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CHAPTER ONE: "THE FIGHT"

 


 


Roci woke ten minutes before the air horn was
scheduled to blow. He opened his eyes for a second and then shut
them again, and tried to take up his story from the night before,
from where he had left it when sleep had come over him. In
images—no words—the story swirled through his head, and he was
still struggling to put its previous pieces in order, when the air
horn blew. All around Roci, men and boys began to roll over, sit up
and swing out of their beds. Some picked up grey shirts from the
floor and pulled them over their heads. A few young boys were
hopping in place, from foot to foot—for it was the cold season, the
floor was concrete, the barracks were unheated, and they were
barefooted.

Roci did not move or open his eyes. He was still
struggling with his story, and wanted to get a little further along
with it before meeting reality. But he was only allowed to struggle
for a minute, before he felt a flat hand pressed hard on his back
between his shoulder blades. The hand began to rock him—someone was
trying to shake him awake. Roci opened his eyes and rolled slightly
onto his side. A man twice Roci's age was looking down at him with
rough concern evident on his face.

“You'd better wake up,” he said, “or you'll get in
trouble.”

Roci rolled over, sat up, swung his legs over and sat
sleepily on the edge of his bed, already wearing his grey shirt.
The men and boys were beginning to line up double-file from the
west door of the barracks. They ranged in age from ten years to
sixty-seven—the ones with the most unhappy expressions were
generally the youngest there. Roci's demeanor was extraordinary for
his age. He was fourteen, but there was a calm in his deep brown
eyes that otherwise was the property of only the oldest men there.
Roci had a gift that helped him.

The west door of the barracks opened, and the lines
began to move. The air from outside moved into the barracks,
bringing the chill in it with it, until it reached Roci at the end
of the line. Roci came eventually to the exit, where the guard who
had been standing to the right of the door made a quarter-turn and
began to march alongside of Roci.

Immediately from the door, the lines marched along
one side of an electric wire fence, behind which was a large field
and beyond that another barracks. The barracks beyond the field
behind the electric wire fence had been Roci's home for the first
ten years of his life. Roci had been sent to these barracks after
his birth, and the woman who had given birth to him had gone back
to the women's barracks; and for the first ten years of his life,
Roci had been watched over by the Coryans attached to his factory
who had managed to live into their seventies, and had then been
given the privilege of watching others' children.

Roci had been named by his caretakers. His name was
not a traditional Coryan name—it had not existed on the planet of
Cory before the Bomb. The name Cory was outlawed as a given name
for Coryan children after the Bomb: but some had thought to
transpose the consonantal sounds of the name Cory; somehow, the
idea had spread; and now there were many children of both sexes
named Roci, all across the planet.

Roci had learned many years ago that the Bomb was
responsible for his name, and for all other realities of his life.
But almost immediately, Roci had decided that he wasn't interested
in barren reality, and had turned his attention to could-have-beens
and might-bes—to alternate worlds which took vibrant shape in
stories Roci began to invent in all of his spare time.

Roci had much less spare time, now, than he'd had in
the children's barracks. As Roci ate the sandwich that he'd picked
up on his way through the factory kitchen, his story of the
previous night was still swirling through his head. It was at a
very exciting point, and Roci did not want to leave it alone for
the twelve hours before he'd return to his bed in the barracks. He
decided he would borrow his time from his master, and pay for it in
the usual way.

Twenty minutes later, Roci brought his exciting scene
to its dramatic conclusion as he was being punished against the
factory wall for daydreaming. Roci had more stripes per year of
anyone in his factory, and wrote them off each time as an
acceptable operational cost in his world-building efforts. Roci
worked out his shift and marched in his line into the kitchen,
where he made two sandwiches—one for his dinner and one for a
worker in the next shift. The sandwiches made, Roci marched in his
line back to the barracks and got into his bed.

For many years until very recently, Roci's stories
had mostly been about the family he might have belonged to had
there never been a Bomb. His family had begun with a mother and a
father and two older brothers, and had grown to include three
sisters. His family characters had eventually become so real to
him, that sometimes the fog of their breath almost seemed to
condense on Roci's inner eye.

But recently, Roci's could-have-been family had
stepped back in favor of what Roci considered an even more
productive creation. Recently, Roci had begun to think about the
people who might at this moment be trying to save the planet
of Cory.

“What are you always thinking about?” demanded
Ty-ri.

Roci looked up. Ty-ri was a few years older than Roci
and was fairly new to the factory. Roci began to tell Ty-ri about
the people who might at this moment be trying to save the planet of
Cory. He went on for quite a while—until Ty-ri cut him off with,
“Why would they do that?”

“Because of the kind of people they are,” answered
Roci.

“Why would people like that care to save us?”
demanded Ty-ri.

Roci looked contemplatively at Ty-ri for a few
seconds, then began to expound on the two layers of identity.
Obviously the layer Ty-ri is seeing, when he says “people like
that”—is the surface layer, the details of Roci's “people” that are
accidental, like not being born a slave. These details provide no
motivation to save Cory—why would people care about something that
really has no impact on their own lives? Well, mused Roci, that
would be because of the second layer, their characters, the kinds
of people they are . . .

“That doesn't make any sense,” said Ty-ri.

“You see,” persisted Roci, “there are two layers to
who . . .”

“Oh, shut up already,” said Ty-ri, and turned and
went to his bed.

Roci lay down in his bed. He felt strongly that there
could very well be people who could care about a problem and
suffering not their own, enough to be willing to do something about
it. There had to be, thought Roci—for without such characters Cory
could never be saved.

 


* * *

 


On the first day of a new year, first light found
William Bentler walking slowly down a broad dirt road. He walked
with a bowed head and a look of peace that came from deep tiredness
following a great effort. William had not been celebrating the new
year the night before—his Bentler line had not celebrated a new
year since the invasion. Instead, William had been purposely and
painstakingly walking towards a specific fate. He had sealed this
fate less than ten minutes ago—and now he was looking towards the
future he had sealed, and taking care of a task it required.

William walked to a very familiar, long five-bedroom
house and pressed a finger against its door buzzer.

The door was opened by Jessica Bentler, William’s
mother.

“William!” said Jessica. “What’s wrong? It’s so
early.”

“It’s late to me,” said William. “I’ve been up all
night. I just put out my last article—and I need a favor.”

“You should have asked us to come there,” said
Jessica. “Come in—Dad’s in the kitchen. Have you had anything to
eat yet?”

“I’m actually too tired to eat,” said William.

“Juice?” said Jessica.

“All right,” said William.

“Billy!” said Cory Bentler, when he saw his son.

“He’s been up all night putting out his pre-Prackerd
article, and now he walks here to ask us a favor,” said
Jessica.

Cory put down his grapefruit, rested his arms on the
counter of the kitchen island, and for a few heartbeats just looked
at his son.

“You just put out your pre-Prackerd article?”

“Yup,” answered William.

“You should have asked us to come there. You’re too
independent, Billy.”

William smiled. “Didn’t you hear the last part Mom
said? I came to ask a favor. I was wondering if you could stay with
the children after I’m arrested. Weston has no concept of what
babysitting is, and I’m tired of asking Kerry to play mother every
time. And at any rate, I can’t saddle a sixteen-year-old with four
young children for days.”

“You don’t need to explain, Billy,” said Cory.
“Just”—here Cory sang the first four notes of the most famous
Coryan folk song—“and we’ll come running.”

“I know the approximate time I will be taken,”
William continued. “Captain Prackerd likes to do his penalties at
the beginning of his work day—the guards should be coming for me
sometime around midnight. I won’t have time to”—William mimicked
his father’s imitation of the pre-invasion alarm bell—“myself,
because the capital guards' arrests are too abrupt—but Weston will
know to get in touch with you.”

“How are the children taking it?” asked Jessica.

William looked worried. He answered slowly, “Kerry is
mad—just really, really mad. Terrence . . .” William stopped
momentarily.

“Jeffrey and Kenneth are worried about me, I think,
and I don’t think Robert really knows what’s going on.”

There was a short silence as the three adults thought
about the children. Then Cory said, “I want to see this article.
What’s the address?”

“imragoincei,” said William. He began to follow his
father out of the kitchen.

“Excuse me?” said Cory, turning his head slightly
back.

“imragoincei,” repeated William. “It’s a very common
Coryan name placed amidst the letters of a word.”

“I’ll have to write that one down,” said Cory.

As William spelled it, Cory wrote “imragoincei” on a
pad of paper in his study. He looked at the address for a second,
said “I see,” pulled up the article and began to read. He quickly
became engrossed. William napped on a chair.

“It’s thematic too, I see,” said Cory, when he had
finished. (His “it” referred to the address) “Was this inspired by
the children?”

“It was,” said William.

“It’s really not a scholarly article,” remarked
Cory.

“No—it’s more like a story,” agreed William. “And yet
I put more work into it than I’ve ever put into anything else I’ve
written. For four months I’ve been running on three hours of sleep
and a nap each day.”

“Do you still hold to your rule of only writing while
your children sleep?” asked Cory disapprovingly.

“Yes,” said William, extremely firmly. “Awake
children need a mom.”

“And you have a very demanding job,” said
Cory. He glared at William for a few seconds while William glared
stubbornly back. Finally Cory said, “It was done very well.”

William smiled a quiet, proud smile. He knew it was.
“We try to make our pre-Prackerd one our magnum opus,” he
explained. “These are things that I’ve been thinking about my
entire life—from the child’s perspective as a child, and from a
parent’s since before Jerry was born. And I tried to express my
thoughts in words strung together in such a way as to touch the
heart of every parent on the planet.”

“Who reads it, anyway,” clarified Cory.

“Well, that’s why I picked the new year to put it
out,” said William. “I did it in the hopes that the guards would be
less vigilant this time of year,” (guards celebrated the transition
from one year to the next at great length and with great
enthusiasm), “and people on holiday would be using their computers
more recreationally.”

“Clever,” approved Cory. He looked at Jessica.

“Would you like to read this?” he asked her.

“What I would like,” said Jessica, taking her turn to
glare at William, “is to feed the children and take them out while
you sleep. I don’t even want you to walk home. I’ll make your old
bed, and you can sleep there.”

“Much appreciated,” said William. “I am definitely
going to sleep all day, and Weston . . .”

“Is a rotten babysitter and you’re always dumping on
Kerry,” said Cory. “Your mother’s right—we’ll do things today. You
sleep.”

William followed his mother to the linen closet and
to his old room. He stood tiredly by the bed as she made it, and
two minutes after the dressed pillow hit the bed, William’s head
was upon it, asleep.

 


* * *

Being a lightning rod is an art. A lightning rod is a
full-time protester—he writes articles or essays and publishes them
online. She wants many people to read her work, but once a guard or
a Guard’s Dog finds it, the article is removed from the public
space and the writer punished. Every lightning rod has had one
experience, at least, of an article representing months of work
staying out in the public space for only a day.

The lightning rod’s work became more effective and
less heartbreaking with the innovations of one Martin Kosgei.
Previously, lightning rods had tried to keep one step ahead of the
Guard by frequently changing the addresses of their works—a
blindfolded game of Tag whose outcome was determined mainly by
luck. Kosgei had tried something different. First, he would put
blockers between his online publication and all search engines—so
that searches for “slavery,” for instance, would bring no one to
his work. He would then link this work to searches for subjects
like “rosemary,” “grout,” “household budgeting” and
“cross-pollination.” By targeting an audience likely to be the most
sympathetic to his true subject, and least likely to include
guards, Kosgei had astonished the lightning rod community with an
online journal that had lasted twenty days.

William Bentler, using a version of Kosgei’s maneuver
set up by his daughter Kerry, gave his pre-Prackerd article a life
of fourteen days. The day his article disappeared, William held
dinner two hours earlier than usual, then put his four younger
children to bed. Three-and-a-half hours later, William was slicing
apples and putting toothpicks through cubes of cheese in his
kitchen. Robert, who was four and hadn’t been able to stay in bed
for very long at all, was sitting on the kitchen island eating
apple slices from the cutting board.

Robert helped William carry the bowls of apples and
plates of cheese and set them on the corners of the long, low table
in the living room. Weston, one of William’s two grown sons, was
already in the living room, sitting in its big soft chair. The
Bentlers’ entire board game collection was stacked on both sides of
the couch, and William selected Tug-of-War and began to set it up
in the middle of the table.

Terrence entered the room two hours and six minutes
before midnight. He was a tall and sullen thirteen-year-old who
picked the grey piece of the game off the table and folded it
tightly in his hand. William saw Terrence’s entrance as the signal
to get his other children. He went from room to room.
Seven-year-old Kenneth’s and 10-year-old Jeffrey’s eyes popped open
as soon as they heard their doors. 16-year-old Kerry came away from
her desk with a chapter of a physics text in one hand and the other
holding a scientific calculator. In the living room, Kerry lay on
the couch with her chapter before her, while the rest of the family
arranged themselves around the table—tall ones cross-legged, little
ones kneeling and a sleepy Robert in William’s lap.

They played—quietly, with no competitive fire. They
were not playing Tug-of-War, really—they were playing Waiting for
the Guard. They played for four hours, and then William sent
everyone to bed, leaving the unfinished game to wait as it was
until later that night.

Later that morning, William cooked breakfast and
lunch for his children, packed the lunches, served the breakfast
and watched his sleepy, quiet children eat and then make their ways
off to school. He talked quietly with Weston in the living
room—Weston had slept over—as Robert ran around with toy spaceships
and made noises. William felt calm and quiet inside. He was as
prepared for his future as he could be, and not worrying about
it.

Nine days passed in this routine. On the morning of
the tenth day, the call went out in the capital for a rebel, a
clerk took the name at the top of an alphabetized list of
candidates, and an order went out for one William Cory Bentler of
Thither, South Mountain District.

Forty minutes into the Bentlers’ vigil that night, a
violent pounding on the front door stopped the playing of their
game short. Weston, as instructed, walked around behind Robert,
picked him up under his armpits and carried the child kicking and
flailing from the room, Weston’s arms wrapped tightly around
Robert’s chest. Kerry dove suddenly and enfolded William in a hug,
followed by Kenneth, Jeffrey and Terrence. William, stroking
Kenneth’s hair, said, with a voice shaking with surprise, “It will
be all right—I will be all right.”

“Let him go, or the guards will be angry,” whispered
Kerry a second later. The children immediately let go of William,
and William stood and walked to his front door.

He drew back the bolt and turned the handle, then
jumped suddenly backwards as his door came flying inwards. Then the
guards were actually within his house, and William found himself
turned and pushed front first into his living room wall. He could
hear Robert yelping, “Let go of me,” from somewhere in the hall. A
moment later, his hands were cuffed behind him, and the guards were
pushing and pulling him, stagger-stepping, sideways right towards
his door again. Trying to go as fast as he could, William was
nevertheless pushed the whole way to and into a black sedan.

Inside the sedan, William found himself angling to
prevent the cuffs from being between himself and the seat, and
cutting into his back. He felt filled with shame. He vividly saw
the picture that his children had seen, and was grateful that he
would have no memories of their faces at the time of the arrest.
But then William spent the ride imagining their faces, as he swayed
away from and into the seat of the car bumping down dirt roads to
the airport.

The beds in the Guard’s jet were set slightly into
the floor, and William was pushed into one, his cuffs were removed
and a leg was attached by a leg iron to a half-hoop on the floor.
William found the leg iron greatly humiliating—he was very
conscious of it physically, and also its symbolism beat at his
psyche. He felt a strong, childish urge to jerk his leg and thus
the chain to see what this would feel like, but his adult good
sense and self-preservation instinct prevented him.

William lay still, stretched out and uncovered, upon
his side. With a guard facing him from a chair at his feet, William
found it very difficult to sleep. His head began to swirl again
with created memories of his children. He saw Weston framed in a
hallway, looking in over his head, and looking down at the yelping,
kicking, squirming Robert in his arms. He imagined the aftermath of
the arrest: Weston following a running Robert back into the living
room, then through and out the door to join the four children
staring after the long black car; the children walking slowly back
inside with Weston going to the living room computer; the children
moving silently—or not—about the house. He hoped that Jeffrey would
not provoke Terrence or Terrence would not react badly. Then he saw
the arrival of the grandparents, and felt relief, and stopped
thinking until the short picture started again a few minutes
later.

He eventually did fall asleep. He woke numerous
times, but never enough to do more than lie blankly for
indeterminate lengths of time before falling asleep again—until the
last time he woke. Then he looked at his watch.

He heard a rude laugh at his feet. “You’ll get there
soon enough,” said the guard. By William’s watch, soon enough was
in a little over an hour. William felt his nerves begin to act up:
his breathing quickened; his stomach began to misbehave; his head
felt tight . . .

But William was a lightning rod, and as his hands
were being cuffed in the jet he stood like one—tall, slender and
erect. He walked with quick and even paces down the tunnel to the
Guard’s terminal at the airport. He sat angled but erect in the
car, and at the Guard’s office building, although William was
gripped on both sides by guards—it was William who marched himself
up the long stairway, across the front promenade and to the main
doors.

The fear returned, larger than before, in the small
room to which William was ultimately led. The room was empty before
they entered it, except for a chair and a stretcher. For minutes
William stood in a throbbing fear, flanked by guards, before the
chair. Then he saw the door open before him, and a very
dominant-looking man walking towards him.

Captain Prackerd stopped only a few paces before
William, but William’s eyes and head were following the
twelve-year-old boy who was looking curiously at William as he
walked towards the left corner of the room. Then Captain Prackerd
struck William in the face, whipping his face forward again. Angry,
William glared at the Captain.

“Name?” asked the Captain.

“William Cory Bentler, sir,” said a guard.

“Crime?”

“Repeated acts of sedition against the government of
this planet, namely: fifteen published tirades against the
government since the criminalization of published protest, and the
facilitation of sedition by means of an online publication entitled
Static, over the course of five years and
ten months, sir.”

“Do you deny this in whole or in any of its parts?”
the Captain asked William.

“I do not,” said William.

“You walked right into this, you know,” said the
Captain, softly. William did not disagree.

William saw no signal, but suddenly he felt a slight
jerk backwards and then a draft. Then the guards were sliding
William’s cut vest and shirt forward down his arms and over his
hands. The ruined clothing dropped to the floor, and William was
placed upon the chair and found distraction in observing the knot
tying as his wrists were fastened to the chair back. And then he
waited with a bitter taste in his mouth, while Captain Prackerd
stood looking down at him, and walked around him, and nothing
happened—until everything did.

William did not feel the contact that started it, but
he felt the screaming pain signals that shot simultaneously through
every nerve in his system, building to a crescendo and an explosive
finale in his head. During the five seconds the Captain waited
between strokes, William waited with a jerking body, a throbbing
pain in his head and pure, raw panic saturating his soul. By the
end of the third stroke William was shaking uncontrollably. The
guards detached him from the chair, rolled him onto a stretcher,
pushed the stretcher out of the penalty room and into a small, bare
room one door to the right, dropped the stretcher down to the
floor, then left and locked the door.

The shaking continued for hours. William thought that
he could not cry over his helplessness, with the Guard’s camera
looking down on him, but he could not prevent it either. The
shaking continued for hours, and then William slept for days. When
he woke at four in the afternoon of the third day, William felt
physically normal, mentally alert, ravenously hungry and deeply
sad. He looked at his watch, then rolled onto his back and gazed at
the video camera. In a minute, the guards came in and dressed
William in a loose, short-sleeved grey shirt, and William smiled as
they pulled it over his head. Like most lightning rods, William was
a romantic, and he felt it was an honor to be wearing the garb of
the Coryan slave, and the final uniform of the lightning rods who
had preceded him. William would keep the shirt, use it to sleep in,
and be wearing it when laid to rest beside his wife beneath their
tree.

Then William was led out of the building and down the
steps and set free on a sidewalk of the capital. He made his way by
bus to the airport, wearing his grey shirt. He was treated coldly
by the attendants at the gate desk, the gate and on the plane. When
dinner was served, William was not. Able to watch the movies, he
found them not at all compelling after the drama he’d just
experienced first-hand. After an eight-hour-and-six-minute flight,
he deplaned in Benaya, fifty miles northeast of Thither.

Facing him five paces away as William exited the
tunnel was a tall man wearing a 3X-Large shirt and a grin. William
smiled back at Gordan Texeira, who had first grimaced toothlessly
at him one baby to another and had been his best friend ever since.
Gordan thrust a tall cylindrical canteen at William. “I brought you
soup,” he said.

