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Between two worlds Life hovers like a star,
‘Twixt Night and Morn, upon the horizon’s verge.
How little do we know that which we are!
How less what we may be! The eternal surge
Of Time and Tide rolls on and bears afar
Our bubbles; as the old burst, new emerge,
Lashed from the foam of ages; while the graves
Of Empires heave but like some passing waves.
Lord Byron
Don Juan, 15: xcix
* * * * *
Prelude to a Change of Mind
* * * * *
ONE
The tiny woman stepped from thin air and darted off without a look to see who followed. In a burst of speed, she dropped to all fours, galloping across the cabin and through a door to a second room at the back. Her way was obstructed and her path confused by increasing dozens of her kind coming out of the air to fill the log walled structure. She zigged and zagged past diminutive women and men, old and young, materializing around her, complicating her run with the abrupt fact of themselves and the stout wooden rods most of them carried. A final leap took her to the side of a flushed and thrashing form struggling on a low cot.
On the bed a human, a young woman—some might still have said girl—moaned and sweated in restless, fevered sleep. She muttered brokenly, crying out now and again for faces absent or mercies unknown. Her arms and legs knocked with great agitation but little force against the low wood frame that bore the canvas-covered pad on which she tossed. The hemp lattice beneath the pad creaked loudly.
The bed was simple, a homemade mattress stuffed in small part with lumps of batting, and in larger part with scraps of old fabric too worn or ratted for other practical use. Modest though it was, it was nevertheless fitted with muslin sheets and wool blankets against chill nights.
At the head of the cot, against the wall above the sick girl’s head, the tiny woman leaned forward, her dancing fingertips playing lightly over the flush of the girl’s face. With coos and sighs, the slight figure warbled as she worked, and sang wordless lilting harmonies to the girl’s moans. More of the little people moved close to the bed, singing wordlessly, contributing a palette of wrring and chuttering calls, stroking, patting, or tapping, so that no portion of the girl went untouched or unserenaded.
A steady stream of the arrivals moved in and out through the door, some staying to mill behind the first rank at the bed. These sang in concert with those who touched, ready to slip into an open place whenever one nearer the bedside moved away. Beyond the threshold, the outer chamber teemed with these beings, all barking or chirping or crooning a variegated racket. Periodic laughter rippled through the mass of small men and women stroking, patting and caressing each other a room away from the sick girl.
Constant at the bed, the tiny nurse nimbly worked the girl’s forehead and temples in a light massage. The three fingers and two thumbs of each of her hands spread widely apart in a vast reach that allowed her a broad stroke in a simple motion. Like all her companions except the youngest, she wore a skirt and shawl of sturdy homespun, unbleached, undyed, unadorned. The shawl was held by a simple clasp at the shoulder. Unlike most of the others, however, she carried no staff.
The faces of these small folk were bare, but their hair grew lushly in a thick mane that sprouted from scalp and jaw line, disappearing at the base of the neck into the tops of their shawls. A light fur was visible on the legs extending below their skirts and on the arms that reached from beneath their upper garments.
Through the twittering, chattering din that bounded off the walls, an interference-ridden voice, or successive voices, barely rose to audibility from a short-wave radio in the main room. It pattered ceaselessly in a tinny, excited whisper, cataloging the passage back and forth of despoliation, murder and brutal fervors in the name of Il Duce, the Emperor, the Fuhrer, of Democracy and His Majesty. Through the crackle of the ether, it spoke of the Revolution, the Fatherland, the Motherland, the Republic, in the name of Freedom, of Destiny, of the Red Army, of God and Country, of Profit, on and on in tones all the more alarming for their dispassionate calm.
The room in which the young human tossed was a lean-to, an add-on intended perhaps as a large pantry, but now snugly filled with the cot, a chair and a large chest—and two to three dozen cooing, trilling, beskirted beings of small stature and ceaseless activity. The low rear wall was about the same height as these folk, so they stood freely beneath the ceiling’s angle even in the tight pass between wall and bed. One window pierced the end wall across from the foot of the cot, though the opening was tightly shuttered, and did little to relieve the closeted gloom. Beneath this window stood the trunk and atop the trunk lay a brush and mirror. Apart from the plank door that opened into the main room, nothing interrupted the bare, rough timbers of the walls except a hand-drawn calendar and a small shelf that served for a nightstand by the head of the bed. The bed itself was raised just enough on stubby legs to clear the ankle high boots placed underneath beside well-worn loafers. Both pairs of shoes belonged to the delirious young woman struggling unconsciously within the sheets.
Her name was Meg, Patricia Margaret Christmas, to be precise, but for all her eighteen years she had been called and had called herself Meg. The cot she restlessly occupied stood in her room, a tiny room, in the cabin she shared, in season, with her father. That season was the burn time, the hot days and dry weeks when timberlands are most vulnerable to fire. She and her father were part of a thin pepper, vigilant ones and twos, strewn through these woods to watch for the telltales of combustion.
This particular cabin, a rough but tight structure of heavy, clay caulked boles, stood in a high grassy clearing among mountain forest. The meadow opened in a mixed wood of fir and aspen. Down-wandering spruce graced its upper end, and two ponderosa pines gated a path that entered its lower edge. Beside the cabin, its adjacent watchtower—though still a good, huffing climb below the tree line on its own mount—stood eminent above a broad range of lesser slopes and changing timber. During their periods of residence, father and daughter shared this unassuming home, and shared also the task of peering from the tower, gazing out from their clearing over the expanse of lands falling away into storybook vistas, eyes open against signs of fire.
As Meg lay self-bound in her tangled cot, remnant fever still tossing her weakly now and again, the season was near its final days. Fall color was well advanced in the foliage over which she was charged to watch. Even an unfamiliar observer, scanning the site she and her father had occupied over the last months, could see that it was partially secured against imminent departure. First snow in that high place would isolate it completely.
Rewarding the persistent ministrations of the small folk were signs that the girl was resting easier. The fever held on, bated if not beaten, but she lay more quietly amidst the song erupting on all sides. Her lidded eyes danced in dream.
She mistook their voices for birdcalls. Dreaming, she floated in an enormous tropical colony of giant parakeet flamingos. She dreamed they nuzzled her, and some of them, not those close by, interrupted their otherwise unending polyphony with laughter.
The little beings who attended her were not long in perceiving a gradual relaxing of the crisis, and a quite evident note of relief entered their vocalizations. An old greyhair had stood at Meg’s side, clasping the girl’s hand and patting it tenderly all the long hours of the worst, while others more actively worked about her form. This oldster now lifted the hand against its cheek and released it, retiring to the far corner by the door to curl up and, without ceremony, go to sleep.
A young man, walnut skinned and ruddy maned except for a white patch in the hair under his chin, stepped into the open place at the bedside, dropped his staff at his feet, and took up Meg’s hand. He yodeled expressively to the room at large, a cry that was picked up at the door by a mother with a prattling toddler on her hip, and passed by her with embellishments to the room beyond. There it was echoed, improvised on, adjusted to and adapted until a memory of its shape was part of every detail in that dense tapestry of sound.
The young man stroked, rubbed, tapped, and patted Meg’s hand and upper arm, much as his companions were doing over the rest of her body. Much as the woman at the head of the bed did with Meg’s face and crown. Some of those who attended the girl wore expressions of focused, diagnostic concentration. Others showed faces like a virtuoso might wear while playing a favorite song on a cherished instrument. Those away from the immediate bedside expressed a more general exuberance, patting and brushing themselves and each other nearly as much as their companions did Meg. They returned the taps and caresses of those moving around them, who in turn touched and were touched by those on the other side of successive intermediates. Thin, wiry, small—the giants among them were under three feet—these chattering, chuttering, wrring, cooing, clicking, barking, warbling beings were constantly stroking and being stroked by each other.
From her dream, Meg smacked her lips and licked them with a dry tongue. Her eyes fluttered and opened, peering for an uncomprehending heartbeat at the woman who played with such tenderness over her face. She closed her eyes again and whimpered. The tiny woman withdrew a hand and released the clasp that held her shawl closed, revealing as she did so a bare chest and belly framed by a baby-fine, satiny pelt on her shoulders and back. Her lactating breasts were full and firm. She clambered onto the bed and, carefully, straddled the girl, leaning over that chapped and bloodied mouth to press beside one nipple, causing a drop of milk to fall onto the girl’s dry, swollen tongue. She pushed the breast onto those lips and they responded. Her milk, its thick body warm and deliciously sweet, was exhausted in moments by the hungry girl, but it was enough. A dribble at the corner of that parched mouth gleamed faintly luminous in the room’s deep twilight.
Meg swallowed the first taste painfully, but the second with greater ease. The third time was weak but without apparent discomfort. Her eyes opened and she scanned the faces of those beside her bed.
“There’s something odd,” she thought, “about the bearded lady’s hands.”
Turning her head away, she fell into dreamless sleep. This seemed to give the little people a great deal of satisfaction.
Satisfied, also, seemed the one who watched from his perch on a ladder-back chair forced close to the girl by the confines of the room. He rocked the chair onto its two back legs, placed a hand on the neighboring wall for steadiness, and closed his own eyes for a count of ten.
No sooner had this watcher relaxed his vigil than one of the small folk, passing by the radio in the other room, barked sharply at the droning short-wave broadcast. It stopped and fiddled with the dials, twisting the volume sharply up and tuning in a clear signal of big band swing. As one, the little people erupted into a pulsing, boiling fusion of ancient clog and instinctual jitterbug.
Bouncing, rhythmic enthusiasm spilled a circulating current into the sick room as a continuous train of dancers flowed through the door, spreading the joy and craning to check the condition of the girl. Bedside attendants never left off their ministrations to join the revels, but as they rendered tenderly unto Meg they twitched and bopped in time to the music, each of them warbling, barking, wrring and whistling an addition to the melody.
The one who had watched from the chair opened his eyes again at the crash of the song. Rising, he threaded his way through the dancing mass to the radio, beside which he stood patiently until the end of the tune. He smiled at the cavorting beings filling the space before him, even allowing himself a few finger snaps and a tapping foot. When the piece ended, however, he switched off the radio and disconnected the battery. Through the sudden quiet in the music’s wake he heard the call of a late flying ouslam disappearing outside in the night.
Quickly, the watcher crossed to the cabin’s door and out into the darkness. He stopped abruptly and stood motionless, gazing up again at the long missed constellations of his native heavens.
* * * * *
TWO
When Meg surfaced at last into consciousness she could not identify the twitters and trills rising around her. The birdlike song absorbed through her sleep did not last long in any case. The instant she came awake, voices nearest her changed to deep, open throated hoohooing. Complexly layered like a chorus of baritone owls, this new call washed out from beside her bed, taken up by additional voices to ripple into the adjacent room. And yet—her brows knit ever so slightly—from out there she continued to hear the original trilling song’s now remote but persistent texture.
Pats and caresses ranged over her body, tiny hands playing a feathery percussion. With effort, she forced her eyes fully open. The light, blinding at first, became, as her vision adjusted, the dusk of the cabin with no lamp burning, the shutters closed.
Moving her head was still more than she could attempt, but its angle on the pillow allowed her eyes to track the room. Beside her the bearded woman and several like her, male and female, ministered to Meg where she lay.
She focused on the bearded woman, who responded with a long, tremolant coo and a series of glancing strokes to Meg’s face. Meg saw that the woman’s “beard” was actually the lower, front part of the mane that framed the creature’s face.
It was a face that was not quite human. The nose was a little too long, almost a modest version of the pendulous nose she had seen once in a photo of a monkey in National Geographic. The eyebrows were too arch, the eyes deep and too liquid.
The hands so startled her that she hiccupped. From each narrow palm three long, slender fingers were opposed by two thumbs.
“Like a koala,” she mouthed to herself.
Strange as the appearance of these creatures was, however, she felt safe among them. Their presence impressed her as exotic and beautiful, and their ministrations soothed her spirit, softening the bone ache and alleviating the weakness that held her down. She glanced at those clustering around the cot then looked back to the female beside her head. That one, cooing, gently turned Meg’s face, then reached up to separate the fastener of her shawl.
Beneath it, she wore nothing above the waist. Her mane covered her neck down to her collarbones. As much as Meg could see around the drapes of the shawl, the woman’s arms, back, and sides were lightly furred. Her breasts and belly were hairless. Laying a hand to Meg’s cheek, the woman leaned over and with the other squeezed one of her breasts. Two drops of milk fell on the girl’s slightly parted lips. It was the sweet drink of her previous waking. When the woman leaned close and pressed her nipple to Meg’s mouth, she took it in, hungry and grateful.
The tiny woman stroked Meg’s hair as she suckled.
A few mouthfuls were all her nurse provided, yet the effort of feeding tired Meg quickly. Sleep waited slim moments away. Though the milk was soothing, harshness in her throat shied her from uttering even a whisper. With only a little more energy she thought she could muster a tentative, “Dad?,” but it was energy she did not have. She did, however, feel better. Better each moment her companions stroked, patted and sang.
Under her blanket she wore what felt like a soiled diaper.
“I have to get up,” she told herself, “real soon.”
Later, the woman half woke her to nurse again in the dark stillness of late night. When Meg finished, the woman climbed onto the cot and snuggled close alongside her. Meg fell back to sleep with the small figure cradled by her arm.
