he, he’d know what to do—but Frank had gone.
Harry watched the gunners load shells into the smaller gun. The air filled with reverberations. A sergeant shouted something he couldn’t hear. Men scrambled to their positions. One of the Browns chattered angrily from the next tower over, another joined in. He felt the urge to do something, but in the army, doing something without orders was as bad as not doing something when you did have orders.
He squinted up at the approaching horde. Smaller shapes separated from the heavy shapes of the bombers. Messerschmitts, the German fighting dogs that guarded the big boys. The smaller guns would take them on. A round of Bofors 40mm tracers shot up like a flight of arrows. The big gun boomed again.
A low flying Messerschmitt peeled away, engine whining, smoke pouring out as it plunged into the water.
“You! Private!” The sergeant appeared beside him and screamed into his ear. “Gunner hit. Take his position on the Browning!”
His ears roared with the sound of the oncoming planes and the answering guns. He raced across the vibrating metal bridge to the control tower, on to the next gun tower, took position on the 3.7, slapped on the earphones. Smoke drifted over the water, a smell like spent matches. Another soldier loaded shells, his face flat in the moonlight.
Radar predictions of the enemy’s flight streamed in, orienting the gun. He peered through the range finder and found the target. The gun had to be aimed ahead of the target, where it would be, not where it was now. His hand shook as he reached for the trigger—the Pig’s Ear, gunners called it because of its shape. A geyser erupted due west of Uncle 7. Another Kraut not going to make it to London tonight.
As soon as his hand touched the gun he was calm. Streams of calculations he’d learned at Shoeburyness flowed through his mind—speed of enemy craft, speed of shells, direction. A gunner’s greatest problem: prediction. Radar helped, yes, but he had a gunner’s native belief the human brain was better. The first of the approaching Junkers was his. He fired. The sound deafened him. He fired again. And again. The gun spat spent shells out by his feet. The bombers kept on coming.
A hail of bullets spattered across the deck. One of the bombers was almost overhead. He hurriedly repositioned the gun and fired again. The Brownings might be small, but they were as vicious as bulldogs in a fight. In the confusion of flash and smoke, he couldn’t see what happened to it. Had he hit it?
It headed lopsidedly for the water, engines whining like a giant mosquito. He hadn’t missed.
And then—he had no idea how much time had passed—their part in the current battle was over. The remains of the German force headed up the river. Maybe a gunner onshore at the mouth of the estuary would catch them first. He saw flower-like bursts of flame in the distance as the estuary units came into action.
“Stand down,” the sergeant ordered.
He had difficulty hearing, deafened by the guns. If he’d been on duty, he would’ve worn ear-protectors. There hadn’t been time to get any. U7 had taken down two fighters and one bomber tonight. He’d made his first kill. There was one casualty. The gunner he’d replaced had taken a bullet in his head.
“Why’ve they gone back to manned craft, Sarge?” somebody asked.
“Beats me,” the sergeant said. “But makes no difference. Kill ’em all anyway.”
Once the adrenaline subsided, Harry was knackered. He made his way unsteadily back to his own tower and down the inside stairs to his sleeping quarters. The bunk sagged when he sat on it. His heart still raced and his skin was damp with cold sweat in the aftermath of the violence he’d taken part in. His stomach seemed to be filled with lead, and bile rose in his throat as if he were about to vomit. Drills at the gunnery school, no matter how realistic, were nothing compared to the shock of the real thing.
He’d killed a German pilot. What the hell? That was what war was about, wasn’t it? That’s what they’d trained him to do. Kill or be killed. One less devil on his way to bomb London.
In the dim blue light, legs dangling over the edge, he pulled out his smokes; his hand shook as he lit the cigarette. Us or them. That was always the way of war, winners and losers. It might’ve taken the government a while to get to him, but Harry Forrest was going to be one of the winners.
The Woodbine’s sharp smoke scratched his throat but helped his nerves ratchet down a few notches. He pulled the grey blanket over his head and slept.
London, December 1944
 
Next morning, Saturday, Rosemary sets out after breakfast. It’s very cold this morning. The sharp smell of wet, charred timber hangs on the air and small specks of soot and grit drift past the front door. There are few people on the street, but she sees Jimmy Green hurrying in the opposite direction. His dad has a fruit and veg barrow down the market and sometimes Jimmy has to help out. He sticks his tongue out at her. She ignores him and walks right past.
It’s a game the kids play after every raid. Whose house is still there? Sometimes, it’s who is still there, too. She passes a group of three houses that got bombed a month ago and aren’t interesting anymore.
There’s smoke in the sky, but she can’t see where it’s coming from, the sky is too cloudy. She turns at the corner where the pub is with the name she’s always liked, Pig and Whistle. Today it has a new sign on the chalkboard by the open front door. HITLER CAN’T BEAT US! An ARP warden stands in the doorway, talking to the landlord who’s just opened the pub for the morning hours.
She sees a small piece of shrapnel on the road and darts out to collect it. Jimmy Green told her shrapnel comes from Jerry planes that have been blown up in the sky, but Margaret says it’s just bits of anti-aircraft shells that have fallen down. Margaret thinks she knows everything.
She finds the new bomb site quickly, halfway down the street, a house just like theirs. It looks as if a giant baby has grown tired of playing with a stack of bricks and flattened them with an angry fist. The chimney is all that’s still standing. Three firemen in tall Wellington boots, their faces tired and grimy, are picking through the ashes, and a small group of men in long rubber coats is standing on the rubble arguing over something and waving their arms.
She’s missed the most exciting part. No ambulances. No bodies. Or perhaps this wasn’t the worst part of the raid last night, and everybody is somewhere else. One good thing is Jimmy Green isn’t here to beat her at finding anything—if there’s anything to be found. Now she has a new worry. What if he’s found somewhere more exciting?
She’d like to get closer, stand on the rubble like the firemen, maybe find some bigger shrapnel. Or maybe something much better. Perhaps a dead body? Or even part of one would be good. A bobby stands guard on the site, which has been cordoned off with tape. An old man with a tin helmet and an armband is pointing to something she can’t see. He turns and she recognizes him, the ARP warden who’s always giving them lectures about accidentally sending messages to Jerry because their blackout curtains aren’t tight enough. Some women with scarves over their hair curlers lean together discussing what’s happened. She recognizes a couple of neighbors. If they see her, she knows they’ll tell tales to Mum.
Skirting a fire engine that nobody’s paying attention to right now, she picks up a chunk of brick and heaves it. The bobby turns at the thud, and Rosemary ducks under the tape unseen and walks right up to the edge of the rubble. First thing she notices is that close up the bombsite is still warm and smelly. She covers her nose.
She knows the family that lives in this house. There’s a girl her own age. Rosemary sees Joan in church. Joan’s mum didn’t want her to be evacuated either. She tries to feel sorry about what’s probably happened to Joan, but it’s as though her feelings are shut away like the library book locked in the suitcase with the lump of shrapnel.
She waits to see if the firemen will bring out any bodies. She’d like to be able to top Jimmy Green’s stories with some of her own.
“What you doing here, little gel? It’s too dangerous for kids.” The bobby has come up behind her.
“I wanted to see for myself,” she says. “Nobody tells me anything. Except Jimmy Green, and he makes stuff up.”
The bobby laughs and pats her on the head. She doesn’t like it when grownups do that. “Not very pretty, innit? Still, nobody died this time, thank the Lord.”
“When’s this war going to be over, then?”
The bobby pushes his tall helmet back and scratches a spot on his forehead. “Better find yourself a gypsy if you want an answer to that. Run along now, there’s a good gel.”
She watches him pick his way back over the rubble, sees him stop to talk to a fireman holding a dripping hose. She stands patiently for a long time, first on one foot, then on the other, but nothing exciting happens so she turns to go home.
Something small and shiny on the pavement catches her eye and she bends to retrieve it. A coin. See a penny pick it up, all the day you’ll have good luck. This coin is only worth half a penny.
She turns the ha’penny over and sees the picture on the back. Sir Francis Drake’s ship, the Golden Hind. There’s a picture of that ship with Sir Francis on it in the library book. She folds the coin carefully into her handkerchief and puts it into her pocket.
English Channel, December 1944
 
Harry had been deployed to the fort so fast he hadn’t had time to write his weekly letter home. He had an hour before he had to go on night duty, might as well use it.
Not that he could write very much without attracting the censor’s penknife. Last time he’d had a spot of leave, he’d seen what one of his letters looked like by the time Alice got it. Lace. Two words, a neatly sliced out rectangle; three words, another hole in the paper. Some of the men in the barracks made a game of seeing what they could find to say that wouldn’t attract the censor’s sharp blade treatment. The answer was, not much.
“Loose lips sink ships!” the posters on the walls in London announced. They might even sink a Maunsell Fort. It wasn’t worth taking a chance. He picked up a pencil—pens were pretty much useless, too much of a problem getting ink—and began:
Dearest Alice,
I’ve been relocated since I last wrote—which might explain my lateness in writing—
He broke off. Would that pass the censor? He wasn’t saying from where or to where, but you never know. He decided to leave it in.
I’m still getting settled but doing fine. Our quarters aren’t posh, but they’ll do.
Prevented by the censors from writing about bringing the Kraut bombers down the other night, he ought to write about things he and Alice shared a liking for. The big birds fishing at night. A great flock of shore birds that had passed overlooking like a flying shawl. That would definitely draw the attentions of the knife! Seabirds would indicate he was on or near the Channel. He decided to leave the birds out.
What he really wanted to write was Do you think about me sometimes? I think about you a lot. But Alice wasn’t too keen on all that sloppy stuff.
The afternoon light coming through the square windows jittered across the metal walls, reflecting off a choppy sea. Stone-cold day out on the Channel. Even though the mess decks were heated by oil-fired burners, it was still chilly enough inside to make him wear a pullover. Two weeks to go before Christmas. The handful of men who were lucky enough to have leave made plans and bartered with their mates for cigarette rations to take home as gifts.
We get a ration of 40 cigs a week and Woodbines are fourpence for 20. What do you think of that? Not too bad. I’ll bring some home on my next leave.
On-shore, the ration hadn’t been so generous. Maybe a spy would figure out from that where he was? He left it in. Give the censor something to do.
And one bar of chocolate a week. I’ll save them up. Meg and Rosie will like that. He thought for a moment, rubbed it out and wrote Margaret and Rosemary. Alice didn’t like nicknames, even affectionate ones. The sharp pencil threatened to make a hole in the flimsy paper where he’d erased the names. A memory came of his daughters, snuggled up with him on the settee while he read them a bedtime story, or maybe one of Kipling’s poems.
He glanced at his watch. Better hurry this up. There really wasn’t much he could say if he avoided alerting the censor. In the waiting days between the declaration of war and the day he’d been called up, everyone’s nerves had been on edge. Papers full of the almost daily scenes of men marching off to enlist in the army, or at least in the ARP to serve as Home Wardens. He thought of the Prime Minister’s inspiring broadcasts. The pictures of Their Majesties in the newspaper, visiting the bombed areas. It had been a bit embarrassing to be able-bodied and still a civilian.
The news on the radio in the fort’s recreation room indicated the nightly flood of bombing raids on London that occurred at the beginning of the war had slowed. So that was a comfort. He’d often worried they’d made the wrong choice, not packing the kids off to some farm in the country with the other evacuees. Maybe the war truly was winding down now that the Yanks were pulling their weight. But could he trust the BBC? It too had censors. Maybe even Churchill did.
They don’t keep us nose to the grindstone all the time, he wrote. We have a chance to do all kinds of activities in a special recreation room. We can play darts, have a sing-along around the piano, paint, learn to embroider or knit—
A couple of the lucky shore-bound men were taking things they’d made in the rec room home as Christmas gifts. Would Alice be interested in things like that?
When this war is over, darling, we’ll take the kids and go to the seaside.
Nothing else he could say. Let the censor snip out the bits he didn’t like. He signed it, Your loving husband, Harry.
“Harry Forrest. Hallo.”
Frank stood in the doorway, his head cocked to one side.
“Haven’t seen you around. Started to think maybe you—”
“That I’d taken a round?” Frank came fully into the bunk room. “You don’t get rid of me so easily. Been occupied. You know how it is in the army.”
For the first time, he noticed the man’s eyes. Unusual color for an Englishman, sort of a seaweed green. A bit of a toff, judging by his accent, but probably harmless. A bit older than himself. The government was really scraping the bottom of the barrel for fighting men these days.
“I didn’t catch your surname,” he said.
“Oh? It’s Smith.”
Did he catch a second’s hesitation there?
Frank laughed. “Improbable, really, isn’t it?”
“Most common name in the kingdom, I should think.” But not a name found much in the gentry. And if it was, they’d have pronounced it Smythe.
Frank shrugged. “Come on, I want to show you something.”
Harry put his letter in an envelope the army provided. It would start its journey as soon as the next supply boat came. They went up on deck together.
A bitter wind scoured the deck under a low grey sky. The sea rolled and broke up against the fort’s legs. The scent of fish and ozone was strong. The sun disappeared and night settled fast over the fort.
“See that chap on the Bofors tower?” Frank pointed. “On the platform just below the building? Know what he’s doing?”
Harry shook his head, “Can’t see from here.”
“He’s fishing.”
“Why’s he doing that?”
“Why does anyone fish? To catch his own dinner, I imagine. A lot of chaps do it when they’re off duty and the weather allows.”
“Anything worth catching out there?” To be honest, much as he loved a good fry up of fish and chips, he had the city man’s usual lack of knowledge about how it came to be on his plate.
“I’ll say! Cod. Halibut—”
“Better than the tinned herring they served last night.”
Overhead, a vee of planes made its way out to sea. He recognized the shapes in the gathering dusk, American bombers heading to the German rail yards on the continent. It was a dangerous job. The rumble of their engines drifted down to the men on the fort.
“Did you know that a bomber pilot flies a limited number of missions before his number’s up?” Frank asked. “Something like two or three. The odds are stacked against them. They’re all young men, too. Rather a waste of life, don’t you think?”
“You seem to know a lot about it.”
“I like to stay informed. Anyway, it’s not classified info.”
Maybe not, but he hadn’t heard that grim statistic. “With a bit of luck, we might blast the damn Krauts to kingdom come. Finish this bloody war!”
Frank studied his face for a moment. “This Channel has seen a lot of wars. What’s the possibility of this being the last?”
“How am I supposed to answer that?”
“Francis Drake defeated the Spanish Armada here, you know.”
“Yes.”
“He was vastly outnumbered, but he took the victory.”
“Every schoolchild knows that!”
Frank gave him an odd, sideways look. “Do they still teach that in school?”
Arrogant twit, assuming a state school couldn’t be as good as his aristocratic Public School. “Of course they do!”
Frank looked thoughtful for a moment. “But really, Harry, don’t underestimate the Axis powers. A lot of nasty, unsettling things still to come.” Then he added, “Just guessing, of course.”
“Of course.” Harry glanced at his watch with the luminous hands. “Time for me to report for duty. Assigned to the Bofors tonight.”
“Odd thing, war, isn’t it?”
“Sorry?”
“We get to find out how what we think we’ve been fighting for isn’t what matters at all.”
“I’m afraid you’ve lost me.”
“Getting ahead of myself,” Frank said. “I’m turning in for the night. Tally ho!”
Oslo, December 2035
 