William worked slowly through the soup during the
drive down to Thither. Lightning rods had learned many things from
the first of them to go up to the capital—one being that a body
could end up in the hospital from eating the wrong things or too
quickly after a long fast. Another thing they’d learned was that
the Whip, as they called the ultimate penalty—capitalizing it to
distinguish it from the whip—caused some sort of damage to the
nervous system, or something. All lightning rods due to go up soon
had read Jimmie Makela’s report of his clipping a car in the
opposite lane after experiencing “a seizure, or something” on the
road. So Gordan, who had about a month more before he expected to
meet Captain Prackerd, was driving the car.

It was five in the morning when Gordan drove up
before William’s long house in Thither, but Gordan leaned on the
horn of the car and then continued to release and press it
repeatedly, while William laughed at him to “Cut it out.” Curtains
began to be pulled back and then dropped back in the living room
and bedrooms of the Bentler home. William was walking towards the
house and Gordan was speeding away when Weston opened the front
door. Immediately, younger children were flying past Weston, and
William was swarmed and grabbed a few paces without his door, and
was laughing and crying as he walked covered with children back
into his home.

 


Four years passed.

 


On the eastern border of Thither, where the last
buildings met a miles-long expanse of grassy, weedy fields, sat a
two-story former law office building which was called by everyone
in Thither, “Mama Ritchie’s.” Mama Ritchie was a woman whose last
name was Ritchie and whose first name was never used. Her charter
said that she could raise up to twelve otherwise homeless boys
between the ages of 6 and 17 in her converted office building.
Currently, she had twelve boys.

Cut into the field behind Mama Ritchie’s was a rough
baseball diamond and an outfield in constant battle with invading
long grasses and weeds. It had been originally cut by Mama
Ritchie’s first group of older boys, who were now in their
thirties, and was maintained by her current group. During the
daytime the ballfield was a very lively, noisy place, but in the
late evenings, when the life and noise had moved inside, and the
stars were shining and the night breeze was nipping, it could be a
very good place to think.

One of Mama Ritchie’s boys, called Kerry, sat on
third base and thought.

Third base was a gift from Jerry Bentler. It had
arrived by van two springs ago, with the other bases and the
Bentler-branded bats and gloves and balls. The weekend after the
equipment had arrived, Kerry had stayed home from the field trip to
Jerry’s factory, and had spent the time alone picking the threads
of the Bentler name from his glove with a ball-point pen and his
fingernails.

The story of how that name had come to be on that
glove was the premier father-and-son drama of Thither’s last
decade. For thirty years, the father’s name had appeared on essay’s
criticizing slavery; now the son was embroidering his name on
slave-made baseball gloves. Thither’s residents had memories of
some of the steps in the psychological journey that had carried the
name from one context to the other. Former high school teammates of
Jerry’s could remember the young outfielder in their dugout,
bouncing his bat off his shoes and mocking the idealism and
pointless sacrifices of his father. The town’s amateur
psychologists observed that Jerry had always seemed more plugged in
to his team and social group than to his outlaw family. He would go
home for dinner, but then he would be off to the batting cages or a
friend’s ballfield, going home again only to sleep. The Bentlers’
neighbors could recall the day when Jerry had stopped sleeping at
William Bentler’s house altogether. The yelling had woken most of
them from sleep, the heavier sleepers had been shouted or shaken
awake by others, and the lucky few had watched as William’s eldest
son, only halfway through his last year of high school, had walked
quickly from one life to another with his coming-of-age papers and
some other things stuffed into a wheelie backpack.

It was assumed that the coming-of-age papers had
indeed been in the wheelie backpack, because Jerry had been able in
two-and-a-half years to acquire slaves and build and open his
baseball equipment factory. Some of Thither’s residents thought it
was very weak of William to allow Jerry to walk away with the funds
and property to accomplish this. A smaller number of people thought
it was weak of William to then reconcile with Jerry after Melissa
Bentler was diagnosed with Busili’s disease, even though Jerry made
no changes to his course even after his mother died. All of
Thither’s residents knew that William Bentler was a gentle man;
some admitted he was simultaneously a brave one; some thought he
let his children do too much of everything they wanted; but all
agreed that it was perfectly in character for William to be too
soft-hearted to disinherit a son.

It was an intriguing story, but most of Thither’s
residents, who had lives and dramas of their own to occupy their
alone time, tended to think about this story only while talking
about it. It was a mere topic of gossip. Kerry, however, was
sitting on third base, under late evening stars and in late evening
chill, and thinking about Bentlers because William Bentler was so
woven into Kerry’s mental history that he was the focal
point of the inner dramas of Kerry’s life.

Kerry had seen William Bentler and heard his name
once before coming to Thither. Kerry had been in Thither only a few
days when he had seen William again. The man and the
twelve-year-old boy had passed each other coming from opposite
directions down a broad dirt road. Kerry had stared at William from
as soon as he had recognized him. As they passed, William had
smiled at Kerry, and Kerry had stopped and turned and watched for a
while as William had walked off—a tall, slender, slightly slumping
man who had already forgotten about the boy behind him.

Burning with interest, Kerry had run home, gotten his
allowance card from his drawer and run to the computer bank. Then
he’d run back to Mama Ritchie’s and gotten Mama to go to the bank
with him to sign the underage form. Kerry was at the bank until it
closed, looking for references to William Bentler. He found several
rebel articles with quotes from and references to his subject. A
few months later, he’d found a full-length article written by
Weston Bentler, William’s second son, and he’d read most of what
Weston had written over the next four years.

More normally, Kerry as a twelve-year-old had stared
at William’s beautiful 16-year-old daughter as he had passed
her on the road for the first time. The daughter was now
grown and working at Jerry’s factory. She had started at the
factory a month ago, and the following week Kerry had shocked all
his teachers with test scores averaging 30 points below Kerry’s
norms.

William Bentler’s middle child, Terrence, was
actually in Kerry’s classes. Kerry vividly remembered his first and
only attempt at befriending Terrence Bentler. He supposed he had
been too eager—smiling too big, maybe appearing too needy. Terrence
had given him one cold glance and said, “Buzz off, Perfect-boy.”
Kerry, who had never been called a name or been told to buzz off in
his lifetime, remembered freezing in open-mouthed shock, slinking a
bit shakily to his classroom seat and sitting numbly for the rest
of the hour.

With his failure with Terrence, Kerry’s only contact
with Bentlers until now had been through online articles and
donated baseball equipment. Kerry was sitting on third base and
thinking because this seemed about to change. A new school year
would begin in three days. Kerry would be a Junior, and like all of
Thither’s Juniors he’d been assigned a Freshman to mentor for the
first day or so of school. Mama had found Kerry earlier that
evening to tell him that his Freshman was Jeffrey Bentler, and
Kerry had walked out of Mama’s full and noisy house and into the
ballfield to his base, to think.

 


* * *

 


“Good one, Jeff!”

Kerry stood to the side of third base in a full and
noisy ballfield. Most of Mama Ritchie’s boys had brought a friend
over for an after-school game, and five younger kids now populated
the outfield while their older teammates, by virtue of seniority,
occupied the infield and pitched and caught. Ten other boys and a
girl were waiting on the hitting side. The latest swell of noise
had arisen when Jeffrey Bentler, playing shortstop to Kerry’s left,
had chased a grounder out and to his right, backhanded it and shot
a rocket to first for the out. Jeffrey was now standing with his
hands on his hips, grinning as the last waves of appreciative noise
washed over him.

Four outs later, Kerry approached Jeffrey as the
Bentler was about to start off for home.

“Man,” he said, “you’re the best shortstop we’ve ever
had. Would you like to come back tomorrow?”

“Well, I’ll have to check with my dad,” said Jeffrey,
“but I probably can.”

Kerry looked at Jeffrey’s glove. “You don’t use your
brother’s glove,” he said, a bit cautiously.

Jeffrey looked at the glove himself. “Nah,” he said,
“Dad gets our stuff from Urtthri. Jerry uses slaves to make his
stuff. Dad’s not all right with that.”

“I heard there was a bit of a blow-up about that,”
said Kerry. He was now walking home with Jeffrey.

“Yeah,” said Jeffrey. “They didn’t talk for a while.
But things are better now.”

“How did it happen?” asked Kerry, still
cautiously.

“Well, Jerry really wanted to be a businessman,” said
Jeffrey. “Great-grandpa was a really successful businessman. He had
an interglobal brand by the time he was 26, but Jerry says Grandpa
and Dad just let it fall apart writing stupid articles that nobody
reads. He’s especially mad at Dad for keeping on after it was
criminalized and making us look like freaks. He says he’s going to
get the brand back, and if he has to use slaves so he can afford to
ship to Urtthri, that’s what he’s going to do. His argument is
they’re going to be slaves anyway, so why not?”

“What do you think?” interjected Kerry, his heart
beating a little faster than normal.

“I’m not allowed to say what I think,” said Jeffrey.
“Dad says being a rebel is for adults only.”

“So you’re a rebel inside,” said Kerry quietly.

“Oh!” said Jeffrey. He looked embarrassed.

Kerry and Jeffrey walked the rest of the way in
silence. When they got to before the Bentler home, Kerry stopped
and waited, but Jeffrey just said, “Well, bye,” and walked into his
home. Kerry stood in front of the house for half-a-minute after the
door had closed, then made his way slowly back to Mama Ritchie’s,
thinking about Bentlers.

 


* * *

 


“Why is Kerry inviting you over all the time?”
demanded Terrence.

“I don’t know,” said Jeffrey. “Why not?”

“Who’s Kerry?” asked William.

“He’s the guy who’s been inviting me to play ball at
Mama Ritchie’s,” said Jeffrey.

“And why is that an issue?” asked William of
Terrence.

“Kerry’s in my class,” said Terrence. “He’s almost as
tall as I am. He’s like the best athlete in the whole wide world,”
Terrence said sarcastically, “and he’s a genius. The girls
act silly with him and guys follow him around. So why is he going
out of his way to talk to Dorkfrey all the time like he’s the most
interesting guy in the universe?”

William began to worry. He had been trained from his
childhood to recognize character anomalies—and what Terrence was
describing really did not look natural.

“Kerry lives at the orphanage?” asked William.

“Yes,” replied Jeffrey.

“Do you have any idea where he comes from?”

“No, I didn’t ask.”

“What do you guys talk about?”

“Baseball . . . He asked me about Jerry the other
day. I did all right.”

“Jeffrey,” said William. It was Jeffrey’s turn to
look worried. William leaned forward and spoke carefully to
Jeffrey.

“It is possible,” he said, “that the other side has
planted characters like we do. I don’t want to interfere with a
friendship, but you have to think about all the possibilities. Just
promise me you’ll think. Be friends if you want to, but with open
eyes—all right?”

“All right,” said Jeffrey quietly, with eyes looking
down at the table.

 


* * *

 


Three days later, Terrence was watching Kerry from
his seat three behind Kerry in math class. The teacher was handing
back the results of the last week’s test. When the teacher got to
Kerry, Terrence heard him say, “Good job,” and Terrence could just
imagine the small, quiet smile on Kerry’s face—he’d seen it before
from better angles in other classes.

The bell rang. Three pretty girls converged on Kerry.
The prettiest began the ritual.

“What did you get, Kerry?” asked Mayssa.

“100,” said Kerry quietly. The girls giggled and
looked at Kerry.

 


* * *

 


That afternoon, a large group of boys was walking
from the school to Mama Ritchie’s, Kerry and Jeffrey in the center.
Mama’s boys had learned over the past week that Jeffrey liked to
talk a lot. Some had already begun to tune him out, but Kerry was
still listening attentively. Jeffrey had said “Dad” fifty times
over the past week, and just now Kerry had learned that Jeffrey’s
dad was “a really good cook.”

“He makes up his own recipes and everything,” Jeffrey
was saying, “and for years me and Terrence have been competing for
leftovers—Dad doesn’t know this. At first it was normal stuff like
home run derby or one-on-one to 10 or H-O-R-S-E or arm wrestling—I
won H-O-R-S-E a couple of times but Terrence won everything
else—then it got weird and we tried chair-throwing and
pepper-eating and bug races. I won a few bug races but do
not try to compete with Terrence on pepper-eating. The last
time I was determined to beat him—I thought it was just about
having enough willpower so I just kept on going until I almost
literally passed out—Terrence’s eyes were streaming but he
stayed up the whole time, passed me by two and won the fish. He’s
just really tough about pain or something.

“So last time was my time to pick the competition,
and I hadn’t won anything in forever, so I was really trying to
think of something I could win. So I was trying to think of what
advantages I had over Terrence, and the only thing I could think of
was I’m a lot smaller, so . . .”

“Hey!” shouted a couple of boys behind Kerry and
Jeffrey.

Terrence grabbed Jeffrey by the arm and throw-pushed
him down to the side of the road. No one had noticed Terrence
coming up behind them, although he had to have been following them
ever since the school.

“What!” shouted Jeffrey from the ground.

“Wanta fight?” demanded Terrence.

“Why?” asked Jeffrey.

“Do you want to fight?” repeated Terrence. He looked
very menacing—his shadow falling completely over Jeffrey in the
afternoon sun.

“Of course I don’t want to fight,” said Jeffrey. “Why
do you want to fight?”

“Pick on someone your own size, Terrence,” said
someone.

“If someone my own size steps in,” said Terrence, and
turned and looked straight at Kerry.

The other boys looked at Kerry as well. He really was
the only one who qualified. Kerry felt the world get very empty,
fuzzy and buzzy.

Terrence lifted his foot as if he were about to kick
Jeffrey.

Kerry swept Terrence's planted leg out from beneath
him with a low hooking kick to the back of Terrence's leg. Boys
scattered as Terrence fell backwards. Kerry waited until Terrence
got up again, which he did immediately, pushing off with his legs
with his hands and head rocketing towards Kerry. At the last
moment, Kerry turned into Terrence's charge and threw Terrence over
his back. Terrence sprung up and came with a straight punch. Kerry
blocked the punch, ducking under, hitting Terrence once in the gut,
stepped offside, and again hooked Terrence's leg out from under
him, sending Terrence back down to the ground. Terrence jumped up
and threw his hands once more towards Kerry, who stepped past
Terrence and snapped a kick across Terrence's back.

Terrence staggered forwards, turned, then disengaged
by stepping back. For fifteen seconds, Terrence stared
expressionlessly at Kerry—expressionlessly, and yet Kerry knew he’d
given too much away. Kerry looked at Terrence only once and spent
the rest of the time darting his eyes around at things low
down—dirt and grass or just air. Kerry supposed that Jeffrey was
staring at him too, perhaps in shock and hurt—but he could not bear
to check.

Finally, Terrence moved, towards then past
Jeffrey.

“Come home,” he said, and Jeffrey got up and
went.

For another quarter-minute, Kerry watched as Terrence
and Jeffrey walked rapidly away—Jeffrey really almost running—and
then Kerry followed them. He followed slowly until he was a
field-length back, then quickened and stabilized his speed to
maintain his distance. For the second time in four years he felt as
if his world were blowing up, and once he brushed away tears. He
reached the Bentler home one minute behind the Bentlers and
immediately pushed the doorbell.

 


* * *

 


The door opened and an eight-year-old boy looked up
neutrally at Kerry.

“May I speak to Terrence?” asked Kerry breathlessly.
Leaving the door open, the boy walked through a living room and
disappeared down a hall. He did not come back. Instead, a young
adult man came to meet Kerry at the door.

“I’m Weston Bentler,” the young man said grimly. He
did not extend a hand. “My father would like to speak to you. We’ll
wait for him in the library.”

Weston led Kerry through the living room, left down
the hallway and through a door into a room with shelves of books
running down the two longer walls and a single long table with five
lamps and ten chairs running lengthways down the room. Weston led
Kerry around the table to the middle chair and pulled it out for
him. Kerry obediently sat down and put his hands in his lap. Weston
went back around the table and took the chair nearest the door.
They sat in silence for half-an-hour.

The door opened, and William Bentler entered the
library. Kerry rose to his feet; Weston silently left the room.
William walked to the chair opposite Kerry across the table, and
Kerry took his seat as William took his. Kerry thought he should be
making eye contact with William, but his gaze got stuck on the
table.

“I’m William Bentler,” said William.

“I’m Kerry Evans.”

“You’re an orphan, Kerry?”

“Not exactly,” said Kerry. He looked up at William
and asked, “Do you know?”

“That you were raised in the Guard?” said William.
“Yes—Jeffrey described your fighting style.”

“I didn’t know . . . ,” said Kerry. “I thought . .
.”

“Where are you from, Kerry?” said William, quietly
firm.

“Central City.”

“And your parents—?” William said this in such a way
that Kerry knew he was expected to complete the sentence. It was
time to tell either the truth or the story he had invented on the
way to the Bentler home.

Kerry looked down at the table and began his
story.

“My father,” he said, “was raised in the Guard, but
he rebelled. They ran him through the penalty system in just two
years.

“When it came time for the last penalty,” Kerry said,
“they used it like torture. I mean, it is torture, but they used it
to try to make him recant, because he was a guard. But he wouldn’t,
so they kept on going . . .”

There was an atmosphere in the library now—William
and Kerry felt joined by an electric force, or wrapped up together
in a physical flashback that made them shake and ache. Very
faintly, Kerry said, “It destroyed him. It turned him into a
vegetable.”

“My mother,” continued Kerry, “thought we should
leave Central City, so she stole a ship and got us into orbit.
She’s a pilot, a really good one—she knows how to dodge satellites
and things. She brought me back in after several days, told me what
kind of people to look for and what to say, then took off
again.”

Kerry saw that William was now looking puzzled, and
he hurried to say, “She thought we would get lost better
separately—and I would get lost better on Cory. We weren’t
close—she lived on Urtthri—I’m just grateful she got me out.” Kerry
regrouped, then said, “She dropped me off in the foothills of
Thither, and I hiked in. I scouted the place, and found Mama
Ritchie. I told her I was running away from a father who beat
me—and she took me in without any questions, like my mother said a
person like her would.”

Tired from telling his story, Kerry switched the
focus to William.

“I’ve wanted to tell you that I really admire you,”
he said earnestly. “I know what you do, and what it . . .

“I’ve read almost everything Weston’s written. I just
want you to know that I really admire what you do, a lot.” Kerry’s
eyes seemed to be begging William to believe him.

William did not know what to say. He was not even
looking at Kerry. A radical idea had come into his head, and he was
wondering what Weston and his daughter would think about it.

For a while Kerry just sat and looked at William,
then he got up and made his way out of the library, down the hall,
through the living room and out of William’s front door. He walked
slowly home, feeling very depressed and disjointed, his future
looking very grey. At Mama Ritchie’s, he walked up the stairs and
to the older boys’ bedroom, pulled off his shoes, removed, folded
and placed his vest on his little table, got under his covers,
pulled them up over the top of his head; and fell asleep.

 


* * *

 


William was talking to his daughter. He had already
spoken to Weston, but Weston tended to agree with William too much
of all the time—not obsequiously, but because he truly tended to
agree with William on most things. Kerry Bentler disagreed with
William on many things, and so that morning William had walked into
his daughter’s house and down into her Basement. Now he had just
finished telling her Kerry’s story.

“I believe him,” William concluded. “Anyone could
have made up the story he told me, but no one could have faked what
happened when he came to the ultimate penalty. Weston doesn’t
understand the Whip as Kerry does. He was having a physical
flashback at the same time as me. Obviously, something very
traumatic has happened to him related to that Whip.”

“And you don’t want Jeffrey to have to give up
Kerry,” said Kerry Bentler. She tended to shortcut across
conversations to get to what she thought was the point—but in this
case it was only a secondary one.

“That’s actually not what I came for,” said William.
“I do feel horrible for Jeffrey, but I told him to avoid Kerry
until I said otherwise.” This was William being defensive. He knew
his daughter thought he held back too often from asking necessary
sacrifices of his children.

“No,” William continued, “what I came to talk to you
about was what would you think about bringing Kerry into the
conspiracy?” William finished his thought brusquely. It was an
ultra-radical proposition, and such are easiest to get out
abruptly.

“I think,” said Kerry Bentler, “that the conspiracy
works because we’re trained in it from when we’re children. Kerry’s
too old—it would be too easy for him to screw up. And one slip of
the tongue, and it’s just over.”