* * * * *
THREE
Long beams of early morning broke through the seams of the eastern shutters. For the first few seconds Meg’s mind hung out of gear. She watched the slow drift of motes through the thin slices of light. Her nurse still nestled, sleeping against her side, a tiny creature hardly longer than her arm. The room around her hummed with a low chorus of somnolent respiration.
Abruptly, her mind clicked to alert as she detected a heavier, wakeful breathing in the corner behind her, away from the window. Her nurse and companions all sat up at once.
Meg, braving the pain, turned her head, mouthing, “Da—” but broke off, facing a stranger in the chair beside her bed.
His curly hair spilled into his beard from under an unbilled brocade cap. Though taller than her nurse by a good eight inches, he was still remarkably short. Trim and well knit, he was also extraordinarily broad across the shoulders and chest. His hands, while wide, callused and horny, were configured with a normal arrangement of fingers and thumbs. In addition to the cap, he wore a shirt of red flannel and heavy trousers of some buff fabric. The pants tucked into brown leather boots laced tightly to below his knees. His eyes held a measure of the liquid depth of her nurse.
His breath drew deep and slow.
The normally configured hands—normal, that is, in having the usual number and kinds of digits—were frozen in what looked like a peculiar version of cat’s cradle. He held a string, a coarse, loose cord kept from raveling by a knot at either end. On his lap lay a pile of fiber, semi-organized into loose turns, and a stick on which was twisted more of the string, its end a delta into unspun hanks.
“Not your dad, I’m afraid.” He spoke in a kind of low rumbling, his accent both thick and musical. “I go by Jack.”
He winked at her.
“Jack Plenty. My cousins and I found your dad and you at death’s door. You’d made it out of the cabin and you were tossing and weeping in a great fit when we came in on the vibes. Your dad was slumped onto the table next to the radio, his whole body all shaking. Ekaterina got you onto the cot there while I tried to do something for the old man.”
He paused and dropped his gaze to the ground, letting his hands fall into his lap, oblivious to tangling the string.
“Pantisocratic fever,” he observed softly. “Worst cases I’ve ever seen.”
His eyes turned up as if referring to something on the underside of his brow, bunching the skin of his forehead.
“Some rot about genetic might-probablies and all around you, whatchacallit, Enviro’s mental triggers. I don’t know. It was that radio.”
He jabbed an index finger emphatically toward the door to the other room.
“Neither one of you should have been listening, not with your who-you-come-froms what they are. Especially not for years, like with this more outright stretch of the Long War.”
He began trying to sort out the snarl in his lap, pulling at some loop here, another there. Progress evaded him.
“We home in on the vibrations, you know. Just sort of beam in on the fever vibes and here we are with our little tenders come to procreate and nurse.”
Flicking the tangle loose, he waggled one hand to the side, as though indicating an unseen presence.
“After insemination they give up milk for two whole years before they conceive, the healing milk, like balm from Gilead.”
He kissed his fingertips.
“Like the spittle of an angel’s kiss. But their bodies won’t realize a fertile egg until two years done and their milk becomes the ordinary suck of pretty babes.”
He winked, then shrugged.
“Okay, slightly special. Doesn’t keep them from going through any motions, though. Not at all. There’s no stopping them from going through any kind of motions.”
His expression went from smile to frown.
“Terrible thing, though, this fever. Your case.”
Leaning back, he almost looked down his nose at her.
“Mostly, this crud is the only clue we have to incipient predispositional empathy traits in full humans. You know, genetic marker and all that stuff.”
With his free hand he began to pick anew at the wad of string.
“Mostly.” He paused, shook his head once, then went on. “Mostly, it takes shape in the wearies…and crummy gut, mild to acute. I’ve seen hives from time to time…and burning water. All that type of telltale.”
He leaned closer.
“But a man dead and his bairn nearly so…I don’t know what to make of it, I truly do not. Ekaterina probably knows. I’m a little vague on the theoreticalizing, myself. Much more the feelie type, you know?”
He was trying to tell her something, she was sure of it. He did not seem to require much from her, certainly not an articulated response. What he was saying was about her, or at least concerned her, and meant something about the state she was in. She would have to sort it out later. She tried to focus on that thought, that later she would have to figure out what this man was trying to say. She hoped that concentrating on a single subject would help her stay awake.
For a few seconds the ploy worked, then the dryness of her eyes became a burning and tears flooded her vision. When she blinked in reflex some trigger was tripped and she dropped toward sleep. As she fell away she heard the man saying, “I have composed a line or two on the subject, if I may be so bold.”
He cleared his throat, then continued,
“The fever pitch that burns all night….”
Whatever came next was lost in the gulf.
* * * * *
FOUR
“…PSYCHOMASTERS! PLEASURE GIRLS BUST OUT SMILING,
insincere,
working for wages, wanted for wages, unwilling unfulfilled,
strutting a highlife without satisfaction, that much is clear,
that much and a few other things not listed
in the particular bills
detailing goods obtained from the leaning plazas
of Bobbo’s lawn,
Oh, babble on, fair muse, my tongue is yours as you will.
Atta way to call them; small or large, that is, or small….”
She finally opened her eyes after a long struggle in which she tried to believe the voice was part of a dream she could push through to quieter sleep. It seemed this weird man had been reciting forever. Some piece of her, she realized, had listened to his twisting verse, but like an eavesdropper more than an audience. He appeared to need nothing from her. Even her sleeping presence was enough.
“…containerless, tinless, bootless, fruitless, of no account
and beloved, therefore, of the lesser gods, the odd sprite
splintered off from the all inclusive light of heaven’s mount,
the Rudys of paradise, the LaVernes, their Chevies, tight
with all roads and steady in the spray of the many founts
of the demon’s drool, not one whittle to pass our sight….”
His words hammered at her—senseless, rambling, flitting subject to subject like a nectaring insect. Unable to follow, she tried to shut it out, to sink back into unawareness. His voice persisted, never slowing as it rose to shout or sank to whisper in a train of emotional passes she could not connect to the words springing from his throat.
“…corsairs come upon the winds, great scimitars flash
in the gleam of the single winking eye of voyeuristic heaven,
blinking in the shifting veils of cloud, a clangor, a clash
between the slight colors of natural day and the bruise
of industry’s leaven
mixed into our food for thought, the abutment a gash
upon the reflections in our hearts of the seas, all seven
ranged ‘round us like a relish tray around the bowl of dip,
good herbs stirred into a fatty, gelatinous liquid, sipped
on the crunching chomp of those yummy sticks of celery….”
“Shut up,” she thought. “Just shut up. I want to sleep, sleep. Go away.” Curling into a ball, she clapped hands tightly over her ears. He went on.
“…fair is as fair would have it, the briefer wings,
the wing-a-dings, the catalog, so many graceful killer boys,
so many ships, so many stones in the armory of distant slings,
false glories accosted amidst the attitudes of playthings, toys
in the hands of giants, in these midge’s hands the ringing
of the bells of perdition, duck and cover. The perfume cloys,
clutters, clogs the intakes, affronts the senses, perfect tension
drawn out to the perfect tautness of a high string
on our lady’s harp,
to pluck and fondle under discretion’s tarp,
for as so change our attitudes so changes our grasp of this
one what in a hell of creation….”
“…Sleep. Sleep. Sleep. Sleep,” she repeated as a bludgeon in her mind, a pounding mantra wall erected against the torrent of language vented by this incomprehensible Jack.
“…Sleep. Sleep. Sleep. Sleep,” she timed it to the pulse in her
throbbing temples.
“…Sleep. Sleep. Sleep. Sleep….” The effort of continuing this inner chant soon exhausted her, and she slipped into enfolding dream. But the odd man’s words followed her a ways, to stand just inside the boundary of waking, hailing her, then slowly fading as with distance.
* * * * *
FIVE
Her eyes were already open and focused when her mind woke. Sharp pain came with every movement of her head, so she did not shift her gaze. Thirst, and the extreme dryness of her mouth, brought a longing for the milk she’d had before, but her nurse and the others had vanished. She was alone with that peculiar man. The room was lit by a dim, wavering, dirty glow.
She was looking at Jack when her thoughts restarted. He and his kit were slightly blurry, as if he were less solid…or had begun diffusing into the atmosphere. She blinked several times hoping to clear her eyes, but he would not resolve into focus. Everything else in her field of vision was sharply defined.
Lost in his own activities, Jack was oblivious to her stare. His chair was oriented so that he could prop one leg on the wall, and there he sat, naked except for a short skirt. Pushing his right hand against his leg, he spun lumpy string from his twists of combed fiber. His left hand kept the thread tight and took it up onto his stick. Each time his palm slid along his leg he rocked forward until the chair was flat on the ground, rocking back onto the rear legs as he wound new slack onto the spindle. Neither his process nor pace showed much concern for producing a large amount of string.
She realized he was speaking while he spun. The merest hint of an echo followed his voice. He seemed to be composing a poem, trying different versions of phrases and sentences.
“The gift we spin and cord and weave and sew
and reshape some winter afternoon as cookies
is the number one pipeline to what you better believe is so….
“Wait a minute,” he interrupted himself. “That line walks with a crutch. Better make that
…is the number one pipeline to what you need to know….”
He seemed to repeat this line silently, testing it, weighing it. Satisfied, he went on, “So, then, that makes it,
The gift we spin and cord and weave and sew
and reshape some winter afternoon as cookies
is the number one pipeline to what you need to know,
The Big One, the pro who shows that you and me are rookies,
a kindness against a beat-you-down life’s unnervings,
a balm because the hearts of seekers readily bruise.
“Now that’s what I call a working first verse,” he congratulated himself. “Which brings us to the second verse. Let me see. Good poetry always moves from thought to action. The first one was pretty thoughtful, if I say so myself. Took me a deal of thinking, anyway. So, then, what kind of action? But there’s only one action right for The Big One, right? So that’s easy.”
With a flourish, he declaimed,
“Consequently, let me put this sacred gift, this grass,
fair communion, into the bowl of my Chaldean chalice
blown of a creamy, opalescent glass
and fit for suction by all who forego malice
toward the world of each-and-every’s birthing,
which is to say, lovers of the greeny muse.”
At this, he pulled from his bag a chambered instrument to which a long hose was attached. The top of it looked like a small eggcup with what appeared to be soot around its edge. Jack removed this, revealing that the cup was the head of a narrow pipe that ran to the lower of the two chambers of the device. The device itself was, as Jack’s poem had said, of creamy, opalescent glass, although dark with internal discoloration. He separated the two chambers, opening the lower. From his bag he took a small flask, from which he first filled the chamber with a transparent, amber liquid, then poured a healthy swallow down his own throat. This caused him to cough and his eyes to tear.
“Oh, stuff me!” he said, “but that is good!”
He stowed the flask and closed the now liquid filled lower chamber, which he refitted to its mate. This upper piece he opened, removing from inside a small wad of moist, leafy matter. After closing the upper chamber, and adjusting the hose that emerged from its top, he pressed the leafy matter into the little cup on the end of its pipe and reinserted the pipe into the larger instrument.
For a moment he raised the device as if in offering to someone unseen, closed his eyes and mumbled something beneath his breath. Finishing with a blink, he stuck the hose in his mouth, produced a lit match by sleight of hand, and held the flame to the little cup while puffing noisily. In a heartbeat, the cup glowed from a smoking coal. Jack inhaled slowly while shaking out the match. He held his breath until his face turned red. When he exhaled the room filled with thick, pungent smoke. He took another long pull on the hose, held it again, blew another heavy cloud into the room. At this point he noticed Meg watching.
“Hello,” he greeted her, waving. His hand rose and fell in exaggerated slow motion. “You’re awake. Have a taste of the ol’ communion chalice?”
Meg’s throat no longer seemed familiar with the act of making words. She tried to speak, but could only croak, “What…what?”
“What is it?” Jack finished for her. “Well you should ask.” He nodded solemnly. “Because this is no ordinary offered thing. Not for old Jack Plenty. Brought this from seed to sacrifice my own self, grown for flower not for fiber. Strictly religious. My own small measure of diplomatic reception of the ineffable intelligence of the immanent all. Uh, ‘God’ you might call it, the all that is, not the offered thing. That’s more in the nature of a supply of prayers, you know. Not the prayers like spinning and weaving, but the other kind, the floaters. Sure you won’t have a go?”
Meg moved her head in the least possible negative shake, at which Jack produced another match and helped himself to a third puff. The smoke hung thickly in the small room, making her dizzy. Only it wasn’t dizzy, but something else, some other sensation for which she had no name. She was not even sure if it was unpleasant. Whatever the effect, it combined with the weakness that already held her to make it that much harder to draw herself together. Limp upon the low cot, she slipped from awareness of the room into an imagining that was part waking fantasy but through which she watched herself move as though in dream. She walked, sometimes skipped, down a wooded lane, humming the melody to a tune from the radio. Light came through the trees blue and gold. She was content to continue on the lane as she followed it toward authentic sleep. Just before she stepped across the border into oblivion she thought that the leafy stuff in Jack’s water pipe must be marijuana.
Her last waking thought was, “But that would be illegal.”