Much of her childhood was now a merciful blur. What she did remember was long evenings with her father after the war, talking about pacifism, or his hopes for the newly founded United Nations. Her father’s example had made sure she’d grow up on fire to make a difference too. She’d chosen Cambridge to prepare her for work on conflict resolution, a career that had taken her all over the world.
All so long ago!
One day, in her early-thirties, she’d been standing on a barren hill in Sub-Saharan Africa, watching the headman of the local tribe haggle with two German engineers over the best place to prospect for hidden water. Sand stung her cheeks, made its way up her nostrils and into her lungs. The argument had been going on for hours. They were hardly aware she was even there.
As soon as water began to percolate up, the headman turned his attention to fending off the demands of a rival tribe, a quarrel that could easily blow up into bloodshed. This uneasy truce between the water-hungry desert dwellers was only temporary. Hostilities, jealousies, old tribal rivalries—not much had changed in centuries, except for the influx of modern technology that promised to solve some of the problems and at the same time pour fuel on the fire of ancient animosities.
That’s where she came in. The pursuit of peaceful solutions on micro as well as macro levels—that’s what she’d trained for. Lessons learned from childhood trauma, tragedies to be avoided. It almost always turned out in conflict situations that they needed each other in their fight to survive. If she could bring them to see that before they slaughtered each other and their families and their camels—
“Never changes, does it?” a deep, Spanish-accented voice said. “People always know better than the experts.”
She turned to the tall, dark-haired man who’d come up behind her, his solar-powered jeep gleaming in the hot sun a few steps away.
He swept off his sunhat. “Carlos Aragon, at your service.”
“Hello. I didn’t see you coming. My name is—”
“Mary,” he said.
She said frostily, “My name is Doctor Rosemary Forrest.”
He gazed at her for a moment. “Mary suits you better. Regal and sacred, both.”
“Are you making fun of me, Señor Aragon?”
“My apologies. Doctor Forrest, your reputation among the Tuareg precedes you.”
“Please excuse me, Señor. I have work to do.” She turned away.
“As do I,” he said smoothly. “These engineers work for my water company.”
Hardly a promising beginning.
The next time she encountered Carlos Aragon was in Southeast Asia, where conflict seemed endemic and intractable—and two generals seemed determined to eradicate each other and their tribes too. He arrived on a day when she felt so ill she’d begun wondering if she’d finally fallen prey to malaria. He took her immediately to a gleaming new hospital. He’d founded the medical center, a nurse told her, gazing wide-eyed at her rescuer who was chatting with a surgeon.
He was intelligent and thoughtful as well as over-confident. And very rich. He was the rock against which her storms battered without destroying either of them. She was attracted by their differences, he such a long-term planner, she spontaneous. Before she’d realized what was happening, she was in love.
One day in New York, at the top of the newest and tallest skyscraper—one of his companies had built it—he took her by surprise and proposed. She surprised herself by accepting. They’d married in his family’s ancestral home in Barcelona.
Her daughter came into the hotel room, breaking into her memories.
“Time to dress, Mama,” Catalina said in her soft voice.
She smoothed the support cobwebs of her mother’s undergarment in place, molding them till they were snug, sustaining her unreliable joints like an exoskeleton. Over it, she slipped the formal tea-gown, teal velvet shot through with midnight blue, a hint of tiny diamonds at neck and wrists.
“You look very distinguished,” Catalina said.
“Thank you.”
“Are you nervous about the ceremony?”
“No worse than standing between two rival generals spitting blood and broken teeth.”
“You deserve the honor. You’ve worked so hard.”
Her heart had gone out of it when Carlos died. The daily betrayals of her body when she was in the field these last few years hadn’t helped. But retirement was out of the question; there was still so much to do. Nowadays, she sat in her gleaming steel and glass office at the top of the Aragon Tower in New York, and supervised the work of the foundations they’d built together. Funding schools and hospitals was vital, but didn’t make her pulse race the way she’d felt risking everything standing between kings and chiefs whose nations hated each other and probably always would.
“I just wish Gabriel could’ve made it.”
“He really tried to get away.” Her grandson’s mother hurried to excuse him as usual. “You know how it is.”
“Of course I do.” She decided not to mention Gabriel’s call that she’d accidentally aborted. Still time for him to try and call her again. Gabriel reminded her so much of Carlos, the same passion, the same genius for problem solving.
“His work is so important to science,” Catalina said.
She glanced at her daughter, taking in the greying hair, the lines anxiety etched into her forehead. Catalina probably didn’t understand what Gabriel was working on any more than she herself did.
Catalina kissed her lightly on the cheek. “Is there anything else I can do?”
She preferred to be alone with her worries. “Dress yourself. We’ll go down in a while.”
The latest in helpful meds, prescribed for her by a very young doctor far too respectful of her reputation, were on the shelf in the hotel bathroom. She wouldn’t take them unless she absolutely had to.
She could remember her first meeting with Carlos, but not the speech she’d written yesterday. What else had her fickle mind forgotten? Something lurked, some part of the puzzle was still missing.
Things better left in the past, probably.
London, December 1944
 
The next time the siren starts wailing, Rosemary already hears the drone of a buzz bomb through the wail. Searchlights will be crossing the sky to catch the Jerries. What will they do when they catch one? If they shoot a buzz bomb down, won’t it still fall on somebody’s house? She decides not to ask Mum those questions.
She sits on the edge of the bed, dangling her feet, rubbing her instep along the rim of the little suitcase.
“Hurry up, Rosemary!” Mum calls outside her closed door.
Sir Francis Drake is standing by her bedroom door.
She knows right away who he is because his picture is in the library book in her suitcase, and for a moment she thinks about taking it out and checking. She decides that would be rude. He’s wearing his floppy hat with a feather, just like in the picture. And he has a lace ruff too. He looks a bit cloudy, like a reflection in a puddle, but perhaps that’s just the dim blackout light.
It has to be him!
But what’s he doing here? When she was little, she often pretended her toys could come to life and talk to her. She doesn’t do that so much anymore now that she’s nine. So how did he get here? It’s like her library book coming to life.
“You should do as your mother tells you,” he says. He flips one side of his red cloak over his shoulder and nods at her. He’s very tall and thin, not like in the library book picture, really, she decides. But the cloak and the hat are the same.
“You need to go down to the shelter,” he says.
“In a minute. I’m thinking.”
A long time ago when this war started, they all went down to the cellar or the street shelter as soon as it was night. Lately, they’ve been going to bed in their own rooms and only getting up again if the siren sounds. The bombs have come pretty close, but their house has never been hit. She knows how to work your chances out. First you listen to the whine of the buzz bomb coming closer. If it stops before it gets right overhead, you are the target. You’ll get hit. If the motor doesn’t turn off until it’s right over your house, you’re all right. Someone else is going to get bombed. Then you say, “Hallelujah!” But only if Mum isn’t around.
“I don’t like this war,” she says.
“No reason you should,” Sir Francis says. “But you will be safe.”
“You mean I shan’t be bombed?”
“You shall not be bombed.”
“Promise?”
“Promise,” he replies.
Rosemary stares at him. She’s surprised to see him standing in her room, as if he stepped out of the library book, but then she’s not really surprised at all. She feels like she’s known him a long time.
But he doesn’t get a chance to answer. Mum cracks the door open.
“Rosemary. Hurry up!”
“I’m not going out to the shelter,” she tells Mum. “It smells in there.”
“Now, Rosemary—”
“Well, it does. It’s that stupid old moggy.”
“Tomkins isn’t a moggy. He’s a very nice cat,” Margaret says. She’s standing behind Mum—she’s probably been there a long time, spying on Rosemary, and of course she’s all ready to go.
“Is not.”
“Stop it right now, both of you!” Mother sounds angry this time. “All right then. We’ll go to the coal cellar like we used to. But no more arguing.”
"I wish we'd leave her up here to get bombed,” Margaret mutters, just out of Mum's hearing.
They hurry through the kitchen to the cellar steps. The blackout blinds in the kitchen windows don't quite fit at the edges, so they have to keep the torchlight low. Stripes of bright light from the searchlights in the sky run up and down the wall over the sink. In the cellar that smells of coal dust, Margaret drops her own small bag of precious things on the makeshift bed. Sir Francis has managed to get there ahead of them. He spreads his red cloak on a concrete ledge across from the family and settles himself. He winks at Rosemary. She looks around at Mum and Margaret, but they don’t act as if they can see him at all.
The sound of the anti-aircraft guns comes through the cellar walls, softly, very far away.
She picks up one of the emergency candles that Mum has stacked on the shelf over their heads. Some nights the light goes out, but it's never stayed out long enough for them to light the candles yet. She likes candles, and wouldn't be sorry if they had to use them.
Margaret reaches over and takes the candle from her, replacing it in the box with the others.
“I don’t care if everybody else gets killed,” Rosemary says. "I'm not going to be.”
She deliberately shoves her suitcase into Margaret's bag so that it falls off the edge of the bed and onto the stone floor where the spiders run in and out of the cracks.
“Don’t talk like that,” Mum says.
“Oh, don’t pay any attention to her, Mum,” Margaret says. “She’s daft. Did you know she still has an imaginary friend? At her age!”
“Do not,” Rosemary says.
“Do too. You talk to him. I heard you in your room.”
“Did not.”
“That’s enough,” Mum says. “Get settled down now.”
Mum does what she always does as soon as they get into the coal cellar during a raid. She reaches into her brown leather handbag and draws out a silver-framed picture of Daddy in his soldier’s uniform. Rosemary tries to remember whether Daddy has blue eyes or brown. She has a sudden thought that maybe she’s been stolen away from her real parents, that she's not related to these two in the coal cellar. She wouldn't mind not being Margaret's sister.
Overhead the thudding begins.
“Mum, I want a biscuit.”
“Those are emergency rations, in case we get trapped here!" Margaret snaps at her.
She’s putting little gobs of spit on each nail in turn, polishing them with the edge of the army blanket. Rosemary watches carefully to see if they will shine in the dim light of the one bulb. Sometimes she even starts to feel sorry for her sister. Mostly, she watches to see which pretend things work and which don't. She decides spit doesn't.
“Well, then, I want a piece of barley sugar.”
This is even more outrageous than a biscuit. Barley sugar is what people save for real emergencies. She's often wondered just exactly what sort of hit the Jerries would have to make on their house before Mum would get out the precious honey-colored sweets. Once, a near-miss shook the walls and swung the light in the cellar. And when they went upstairs in the morning, they found all the windows on the street side of the house broken, and a lump of shrapnel as large as her fist lying in the hallway. The windows are all boarded up now. Nobody has glass to repair them in wartime, Mum says.
The gun noise gets louder. She can hear the humming sound of a plane flying low on its bombing mission.
"Just give her a biscuit and shut her up," Margaret says.
Listening to the muted thump-thump and the thunder of planes, occasionally made interesting by the whine of a dying plane, Rosemary wonders what the Jerry pilots look like. Do they really have red faces and little black mustaches, like the man on the poster in the library? She nibbles the biscuit to make it last. It's a Peak Frean's oatmeal with chocolate on one side, the kind she likes best. Once, a plane crashed by the fish-and-chip shop, and as soon as the all-clear sounded, all the children came running. She got there just as they loaded a body into an ambulance, and Jimmy Green said it was the pilot. Another boy said it wasn’t and Jimmy pushed him and the boy pushed back. Everybody else stood around thinking about all the awful, exciting things that happen to pilots. A skinny kid said that the pilot’s arm was missing, and they all wanted to search for it in the rubble, but the bobbies wouldn't let them get near enough.
"I hope they get shot through the head and crash and burn up and their fingers and toes fall off and get lost so they can't bury them all together,” she says as the walls shake, showering dust down on them.
"Rosemary!" Mum says.
“You shouldn't say things like that,” Margaret adds. “Even about a Jerry.”
“Jimmy Green says if they get broken up into pieces, they won't be able to rest in peace in their graves, and then they have to go wandering around as ghosts forever.”
“Lot he knows!” Margaret says scornfully. “Anyway, you wouldn't talk so big if you'd ever seen a dead body.”
“I did too, once.”
“Fibber.”
“Margaret. Rosemary. Stop this immediately.”
“When did you ever see a dead person?”
“You didn't say person. You said body. I saw the butcher's moggy lying in the gutter with its stomach hanging outside. It got hit by a lorry. It was going to have kittens, too. And I didn't even get sick.”
“Mum, make her shut up.”
“The butcher said I could've had one of the kittens for Christmas.”
“Mum—”
“I would've liked a kitten. But these were squashed and all covered in blood.”
Across the coal-dusty floor, she sees Sir Francis frown at her. Perhaps she’s gone too far.
“I really worry about what this war is doing to you children,” Mum says. “It’s turning you into little monsters.”
And now there’s a sudden screaming, whistling roar through the air above them, like a train gone mad and hurtling down the sky to burrow its way deep in the ground that’s shaking and rumbling at its approach. The three of them cower together, heads tucked in their chests as the air raid drill taught, knees drawn up and eyes closed against the light that goes out anyway.
After a while, the walls stop quivering and Rosemary opens her eyes. She can hear Mum fumbling around nearby. Presently, there is a scratchy sound, then a small light blooms in Mum's hand. It shows up the cloud of coal dust that’s hanging in the air now.
Sir Francis isn’t there anymore. She looks all around the cellar but can’t see him.
“That was close,” Margaret says in a squeaky voice.
She can tell Margaret's been crying. Her own eyes are wet but she wipes them before anyone can see. Mum doesn't say anything. Dust has showered down from the low beams of the ceiling, covering Daddy's picture. Mum takes a hankie out of her handbag and wipes it clean again.
“Your Daddy is a real hero,” she says. “All our soldiers are. England always has the very best soldiers. And—make no mistake—they’re going to win!” She opens up the thermos and pours a beaker of sweet, milky tea for them to sip.
“Is Sir Francis Drake a hero?” The words are out before she can stop them. She puts her hand over her mouth to prevent more words falling out.
“Of course he was a hero!” Mum says. “Haven’t you been reading your history book?”
“He was a pirate too,” Margaret mutters.
That’s a new thought. She’d like to hear more about it, but instead she asks, “When will the war be over?”
Mum puts her arm around Rosemary and draws her close against her chest. Her nose fills with the smell of the lilac talc Mum uses. “It can’t last forever. Then we'll have peace again.”
“What's peace like? I don’t remember.”
Margaret sniffles. “Oh, peace is wonderful. You can have anything to eat at any time you want.”
“Even barley sugar?”
And Mum opens up the package and hands them each a small, golden square.
English Channel, December 1944
 
The wintry sun slipped behind the distant coastline as radar picked up the incoming plane and sent the warning. “Unknown craft approaching. Stand by.”
Harry and the young soldier from Yorkshire tossed the cigarettes they’d been smoking over the rail and assumed their positions at the Browns. All across the platforms, men raced to man the guns. The last two days had seen very little action apart from Yank squadrons flying east to drop their bombs on Germany before returning west to airfields in Essex. Seven planes had gone out early this morning, and five had come back an hour ago. Two lost, apparently, but there’d been worse days. Nothing else all day. The RAF seemed to have moved its operations somewhere else. What the Krauts were up to was anybody’s guess.
He shrugged the collar of his jacket up to ward off the cold sea wind and adjusted his ear-protectors. A sergeant came running across the metal walkway toward them. Harry scanned the sky where another half-hour of daylight at best lingered.
“. . . southwest, 2000 to 3000 feet—” Control’s message over the Tannoy was full of static.
Nothing visible to the naked eye yet. The word going around was that Hitler’s troops were being pushed back, and he had few left to spare for bombing England. Harry hoped so anyway. This was one of the times he wished he’d been a religious man. He might’ve prayed for the safety of his family.
“Jus’ tha’ one?” The Yorkshireman queried.
“Maybe he’s a scout, Geordy,” Harry suggested.
“Aye. There’s tha’.”
The searchlights shot up from their separate tower and drew bright lines across the sky. Harry picked up the binoculars and scanned the area the beams were crisscrossing. “There he is, the bastard!”
A last ray of the setting sun flared on the incoming plane. He couldn’t make it out well enough against the sun glare to identify its silhouette, but it seemed too big to be a Messerschmitt, which was what he would’ve expected of a scout. The other gun from Harry’s tower and those on the next gun tower over chattered. Harry aimed and fired. The gun thundered, spitting its shell.
“Tha’s a canny one!” Geordy yelled. “Tha’ almos’ got him.” He was loading shells into the 3.7 as fast as he could.
Harry fired again. Missed. The big plane was executing clumsy avoidance movements. It kept coming through the streaming light and the shells aimed to destroy it. Definitely bomber, by the size of it, not a fighter plane. A Junkers maybe? Or a Heinkel—
Hold your fire! Hold your fire! the voice in his earphones yelled. Damn it, gunner. Hold your fire!
Harry snatched his hand off the Browning. Geordy stared open-mouthed. The other guns fell silent too. The bomber kept coming. It appeared to be listing slightly to one side. Maybe a shell had clipped its wings after all. The searchlights disappeared, but their after-images burned on his eyes for many seconds.
The sergeant had turned away from the guns, holding his earphones close to his ears. Harry couldn’t make out what the man was saying—shouting, actually—his own ears were still ringing from his gun’s noise in spite of the ear-protectors.
“What just happened?” he said.
Geordy shook his head. He stared toward the now-dark line of the coast where the bomber was headed. Harry stared too.
“One of ours,” the sergeant said, ripping his headphones off. His face showed his disgust. “Trust a Yank to forget to switch on his IFF, so our radar could identify him!”
Identification, Friend or Foe. Harry felt the cold rush through his veins. Just as well he’d missed. He might’ve shot down a Yankee ally a bit late going home after the rest of his squadron. Adrenaline still pumped through his veins, making him shake.
“Woulda bin a right mess to shoot one a ourn,” Geordy said.
“Stupid bugger!” the sergeant said.
When sarge was out of hearing, Geordy said, “Tha’s a champion gunner, by gum!”
“Lucky I missed the target that time.”
Bloody mess this war was! Whoever said it was a glorious thing to fight for your country was a fool. Wars were the game played by the powerful, but it was the poor ignorant sod who got to give up his life. He’d always thought Kipling, a soldier himself, had been right about that.
The rest of the night watch was uneventful.
Frank Smith was in the mess when Harry got off duty at dawn, leaning back against one wall. Watery light fell through the windows onto the cook station where they lined up for breakfast. Harry loaded up his plate. Some kind of Shepherd’s Pie this time, made from last night’s leftovers apparently. Reconstituted mashed potatoes over mystery meat. Toast. You got used to odd food on the breakfast table when you were on the forts. And a daily dose of ascorbic acid to make up for the missing veg.
Frank followed him over to an empty table. He listened to Harry’s story of the pilot who almost got his plane shot down by friendly fire.
“War is full of unfortunate accidents, mistaken identities, wasted sacrifices,” Frank said. “This one is no different.”
Loaded fork in his hand, Harry stared at the man. He might’ve been thinking the same thing a few minutes ago, but it sounded wrong coming out of this man’s mouth.
“A thing that seems of enormous importance can amount to nothing in the grand sweep of history,” Frank continued. “And conversely, a little thing can bring down an empire. Many casualties, in either case. And then a few years later, we do it all over again.”
Something a bit off about this man. “Student of history, are you?”
“Parts of it.”
“Have you news of my boy Jack?—” An old Kipling poem he’d had to memorize in school came to Harry’s mind. He couldn’t remember the rest of it. Something about a father seeking news of his son who’d been at the front in World War I. Not a poem he would’ve read to his girls! He was tired, not thinking straight.
The pie, on the other hand, wasn’t bad at all.
London, December 1944
 