“Well, I think that if Robert understands the
concepts, then a sixteen-year-old boy should be able to. And Kerry,
he has desire—it’s obvious that he’s been trying to get
close to the rebel world. What if this leads him to try to follow
in his father’s footsteps—he could waste his life that way. But
with us, he could choose a path that would be far more useful while
being far less wasteful.”

For a while, Kerry Bentler just looked at William.
Finally, she asked, “Is this just about Kerry?”

“It is a lot about Kerry,” admitted William. “But he
would be useful to Cory. Think about it—he’s trained in the
martial arts, he was raised in the Guard—Terrence says he’s a
genius and I think he would be extremely dedicated. I know you
don’t care about Kerry. I do. The issue is—do you think he would be
useful to Cory?”

“I have to research it first,” Kerry Bentler said
briskly. “I have to see if I can find anything about a rebel guard,
for one thing. I can’t tell you what I think until I research it
first.”

“Fair enough,” said William. “Let me know.” He got up
and walked to the stairs. Kerry Bentler turned back to her
computer.

 


* * *

 


There were hundreds of men and boys who thought Kerry
Bentler was the most attractive woman in the South Mountain
District, and at a very young age Kerry had developed the ability
to sense specific (so far always one-sided) attraction in/from a
guy.

Kerry Bentler placed herself between school and Mama
Ritchie’s, walking towards the high school along the same route
Mama’s boys were taking to their home. As she approached Kerry’s
group, Kerry Bentler was paying close attention to the boys without
seeming to at all. Some of the older boys were darting glances at
her, but Kerry was just looking at the ground.

When she got to the group, Kerry Bentler stopped
walking and said, “Hello, Kerry.” The entire group stopped with the
Kerrys.

“Hello,” said Kerry, with a cold glance and a cold
tone.

“Terrence tells me you’re some kind of genius,” said
Kerry Bentler. “Do you like science?”

“Not really,” said Kerry.

“Too bad,” said Kerry Bentler. “Lank”—this was a
contracted form of the last name of the high school’s career
placement administrator—“wants me to pick up an intern, like
everyone else in town with a real job. I don’t want some dummy, so
I thought I’d recruit my own.”

“I don’t like science,” said Kerry curtly.

“That’s too bad,” said Kerry Bentler, and walked on.
She heard one of the boys say, “What was that!” in an excited voice
behind her.

An hour later, Kerry Bentler was giving an account of
her test to her father. “He’s on your side,” she concluded. “He
hates me because he thinks I hurt you. And”—Kerry Bentler
unconsciously paused for dramatic effect, “I didn’t find anything
about a rebel guard, but I did find something about an unrecovered
stolen ship at the right time.”

“That’s very supportive,” said William. He was
pleased.

“It is,” said Kerry Bentler. “Ships just don’t go
missing out of the Guard’s stock every day. I respect your judgment
on Kerry’s emotion. And—Terrence says he has a perfect
memory.” Kerry’s speech was accelerating. “None of us have a
perfect memory—he could work for us.” (Kerry’s “us” referred to her
sector of the pre-invasion conspiracy) “I’ve already set the stage
in front of his peers. He could be easily equipped with an
explanation for why he changed his mind—that could be his first
lesson on gossip. Now I know that a perfect memory doesn’t
necessarily mean that he’ll have an analytical mind, but at least
he’ll have no problem with the facts . . .”

William broke in. “I’d rather Kerry choose his own
character, Kerry,” he said mildly.

“But he hasn’t been trained—he might just choose
what’s romantic!” said Kerry Bentler. “He can’t be a
lightning rod, that would be a total waste. What’s the point
of bringing him in if that’s all he’s going to do?”

“I don’t know what he’s going to do,” said William.
“You can make all the suggestions you want, but ultimately it will
be his choice. All right?”

“All right,” said Kerry Bentler.

 


* * *

 


William took the western stairs out of the Basement,
which led him into Jerry’s factory office. Jerry was surprised to
see his father.

“Hey, Dad,” he said.

William told Jerry everything the two Kerrys had
done, and said to him, over the past two days, and then asked Jerry
for his opinion.

“If Kerry says yes,” said Jerry simply, “then I vote
yes.”

 


* * *

 


That evening, William held a family council at dinner
with his four youngest children and Weston. He told the younger
children a watered-down version of the story Kerry had told him—he
had already told it at full strength to Weston. He explained his
proposal, the reasoning behind it, and the votes turned in by Kerry
and Jerry. Then he turned to Robert.

“Do you understand the issue, Robert?”

“Yes,” said Robert.

“What is the issue?”

“It’s should we let Jeffrey’s friend join the
conspiracy.”

“And what do you think?”

“I think we should.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Because he’s very smart and he can tell us things
about the Guard and his dad’s a rebel.”

“All right,” said William. “Kenneth?”

“Yes,” said Kenneth.

“Jeffrey?”

“Yes,” beamed Jeffrey.

“Terrence?”

“Yes,” grouchily.

“Weston?”

“Yes.”

“All right,” said William. “Jeffrey, four days from
now I need you to invite Kerry over for dinner. Until then, avoid
him.”

“Yes!” exulted a grinning Jeffrey.

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO: "THE INTRODUCTION"

 


 


Kerry was confused. He was eating the best dinner he
had ever had—and he was raised in the guard. He was sitting in a
dining hall that was fully as big as the one in Captain Prackerd’s
mansion back in Central City—and many times more inviting. Kerry
was sitting on a blue chair above a hardwood floor that was stained
almost white. His dinnerware sat on a frosted glass tabletop set in
a silver-grey metal frame. On the sky-blue wall opposite him was a
very long cabinet—its base, three drawers deep, was white, and its
top was clear glass in a metal frame. The glass surrounded a
collection of very antique plates, bowls, eating sticks, vases and
also dolls and finely crafted human and animal figurines. The most
prominent feature of the dining hall was opposite William, who sat
at the head of the table. It was a portrait of a man at about
thirty years old. Kerry thought he had now seen two supremely
confident men in his lifetime—one had been Captain Prackerd and the
second was the man in the portrait, whoever he was.

Kerry was confused by the presence of three people in
this setting. Jerry Bentler was sitting next to his father. Jerry
was short and stocky for a Bentler and quite confident-looking
himself. He was smiling easily as he chatted with his father, and
William was smiling back and even laughed once.

Kerry Bentler was sitting next to Jerry and across
from Kerry. The Kerry with the perfect memory was no better than
average at remembering faces, but even years later and miles away,
Kerry Bentler’s face would be able to invade his memory. Kerry
Bentler had a perfectly proportioned forehead above deep-set, very
light-brown eyes; high, prominent cheekbones and a perfectly
bridged and balanced nose; a wide mouth and a strong chin and jaw.
Coming through all of these perfectly arranged features was an
intensity, intelligence and strength that originated far below the
skin. It was these forces that would imprint the face, later, into
Kerry’s mind, but at this moment he was simply wondering what Kerry
Bentler was doing there.

Finally, Kerry wondered what he himself was doing
there. Kerry had had a very bad week. The morning after his fight
with Terrence, he had seen Jeffrey see him in a hallway, spin
around and go off in the opposite direction. All week Kerry’s
teachers’ words had been just background buzzing, the ball games at
Mama Ritchie’s just tedious exercises, and bedtimes welcome relief.
But that afternoon, Jeffrey had found Kerry at lunch and invited
him over for dinner, and now Kerry was eating a very good meal in a
very nice environment and wondering why.

The Bentlers and Kerry ate for three-quarters of an
hour. When Robert finally put down his fork, slumped down in his
chair and looked at his dad, William looked at Kerry.

“I have a confession to make,” he said. “Four days
ago, we had a meeting, in which we discussed you. I told my family
the story you told me when we met. The purpose for this, was that I
wanted them to decide if they thought you should be let in on
something. I will now ask you—would you like to be part of
something that must be kept secret and that might be dangerous—that
may require great personal sacrifice of one kind or another, but
may one day end the enslavement of this planet?”

“I would,” said Kerry quickly.

“I am sure,” said William, “that you are familiar
with the force that is enslaving Cory?”

Kerry nodded and said, “The Bomb. The Ultimate
Threat. The Bomb is Fear—Absolute Fear.”

Weston wore a small smile as he looked at his father
and said, “That sounds like a quote.”

Kerry Bentler broke in. “It is also,” She said, “just
romantic literary lightning rod word stuff. The force enslaving
Cory is the Bomb, period.”

William smiled. “Kerry is very practical,” he said,
meaning his daughter. “So was that man over there,” he continued,
extending a hand to the portrait facing him from the far wall.
“Robert, who was that man?”

“Robert Bentler,” said Robert. “Great-grandpa.”

“Robert Bentler,” repeated William, nodding. “My
grandfather. He was an interglobal businessman, based on Cory
before the invasion. We call these people—and also
ourselves, their descendants—the ‘pre-invasion people.’ My father,
Robert Bentler’s child, was born and raised on this planet, and he
was only ten years old when all of his friends—children he’d gone
to school with, played ball with—were suddenly enslaved and their
houses filled with strangers. My grandfather had my father’s name
legally changed after this event—my father’s birth certificate has
his given name as Cordon, after the Borrynzian capital, but after
the invasion it was changed to simply Cory, which he’d gone by all
along.

“On a more practical note, but only slightly more
so—my grandfather was one of many prominent pre-invasion people who
went to plead with the other nations of Urtthri to unite against
Borrynz in Cory’s behalf. When this failed, my grandfather and four
others held a meeting, where they came to the obvious conclusion
that the only way to combat Borrynz’s power was to get the secret
of the Bomb themselves.

“Two huge concerns were immediately raised. First, it
was assumed that the Borrynzians would be watching the pre-invasion
Urtthrians very carefully, since they’d been so obviously opposed
to the takeover from the beginning. The pre-invasion leaders could
not simply start sending large numbers of people to Urtthri to
study physics. And with as little as any pre-invasion person knew
about the science of explosives . . .”

“Not explosives,” interrupted Kerry Bentler. “That’s
too narrow. It’s about energy—the energy produced in solar
reactions that sustains life light years away; the forces that
caused the volcanic explosion that blanketed Earth in ash; the
cataclysmic force unleashed in a large meteorite impact.
That’s the scale we’re looking at—we’re not going to develop
the Bomb tinkering around with explosives.”

“And so you see,” said William mildly, “getting the
secret of the Bomb was going to be very difficult. So the second
concern raised was that it might take generations to develop the
Bomb, and that their descendants might not care as deeply about
Cory’s plight as the first generation did.

“It was my grandfather who put the pieces together.
It would look natural, he said, if by his grandchildren's
time, some no longer cared about an injustice that had occurred
before they were born. It would look natural if some bought into
the material culture of the invasion, owned slaves, and lived
normal lives untouched by the injustice that surrounded them. But
what if they could look like this, and yet underneath their
factories there would be great laboratories, and later, materials
for developing the Bomb? The second generation, my grandfather’s
children, would not naturally produce factory owners—they grew up
with the Coryans and would not want them as slaves. But maybe in
the third generation, some could provide the infrastructure and
capital for the work on the Bomb while appearing to ‘defy’ their
parents by building factories. The best minds could be secretly
trained in science, and work on the Bomb under cover of mundane
jobs in these factories. Others could continue to protest the
invasion as the idealistic ones that every generation produces.
Many would be simply normal, working people, living quiet lives
unburdened by strong feelings either for or against the system. But
all would be working for Cory. My grandfather thought it was
possible, if their grandchildren were carefully taught that only
they could save the planet, and how they would do so.

“Many hundreds of pre-invasion Urtthrians were
brought into the conspiracy. They and their children continued
mostly to protest the invasion. In the third generation—mine—a few
children, apparently going against their parents, became factory
owners and began to build and furnish Basements and collect
materials for the experiments of the undercover scientists who were
placed at their factories. There were fewer people criticizing the
enslavement of the planet.

“My children—the fourth generation—already cover all
of the main roles in the pre-invasion conspiracy. They will now
tell you, starting with Jerry, what they do and the sacrifices each
role involves.”

 


Before Jerry began, William looked at Robert, who had
begun to wiggle, and said, “If you’d like to get out your toys
again you may, Robert.”

Robert slid out of his chair, walked around the table
to the cabinet and began to pull toy spaceships and people from a
drawer and dump them onto the floor.

Jerry looked back at Robert, smiled, then turned to
Kerry.

“Great-grandpa began preparing for my role at once,”
said Jerry. “His whole goal was to get as much capital down to me
as possible. When interglobal trade became impractical for him
after the invasion, he consolidated everything on Urtthri. He
continued to reside on Cory, but continued to grow the businesses
on Urtthri—so that by the time he died his holdings were worth as
much as the combined value of the teams in any division of the
Urtthrian Baseball Association.

“His only child, Grandpa, had never shown any
aptitude for business, so he was verbally instructed to sell
everything off upon Great-grandpa’s death, and invest all of the
family money as instructed by advisors selected by Great-grandpa.
The money would then continue to grow until a descendant came along
who had the aptitude and personality to be a successful slave-owner
on Cory.

“When it became obvious, in my sophomore year in high
school, that I was that descendant, Dad and I began what we call
‘setting the stage.’ I seemingly put my sports and my friends above
my family—something that happens often enough with all kinds of
Dads and kids. And when Captain Prackerd came along with his
penalty system, it became even easier for my character to distance
himself from my Dad’s character. I was the popular, athletic kid
who was ashamed of his dad, the town freak. And as soon as I turned
18, I took my coming-of-age money and used it to return to the
entrepreneurial roots of the Bentler family, which I’d been vocally
proud of, and to put light-years of distance between myself and my
rebel father, whom I’d been vocally ashamed of.

“Practically for the conspiracy, Great-grandpa’s
foresight allowed me to build my factory as quickly and with as
much autonomy as possible, by allowing me to pay cash as I went
along for all of my start-up costs. I also inherited all of the
land on which my factory is built—because the fewer outsiders
involved in any aspect of my business, the better for the
conspiracy. And all of this was planned in advance a couple of
generations before I was even born.

“A few events and characteristics specific to our
family have made my role less of a sacrifice than it could have
been. Some slave-owners have had to sue for their coming-of-age
money, but Dad’s reputation around Thither was such that it was
perfectly reasonable that he wouldn’t bring us to that. Some
slave-owners have not publicly spoken to their parents since their
break. The event that brought Dad and I back together was very sad
and could not have been anticipated—Mom developed Busili’s disease
and eventually died, and it was reasonable in light of Dad’s
character that this would turn him back to me. It’s a hard reason,
but it is how it worked out.

“I don’t think of my role as a sacrifice. I have to
be cruel sometimes, but I’m just doing what I have to, to try to
help Cory. The role does take a certain kind of aptitude, though,
and it also requires money. Do you have any coming-of-age
money waiting for you?”

“I don’t,” said Kerry.

“Well,” said Jerry.

“Very few people become slave-owners,” broke in
William. “Actually, comparatively few people take any of the roles
we’ll be telling you about. We’re just trying to familiarize you
with all that is being done to try to free Cory.”

“I’m not going to free Cory,” said Weston. “It’s
true,” he said, addressing the puzzlement on Kerry’s face. “What I
write is read by hardly anybody and disregarded by nearly everybody
in hardly anybody. My job is to be a character. It is reasonable to
expect that there will always be people who care—the overly
sensitive, idealistic, impractical people who can’t keep their
mouths shut no matter how little good opening their mouths does.
And in my case, I’m not faking it. I have to say what I think, and
I don’t see the consequences as a sacrifice. I can’t imagine not
being able to say what I think about the horrible things that are
going on every second on this planet . . . ”

“I see your consequences as a sacrifice,” said
William quietly, giving Weston a look that made Terrence look away.
William looked at Kerry. “We call people like Weston the lightning
rods—I’m sure you can see why—and the day Weston told me he would
be a lightning rod was harder for me than the day I went up to see
Captain Prackerd. The thought of my son paying in so much suffering
for so little accomplishment—just a decoy, really . . .”

“I think it’s a very important thing to do,” said
Kerry. There was something in the way he said it, in what came out
from his depths when he said it, that scared Kerry Bentler into
offensive action.

“But it’s not going to save Cory,” She said.
“Cory is enslaved by the Bomb—a physical bomb that can blow up a
planet and that must be countered with an equivalent force. And
Borrynz has an unbelievable head-start. Are you familiar with The
Greatest Day?”

“Um,” said Kerry.

“It was the worst day,” said Kerry Bentler. “All that
knowledge destroyed by stupidity—the door left absolutely wide open
for a nation like Borrynz to gain absolute power. The idiots who
didn’t know that would happen were morons. They left us with
absolutely nothing to work with when the ultimate threat came
along, which anyone with an ounce of common sense could’ve known
would happen.”

“I don’t think Kerry knows what you’re talking
about,” said William to his daughter. He looked at Kerry. “When we
left Earth,” he said, “we left all weapons behind, but we brought
the knowledge of weapons technology with us. However, when two
hundred years passed on Urtthoo with no war—we decided, as a
culture, that the human race was so enlightened and advanced that
there would never be any wars any more. And to prove that we had
moved on to that next level, we destroyed all knowledge of
weapons technology.”

“They threw a party,” said Kerry Bentler,
“people dancing and music playing as they destroyed hundreds
of years of research. And then what happened?” She demanded of
Kerry.

“Borrynz developed the Bomb,” said Kerry.

“They must have kept their knowledge,” said
Kerry Bentler. “There is no other way. It is taking us such an
incredibly long time to build it up again. We do not yet know how
to blow up a city, let alone a planet. The human race in its
stupidity gave its worst element a light-years head-start,” She
hyperbolized, “and Cory will only be saved when we catch up.
That is what we do, and that is the actual good that
you can do. Do you really have a perfect memory?” She
demanded.

“For anything if it’s laid out in the form of a
language,” answered Kerry. “It doesn’t work for random images, like
faces, and I can forget how to get from point A to point B until
it’s given to me in written or spoken form. My memory does work for
mathematical formulas because they’re in the form of a
language.”

“What was my great-grandfather’s plan?” demanded
Kerry Bentler.

Kerry hesitated, then said:

It was my grandfather who put the pieces together. It
would look natural, he said, if by his grandchildren’s time, some
no longer cared about an injustice that had occurred before they
were born. It would look natural if some bought into the material
culture of the invasion, owned slaves, and lived normal lives
untouched by the injustice that surrounded them. But what if they
could look like this, and yet underneath their factories there
would be great laboratories, and later, materials for developing
the Bomb? The second generation, my grandfather’s children, would
not naturally want them as slaves. But maybe in the third
generation, some could provide the infrastructure and capital for
the work on the Bomb while appearing to ‘defy’ their parents by
building factories. The best minds could be secretly trained in
science, and work on the Bomb under cover of mundane jobs in these
factories. Others could continue to protest the invasion as the
idealistic ones that every generation produces. Many would simply
be normal, working people, living quiet lives unburdened by strong
feelings either for or against the system. But all would be working
for Cory. My grandfather thought it was possible, if their
grandchildren were carefully taught that only they could save the
planet, and how they would do so.

The Bentler family sat for some time in perfect
silence.

“Amazing,” said Jeffrey, finally.

 


* * *

 


The next school day, Kerry was excused from gym class
and sent to see Mr. Lancos, the school’s career placement
administrator. Kerry had spent his class times that day thinking
about careers of a far more interesting sort than those Mr. Lancos
usually suggested to Thither students. On that he had been
following the advice of William Bentler, who had followed up
Kerry’s display of his memory by telling him he was sure he would
be able to do anything he chose to do, and to think carefully about
his choices—remaining publicly neutral in the meanwhile. Kerry was
still thinking about the interesting possibilities offered by the
Bentlers when he sat down across from Mr. Lancos in the advisor’s
office.

“I called you in, Kerry,” said Mr. Lancos after some
small talk, “because I’ve just received a request for you
specifically to interview for an internship at the Bentler
factory.”

“Really?” said Kerry.

“Yes,” said Mr. Lancos. “It’s with Kerry Bentler,
who’s an industrial engineer. Do you know what an industrial
engineer does?”

“No, sir.”

“She’s responsible for streamlining all of the labor
and mechanical processes in her brother’s factory to achieve
maximum efficiencies and thus maximum profit.” Kerry thought that
he wished he could have seen Kerry Bentler’s face and heard her
voice as she delivered this job description to Mr. Lancos.