* * * * *
SIX
“Like I was saying, though, you two are a puzzle.” Jack accented this statement with a grave nod of the head. “Is it this piece of war? We see it as just another phase in the struggle, no meaner or worse than what you call peace. No fewer victims that’s for sure, but to you it’s a more acute state. And from your point of view it’s been a long separation from what you tell yourself is peace.”
To underscore the authority of his words, he squinted one eye and leaned forward.
“Oh, I know, ‘A subjective influence is consistent with incipient predispositional empathy.’ I know the drills. But is it that or is it something about your particular mix of come-befores and the specific empathic predispositions incipient in you? Didn’t think I could get that one out of my mouth, did you?”
A radiant gloat swept onto his expression.
“It’s not the words that give me fits. The words heel fine enough. It’s the notions themselves that get hazy and soft. See what I’m saying?”
His tone was redolent with sincerity.
“I mean, is this merely the first two cases of a soon to be global outbreak of some especially nasty strain of pantisocratic fever— brought on by subjective response to a perceived fact of total industrial war, maybe—or is it just something peculiar and unseen about you?”
Rolling back his head, he looked down his nose at her.
“Observe the masterly choice of words. Like I was saying, could you be, maybe, the most iconoclastic possibility for matrilineal-type infiltration since, for instance, the Blessed Virgin Mary? Or, after all, only one of a scad of wordshapes in a pleasant tale?”
As he had talked, Jack had been working the pile of fiber that sat again in his lap. His left hand held the spindle, onto which he would take up the lumpy, irregular string produced as he rolled the fiber against his leg. He was fully clad: boots, trousers, shirt, cap.
The tiny woman slept cuddled beside Meg, although—as if responding to being noticed—she now sat up and looked from side to side, blinking owlishly.
Again Meg tried to speak.
“You…that smoke…,” she began.
“Smoke?” Jack asked, giving her a puzzled look.
“That smoke,” she repeated, “that…that stuff you were smoking…what?”
“I’m afraid you got me, sister,” he answered. “I don’t really know what you’re talking about.”
“Before. I woke up. Your poem. You were smoking. Was it… was it marijuana?”
Jack pulled back, a shocked look on his face. In a moment he regained his composure. His eyebrows rose high as he spoke in forceful tones.
“I’m not going to pretend I’m unfamiliar with the term,” he assured her, “or even unacquainted with the practice you mention,” he slapped a fist into the other, open palm, “but I’m telling you, when you’re serious about making a change in the prevailing order there are certain, ah, practices that you put aside in the interest of the, whatchacallit, revolutionary moment.”
“Plus, it’s illegal,” Meg croaked.
“Hah!” Jack barked a guffaw. “Illegal! Sister, of course it’s illegal. It has a thousand practical uses, grows in desert or ditch, and can take the edge from a seeker’s pain.”
Scrunching closed an eye, he jabbed an index finger for emphasis.
“Every prohibition is about two things. One is to say who yanks tight the reins on harvesting wealth from ordinaries like you and yours truly. The other is making plain folks into criminals and largening up the powers of the police. Which is very convenient when you’re a bigwig not sure whose head you’ll want to crack, see what I’m saying? No,” he smirked as at a choice joke, “Prohibitions should be resisted, not obeyed. No,” he waved a finger in the air, taking a more serious tone, “the reason to set aside such observances is because the times require us to look sharp and think fast, and act when the moment is ripe. See?”
Meg stared at him coolly.
“So, not marijuana?” she pressed despite her raspy throat.
“Not to any knowledge of mine,” he stated unequivocally.
“What…then, what?”
“I have to say again, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Jack looked straight into her eyes as he said this, holding her gaze for several seconds. She broke off, and looked away. Her throat ached from producing so many words.
He fell into a reverie, his eyes on a point somewhere beyond the wall, his broad hand stroking his chin. He sat like this for a long minute, then returned to himself with a start.
“Pantisocratic fever, we call it. Terrible thing of ague and chills, delirium, pertussis, phlegm and catarrh, rheum from the eyes and thrashing, all that in you and only you. In your old dad the rigidity and seizures, followed by an abrupt cessation of symptoms of any kind. In a word, death. That’s what you call it. We call it something else entirely. Something like a broken heart.” As if in illustration, his chest heaved with a tremendous sigh. However, he warmed again as he continued explaining. “It’s when grief and anger at the senselessness and destruction spill over and become physically, you know, manifest? Real anyway. We can feel it, and we come with the little ones, their—hah hah!—procreative urges, and their milk. We are here.”
At this last statement he paused, leaning forward as though awaiting her words. She drew together her strength and croaked, “Why…?”
“Why? You ask why? Why, to yank the world from the brink. To seek an end to the folly and a beginning to regeneration.”
He leaned back, satisfied, as though releasing her. She fought to keep herself conscious, hanging on to a fleeting observation that he spoke like a government clerk trying to sound important. Suddenly, a cloud seemed to pass over the man’s face, and he lurched forward again.
“I fear I gave him no more than quiet of mind and ease of body as he departed. I’m sorry.”
It took her a moment to understand this referred to her father. Her father was dead. This strange man had been saying that.
Soon after sitting up, her tiny nurse had climbed off the cot and resumed patting and stroking Meg. She had been joined almost immediately by others spilling in through the door and taking up positions around the cot, all patting and stroking while the larger girl attended to the things Jack said. They hoohooed at Meg and each other, mixing in some of the parakeet-like twitters and trills that seemed to fill the adjoining room. The realization that her father was dead coincided so exactly with an abrupt change in the song of the small people that she was startled. She heard an air of consolation enter their voices. She felt it in her body, felt the song of these strange little creatures bathing the chasmic loss that suddenly hit home.
“Me?” she strained to ask. “I made them change?”
“Well, ah. Yeah.”
For a moment he did not seem inclined to say any more, but then continued, “Well, someone will have to explain it all sometime, and it won’t be easier for the putting off.”
Jack shrugged his shoulders up beneath his ears, dropping them again with an explosive exhalation.
“First, You can’t know how much I wish I’d had more to do for your Dad.”
She blinked as tears gathered at the corners of her eyes.
“What?” she asked. “Where?”
“Kate, ah, Kate, that is, Ekaterina and I buried him at the head of the meadow.”
“Ekaterina.” She motioned toward her small nurse with her eyes. “Her?”
Jack giggled.
“No,” he said. “No, but Kate wouldn’t be upset that you thought so.” He interrupted himself with a snicker. “No, Kate, I call her ‘Kate,’ but only when she’s not within listening. Ol’ Kate’s been gone for two, two-and-a-half days, arranging for food. I expect her back today or tomorrow. Or the next day. It’s hell for provisions with all this warring. As for the little one there beside you, how she knows herself or her kind is their mystery, but we call her ‘Sweetheart.’ Even among folks like hers who live to be kind she stands out for kindness. Kind to me more than once. More ways than one. You better believe it.”
Meg turned to look at the being beside her. “Sweetheart” hoohooed, twittered and trilled, stroked the girl’s face, and tapped lightly on her arm and upper chest. Occasionally, the tiny woman turned to tap or sing to the creature beside her, itself similarly engaged. The tightness and pain in Meg’s throat began to fade.
She turned back to Jack and asked, “Who are they? I mean, are they people?”
He screwed up his face in a rapid sequence of expressions suggesting confusion, irritation, discomfort and—ultimately— determination.
“Who they are…I mean, who they are,” he said finally, “is, well, your kinfolk. Or ours. Some of us closer than others. I mean, like you to me so me to them. See?”
Jack paused and seemed to re-taste the words that he had chosen. Meg could see satisfaction move over his face as he decided that this beginning addressed whatever reservations he had about discussing the beings around them. He went on
“Them, you, me, we’re all one big dog-cluster evolution-wise. Or not evolution-wise, that’s not right. It’s that DNA stuff. Genes, that’s it. Gene-wise we’re just like dogs and wolves and coyotes. Whatsit? Ol’ Kate’s got a phrase, like this,”
Jack sat bolt upright and intoned, “‘Closely related but differentiable species able to hybridize fertilely.’”
He relaxed and continued, “Us intuits are a mite freer with our tongues and we say ‘dog-cluster.’”
He paused for a moment as his hands became entangled in the string he was spinning. He extricated them with a flick, then began picking at the resulting tangle.
“Or some such. You know, like dogs and wolves. You cross them you get wolf-dogs for the generations. Cross a horse and a donkey, now, you get a mule. A human and some others, you get a mule. A tiger and a lion, you get a mule. What Kate says is ‘offspring with no possibility of successive issue.’ What a bunch of words for mule. You know what that ‘issue’ means? Gets me all bothered just considering it.”
Meg noticed Jack’s left hand kneading his crotch as he talked. Never before had she encountered an adult male who would do such a thing in the middle of a conversation. It frightened her. It also made her angry. At the same time, she realized he did not really seem to be aware he was giving himself an obvious erection. Jack’s hand seemed possessed of independent life as he continued to explain.
“But, you know, our friends here, all of them, and me and mine, too. And you and yours. Us, we’re all a dog-cluster. Mix us up and we have happy little babies all set to grow up and mix it some more. That’s the long and short of the biggest plan, you know. To mix as much of them and as much of mine into you and yours as can be done. That way, we’ll stop all this warring, or slow it down, and change you for all of forever. When you’re more recovered we’ll be all set to do some serious mixing, don’t you know?”
He punctuated this with several leering winks. Meg was taken aback. She had worked hard to ignore the enlarging evidence of Jack’s sexual energy as it grew under his left hand’s ceaseless action, but this last statement of his made that evidence a looming threat.
“Are you going to rape me?” she asked, struggling to keep her voice from breaking.
“Me? No! No, you got it wrong! I never would!” He waved away the thought with his unoccupied hand. “No, I’m here for these friends of mine, these, uh, whatchacall’ems, you got a word for them, you know, technically ‘homuncular empaths’ they suggest back at training, but your folks have a word, you know from old times, whatsit? Um, once commonly but not so common since we had to take them out of this neck of Being for their protection. You haven’t had much opportunity to see them. But your ancestors did.” He snapped his fingers repeatedly as he searched his memory. His eyes lit up. “Right! ‘Elves.’ Their word for these folk was ‘elves.’”
Meg stopped herself as she began, “There’s no such—”
Before now she had had no inkling there existed beings anything like these. They were indisputably real and present. Or she was indisputably abroad in a hallucination. Whichever way that argument went, ‘elfish’ was not a bad description for the small figures clustered around her bed. And she could not maintain the mental category of ‘creatures.’ They were simply too much in their small, birdy-singing way people.
Part of her noted that Jack had shifted the subject rather than directly address her fear of being assaulted. She resented this, although she felt she had little choice but to take his denial at face value. Even so, she was curious about the elves.
“Do you know their language?” she asked. “Can you talk to them?”
“Language? They don’t have one of those, not like you’re thinking,” Jack said. “They’re, whatchacallit, empaths. Quote, ‘able to directly experience emotional states of sentient entities in near proximity.’ That Kate,” he shook his head, “she lets the tail wag the dog with those words of hers sometimes. Claims there’s a direct relating between the size of your vocabulary and the breadth of your character. I don’t think so. I hope not, at least.” He gave her a conspiratorial wink. “Anyway, their minds are all grouped up, you know? It’s like they’re born feeling what everyone around them feels, which kind of leaves grammar out of the big circle of necessaries. They’re not really even individuals the same as you or me….” Jack trailed off, frowning deeply at the sound of that statement. He attempted to reframe, “I mean, you can tell them apart and they have, like, ah, personalities and different ones with different talents. And preferences, even. But it’s like all different faces of one picture. Like each one is a part or piece of what they all are together.”
Meg was straining. She was still weak and achy, and Jack’s explanations were tiring her rapidly.
“I’m not really sure I understand.”
He waved off her confusion with a flick of his free hand.
“Lands, I don’t wonder. It’s more than I can keep in mind. The sort of thing you need to get from Cousin Kate for details.” He paused, and his hand paused, his expression shifting like quicksilver to doubly earnest. “But the dear ones,” he went on, “there is some understanding them. After a while you get so you recognize some of the churring and wrrring are words, but not every kind of word. All of their words are, um, nouns or, ah…ah, words that tell you what your nouns are like….”
“Adjectives?” Meg offered.
“The very same,” Jack agreed, letting go of his crotch in order to present her utterance back to her with a two-handed gesture.
“But a lot of it’s not words, either,” he continued. “A lot of that sound goes to work right on your brain. Like your ears carry it to places where words don’t mean anything but where those sounds just fit right in and cause your head to send out the right signals to get the rest of you to fix yourself. You’re probably not aware of it, but the whole time they’re singing they’re also giving off special smells. Not knock you in the face smells, but delicate, like an old sachet still in the wardrobe from last season. Quote, ‘directly psychoactive vocalizations and complex pheromonal releases.’ More of that stuff from Ekaterina’s big, fat book. The way they touch you is important, too. A Chinese doctor of my acquaintance said that they just seem born knowing all about life energy flowing, you know, chi, or whatchacallit, qi or whatever. They can tell when it’s blocked somewhere inside of you and they know just how to touch you to get it moving again. A big piece of why you’re feeling better now instead of dead.
“Not that there’s anything wrong with dead,” he added. “Just that quick is better.”