The school caretaker is just lighting the gas lamps in Mr. Henstridge’s classroom, reaching up with his stick that has a hook on the end to the chains hanging from the lamps and pulling them so the flames shoot up. Afternoons get dark early, this close to the Christmas holidays. Mr. Henstridge has been teaching them about the midwinter-solstice, and how people in the Very Old History Days they’d been studying used to celebrate. One silly girl with yellow pigtails in the front row asked if Baby Jesus had a party for the solstice, and of course everybody in Class Two fell about in their chairs laughing at her. Rosemary thinks she might ask Sir Francis if Good Queen Bess celebrated the solstice or just Christmas. The library book doesn’t mention this. That’s her favorite period of history and she’d like to know for certain.
Rosemary likes to watch the caretaker light the gas. She likes the pop the gas makes as it flares. But right now she’s handing out pencils because the class is about to start another lesson in handwriting. Mr. Henstridge teaches Class Two, second oldest in the school, and he’s very strict about the children learning to write neatly. It’s important not to give up the things that civilize us, Mr. Henstridge says, even if there is a war on.
She’s just about to give a pencil to Jimmy Green when the air raid siren starts wailing.
“Boys and girls!” Mr. Henstridge claps his hands. “You know what to do. Line up by the door in alphabetical order. Quickly now.”
What is she supposed to do with the pencils? If she takes the time to put them back on Mr. Henstridge’s desk she’ll probably end up being out of proper order in the line by the door. “Green” comes right after “Forrest,” and Jimmy won’t want to let her get in front of him if she doesn’t get there first. She looks down at the four pencils still in her hand. These aren’t new ones, of course. She hasn’t seen a new one in a long time. These are all stubs, sharpened and sharpened again until they’re almost all gone, handed out to use and then collected in again because pencils are precious. Pencils are needed for the War Effort, Mr. Henstridge has explained to them. Rosemary thinks about her daddy using a new pencil to write things down about how to beat Hitler.
“Rosemary Forrest,” Mr. Henstridge says. “Come along.”
She pushes the pencils into the pocket of her jumper. Jimmy Green sticks his tongue out at her as she shoves in front of him. He’s a short boy for his age and she can push him around if she wants to. The line starts moving out the door, down the stairs, across the playground to the bomb shelter built in a corner of the playground. They’ve used it once in a practice.
The shelter—just like the one in front of her house only bigger—is cold and damp, and there are no old neighbors inside making tea or handing out biscuits. Rosemary’s class is the last one inside and it’s already crowded. All the benches along the walls are taken, boys one side, girls the other. Mr. Henstridge makes his class squeeze in. Rosemary ends up squashed between an older, Class One girl and a small one from Class Three who’d got there first. It would have been worse last year, Rosemary thinks, before so many children were evacuated to the country, leaving some room for the others. The pencils poke her in the thigh and she can’t get comfortable.
Jimmy leans across the space to her. “What if them doodlebugs fall on this shelter?”
“Never happen,” she says. But she’s not as sure of this as she pretends. Maybe Sir Francis only means her own house will be all right? She wishes he could be here right now.
“Settle down, boys and girls,” Mr. Henstridge says. “Find a seat on the benches, or sit on the floor. Keep your arms and legs to yourselves.”
It’s cold in here; she’s glad Mum made her wear her thickest brown cardigan this morning and knee socks. It’s stuffy too, and smells of wet woollies and boys’ socks. Everyone talks at once, especially the younger children. She can smell pee too. That’s because the shelter’s next door to the brick building where the boys go. Or maybe one of the little kids has wet his trousers. She pinches her nose.
The thumping begins as the anti-aircraft guns try to shoot down the Jerry planes.
“It’s like thunder an’ lightnin’,” Jimmy shouts over the noise. “Count the seconds an’ you’ll know how far away the Jerries are.”
“That’s silly,” the Class One girl sitting next to Rosemary says. “You have to be able to see a flash first to be able to do that.”
“I can see it up ’ere,” Jimmy taps his forehead. “You don’t know nothin’.”
“Anything,” the older girl says. “It’s ‘You don’t know anything.’ But I’m right and you’re wrong.”
“Boys and girls! We’re going to sing a song.” One of the lady teachers waves her arms in the air. “All together now. There’ll be bluebirds over—”
The children roar, “The white cliffs of Dover . . .”
Rosemary moves her mouth around to make it look like she’s singing but doesn’t make a sound. It’s a stupid song. Everybody knows there’s no such thing as bluebirds. Maybe sparrows. Or pigeons. Mum doesn’t like pigeons because they make such a dirty mess.
A huge BOOM! and the walls of the shelter shake. The lights go out. Dust pours down.
The children cover their heads with their hands as they’ve been taught and they all bend over to their knees.
It seems like a long time before the all-clear. Some of the younger children are sobbing. She’s scared, like everybody else, but she’s too big now to show it. Mr. Henstridge gets the shelter’s door open and a kind of dusty grey light comes in. Everybody stands up. They’re very quiet, not like when they came in. Rosemary’s quiet, too. They file out in the order they came in—last being first now. So that’s why Jimmy Green sees it before she does.
“Lookit!” he yells. “Jerry ’it the school!”
The children start pushing and shoving in the doorway.
Rosemary stares at the school’s roof. There’s a big hole in it at one end, and smoke is coming out. Windows are blown out. Broken glass is everywhere. Bricks and tiles scattered over the playground.
“Blimey, that was a good ’un!” Jimmy says.
He’s going to get into trouble for swearing. No way Mr. Henstridge didn’t hear that. And he’s very strict about them not speaking Cockney. But Jimmy’s right. It really is wonderful to see the school on fire. She clasps her arms over her chest and stares at the marvelous sight.
She hears the fire engine’s two-note warning coming closer, and soon there’s another one, and a police car swerves onto the playground.
“I’m very much afraid we can’t go back into the school,” Mr. Henstridge says. “Boys and girls, you will just have to go home a bit early today.”
Everybody lets out a big cheer and Rosemary joins in. Nobody else but a teacher would be daft enough to be sad about going home early.
“Have your mothers check with the school tomorrow to see if it’s safe to use the building,” Mr. Henstridge shouts over the noise of everybody laughing and clapping their hands.
The Class One teacher frowns at him. “It’s more likely we’ll be starting the holidays early.”
Mr. Henstridge looks at her with his mouth open, shuts it quickly again.
“Coulda bin us, innit?” Jimmy said. “Cor! We coulda bin brown bread.”
“We could’ve been dead!” Mr. Henstridge said sternly. “Speak proper English, young man.”
But Rosemary knows they were never in real danger—at least, she wasn’t. She trusts Sir Francis.
The children make a dash for the playground gate, pushing and shoving, little ones falling over and crying, even though Mr. Henstridge is shouting at them all to walk in proper lines.
The little girl with the pigtails starts wailing. “My new satchel—It’s still in the classroom.”
Nobody pays her any attention, not even the teachers.
English Channel, December 1944
 
As he was leaving the mess after breakfast the next day, Geordy put out a hand and stopped him.
“Thee knows I’m tha’s mate, Harry—”
“Of course. What’s this about?”
The Yorkshireman looked away.
“Out with it, lad.”
“When’s nowt but t’sea, a man can go daft.”
“What’re you talking about?”
Geordy shrugged, obviously embarrassed. “Ah heard thee chuntering on in t’mess t’other morning. An’ nowt there but empty dishes.”
“You didn’t see anybody else?”
“Nay,” Geordy said softly.
“You didn’t see a tall chap? Calls himself Frank Smith?”
Geordy shook his head, his expression solemn. “Nowt like that. But mebbe tha’s jus’ maddled—many a lad cain’t take it out here.”
“I’m not ready for the funny farm, if that’s what you mean.”
“Nay, nay! Ah knows tha’. But mebbe thee should try t’ rec room?”
“Not a bad idea at that,” Harry said. “Cheer up, lad. I won’t go bonkers on you.”
Geordy’s face lit in a big smile. “Champion!”
The men’s recreation room on the intermediate floor of the gun tower was busy when he came in, and blue with cigarette smoke. The windows were propped open as far as they’d go, which wasn’t much but better than nothing. Regular use of the room was mandatory for the men to combat monotony and the strange mental states that could arise from isolation, but they could choose their own time.
A soldier wearing a paint-splattered cook’s apron over his khakis was painting a vase of flowers. Roses? Or were they meant to be petunias? Two others were playing darts, exclaiming over bulls-eyes and misses in loud voices. Someone else was knitting, swearing each time he dropped a stitch. About the only activity that wasn’t offered was a firing range. Harry would’ve liked to shoot a few targets sometime. Keep his eye sharp and his hand steady.
The bench that interested him housed the model makers and their equipment. A young red-haired private looked up as Harry approached.
“You interested in one o’ these?”
“Don’t know yet,” Harry said. “That a galleon?”
“Sir Walter Raleigh’s Ark Royal. Beauty, ain’t she? Launched in 1587.”
“Nice looking boat. Are there others a man might make?”
“Oh yeah. Over there on the wall you’ll find all the kits you could want. Pick what you like. I’ll give you a hand getting started.”
Things had been relatively quiet out here lately, if you didn’t count a couple of false alarms. Maybe Hitler was growing weary of his own war? Whatever the reason, the calm interlude gave him a lot of time to fill.
He found a kit that would produce a galleon and took it over to the bench.
“It’s all in the way you decorate it,” the red-haired private said. “Flags, coats of arms, figurehead, things like that. There’s books of pictures for you to get ideas. Over on those lower shelves.”
“Going to need some of those.”
“Right.” The man stuck out his hand. “Name’s Jones. Jonesy to my friends around here.”
“Harry,” he said, shaking hands. “Thanks.”
A loud guffaw made him look over his shoulder at the darts players. One of them seemed to be celebrating a victory.
“Those two are our champs,” Jonesy said. “Getting ready to challenge Nore again. Big Christmas match this time.”
“Come again?” Nore was another Maunsell sea fort, several miles away. “They go over there, or—”
“Nah. They do it over the telephone, innit?”
He thought about that for a moment. “Have to be honest then, don’t they?”
“Where’s the fun else? But those two are good. We’re gonna win this one. You might want to put money on it.”
Harry shook his head. “I’m skint.”
“Another time,” Jonesy said.
Harry spent an hour considering the kit, laying out the parts beginning with the galleon’s hull, so that he could get an idea of what went where, and what it was going to take to get it all together. Across the rec room, an amber lump of resin slowly melted in a pot over a Bunsen burner. He could smell the glue’s deep, rich incense all the way over here. A memory came—Saturday morning with his father, sorting a lump of resin just the right size from the ironmonger’s, getting it weighed. Back home, melting it in one of Mum’s old saucepans. His dad, leaning over him, smoking a pipe and smiling. He must’ve been about thirteen at the time.
“The smell of resin’s as good as incense for some people, or so I’ve heard,” Frank Smith said behind him. “The Church of Woodworking.”
The man had an annoying habit of showing up when he would’ve preferred to work without the need for company or conversation. Not that he could expect much privacy on a structure as crowded as U7. But at least the rec room had offered a little peace. Until now.
“May I enquire what you’re working on?”
No, you may not, he wanted to say, but held it back. “Planning to make a model of the Golden Hind.”
“Excellent choice.“ Frank settled himself on an unoccupied workbench, his expression thoughtful. His eyes glittered for moment in the light until he turned his head away.
Harry thought of his father’s war, the Great War, and Kipling’s bitter insights into the life of the common soldier, but he didn’t want to give this strange man any more ammunition for conversation. He glanced round the room. There were at least eight men here. None of them paid Frank any attention. Come to that, when had he ever seen anyone besides himself interacting with him? The man was either a pariah, or invisible.
“And the ironic thing,” Frank continued, “is that ‘the war to end all wars’ never does.”
He ignored Smith, concentrating on the work of laying the parts in their right places for assembly. It was going to be a fairly big model, perhaps two feet long from bowsprit to stern. He wouldn’t know how tall until he got the masts upright. The masts—they’d require sails, and some research to get the emblems and the symbols right. Maybe the bookshelves Jonesy pointed out would contain some ideas. The stern would require a painted coat of arms, too. Anticipation sent a small shiver of excitement up his spine. Almost like a religious feeling, if he’d been religious.
Then he stopped, main mast in hand. “What does that mean, ‘the war to end all wars’?”
“Perhaps I’m being cynical, Frank said. “The Great War was supposed to be the last. But now we have this one. What if there’s another one?”
“You’re talking rubbish!”
“I fear the next war would use weaponry far worse than Jerry’s buzz bombs.”
“That’s why we have to win this one. So there aren’t any more.”
“I hope you’re right, Harry. It almost makes one question whether meeting violence with violence is the answer, doesn’t it?”
Across the room, laughter broke out, cheering. The dart players had a fan club.
For a moment Frank’s attention seemed focused on something far away. “Drake should’ve lost, you know. The Armada was overwhelming.”
“But he didn’t.”
“Quite,” Frank said.
“May I ask where this conversation is going? Otherwise, I’m rather busy.”
“You interest me,” Frank said. “I see you as an ordinary, peaceful citizen who happens to be an ace with a gun. I’m wondering which is the real you.”
Harry was saved from finding an answer by a muffled thumping that came through the open windows. The small section of water framed in the little window roiled, white and angry crests as far as he could see. Far off, he heard the drone of a bomber’s engines receding.
“Frying tonight!” Jonesy announced.
The men cheered.
Harry moved over to the window where several of the other off-duty men were crowding. The surface of the water was now covered with astonishing white and silver shapes, as if a gigantic school of fish was swimming on the surface. Only the fish weren’t swimming. They were either stunned or dead.
“That returning pilot just jettisoned his remaining payload,” Frank explained. “Good for him, and even better for us because the explosion has resulted in quite a quantity of fish. Up on deck, my friend. They’ll be using the lifeboats to go after them.”
“How do you know all that?” Hadn’t the man told him he hadn’t been on the fort much longer than Harry? Again, that feeling of something being off about him.
Frank shrugged. “You should go on deck and help bring in dinner.”
London, December 1944
 