“This is the best opportunity in Thither,” Mr.
Lancos was going on. “With a recommendation from someone in
industry and your excellent grades, you could easily get an
education-for-work deal for after graduation. A free education and
a great career for life—these opportunities don’t come along very
often for students in your situation.” Kerry knew Mr. Lancos was
referring to the otherwise homeless boys who lived in Mama
Ritchie’s converted office building.

“So,” said Mr. Lancos, “will you take this
opportunity?”

“I’ll check it out,” said Kerry.

“Excellent!” said Mr. Lancos. “Ms. Bentler will be
expecting you directly after school.”

 


* * *

 


Directly after school, Kerry walked to Jerry’s
factory in the center of Thither. The factory complex was an
eyesore—Thither’s residents agreed that Jerry Bentler may have
business sense but he had absolutely no architectural sense. The
factory itself was made out of brick, the barracks were sided with
aluminum and there was a wood frame house simply tacked as an
afterthought against the east wall of the factory. All of the
buildings were rectangular boxy affairs except for the house, which
was square and boxy. The built-up part of the complex was
surrounded by at least a field-length of sparse grass and dirt on
all sides.

Kerry noticed as he approached the neighborhood of
Jerry’s factory that the factory was the only thing in its
neighborhood. All of the nicer buildings—and Thither had many of
these—kept their distance, and as a result the people who occupied
these buildings were at a distance too. Kerry thought this was
interesting.

Kerry walked into the front door of the factory. He
looked into the factory with some interest as he passed along the
front wall west towards Jerry’s office. No one looked up at
Kerry—their eyes were trained on the gloves and balls they were
hand-stitching or the upright, slowly spinning pieces of wood they
were carving into bats. Kerry noted that the overseers were all
Coryan, and wondered how that worked.

Kerry entered Jerry’s office. Jerry looked up from
the bank of television monitors he was watching and grinned broadly
at Kerry.

“Ready for your interview?” he asked.

“I hope so,” said Kerry.

“Don’t worry,” said Jerry. “She’ll take you if you
want the job. She wants a perfect memory working for the scientists
in the worst way. Now, would you like to see my coat closet?”

“Sure?”

Jerry got up from his chair and walked to a wide,
double-doored closet against his north wall. He pulled open the
doors to reveal a coat closet with a single vest hanging lopsidedly
on a metal hanger. Four other hangers hung at intervals along a
rod.

The closet floor began to slide from west to east
until it completely disappeared, revealing a stairway with its
first step a short jump down from the level of the office. Kerry
looked at Jerry, who grinned.

“If you take the job we’ll give you your own
floor-opener,” he said. “Go ahead, she’s waiting for you.”

Kerry jumped into the opening in the floor and began
his first descent into a pre-invasion Basement. It was as large as
the factory above but very empty. Against the wall to Kerry’s left,
as he came down the stairs, was a long metal desk—a computer system
and many messy stacks of paper were upon it and two chairs were
before it—one with wheels and one without. A sleeping bag on a foam
pad was lying roughly parallel to the desk a few paces away from
the chairs. A refrigerator sat next to the desk, and the remainder
of the wall beyond the refrigerator was covered with wide, heavy
shelves bearing loads of canned and boxed foods. A row of large
tanks of water sat on the floor below the shelves. And Kerry
Bentler sat sideways with her legs crossed on the chair without the
wheels, her elbow leaning on the desk, looking at Kerry. When Kerry
reached floor level, she said, “Have a seat.”

“Jerry doesn’t use guards,” observed Kerry as he sat
down.

“You have to pay guards,” She said. “A lot. Jerry
uses psychological means to control his slaves—it’s a lot cheaper.
Do you see what I just did?”

“Um,” said Kerry.

“We’ve already thought about that question and we’ve
got an answer. That’s one of your main jobs—to think about
questions and have the answers. What reason will you give your
friends for changing your mind about working for me?”

“Um,” said Kerry. He had not expected such a
challenging question this early in his interview.

“What reason did you give them before for not wanting
to work for me?”

“I said you were a grouch,” admitted Kerry.

“That’s all? You didn’t give any political
reasons?”

“I didn’t.”

“Do any of your friends know about your rebel
sympathies?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m positive. I’ve never talked about it.”

“Then this is easy. All you have to do is tell them
you changed your mind and they’ll take over telling you why
you made a good decision. Now, can you think of another
question?”

“Can I still be friends with Jeffrey?”

“I thought you were just using Jeffrey ‘cause you
wanted to get close to Dad.”

“I still want to be friends with Jeffrey,” said Kerry
quietly.

“You can,” said Kerry Bentler. “Almost no one will
see you working here as a political symbol—people just aren’t that
sensitized to the slavery issue any more. This is just a really
good job opportunity to them. And anyway, Jeffrey is still neutral
in public. And even when he does become a rebel you don’t have to
stop being friends—none of Weston’s Thither friends are rebels and
most of them aren’t even pre-invasion. His Borrynzian friends see
him as a curiosity—they don’t even come close to understanding him
even though they spend lots of time together. There’s actually lots
of instances where people spend lots of time with someone without
even coming close to understanding their most deeply held beliefs.
You can be one of those people to Jeffrey.”

“What about your dad?”

“What about my dad?”

“Wouldn’t he object to Jeffrey being friends with
someone who works in Jerry’s factory?”

“Seven years ago, maybe, but when Mom got sick he
softened. We have people who took care of that—pre-invasion
neutrals whose only job is to gossip and shape Thither’s
perceptions of the people with the visible jobs. They handled the
change in Dad. Basically, when Mom got sick Dad decided that family
was more important than politics. Jerry was allowed back into our
home for visits, and when Jerry had Casey (that’s his son) Dad
started going over there to visit his grandkids. Now he visits me
‘just to keep in touch.’ Of course there’s people in Thither who
think that’s weak, but it’s been established really well that Dad
is soft about us kids.”

“Then why did he have Jeffrey avoid me for a
week?”

“We have an answer for that too, but first—what
reason did you give your friends for Jeffrey avoiding you?”

“I said I didn’t know.”

“Well, this is why—Jeffrey and Terrence got into a
fight previous to you and Terrence getting into your fight. That’s
why Terrence was picking a fight with Jeffrey that day. Jeffrey and
Terrence were both grounded for a week because of that fight.”

“Was this about the leftover competition?” asked
Kerry.

“What?”

“Jeffrey and Terrence compete for your dad’s
leftovers. Is that why they got into a fight?”

Kerry Bentler gave Kerry a look that made him feel
stupid for the first time ever. “Jeffrey and Terrence didn’t really
get into a fight,” She said. “That’s our story. Terrence
wasn’t even trying to fight Jeffrey. He was trying to fight
you.”

Kerry wished She would stop giving him the look.
Eventually She said, “But back to the fight. Did your friends
notice anything about your fighting style?”

“I already handled that,” said Kerry heavily. “Did
your dad tell you what I told Mama about my ‘abusive father’?”

“Yes. I thought it was good that you already know how
to lie and manipulate people.”

Kerry took the compliment as intended, and saw his
opportunity to strengthen her opinion of his skills.

“Well, Trevor asked, ‘Where did you learn to fight
like that?’ and I said reluctantly, ‘From my dad.’ And then I
looked around at all of them and said, ‘Please, you can’t tell
anyone about this fight—he might be able to find me—he thinks my
mom took me to Urtthri.’ And they all promised that they wouldn’t
say anything.”

“That’s good,” said Kerry Bentler reflectively. “You
know, it actually works out that the UCPL [Universal Child
Protection Law] doesn’t apply to Cory, ‘cause Mama Ritchie’s just
flat-out hiding you because your ‘abusive father’ can’t be
prosecuted. This never could have happened on Urtthri.”

“That may be one of the reasons why my mom left me on
Cory,” said Kerry. “Because she knew that there were people like
Mama on Cory. But one of the things that I’m worried about—is if my
friends know that my father was a guard, wouldn’t they have figured
out that Terrence and Jeffrey know my father is a guard?”

“You’re not a guard. You ran away from a guard. We’re
not afraid of spies—we’re not hiding anything—everyone knows dad’s
a rebel. And even if Dad does have problems with Jeffrey being
friends with a guard’s brat—he has notoriously poor control over
his children. Jerry, Terrence and I have established that to
Thither.”

“But in the most important thing he does have
control,” said Kerry. This was a very important point to him.

“That’s because he’s right about it,” She
said. “But Dad really doesn’t control us. Do you know who Camran
Gill is?

“I don’t.”

“He’s a guard. He has some kids that used to go to
school with us. And a couple of times in Terrence’s first year of
school, he fought one of Gill’s kids and won—both times. He didn’t
hurt him bad, or anything—even Terrence wasn’t very strong as a
seven-year-old—but the second time Gill got mad and came to our
house demanding to know what Dad was going to do to Terrence for
beating up Gill’s kid. I got to hear everything—I was on the
computer in the living room when the doorbell rang, and I answered
the door and stayed in the living room to find out what was going
on. Dad was really sorry, everyone could tell that—but when
he said that he would ‘talk to’ Terrence and Terrence would be
grounded, Gill got madder and said that Dad needed to spank
Terrence.

“Then Dad got mad, and he and Gill got into an
argument, and one of the things that Gill said was that Dad had no
control over Terrence—so you see someone came up with that on their
own many years ago.

“Dad eventually just shut the door on Gill, but the
next day, when me and Terrence were walking home from school, a
Guard’s car came by and Terrence was grabbed and dragged into the
car. The car just sat there and I could hear what sounded like a
spanking. Since I figured it wouldn’t kill Terrence to get spanked,
I just waited ‘til Gill dropped him out again, and we walked home.
The point of my story is—Gill went through all that trouble of
kidnapping and spanking Terrence because he thought it was
necessary to controlling him, but he knew that Terrence’s dad
wouldn’t do it. Now, I know that the Guard is hardliners about
controlling people through punishment, but even Grandpa has tried
to discipline Terrence himself because he thinks Dad is too soft
with him. So Dad earned his reputation for not controlling
his children, at least in Terrence’s case.”

“But on the main issue you’re all on his side,”
repeated Kerry. He was trying to understand how a family with
children so independent in all of the little details could be so
united in the big picture. It was a very important life question to
Kerry, but Kerry Bentler did not notice the crisis and She jerked
him suddenly on to a completely different subject.

“Of course,” She said impatiently. “Now, Dad wants me
to make sure that you know what sacrifices are involved in becoming
a pre-invasion scientist. They weren’t sacrifices—if Coryans can’t
have a life I don’t see how it’s just that I can. But Dad thinks
that you might want to know how much work it is to become a
pre-invasion scientist.

“You must know by now that Thither has a horrible
school system. It’s only goal seems to be to get students into
stupid local jobs like this one. So nothing I learned in Thither
and hardly anything I even learned in Benaya would have prepared me
for my role, which is to help us develop a bomb that can blow up a
planet. Do you know how many business classes I had to take to get
my degree?

“So what I had to do was just barely enough work to
graduate college—I already had a job waiting with Jerry, after
all—and I spent all of my free time, except for a reasonable amount
of dating for someone with my looks, studying advanced physics and
chemistry. I even had to study basic chemistry and physics on the
side in high school because I sure wasn’t going to get it right at
Thither. What we have is two pre-invasion expatriates who are
physics and chemistry professors at very good institutions on
Urtthri, and they’ve each prepared a textbook specifically for
up-and-coming pre-invasion scientists. Each of them is thousands of
pages long and full of math. It was a lot of work, but it’s worth
it—this is the most important part of the pre-invasion
conspiracy.

“And now I’m on a team that is working on whether
it’s possible to deliberately trigger seismic reactions strong
enough to blow up a planet from the inside out. I have a house, but
I don’t live in it—basically I built it so Dad would have a way
into the Basement, and I have timers to control everything in it
that makes noise. Of course, if you want to get married and have a
family and all that you can if you want to, but you’re going to
need to find a very understanding spouse. For me personally I think
a family charade would be a waste of time, but you can if you want
to. You are also desirable enough, though, that you can pretend to
be really picky, which is what I’m going to do until I’m written
off as permanently single.”

A thought invaded the boy Kerry’s mind that made his
face and more feel a little hot.

“But for now,” Kerry Bentler was continuing, “all you
have to do is study physics and chemistry for the fifteen hours a
week you’re with me. I suppose I’ll also have to teach you enough
about my public job to put in your reports to Mr. Lancos. I don’t
actually do my public job—the Coryans think I’m just a lazy leech
living off of Jerry.” For the first time, Kerry Bentler looked sad.
She who cared nothing about what anyone of Urtthrian descent
thought of her, cared deeply about what the Coryans thought of
her.

“Eventually we’ll get you an education-for-work deal
from a pre-invasion factory owner. You’ll have to get better grades
than I did because you won’t be paying your own way, but with your
brain you should still have lots of time to study the advanced
stuff. For now, though, I don’t want you to do any extracurricular
studying unless you’re with me. It will look weird—unless you’re
already a study freak?”

“I don’t even bring home homework,” admitted Kerry.
“I get it all done in school.”

“Do you see what I mean?” said Kerry Bentler.
“Whatever you learn about physics or chemistry, until you go to
college, will be learned in the fifteen hours a week that you’re
with me. Then, of course, it’ll get a lot harder, but you should be
able to handle it. This is not a sacrifice—it’s an absolute
necessity. Will you do it?” She demanded.

“Sure,” answered Kerry.

“Great!” said Kerry Bentler. “Let’s get started. I’ll
give you a tour of the factory so you can report to Lank, and then
you can start on page one, chapter one of the physics textbook.
Does that sound all right to you?”

“Sure,” said Kerry, getting to his feet.

 


* * *

 


That night, in the older boys’ bedroom in Mama
Ritchie’s house, as Kerry lay on his bed with his hands under his
head looking up at the high conference-room ceiling, he announced,
“Well, I decided to take that internship at the Bentler
factory.”

“Good job!” said Shane. “We were wondering when you
would come to your senses.”

“It is a better job than most,” admitted Kerry.

“No kidding,” said Trevor bitterly. “My options are
at the grocery store or in lawnmower sales.”

“And Kerry Bentler’s so hot!” said Derek.

“She’s still a grouch,” said Kerry.

“But she’s hot! I’d work for her if she was ten times
grouchier than she is.”

“Now that’s hard to imagine,” said Kerry.

“What are you complaining about, man?” demanded
Trevor vehemently. “The Bentler brand is quality—it’s in the top
twenty-five in sports equipment sales on Urtthri. Who gets
to work for a company like that coming from here? And you
were offered the job because you’re a ‘genius.’ Well, I
think you’re just a spoiled brat.” Trevor was red-faced and
glaring.

“Hey, man,” said Kerry—having rolled over onto his
elbow to face Trevor—“I’m sorry. I guess I should be grateful for
this chance.”

“Yeah you should be grateful,” said Trevor.

 


* * *

 


Jeremy and Dawn Iida were pre-invasion neutrals,
having been neutrals for so long that no one outside of the
conspiracy even remembered that the Iidas were pre-invasion. On one
occasion so random and mundane that it can’t be placed tightly in
their chronology, the Iidas had another couple over for dinner, and
had the following conversation:

Jeremy: I saw William taking food over to Jerry’s
house today.

Dawn: Well, Tanya’s expecting. He’s probably just
trying to help.

Jeremy: Jerry can hire people to help. No—William’s
just chasing after Jerry, and that’s just sad.

Becka Arora: I think he’s doing the right thing. You
can’t just drop your children just because they make a choice you
don’t agree with.

Jeremy: You can if they smacked you in the head with
the choice.

Dawn: No, Becka’s right. Your children are your
children, and you shouldn’t let politics get in the way of
that relationship.

Jeremy: (Looking at Oscar Arora) Don’t they sound
like a couple of moms? What’s your take?

Dawn: (Breaking in) Well, William’s a “mom” too. He’s
a dad and a mom now Melissa’s gone. And he’s learned that to
have good relationships with your children, sometimes you just have
to let go of your pride.

Oscar Arora: I don’t think I could have done that, in
this case.

Becka: Well, he just must be a wiser man than you
are.

Oscar: (With a patronizing smile) You girls think
it’s so romantic, don’t you—single father making nice to son who
smacked him in the face?

Dawn: I think Melissa’s death smacked him in
the face and gave him some wisdom that he didn’t have before.

Jeremy: (Sarcastically) Yippee!

[Random couple squabbling]

 


* * *

 


Kerry soon fell into a pleasant routine. Every day,
directly after school, he would walk to the Bentler baseball
equipment factory, taking his time. Although it was winter, he
would walk through only pleasantly nippy air and never any snow,
whereas in Central City the season would mean bone-stabbing chill
and a high chance of precipitation. (Thither was only thirty
minutes north of the Southern Ocean—as Terrence Bentler drives—but
Cory’s continent was skewed to the north, placing the town 34
degrees of latitude south of Cory’s equator)

In Central City the tall buildings had meant that
Kerry’s sky for twelve years had been cut up into boxes—then he had
moved to Thither and the heavens had opened up. Thither had been
built low-profiled and small-scaled, mostly. The tallest buildings
in town were the two-story Deputy of the Guard’s mansion and Mama
Ritchie’s converted office building. The largest complex in town
was Jerry’s factory. Thither had no shopping, business or
industrial districts. Thither had no zoning laws. Thither had
randomly placed stores and businesses spread like tossed bird seed
across its area, but no one minded the walks to their favorite
places of business. Sometimes Kenneth Bentler would do the family
grocery shopping clear across town because Mrs. Lancos made her own
candy.

Thither had long, one-story residences that faced
west. The facing was due to Thither’s mountain. The dramatically
highest mountain in Cory’s longest mountain range sat directly due
west of Thither, and was the reason why Robert Bentler and other
wealthy Urtthrians had chosen Thither as their home. There is
something about standing at one’s big picture window and watching
the sun rise (Cory rotates east to west) late above a massive rock
that brings strong, solid peace into the mornings of a busy,
ambitious life. The lateness of the sunrise had a slowing, calming
effect on life, in Thither—school, for one thing, started one hour
later in Thither than in other towns.

School, for Kerry, now extended three hours later
than previously—but the walk from the school to the factory was a
satisfying, energizing break. He would arrive in Jerry’s factory
office with a smile for the proprietor, then would put on his
serious face before jumping onto the Basement stairs. Kerry Bentler
would make a noise of greeting at Kerry without looking up from
whatever she was working on. Kerry would sit down on the wheelie
chair at the far end of the table from her and take up his studying
from where he’d left it at the end of the last session.

Kerry would open the refrigerator and help himself if
he felt hungry. The refrigerator usually contained only a single
bag of string cheese, and sometimes an empty bag previously
containing cheese, and a bag of apples. As often as gossip would
bear, however, William would bring something homemade for his
daughter’s refrigerator, and Kerry would end up eating most of the
bonus food because Kerry Bentler didn’t get hungry.

Kerry would sometimes allow himself to be conscious
of Kerry Bentler’s presence near the other end of the table. She
was never conscious of his until an alarm would sound with thirty
minutes left in his study session. Then she would ask him, testily,
if he had any questions, and tell him some stuff about industrial
engineering for his reports, and sometimes she would even talk to
him about things she was working on. Kerry’s favorite minutes were
these overtime minutes, when Kerry Bentler would talk in rapid-fire
monologues about matters Kerry only half understood—her eyes
bright, her expression fiery and her head tossing her hair back in
gestures of impatient, passionate punctuation.

Eventually, Kerry would walk back to Mama Ritchie’s
in dim, hazy early evening light, thinking about things like Kerry
Bentler’s head tosses or the fact that he really did like science.
He would eat dinner, then settle into the converted conference room
that was the older boys’ bedroom, and talk until lights out. If the
next day were a school day he would wait, inwardly impatient—in
classes and the cafeteria and the gym—until it was time to walk to
the Bentler factory again.

Mama Ritchie’s was the venue for Jeffrey and Kerry’s
friendship the great majority of days, but Kerry would sometimes
spend a few hours at the Bentlers’ on weekends. On these weekends
he would always end up in a one-on-one-to-ten,
best-three-out-of-five, basketball tournament with Terrence. He
would usually win the three, though usually not more (they would
play through all five, not just to 3-__), and Terrence would take
out his frustrations by beating Jeffrey in an unnecessarily
physical and drastically lopsided game. It was always Jeffrey who
demanded the game, which Kerry did not understand—but then Kerry
had no older brother.