An elf, another female, came up beside Jack’s chair and twittered softly, touching him about the face, chest and arms. Jack responded by gently stroking her head with his right hand, but other than that showed no change of attention. His left hand had long since returned to his crotch. His voice barely paused.
“Hear this, their spit kills germs, and at special times, like Sweetheart now, the women give milk that can cure most kinds of sickness. All the tools they’ve ever had are the sticks most of them carry, and they’d walk naked in their nice fur coats if we didn’t give them skirts and shawls against the fire and ice of the elements. What finally tipped the balance, though, is the fact that they just have to try to love and hug us out of our funks. They don’t have funks, you can imagine, and we’re all right—mine are that is; the ones I live with—but oh, you humans, you break a brother’s heart. When we parsed it out and got a full view of the slave life and torment that humans would give them, well, that did it. We had to do something. We were going ourselves, so we took them along when we vacated the consensus. It was all we could do. ‘Course, they, like us, have to come back to this sorry state of affairs to actually conceive in our procreative…” he nudged in her direction with an elbow, mugging lasciviously, “…cycles. I say, ‘we,’ but you should know, I’m three-eighths human, mother’s side—she whose granddad was a randy elf. Or ‘thrm.’ That’s my word for them, thrm’m, not elves. Of course, father’s side, that half of me is all dvarsh and worthy of the mention.”
As Meg had listened she had drowsed back toward sleep, her small reserves spent by her brief part in the exchange and the still unprocessed loss of her father. For as long as she could she held herself at the farthest outpost of alertness to which Jack’s voice could reach. When even that effort became too great, she slept.
* * * * *
SEVEN
The way she would remember it later is that he was before her when she opened her eyes.
Meg came awake, if she did wake, less fully and more distressed than before. She felt pressed down by a force that she perceived apart from her physical weakness. A force like intensifying gravity, but also like a wind, it was a steady blow that brought great heaviness upon her. Movement was so difficult she felt frozen in place.
She could not raise her head to look around the darkened room. From the corners of her eyes she could see the elf creatures all deeply and utterly sleeping. The only light in the room came from directly in front of her. Naked, Jack was there, perched upon the chair in an erect squat. His arms rose, grasping at her, hands clawlike, the fingers wiggling. A boiling mix of orange and gold shone from his eyes. Around his body fluxed a dim halo of the same colors, seeming to coalesce into his person or in some other, undefined way to share substance.
Later she would remember shapes, buildings, a landscape in that nimbus. She would recall bilious orange clouds and the yellow sky of a great city. It was almost—but uncannily not—familiar, a vast metropolis sprawling transparently over the room to impossible far horizons.
In the moment, she was more aware of Jack. He stared at her fixedly, a leer pasted to his face. His penis was hugely erect and pointed directly at her. The gravity wind seemed to emanate from Jack’s cock and wiggling fingers.
She became acutely aware of her degree of nakedness under the sheet and blanket. She felt the covers begin to inch down her body, or even slower than that, to creep a millimeter, a mil, a smidgen at a time. Her nipples began to harden under the slow thread-by-thread friction of the cotton sheet. She could not move. She could make no sound other than a rattling sigh. Jack’s tongue shot from between his teeth and flicked like a serpent’s. His eyebrows bobbed wildly up and down. She felt like she was being licked on every spot the hands of an elf had touched. The constancy of the force began to nauseate her. She fled again into the waiting black.
* * * * *
EIGHT
“Now, you take me for instance, Jack Plenty.”
Meg had no idea how long he may have been talking. She struggled out of sleep as out of a faint, and with the sense that it had been the persistent drone of Jack’s voice that had drawn her to wakefulness.
“Or, Jackanapes Plenty, if you want the giving-witness form. Now me, as I was saying before, I’m three-eighths human, and proud of it, you better believe. But all the same, half dvarsh. And not just any dvarsh, mind you, but a Rigidstick of the Nondifferential clan. Very prestigious, cadet or not.”
He gave her a look that challenged her to disbelieve him. She suddenly realized her diaper was clean and the sheets on her cot were fresh. Memory of facing naked Jack and the gravity wind, or her vision of same, or dream or whatever, returned.
“What did you do to me last night?” she demanded.
“Ah, do?” Jack responded.
“When you were on that chair. With that beam or ray. That wind. Whatever it was. What were you doing to me?”
“Ah, sister. I do not know of what you speak. My main activity in the night was sawing logs. Lost in the cinema on my eyelids.”
“Did you change my clothes?” she asked, refusing to let go of her suspicion.
“Me, no. Kate popped in and did that. You were out like an empty lantern. I was told if I wasn’t going to help I should stay in the other room. Kate says you have a lot of body taboos. Now like I was saying—”
“Who is Kate?” Meg interrupted him. “Why does she only come here when I’m unable to see her?”
“Why, Kate is Ekaterina,” Jack answered. “Grandchild of my grandam. You know, my cousin. She has a few arrangements to make, and so she had to go off and make them. But she comes by to keep an eye on things. She’ll be here to stay before you know it.”
He gave her a great leering wink, followed by an arch look, then a slack-jawed grin. Meg watched him without a word. It was at least a day’s trek from anything like civilization. The location was not one that allowed for abrupt popping in or out. The thought of a story, that Jekyll and Hyde story (or was it Heckle and Jeckle?), slipped into her mind, but she quickly suppressed it. She did not know if her nocturnal experience had been what she was used to thinking of as real. She could set that aside. The Kate or Ekaterina story was more troubling, for she had only Jack as a source for it, and only that story to account uncomfortably for her cleaner state. While she could not readily accept the account as true, she needed, for the moment at least, not to decide outright that it was untrue.
“Like I was saying,” Jack went on, “I may do some real human stuff, like improvise, or skylark, and I may be slack at the mathemagics, you know, and, ah, say…vague, too, on some of the ’pataphysics, but hey, I can jump with the best of them. No eigenstate can hold me. And the way I think, most of the stuff I like, the way I see things, that’s all dvarsh, which is how we call ourselves. Your kind say ‘dwarf.’ Not that I’m not proud of my human parts. Like I said before, I’m just pleased as pudding about it, and about Old Pop, too, my great-granddaddy from the Thrm. Great-grandmama’s the one who named him Old Pop. They died together, him in her arms, and I’ve accounted her a happy woman. That’s why I say take me for example. I’m some of each and all together, Dvarsh and Human and Thrm. The very best example, if I say so myself, of harmonious coexistence. That’s why I’m in on it. That’s why I save the sum of my goodly acts to raising the human heel from the throat of our ancestral home consensus. I made a poem about it.”
He drew himself up, squared his shoulders.
“Please, no,” Meg said. “I’m afraid I’m still too tired to follow one of your poems.”
“No?” confirmed Jack, more redirected than interrupted. “I use lots of the old words, the old human words: human, dwarf, elf. I like using those words. They make me think of a time when humans had room for something in the world besides human things. Kate and Mattie, that’s Mathilde, Kate’s sister, and Kate is, of course, Ekaterina, those two had a long palaver and out of it decided these old words would work best to give you something to wrap an idea around. Contrary to what the ol’ stuffies suggested back in training.”
“Mathilde. Now who is Mathilde? You said she’s Ekaterina’s sister, but what else?”
“Did I forget to say her before? She’s important. The third of our Three Out Of Four.”
“Three outer whats?”
“A Three Out Of Four. I jerk my thumb over my shoulder and say ‘Tee-double-o-eff’ just for the fun of its fit to the tongue but that kind of abbreviating does surely piss Kate off. To her it’s laziness. But that Three Out Of Four, that’s what we call a basic cell. You know, what’s that word? Ah, cadre?” He nodded. “Yep. Our smallest organizational unit of cadre. After one, of course. Three’s the number. Mathilde’s the third of us, if you count me first since I’m here…”
He gave her a broadly theatrical wink, popping a suspender with his thumb.
“…and Ekaterina as second since she’s come and gone but due again.”
He lowered his voice and leaned forward conspiratorially.
“Ol’ Mat’s on special assignment. Probably for the duration.”
She felt some of the strength go out of her.
“Every time I ask you a question, you say more things I don’t understand. You’re making my head hurt.”
Appearing as if on cue, Sweetheart walked into the room and directly to the head of Meg’s cot. She positioned herself so that her fingers could play over the young woman’s shoulders, face and crown. Meg, for her part, willingly gave herself to the pleasure of those soothing explorations.
“I tell you what,” Jack said. “Since you’re busy with the darling there I think I’ll stroll outside and see how luck has it going with old Jack Plenty.”
“Who’s the fourth?”
Meg spoke from behind closed eyes.
“What’s that?”
The little man’s nut-brown ears perked up.
“If you’re three out of four, who’s the fourth?”
A smirk unseen by his questioner spread over Jack’s face.
“The fourth could be bad,” he answered.
“Bad? Why?”
Meg’s inflection leveled out as her relaxation went deeper.
“It’s the chance you take. That’s why three’s the number.”
“Why?”
She had become too relaxed to give the irritated edge to her voice that his evasiveness warranted.
“Because three out of four isn’t.”
“Isn’t what?”
“Bad. Isn’t bad.”
“Are you kidding?” Her intonation made the question sound disinterested, academic.
“Dead serious.”
“So, who is the fourth?” She was unsure whether or not she actually spoke these last words.
“Later,” Jack said. “Now is time to float with the touch of the hands of the little dear one.”
Meg moaned softly as a dense constriction in her scalp released under Sweetheart’s persistent strokes, pats and infinitesimal petting. Jack moved out of the room, sending one long arm back behind him to snag the door and pull it shut.
Sweetheart chuttered, wrred and massaged Meg’s head until the young woman was breathing regularly and slowly. Then the thrm began to rain the lightest, most feathery taps of her fingertips around, about and on Meg’s face, to a sensation and effect that the human found oddly familiar.
“Like the kiss not meant to wake the child, in thousands….”
Her thought faded before concluding.
She lost track of time, had no sense at all of time either passing or standing still.
The ease she felt went so deeply into all parts of her body that it would have taken a titanic effort to open her eyelids, part her lips to speak, or twitch a muscle. Even to heed the input of her senses was more than she was willing to do. But her mind was awake, even alert.
She could almost see the words of her stream of silent comment taking shape in the blackness, and when she strained to focus the vision she began to see patterns, or a single, larger pattern, forming in space. A living pattern, moving, evolving, like an oriental rug of tremendous complexity, ever changing, it gave a character to the space around whichever part of her it was that watched her mind work, became the medium through which flew the silent vibration of ceaseless comment that some part of her selfhood kept lobbing past the rest.
As she watched, the pattern seemed to grow more substantial, its colors brighter, its changes more intricate, ever more fascinating. At the same time the silent voice grew distant and tinny, and still fainter, until it was a microscopic buzzing, intermittent, gone to a place far from the part of her that watched the pattern dance. From its distant reach came whirling back a raw chunk of wording that she could not have read or spoken until later, when she remembered it as something seen, a series of letters twirling into the heart of the design, there to send out exploratory tendrils that laced into the churning evolution of living motif as itself, the phrasm, dissolved into the raw materials birthing the flow. She would remember it as a lingering afterimage upon the liquid inflorescence of her mind:
icandy
* * * * *
NINE
“So let me get this straight.”
Meg was now sitting up in bed, propped on her pillow and a rolled-up blanket, showing a great determination to understand what Jack was telling her.
“What you’re saying is that these little people things like Sweetheart, these thrms—”
“Ah, no,” Jack interrupted, “One thrm. The Thrm. Two thrm’m. No thrms, though. Ever.”
“Thrm’m, then,” the word seemed to tickle her mouth as she spoke it, and she smiled, “these thrm’m are—what did you say we’d call them, homonoids?”
“Humaloids, homonids, hominy. Something such.”
“Homo-somethings, then. And they’re so close to…,” she paused before articulating the word deliberately, “humans that, even though they look so different, they can interbreed with us?”
“Correctamundo,” Jack replied.
When he had come back in, red faced, swaggering, giving off a faint sweat-like odor that she thought must be the after-smell of sex, Meg realized she had been lying, eyes open, staring at the ceiling, thinking nothing. There was no sign of Sweetheart. Meg had no idea at what point her caregiver had left during or after the vision of the pattern, nor how long had elapsed since Jack had gone out. The image of this weird man having sex with one of these elf-people disturbed her. She was unable to bring herself to visualize it, and thought, consequently, that it must be a terrible thing.
“Unless,” she had suddenly thought, “it wasn’t with one of them at all.”
She had relaxed, she realized, into total incapacity. Suppose he had gone out only until Sweetheart’s therapy had taken her to the point where words retreat. Suppose he had come into the room to make use of her in her helplessness and left again, returning a second time now as her awareness refocused.
She wondered what combination of hurts would tell.
The sense of her aches, however, was that they spoke of diminished but persistent fever, and she felt too purely refreshed by her recent release to be convinced that she had been violated. Jack’s manner, when she attended to it, seemed in a way she could not articulate to suggest that his inclinations lingered with another. She decided to put this fear away and see what she could learn from pressing the conversation.
Jack had seated himself immediately, and drawn out his fiber and his spindle. As he and Meg talked his hands moved, constantly spinning and taking up the coarse, uneven thread he used in his string games. He often stabbed the air with the spindle to emphasize a point, and he would occasionally draw the thread out in a wide shrug that seemed to say she was raising questions he had never asked himself. The thread, she noted, was loose and variable to such an extreme it was surprising it even held together. He was, she decided, not a very good spinner.