Rosemary wakes up in her own bed when morning light creeps around the edges of the blackout curtains. They’re supposed to shut out all the light in the room from getting outside, but Mum ran out of black cloth when she was making curtains for the flat. Her tiny bedroom has a very small window, so it isn’t important as long as she doesn’t turn on the light when she goes to bed. If any light does get through, the ARP warden will come knocking on their door. She’s found a way around this—she reads under the eiderdown with a torch.
She doesn’t remember going to the cellar or the bomb shelter last night when the sirens went off. She doesn’t remember any sirens either. Always sirens when there’s a raid.
Mum opens the door. “Breakfast is ready.”
“Why was I in my own bed this morning?” she wants to know when she comes into the kitchen. It’s warmer in here because Mum has the hob on to make the porridge. “Didn’t we go to the shelter?”
“No raids last night,” Margaret says.
“Why not?”
“Just be glad we were lucky to get a good night’s sleep for once.”
She doesn’t like porridge. “Can I have raisins in it?”
“Raisins? Where did you get an idea like that, young lady?” Mum says. “I haven’t seen raisins in the market for months now.”
“She doesn’t even remember what raisins are,” Margaret says. “She’s making it up.”
“Am not.”
“Are too.”
Mum sighs and ladles out a small heap of porridge into Rosemary’s favorite bowl.
“But I did get a treat for you girls when I went to the shops yesterday.” Mum holds out a small green tin with gold writing and a lion’s picture on it. “You like Golden Syrup. I think it must come from somewhere far away, like Australia.”
She carefully scoops out a small teaspoonful of the syrup, twirls the spoon to catch all the drips, and holds it over Rosemary’s porridge.
“That must have taken a whole hundred coupons,” Rosemary says.
“Don’t be daft!” Margaret says. “Nothing takes that many coupons.”
“Some things do.”
“Bet you can’t name one.”
“A roast of beef,” Rosemary says.
“You can’t get beef anymore!”
“Get on with your breakfast,” Mum says.
She swirls the syrup into the grey porridge before Mum pours milk on it for her. The smell of bread burning fills the kitchen because Mum is making her own breakfast—one slice of bread toasted on a wire rack over the gas flames. A piece of toast with something on it would be much nicer than porridge, even with Golden Syrup.
“‘Better than butter,’” she reads off the syrup tin.
“Anything’s better than National Butter,” Margaret complains.
“I like National Butter.”
“That’s because you don’t remember the taste of real butter without margarine mixed in.”
“Do too.”
“No you don’t.”
“Girls!” Mother says sharply. “I won’t put up with this today. Eat your breakfast, Rosemary, because I want you to start doing some lessons at home.”
“Why do I have to do lessons? I don’t have to go to school anymore because it isn’t open.”
“That’s exactly why,” Mum says. “I can’t have you turning into an ignoramus. Whatever would Daddy say if he comes home after the war is over and finds you’ve turned into an ignoramus?”
“A what?”
“She means stupid,” Margaret says.
She knows Margaret’s just jealous because her secondary school didn’t get bombed. She’s not happy about doing lessons at home. It’s not fair.
“We’re going to start with reading,” Mum says as they go into the sitting room where Daddy’s bookcase is.
That’s all right with Rosemary, who loves reading.
Mum spoils it. “And not one of your own books, because I want you to learn something.”
“I could read Swallows and Amazons again. I could learn about sailing.”
“Baby stuff,” Margaret says, peeking round the door.
“Do your hair in pigtails before you go to school, young lady,” Mum says. “You need to be dressed properly, even in wartime. Do you have your liberty bodice on under your school blouse? You’ll need the extra warmth.”
“Mum!”
“And you’re going to need gloves. It’s cold enough to snow today.”
Margaret bangs the door behind her.
“It never snows in London,” Rosemary says, wishing it did.
“Certainly it does,” Mum says. “Sometimes.”
She’s pulling books off the shelves, flipping through the pages, and putting them back. These are some of Daddy’s schoolbooks that he read when he was a boy. Rosemary squints at the titles. A lot of poetry. But also, on the bottom shelf, a pile of magazines with exciting titles: Thrilling Wonder Stories.
“Can I read one of these?”
“I want you to read something educational,” Mum says. “Here. Read this one.” She holds out a book with a faded green cover and gold writing on the spine.
“What’s it about?”
“Read it and find out,” Mum says.
By this she knows that Mum has never read it herself. She takes the book to her room, grumbling under her breath. She decides to come back for the magazines with the exciting title later.
Oslo, December 2035
 
“Gabriel used to joke that his great-grandfather was England’s version of Mahatma Gandhi minus the loincloth,” Mary said.
Hairbrush in hand, Catalina closed the door behind her. “Abuelo did very valuable work.”
“Yes. No argument.” The family respected Harry Forrest’s post-war activism against nuclear proliferation. “It’s a mercy he had the chance to do it. But I wonder sometimes . . .”
She broke off, not sure herself where she was going with this.
“Why you survived the war?”
Surprised by this unusual insight, she glanced at her daughter. “I suppose so.”
“I have a theory,” Catalina began.
She waited, but her daughter obviously thought better of it. Silence stretched itself in the room.
“Sit down and I’ll arrange your hair,” Catalina said, and Mary obeyed. Catalina lifted the fine hair gently and began to brush and arrange it. After a while, she put the brush down and held out a mirror.
Mary studied herself in the mirror. Silver hair, smoothed till it shone and piled artfully on her head, covering the parts where it grew so thinly she was almost bald. Catalina’s handiwork was excellent. Catalina and Gabriel. All that were left to her now. Time raced away from her and night advanced like a tide that couldn’t be stopped. So much she’d made out of a life that almost might not have been, if the Fates had decided otherwise!
She would never have had the great joy of knowing her first grandbaby, Catalina’s only child, Gabriel.
I’m thinking of reading physics at Princeton when I leave school, Abuelita. Did you know Einstein was once there? They’d been walking along the Embankment, the trees aflame with October, the Thames sparking in autumn sunshine. What a handsome young man Gabriel was growing up to be! He’d inherited Carlos’s dark Catalan looks and green eyes. I wish you’d choose a university here at home, Gabriel, she’d said. She remembered the light touch of his lips on her cheek as he kissed her. I promise I’ll come and visit you instead, Abuelita!
There. Again, that tiny bit of shadow lurking at the back of her mind. Something she needed to think about. Something that had not yet come to fruition. She waited, but nothing surfaced. Her daughter, hairbrush in hand, was looking at her curiously.
“I never told you about a strange thing that happened in my childhood, Catalina,” she began.
Catalina sighed. “Mama—”
But even as she started to speak about the memory now rising in her mind like a dark whale, the absurdity of it tied her tongue. Instead, she asked, “Do you suppose the world without me would’ve been different or mostly the same? Better, or worse?”
Catalina looked away, uncomfortable with such speculation.
Mary thought of Gabriel, the plane trees along the Embankment dappling his young face with shadow, his enthusiasm for following in Einstein’s footsteps. Of all her little family, Gabriel was the child she most cherished, the one she’d always felt closest to—and most worried about. Ironies abounded. She remembered he’d wanted to talk about Time’s one way arrow; illusion, Einstein had called it, Gabriel said. He wanted to learn all about it. She remembered his fresh, young animal smell as she hugged him.
“The committee has provided us with handsome escorts,” Catalina said, breaking into her memories. “I caught sight of them waiting in the hotel foyer. Young men, too.”
“Are they afraid I can’t walk up to the stage by myself?”
“Oh! I’m sure that’s not right. You’re very strong . . .”
“For my age, you want to say.”
The committee probably preferred to give the prize to older candidates. It prevented the indignity of laureates living long enough to embarrass them.
English Channel, December 1944
 
The fish, mostly fat sea bass, coated in a light batter and served with malt vinegar, were delicious. There’d been enough for two nights and Harry didn’t mind eating it again today. They got precious little fresh food out here and that only when the supply boat docked. Sometimes, there wasn’t any meat; dinner often meant tinned sardines or Spam. Occasionally there were eggs if the chickens around the Thames Estuary were getting enough of the right things to eat to encourage them to lay. Some of the men had suggested they keep hens here on the fort. They already had a place where carrots and potatoes grew in boxes. Not enough sun this late in the year to grow much else, but chickens probably wouldn’t care as long as they were fed. So far, they hadn’t been given permission to try that experiment.
He was off duty this morning. Chilly, typical December weather, not cold enough for snow, ice-blue sky and pale sun, fog low on the water. The sea black and crawling beneath the concrete spider-legs of the towers, an occasional glitter from the breaking swells, the air heavy with the smell of seaweed, the wind starting to rise. No sounds from the fort, not even the thrum of the four diesels in the engine room that powered everything, though he felt their vibration through his boots. Earlier, he’d watched a squadron of American bombers heading for the continent and wished them luck. Many of them wouldn’t make it back. Young men whose parents would mourn for them. As they had in countless wars throughout human history.
“Have you news of my boy Jack?”
Not this tide . . . .
Rudyard Kipling, the soldier’s poet. The words he’d learned in the classroom came to life out here on the water. Or came to death.
“When do you think that he’ll come back?”
Not with this wind blowing, and this tide.
He thought of Frank Smith’s eerie assessment of his internal predicament. How far was he willing to go? He’d never forget London in those early, dark days of the Blitz, the rubble, the smoke, the little parish church where he and Alice had been married—flattened. The Krauts deserved anything and everything the Allies could dish out. It had been a relief when the government, fresh out of young men, called him up to be a soldier. They’d trained him to be a killer, and kill was what he’d do, every time he was given the chance.
Maybe it was easier to do when the enemy’s face was hidden inside several tons of metal.
The tower itself seemed to rock silently as the tide passed under it, the sands on which it stood sliding imperceptibly. In the past, without sonic depth finders, navigators measured depth by dropping a leaded line over the side of their ship, a task that pretty well had to be continuously repeated in the neighborhood of these sandbars and shifting sands. Well-named, Shivering Sands. He scanned the surface of the water. Easy to think about death and ghosts, if a chap was superstitious. Come to that, England was full of ghosts. His own grandmother claimed to have seen several. There was something cozy about ghosts in thatched cottages in an English village. Out here, not so much.
Was Frank Smith some kind of ghost? There was something strange about the man, but he didn’t think the supernatural had anything to do with it. Maybe “ghost” was just the name people gave to something they didn’t understand. Visitors from another dimension? He smiled at the thought. Read too much science fiction when he was young!
He leaned against the rail and checked his pockets for the pack of Woodbines, took out the last one. He struck a match and cupped the cigarette. It caught after a second, and he sucked in, tasting the sharp, slightly sour flavor of the cheap tobacco. Better than nothing.
Breathing in the tobacco smoke, he gazed at the low Kent coast, barely visible. He couldn’t see the mouth of the Thames—foggier along the coast—but knew it was there as surely as any German pilot aiming for London. Though there hadn’t been much action lately since the Yanks had started their heavy bombardment of railway lines and factories on the continent. The Krauts had sent another batch of clumsy, unmanned planes armed with bombs a couple of nights ago. They’d shot down a couple. He might even have hit one of them himself. Hard to tell when everyone was blazing away like Errol Flynn in the American movie they’d watched on the rickety screen in the recreation room last night. Yanks winning the war without any help from the Tommies. But it was entertaining, and the men on the fort had cheered in all the right places.
It felt good to knock down unmanned planes.
He thought of Frank Smith’s odd words, that sometimes little actions had big repercussions, while bigger actions didn’t. He understood the little actions part. But the second part didn’t make a lot of sense. Could perhaps put Hitler’s new weapons into that category. Word was, half of the buzz bombs crashed short of any target. He couldn’t see how they were an advance over sending manned bombers, but it was good to know Hitler could be a blithering idiot too.
His throat tightened at the memory of home. Things had to improve now that the Yanks with all their planes and tanks and all their supplies had come into the war. Yet there was something about this idea of a quick end to hostilities that he didn’t quite accept. He was inclined to suspect Frank Smith was right. Maybe Hitler had some tricks left up his sleeve.
Certainly a very strange one, that Frank Smith—if that was even his right name. Smith had a habit of popping up when he was least expected. Never when anyone else was around. And his conversation wasn’t like that of a regular chap either. Nothing he could take to the bank. Odd conversation they’d had the last time he showed up. But Smith was wrong if he thought there’d be another war after this one. The Allies intended to hammer the Krauts so far down they’d never get up steam to fight again.
Soldiers hurried to and fro on their assignments on Uncle 7, their voices reaching him from tower to tower. Every one of the fort’s towers would have a sentry on duty. Spooky place for a landlubber like himself.
It was the Kipling poem that had brought the mood on. He laid a hand on the metal railing, damp from the creeping fog, feeling the vibration from the fort’s engines. He sensed the strong run of current though he couldn’t see it. If he fell in right now, no one would hear him shout for help. Even if he reached the concrete leg of the fort, he’d be far from the little dock or the iron ladder up. Each tower had a lifeboat, but he’d have to have more than a little luck to locate it and clamber in. Fat lot of good the swimming lessons in the pool at Colchester barracks would do him.
For what is sunk will hardly swim.
A sudden sense of being surrounded by death, invisible and patiently biding its time, chilled him. He rubbed his arms against the cold, but it didn’t help. The darkness was inside as well as out. He recognized the problem for what it was: homesickness, especially now, with Christmas fast approaching. And no letter from home on the supply boat yesterday.
There was a sound, far off. The bell on a buoy placed to warn mariners off the sandbar clanged with the rise and fall of the swell. The bell only deepened his sense of isolation. Easy enough to hallucinate the presence of enemy boats out there. He raised his field glasses.
Some kind of disturbance out there under the water.
Big fish? Maybe even a seal. He’d seen a few of those out here. Impossible to see under the tower because he couldn’t lean far enough out. He raised the glasses again and scanned the greyness.
He thought about the desperate evacuation of men across this unfriendly water that had taken place early on in the war. All those small fishing boats and tugs and pleasure steamers that had come to the rescue of a defeated army trapped on a beach in France. England hadn’t seemed to have much of chance in those days, yet here they were, still fighting.
A splash.
Lot of big birds’ nests down there on the towers’ legs . . . but he didn’t think it was a bird this time.
Yesterday, one of the younger men on U7 had been sent ashore. Couldn’t take the strain of isolation and danger out here anymore. He’d been crying when they loaded him aboard the Margaret Hyde, unhappy to be abandoning his mates but too terrified to stay. The sergeant had found him trying to climb down into the rubber lifeboat. He had to go. Danger to everybody else if he went off at the wrong time. Harry sympathized with the young lad’s distress, but it wasn’t a choice to abandon one’s mates. That wasn’t just military code of ethics either. It was what had made humans out of apes.
He pinched off the lit end of the cigarette and stuck it back in the empty packet.
Was there something out there? At the briefing yesterday, the lieutenant told them to keep a lookout for U-boats picking up or dropping off spies. If a U-boat surfaced in this growing fog, nobody would see it. The fort’s radar watched the sky, not the waves. What was procedure if he spotted a spy? Not “shoot first,” if Command wanted to ask questions. But how would you pick up one man alone in the middle of a heaving sea?
There.
Something—a darker bit in the dark, shifting water. Something moving. He slammed the field glasses up to his eyes again, but they revealed nothing. Unaided, his eyes were actually better in these conditions. Most likely a seal.
Maybe he should give the alarm anyway.
And then say what, exactly?
He could imagine Sarge’s reaction to that.
London, December 1944
 