At the end of a weekend four months into Kerry’s new
life, Kerry spent an afternoon hour in the Bentler kitchen with
William and Weston. He had dropped in to see Jeffrey, but a smiling
William had told Kerry that Jeffrey had posted hand-written KEEP
OUT signs on both of the library doors, likely because he’d put off
a big school project until the last day. William had then invited
Kerry to talk with himself and Weston as William prepared that
evening’s dinner.

After his offer to help was politely declined—Kerry
noticed that Weston was doing nothing to help, himself—Kerry
settled on a stool next to Weston as William began his coordinated
culinary dance around the kitchen.

Weston said, “I just heard that there’s a lightning
rod who’s retiring at 25.”

“What did he do?” asked William.

“Nothing special. He just had a Guard Deputy who’s in
a hurry, it looks like.”

William looked at Kerry. “We call going up to Captain
Prackerd retiring—it’s like a lightning rod joke. We’re
afraid of what multiple exposures to the Whip would do, since it
seems to work in the brain, or something, and we want our lightning
rods to be available to train up the next generation. The
conspiracy’s founders really stressed really hard that the most
important role in the pre-invasion conspiracy would be that of
PARENT, and we don’t want our lightning rods to be incapacitated.”
William sounded apologetic as he was making this explanation,
having heard Kerry’s story about the father who did not
“retire.”

“I think that that’s the right thing to do,” said
Kerry quietly.

“Man,” Weston said to his father, “it would be
horrible to have to retire at 25. I thought that Captain Prackerd
was instructing his Deputies to draw things out.”

Addressing Kerry again, William said, “After the
introduction of the Whip, the Deputies began keeping lightning rods
on each penalty level through multiple infractions. There are
lightning rods who have been kept on the second-to-the-last one
before Captain Prackerd for three years.” (Kerry felt a little
sickish, being intimately familiar with this gory level) “So we
think that Captain Prackerd instructed his Deputies to draw things
out—the system was the same for everyone until this guy. Does he
have a newer deputy?” asked William of Weston, guessing.

“I don’t know,” said Weston.

“Did he start early?”

“That could be. Man, I’m glad you made me wait, if
that’s the case. I can’t imagine retiring at 25. It’s fortunate for
me that Tommers likes to draw things out.”

“Sometimes a little too much,” said William.

“Yeah, I hate his pauses,” said Weston. “I’m waiting,
and waiting, and I know he’s going to do an overlap . . .”

“Weston,” said William in a voice of quiet
warning.

Weston followed where William was looking and looked
at Kerry himself. Kerry was tense, breathing shallowly and his pale
face was contrasting shockingly with his almost black hair.

“Are you all right?” asked Weston.

“Yes,” breathed Kerry, obviously lying.

“Well,” said Weston, looking back at his father, who
was still looking with concern at Kerry, “with Tommers as Thither’s
deputy I should be able to keep protesting until I’m 30.” Weston
looked at Kerry, who had been deliberately slowing his breathing.
“One thing I know,” he said, “is that I’m not going to throw a
retirement party. Some lightning rods throw a party before they go
up—it’s kind of like a morbid joke. One guy I know had black and
white balloons and a band playing really ironic songs. But I’m just
going to be too depressed about retiring. I really don’t know how
the non-lightning rods can take it, having to keep their mouths
shut about the sick things going on on this planet. I love being
able to protest, to actually be able to say what I think about what
I see.

“What I don’t understand, though, is Captain Prackerd
must be smart enough to have figured out that rebels retire after
the ultimate penalty. I’m not complaining, of course, but why
doesn’t he just bring people up for the first offense?”

“What I don’t understand,” said William, “is
why they punish dissent at all. All of the previous governments let
us say what we wanted. The penalty system hasn’t lessened
dissent—we alternate so that there are always a lot of voices out
there for anyone who wants to listen. And there are always more
lightning rods coming up to take the place of the ones who are
finished. And the sad truth is, our dissent really doesn’t change
anything. It didn’t when it was allowed. The previous governments
knew it wouldn’t, so I could never understand why Captain Prackerd
instituted his penalty system.”

“I know why,” said Kerry quietly. “Captain Prackerd
said when you criminalize people you push them to the fringes. It
stigmatizes them, especially when the punishments for the crimes
parallel the ones given to the slaves. He said that when a person
is a criminal, the average person instinctively holds that person
at a distance in their mind, because the average person likes his
unmarked, uncomplicated, comfortable life and criminals are marked,
complicated and disturbing.

“He draws the penalties out because he also doesn’t
want to drive the criminals underground. He wants to know who the
dissenters are and the level of their commitment, and the penalty
system certainly proves that. But I think he also has the penalty
system because he just believes in punishment. He liked to
tell us stories about his father—his father never let anything just
be, and I think he hypnotized him. I think his father abused him
but somehow made him think it was how it should be, that every
infraction must be resolved with a punishment, that he must combat
every character flaw with escalating punishment until it’s fixed. I
think Captain Prackerd actually believes the planet will stop
spinning if he allows people to speak against the government
without retribution.”

“Is Captain Prackerd in the habit of giving so much
information to children?” asked William. He looked, for some
reason, deeply concerned.

“Captain Prackerd liked to speak in my school,”
answered Kerry. “He actually likes to speak with children—one of
his things is to get on a video link with the kids at some school
that’s having a recruitment drive, as a surprise. He lets the kids
ask questions and he gives them a lot of details about being in the
Guard—playing up the glory, of course. But of course he never said
his father was abusive or analyzed his attitude about punishment. I
figured it out just from the way he would talk—about his father and
about punishment.”

“Psychoanalyzing Captain Prackerd,” said Weston.
“Nice!”

“Well,” said William, “I guess that answers our
questions. Thank you, Kerry.”

“Interesting, isn’t it, to know someone who’s been in
the Guard,” said Weston. “We’re getting little insights into the
mind of the big guy himself. This was a good call, Dad.”

William smiled. He smiled again, to himself, at
Weston’s next choice of topic, knowing that Weston had not been
able to get off of this topic for very long—anytime over the last
couple of years.

“You know,” Weston said, “I may not even be a parent
to preserve when I retire at 30. I just may extend my career one
more ultimate penalty—it shouldn’t completely incapacitate me to go
up twice, should it?”

William did not address the second issue because he
was confident it would definitely not still be an issue when Weston
was thirty. He knew, as he told Weston every time the first issue
came up, and as he told Weston again, that Weston . . .

“You’re only 22,” said William.

“You were married at 22,” reminded Weston.

“Well, I knew I was going to marry your mother since
we were 16,” said William. It was the same conversation as
always—but William knew it was important to Weston to have it, so
he went along. “You’ll find her, Weston, long before it’s time to
retire.”

Weston looked at Kerry. “Has Kerry tried to talk you
out of marriage yet?” he asked him.

“Sort of,” answered Kerry.

“She thinks scientists are exempt from the ‘parents
are the most important pre-invasion job’ rule, but don’t listen to
her,” said Weston. “Look at Dad. He’s already contributed a factory
owner, a scientist and a lightning rod to the conspiracy, and we’re
not even half done yet. That’s far more important than any
influence he ever had as a rebel. I’ve always wanted to be a
lightning rod like Dad, but even more I want to be a dad, like Dad,
if I can just meet someone I can marry. It’s really hard.”

Weston then started to inform Kerry about his dating
woes. William had turned his back on the conversation and was
stirring something on the stove. It made him uncomfortable to hear
his children referred to in the lifeless terms of a “contribution”
that “he” had made, as if they were “a car, a bag of rice, and
cash” that he had contributed to some cause. William only ever saw
his children as human lives—and lives that had been warped and
twisted into strange forms by beliefs and desires received as part
of their pre-invasion inheritance. In “his factory owner” William
saw a young man who had viewed his personal march towards and
sojourn in exile as a necessary and intriguing game. William saw in
“his lightning rod” another young man who would several times a
year pour his heart and mind into works that paid mostly in pain.
And in “his scientist” William saw a very young woman who viewed
eating and sleeping and a social life as annoying interruptions to
the process of saving a planet.

Out of loyalty to his father and grandfather and love
for his planet, William had taught compassion and sacrifice to his
children. And then, with some pride, and a great deal of sorrow, he
had watched these children begin to give their lives out of loyalty
to their inheritance and for Cory’s sake.

 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE: "THE ACCIDENT"

 


 


Jeffrey wrote the essay in an hour-and-a-half,
including revisions. This was fast for him. While he was writing
it, he thought of nothing but the words and his very real
indignation. When the storm of words was over and his paper was
printing, he still did not allow himself to think of the
consequences, but still a cold and unpleasant feeling settled in
the middle of his chest. It grew as he stapled the pages together
and inserted them with tender care into his bag, and the feeling
stole his mind away from algebra for what seemed like a very long
time. Finally, Jeffrey gave himself a wordless mental shake and
forced himself to focus on the math book. By bedtime the cold had
been replaced by a still, dead feeling. The next day, thoughts of
what he was soon to do, made him sick each time they flashed across
his mind, but in his last class he handed the paper over in blasé
fashion.

That evening Jeffrey talked too much and laughed too
much and his eyes shone a little too brightly, but no one noticed.
His heart was pounding as he went to bed, but he woke with a real
calm that stayed with him throughout the school day. When he walked
into his last class, Jeffrey sought his teacher’s eye, and their
gazes met—one second—and then Jeffrey turned away. Nothing happened
for most of the hour, and Jeffrey wondered whether Mr. Flax had
even had a chance to read their papers the last night, and just how
long he would have to wait.

But just when the school day was almost over—there
were less than ten minutes remaining—Jeffrey saw the front door of
the classroom open and Charles Tommers enter the room. Weston had
once observed to his father that Captain Prackerd chose his
deputies for their looks. Tommers, Thither’s Deputy, was quite tall
and very thick—with a strong jaw, sharp grey eyes and all of the
hair on his head greying to match his eyes. But for more than his
impressive appearance, Tommers, like Captain Prackerd’s other
deputies, had been chosen for his attitude—an attitude that
delighted in dominating and demeaning other lives.

“Class dismissed. Jeffrey, will you stay,
please.”

Jeffrey retained his seat. Slowly he packed his bag
and gently he replaced it beside his chair as his classmates left
the room. Jeffrey’s breathing was a little ragged and there was a
warm feeling in the middle of his chest. Then Deputy Tommers was
walking down the aisle to Jeffrey’s seat, and Jeffrey rose to his
feet.

Tommers removed a stapled series of paper from an
inside pocket of his knee-length coat.

“Is this your work, Jeffrey Bentler?” he asked.

“Yes,” said Jeffrey firmly.

“I don’t think so.”

Taken aback, Jeffrey said heatedly, “It is!”

Tommers riffled through the pages with his fingers
and his eyes. “The ideas are not your own,” he said. “Everything in
here is something that your father has said before.”

Of all things Jeffrey had not expected this. He
stared at Tommers for a few seconds, then burst out with, “What are
you accusing me of?”

“I am not accusing you. I am accusing your
father.”

At this, a sick fear greater than any he’d known
before swamped Jeffrey. Rallying through his dizziness, he said,
“My father had no idea I was writing this essay. The words are my
own.”

“Undoubtedly,” said Tommers. “Your father has a much
less repetitive vocabulary. But the ideas in this essay are too old
for a kid to have come up with on his own. Obviously your
father has been indoctrinating you—and by implication his entire
family—without thinking through to the consequences. And so—I think
it is time these consequences were brought home to him."

As Tommers went on, Jeffrey’s mind was a jumble of
words—protestations, appeals and explanations. “Tomorrow, your
father will check into the main office half-an-hour before the end
of school,” said Tommers. “He will be escorted into this class at
its end. You will be used as an object lesson in the law, your
paper will be burned and you will be caned—twenty strokes.”

Mr. Flax drew in his breath sharply as Jeffrey
exhaled. It was not what Jeffrey had feared. But an agitated Mr.
Flax said, “Deputy Tommers—shouldn’t you punish the father, if you
hold him responsible?”

“Yes,” said Tommers, with a grin. He re-inserted the
essay into his coat pocket, turned and walked out of the room.

 


* * *

 


A shapeless, cold premonition was refrigerating the
inside of William’s chest and causing the base of his throat to
constrict. Life experience had caused Charles Tommers to be
inseparably associated with pain and distress in William’s mind,
and now the Deputy was standing, for the first time in their
acquaintance, directly outside of William’s front door. William
felt sure that something very bad had happened and that something
worse would soon happen. He wanted badly to know what was coming,
but if Tommers caught even a hint of desperation, he would be sure
to drizzle the information as if through high-grade cheesecloth.
William decided to see if he could get the hard news faster by
playing Tommers’ game.

Tommers thrust a stapled series of paper into
William’s hand.

“What does that look like to you, Willy?” he
asked.

William glanced at the paper.

“Words on a page,” he said.

“What kind of words, William?”

“Well,” said William. “I see some articles, some
nouns, verbs, adjectives . . .”

Tommers struck William hard across the face with an
open hand. William bit his lip in anger.

“Only I’m allowed to do that, Willy,” said Tommers
softly. “Now tell me, do these words, taken altogether, look like
legal words to you?”

“That depends,” said William. “Has this been
published?”

“How do you define published, Willy?”

“Put out where other people can read it,” answered
William.

“Well, you know, Willy, that was just a rhetorical
question, because in this town I define the law. And I’ve
decided to add ‘turned in to a schoolteacher’ to the definition of
‘published.’”

The premonition began to take a shape.

“Which child?” said William.

“Well, why don’t you try to guess?” said Tommers.
“See how well you know your children—who do you think wrote
that paper?”

William looked at the paper again and half-read its
words while trying to figure out what he was going to do in the
situation that was coming up to take him with the speed of a
roller-coaster.

“Jeffrey,” said William.

“Good guess!” said Tommers.

“So you’re going to arrest Jeffrey?” asked
William.

“Well I don’t know,” said Tommers. “I don’t think the
usual penalty is enough in this case. You’ll see—if you look at
that paper more closely—that it’s just pure plagiarism. It’s merely
a collection of your previous thoughts. So to me, the crime is that
you’ve been indoctrinating your children with rebel propaganda, and
my job is to punish you for this seditious behavior.”

“You’re arresting me,” said William. That didn’t
sound very bad.

“No,” said Tommers. “I am inviting you to a
demonstration that I have decided to give to Jeffrey’s history
class. It is so convenient to have a confessed rebel in their
class—the demonstration will be so much more effective done on one
of their peers. And, to impress the penalty system most powerfully
on these impressionable young minds, I have decided to demonstrate
the Cane-20 level—I am sure that you can see just how dramatic that
would be.”

The premonition congealed into a monstrous
future.

“You,” said William, “you are going to give Jeffrey
twenty strokes for a high school essay?”

“And for being the spawn of a rebel. I am going to
cut him like the tumor of a cancer.”

“No!” shouted and thought William desperately,
slapping the paper furiously with his knuckles. “If these are my
thoughts the crime is mine! I will go with you right now, you may
beat me by the word, but I will not have my child
punished for my crimes!” Even as William said these
words—he knew it was no use. He knew what Tommers wanted—and also
he guessed what Jeffrey would want—and he knew that it was
unavoidable that his desires would come out as the losers.

Tommers gave William a patronizing smile. “I don’t
want to beat you, William—I want to punish you. I cannot wait to
see your face as you watch your son—shaking with pain, trying not
to cry; blood, running down his back . . .”

William slammed the door with all of his force, then
sank trembling against it to the floor.

 


* * *

 


“Do you want me to talk to Jeffrey?” asked
Weston.

“I’m his father,” said William weakly. He was lying
on his office chair—its back tilted all the way back, William’s
legs spread out for balance and William’s hands over his face.

“I know, but you’re really squeamish about the
details. I mean, you were with me. Jeffrey’s going to want
and need details. I’m just his brother—I can do it,”
insisted Weston.

Breaking through the cacophony in William’s head came
the thought, once again, that Weston was a very perceptive son.

“You may give him the details,” said William, “but
I’ll talk to him first—since I am his father.”

A few minutes later, William said, “I don’t want you
to tell him about the capital, yet. He’s very impressionable, and I
don’t want him brooding about torture, yet.”

A few minutes later, Weston said, “It’s not your
fault.”

For a few seconds William said nothing, then he said,
“Do you really think that Tommers would have done this to anyone
else’s child?”

“That’s not the point. Jeffrey made a choice—a
choice you told him you opposed. Many times
you told him that. This is all Jeffrey, Dad.”

“Jeffrey made the choice, but the consequences are
all because of me. And what is wrong with me that none of my
children ever listen to me!”

“We listen to you lots, Dad. But we’re people, and
people do their own thing.”

A few minutes later, William sat up and set his face
into a calm and strong expression. Weston was gone, waiting for
Jeffrey in the living room.

A few minutes later, Jeffrey walked into his father’s
study.

“Hey, Jeff,” said William.

“Hey.”

“I understand you got Tommers a bit upset.”

“Yeah.”

“That was a brave thing to do, writing that
essay.”

“I want to be a lightning rod,” said Jeffrey.

“Well, now you are a lightning rod,” said William.
“But Jeff, I have to talk to you about the timing of your career.
Are you aware that the average lightning rod career only lasts
about twelve years?”

“Yes,” said Jeffrey.

“That is why I thought that you should wait until
adulthood to start,” lied William. “Are you aware that you are
halfway through the penalty system already?” Jeffrey shook his
head.

“The penalty he has set for you is the last one in
the cane regimen,” explained William. “If you continue on a regular
lightning rod pace, this means that you will retire well before you
reach your prime as a writer. I wanted you to use these high school
years to develop your writing style, to decide on your
priorities—so that the thirty-odd articles you do publish as a
lightning rod will be as productive as possible for the movement,
because you will be a mature writer.” William’s heart ached with
the thought that if he’d only thought sooner of this extremely good
reason for waiting, the present talk would not have been
necessary.

“Do you see?” continued William. “A lot of times,
when you wait, you get more: more production, more
efficiencies, more effectiveness. None of your older siblings would
be as effective as they are if they hadn’t put in the time and
effort to grow into what they would become. Jeff, I
honor your desire to protest and to take the consequences,
but honestly, your protests will be more effective and the
consequences less futile if you let yourself come to maturity
first.”

“It would be really bad to be finished at 21,” said
Jeffrey. “I never thought about that.”

“Jeff, it is your decision,” said William. “But
really, I would really, really prefer it if you would wait to
continue.”

“Yeah,” said Jeffrey. “Tommers was making fun
of my essay.” A few tears came into Jeffrey’s eyes as he made this
admission. “He said it was all just your ideas. I actually thought
he was going to unretire you for it, but I managed to talk him out
of it. I was really scared that he was going to unretire you just
because I’m your kid, so I think I’ll wait just so that
won’t be a possibility any more.”

William seized the reason for waiting that Tommers
had placed in Jeffrey’s brain—and spun it. “Tommers does use family
members against each other,” he said, “and there will always be
these side issues and distractions and worries to hamper your
productivity if you try to be a lightning rod before you’re
independent. Really, Jeffrey, it would be so much better for you to
wait to continue.”

“All right,” said Jeffrey.

“But in the meantime,” said William, “there is
nothing we can do about your first penalty except get you through
it. And Jeff, you will get through it. It will be shocking,
it will feel like forever, but eventually it will be over and we
will take care of you as lightning rods do.”

“I’ll be fine,” said Jeffrey. “I mean, if you can
take it, and if Weston can take it, and if Gordan can take it—then
I should be able to take it.”

But can I take it? William thought.

 


* * *

 


Weston was sitting on the side of his old bed,
Jeffrey against the headboard. William had told Jeffrey that Weston
would talk to him about the penalty in detail because Weston was
more “current.” However, as Weston was about to tell Jeffrey—he was
actually, in one way, a little bit behind.

“I’m not even at 20 yet,” said Weston. “But I am at
eighteen, and that’s high enough—and one of the things I’ve learned
as I’ve gotten higher is not to count. Don’t anticipate strokes
either. Just let them come when they come and be over when it's
over. What I like to do is just try to shut off my mind for most of
the penalty, although Tommers does have a way of turning it back on
again. I call it the overlap—he’ll make a really long pause, and
then he’ll lay a stroke directly over a previous cut. I think my
problem is I’ll try not to scream or fall over or something or
otherwise give him any satisfaction, but it’ll probably be easier
if you don’t even worry about your reaction. He’ll only do it once
during the penalty—my theory about that is that the mind can numb
itself down through any level of equally bad stuff even if it is
the overlap—so he keeps it special. It also is a sign that it’s
almost over, because he likes to have lots of targets to choose
from.”