Nor had he been either accomplished or direct in giving an account of the little people around them. She was still not entirely sure she had understood exactly the attempted explanation that he had overlaid, twisted up and digressed away from often.
“I think I almost understand what you mean when you say they don’t have completely individual minds, and that they don’t have a real language.” She peered at him earnestly as she tried to assemble what she had gleaned from his efforts at elucidation. “Are you saying their thinking and communicating are basically the same thing?”
“Um, well. That would count close enough for points in competition. Tossing games and the like.”
Meg’s mouth opened, then closed. She eyed him doubtfully.
“Tossing games?”
“Sure.” Jack hunched forward in his chair, his agile hands pantomiming actions of a nature she could not begin to guess. “Like Cats and Old Shoes. Or Fatman’s pie.”
Her color rose, but she managed to keep her voice level when she asked, “What do shoes and pies have to do with what we’re talking about?”
“Well, because close counts in games like that,” he answered. “And what you were saying is close enough to accurate that it would have counted for something if we’d been playing one of them instead of talking. See what I’m saying?”
Meg regarded him steadily for a long moment before saying anything more.
“So, the way they communicate is by feeling each other’s emotional states and by singing and whistling and by the different ways that they touch special places on each other’s bodies? Is that right?”
She raised her chin as she spoke in order to watch Jack’s hands. His fingers had seemed of their own volition to attack the snarl resulting from his gesticulations of a moment earlier.
“I think it’s the kinds of pressure that’s important, really,” he told her. “And the kind of, ah, reaction that a pressure might get, you know, rather than any, um, symbolical meaning to the kinds of touching. I mean, without a language or private ownself you’re not likely to share a whole lot of what some folks call metaphiers, see? But pretty much, yeah, that’s how they do it. That and some other sort of borderline almost extra senses of which I have received, like the knowledge of, whatchacallit, proximate emotions, but an inkling.”
Jabbing his spindle at her in emphasis he snagged his fingers in a loop that required a moment’s attention to carefully extricate.
“And people like me, we call them elves, right?” Meg prompted, somewhat impatiently.
“Well, actually, that’s just a word for them in your language, and not the only one. And not really accurate in terms of what you and yours think it’s supposed to mean, but all the same it’s them that your old ones meant when they began the saying of it. The misunderstandings arose later in explaining to those who never directly knew the kindness of the dears.”
Meg was pleased that she was able, at least, to follow what everything in their conversation referred to, even as she remained not entirely clear about the bigger picture. Biology was one of her special passions, and she had been a top student in both English and Debate at the foothills high school she had just graduated. Her mind was alert and active in the same way she experienced during the most extemporaneous and daring parts of a debate contest. Her body was still weak from her illness, but recovering at a rate unnerving in its rapidity.
She didn’t know what she thought of her situation. She didn’t want to think at all about her father being dead. She didn’t even know how to think about the implications of a world that suddenly contained a sizeable tribe of little creatures out of musty legends. What she could do was sort carefully through this peculiar man’s version of the facts. It seemed to her all-important to understand what he claimed had happened to her, and how he and his companions had come to her aid.
“Now, you said you don’t usually live here among,” she paused in unconscious emphasis, “humans.”
She was, of course, familiar with this term. It designated her species, her kind, she knew, but it was still an unfamiliar way to talk about it in a conversation outside a classroom. “People” was probably the label she would have been most comfortable using, but Jack made it clear that to him that term meant more than just the self-designated Homo sapiens. Besides humans and elves, and the other group he called dvarsh, she had the impression his idea of people even included apes of Africa and Asia, and a “shy giant” as he called it that migrated between Asia and North America. That could only be the abominable snowman. Or what her dad had called Sasquatch or Bigfoot.
She could feel this level of alertness fatiguing her, but she was determined to understand at least the words this person said, even if she was not yet prepared to accept entirely the reality of her circumstances. Her concentration seemed to perturb the ministering beings clustered to her cot, provoking from them a great stir of tapping and stroking of her body and an equal amount of whistling, whirrs and clicks. Sweetheart stood by her head, using her hand as to comb Meg’s hair.
“No,” Jack was saying. “No, we don’t usually live among you, not since the Great Disasseveration. Except we must, all of us who left, dvarsh and thrm’m and remnants of some others, even humans, a couple, return to this consensus to conceive. And to stage the goodly acts toward a grand and happy someday return. The Struggle, you know?”
“What do you mean, return to this consensus? You talk like you don’t really inhabit this world, but you don’t talk about it like you come back from another planet.”
“No. No, ha!” Jack suddenly got very fidgety. “It’s not really about planets, no. Before too long you’ll come up on the limit of planets and I look forward to that day with a mix of fear and hope. Maybe it’ll shock you out of that terrible need to have. What Ol’ Kate calls the ‘acquisitive fallacy.’ Maybe not. Could be you’ll just turn your grabby hands across the planes. Ha! Could be you’ll become even nastier as a threat against us, I don’t know. I’ve jumped states where it’s played out that way.” He paused to shudder. “Not a pretty sight.”
Meg looked almost angry as her brow furrowed with the strain of trying to remain abreast of his stream of talk.
“Which states did something?” she asked too sharply.
“Not states like stupid countries or pieces of stupid countries. Reality shapes. Slices of the vast unending. Particularities among the choices of infinite multiples.”
He suddenly made a motion as if plucking something from the air and then vigorously shook his closed hand, from which came a high clatter. Without preliminary, he dropped to the floor and threw what looked like three dice so they bounced lightly off the wall at a point Meg could not readily see.
“Dark of the Moon and Void of Space,” Jack intoned as he swept the objects from the floor and into his pocket, “Stand Still, Do Nothing. I don’t think I’m doing this right. I don’t think I want to talk about this anymore.”
“Is something wrong?”
For a moment, she thought he would ignore the question, but at last he met her eyes.
“I think you’re tired. You’ve been sick, you know.” He flushed, his cheeks taking on a boiled look. “It’s the consequences, see. I always forget about those unforeseen consequences. You’d better go to sleep now.”
“I don’t want to go to sleep yet,” Meg objected. “I feel like I almost got what you were saying. What consequences are you talking about? Why stand still? Why do nothing?”
“One wrong word and I might screw the future. It all came back to me a minute ago. I say something; you hear something else. You make some choices, the drift of the consensual fabric curves to nestle those choices, right? And it’s too much. The fabric rips, you know, and chaos reigns. Death rages and all is lost. See what I’m saying? See what I mean?”
He seemed to her abruptly sad and weary, his whole frame sagging in defeat. He peered into her eyes with a tenderness she found disquieting.
“Go to sleep,” he told her.
“Are you saying you’re not going to talk to me anymore?” she persisted.
He barked a guffaw.
“Not before I chat with that ante-gnome, Determinism.”
With that Jack got up from his chair, shoved his spinning things back into his bag, and walked out of the room. The thrm’m, elves, tender darlings, clustered around her more closely, and others came into the room to join those ministering at her bed. They pulled her covers away and removed her diaper. En masse and over her entire body they began the rain of feathery taps that Sweetheart had used earlier on her face. Meg startled herself with a hiccupping sob that burst out of her like a concentrated knot of grief. Almost instantly, she went limp and fell into sleep.
* * * * *
TEN
Meg lay for some time in a drowse, not quite waking, never quite falling asleep. A part of her was aware that it was early morning, early in the first hour of still provisional light. She was never alert enough to take in that the room, indeed, the cabin, was empty. Exhaustion maintained her in this neutral state, out of reach of nightmare and not attending to the world. She lay motionless, inert, her body too heavy and weak even to twitch or shift.
Suddenly, she came fully awake. Her hair began to prickle and rise on her head, her neck, the backs of her arms that were under her covers.
She tried to call out, “hello!” but managed little better than a croak as her throat tightened with alarm. The sense of charge, its intensity, grew.
From the next room came a loud, abrupt clap, a number of successive blue flashes and a smell of ozone. A wisp of gray smoke floated through the doorway. There was a moment of silent stillness, then the sounds of someone moving around beyond her open door, apparently examining the cabin’s furnishings and content. The person seemed to proceed with a great deal of thoroughness.
Meg lay as though frozen, but her mind raced. This was obviously not Jack and not an elf-being. Fear began to fill her. She was incapable of flight, had no strength for struggle, very likely could not even raise herself from the cot on which she lay beginning to hyperventilate.
A man, apparently human, walked into the room, stopped in the middle, and turned completely around surveying it. He wore a military uniform of a kind that Meg had never before seen. The tunic was a bright, light green, the color of lime sherbet. Down its front ran a great deal of gold filigree in an irregular, angular network of branching lines and terminating circles. The pants were of a clinging, stretchy material that showed off his muscular legs. His boots, of a high, riding style, at first seemed black patent leather, but when viewed peripherally came alive with shifting color. On his chest was a black nameplate on which a word was spelled out in blocky red disconnected lights:
RATAXES
In his first survey he had taken in Meg with the furniture, eyes hesitating only a flicker as he noted her presence. Having completed his three-sixty, however, he immediately turned on his heel and advanced until he stood over her. Without a word he reached down, grasped her covers and flipped them back. Whimpering, she brought up her arms to cover her naked breasts. She drew up her legs, rolled so that she presented her back to him, tightened her curl, forced out a broken, “Please.”
The man snorted.
“So,” he said, “You are the next subject of the spinners’ scheme for eugenic conquest.”
He reached down and fingered a lock of her hair, then touched her cheek with the backs of his fingers. She pulled away. He took a step back, snorted again.
“If you’ll do for their brood sow, you’ll serve as well for mine. I have need of many heirs.”
He began to unbutton his tunic.
At that moment the front door banged open, admitting a fast moving body that slammed into the opposite wall, changed direction, and rocketed into Meg’s bedroom to resolve as Jack. Dancing around the man with a boxer’s shuffle, the defender threw jabs at the air with such speed that his arm was difficult to follow.
“Well, little spinner…,” the man began, but Jack cut him off by darting behind and pounding his kidneys with a blur of right-left combinations. The man stumbled and paled.
“Take that, you skinnerd!” Jack yelled, skipping backwards a step and feinting twice with his left.
“Little man, is she worth it?” the interloper gasped.
Jack responded by slipping back under the man’s arm and popping him once in the throat with a straight left and once with a windmilling right to the solar plexus.
“Ha ha!” Jack exulted, “Hoo! Foul! Foulness! Be gone!”
The soldier staggered back against the chest that held Meg’s clothing.
“Damn you, spinner!” he panted. “I’ll be back!”
Throwing himself forward, he whirled on one heel. With a deafening clap, a series of blue lightning-like flashes and the smell of ozone, he was gone.
Thrm’m poured into the room, clustered around a sobbing Meg and set to work stroking, caressing, massaging her, bathing her in soothing song.
“He’s gone now,” Jack said, his chest heaving and his face cherry red from exertion. “Nothing to fear. He’s gone.”
Meg rolled over to face him.
“Who was that? How did he get here?”
“Well, um, that….” Jack hesitated, hiding a cough behind his hand. He sniffed, managing to convey a wordless suggestion of distaste before continuing less subtly, “That was the General. A real sleazy sort of rat bastard, excuse my French.”
“General of what? How did he get here?”
“He’s, ah, he’s kind of a self-made general,” Jack said, reluctance lingering in his voice. “That is, he’s general of his own army, his own personal army. An army of his own person, even. You know, a little knowledge is dangerous?”
“Why don’t you answer me?” Meg pleaded. “How did he get here? Where did he come from? Can he come back?”
Jack stared, Meg thought, at her breasts. But when she had covered herself and his gaze still never wavered she realized that whatever he was seeing was in the thoughts grinding away in his head. He exhaled noisily and shook himself, then jammed his hand deep into the bag he carried, rummaging for a moment before producing a small pouch. The contents of this he emptied rattling into his hand, which he closed and began to shake. He let fly and three black dice pocked onto the blanket beside her leg. She assumed they were the same he had used before. Two of them were octahedrons inscribed on their faces with white symbols. The third was a cube that looked to be mostly blank. She saw a symbol on one face turned part way toward her.
“Full Moon and Starburst!” Jack exclaimed. “Guidance I ask for and Nod counsels Strength.” He chuckled. “Probably it’s telling me I’ve got all the strength I need to put my foot in it.”
“If you know what’s going on, if you know anything, please,” her voice dwindled as she tried to prevent it from breaking with emotion, “tell me.”
“You know what’s going to happen,” Jack answered. “I’m going to end up having to explain everything, and it’ll be my explanation instead of Cousin’s, and she’ll come down on me for the world that comes out of the way you go left when I go right at all the things I’ve got no idea how to properly say. But, what the hell, right? Sometimes you just have to shake the pillars for the whole house of cards, right? Whatever’s going to happen is going to happen.” He paused, weighed this statement, then added as an afterthought, “Right?”
Before continuing, he took a deep breath.
“No, I don’t think he can come back.”
With great vigor, he shook his head as he said this. Meg almost thought she heard it rattle. But once determined to talk, he launched in without further preliminary.