It’s supposed to be Margaret’s job to scrub the front doorstep, not Rosemary’s. Every day when she doesn’t have school like today, a Saturday, and it isn’t raining. War or no war, Mum says. Like all the other mothers along Marigold Road, Mum takes pride in having a clean marble doorstep. It’s the grandest thing about their house. And every time there’s a raid somewhere, there’s ash and soot all over everything. Not that the step stays clean for long after it’s been scrubbed, but it’s important to keep up appearances, Mum says. Even in wartime.
Rosemary’s stupid sister has managed to twist her ankle running home from school and now Mum says she has to rest it.
“Can she do my jobs for me, then?” she asks.
Mum is tying her hair up in a headscarf without looking in the mirror over the kitchen sink. How does she manage to do this without looking? It’s an old scarf that Mum uses to go down the market. She does this whenever it’s safe with no air raids because they have to eat. She likes to go shopping. There’ll be a couple of barrows with potatoes and cabbage, probably carrots. Maybe even some apples. Coxes, this late in the year. Jimmy Green’s family owns one of the vegetable barrows in the market. Sometimes, he even gets to work on it, loading stuff from the boxes to display on the barrow. Sometimes he gives her a little apple when his dad isn’t paying attention. He shouldn’t do this, of course, because everything’s on the ration book these days.
“No,” Mum says when she’s finished tying the scarf properly. “She has to stay quiet with her foot up.”
“It’s going to rain anyway and the step will get all mucky again. Maybe it’ll even snow.”
“If you don’t stop whining, young lady, I’ll find some more work for you to do.”
And Rosemary knows she’s lost that battle.
“Put a thick cardigan on,” Mum says as she opens the front door. “It’s cold enough for snow today.”
When Mum’s gone, she puts on Mum’s big apron over her ugly brown cardigan. She gets the pail from under the sink and fills it with warm water. The old brush with half its bristles missing and the other half worn down and leaning sideways, comes next, and the tin of Vim scrubbing powder.
“Make sure you do a good job!” Margaret calls from the sitting room where she has her foot up on the pouffe.
Rosemary wouldn’t dream of admitting this, but it’s actually fun to scrub the step. She’s done it a couple of times. First she pours a bit of water over it, then she shakes the Vim. After that she scrubs as hard as she can, back and forth till her wrist aches. It’s a good idea to work fast because that way she doesn’t feel how cold it is today. Sometimes she puts the brush in her left hand to give her right one a rest, but that’s slower and the work takes longer. The water is quite cold already.
The marble step used to be pure white, with little streaks of yellow and brown in it. It’s old, maybe a hundred years by now, Margaret says, because that’s how old this row of houses down Marigold Road is, and it never comes properly white anymore. There’s also a worn-away dip in the middle where the scrubbing-water puddles.
Down the street, she sees the milkman putting his bottles on a doorstep. He’s wearing that same old torn cloth cap he always wears. Moth-eaten, Mum calls it. She’d better get this job finished so it can dry before he gets to her door. She scrubs a bit harder at a stubborn spot of dirt. Doing the front step is better than going to school anyway.
“Quite the industrious young lady.”
She stops scrubbing and looks up. Sir Francis is leaning on the lamppost outside their door. She’s worked out that he only talks to her when she’s alone, he doesn’t want other people to know. It’s their secret. She likes secrets. Today, he’s pulled his brown hat with a long feather down over his ears to keep out the cold. It looks wrong, not like the picture in the library book.
“You keep on using words that are too big!” she complains.
He bows. “I humbly beg your pardon.”
“Now you’re making fun of me.”
“Not at all. Carry on.”
Still annoyed, she says, “And you’re wearing your hat crooked. That’s not the way it is in the picture in my library book.”
He frowns at her, but puts a hand up and straightens his hat. That makes it better, but still not quite right.
She finishes scrubbing and pours the rest of the water over the step to rinse it off.
“You promise I will get to grow up?” She’s asked him this several times, but it’s always a comfort to hear the answer.
“You will get to grow up, Rosemary.”
“Why?”
He makes a puzzled face. “Why?”
“Yes. Why shall I be safe and other people in London get bombed?”
“You ask too many questions!” But she won’t take the question back. He says, “You wouldn’t understand the answer even if I gave it to you.”
“Try me. I’m the smartest kid in my class. My teacher said so.” Mr. Henstridge also said she talked too much and didn’t listen, but he didn’t need to know that.
“Perhaps the laws of the universe need you to be safe.”
She knows what the universe is. “The universe is just stars. It isn’t a person.”
He sighs. “I can’t explain it to you.”
Then she remembers the bobby’s advice. “Are you a gypsy?”
“I’m afraid I don’t quite follow—”
“A bobby told me. Gypsies know the future.”
Sir Francis thinks about this for a moment. “Sometimes big things matter, Rosemary, and sometimes it’s the little things. And sometimes people have to be around because—” He breaks off just like she herself does when she can’t find the right words. “Well, just because. Do you understand that?”
“No.”
She glares at him, daring him to argue with her. He isn’t smiling. He looks a bit like Mr. Henstridge when he’s talking about everybody doing their duty to England and the King. Maybe that’s what Sir Francis is talking about, too. Then she remembers what Margaret called him. A pirate.
“I don’t trust you!”
He looks startled. “I’m sorry to hear that—”
“Rosie! Rosie!” Jimmy Green comes running up the street “See what I got.”
He skids to a stop almost on top of her and holds his hand out, palm up. Something white is lying on it like a small twig.
“What’s that supposed to be?”
“It’s a bone—a finger bone from a spy—a Jerry, innit?”
“Is not.”
“Is! I jus’ foun’ it, din’t I?”
“Fibber. It’s a chicken bone.”
“Where’d I get a chicken bone? Ain’t any in the market. Look, I’ll take you. It’s jus’ over a coupla streets.”
“Mum says—”
“Aw, come on, Rosie. We can find some more.”
She wants to do this so much it makes her stomach hurt. Nobody will know if she goes with Jimmy. Mum always takes her time down the market, talking to the other women.
She looks up to see if Sir Francis has an opinion, but he isn’t there now.
No time to get her coat. She pulls Mum’s apron off and runs after Jimmy.
English Channel, December 1944
 
“Looking for someone?”
Frank leaned against the rail of the central building of the control tower. He was smoking, the glowing cigarette cupped in the shelter of his corded hands. The scent of rich tobacco drifted on the foggy night air as Harry emerged from the stairwell.
“You’re a spy,” Harry said.
Frank chuckled. “I’ve been called worse. But what makes you think that?”
“Something was out there a while ago. I heard it splash.”
“Remarkable how fast I got out of the lifeboat and climbed up here, isn’t it? Brr! That water was cold.” The man smiled at him as if it was all a big joke.
“I don’t trust you.”
Frank took another deep pull on his cigarette and tossed it over the rail. “It’s the fog. And the Channel itself. Puts strange ideas into a chap’s head.”
Sobranie, by the smell. He hadn’t smelled those since before the war. The man had expensive tastes. Where did he get them? Not from the little store on the fort. “If you’re not a spy what are you doing here on U7?”
“The same thing you’re doing. Playing my part in a war not of my choosing. But listen, one of the chaps has some rum down there, in the rec room. Coast Guard very kindly brought it over from one of the navy forts up the coast. Knock John, I think it’s called. Quaint name! Early Christmas gift and all that. Maybe you should pop down for a quick nip? Chase the cold out of your veins.”
Even the man’s upper class accent was fake, like the name he’d given. “Answer the question, dammit! What are you?”
“A man very much like yourself.”
“Frank Smith’s not your name, is it?”
“What does that matter?”
Every word out of the man’s mouth deepened Harry’s unease. “How can I be certain you didn’t rendezvous with a U-boat out there?”
“Come now, Harry! There are easier ways of contacting a submarine if one really wants to do it.”
“You could’ve been on the landing dock, signaling with a torch—”
“If that’s what I’m guilty of doing, why would I draw your attention to myself?”
“I never see you on duty. Or with any of the men here. Don’t tell me that’s normal.”
“Good Lord, man! It usually takes more than your few weeks out here for a soldier to start hallucinating. Maybe you’d better have a word with the medical corpsman?”
In the silence, the sandbar’s warning bell boomed again. He heard the sound of voices from one of the fort’s other towers, muffled and indistinct, the watch changing. No sign another sentry had noticed anything amiss out there on the black water. Of course it was crazy to think of spies and enemy submarines hiding under the surface.
And yet . . .
“Forrest!”
The sergeant’s bark snapped him out of his thoughts. He came to attention even though he wasn’t on duty.
“Sarge?”
“Check the new duty roster. Going to need you.”
“Right, Sarge.”
“Carry on.” The sergeant disappeared back into the fog from which he’d emerged.
Harry turned away from the door to the fort’s interior. On the side that faced the low coastline of England—invisible under blackout rules but he had it memorized—he paused, overcome by a deep longing. Not so far in terms of miles, but tonight a world away. And further upriver, where his little family lived—a lost paradise where enemy raids and suspicious characters didn’t intrude. Then it hit him.
“He didn’t see you.”
Frank still leaned against the wall. The sergeant must have walked right past him.
“Obviously, Sarge’s eyesight isn’t what it used to be,” Frank said. “I imagine he has trouble sighting the guns.”
“He looked right at you and didn’t see you.”
“And you, I might point out, didn’t report your suspicions about a spy.”
“I don’t know what you’re up to, but you’re not one of us.”
Frank spread his arms in a gesture of defeat. “I don’t know how to explain it.”
“Try me.”
“Physical laws are complex. Remember Einstein? The one-way arrow of Time is an illusion. But play it wrong and you upset the universe. It’s a matter of physics.”
“For God’s sake, man! You’re not making sense.”
“I’ve said too much already.” Frank moved away from the wall and stretched as if his muscles were stiff from the cold. “Are you sure I can’t tempt you to sample the rum? No? Well, I’m turning in. Good night.”
The door closed behind him.
London, December 1944
 
Jimmy was telling lies when he said the interesting thing was just over a couple of streets. It’s much farther than that. Mum will be angry if she finds out how far from their street Jimmy is taking her. But Jimmy’s her best friend even if he is a boy. She’s thought about letting Jimmy in on her secret visitor. He’d be jealous that she gets to talk to Sir Francis Drake! But she’s decided not to just yet, not before Jimmy shows her some real dead person’s bones.
“How much farther?”
“Jus’ round this corner,” Jimmy says.
“If you’re telling me fibs, Jimmy Green—”
“Can’t you smell it?”
She’s smelling something. Something very odd. A thick smell. Sweet, at first, it’s sort of like when Mum perspires on a hot day in the summer. But this smell makes her stomach shiver. It reminds her of the time Nan was cooking and accidentally let a pan full of meat catch on fire.
“What is it?”
“Bodies,” Jimmy announces proudly as if he’d thrown them on the fire himself. “Jerry pilot bodies. They stink worsen anythin’!”
He skids to a stop just as he rounds a corner into a dead-end street that backs up to the railway lines, and she almost bumps into him. They can’t go any farther because the bobbies have put a barrier across the street to stop people. Now she notices grey smoke curling up from a large building that must’ve been bombed last night. A lot of men are standing around, pointing and waving their arms.
A fireman goes through a brick archway that’s still standing into the ruined building. The arch seems big enough for a lorry to go through. Another fireman comes out. She can see police cars and an ambulance, a fire engine and firemen still sloshing around in their wellies, carrying dripping fire hoses. But there aren’t any flames anymore, just a lot of ash and grit drifting in the air like clouds of flies. And this horrible smell. It makes her sneeze. She has no idea what the building that got bombed might have been.
“What is it?” she asks.
Jimmy shrugs. “There’s prob’ly bodies inside.”
“You don’t know that for sure, do you? You haven’t been inside.” The nasty smell is much worse here. She pinches her nose against it. “Pooh! It smells like sick!”
“That’s the smell of evil Jerries, I tell ya . . .”
“I’m going to tell on you for all the fibs, Jimmy Brown!”
Of course, she can’t do that because she’s not supposed to be here. And maybe, just for once, he’s right, and there really are bodies. She doesn’t know what dead people bodies smell like—she’s only seen the butcher’s dead cat. If that’s true, she wants to see the ambulance men carry one out. A real dead person would be much more exciting than a dead moggy.
Nobody seems to take any notice of them, so they huddle against a brick wall and keep watching. Now that they’ve stopped running, and nothing seems to be happening, she’s feeling cold again. She’s shivering because her cardigan isn’t warm enough for outside. And the smell is making her sick.
One of the firemen comes out of the burned building and stands talking to a bobby. A big black car drives fast down the street toward the building. It stops so suddenly it looks for a moment as if the top is going to rock right off the wheels.
“Crikey!” Jimmy whispers in her ear. “That mus’ be the landlord.”
“How can you tell?”
“’Cause it’s a rich geezer’s car, innit? A Rolls Royce.”
The man who jumps out of the Rolls Royce doesn’t look rich to Rosemary. He’s wearing a wool scarf and a cloth cap, just like the milkman. They’re too far away to hear what’s being said. The bobby holds up one hand as if he’s going to stop the man in the cap, but the landlord—if Jimmy’s right about him—ignores the bobby and goes through the archway into what’s left of the building. The bobby and the firemen follow.
This is interesting, but not nearly enough to keep her there, shivering in the ashy cold and the horrible smell. There are no Jerries here, dead or alive, she’s certain.
Another man runs out of the same brick archway and straight up the street toward them. His face is streaked with dirt. When he gets closer, she’s astonished to see tears making tracks down his cheeks. The man doesn’t see them and almost runs right into Jimmy.
“Sorry! Sorry!” the man says. It comes out like a grunt.
“Please, sir,” she begins in a very small voice. “Can we do anything to help?”
The man is sobbing now. She doesn’t know what to do. She hasn’t seen many grown-ups cry, and never a man. Perhaps he knows somebody in that bombed building? She’s been hoping to find dead people in the ruins, but this is different.
“Lose somefink, Guv?” Jimmy asks. His voice is shaking too.
The man suddenly collapses at their feet, back to the wall. “Brownie—I lost Brownie.”
Rosemary looks at Jimmy, but he just looks back. Neither of them can sort this.
She pulls a hankie out of her sleeve and offers it to the man. The terrible smell is all over his clothes. He takes the hankie and wipes his eyes. The result is worse because now his cheeks are striped with black and grey like some horrible clown in a picture book.
“Lost yer mate, ’ave yer, Guv?” Jimmy says. “This Brownie’s yer mate?”
She’s noticed before that when Jimmy is excited or scared or upset by something, he goes all Cockney.
The man stops crying and looks up at them. “Not my mate. My horse. Brownie was the best carthorse I’ve ever had.”
This is hard to understand. Now she can see that under all that grime he’s their coalman. She can’t remember his name, but she knows Brownie. She’s a big brown horse with a white patch on her nose and little brass medals like a long necklace down her front. She pulls the coal-cart down the streets. Sometimes, when the coalman comes to their house, she gets to give Brownie a carrot. She remembers how the big horse takes it so gently off the palm of her hand. What’s happened to Brownie? Did she run away?
A hand touches her on the shoulder and she looks up into the face of one of the bobbies.
“You kids better run along home now,” he says. “We’ll take care of Mr. Hopkins here.”
“His horse,” she says, in a very small voice. “Please, what’s happened to his horse?”
The bobby looks at them for a moment as if he’s deciding whether they can understand what he’s going to say.
“Give it to us, guv,” Jimmy says, almost in a whisper.
“This was a stable that was bombed last night,” the bobby says. “Stable’s mostly for the brewery’s horses, but some of the coalmen keep their horses here too because it backs up to the railway lines. It went up fast—all that hay. A few of the horses managed to get out. Hopkins’s horse didn’t.”
Perhaps something happened to her ears. She must not have heard this properly. The policeman sounds ever so far away. Perhaps she only thought he said that? Horrible things like horses getting killed by bombs didn’t really happen, did they?
“Run along now,” the bobby says again.
Tears come to her eyes too. Horses aren’t supposed to get killed. Jimmy takes hold of her hand and they walk away, leaving Mr. Hopkins and the bobby talking behind them.
“I don’t want to play this game anymore, Jimmy,” she says. “It’s a bad one.”
“Don’ like it too much meself,” he says.
English Channel, December 1944
 