 


* * *

 


Terrence gave Jeffrey some advice of his own when he
came into his and Jeffrey’s room that night. Terrence had heard the
story from Weston and had immediately cast the three main
characters as one innocent, pitiable victim and two evil villains.
He had spent dinner glowering at one of the evil villains as
Jeffrey had picked at his food, and while the innocent victim was
busy with the dishes in the kitchen, Terrence went to the villain’s
room to make some things clear.

Terrence shoved Jeffrey, hard, as Jeffrey sat on his
bed looking at his bedsheets.

“Why are you so stupid?” Terrence demanded.

“Leave me alone,” protested Jeffrey weakly.

“You’re so stupid. Why are you so stupid?”

Terrence made a fist, and Jeffrey instinctively threw
his pillow over his head. Terrence had not actually hit Jeffrey for
a couple of years now—not since their size ratio had gone from big
kid/small kid to pretty-much-a-man/still-a-short-kid. However,
Terrence did look very angry about something.

Terrence yanked the pillow from Jeffrey’s grasp and
leaned in close.

“You don’t be a baby, all right?” he said. “You don’t
let Tommers or Dad know you’re hurting, all right? Control
your stupid face—control your big mouth—but I hope it hurts bad
anyway.”

“Gee thanks,” said Jeffrey, pushing Terrence in the
shoulder but not moving him. “I’m not a baby. I’ll be fine.”

“You better act like it, anyway,” said Terrence. And
with this last piece of advice ringing in his ears, Jeffrey tried
to go to sleep.

 


* * *

 


Jeffrey saw and heard nothing academic all the next
day, although he was looking all the time at a book or a teacher.
Wild imaginations and scary advice coursing through his head
through the midnight hours had swollen the situation into a very
big deal by the time Jeffrey had finally managed to fall asleep. He
had woken calmer, but way too early, and had lain rather numbly in
bed until William had stuck his head into the room to announce that
breakfast was ready. Now the combined chemical effects of
sleep-deprivation and pumping adrenaline were making Jeffrey feel
rather sick, as he looked at books and teachers and anticipated his
future.

His future became the present. Tommers entered Mr.
Flax’s room thirty minutes before the end of school and looked
happily at Jeffrey. He was carrying a thin metal rod.

At the end of the class, Mr. Flax told the students
to stay in their seats because Deputy Tommers had some business to
conduct. Then Tommers swung open the front door and said, “Hello,
William.”

“Hello, you,” said William. He was carrying a small
briefcase known in pre-invasion circles as a lightning rod kit. He
looked for Jeffrey, smiled and said, “Hello, Jeff.”

Jeffrey relaxed. “Hey, Dad,” he said, with a real
smile.

Tommers followed William with his eyes until William
had taken his seat at the back of the room. Then Tommers looked at
Jeffrey, and Jeffrey rose and walked to the front of the room. He
unbuttoned and took off his vest, took off his shirt and placed the
clothing on his teacher’s desk. Then he turned around to face the
class.

“You are well trained,” said Tommers to Jeffrey. Then
to the class he said, “What you are about to see is a demonstration
of the law. You should know that it is illegal on the planet of
Cory to publish protests against the government of this planet.
Just such a protest was published two days ago by your classmate,
Jeffrey Bentler, so I have decided to use him to demonstrate to you
the consequences of such sedition.”

“The first thing we do when we find a protest is we
destroy it.” As if cued, Mr. Flax handed the Deputy a shallow metal
tray. Tommers tossed the tray onto the floor before Jeffrey's feet
and tossed Jeffrey's stapled essay into the tray; then bent over
and lit a corner of the essay with a torch lighter. It took a while
for the paper to burn, but finally Jeffrey was looking at a pile of
ash in a tray before his feet.

Tommers looked at Jeffrey. “It’s not worth it,” he
said, then walked back around Jeffrey.

Jeffrey was unusually short for a Bentler, and looked
very small with Tommers as a backdrop. William set his face into a
supportive expression as Tommers removed his coat and set himself
into his familiar pre-penalty stance—behind and to the side of and
angled slightly away from the rebel.

William saw Jeffrey stagger forward with the first
stroke and then keep his left foot in front of his right for
balance. William felt the effort as Jeffrey tried to brace for each
stroke and straighten his face in-between. Halfway through the
penalty William saw Jeffrey stop trying, and knew that his
instinctive defenses had shut down his deliberate resistance—now
Jeffrey was just trying to get through—his head down, his body
loose—swaying if he had to and letting sounds escape if they
would.

William knew all of Tommers’ mannerisms, and when
after stroke 16 he saw the Deputy drop his arms and smirk at
Jeffrey’s back, he knew what was coming. William jumped up, ran
down the aisle, dropped to his knees with his back towards Jeffrey
and braced himself.

“Put your hands on my shoulders,” he said urgently.
He felt Jeffrey’s hands placed gently on his shoulders, then felt
the hard pinch and heard the scream and set himself hard as Jeffrey
slammed into his back. Then William felt Jeffrey’s head against his
back and Jeffrey’s hands tugging at his vest, and heard Tommers
saying, “You’re too short down there—I’m going to need you to get
up.”

William got his feet under him and rose, bringing
Jeffrey up with him. Jeffrey kept his head against his father’s
back and his hands on his father’s vest, and William felt Jeffrey
nudge against him with each of the last three strokes.

Then it was over, and William left Jeffrey leaning
against the teacher’s desk as he walked between shocked and staring
students to his lightning rod kit and his chair. He was surprised
upon turning back up the aisle to see Weston already standing
beside Jeffrey. William set Jeffrey on the chair and opened his
lightning rod kit on the floor. Silently, ignoring their audience,
William and Weston cleaned and bandaged Jeffrey with the
experienced hands of lightning rods.

 


* * *

 


Eventually, slowly, William and Weston helped a woozy
Jeffrey out of the school and into the car Weston had rented. As
William was helping Jeffrey into Jeffrey’s bed, he noticed the
portable food warmer on the bedside table. William opened the
warmer and saw three different entrees sitting on the racks inside.
He took Jeffrey’s pulse one more time, then went to his
kitchen.

Kenneth was rinsing dishes. Here was the son who
always knew what needed to be done without ever having to be told
what that was.

“Thank you, Kenneth,” said William.

“I skipped class,” said Kenneth.

“That’s all right,” said William. He had been
planning to make food while Jeffrey was resting, having spent the
afternoon getting moral support from Gordan—but Kenneth’s
anticipation was very warming.

Jeffrey’s sister came to see him that afternoon, but
he was sleeping. She had waited at the factory for Kerry, to tell
him the situation and to invite him to come with her to visit
Jeffrey—but Kerry had declined without a reason and had been left
at the factory. Kerry sat next to Kenneth on the floor against
Terrence’s bed and watched Jeffrey sleep. Weston was stretched out
on Terrence’s bed and William had taken the chair at Jeffrey’s
desk. Robert cycled in every so often between projects and looked
at his brother. Terrence was missing.

Kenneth brought dinner in on trays at the appropriate
time, and William, since Kenneth had made the dinner, ate it.

Eventually William sent his younger boys to bed, and
Kerry left for the Basement. Terrence was still missing, so Weston
stayed in Terrence’s bed. And then William went to his own room and
sat down on his bed, and only then did he cry. For a long time he
released his tension-wrapped grief, and let the big room with the
padded walls absorb all the sound.

 


 


 



CHAPTER FOUR: "FISHING"

 


 


Thither would call it the middle of the night—in
truth, it was six in the morning. The Tadpole constellation was
shining brightly overhead, and swimming dryly and rapidly over a
dirt road below was another Tadpole, only one of whose points
glowed. This point was Terrence, who was walking at the Tadpole’s
head with a flashlight, wheeling a powered cooler behind himself
and setting the formation’s rapid pace. The lone star indicating
the end of the Tadpole’s tail was Robert, who unconsciously was
playing his part well physically, by walking from side to side
across the road while also moving forward with the rest of the
formation. (Robert actually thought he was piloting a spaceship,
not being the propelling extension in a long metaphor) The end of
the Tadpole’s body was Kenneth, striding straight and easily
forward on already long and lengthening Bentler legs. The three
points indicating the body of the Tadpole in the sky would form a
slight curve were lines to be drawn between them, and this curve
would be replicated between the three remaining points on the
ground. Jeffrey was trotting between and a little behind his friend
Kerry and his brother Weston. And in spite of the cultural fact
that this was the middle of Thither’s night and the town was dark
and mostly silent, Jeffrey was talking cheerfully and often in his
very well-projecting voice.

“My classmates have been acting weird. They
act like they have no idea what to do with me. When I show up, they
just stand around not saying nothing. I guess the only friends I’ll
have left now are you guys,” said Jeffrey cheerfully. As Jeffrey
was addressing Kerry, the guys being referred to were the guys at
Mama Ritchie's, none of whom had Mr. Flax for the last hour of
their school day.

Grateful for the night, Kerry gave Jeffrey a sidelong
look. His week-and-a-half-long struggle to act “normal” around
Jeffrey had been fought through such severe and chronic
self-consciousness that Jeffrey’s seeming not at all to have
noticed Kerry’s own “weirdness” quite astonished him. Meanwhile,
Weston was responding to Jeffrey’s observation of conditions on the
roof.

“As a rebel, you do have a lot of people who just
don’t get you,” he agreed. “But it’s worth it, because with the
people who do get you, you get the best friendships possible
to humankind.”

“You get so you can read each other’s minds,” said
Terrence, with a barely discernible undertone.

“How would you know?” asked Jeffrey.

Terrence said nothing.

“Dad says that when he wouldn’t be able to sleep
because of his back, whether it was twelve, three or five in the
morning, he would call Gordan and feel no guilt about doing so
because that's just the kind of friendship they have. And then
Gordan would have no guilt about doing the same to Dad. Dad said
that’s just the kind of friendships you develop.”

“Do you know how many times you say that?” demanded
Terrence.

“I don’t think I’ve ever said it before,” protested
Weston. “Dad’s said it—but I thought only to me.”

“There,” said Terrence. “You said it again.”

The Bentlers were going fishing. Three days ago,
Terrence had significantly said, “It’s warmer,” and the first
fishing trip of the year had been planned, prepared for and begun
as inevitably and regularly as any Natural transition to spring.
Now there were fishing poles strapped to the powered cooler, and
fishing gear scattered across the Bentlers’ vests, and a day’s
worth of food for one person in each backpack, and an anticipatory
feeling of life starting up again, bright and new, in everyone’s
chests.

The Bentlers walked to Thither’s rental car lot. The
day before, Morten Senna had given Terrence the key to a truck they
had ordered, and now Terrence lifted the cooler onto the truck bed
and then made his way to the driver’s seat. Weston lifted Robert up
onto the bench seat of the cab then slid in beside him. Jeffrey,
Kenneth and Kerry climbed onto the truck bed, pushing the cooler to
against the middle of the back of the cab, to be held in place by
Jeffrey and Kenneth’s sides and Kerry’s feet. Jeffrey, cheerfully
and unashamedly professing coldness, sat with his knees tucked up
in his corner of the bed. His friend sat against the gate with his
legs stretched out before him, enjoying the sensation of the wind
beating against his face and the sound and the dark, as they rode
for half-an-hour towards Terrence’s favorite fishing beach.

The sun rose earlier upon the coast than upon
Thither. Kerry, staring out from the parking lot towards his first
ocean, saw a hazy blue-grey arc that ran from the shoreline to
before his leveled eyes to above and over and past his head.

“The water’s the same color as the sky,” he remarked
with surprise. “You can’t even tell where the water ends and the
sky begins.”

“Yeah, you can,” said Terrence. “The water has lines
on it.”

The beach was narrow and misshapen, messy with
vegetation. Weston and Terrence carried the cooler horizontally by
its top and bottom handles between them. As Kerry began his first
trek across sand, he noticed how the loose-packed substance refused
to support his feet, and that his feet would sink and twist and the
plane of his feet bend at different angles with each step taken.
Robert was now running ahead, on the firmer sand nearer the tide
line, and occasionally on the incoming wave side. He ran up the
steps leading from the beach onto its pier, but then ran across the
pier’s width, down the steps leading from the other side and then
diagonally right towards the ocean.

“Look at that stupid kid,” said Terrence, looking
expressionlessly between pier posts at the boy running, now
shirtless, into the water. “He’s gonna freeze.”

“He’ll be all right,” said Weston. Jeffrey had
already started to run towards the pier steps. He too ran up steps,
across the pier, down steps, across sand and into the water,
shouting as he approached his brother, “Hey, Rob, come back! You’re
going to freeze.” Terrence snorted. Robert, now playing a
submarine, swam down and away from Jeffrey. Jeffrey, wet almost to
his waist, came out of the water and towards the others now on the
pier, picking Robert’s shirt, vest and backpack up off the sand
along his way.

“It’s co,o,old,” he told the others.

“Don’t blame your brain freeze on the water,” said
Terrence. “It happened before you got into it.”

The change in the Bentler family dynamics that came a
second later, happened in a fraction of a second and was noticed by
the non-Bentler member of the party. Everyone suddenly acted as if
no one else in the party existed. Each seized his fishing pole,
turned away from the cooler and made his way to one of various
points along the pier. Kerry hesitated for a second, then seized
his own pole. (In specific truth, William had told Terrence to lend
Kerry one of Terrence’s own poles. Terrence had said nothing but
felt much, and Kerry was now holding a borrowed pole)

Kerry decided that he would go to the end of the
pier, thinking the water would be deeper there, and deeper would be
better. Weston had given Kerry a verbal description of fishing
procedure with no description of fishing technique or visual
depiction of anything. Now Kerry sat down on the end of the pier
and did what he thought was a fling of his line into the water.
Kerry fished with his pole pointing sharply downwards, thinking his
bait would go down deeper that way, and deeper would be better.
Kerry fished impatiently, compulsively bringing his line up every
minute or so to see whether he had lost his bait. Often he had.
Often seaweed would come up to Kerry on his otherwise empty hook.
Soon Kerry’s hands stank.

Kerry spent the seconds between checking his line
checking for the horizon line. After fifteen minutes it popped up,
and Kerry felt a little less odd. The sky had faded to a whiter
blue-grey while the water seemed to have retained its first tone.
Kerry wondered when the colors he had seen in pictures of beaches
would arrive at this one.

Kerry thought that this was perhaps the first time he
had just sat and looked at the changing lights and colors of the
world after light and color had first come back to it for the day.
He watched fascinated for a while: but after half-an-hour of
watching the sky go from white to grey and back again with the
coming and going haze; and the outburst of brilliant color he was
expecting never (in half-an-hour) coming; and the seaweed coming
and the bait going and the fish staying away; Kerry suddenly said
out loud, “This is stupid, ” stood and looked for Terrence.

Terrence was sitting in the dead center of one side
of the pier, holding his pole out rock steady at a slight angle
over the horizontal. Kerry, subconsciously knowing that he would
feel less bad disturbing Terrence in this apparently very serious
activity than bothering one of his friends, walked over towards
Terrence and sat down beside him. He was perfectly unacknowledged.
Kerry sat and watched Terrence fish and decided that this pastime
was even less gripping than watching light. The haze moved, at
least. Kerry sat for an hour, silently looking at colors and light
and a still line—and then he felt Jeffrey sitting down beside
him.

“There’s no fish,” said Jeffrey. Terrence swiveled
his upper body, flipped open one lid of the cooler and said,
“Fish.” Within the cooler was a fish, legal-sized times
one-and-a-half.

“You caught one?” asked Jeffrey petulantly.

“No,” said Terrence. “It flew into the cooler.”

Jeffrey said nothing. The end of Terrence’s pole
arced suddenly downwards, and Terrence whipped his pole suddenly
upwards and began to reel. Terrence continued to whip his pole
upwards with sharp but patient-seeming precision, and carefully and
unhurriedly reeled in another, larger fish.

“No fair,” said Weston, good-naturedly looking down
at Terrence from where he was standing beside him. Kenneth was
coming up behind Weston.

“Fair,” said Terrence, expressionlessly removing his
hook from his fish. “My line’s in the water and yours is not. You
don’t catch fish by watching Terrence,” he said critically, but
also with a knowing, subtle pride.

“I don’t catch fish any way,” said Weston. “At least
this way I see the things.” And Weston sat down, and Kenneth sat
down beside Weston.

“Dinner provided by Terrence again,” said
Terrence.

As Robert tried to bury himself in sand using a large
shell as a shovel, an observation that Terrence had made a
week-and-a-half ago rose up as a thought and came out as spoken
words.

“It’s always the emotional guys that choose lightning
rod,” he observed, “but I would think that would give Char-boy too
much satisfaction. I mean, look at Dad—you can read everything he’s
thinking on his face. And Weston's a photocopy of Dad and Jeff is
the worst.”

“Actually, Dad gave Tommers no satisfaction at
all when I was with him for his pre-Prackerd penalty,”
Weston corrected. “But I think you’re right about the personalities
that become lightning rods. It does always seem to be the
expressive, emotive personalities, like Gordan or Bernie or
Malia—then the ones like you or Kerry or Jerry take the other
jobs.”

“Maybe because you’re the ones that can actually fake
it.” Kenneth’s observation was meant for Terrence, the one included
in his “the ones.”

“Yup,” agreed Terrence proudly.

Weston laughed. “I remember one time, Kerry and I
were double-dating. I was going off to her and our dates about
slavery, and Kerry just shrugged and said, ‘Oh, well,’ with this
bored, blank look on her face. She did it so well that I was
actually angry at her when I was yelling at her—I mean I wasn’t
faking it. And then Kerry was giving me this ‘you are such a moron'
look that I don’t think she was faking because I think that she
could tell that I wasn’t faking. And yet Kerry is more intensely
angry about the invasion than anyone I’ve ever seen.”

“Does Kerry like to fish?” asked Kerry,
off-topic.

“Do you miss her?” jeered Terrence.

“Actually she loves fishing,” said Weston. “Or at
least she did. Kerry hasn’t really allowed herself to like anything
for a couple of years now. Except, of course, for—” The laugh in
Weston’s eyes hinted at a coming punch line.

“Apples and cheese,” closed Jeffrey. Then he said,
“Kerry likes Kerry.”

“Don’t tell her, all right?” said Kerry urgently.

“Do you think she would care if we told?” said
Terrence. To his brothers he said, “Do you remember when Jerry told
her Brendan Dickey liked her? She gave him this look like he was
the biggest donkey in the world and went right back to her work. It
was the biggest brush-off.”

“Terrence likes Mayssa,” said Kenneth.

“It’s no good,” said Terrence sourly. “She’s not
pre-invasion.” He looked at Kerry and said roughly, “That’s the
rule, all right? If you’re gonna be pre-invasion, you’re gonna have
to cut your entire fan club from consideration.”

Kerry looked confused. “But if Weston and Kerry’s
dates were pre-invasion, then why were they acting?”

“We already know you remember everything,” said
Terrence. “That was just dating—it wasn’t serious. Serious has to
be pre-invasion.”

“Mayssa is serious?” said Jeffrey teasingly.

“Shut up,” said Terrence.

 


* * *

 


The wind kicked up and seemed to be beating a drum
symphony into Kerry’s right ear. The water seemed a little greener.
The sky was still alternating between white and grey with the
coming and going haze.

Being covered with sand, Robert had run back to the
water to wash the substance off of him, then had decided to see how
near he could swim to the horizon.

“Robert’s kind of far out,” said Terrence. “Someone
else should be in there with him.” No one moved for a while.
Finally Weston sighed, stood, peeled off his shirt and dove off the
pier. He stroked easily towards Robert, was ignored for a while,
got Robert’s goal out of him, gave him a science lesson and began
to swim slowly back with him.

“So what are you going to be?” asked Kerry,
conversationally, of Terrence.

“Why should I tell you?” said Terrence rudely. Kerry
stared for a second, then covering up, looked over Terrence to
Kenneth and said, “What are you going to be, Kenneth?”

“Probably a scientist,” said Kenneth.

“If you’re smart,” said Terrence.

Kenneth said nothing.

“Two scientists in one family,” said Terrence. “Dad
had way too many kids. We could end up with two copies of
everything.”

“Well, we already have three lightning rods,” said
Jeffrey.