“Cousin Kate, Ekaterina, she says his control’s not all that good. How he got here’s probably coincidence. Probably picked up on the dimensional turbulence our jumps caused in interstitial being or something, you know, some crap like that. Recognized something in the interference pattern as home reality—even if the time was off—and dove into the thick of it. To even find us he’d have to dive exactly back, time for time, space for space, which is pretty high flight ’pataphysical, and he’s got no ’pataphysics at all. And just the bare bones of metamathemagics, at that. You know, just the four basic functions: extending, condensing, narratizing and guesswork. Not even enough to jump.”
Despite her lingering weakness and fatigue, and in spite of her abated but also lingering fear, Meg was intrigued.
“Wasn’t that a jump when he disappeared?”
“Um. No.” Jack said flatly. “Not really.”
He squinted, and appeared to reconsider this denial, then amended, “At least, not what we think of as a jump. Not a bona fide cross-consensual leap through, or over, or under for that matter, or even around the boundaries of realized, uh, whatchacallit? Opinion.”
“But what was it he did, then?” she challenged. “Where did he go?”
“That faker. He doesn’t know squat about consensa.” Jack’s face screwed up in a grimace that was equal parts disappointment and disdain. “He only found us this time because he just happened to be at a time and a place where the ramifications of our jumps to save you washed over. Ah, set up resonances he could detect. Coincidence. Coincidence.”
As he said this Jack flicked his hands. To Meg it looked as though he was trying to shake something off and away.
“That skinnerd don’t jump,” he continued. “Couldn’t. Can’t. Jump requires a basic kind of oneness-with-all type of thing, surrender of self, that whole shebang. It’s, ah, how do you say it? Incompatible? Yes, incompatible with power lust. And power, sweet friend o’ mine, is what the general is all about. World-youbetter-believe-it-conquest.”
“That’s what he said about you,” Meg retorted.
“Of course he’s going to say that,” Jack answered “What else is he going to say? He thinks everybody wants power. The consensual frontier is opaque to him, impervious. A wall he doesn’t even know confines him.”
“Where did he go then?”
“A parlor trick, mere sleight of hand. Just your ordinary, everyday temporal shift between parallel universes.”
Meg looked at him doubtfully.
“That’s not the same as what you do?” she finally asked.
“Why, botheration! No!”
Jack turned to the room’s small window, opened it and threw wide the shutters. Through it Meg could see the golden light of high mountain morning. Patches of purple glimpsed between the wind-dancing limbs of fir and aspen told her a thunderstorm was building on the far side of a neighboring peak. Calmer, Jack again approached the bed, ready to address her question.
“All universes are conditions of matter and energy. Important stuff, I thacken, yes, but the consensa are of a…a….”
He seemed at a loss for words. His eyes darted back and forth as he strained to find the descriptions he needed. At last, his face lit up and he went on.
“Your differences in matter and energy and whatnot, now, those differences might be differences that are entire universes. See what I’m saying?” Jack flung his arms wide to illustrate the separation, his backhand catching a passing thrm full in the face, knocking the smaller being over. Jack interrupted himself to help his unintended victim from the floor, as he did so kissing the bruised forehead and apologizing to the little man. Other thrm converged tapping and warbling on their comrade as Jack picked up his line of thought.
“They could be whole other universes, but your differences of matter and energy aren’t that important in finding the difference between, say, this consensus here and some other. I mean, we’re talking whole entire other worlds, and that’s a fact, but maybe all the matter and energy is not only not different but maybe is the same. Exactly the same. Like it’s one stuff that’s in more than one way of being real. See?”
The restored thrm now approached Jack for more hugs and tapping, sounding a rapid, staccato wrr as he let his larger friend know he was neither seriously hurt nor bore a grudge. Jack scratched at the white patch in the mane under the thrm’s chin and assured his ‘little buddy’ of his own remorse.
As for Jack’s explanation, Meg was not sure she did see. Her head and neck were shot with pain from the general’s jolt and the effort of trying to follow Jack’s less than edifying talk. The rest of her body more generally ached from fever, weariness, and the drain suffered after the rush of adrenaline. Jack’s murky train of thought made the little sense it did only because of the attentions of the thrm’m as they brought comfort to her shuddering form. An eddy of fresh air blew in the open window, sweeping the atmosphere clean of lingering rankness and carrying away the dregs of her adrenaline. Tension steadily withdrew from her body under the raining touches of the Thrm.
“It’s just time travel,” Jack began again, patting his ‘little buddy’ on the back as that one moved toward the door. “And nothing special at that. He can’t even shift intracosmically. It’s just barnstorming.”
His shoulders drooped and his head sagged. A note of regret entered his tone.
“He couldn’t stick to the higher disciplines, the real rigorous stuff my cousins eat and breathe. And as for intuitive, he was, up to a point, but only so far, and that far just doesn’t do it. He sucked up human studies right enough, though. Physics especially.” The little man spoke as much to himself as to Meg. “Oh, he was sound enough on the three metamathemagical precepts, as well as the four processes. But he always wandered away from the discussions of the ancilla. You know, the real juice. Just like he was intuitive. Only he wasn’t. Not enough. Didn’t pay much attention to the demonstrations of the subtler rites, either.”
Jack stared at the back of his hand as he spoke, but stared wasn’t right because his eyes weren’t really focused. He seemed profoundly sad.
“As for ’pataphysics, he never showed more than a limited grasp of what it really means to be particular. Just enough to make his loops. Just enough to build his army.”
Jack’s attention wandered off. He fell silent. Meg waited for him to resume. When he showed no inclination to do so, she observed, “It sounds like you went to school together.”
Jack’s eyes darted to hers and held her fixed with his stare.
“I knew him when we both studied. Together? I don’t think so.” He withdrew his gaze with a dramatic roll. “Like I said, he was only so intuitive, and no more, and that wasn’t enough. No, he was supposed to work at it.” The dvarsh shrugged. “Instead, he learned one trick and launched this plan for conquest. Dropped the program on a dastard’s note and disappeared through interstitial being. Every shift, he steps over one universe. Vacates the one where he was standing, moves into the next. But one step back in time, like an hour or a day, so he can join his parallel ownself already in progress. He convinces his parallel self, who’s been thinking about it himself anyway, to join himself in this plan of conquest. Do it again, bam! there’s four of them in universe number three, none in number one or two. Bam! eight in number four. Sixteen in number five. Thirty-two in six. You get the picture? See, they’re, whatchacallit? converging from all these adjacent universes, leaving all those empty of generals, this particular one anyway, which is probably something. Anyway….” Jack leaned forward and patted her leg through the blanket. “Anyway, one day, some time, somewhere down the way he expects to have a horde of himself sufficient to overwhelm some entire Podunk, backwoods cosmos. He’s going to install a junta of himself, led by himself, the general, the one from universe number one, this universe, the one who started it all by being in this universe which is the universe that stands out because it’s the universe where the general came earliest to his hungry conclusion and successfully devised his loop-step spatio-temporal shift style of technique. See?”
This time, Meg most certainly did not see. Even if she had been able to follow the twists of Jack’s explanation, the work of the thrm’m had moved her back into something like the torpid state from which the general’s arrival had forced her. She lay passive in the stream of Jack’s words, some part of her hearing key phrases, snatches, some other part of her wondering why she should trust Jack’s intentions any more than Jack had thought she should trust the general’s. After all, if his intentions were not honorable then it became perfectly conceivable that he, too, would lie.
But while these two parts of her worked on and on at being somewhat awake, the rest of her slipped into an approximation of light sleep, leaving her unresponsive to Jack’s words. Jack didn’t seem to mind. He continued for some time on the subject of the general and the villain’s plan for sometime, somewhere conquest. Meg’s listening part noted several mentions of the phrase “4739th complete repeat of, you know, the full cycle, or thereabouts,” which she later learned was the point in the general’s impossible doubling at which the dvarsh estimated he would feel himself multiple enough to launch the conquest of a cosmos.
“One thing we think he hasn’t figured on,” Jack gestured emphatically, as though he had some audience other than himself, “or at least Kate thinks he hasn’t figured on, but I think the same as her, you know, that is, I agree, like I’d be a fool not to, is that army of ten gazillion stone cold, heartless sons-o-burning-breeches, each one has his identical ambition, see? Because an infinite number is one whole big bunch of universes but it’s all just one consensus. See what I mean?”
He underscored this statement with a nod and a wink toward unresponsive Meg.
“Looks to me,” the poet concluded, “like number one has overlooked the fact that he’s in the way of his own advancement ten gazillion times over. And now he’s darting off on solo side trips wanting who knows what. Call it only a matter of time before that train pulls into Coup d’Etat City.”
Jack favored his uncaring companion with a beatific grin.
“What a noise he’ll be making then.”
* * * * *
ELEVEN
Meg opened her eyes to the sound of Jack’s snores and the lisping breath of the dozens of sleeping creatures in the cabin’s two rooms. Her bladder felt near to bursting. She was naked except for the diaper-like cloth in which someone—Jack, she presumed, or the little people—had dressed her, but her thick terry cloth robe hung from a hook in the wall above the head of her cot. She knew that she had been wetting herself for some untold number of days, and that she still wore the diaper because she was expected to do so again.
“Not anymore,” she promised herself.
Recovered enough to be sharply aware of the sweat-and-urine crust to the sheets between which she lay, the invalid knew that she had soiled them at least once since the fresh change she remembered. The first step to replacing them with clean was getting up, and no reason better for getting up than to stop wetting her bed and start using the privy again. “Like,” she told herself, “like a human, or like…what…?”
She let that thought dangle.
Her groping for the robe roused Sweetheart, who sat up, eyes wide, and uttered a breathy interrogative chirrup.
“I’ve got to pee,” Meg said softly, and the small being replied with a series of rapid, barely audible clucks.
Robe in hand, Meg swung her legs off the cot and sat up in one motion. She was rocked by a tidal wave of dizziness and nausea. Letting her head and upper body sag as far forward as her full bladder would allow, she waited for her stomach to go back down her throat and her head to clear. Awkwardly, she slipped her arms into her robe as she maintained this position.
She was breathing in rapid, shallow pants when she felt the pressure of small hands on her temples. Opening her eyes she found Sweetheart standing directly before her, sympathetic tears brimming in liquid eyes, her oddly formed little hands pressing ever so slightly on the sides of Meg’s head. Strangely, it helped. Whatever Jack’s intentions, she felt no threat from these diminutive people-things. Their every gesture, particularly Sweetheart’s, had been to bring her ease from pain. Whatever they were, whatever they turned out to be, she was certain that she owed them her life.
A groping foot located her shoes, the scuffed loafers she liked to wear around the cabin. Slipping them on she began slowly to stand, steadying herself with a hand to the wall. Weaker than she had ever before known, standing was nearly more than she could manage. Fog closed in on her and the room began to dip crazily, but she forced the feeling to pass and her vision cleared. Sweetheart looked on nervously, swaying a little but making no sound. When Meg was stably upright the smaller being darted to her side, grabbed Meg’s hand and placed it on her—Sweetheart’s—head. She held it there and braced herself in a way that told Meg she was expected to lean down on that head for support. One of the sticks these people carried would have worked better, but she could never have leaned over to pick it up, and by now she was desperate to urinate.
This camp, unlike any other run by the agency that employed her, held two structures, not counting the outhouse. At other stations the living space was in the tower, which was larger, roomier than the crow’s perch that served here. No other watch camp was as high, or as remote from the base office. The two room cabin, a spacious accommodation compared to other sites, and the smaller tower were the products of a long past eccentric private effort to police for fires. When the agency had assumed jurisdiction it had absorbed this high camp as it stood, the individuals involved glad enough not to pack construction materials to that far quarter that they felt no qualms about deviating from mandated watch camp standards.
When Meg and Mr. Christmas had come to this work after the death of Meg’s mother, this site above all others had seemed perfectly suited for the two of them. However, the relative spaciousness now meant she had to cross through the cabin, weaving among sleeping thrm’m, and circle around it outside to the booth that housed their comfort station. At least, she reminded herself, she did not have to negotiate the ladder-like stairs that led down from the all-in-one tower of other camps.
The walk to the outhouse was excruciating, but she made it, worried the whole way that she would stumble and snap Sweetheart’s neck. The tiny being, however, was unfazed. At the door to the outhouse Sweetheart was persistent in trying to come in with her, but Meg mustered the firmness to hold her out while getting a grip on the door. Alone at last, in the close darkness of the rough wood compartment, she hiked her robe, shoved down her diaper, perched and peed.
The very sense of relief was draining. Having finished she sat for several minutes, not wanting to move, wondering what else was in store for her.
Inside her cabin a strange man rambled on and on in an almost but not quite incoherent way. He claimed her father was dead and that she was sick from a disease caused by listening to news of a war on the radio. He told her this troop of creatures so suddenly all around her was a tribe of elves intending to make her pregnant after they healed her so they could “take back” the world.
“Is this,” she asked herself, “a believable story?”
Besides, she reasoned, even apart from his hint of plans for her, he seemed awfully preoccupied with sex.
And there were those other…incidents, the ones of which he denied any knowledge. She was pretty sure they were more than just dreams.