Harry chewed his corned beef fritter without tasting it. The mess hall was noisy and stuffy, but he shut it out to think. It was one thing to turn in a spy, but where was the evidence? Accusations about another soldier without proof were not well received in the Royal Artillery, any more than they would be in civilian life. There was too much panicking and accusing innocent people going on already in this war. Sometimes he wondered whether Britain would ever be the same after all this was over, and if it wouldn’t, what were they fighting for?
He was fighting for Alice and his girls. He’d kill to keep them safe.
A matter of physics, Frank had said. What did that mean? The masters hadn’t got very far in their science instruction before he’d had to leave school. But he’d always been a reader, especially pulp magazines. Thrilling Wonder Stories from America had a lot of articles about science in them. Nothing came immediately to him, but his mind had a habit of working on things when he wasn’t thinking about them and offering solutions much later.
He had too many doubts and he’d let time go by, and now it was too late to go to Sarge with wild guesses. He’d climbed into his bunk last night, as exhausted by thinking and worrying as if he’d been running a race. He’d slept for hours.
Midafternoon, but it was already twilight out. The mess was muggy from the warmth of so many bodies, and clouds of cigarette smoke hung over the occupants though the windows were open. The other men were making bets on the outcome of the over-the-phone darts match later that evening with Nore Fort.
The lights were cheerful enough, draped in lacy paper cutouts. Somebody had strung festive paper chains along one wall. Somebody else had put up a small artificial Christmas tree and decorated it with tinfoil they’d saved from cigarette packets. The hall echoed with shouted challenges and insults. Much laughter. He tried to block the noise out, not joining the wagering, friendly though it seemed. Every man supported the U7 team, obviously, but the challenge was to predict the score by which they were going to win.
The general merriment didn’t distract him from his worries for long. What proof did he have? Frank Smith kept turning up wherever Harry was. He didn’t look English. He seemed to know too much. And none of the other chaps reacted to him, as if they weren’t able to see him.
Tell Sarge that and he’d be sent off to the funny farm.
Yet he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something decidedly wrong here. Best thing to do, was keep close watch on him, even if that meant going out of his way to keep him company, something he was loathe to do. Smith would have to give himself away sooner or later. Once he had some solid facts, he could take them to someone in command.
He got up to pour himself another mug of tea and Geordy touched his arm.
“Some folks reckon there’s U-boats int’ water,” Geordy said.
“Not surprising, is it? Channel’s probably full of them.”
“Tha knows ah hate Nazis!”
He knew how personally the young man had taken the bombing attacks on his beloved York Minster. “We all do, Geordy.”
“Cap’n said t’keep a lookout.”
Farmer’s son, he’d told Harry. Sheep on the moors. Solid C of E upbringing. Good kid, one of England’s finest, even if he did lapse into almost unintelligible Northern dialect from time to time.
“Radar’ll spot ’em, Geordy. Don’t worry about it. And we’ve got the big guns—”
“Nay,” the younger man said. “Summat’s up. Tha’s goin’ ta invade us, tha Nazis. Reckon ah’ll kill a few iffen tha comes here.”
“I doubt they’ll get very far. The Yanks have joined the party now.”
Geordy gave him a blank look.
Harry tried again. “What I’m trying to say is, we might’ve got caught off-guard in the beginning, but it won’t happen again.”
There was little confidence behind his words, but the Yorkshireman nodded and went away. He sat down with his tea. There had to be something he could do.
The harsh sound of the Tannoy broke his thoughts. “Diver! Diver!”
The mess hall turned in an instant from a gathering of men ready for a friendly competition to a hive of activity as they ran to assume battle stations. He stood up too—he wasn’t on duty, but that didn’t hold during a raid. He went up to the top deck where the guns were already in action. The tower shook under his feet. The air smelled of rotting kelp and gunpowder.
“Something different about this one, Harry.”
He turned to see who had shouted in his ear over the thunder of the Bofors. Frank Smith. He felt the skin crawl on the back of his neck.
Frank pressed field glasses into his hands and gestured at the sky to the northeast.
Something coming fast. Very fast. At least half a dozen somethings. At different heights—going to make it tough for the gunners. Something about their shape was wrong. They had to be bombers, but the silhouettes he was seeing were wrong.
“Forrest!” Sarge yelled as the Bofors roared again. “Tell Jenkins to take the Browning. I want you on the Bofors.”
“What the hell are they, Sarge?”
But Sarge had already disappeared. Harry raced over the vibrating metal bridge to the big gun’s base and laid a hand on Jenkins’s shoulder. The man understood immediately—Harry was the best gunner on the fort—and quickly gave up his seat. Harry seized the earphones.
He settled himself in control of the Bofors. The air was full of thundering guns and smoke.
“Rockets,” Frank shouted in his ear. “Your guns are little use against them. Too fast.”
“What?” he shouted back, not taking his eyes off the sky.
The man had followed him over to the Bofors but made no show of doing anything to help out.“V2s. Big improvement over the V1s—” He stopped abruptly.
Harry turned to him, earphones pushed back over one ear, all his suspicions returning. “How do you know that?”
“I pay attention to the briefings that come down from Command, just like any soldier should do. Rockets. Scientist name of Von Braun builds them for Hitler, but they’re from an American’s—Goddard’s—design. Of course, the Russian Tsiolkovsky—”
No, Harry’s mind screamed. No, any soldier wouldn’t know this! This wasn’t in the briefings. He was sure of it.
“For God’s sake, man! Who in hell are you?”
“You’re going to have to trust me, Harry!”
Then the Bofors thundered and shuddered under him. He’d fired it automatically as he’d been trained. No more time to think about Smith. The flock of V2s whined overhead so fast their sound trailed after them. The smaller Browning guns stuttered in fury.
There was no way any of the guns were fast enough to catch rockets.
Oslo, December 2035
 
Had Carlos ever understood what troubled her about her childhood?
She stood at the hotel window staring out at the quiet dark , all the helicars landed now, their passengers taking their seats in the fabled hall. She’d told him some of her story, not understanding most of it herself. A jigsaw puzzle with key parts missing. Even after all these years, she still wasn’t sure what the picture really was. He’d folded her in his arms. “You’re here now, that’s what really matters,” he’d said. So the answer was, probably not. She’d started to tell Gabriel one time—the family had been at Princeton for his graduation. But the timing had been wrong and the subject too difficult anyway, so she’d given up the attempt.
She waited the final minutes, till the knock would come and the escorts—handsome, provided by the committee—and remembered a yacht, the Halcyon. Long ago, when Catalina and her now-dead brother had both been quite young.
The yacht had rocked at anchor in the Aegean, white pillars of her turbo sails gleaming, the sky above the water an unrelenting hot sapphire, the air heavy and laden with the smell of fish.
Carlos came on deck in swimming trunks. “There’s something I want to show you, Mary.”
He brought out the scuba gear he’d hidden behind his back. She took it and he helped her put it on and adjust the gauges.
He was always eager to show her something—an ancient city hidden for thousands of years in the Chinese mountains, older than civilization itself; enormous, unexplored vistas of moonlike landscapes on the Steppes; the aurora borealis over a glacier near the North Pole; a wrinkled old man in the Australian Outback playing an instrument straight out of pre-history. Sometime, perhaps in the near future, tourist visits to the Moon would be possible, and she knew he’d want to show her that too. How eager he always was to give her the world! His hair was greying now, and his cheeks a little jowly, but his enthusiasm for life hadn’t changed. Nor had her love for him.
The young Greek au pair they’d hired took the children below to fix their tea.
Carlos stepped backward off the swim deck of the Halcyon. She prepared to follow him. Bobbing in the swells, Carlos pointed to his ear, reminding her to make sure she was ready to communicate.
Wine-dark, Homer had described the water of the Mediterranean, but clear as glass and soft as velvet. She slipped below the surface, enchanted by the brilliance of the bubbles rising from her mouthpiece, schools of small fish like silver coins darting away from her outstretched hands, the columns of sunlight falling through the cool water as if she floated in an underwater cathedral.
Come on, his voice said in her head. It’s not far.
She followed him, swimming deeper past gaping fish, bright coral and the occasional curious dolphin, until the bottom came in sight. Swirling sand clouded the water as bottom dwellers scurried to safety as they arrived, but she could make out shapes, mounds, covered in barnacles.
Look there, Carlos sent.
What am I looking at?
He swam closer to one of the larger mounds and began brushing sand off. At first his movements only added to the swirling cloud that hung over the mound like a curtain. Slowly, as the sand settled back to the seabed, a shape began to emerge.
What is it?
She sensed rather than heard his chuckle. What does it look like to you?
Surely that was the side of a boat—a rather large one. And that part sticking up there, a mast? It looks like a boat.
Roman. A trireme. Marine archaeologists have done a lot of work in this part of the Mediterranean, but so far they’ve missed this beauty.
For the next thirty minutes they swam through the wreck. It hardly seemed damaged by the passage of more than two thousand years, and she almost expected to see a toga-clad Roman come out of a cabin to demand to know their business on his ship. She lost count of the number of carved statues, metal boxes, the unbroken amphoras that seemed to promise they’d kept their contents safe, the tumble of swords and shields, anchored by kelp and home to schools of fish, the tragedy of lost lives they spoke of muted by the passing of so many centuries.
I feel like a time traveler! she sent.
Too soon, Carlos tapped his watch and they began the slow rise to the surface. Afterward, they sat on deck of the Halcyon and watched the sun set over the Greek islands. The children’s voices drifted up from the cabin where they prepared for bed.
“Easy to imagine that beautiful trireme sailing past the Pillars of Hercules at Gibraltar,” she said, sipping her chilled Pineus. Carlos could afford any wine in the world, but he drank only Spanish wine.
“Think of the effect it would have had on those blue-painted natives of Britain as it emerged from the fog in the channel!” Carlos said, laughing.
“Yes,” she said. “It might as well have been a spaceship.”
He took her hand. “Something’s troubling you, cara.”
“Sometimes that shocking clash of new technology with old culture does great damage, Carlos,” she said slowly, working it out. “The Romans built their astonishing roads and walls, and often all that was left for the older ways of doing things was to shrivel up and die.”
“History has many tales to tell us about that,” he agreed. “Not all of them happy ones.”
“Think of the mischief a time traveler could cause.”
He bent closer, looking into her eyes as if he could read the thoughts behind them. “What puts these odd ideas into your head?”
She thought of those thrilling stories she’d read during the war and afterward, hiding her father’s science fiction magazines behind the covers of the schoolbook she was supposed to be reading. And the strange fantasy she’d had about a man who dressed like Sir Francis Drake—if fantasy was all it had been.
“My childhood visitor. I don’t think that story is complete just yet.”
He nodded. “Perhaps not.”
“I keep thinking there must’ve been a good reason for the visit.”
“I can’t answer that, cara.” He smiled at her. “But we have a saying in my family: Asi la marea sube, la marea cae.”
And now they were dead—her father and mother, her sister, Carlos. Even her son. So much sadness! Yet Carlos had been certain that everything balances out in the end, like a tide rising and falling.
The uniformed soldier waiting outside her hotel room was in fact quite lovely, with a skin as polished and dark as the Black Madonna in the Catalan monastery who’d blessed their marriage. The young man took her arm with great courtesy. Her daughter with her own young escort fell in behind.
London, December 1944
 
Mum is waiting for her at the door when she gets home. The pail with the Vim and the brush is where Rosemary left it.
“And just where have you been, young lady?” Mum demands. “You’re filthy. Look at your cardigan—streaked with dirt. Is that soot? And—are those tears?”
“No!” She swats at the tears on her cheeks. “I got something in my eye.”
“Good heavens, child! What is that terrible smell on you?”
“Brownie got bombed last night, Mum.”
“Who?”
“Brownie—Mr. Hopkins’s horse. The one that pulls the coal-cart—” Only, of course, Brownie won’t be pulling any more loads of coal up their street.
“Oh, sweetheart!” Mum pulls Rosemary close. “I’m so sorry.”
She jerks away and runs up the stairs to her tiny bedroom. Inside her room, she slams the door shut.
She flings herself on the bed—and she doesn’t care if she’s getting soot all over her eiderdown either. What good is it if she gets to be safe but horses like Brownie don’t? It’s all going wrong.
A moment later, Mum opens door. “Rosemary?”
“Don’t want to talk about it!” She buries her face in her pillow and sobs.
After a while, her tears stop. She rubs her eyes on an edge of the eiderdown and sees the black smudge of dirt this leaves. She sits up.
Sir Francis is sitting cross-legged on the floor. His red cloak has slipped off his shoulders, his hat is in one hand. He looks as old as her grandpa right now.
“You promised everything was going to be all right!”
“I can’t take care of everything,” he says irritably. “Do try to be reasonable. Not that I expect you to understand.”
He’s right. She doesn’t understand a word of it. But it’s not important anyway. “Why did Brownie have to die? It’s not fair.”
“Life isn’t about being fair. It just is.”
“Well, it shouldn’t be! Brownie didn’t deserve to be bombed. She was just a horse.”
She slams her way out of her tiny bedroom.
When she reaches the kitchen, Mum grabs her hand as she goes to sit at the kitchen table. “Wash first, please, sweetheart. And you need some Dettol in the bowl. No telling all the nasty stuff you got into.”
She helps Rosemary out of her grimy cardigan, then pours the Dettol in the water. The yellow liquid turns the water white like milk. She scrubs her hands.
It’s baked beans on a piece of toast tonight, with a cup of tea. She isn’t hungry. She doesn’t want to think about that stable and poor Brownie in it. All the flames! But the thought just won’t stay out of her head. She pushes some beans onto her toast and tries to get the fork up to her mouth.
“She still stinks, Mum,” Margaret says, pinching her nose.
Rosemary drops the fork, splattering beans and tomato sauce all over the tablecloth. For a moment she stares at it. The sobs start again, and now she can’t stop.
Sir Francis keeps saying she’ll be safe. But why wasn’t Brownie safe too? Don’t horses matter?
Maybe she was right. It’s like Mr. Henstridge teaching something big. You understand it’s important, but you can’t understand what it is.
And perhaps you wouldn’t like it if you did.
English Channel, December 1944
 
Afterward, Harry sat on his bunk, a small writing pad on his knee, pencil in hand. His Enfield leaned unsteadily against the lower bunk—something Sarge would fly into a rage over if he saw it like that. But Sarge was busy elsewhere. Everybody was, especially the officers. The new wave of flying bombs had caused something of an uproar in command circles. They were rocket propelled bombs, faster than anything Hitler had thrown at them before. Hard to shoot down. How did you deal with that? There’d have to be a change in tactics coming down from HQ.
For a few hours, the horror of the rockets was enough to drive out his worries about the man who called himself Frank Smith.
The distant clang of the bell buoy drifted through the window, bringing with it the ever-present cold smell of the sea. He pushed the window shut and returned to his problem.
What was that business of nobody else seeing Smith? How could he possibly go to command with a tale of an invisible man? They’d think he was hallucinating. And perhaps he was. Not to mention the crazy talk about Time being an illusion! The sense of isolation out here on the Channel wreaked havoc with the nerves.
But it still left the problem that something should be done, and he was the one who must do it.
Get this letter written, then go and have a talk with Sarge.
Two days ago he’d posted Christmas cards, one for Alice and one for the girls to share. He would’ve sent them one each, but the small display offered in the recreation room only had two designs to choose from. Well, it was wartime. Even children had to learn to share.
But today his heart hammered, his entire body, bones and all, ached with an urgent need to send a letter to his wife.
Dearest Alice—
No time to write sweet messages. The supply boat was due to dock in half an hour with a quick turnaround. Just time enough to take a sack of mail.
His hand was shaking with the urgency he felt and he nearly put a hole through the flimsy paper.
Something very strange’s going on—I’m not sure what, but—
Scrub that. It would never get past the censor.
Get right to the message. Get yourself and the girls out of London. Now!
That wouldn’t work. Without an explanation, she wouldn’t do it. They were Londoners. They didn’t desert London in her hour of need. Even the king and queen were still in London. But he couldn’t explain any more than that even if he’d known what was going on.
Please, at least let them evacuate the girls. Or take them to their Nan in Cheltenham—
What could he say to persuade her? Nothing the censor would let through. He could only hope Alice would catch his urgency and take herself and the children to the relative safety of the countryside.
I love you all, he wrote. And although I can’t be with you for Christmas—
“Ah, there you are.”
Frank Smith came into the sleeping quarters as if they were his own. Harry felt the hairs on his arm rising.
“I’m busy. I have to get this letter to the post.”
“Not to worry. The jolly old Maggie Hyde hasn’t docked yet.”
“I’ve not finished writing.”
“Well, carry on, then. I’ll just sit here and wait.” Frank climbed up on a lower bunk opposite, as lithe as a much younger man, yet Harry could’ve sworn he was at least a decade older than himself. His green eyes glittered in the light of the bare electric bulb.
If it had been difficult to find the words before the man interrupted him, it was now almost impossible.
I have some leave coming at the end of next month. I can hardly wait for the joy of holding you all in my arms.
He glanced up to find the man’s eyes on him. Frank smiled. Harry put the pencil down on the bunk beside the pad.
“Right. I’ve had enough. Now you’re going to tell me just what you’re up to. Why you hang around me.”
“If I told you, you wouldn’t understand.”
“Rubbish! I may not be one of your Old Boys from Harrow or Eton, but I’m not a stupid man—”
“Of course not, Harry. I’m well aware of that.”
Anger, fear, frustration, all rose up in his throat. He didn’t take time to think, just launched himself off the bunk and seized the other man by the collar, dragging him to the floor. In his rage he would’ve killed him. But the door to the sleeping quarters opened, and another soldier came in.
Reluctantly, he let go of Frank and pulled back.
The newcomer looked from one to the other of them. “Need some help?”
Harry stared at him. “You can see him?”
“Too much aggro around here!” the man grumbled. He went off to his own bunk at the far end of the room, leaving them to it.
“He saw you.”
“It appears so, doesn’t it?”
“Others don’t see you.” Harry realized his voice had grown louder in his anger and made an effort to lower it. “What does that mean? Explain yourself. Prove you’re not the enemy or I’ll—I’ll kill you.”
He knew it was an empty threat, and by the look of the man’s face, Frank knew it was too. His rage had already drained away as the recognition of something unnatural filled him.
“How does one prove a negative?” Frank said. “But I’ll give it a try. This may surprise you, but I’m not interested in who wins this war. That’s already been decided.”
“That’s what?”
“Not in your right now time, but—”
“I’m losing patience here—”
“I’m more concerned with what follows. It’s a dilemma, Harry, seeing the danger but not daring to interfere. The technology for time travel exists in the future. But it’s rather like walking a tightrope. That’s the risk I’m taking.”
“You’re not making sense.”
“You remember we spoke of the war to end all wars? What if it should be—but it isn’t?”
“Still not making sense.”
“What if too many good men are corrupted by this one? What if those who should lead the way afterward are too traumatized or too weary to make the effort?”
“Is it absolutely impossible for you to give me a straight answer?”
Frank gazed at him for a second.
“Yes,” he said.
London, December 1944
 