“You’re proud of that aren’t you? I should cane you
right now,” said Terrence irrationally. Still angry over what he
perceived Jeffrey had done to their father, and at Jeffrey's
apparent blindness to what he had done; and obviously confused as
to how to correct the wrong that was striking him
blind-mad—Terrence simply felt at the moment that Jeffrey should
feel really, really sorry.

Kerry’s muscles, between Terrence and Jeffrey,
reflexively flexed.

“Go ahead,” said Jeffrey, over-loudly.

Kerry spoke. “Terrence,” he said, with infuriating
authority, “if you move, you are going into the water.”

“Shut up,” said Terrence, but he did not move. His
choice was driven by practical considerations—he did not want to
disturb his fishing. And yet he could feel that Jeffrey was
gloating, and his inaction would make it appear that he was caving
in to Kerry’s threat. Terrence’s face and body showed nothing of
the furious anger within him, as he sat motionless and apparently
looking at the tip of his pole ahead.

 


* * *

 


Stripes of blue began to open up in the sky between
strips of grey, as if the sky were a flag drawn crookedly and
hugely by a child’s jumbo crayon. Robert was drip-drying on the
pier behind his brothers and Kerry.

“What are you going to be for the conspiracy,
Robert?” asked Kerry.

“Spaceship pilot,” said Robert.

“See,” said Terrence approvingly. “Robert has
imagination—not like little copycat Fluffrey.”

“I,” said Jeffrey, with his pride up, “have wanted to
be a lightning rod since Kerry’s field trip!”

“Really!” said Weston.

Kerry did not know what Jeffrey was talking about or
Weston responding to. Weston guessed this, and said to Kerry:
“Kerry got into so much trouble for that one. She was sixteen and
had decided that she had to see what a factory run by Borrynzians
would be like. See, Jerry is pretty kind, for a slaveowner, and the
working conditions in his factory are all right, if you ignore the
fact that it's forced labor. So Kerry had decided that she had to
see the other side—and with typical Kerry Bentler heartlessness,
she picked up a boyfriend who was a Borrynzian factory owner’s son,
kept him for about a month, and got an invitation to see the
factory. She would’ve already gotten into a lot of trouble for just
that—'cause Dad thinks she's way too cavalier about manipulating
guys—but then she also decided that Terrence and Jeffrey and
Kenneth, who were thirteen and eleven and eight, needed to see this
factory as well. So she put them all on a bus, took them to see the
factory, and Jeffrey completely freaked out there.”

“It was a total disaster,” said Terrence. “Jeffrey
was hopping up and down and shrieking like a psycho
two-year-old—and he was eleven. Kerry should've never taken
him.”

“What sort of trouble did she get into?” asked Kerry
tentatively.

“Oh,” said Weston. “Well, she got yelled at all the
way home (Dad had made me tell him where she'd taken the younger
kids and then drive him to the factory to get them). And then
Jeffrey started crying in bed that night, so Terrence got bugged
and went to sleep in the living room, and Dad woke Kerry up and
made her go sleep on the couch instead so Terrence could sleep on
the extra bed in her room. She didn’t fit on the couch but then
neither did Terrence.” Weston laughed. “She actually got practical
on Dad when he told her it was her fault Terrence was sleeping on
the couch and so she'd better go switch with him. She asked him why
Terrence wasn't sleeping in my old room, which was vacant.
But Dad just said, ‘Don’t, Kerry,’ and made her go anyway. I guess
that was punishment.”

“And of course Weston knows the whole story,” said
Terrence, in a mocking voice, “because he’s like Dad’s
favorite.”

“Dad doesn’t have favorites,” said Weston
reflectively. “But I think he does like it that we can be openly
close. He absolutely hated the charade with Jerry."

“Jerry thought it was fun,” said Kenneth.

“Another reason why I have to be a
lightning rod,” said Jeffrey. “There is no way that I can
fight with Dad, and I already have the factory freak-out on my
reputation. But the real reason why I want to be a lightning rod is
what Dad said that night. He said, ‘I know Jeffrey—it’s horrible,
they’re horrible. But just remember that we’re doing something
about it. That’s why I went to the capital; that’s why Weston
became a lightning rod. I’m not telling you to forget about it, but
to always remember alongside of it that we're doing something about
it—or trying to.” When Jeffrey had begun his quotation, his voice
had seemed to his listeners to have grown impossibly deep in tone
and emotion, as if mariners accustomed to the sparkling surface of
the ocean had been suddenly plunged into the depths at its bottom.
Now they returned to the surface. “That’s why I decided to be a
lightning rod,” finished Jeffrey.

“But why now?” said Weston.

William had let Jeffrey sleep past the beginning of
school, the day after he had been beaten, then had spent the entire
day out in Thither and its surroundings with his fifth child. The
day had been an emotionally beautiful one, and (to Terrence’s
irritation) Jeffrey was still bringing it up all the time. Jeffrey
was at this moment seeing one scene in a warm light in his head. He
had been sitting beside his tall father, and his father’s gentle,
strong presence, on a bridge above a fish pond—eating rice balls,
and watching fish shoot up to meet the grains of rice they would
purposely drop into the water. William had asked Jeffrey in a
wistful tone, “Why now?” and Jeffrey now answered in his cheerful,
quick one.

“Dad asked me the same thing,” he said, “and I said
it was because I was tired of lying. But I guess I’ll just have to
keep on lying for another three years.”

“You don’t have to lie—just keep your mouth shut.
It’ll save all of us a lot of head trauma,” said Terrence, cleverly
pronouncing a “drama” inside the “trauma” as he spoke the
words.

“But I can’t keep my mouth shut,” said Jeffrey. “That
would be torture. That’s why I
ab-so-lute-ly-have-to-be-a-light-ning-rod.”

“We all do what we’re suited for,” said Weston. He
looked at Kerry. “Jerry had a situation once that I would not have
been able to handle, but Jerry handled it perfectly. I mean I would
have been absolutely incapable of doing the things Jerry had to do
in order to handle it perfectly.

“One of Jerry’s workers sat down and refused to work
one day. He said that it was the principle of the thing, that Jerry
had no right to his labor and so he wasn’t going to get it. Now
Jerry knows that he has to look like a serious
slaveowner—like a legitimate businessman who makes harsh business
decisions in the name of efficiency and profit. So what he did was
he gave the worker a really graphic account of how another factory
owner treated his workers, then threatened to transfer him there if
he didn’t get back to work. And then when the worker said that he
didn’t care, Jerry very calmly and cruelly threatened to transfer
his family there instead. (I imagine that he probably
sounded to the worker like how Tommers sounds to me or Dad when
he's trying to whip our minds) The worker started working
immediately after that conversation, but the story spread around
and everyone started to hate Jerry.

“The thing is, I would not have been able to do what
Jerry did, or endure the consequences he suffered. But the funny
thing is, Jerry had come to me to research the violence of most
slaves' (and all lightning rods') lifestyles, and after I had
finished describing them, he made like I was some kind of hero or
something—when in truth lightning rods choose the roof because they
simply must.”

“Must,” said Jeffrey. “It was not really that big a
deal, now that I think about it. I was extremely nervous before the
first time, but I guess I’ll grow used to it.”

Weston smiled. “You never grow used to it,” he said.
“I am just as nervous every single time. Not scared, because I
usually know exactly what to expect, more or less, but definitely
nervous. I think the nervousness is because I don’t know how well
I’m going to handle it—because it’s always a little different.”

 


* * *

 


The sky had completely opened up—the ocean was
finally the kind of blue Kerry had thought it ought to be. A
million different points of light were reflecting off of the
million shifting ripples on the ocean’s surface each small fraction
of a second. The difference was startling, warming, energizing.
Kerry thought he would like to swim.

Terrence acted upon his own idea first. “Five,” he
said with satisfaction, as he was packing a fifth Terrence-caught
fish into the cooler. “Five to nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing,
nothing. You can thank me at dinner tomorrow.” Terrence secured his
pole to the cooler, then took off his shirt and jumped into the
water. The Bentlers all followed the center Bentler’s lead, with
Kerry following the Bentlers. Kerry noticed that the water was
warm, salty and seemed to move in all directions around him. Robert
headed out again for deeper waters, but Weston, Terrence and Kerry
drifted to where they could stand head and shoulders above the
bobbing waves. Kenneth hopped up and down on the sand below him to
the rhythm of the waves, and Jeffrey treaded water and moved around
the others in circles, semi-circles, figure-eights and other
curving shapes.

“So you're going to be a scientist,” said Weston to
Kerry.

“Yes,” said Kerry. “That seems to be what I’m
most suited for. I think business is boring and I don’t think I
would be able to be a lightning rod,” he apologized.

“You might have a genetic weakness to that Thing in
the capital,” said Jeffrey. Terrence pushed Jeffrey’s head under
the water for a half-second. Kerry said nothing.

“Do you know that you’re the only non-pre-invasion
person in the entire conspiracy?” said Weston. “You must've made a
profound impression on Dad, for him to have brought you in as he
did. Dad is actually a leader in our movement—although he never
talks about this fact—which means he can do things like he did with
you, but it also means he's open to criticism by everyone
afterwards. It was a bold move.”

Terrence said, “Weston agrees with Dad always, of
course, but it just looked like an emotional pity move to me.”

“You know,” said Weston, in a gratingly
self-righteous tone—“Dad got enough garbage from everyone else
without being criticized by his own son.”

Terrence’s heart rate stepped up and his right hand
in the water balled up into a fist. He said nothing but felt much.
Must I be my father’s clone, to be a worthy son? Such might have
read his thoughts, made into clear words. Weston, oblivious to the
whirlpool he had created beside him, was going on.

“You know,” he was saying to Kerry, “it’s probably
lucky for everyone that you came over when you did, the day of your
fight with Terrence. If Dad had not met you face to face and heard
your story, he would have told Jeffrey that your friendship was too
dangerous, and Jeffrey would have avoided you, scrupulously,
from that point on." Kerry felt a chill. “Well,” he said, “I’m very
glad then that I came over when I did.”

 


* * *

 


“We’d better go,” said Weston. “It’s getting
difficult to see.”

“Wait,” said Kerry softly. He was sitting, his legs
dangling over the end of the pier, and watching. The world was
changing color again, quickly this time, as if it were tired of the
day and was racing impatiently and yet vitally to its finale.

It was indeed getting difficult to see. Kerry felt as
if he were seeing everything through a barrier that was itself not
exactly seen. It was not a darkness, and yet it was missing light.
It was a barrier that barred clear viewing of things beyond, but it
was invisible. Kerry felt that his world was missing words.

For five minutes Kerry watched the ocean go from
white to tan, with the foam of the breaking waves shining up
sharply white in contrast. For ten minutes Kerry watched the tan
deepen to brown, the ocean seem to flatten, the ripples—so sharp
during the day’s one hour of pure brilliance—seem to disappear,
until the entire ocean was a single brown plane. For five minutes
Kerry watched the brown metamorphose to steel.

“The dark comes down really quickly,” said Weston.
“We won’t be able to see pretty soon.”

“I know,” said Kerry. Reluctantly he stood. As he was
again walking across an unstable, changing slice of land, with his
head turned towards the water, he saw the ocean change at the last
to dark blue and again be the same color as the sky.

The tones of the day had not been as Kerry had
expected they would be, and yet there had been a peace within them.
He remembered the day—the bulk of the day—the white and the grey—as
tangible peace, as an ocean of peace through which he had been
swimming throughout the day, the sheen of which was still covering
him, and which he felt could never be dispelled. The one hour of
blue and blue he remembered with detached philosophy, as towards a
dream viewed from a distance—it had been real in the moment but
could no longer be seen as so. Kerry leaned against the gate of the
truck and let the wind and the dark and the sound press the peace
softly down into his soul.

 


 


 



CHAPTER FIVE: "FOUND"

 


 


Three flasks of blue-colored liquid stood on a small
piece of white posterboard on a table in Thither's chemistry lab.
The paper towels with which they were loosely covered fluttered
slightly in the small breeze coming in from a nearby window. Ty
Novak was leaning his face into the window opening and complaining
about the heat and humidity of the mid-summer day. Ana Arora was
tracing perfect circles on the posterboard around the bottoms of
the flasks. And Kerry was looking at Mr. Klynstra as the teacher
explained the day's experiment.

In the indoor gymnasium near the center of the
school, a technician was setting up a video link between his
computer and a large screen that had been lowered from the ceiling
to about a man's height above the gym floor. Charles Tommers stood
nearby, behind a table set off to the right and at a diagonal to
the screen. Many other people were setting up many other things on
the many other tables set in a labyrinthine pattern across the
gymnasium floor. Jeremy Iida, owner of Thither's computer bank, had
a display; in the area around his were the table of a restaurant
owner, the town's dentist and Thither's local
landscaper/"recreational area designer." Jeremy, the restaurant
owner, the dentist and the designer had all sent employees to the
Career Fair in their stead, but Captain Prackerd's Deputy was in
the high school gym, supervising the Guard's table. With its
humongous video screen and the large uniformed Deputy and the black
and red tablecloth on its table, this display was by far the most
eye-catching of the gym's assortment.

“Kyel,” Mr. Klynstra was saying in the chemistry lab,
“why don't you tell us how you and Jenna got together as a
couple.”

“Dad . . . ,” protested Kyel.

“Come on, Kyel. I promise, it's relevant to
chemistry.”

A few of Kyel’s classmates laughed.

“Well Mayssa told Ana that I liked Jenna, Ana told
Jenna—and then they kind of all ganged up on me and tricked me into
asking Jenna out.”

“Do you think you would've eventually gotten together
with Jenna anyway?”

“Yeah.”

“So are Mayssa or Ana part of your relationship now?
Do they go to the movies with the two of you, share your popcorn,
participate in conference calls?”

“What? No.”

“So Mayssa and Ana just brought you together
sooner.”

“Yeah.”

“Mayssa and Ana are in your salt shakers.”

Kerry looked at the salt shaker on his table. It was
covered with bright red stickers that said: DO NOT EAT.

“The substance in the salt shakers is a CATALYST,”
explained Mr. Klynstra. “A catalyst is an agent that increases the
rate at which a chemical reaction occurs, without itself becoming a
part of the final product. It is an intermediate—it mediates the
reaction and provides an alternate path to the final product. This
alternate path has a lower ACTIVATION ENERGY, so more molecules can
achieve the energy they need to react and the reaction proceeds
more quickly. This increase in reaction speed mediated by a
catalyst is what we will demonstrate today. What color is the
solution in your flasks?”

“Blue,” said Kerry obligingly. A few other classmates
also murmured, “Blue.”

“A pH indicator solution has been added to the main
solution in your flasks. If the liquid is blue, that means the
solution is . . .”

“Basic,” said Kerry.

“To make our reaction visually obvious, we are going
to make an acid, which will change the liquid's color towards . .
.”

“Red,” said Kerry.

Mr. Klynstra then began to give out specific
instructions, and the lab groups began to follow them. Kerry
measured out a very small amount of crystals from his table's salt
shaker, and swirled them into the flask over the circle Ana had
labeled with the word “Catalyst.” Ana poured measured amounts of
hydrogen peroxide into Kerry's flask and into the flask over the
circle labeled “X Catalyst.” They did not touch the flask that was
sitting over the circle labeled “Control.”

Then they watched Kerry's flask containing the
catalyst go from blue to green to yellow to orange to red-orange,
and Kerry wrote 3 ½ minutes on his lab sheet. Then they sat around
and talked about baseball, occasionally glancing at their watches
and the liquid in the flask Without Catalyst—which was really
taking its time going through the color changes.

“Look at that,” said Mr. Klynstra, as he was making
the rounds around the room with five minutes of class left to go.
“Same reactants, same conditions such as temperature, same product,
eventually—but without the catalyst we have to wait and wait and
wait for it, instead of getting on with our lives.”

The bell rang. Mr. Klynstra did not allow anyone to
leave until their group had completely cleaned up, so Kerry
disposed of the solutions according to instructions and then waited
patiently as Ana fastidiously scrubbed out their flasks with a
bottle brush. As soon as he left his table, five classmates
attached themselves to Kerry like little magnets onto a big one.
Terrence observed this from a corner of the lab.

"Big Fish," he muttered to himself in his head.

The half-dozen boys with the big fish in the center
joked and laughed as they walked down hallways towards the
gymnasium near the center of the school. They would go to the
Career Fair now, instead of the usual literature class. Then they
would eat lunch, then there would be a "study period," then gym
class out on the ballfield. Essentially the school day was
practically over, and this put everyone in a good mood.

Kerry was looking down at a friend and laughing as he
walked into the gym. When he looked up, his heart stopped. The eyes
of the man on the video screen; a man with dark, grey-streaked hair
and broad shoulders; a man more familiar to Kerry than anyone else
on two planets—had met Kerry's eyes over the heads of the dozens of
students who stood between Kerry and the screen. The eyes were now
looking into Kerry's frozen face with an expression of complete
recognition and total shock.

Kerry turned, his shoulder knocking into one of his
friend's. He began to shove himself through the stream of students
flowing into the gym. Once clear of the main flow, he broke into a
run. He noticed that Terrence was suddenly running beside him, but
was too busy to think about this—until Terrence shoved him suddenly
into a bathroom in an empty hallway into which Kerry had chosen to
detour.

"Are you running away from Captain Prackerd!"
demanded Terrence, fiercely but not loudly, his head very close to
Kerry's. "Keep your voice down," he added commandingly.

Kerry was shaking. Memories from four years ago were
returning as feelings, fully as potent as they had been the first
time around. Almost hysterical, he said, "I have to, I have to tell
your dad, I have to tell him something."

"Are you running away from Captain Prackerd?"
repeated Terrence.

"Yes."

"Why?" demanded Terrence.

"He's my father," sobbed Kerry—sobbed, to Terrence
notwithstanding.

"I knew it," said Terrence. Shocked, Kerry stared at
Terrence's completely expressionless face. "I mean, I knew that
there was something wrong with your story," clarified Terrence.
"You were way too happy an orphan."

"I have to tell your dad," said Kerry urgently.

"Captain Prackerd's probably hunting you right now,
and you're gonna lead him straight to your relationship with Dad?"
said Terrence. "That's really gonna be great. That's really going
to help the planet."

"I can't let him think—I don't want . . ."

"Tell me and I'll tell him."

“Do you promise?"

"Don't be a baby. I said I'll tell him."

"My name," began Kerry, speaking rapidly, "is
Kerrigan Prackerd number 2. Captain Prackerd always intended that I
would also be Captain Prackerd 2. And he and his training
and discipline were all that I knew, until. . ."

"When I turned twelve, he started taking me to see
penalties, and I didn't like it, but he'd convinced me that it was
right, and necessary, and I was trying to—just get used to it,
until . . ."

"The last penalty was your dad." Something
flickered in Terrence's eyes, but he said nothing. "He was looking
at me as if he were concerned about me. He was about to be
tortured, and he was looking as if he were concerned about
me. And when Captain Prackerd hit him I was angry with him,
and I knew that it wasn't right. And it was the first time that I'd
ever felt Captain Prackerd was wrong."

"And then . . ." Kerry's eyes were shut now, his body
very tense. There was a silence as Kerry remembered images and
feelings of which it were impossible at the moment for him to
speak. Finally he continued, slowly now:

"I knew after the penalty that I couldn't do it—that
I couldn't do it at all. But I couldn't tell him—I couldn't tell
him at all. And I couldn't keep down food, or sleep at night, or
stay awake during the day, or concentrate in school; and I thought
I was going to die of stress."

"And then my mom came one day, and pulled me out of
class." Kerry felt, again, deep gratitude for the anonymous teacher
who must have contacted his mother on Urtthri, and for the courage
it must have taken to go behind the Captain's back. "She took me
for a ride, and I told her everything, and she said that she would
get me out of there. And I came to Thither, and there was no
Captain Prackerd, and no training, and the big sky and the nights
were quiet and I could think for the first time ever. And the main
thing that I thought about was your dad."

"I hate violence. I hate pain, and the tension
and the drama of it, and the noise, and I had to know why someone
would subject themselves to it, when they didn't have to. And when
I found out, it was the biggest, greatest reason ever. And then I
met your dad, and he was the strongest, bravest, greatest, most
good . . ."

"I need you to tell him that I'm sorry I lied to him.
I'm so, so sorry that I lied to him, but I didn't lie about
admiring him, or wanting to help Cory. Promise me you'll tell him
that, please."