Yet even if Jack were not a threat, there was that other one, the general who had tried to rape her, and who had said he would be back. To trust Jack’s word that the general could not return meant that she had to trust Jack, at least a little. There was something, maybe even a lot of things, about the weird little man that she felt drawn to like, but trust? Struggling in the olid darkness of the rude two-holer to be candid with herself—to be, in the term she silently assigned, level-headed—she had to acknowledge there were things about Jack she could understand only in terms of perversion.
She decided she was in serious trouble.
Under different circumstances she would have allowed herself to be too weak to stand. But now, what she needed to do was get away, and since she had already left the cabin without raising an alarm this was probably the best opportunity she would have. True, she was only wearing loafers, a soiled diaper, and a long terry cloth robe but to change clothes would mean going back inside, and that would surely give her away. The next station was a day’s hike away for a healthy person, but to stay here and become breeding stock for Jack’s vague genetic invasion was not her idea of an option.
“Now or never,” she told herself.
Opening the door at first a crack, she expected to see Sweetheart waiting close by to aid her. But Sweetheart was not in her line of sight. Opening the door wider and sticking her head out, she reconnoitered. For a moment she saw nothing. Then she sensed movement at the edge of the clearing in which the cabin sat, a nearly silent commotion under the fronds of some large ferns, which a long stare finally resolved into Sweetheart and one of the elf-men, copulating vigorously, their skirts and shawls hiked up and tangled, the ragged in and out of their breathing the only sounds they made. In spite of herself, Meg felt a little betrayed—but also grateful. Just when she needed her caregiver’s attention distracted, a distraction was provided. They were even at a point on the clearing’s edge that had no view of the trail down, that being blocked by the cabin. Meg forced herself to move quickly, one foot in front of the other, crossing the clearing and starting down the trail.
She had walked for about fifteen minutes when she heard a snuffling, grunting, scraping commotion in front of her. She stopped and put her hand out to a tree to steady herself. Her strength was draining. She had been going forward on momentum only. As her legs buckled and she sank to the foot of the tree she heard a deep, interrogative huff and watched the silhouette of a bear rise on its hind legs to block the stars from the sky over the path ahead. The bear sniffed the air then dropped to all fours and started toward her. Meg tried to rise, but could not. She gave up and waited to die. She tried to figure out whether or not it was odd the bear was awake. Despite the time she spent in their forests, she had not really given bear habits much thought. Her father had always been careful to avoid attracting them to the vicinity of their outpost. She remembered something about lying still and playing dead, but she couldn’t recall if that was with bear or cougar. There wasn’t much else she could do though, collapsed against a tree, unable to move.
As the bear got closer she was unable to see it at all, so deep were the shadows. Suddenly, she felt its breath. She whimpered and cringed, shrinking from the feared attack. And then a voice beside her said, “Shoo, shoo, shoo!” She heard the repetitive hissing wheeze of some device and felt the cool drift of mist onto her hand. The bear bawled and seemed to roll over and away from her, bawled again and thrashed the bushes, then—from the sound—departed at a gallop, bawling and trumpeting in anger and pain.
“Such a sick young woman to be out in these woods,” said the voice, a deep, throaty female voice. “Alone and defenseless. I wouldn’t step into these woods without my trusty spray can. Oh, dear, child, now, yes, go ahead and faint….”
* * * * *
TWELVE
Meg regained consciousness back on the cot. Immediately, she knew the sheets were clean and so was she. Jack’s voice, low and droning, drifted around her.
“Before long you’ll come up on the limitation of planets, and we’re looking forward to that with a mix of hope and trepidation. Maybe it’ll shock you into renouncing the acquisitive fallacy, maybe not. Could be you’ll just turn your greedy hands across the consensual planes. Ha, ha! Could be you’ll become an even nastier threat to us than now.”
Jack mumbled as he fidgeted with items on the rude chest that held Meg’s possessions. He stood against the light of the open window, a dark shape relieved by a little color around the edges. A fresh breeze rustled those curls of his hair and beard visible like a nimbus around his silhouetted head, and carried an evergreen scent to the sickbed. The tone of his voice was mumble enough, but the actual volume at which he spoke suggested he did not mind if these perhaps not entirely random thoughts were overheard.
“Jackanapes, it could be that you’ll stop with that carrying on and be properly pleased to see your cousin just returned.”
The woman who spoke these words was slightly shorter than Jack, leaner, and more compact. And broader. Much broader. It was surprising to Meg just how broad, especially since the woman was not in the least thick from back to front. Her skin, where it showed on her face, a bit of neck, her hands, was the color of an unsmoked briar. Despite differences, Meg thought the woman similar enough to Jack to confirm the suggested kinship. Even so, when comparing them beside each other, that peculiar man did seem like a mixture of gene sources, and this woman in the doorway looked like the pure fruit of what could only be the dvarsh line. The extraordinary breadth combined with the obvious leanness, even sleekness, of muscle, much more pronounced in her than in Jack, indicated a distinctly non-human origin.
She turned directly to the girl on the cot.
“I am Ekaterina Rigidstick, of the Nondifferential Clan, a people of the nation called Dvarsh. I am pleased to see you recovered to the extent I might find you walking around the mountain. We did so worry for a time we would lose you.”
“Where did you come from?” Meg asked. She caught herself checking the atmosphere for any whiff of ozone.
“The question should properly be how did you two—or, at least, he—remain unaware of me from my first probe two days ago until now. And the answer, I suspect, is that you, Jackanapes, were not paying attention. Which says quite a bit in itself. You should know better.”
She glared at Jack, whose head sank down on his shoulders like a chastened puppy.
“Why don’t you stow the new supplies before our friends scatter them everywhere in their abandon.”
Jack rose to leave. As Ekaterina moved into the room to let him pass, Meg gasped in amazement. Through the doorway she saw the other room dense with elves grappling in procreative frenzy. Strangely quiet, they gave voice to little more than faint clicks and pants. All, male and female, had their skirts hiked above the waist, their shawls open to expose their chests. With rapt attention they joined, rolling occasionally so that now one was up, now the other, their hands and feet moving constantly to touch each his or her partner over every part of the body.
“Like the frieze on a Hindu ruin…,” Ekaterina’s voice trailed off, then she added, “They have to return to this consensus in order to conceive. They’re taking advantage of the opportunity. We don’t get them here so often anymore.”
“I think Jack said something about that. I thought you, I mean the one’s like you, the…,” Meg’s voice dropped slightly, “dwarves, have to do that also.”
“Yes. Exactly so.” Ekaterina clapped her hands together as though dusting them off. “But you and I have other subjects to discuss, Patricia Margaret Christmas. So, let us get off on the proper footing. I suppose you have the typical human name-shame that compels you to use a shortened form. Would it be ‘Patricia,’ ‘Margaret,’ ‘Pat’….”
“Meg?”
“What’s that?”
“Meg. I go by ‘Meg.’”
The dvarsh woman inclined her head very slightly.
“Meg, then.”
She moved to assume Jack’s seat, folding her hands onto her lap as she arranged herself on the ladderback, her feet several inches off the floor.
“Now. Where did Jackanapes leave off?”
She leaned forward as she spoke, her eyes swimming with reflected light and a warm intensity. Her expression was expectant.
“Leave off?”
Meg thought for a moment she might be alluding to Jack’s questionable activities.
“With whatever garble he was filling your head full of.” Ekaterina smiled, only a little archly. “Notions of which you should believe no more than half.”
“Well….”
Meg looked back into those eyes. Here, her heart told her, was someone on whom she could rely.
“I…I’d decided there was a good chance he’s crazy. It wasn’t just the things he said. I was thinking he was maybe some kind of…,” she groped for a word, “weirdo? I was trying to get away while he was sleeping. He never hurt me, but it’s all been kind of scary. I couldn’t tell if I could count on him, and the things he said were so strange.”
Meg’s gaze skirted timidly just above the end of Ekaterina’s shoulder, dancing like gnats in the airy space.
“Very good, dear,” said Ekaterina, punctuating her comment with vigorous nodding. The gesture immediately reminded Meg of the way Jack seemed to accompany everything he said with a nodding or shaking of his head. “Direct and truthful. Your fever breaks, you wake up to a house full of the dear ones and a strange man with strange words and a strange manner tells you that your father is dead and you are direly ill a hard day’s march from another human. Something like that?”
“Yes.”
“What else? As I know Jackanapes, he would not be content with only that.”
Ekaterina was once more leaning forward, head cocked with hands on her knees.
“That you were going to take over the world and part of the way you’re going to do it is by…by,” again Meg’s voice dropped, following the cast of her eyes toward the floor, “making me have a baby.”
Meg looked sharply and defiantly into Ekaterina’s eyes. The older woman was quick to speak.
“Neither characterization is correct, although I can certainly see how you would get to that from my cousin’s potential for scrambling explanations. A great poet, yes, all agree, but no prose.” Here Ekaterina mimicked her cousin again by slowly, broadly shaking her head. “Rest easy on that count, child. None of us,” she placed a very subtle stress on the pronoun, “is going to make you do a single thing you don’t want to do. Our only priority at this time is getting you once more hale and strong. Maybe later you’ll take an interest in what we’re trying to accomplish in the larger arena.”
Relief showed on the young woman’s face. Suddenly Jack burst in, assumed his declamative posture and began:
“I commit myself. A Babylonian, overwrought
and anguished with lust for his lady—the moon,
Luna,
Astarte, some kind of goddess or tart
or another, just out of reach, long distance,
a crap shoot if ever there was one, dear hearts—
this pilgrim besat himself as on a train,
riding the planet like he would the club car
at night, in the rain, in a strange country.
His cigarette, forgotten, ready to char
within a smidgen of blistering his careless fingers
that make indolent gestures before him in the air
in the crude form of half-forgotten acts of worship,
he did, or would have except, by Marduk’s gar,
Babylon had a twig or two, some terraces,
the pimped up limestone shack of Nubble K’ Neezar,
but not once, even briefly, a railroad.
Attend, for so speak the gods,
and any one of them can kick your ass.”
Jack stood with his hand on his breast while Ekaterina applauded and called “Bravo!” several times. Meg was surprised by the other woman’s enthusiasm. “Do you really think his poems are any good?” she asked. “I’m sure they are great,” Ekaterina answered. “He works so hard at them and his intentions are quite artistic. On the strength of quantity of output alone he ranks among the most prodigious bards of the Dvarsh. And as you have just heard, he can also be quite modern.”
Meg thought about this a long moment before speaking again.
“Are there lots of poets among the Dvarsh?” she asked, somewhat tentatively.
“Well, no, actually,” Ekaterina admitted, “Not that many. And all of them have had at least a trace of human blood. We have meditated on this a great deal. Pureblood Dvarsh seem to lack a crucial faculty for garbling concepts and phraseology. I’ve set out several times to make a poem only to discover that I was writing a report or preparing a list or, once, observing and cataloging every measurable dimension of a location in which I had been both touched and moved by witnessing an act of perfectly selfless generosity. Which does not mean, however, that there is not a distinctly dvarsh cast to the lyrics and lays of our bards. I especially like how you don’t have to listen to the sense of the words. They can just sort of be around one like a pleasant background while one thinks of something else—and if it is a very good poem nothing about it will jar one or interrupt one’s thoughts.”
“Oh,” said Meg. “I’ve been trying to figure out what he means.”
“Oh, dear Gussie,” said Ekaterina. “Don’t do that, child. You’ll suffer a relapse. Poetry should be taken as a piece of the environment that one endures because it probably has some, ah, elements that contribute in some fashion to the general uplift of culture.”
Ekaterina smiled weakly.
“Isn’t that kind of like ignoring it?” Meg asked.
“Yes, but ignoring it without withdrawing approval.”
The dvarsh slapped her leg, chuckling as she said this.
The younger woman pressed her question, “Does that mean you get a goofy expression on your face while your mind’s a million miles away?”
“That’s only part of it. Approval takes an active form. We give them grants and fellowships and awards, and funding so they can throw an occasional banquet. One of them gets to say something at any public ceremony we have.”
“Does that seem like enough for them? For all their work?”
The young woman’s brows knit incredulously.
“Meg, dear, we’re talking about poets. It’s not as if they spend their lives thinking about reasonable or important things.”
“Hah!” burst out Jack, who had until that moment listened as though the exchange were a continuing ovation for his performance.
“Not true, not true. I comment on matters of great moment…,” he paused to draw himself erect, “…whenever commissioned.”
“I see what you mean,” Meg admitted to Ekaterina.
“Oh, Cousin,” Jack broke in. “I forgot.”
“Forgot what, dear boy?”
“I forgot the general paid a visit. Scared the pee out of the girl.”
“Rataxes! Here? How did you greet him?”
“With a whack and a smack and a bam, bam, bam!”
Jack pantomimed the actions he named. Ekaterina flushed an even darker hue.
“Jackanapes, I’m warning you. If you keep on like this you are going to provoke an active hostility in that man.”
“He was going to slip it to our human! Had her sheets down and was starting to remove his costume. It called for fast action!”
Jack barked his red-faced protest with arms thrown wide.
“Is this accurate?”
Ekaterina turned to Meg.
“Yes,” Meg answered, her own face grown pale behind a grimly set jaw. “That was another reason I wanted to get away.”
Ekaterina looked thoughtful for a moment, then said, “Okay, Jackanapes. You did as you needed.”