The day before Christmas Eve, but it doesn’t feel like it. This morning, Rosemary has been helping Margaret tear up pieces of old newspaper, braiding them and pasting them in loops to make paper chains. Mum is stringing the finished chains up so they crisscross the kitchen. There’s only enough coal left to light one fire, and the kitchen is easier to keep warm than the sitting-room. There won’t be any more coal deliveries for a while, until Mr. Hopkins gets another horse.
She doesn’t want to think about Brownie because she’ll start crying if she does.
The kitchen’s fireplace has a smoky chimney and it’s making her cough. It reminds her of the stable that burned down too. Tears come anyway. She rubs them away before Mum or Margaret can see what a crybaby she is.
The newspaper chains don’t really look right for Christmas. Real Christmas decorations are supposed to be red and green or silver. She can’t remember ever having seen any like that because she was too little when the war started. But today two cards came from Daddy, one for Mum and one for her and Margaret to share, with a picture of a real Christmas tree on it. She’s disappointed he didn’t write anything except Happy Christmas from your loving Daddy, but Mum explained the censor would’ve cut it out if he had. She wonders if Daddy wrote more words to Mum, but she tucked her card away in her handbag and didn’t show it to them.
Sometimes there’s silver paper, wrapped around a biscuit or a sweet or something precious, but Mum says they can’t use that for decorations. They have to squeeze it into one big ball and save it for the war effort. There won’t be Christmas cake either, because Mum says the shops don’t have what it takes to make one. And she wouldn’t have enough ration coupons to buy the things even if they did. Only a ragged old fake tree that stands on the table, waiting to be decorated with fake ornaments. Mum says Nan will come up from Cheltenham if the trains are running.
Will there be any presents? She doesn’t believe in Father Christmas anymore, but it would be nice to have presents, even very little ones. Margaret has been making a small potholder for Mum, out of old scraps left over when Mum cut up one of her own dresses to make one for Rosemary, who’s growing so fast that they never have enough coupons. The pattern looks better as a potholder than it does as Rosemary’s dress. Mum will probably pretend the potholder is exactly what she wanted. Rosemary has started to make a bookmark with a bit of cardboard cut from an empty box of tea, covering it with a crayon drawing of trees on the blank side. Mum won’t mind the picture of a cup and saucer that was on the other side, even if she’s had to cut some of the saucer away to make it the right size.
She wanders off to her bedroom, restless and irritable. She doesn’t feel like finishing the bookmark. She’d rather go out and look at the shops down the market. Some of her friends might be out shopping, so close to Christmas. Even Jimmy Green will be better than nothing. Anyway, Mum isn’t as keen on reading as Daddy is, so there’s no point finishing the bookmark.
In her bedroom, she sees that Sir Francis is back, legs crossed on the little stool.
“Quite finished with decorating for the festivities?” he asks.
Rosemary frowns. “Not going to be festivities—whatever they are! There’s a war on.” Jimmy Green would say she’s off her rocker for talking to him. What does Jimmy Green know, anyway.
“May I suggest a shopping excursion?”
“A what?”
“Something to relieve your boredom. A trip to the shops.”
That’s exactly what she’s been thinking of doing, but she’s annoyed with him for trying to put ideas into her head. “I’m going to read my daddy’s magazines. They make more sense than you do.”
“If only you knew, child!” he says with a sigh. “But come now, surely you’d like to look around the shops?”
She makes her decision. “I don’t want to go out.”
“But you like to go shopping!” Sir Francis says. He looks startled. “You like looking at the stalls and the people.”
“Perhaps I do and perhaps I don’t. But I’m not going to go today. So there!”
He fiddles with the feather on his hat. She knows by this that he’s thinking hard.
“Rosemary,” he says, “I must insist that you go.”
Astonished, she gapes at him. “You can’t tell me what to do!”
“Please, child. It’s important. I can’t explain it to you. You need to trust me.”
She glares at him. “I haven’t any money, only the ha’penny I found.”
He looks puzzled for a moment, the way he does when he doesn’t understand something that any baby would know. “Show it to me.”
She fishes in her pocket, then holds it out on the palm of her hand, with the side showing the Golden Hind up.
“Drake’s ship,” he says. “A good omen! It’s all you’ll need.”
Rosemary shakes her head. “I want to decorate the tree even if it isn’t real. It’s important that we keep appearances up, Mum says, even if it’s wartime.”
“I can’t believe I’m having this argument!” Sir Francis says. “I’m doing you a great favor, child.”
“You’re not really Sir Francis, are you? Who are you? Why are you here in my house?”
He stares at her as if he’s trying to decide what to say. “Because it’s important to us both, that’s why,” he says. “Now go!”
She slams the door behind her and goes to find Mum.
“Can I go out and see if there are any shops open, Mum?”
“What do you want with the shops?” Margaret says. She’s sitting with her bad foot propped on another chair as she makes chains. “You don’t have any money saved to buy presents even if they are open.”
“Do too have money.”
“Show me.”
She brings out the lucky ha’penny. “There.”
Margaret shrieks with laughter.
“I hate you! I wish you weren’t my sister!”
And without waiting for permission from Mum, Rosemary grabs her dark blue coat from the peg behind the front door and goes out.
It’s very cold outside, the sky is full of low, grey clouds, but at least the air isn’t as smoky as the kitchen. Everything’s going wrong. It’s not fair. There isn’t going to be Christmas cake with icing on it. There aren’t going to be presents under the silly old fake tree. She doesn’t really have enough money to buy anything more than a couple of sweets with her ha’penny—but she doesn’t have any coupons anyway. And Daddy isn’t coming home for Christmas.
There aren’t very many people on the street, or at the market when she reaches it. The barrows that sell fruit and vegetables are half empty. She knows enough about wartime now to know they probably weren’t even full this morning. She’d had a bright idea about buying an orange. One of the costermongers—Jimmy Green’s dad, probably—would take pity on her and sell her one small orange for a ha’penny, wouldn’t he? Even if she doesn’t have the coupons? She’d like to give that to Mum for Christmas. Small oranges were all they had these days, anyway, when they had any at all. Mum says that’s because of the long way they have to come across the Channel where all the U-boats are. But today neither Mr. Green nor his barrow are here. She doesn’t know any of the other costers well enough to ask.
Half the shops aren’t open today, either. Woolworths and Boots-the-Chemist have signs up saying they’ll be open tomorrow, Christmas Eve, for only a couple of hours. The butcher’s shop is open, and two women with baskets on their arms are going inside. But all he has hanging in the window is one string of sausages that don’t look any tastier than the paper chains she was making earlier. There’s a Methodist church at the end of the street where the market is, but it got bombed a few weeks ago. Someone’s put a sign outside the church door that says, Bombed not beaten. Christmas Eve services.
It’s one thing for Sir Francis to promise her she’s going to be all right when the war’s over, but right now she feels miserable and it looks like the war is going on and on forever.
Something touches her face. Another. Something cold, and wet. She looks up. It’s snowing. She puts her tongue out and catches two more snowflakes, and her coat has tinsel sparkles all over it. It’s like the lacy white curtain in Nan’s sitting room only prettier, just drifting down to the street and hiding all the dirt. She doesn’t remember if it snowed last winter, but it couldn’t have been prettier than this Christmas snow.
Laughing, she turns around to go home and tell Mum and Margaret the good news.
The air raid siren starts wailing.
And then—a terrible, loud whining noise like nothing she’s ever heard before fills her ears. She squats down low on the pavement and covers her ears with her hands, but there’s no shutting this noise out. She peers through the falling snow at the sky, but the clouds are too low to see anything.
People are shouting at her—she can see their mouths moving. An air raid warden appears—She understands he’s telling her to get to a shelter. But where? The noise is dreadful!
A huge BOOM!—and a blast of hot air knocks her over. Then she’s in the gutter, several feet away. Thick clouds of dust are billowing around. And the smell of burning.
Her ears are ringing and her arm hurts where she fell on it.
It feels like a lot of time going by. It feels like no time at all.
“You all right, li’l gel?” A woman, her face streaked in grime, holds out a hand to her. “Where d’you live, darlin’?”
She has trouble hearing. And she can’t get the name of her street past her lips, so she points. It’s two streets over, just past the Pig and Whistle.
“Oh no, luv,” the woman says, “I don’t think we better go near there!”
The siren is still wailing. Warning of attack. A bit late now! The bomb—it has to have been a bomb to make that much noise—has dropped somewhere already.
“Where’s this child come from?” A warden, hands on hips, is standing behind the woman now. “Who’re you, young lady, out all by yourself when there’s a raid on?”
“Says she lives up that way.” The woman points just like Rosemary did.
“Blimey!” the warden says, peering down at her. “You’ve been a very lucky little gel.”
The siren stops. She can hear the fire engines coming. The sound is muffled, like the voices of the people talking to her. Her ears hurt. Her heart is pounding, making her chest hurt too. She can’t think very fast. Her head feels like it’s underwater.
It’s snowing hard now.
“Here. I’ll take you to the Women’s Auxiliary ladies,” the warden says. The all-clear is sounding now. Raid over. “They’ll make you a nice cuppa.”
But she doesn’t want a cup of tea. She wants to go home. She pulls her hand out of the warden’s grasp and runs through the snow that is already turning to slush on the pavement. Her left arm aches badly. One of her ankles seems to be hurt, too, and it’s difficult to run without falling over.
The falling snow is mixed with ash so she can hardly see where she’s going. There are fire engines and ambulances racing down Marigold Road. Bricks and rubble all over the road and the pavement make her stumble, The air is smoky. And a lot of muddled noise that she can’t make out clearly because her ears are still plugged from the blast. Nobody seems to notice her, so she pushes through a jumble of people.
What she sees doesn’t make sense.
The smelly old air raid shelter is a flat pile of rubble—bricks scattered over the road. Smoke and soot everywhere.
There’s a big space on the road where some of the houses had been.
Her house isn’t there.
Only the chimney is still standing. Smoke pours out of it in a thick stream as if the fire in the kitchen is still lit. Maybe it’s not her house?
She sees the marble front step, all by itself now, and knows it is.
“Very lucky you weren’t home when the bleedin’ rocket hit,” Mrs. Banbury says. She’s holding tight to her old cat. Tomkins is yowling.
How could her house get bombed?
“You promised,” she whispers.
All the noise around her and the smell and the gritty clouds of cinders mixed in the snow make it too hard to think straight about his words. But Sir Francis—whoever he is—told her the truth. She’s alive.
He never said anything about saving anybody else.
English Channel, December 1944
 