Jack, validated and on a poet’s high, bounded from the room.
Ekaterina stared into space.
* * * * *
THIRTEEN
After Jack’s departure Ekaterina seemed lost in thought. Meg was disinclined to break the silence between them while the older woman still showed the stress of conflict in her bearing. After a few minutes, the dvarsh woman took spinning materials from her bag and began to spin. Unlike Jack, she used a drop spindle and distaff, and unlike Jack she produced a fine thread of uniform quality.
Within a heartbeat of taking up this activity the tension seemed to leave her, an ease coming into her carriage as she established the regular motion of her work. Meg was nearly hypnotized by the metrical drop, spin and uptake of new thread. With a start she realized that she had lost track of passing time. Shaking her head to clear it brought all the strangeness, all the difficult questions she had set aside, rushing back.
“Can I ask you about some of the things that Jack was saying? About something you said?”
Only reluctantly did Meg interrupt the quiet that had fallen between them. She found the spinning nearly as soothing to watch as the other found it to do. Words, she feared, might detract from its effect. Her reluctance was unfounded, as the older woman responded without hesitation.
“Oh, absolutely.”
Ekaterina’s hands continued with unbroken rhythm. The younger woman, on the other hand, found herself groping toward what she wished to ask.
“I don’t understand what you mean when you say ‘consensus.’ I mean,” Meg’s brow furrowed as she concentrated, “it was like Jack was saying you live on another world, but then it’s almost like this other world isn’t another place, but just a…a big…,” she felt frustration grow at her difficulty finding language for the shape of her thoughts, “complicated…difference of…opinion?”
Ekaterina broke into a broad smile.
“You are every bit as promising as we thought when we caught your vibrations. What you just said is more or less correct, both ’pataphysically and psychologically. Although the mathemagics are somewhat more complex than your elegant summation implies. Our worlds are, indeed, we have discovered, physical opinions. To a certain extent, you will have to take that on faith. Some human scientists are beginning to feel a tickle of the first inkling. Another twenty generations, if they live, and humankind will be jumping the consensa as readily as do the dvarsh.”
“You lost me,” Meg said. “At least, I think you did. I mean, I understand all of the words, but all together they make something I just don’t see.”
She exhaled loudly, abruptly, then went on, “I mean, you live on another world, but it’s not another planet.”
“In,” Ekaterina corrected her, “It would be more accurate to say that we live ‘in’ another world rather than ‘on.’”
“Okay.” Meg nodded her head as she mulled the distinction. She then continued, “You live there, but you have to come here to conceive, which you do by ‘jumping,’” she was careful to pronounce the word as if in quotes, “which I suppose means something other than hopping up and down.” This image seemed to arrest her thought. She paused and blinked it away before going on. “And you come here with these creatures you call ‘thrm’m’ but Jack said that these are what humans mean when we say ‘elves.’ And the thrm’m are sort of like people but with weird hands and extra senses and no eg…eg…oh, what was it Jack said? Eggle-conscience?”
“Ego-consciousness?” the other prompted.
“That’s it!”
“Jackanapes said that?” the dvarsh asked, surprised.
“He said it was a quote.”
Ekaterina seemed to swell a little, and her face took on the slightest cast of self-satisfaction.
“At least the dear boy gives credit, even if text and understanding are several decades superseded.”
“Yes, ma’am. Anyway,” a flush rose slowly in Meg’s cheeks as her spirits began to stir with her subject, “they don’t have it like we do, and they don’t talk but they have this strong desire…”
“An instinct, dear.”
“An instinct to take care of sick people.”
As she spoke, Meg seemed to accumulate tension as quickly as Ekaterina had shed it. Ekaterina appeared deliberately not to notice.
“Yes. What else?”
“Well. There’s you and Jack. You talk about things in really, really, um…unusual? ways, and you aren’t quite shaped like other people. You talk about coming here by following vibrations,” Meg’s hands clenched into white knuckled fists as she talked, her brow knit, “and sending beams to each other and jumping, and my dad’s dead and I nearly died….” Her voice took on a quaver as her whole body drew taut. Emotions she had not even known she harbored pushed their way out through her words. “But I’m getting better by…by…by nursing from Sweetheart and all those… those elves…are…in the other room there…doing…THAT, and I don’t understand why you’re here and why you know so much about me unless…unless….”
“Unless we want you for something?” Ekaterina offered in her same bright, kindly accents.
“Yes,” the young woman agreed grimly, “Unless you want me for something.”
Meg had been on the verge of being overwhelmed by rising anger. She had started simply to summarize whatever she could identify as real or alleged facts, but as she had talked the flood of fears and feelings dammed inside had welled and threatened to burst. She stared at Ekaterina, struggling to get herself under control and trying to make her expression something like confident determination.
“After all,” she burst out, “what makes you so different from that general?”
“Meg, my child, I’m afraid my cousin Jackanapes may have led you to develop a somewhat erroneous notion of our aims. We shall not force you to do anything. We are asking you, indeed, imploring you to help us.”
Ekaterina spoke from a rocker she had produced out of those mysterious precincts she called her exilic home, a rocker sized for a person of her shape and height. Between one glance from the sickbed and another, she had brought it to replace the narrow ladderback that had been Jack’s roost in the sick room. There had been no disturbance, nothing that interrupted Meg’s account. The younger woman looked away from the elder seated uneasily on an ill-proportioned chair, and looked back to find her ensconced in a piece scaled to her frame. Ekaterina’s feet were now firmly grounded as she rocked slowly in time with the sure movements of her hands.
“You want me to help you take over the world?” Meg stared at her, disbelieving her eyes as much as she disbelieved a genuine plea for help to change the world would ever come to her. Would ever come to anyone, really.
“Dear Meg,” the dvarsh spoke so softly the younger woman had difficulty hearing. “We came, most importantly, because we wanted to save you. No strings attached. We came because who you are, how you are, is precious in this world. A light that cannot be allowed to dim. We hoped to save your father as well, but we were too late. He was too far gone into the fever….” She sat up straight and her voice grew stronger, “But, yes, we are hoping you will agree to something we will ask you to do.”
Meg felt fear edge back in. She had hoped that raising aloud the question of their intentions would elicit both denial of any ulterior plans for her and protestations of dwarfish and elfish altruism. She looked out through the window at the branches of spruce waving in a breath of wind. It now hung between them—if, as she was told, she was being healed for the healing, somewhere on the other side of that gift lurked the possibility of another agenda. Her voice cracked when she asked the obvious.
“What…what do you want me to do?”
“Sweet Meg. We don’t want you to do anything that you don’t feel right about. We do want to ask you for help, and in a big way. We want to ask you for a commitment that will last for decades. It will be your choice to say yes or no.” Ekaterina gave her a look that underscored this assertion. “Say no and we will be disappointed, but we will understand.”
“And if I say yes?”
“Then you will join our vast, desperate struggle.”
“What….”
Meg almost whispered the word, stopping as her mouth went dry. Resisting the question she was trying to press, her tongue grew thick and numb.
“What…,” she began again and stopped, drawing air deep into her lungs. She swallowed hard.
She let the word float through her, its meaning held neither hot nor cold on her thoughts. She lowered her head slightly, keeping her eyes locked on Ekaterina, and repeated, “What…,” the pent up breath came out almost a sigh, “do you want me to do?”
“Well,” Ekaterina looked straight into the young human’s eyes, “We would, indeed, like you to have a baby.”
* * * * *
FOURTEEN
“We looked at the emerging worldviews among humans on the Eurasian landmass, and the religions growing up around those worldviews. It didn’t seem to make much difference which version you considered, things looked bad. The sense of being of the earth was disappearing and this displacement was shaping development of human technology and its applications.”
Meg’s reaction to the proposal that she have a baby sent her to the verge of panic. Sweetheart had voiced an aria of twitters, trills, coos, and chirps, which she accompanied by a whispering cascade of glancing, nearly-not touches over the young woman’s body, and, in response, Meg calmed. Still she kept her eyes away from Ekaterina, despite the fascinating quickness with which the older woman turned fiber to thread. Ekaterina, for her part, talked on, knowing the human was listening, even if she did not reply.
Meg absently stroked Sweetheart under a shoulder blade with an index finger. The thrm had slipped down and was half-sitting, half-laying against Meg, apparently in a light doze.
“We dvarsh were increasingly subjected to horrible brutalities in every contact with no longer communing humans. The Eurasian populations were ever more engaged in crushing the way of clans and tribes not only among themselves, but wherever they found it. It was like a great sickness infecting your species, and strains of it even took hold in parts of these two isolated continents long before the Eurasian invasions. The human clans and tribes were crushed by the rise of your cities before you could adapt those structures as we did. The rise of armies replaced the moral discipline of the warrior with the immoral one of the mercenary, the soldier. How awful to pay and be paid for killing your own! At the same time, life in one’s own filth and refuse became a kind of unquestioned banner of ‘progress’ for humans. The uses your people made of thrm’m were unspeakable.” She shook her head and went on. “We gathered the Thrm and took them to havens in these Americas, Australia, or remote corners of Africa that had not succumbed to the madness. Also to some of the islands of the sea. We continued to mix with many of the aborigines of the Americas, the islanders of the Pacific, Australia’s original habitants, some African peoples south of the Living Desert. We also kept genetically mixed agents working to maintain a spark of the loving way in even the darkest citadels of Eurasia. It was apparent to us that this darkness would be something that would have to play out. We would have to live through it, and it might prevail. And, in that event, all, ALL, would be lost. It was, and is, our place to struggle, and to give tongue and form to the loving way.”
She paused to work a snarl from her fiber. Deft fingers released it in a blink.
“Approximately four thousand years ago, meditation and study led us to discover the manifold nature of being, the fact that all possibilities are. We developed the disciplines that allow us to move through consensa as birds move through air, with will, volition. Not randomly and in ignorance as humans do now and as we did before.” Ekaterina glanced sidewise at the younger woman and caught her peeking back. “‘Consensa’ is how we translate to your tongue our word for the paths that flow through possibility, and there is much to it that we do not even in four millennia understand. But we do know that beings have an inseverable tie to the consensus from which they arise.” Her eyes came to rest on her recalcitrant listener. “A consensus is not any given set of specific possibilities, but rather a path in which the possibilities are continuous and in certain ways self-consistent.” She paused, as for a breath, letting this statement sink in. “It is the ultimate enforcement of responsibility that if you abandon your natal consensus you abandon your ability to procreate. Nevertheless,” the dvarsh drew herself even more erect, “the disciplines allow us to base our struggle to save our home in discrete, but more or less proximate, possible realities. The disciplines we use to penetrate the barriers between consensa provide our only advantage in the struggle to keep the loving way alive.”
Ekaterina stopped when the younger woman suddenly looked straight into her eyes.
“You’re talking about magic!” Meg exclaimed.
In spite of herself she was drawn to the story the dvarsh was unfolding. She now looked steadily at Ekaterina, although her unconscious finger still caressed Sweetheart’s back.
“Well, yes. ‘Magic’ is one of the terms humans have used for certain of our disciplines. It has been used especially by those who have sought to identify and destroy our practitioners, and by those who have sought knowledge of our practices out of hope of turning them to personal gain. For us it is life practice, discipline, as are our meditations and our addresses to Ultimate Being.”
“Ultimate Being?” Something about that term brought Meg’s attention fully to bear. She sensed that it related to ideas she had herself tried to make sensible. “Is that like God?”
“God,” Ekaterina said explosively, then blew noisily through pursed lips. She turned to gaze out the window, her hands freezing in mid labor. Meg was on the verge of breaking the silence when Ekaterina’s hands began again to spin and her eyes turned back to meet the human’s.
“The notion of ‘God’ sits in a pit at the shallowest level of understanding. For most humans it is completely misdirected, an utter misconception.” Her brow furrowed as she sought to make her point clear. “A child’s way of thinking pinned to the inexpressibly selfish fantasy of personal redemption or salvation or relief or exaltation—depending on the permutation you want to discuss. And these, you must know, are dire perversities.”
The dvarsh woman shuddered at the images these words provoked for her.
“It’s wrong to want to be saved?” Meg was pulling herself into a more upright position, increasingly excited by this turn of subject.
“Child, you are still not fully recovered, you must take care,” Ekaterina admonished.
“Yes, ma’am. I mean, I will, Ekaterina. But besides that, is it wrong to want to be saved?”
Meg was trembling, almost unable to contain herself. Sweetheart sat up abruptly and began to minister to her, but Meg grabbed the tiny woman’s hands and patted them as a way of showing she was not distressed.
Ekaterina spoke slowly and with tremendous gravity, a precise gap after each precisely uttered word.
“There is no more wicked vanity.”
“What about the desire for corporeal immortality?” Jack asked, sitting up suddenly on the floor beside Meg’s cot, causing the human to jerk back and gasp. “Or even just artificial lengthening of a mostly wasted mortal life?”
“Jackanapes! That is absolutely no way either to announce yourself or to join a conversation,” Ekaterina fumed at him. “If you don’t come in by the door you must give signs or a warning. You could scare a body to death.”
“Right, I get you,” he acknowledged. “But what about what I said? You know, corporeal immortality is a pretty wicked idea, too. Isn’t it?”
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