“Summat real mardy happenin’ up thy way,” Geordy said. Gloomy-faced, Enfield in hand, the Yorkshireman came to stand by Harry at the rail.
Harry had been staring at the low coastline of Essex and Kent, the gaping, shadowy mouth of the Thames between them, for an hour now. In the eerie twilight, they seemed like a nineteenth century etching. He was at a loose end, not on duty, not ready to celebrate the season. Christmas Eve, the forecast promised, would bring, if not fair weather, at least no storms, and so far that seemed about right for tomorrow. Last night, the wind had blustered past the fort carrying snow flurries to land, but that had turned out to be more drama than anything and had long since blown away. The sea below was calm at the turn of the tide. The sharp, grey-green smell of kelp filled his nose.
“Has tha no heard the radio sin tha bin up here?”
Harry turned his attention to the younger man who was on guard duty this afternoon. “What happened?”
“London’s bin hit. Hard.”
“That’s not news. Jerry’s been hitting us hard for a while now—” He broke off, thinking of the furious swarms of rockets that defied their guns last night.
“Thissun were worse. Heard it on the BBC.”
His chest tightened. This needed to stop. The Krauts needed to learn a lesson that they’d never forget—and he was ready to give it to them.
Geordy gazed at him for a second, then tilted his chin toward the door. “Tha’s about done wi’ the Christmas rum down there. Better get a sup while ye can. Do ye good.”
From the men’s mess on a lower floor a babble of voices reached them—laughter, some singing. Cigarette smoke rose up the stairs in a blue cloud.
“Too early to start drinking for me. You go ahead.” He wasn’t in the mood for putting a silly newspaper hat on his head and swigging rum with the men—all of them probably half drunk already.
“Nay, lad.” Geordy settled the Enfield on his right shoulder. “I’m on watch.”
Christmas Eve. Birthday of the Prince of Peace. He didn’t believe in fairy tales.
The enormity of it crept over him. The horror, the sheer stupidity, the absurdity of thinking they were making a difference in any way. A hundred and sixty men on a series of rickety platforms in the channel trying to shoot down the most fiendish weapon ever. Multiply that by all the other forts up and down the coast. And all of them sitting ducks for enemy bombers. The kid who’d gone daft and had to be taken off the fort had understood better than any of them the absolute futility of it all.
Something splashed below.
He reached for his Enfield—reflex action. But he didn’t have it with him; he wasn’t on duty. He leaned out far over the rail and scrutinized the sea running between the fort’s spidery legs. Nothing. No, he wasn’t going to panic just because the news was bad. Had to have been a seabird fishing.
He heard it again, followed this time by another sound he couldn’t identify.
“Geordy. Did you hear that?”
The younger man joined him at the rail. A large bird flapped up from below and swept past, wings beating angrily. Then another. Both birds circled overhead. Something out there, disturbing the birds.
“Lookit!” Geordy whispered.
Harry stared at a spot where whitecaps erupted. A grey conning tower. A mast sticking up from the tower. Waves breaking over the tower as it rose. No markings. Not more than twenty feet away.
“Harry?” Geordy whispered. “Tha’s a U-boat. What’ll we’un do?”
“Stay here, Geordy. Keep an eye on it. I’m going to raise the alarm.”
“Not so fast.” Frank Smith stood behind them. “Give them a moment.”
Harry turned to Geordy and saw the young man drop his shoulder and pull the sling holding his Enfield, raising the rifle into position.
Frank saw it too. “Put that down, my young friend. It’s not needed.”
“I dinna take orders from—”
“Wait, Geordy,” Harry said. “You can see this man?”
“Aye,” Geordy said hesitantly. He lowered the rifle.
Harry turned back to Frank. “How do you do that? Sometimes people can see you—sometimes they can’t.”
“Not important right now.”
“I’ll decide what’s important here! Answer the question.”
“Nanomaterial with a negative index of refraction,” Frank said reluctantly. “I doubt if you can understand. But you might think of it as an invisibility cloak.”
“Science fiction. That doesn’t exist.”
“Not in your time, I know. But the technology’s almost due to be discovered.”
Harry glanced at the rising conning tower, water sheeting off it. He should sound the alarm. But he had to know. “Tell me the truth.”
“I can’t tell you. Not because it’s beyond your understanding, but because it would be wrong to do so.”
Odd things fell into place like a rain of shrapnel when his guns hit their target. “You don’t belong in this time do you?”
“No. I don’t.”
“Harry.” Geordy tugged at his sleeve. “Look! There’s summat on tha boat.”
The long, sleak greyness stood out above the churning water, and a man in a seaman’s cap peered out from the open tower.
“We maun go down t’ the dock!” Geordy slung the rifle over his shoulder and turned to the iron steps that led down to the floating dock.
Frank made no move to follow. His eyes fixed on Harry as if there was much to say and little time to say it. Or perhaps, Harry thought, no way to say things that made sense.
“Why have you come here, Smith?” he demanded. “Why now? Why this fort?”
“Because you need to understand once and for all your options—and I’m afraid you’re headed toward the wrong choice!”
“What’re you talking about? What options?”
“You’re better than this. And you’re needed.”
The man was a lunatic. Harry stopped paying attention to him and followed the boy down to the dock. Frank’s footsteps on the iron sounded behind him. The steps were slippery from sea spray. Help from the drunken revelers was very far away; their voices floated thinly down to him—they were murdering “Silent Night” now—mixed with the agitated calling of seabirds. He felt as if he were the butt of some stupid joke. An urge to do something pulsed through him. But what? Force Smith off the steps somehow? No good. By the time he’d managed to—to do what? Turn and grab the man by a leg and pull? And how would that help?
“I know what you’re thinking,” Frank shouted into the noise of the waves and the wind. “I’d be examining my options about now, too.”
The dock moored to a leg of the fort rose and fell with the commotion in the water that the surfacing U-boat caused. A wave washed over the narrow platform and soaked Harry’s legs. The sharp smell of salt and kelp were overwhelming. And something else—diesel, leaking from the U-boat. Unsafe to make any fast movements. He stared at the U-boat. A man climbed out from the conning tower. He appeared to be attaching a flag to what Harry had thought at first might be a communications mast but now saw was a flagpole. A man in a white dress uniform and an officer’s cap came to stand beside the first seaman. Waves splashed over his boots.
The flag hanging listlessly from the mast was white.
“They’re surrendering.”
“Indeed they are,” Frank said. “It used to be the custom to forgive your enemies at Yuletide.”
In his father’s war, the troops in the trenches exchanged cigarettes and chocolate with the enemy, and sang carols.
“Kill ’em now!” Geordy tugged his rifle off his shoulder again. He seemed to be having trouble getting it free in his agitation. “Afore they kill us!”
“Geordy—Wait—” The nervous state the lad was in, any of them could get shot by accident.
“The outcome of this small piece of the conflict has already taken place, Harry,” Frank said. “We’re not going to change that. Lower that gun, Geordy, before you hurt somebody!”
Geordy’s face matched the grey tops of the troubled water. He was shaking visibly. He took a step toward Frank, his foot sliding on the wet planks. Harry motioned with his hand—Stay back!
But the young man was too worked up to pay attention. “Tha’s the enemy, Harry!” Geordie yelled. “Tha’s invadin’ ussen!”
“There’s a concept here, Harry, that I want you to understand,” Frank said urgently.
Geordy brought the Enfield up to the low-ready position and squinted through the sights, lining the back with the front sight. He flipped the safety off.
“Give me your rifle, Geordy!” Harry yelled over the sea noise. “Come on! I’m a better shot than you—You know I am! Give it to me!”
The white-uniformed figure standing on the U-boat was joined now by two others in regular German navy attire. The submarine seemed hardly more stable in the water than the fort’s loading dock which bucked up and down, making it difficult to keep his footing. The U-boat appeared to have developed a small but significant list to starboard that seemed likely to be the reason for the surrender. The Germans had a problem.
“You’ll never hit them—not with all this motion. Give me your rifle.”
“That’s General Klaus Hausmann,” Frank said. “One of Hitler’s inner circle. A very evil man who has his fingers all over the V2 rocket program.”
He half turned angrily toward Frank. “And you know that because—?”
“Harry! Thissun’s a traitor!” Geordy turned toward Frank, the butt of the Enfield braced against his side, pinned by his elbow. He took an awkward step forward across the heaving deck.
Harry tried to grab him. But the boy lost his footing and slipped beyond Harry’s reach. He flailed, trying to recover his balance. The Enfield dropped out of his hands and slid along the wet deck and stopped by Frank’s feet. Harry lunged toward the boy but was powerless to prevent him from toppling over the edge—and down into the waves.
He needed a life-preserver—a rope—anything! There had to be something—
Nothing. The inflatable lifeboat was moored against one of the fort’s spindly legs, but impossible to reach in water that bucked like a mule. He leaned over, stretched to catch the mooring line—almost fell in. For a second, he thought he saw a hand above the waves. Then gone.
A shock wave of grief washed over him, and he scrambled back to his knees on the heaving deck.
“I didn’t mean for that to happen,” Frank said. “You must believe me.” He stooped and retrieved Geordy’s rifle.
“Who are you?” Harry screamed over the noise of the waves breaking against the tower and the faint cries of the men on the U-boat. “You expect me to believe you’re from the future—”
“The future is nothing like you think it is! I need you to understand that much at least.”
Frank edged cautiously toward the edge of the wet dock where tendrils of fog were climbing aboard. “Look. The general’s waving—wants to make sure we know he has no surprises up his sleeve. His submarine is damaged. They’d never make it back to home port. This is his only chance.”
He held Geordy’s rifle out. “Do you want to shoot him, Harry?”
“Why’re you doing this?”
“Because I want you to understand the truth about yourself so you can make the right choice for your own future as well as mine! That man in the white uniform, that good-looking blond specimen of the Aryan race, he’s a master mind in the development of the rocket weapons at Peenemunde.”
Someone on the U-boat yelled at them, a stream of words that might’ve been German and might’ve been English. Harry had no chance of understanding them in the noisy slap and gurgle of the disturbed water.
“Yesterday,” Frank said, “a flock of those V2s our fine-looking general over there is responsible for developing passed over this fort. Remember that? Your guns couldn’t knock any of them down. They went on to London.”
Summat real mardy happenin’ . . . .
“One of them made a direct hit on a house on Marigold Road.”
The words took a second to penetrate. His house—bombed? Alice killed? His daughters too? That couldn’t be right. He’d told them to evacuate—
But not soon enough. The letter hadn’t had time to reach them.
He lunged at Frank, slipping on the wet dock, but managing to grab hold of the rifle and rip it out of his hands. Frank took a step back.
In the blackness that descended over him, the urge to kill rose up like bile in his throat. Alice. Margaret. And Rosemary. Dead. The man in the dress uniform was a Nazi who’d killed his family. His finger tightened on the trigger.
The U-boat listed badly now, waves breaking over her. More German sailors had come out to stand on her spine. One, hardly more than a boy, stood beside the general. He sensed their desperation. The white flag they’d hoisted flapped listlessly in the slight breeze. It would be an impossible shot even for him, with the deck moving under his feet. Sometimes, rage spoke in his heart, you have to attempt the impossible. His fingers on the Enfield tingled.
“Where’s the end to it all if revenge rules?” Frank shouted to him. “Is there no better way for humanity? For you, Harry Forrest?”
Kill them all. Harry’s mind reeled with choices, none of them right. None of them would bring back the dead. But first he would kill the monster that called himself Frank Smith. He turned back to face the man, Enfield lined up parallel to the deck, aimed at the man’s heart.
Frank raised his arms in surrender. “That’s the chance I’m taking, that you’d kill me. Do you understand? It’s always been a possibility.”
“I don’t believe any of your lies—”
“Hausmann’s going to die anyway. He doesn’t know it yet, but he has cancer. Go ahead, take your revenge, if it’ll make you feel better. It won’t change anything in this war. But the decision you make will change you. And it may change the future of the world.”
One of the German sailors tossed something in their direction. Something heavy, clumsily wrapped in a sheet of paper. A surrender message, perhaps. It fell short of its mark with a splash. The water was racing now with the force of the winter high tide forcing its way up the narrow throat of the Thames.
For a fleeting moment, Harry saw Geordy’s face superimposed on the German boy’s. And behind the boy—rows and rows of soldiers and civilians in endless wars—hardly more than boys, most of them. English and German and American and Drake’s Sea Dogs—all the way back to the Romans. It didn’t even stop there.
But it could stop here, at least in his war.
He didn’t have to be a killer. He couldn’t do it. He lowered the Enfield. He glanced at his enemy on the sinking U-boat.
When he looked back, Frank was gone.
London, January 1945
 
The tide was out. Gulls, terns, and an occasional heron, picked over the mud exposed along the river’s banks. It was a mild day but sunless. The smell of the mud flats was rich and earthy, not unpleasant.
A man and a little girl sat on a stone bench beside the Thames, not speaking, watching the birds. The little girl’s left arm was folded across her chest in a white sling. People strolled past along the river walk. Couples arm in arm. Mothers pushing infants in prams. Children roller-skating. Londoners, exhibiting their determination to keep their customs and their society alive in the face of the worst the enemy could do.
The child looked up at him. “What will we do now, Daddy?”
The man thought for a while before answering. When the Red Cross told him the news he already knew, he’d immediately thought about what came next. The family gone, the house gone. Why would he care anymore if he lived or died? But no, the kind lady told him, his youngest was still alive; her Nan had come up from Cheltenham to care for her temporarily. The army granted him compassionate leave to take care of business at home, even though he no longer had one. The wound was still too raw for him to answer the child.
She fingered the edge of the white sling. “He promised me. I never thought he meant—”
She’d told him about the visitor who’d wanted her out of the house so urgently.
“Nobody else saw him, did they?”
“How did you know that, Daddy?”
Somewhere in the city, a church bell chimed the hour in the midst of the bomb damage all around it—a bell that hadn’t been silenced by the blitz or the subsequent rocket attacks.
“I want to know the truth,” she said when he didn’t answer. “I’m old enough.”
How could he tell her—after all she’d been through—that he didn’t know himself what the truth was? It was too preposterous to believe.
“You understand that man, whoever he was, was not the real Sir Francis Drake?”
“’Course I do! I’m not a baby.”
“No, sweetheart, you’re not.”
There’d been no enquiry after the U-boat surrendered. “Frank Smith” didn’t show up on any rosters anyway. Geordy’s body was never recovered from the sea, just another casualty of war. Not with this wind blowing, and this tide. He’d volunteered to be the one who carried the sad news up to Yorkshire, as soon as he’d taken care of his own child.
The German U-boat’s crew was turned over to military intelligence. The man who called himself Frank Smith had saved this child from a bomb. But he hadn’t saved her mother or her sister.
They watched the birds digging out worms and small crustaceans from the mud.
“We won’t always be at war,” he said. “We’re winning. Mr. Churchill says so. And we trust Mr. Churchill, don’t we? It’s as good as a promise. We’ll have the whole future ahead of us.”
A shiver ran over his skin—a crow walking over your grave! his grandmother would’ve called it.
“Will there be another war?” the child asked.
And if the man had been telling the truth, why had he come back from the future to speak to him? The decision you make will change you.
Shaken, he said, “We’ll have to try very hard to prevent that, won’t we?”
He glanced up at the sky, half expecting the sun to be out now. It wasn’t. But the clouds radiated a mild light that seemed to promise 1945 would be a better year.
She looked at the seat beside her where a charred library book lay. Its bright pictures of kings and queens were dark with soot and tattered now. It was the only thing the firemen had been able to retrieve from the bombed house. It smelled of smoke.
“I don’t need this anymore,” she said. “Can you do it?”
He took the book from her and heaved it in a great arc far out into the Thames, pages fluttering, where it floated out to sea on the outgoing tide.
Oslo, December 2035
 
The helicar settled gracefully onto the roof of Oslo’s City Hall where they were greeted by a guard of honor carrying flares to brighten the darkness of the winter afternoon. Several awkward steps to the elevator and she began to worry that perhaps she should have given in to Catalina’s urging and accepted a mobichair. Soon the spidery undergarments kicked in again—a soft, silky feeling of being cradled in a fairy’s armor. She walked proudly, her velvet tea gown rustling around her knees.
“Madam.” A tall man in a dark snow parka ran toward them.
She felt rather than saw her escort’s instinctive stiffening.
“Doctor Forrest,” the man said. He held something out to her on the palm of his hand. She recognized the new technology that gave her so much trouble.
The escorts stepped forward immediately, alert to danger.
“It’s all right,” she said, and they fell back.
Alone now, outside the magnificent City Hall where the ceremony waited for her, in the floodlit falling snow, she watched the man activate the comm unit. The tiny holo appeared.
Abuelita! Gabriel’s image greeted her. I have something to celebrate too. Do you have time? I must tell you!
Later, she marveled that she hadn’t fallen to her knees.
In the hall, a blur of sensations overwhelmed her. Bright murals—the assembled members of the committee—the fashionable crowd standing in respect—the trumpet salute. The secretary, white-haired but younger than she, walked beside her to her place on the dais.
More trumpets. The royal party arriving, elegant but understated. The middle-aged king was handsome. She’d expected the queen at least to wear a tiara. Little thoughts, light as dandelion fluff, distracted her mind from Gabriel’s message.
The Master of Ceremonies, a tall blond man in a smartly cut suit and blue tie, began his introduction. “Your Majesty, your royal highnesses, excellencies, ladies and gentlemen—”
Her little finger was twitching. She made a fist to control it. Normal reaction, she reassured herself. All recipients of the Nobel Peace Prize are nervous at the ceremony.
She could do this. She had spent a lifetime talking, planning, collaborating with Carlos to advance her father’s dream of world peace. This would be no different. She would talk about how that necessary work must continue, even though her father and Carlos were dead and she would be too someday soon. Had it made a difference? The world seemed to lurch between good and bad outcomes even now, in spite of her work. She had to believe there was a purpose to her life.
Another musical interlude. The program informed her it was a medley of English folk songs in her honor. She didn’t recognize them.
Thunder of applause—and then it was her turn to speak.
“Doctor Rosemary Forrest Aragon,” the Master of Ceremonies said crisply.
She stood. Secretary Eriksen, perhaps catching a moment’s hesitation, offered her his arm. In the face of crisis, she’d always found her way. This was no different. She could do this.
I apologize that I didn’t come to this celebration, Abuelita, Gabriel’s holo had said. Behind him, a Princeton courtyard where Einstein had once walked. Dark Catalan hair and green eyes he’d inherited from Carlos. A door in her past swung open and something dark surged in. A sense of a puzzle being made complete. I’ve made a big breakthrough—Actually, of course, my team and I—
She was aware of the secretary gazing at her in concern, the audience murmuring behind their hands at her delay. To gain time and her composure, she pretended to cough and sought a non-existent handkerchief. An elderly female member of the Nobel committee hurried up to her with a tissue. Deep in her past lay things she’d not understood until now.
We’ve broken through the barrier. The one-way arrow of time is only an illusion.
Her visitor was older; Gabriel was young still. But Time took care of that.
She thought of the sunken Roman trireme, its menace to those not ready for it. But surely the breakthrough was inevitable—if not Gabriel, then another. “The tide comes in, the tide goes out,” Carlos’s voice said in her memory. Life was like that, a river flowing from past to future—and maybe backward, too. We only do the best we can. Horses get killed even though they are innocent.
The man from the future had made sure she was not there when the bomb came for her family. She understood now that it was because he had no choice.
She stepped up to the podium and began to speak.
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