Terrence was looking at Kerry with a softer
expression than any Kerry had ever seen on Terrence's face. It was
the look of someone who understood and liked the person he
was looking at. He said, "Knowing Dad, he'd say he raised seven
little liars on purpose so he can't blame you for lying, as needed,
yourself." Terrence contemplated Kerry for a few seconds, then
said, "Do you still want to help Cory?"

"If I can," said Kerry.

"You can help Cory a lot—you're Captain Prackerd's
son. You'll have to be a good-behaved son, but not right
away, that wouldn't be natural. Guys our age don't let anyone be
their master without any good reason. Does Captain Prackerd beat
you?"

"He has."

"Then how about this character path? You start off as
the beta male who questions the dominance of the alpha. No
political rebellion—just primal, personal pride and natural
assertiveness. Think of Jeffrey, talking stupid to me all the time
just to prove that he's not scared of me. That's normal. And you
keep on going with it until Captain Prackerd hurts you badly enough
that it will be reasonable for him to think that he broke
you. And then you start behaving really good, which is the end goal
and what will really help Cory. I think you're old enough and big
enough to do it. Do you?"

Kerry was throbbing all over and felt light-headed,
but he said, "Sure."

"All right. I'll get in touch with you with phase two
within seven months from now. I promise. Now, I need you to
hit me in the face. Get the blood out, I need an insta-injury. Then
run out of the bathroom and back to the main hallway and run, and
I'm going to be following you until the exit. Run like you're
headed for the mountains. Go on, hit me."

Kerry hesitated, then punched Terrence in the face,
so quickly that Terrence, although fully expecting it, didn't see
it as it came. Then Kerry ran out of the bathroom. Terrence counted
to two, then followed Kerry at a run. Kerry led back to the main
hallway and to the exit to the school. Terrence stopped at the exit
and watched Kerry run west for a while, then turned and ran back to
the gym.

The video screen in the gym was now blank. Terrence
ran straight to Deputy Tommers, who as Terrence arrived was
ordering a fleet of helicopters to be sent over from Benaya.
Terrence had blood on his face and his clothes. He said to Tommers,
"Are you looking for a kid named Kerry?"

"Yes."

"He ran west. I think he's headed for the
mountains."

Kerry ran west. By the time he heard the cars behind
him, he had a horrible cramp in his side. A car passed Kerry on the
left, going partially over somebody's lawn, then stopped in front
of Kerry. Two cars stopped one on either side of Kerry, and turning
around Kerry saw a fourth car stopped behind him. Two guards were
getting out of this car, and immediately Kerry was surrounded by
eight men.

The circle closed swiftly. Kerry knew several ways to
break through, but he let it close and merely got in a few strikes
against random guard body parts before letting the mass wrestle him
face down onto the dirt. He was cuffed and dragged to his feet
again, and used only his body weight as resistance as guards
dragged him to then shoved him into one of the cars. He offered the
same form of resistance at the Guard's office, and it seemed an
eternity before he was finally thrown, cuffs removed, into a small
room and the door locked behind him.

(The first time his father had beaten him Kerry had
cried himself to sleep, and ever since the beautiful unconscious
state had been Kerry's escape mechanism) Kerry fell asleep on the
floor in the small room, and stayed asleep until he heard the
Captain's voice saying, “Kerry, get up.”

"Get up, Kerry."

Kerry looked up at the Captain.

"Time to go home, Kerry."

Kerry looked up wide-eyed into Captain Prackerd's
face. "You're going to give me a ride back to Mama's?" he asked in
fake innocence.

The Captain smiled sweetly. "You know," he said
softly, "that woman hiding you from your father—that could be a
very serious punishable offense."

A wave of fear crashed over Kerry with such force
that it made him gasp. From his knees, now, he said, "No. No! She
didn't know—she had no idea—she didn't know!"

Getting to his feet, now, he said, "I'm coming. I'm
coming!"

"Yes, you are," said the Captain.

In the car the Captain said, "I was sure that
your mother had taken you to Urtthri."

"You must not be very smart, then."
Ecstatic excitement and harrowing fear made Kerry dizzy as he said
these words. He saw the Captain take off his belt and fold it.

"What sort of mother just dumps her child in an
orphanage in the middle of nowhere?"

Kerry did not answer, but spent a few seconds feeling
around the question, the complexity of the answer (in his case)
impressing and astounding him. His exploration was cut short by
another, more mundane question.

"What do they feed you in an orphanage?"

"Crickets," answered Kerry. "We catch them ourselves
in the field at night."

The Captain seized Kerry by the hair and drew Kerry's
head towards him, then struck Kerry across the cheek with the
folded belt.

"What sort of activities do you do in an orphanage?"
asked the Captain, when Kerry had returned to an upright sitting
position.

"I played baseball," said Kerry.

"Baseball?"

"Yeah."

"And?"

"And what?"

"And what else?"

"That's about it."

"That's it?"

"Yes."

"You just played baseball?"

"Pretty much."

"You spent the past four years of your life playing
baseball?"

"You're not going to get a different answer by
rewording the question," said Kerry. He braced himself for another
strike, but the Captain did not deliver. Kerry wondered if his
father were waiting for a space in which he would have more range
of motion, and physical leverage; after all, the last time the
Captain had bothered to fold his belt before striking Kerry with
it, Kerry had been six. The Captain said nothing more throughout
the remainder of the ride to the airport, but seemed lost in
thoughts that were keeping him physically tense and visibly
irritated.

The Captain sat beside Kerry in the private jet. The
Captain possessed a naturally overwhelming personality, with a
dominance that other men could almost smell. After minutes of
sitting beside this force, Kerry suddenly noticed that he was
sitting very drawn in on himself—his feet together, the sides of
his arms touching the sides of his body and his shoulders slightly
hunched over. Deliberately, slowly, Kerry slumped down in his seat,
spread out his legs, crossed his arms over his chest and shut his
eyes.

When he woke, he was lying horizontally on a bed that
had formerly been his seat, with a blanket over him. The Captain
had moved across the aisle and was also sleeping on a bed, his back
to Kerry, breathing heavily. The window shades were down and the
lights were dimmed throughout the jet.

Kerry lay still as memories from his previous life
began to assault him. Jeffrey was standing to Kerry's left on a
beautiful green-and-brown field that owed some of its perfectness
to Kerry's own labor. Jeffrey was talking, and talking and
talking—looking first towards Kerry, then towards the batter's box,
then again towards Kerry; then suddenly he breaks to his right with
the speed and grace of a cat, comes up with the little dirty-white
ball, and dispatches it to first for an out.

. . . Terrence was holding a basketball high above
his head and thwacking Jeff repeatedly in the forehead with the
base of his palm, as Jeffrey jumped and pushed and tried pulling on
Terrence's arm. William appears suddenly at the storage room door
and says quietly, "Terrence, come inside," and Terrence tosses the
ball to Jeffrey and goes inside.

. . . Robert's small head is bobbing up and down in a
sparkling sea, progressing determinedly but almost imperceptibly
away from the shore.

. . . Kerry Bentler is sitting in front of her
computer, her legs crossed, her back hunched and her head very
close to the screen. She's talking and typing rapidly. The memory
is from the perspective of someone leaning down beside her,
watching the screen with his head a little above hers.

Suddenly older memories began to swirl through the
new. The older memories swirled more thickly and then crowded the
others aside, until the life that held the newer memories began to
seem far removed from him. . . . He must have been four years old,
and he was sitting facing his mother and reciting, to her
bemusement, a book he had just read. There were other memories of
his mother, and very many memories of his father. The memories of
his father were crisp and clear, and shone with laughter and life.
The darkness had been sucked out of them to a place presently
beyond Kerry's reach, and the brightness was hurting and confusing
him.

Kerry tossed off his blanket and rolled suddenly off
of his bed. He paced a single circuit up and down the length of the
jet, sighing a single, shuddering breath. Then he sat on the chair
beside his bed, drew the shade, and focused on the red, slowly
blinking light on the end of the wing beyond his window; until he
ceased remembering or even thinking and only looked.

Kerry had forgotten how noisy it was in the capital.
As he and the Captain were driven out from the airport, jets roared
into and out of the sky, cars rumbled over the expressway above
their heads and zoomed past them on the other side of the
multi-lane highway; and the noise and the excessive sleep and the
hunger he was ignoring were giving Kerry a headache.

The Prackerd mansion stood in the center of its own
large square. The chauffeur stopped at the edge of the square
before the front of the house. Captain Prackerd removed his
overcoat and made as if to pass it to Kerry.

"What?" said Kerry.

"It's winter here," said the Captain. "Or have you
forgotten?"

Kerry had forgotten. "I'll be fine," he said. "I can
see the house from here—the blizzard must not be that thick." It
was not snowing.

"You're going to get a thick blizzard of a beating as
soon as we get to your room.”

"I'm not a little boy any more. I'm not going to just
let you beat me."

With another sweet smile the Captain said. "Are you
familiar with the concept of the whipping boy? Some historical
rulers have beaten servants in the places of their precious little
princes. Do you think it will be more effective if I beat Muri in
your stead?"

"I'll take my own beating," said Kerry coldly, though
the anger within him was like a raging fire.

The Captain walked confidently across the cobbled
stones of the square towards the entrance of his house, as though
there were nothing unusual about his returning home with a son who
had been voluntarily absent for four years. Kerry matched the
Captain stride for stride. When Muri, the Captain's head slave,
opened the door at the very moment his master arrived at it, Kerry
shoved himself past the Captain and entered the house first, then
marched rapidly to his room with the Captain at his heels. Once
inside his room, Kerry stripped and stretched himself out on his
floor, shut his eyes and curled his fingers into the carpet; and
endured a five-minute demonstration of awesome ruthlessness and
power.

 


 


 



CHAPTER SIX: "ADJUSTING"

 


 


Kerry lay still, consciousness and shame growing
apace in his head and heart as afternoon light filtered through an
outside snow into his room. It was now a full day since Kerry had
been found, and the goal for his character was already
accomplished, and Kerry was wishing, now, that it had not been
accomplished as efficiently as it had.

Kerry had fallen asleep an hour after the initial
beating, and had been woken by the Captain after only a few hours,
and the Captain had sat Kerry down and made him take a test. Kerry
had taken the test with a fierce pain in his head and a general
nauseated feeling and discomfited signals flying in endlessly from
the cuts and bruises that covered half the surface area of his
body. He had answered, deliberately wrongly, the science problems
he had not learned in Thither's high school, and answered, just
wrongly, nearly everything else—because he had not learned the
material from anyone thus far.

Then the Captain had given him another test, and then
another, and Kerry had battled through the pain in his head and the
nausea and the tension that was winding more and more tightly
within him with each probably wrong answer.

Then, after the third test was scored, the Captain
had screamed, “8th Grade!” knocked Kerry out of his
chair, and then swung the chair at Kerry. Kerry now realized, lying
in his bed later that day, that the Captain had used his great
strength and body control to knock Kerry flat without severely
injuring him. But the action with the chair had seemed a very
violent one, and it had pushed Kerry into an insane panic. Kerry
now remembered screaming, pleading, incoherent explanations and
finally, full-blown sobbing—during the earnest beating that had
followed the chair. And now he lay in his bed and wished,
fervently, that his meltdown had been less convincingly real.

Kerry's regrets were interrupted by the Captain
coming again into the room.

“As you are,” he said. “I am just going to go over
the house rules.”

“I have hired you a tutor, and I am paying him very,
very well, because I am requiring him to drop his other students,
and because you are going to be a lot of work. Your tutor is at
this moment working two-and-a-half-years worth of material into a
course of daily segments that will have you caught up by your
17th birthday. Every morning, he will send you a
100-question test on the previous day's segment. I will have it set
up so that you will transmit your test answers directly to my
office, for scoring, and I will strike you once for each incorrect
answer, so perfection is advisable.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You will not leave this house without telling me,
point for point, where you will be going. If you fail to report
beforehand I will literally ground you, in that for a long time it
will hurt even to move out of your bed.”

“Yes, sir.”

“If you need money, I will give you a card, but I
will expect you to return to me the card with receipts of all of
your purchases, and I will strike you once for each unit of
discrepancy.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Since you seem to have remembered how to speak to
your father, that will be all for now. Muri will bring you your
lunch now, and your tutor will call you when he's worked out your
study schedule. Have a nice day.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The Captain left the room, and Muri entered it
pushing a food cart. Kerry rolled over and sat up.

Muri was old enough that if he'd had children, some
of them would likely have been around Kerry's own age. He had a
soothing and even-tempered personality, and enough experience with
battered and humiliated boys and men (on occasion being one
himself) that he had a way of making such feel that it was a
perfectly normal state and nothing to be ashamed of. Kerry had
always liked Muri. He noted, as Muri unfolded the food tray and
placed it on the bed, and opened the doors of the cart and began to
serve Kerry's food, that Muri was a great deal shorter than he had
remembered him—but he still had a fatherly presence to him.

“Your father says that you haven't eaten for a while,
so I thought we'd start you out with some chicken soup and Jiggly
Cups and work our way up from there. What color would you like to
start out with?” asked Muri, pulling out a drawer containing small
plastic cups full of flavored gelatin with fruit in it.

“Green, please,” said Kerry with a smile. Muri had
always brought Kerry a Jiggly Cup on Kerry's bad days, and here he
had brought a whole drawer full.

Muri refilled Kerry's bowl of chicken soup twice, and
the green, red, orange, yellow, blue and dark purple Jiggly Cups
went down in order. As Muri waited on him, he gossiped to Kerry
about the household, including the Captain, and Kerry felt as often
before that he, Kerry, was more akin to the slaves than to the
master. Muri left with a promise to bring Kerry a sandwich in an
hour, and Kerry lay back down on his stomach and stared at his wall
until that event.

Four hours after the sandwich Kerry's computer rang,
and Kerry rushed to his closet for his shirt and then to his
computer to answer it. Calling him was a man who probably split the
difference in age between Kerry's father and Kerry.

“Kerry?” he said. “My name is Mr. Cyr. Your father
hired me to be your tutor. May I come over now?”

“Of course,” said Kerry. “Come right over.” He ended
the call; then got fully dressed, washed his face and flattened his
hair with water.

Mr. Cyr did not have Muri's talent for normalizing
situations, and Kerry, who was feeling sensitive, detected both
awkward sympathy and restrained curiosity in the tutor's
attitude—as he shook hands with Kerry and asked him how he was
doing. Then they moved over to Kerry's desk, where Mr. Cyr unfolded
a flat computer he had brought with him.

“Your father had me pick up a notebook for you,” he
said. “It's loaded with all your coursework, accessible through
this calendar here. Just click on the month, and then the day, and
there is the folder with all of the material for that day, divided
up by subject matter. It's a lot of work for one day, but your
father tells me that you're almost unbelievably smart and that you
can handle it.”

I'd better.

“This little card here,” continued Mr. Cyr, pointing
to a small icon in the bottom right corner of the screen, “calls
me. You can call me at anytime of night or day—I have nothing else
to do but help you get through this. Seriously, call me if
you have any questions at all about anything you come across in
your studies. All right?”

“All right,” said Kerry.

“Do you have any questions for me now?”

“Yeah,” said Kerry. “The material linked to
tomorrow—does that mean I have to take that test tomorrow, or is it
what I have to study tomorrow and then take the test the next
day?”

“It's what you have to study tomorrow,” answered Mr.
Cyr. “Your first test is the day after tomorrow.”

Kerry felt relieved. He had thought that it was
possible that the Captain would make him try to master a week's
worth of material in less than half a day.

“I'll let you get to work now,” said Mr. Cyr, “but
seriously, call me.”

“I will,” said Kerry.

After seeing his tutor out, Kerry got undressed
again, then moved back to his bed with the notebook and opened each
file in “tomorrow's” folder. Nothing he looked at seemed hard to
understand, but the sheer volume of everything appeared
overwhelming. Kerry thought that there might not be enough time in
each day to literally read every word in every file for that day.
He would have to rush through certain parts, hoping to get
everything that would appear on the next day's test. Kerry took in
a single hard breath and began with the math.

Kerry studied through every waking hour of that night
and the next day, including while eating. He aced his first test
and was congratulated by his father, but he missed one question the
day after, and three the day after that, then one again on his
fourth test. After his third miss at perfection, Kerry decided that
he wasn't going to be perfect no matter how hard he tried and that
he was just going to have to deal with the consequences. Kerry went
to the computer on his desk and searched for and found a live video
feed from a beach. After projecting the image onto the wall beside
his bedroom door and turning on the surround sound, Kerry settled
back onto his bed to study. Every so often he would look up to
check the strength and direction of the breeze through the
vegetation, and the size of the waves and the quality of the light;
and always there was the endless sound of the waves against the
shore.

The Captain stared at the video when he came into
Kerry's room the next afternoon.

“What is that?” he demanded.

“It's a video from a beach, sir.”

“Why?” demanded the Captain.

“I just like it, sir,” said Kerry meekly. Then he
waited, wondering whether the Captain would take the beach away
from him. But the Captain merely stared at Kerry with a
disbelieving look, as if Kerry were a strange and very slightly
repulsive alien creature. Then he said, “You missed a couple of
questions. Just sit up and hold out your arm.” Kerry complied.

Three days later Kerry unknowingly fell asleep after
dinner, and did not wake up until his computer rang the next
morning to tell him it was time to take his test. Kerry was crying
and his stomach hurt as he worked through the 100 questions.
Don't be a baby, he quoted to himself. Don't be a
baby, he repeated, but at the most he felt like the
pre-adolescent Kerry whose father was the strongest and scariest
man in the whole wide world.

The Captain was in Kerry's room within five minutes
of Kerry releasing this last test. With a great effort Kerry did
not cry as he explained what had happened, and as he took the
beating and a simultaneous and totally unnecessary lecture on alarm
clock usage. The Captain turned around once as he was leaving
Kerry's room. “Maybe you should ditch the pretty picture. Maybe
it's too 'soothing,'” he said, with air quotes and a mocking
tone.

Kerry sat huddled up on his bed after the Captain had
left, crying now and looking at his beach. After about a
quarter-hour of motionless inertia, Kerry went to the computer on
his desk. He left the beach alone but set an alarm to go off every
hour on the hour.

A week later, Muri came into Kerry's room one evening
and surprisingly said, “Your father would like you to join him for
dinner, Kerry.”

Kerry took a shower, dressed in the nicest of the
clothes that had suddenly appeared in his closet a few days after
he'd been found, did his hair and walked to the dining hall. He
nodded respectfully to the Captain as he entered the hall, then
walked around the head of the table and took his seat. The food was
served, and Captain Prackerd began to talk about his work. Kerry
tensed, and shot a single scared look at the Captain, who was
fortunately at that moment looking down at his plate. When the
Captain looked up again, Kerry made neutral eye contact, maintained
it for a second, then looked down at his food as he stabbed a piece
with his fork, then looked up and a little bit sideways at the
Captain as he brought the food up to his mouth. Throughout the
meal, Kerry maintained a delicate balance between looking at the
Captain and looking at his food—between guarding his psyche and
being polite.

After the meal the Captain rose and said, “I will be
training in the gym in an hour. Join me.”

“I have to study, sir,” stammered Kerry weakly. “I
already used to study through dinner.”

“I have decided not to beat you for your little
mistakes any more,” said the Captain. “I don't want to stunt your
physical in favor of your mental development.”

“Thank you, sir,” blurted out Kerry, completely
surprised.

“I will only beat you if I think you are being lazy
in your development.”

“Yes, sir.”

An hour later the Captain and Kerry were in the gym.
“Let's see how much you've forgotten,” said the Captain, throwing
up a surprise hand strike, which Kerry, knowing he now had
permission, blocked and countered with a non-contact strike in the
direction of a kidney. After five minutes of this give and take the
Captain disengaged and said, “You haven't forgotten anything—if
anything, you're better than you used to be. Did you train at all
in Thither?”

“No, sir. I grew?” said Kerry.

“You always were amazing,” said the Captain frankly.
“I was afraid that your martial skills would have suffered as badly
as your education, but it appears that your reflexes and your
coordination need no education. And you certainly did grow. Come,
let's see how strong you are now,” said the Captain, leading the
way to a cluster of machines against the gym's north wall.

From that evening onward Kerry's daily routine
included dinner and training with the Captain. After weeks of this
routine Muri asked Kerry a question.

“Don't you ever want to go outside?” he asked
him.

“Not really,” said Kerry, glancing towards the grey
snow outside his window.

“I haven't been outside since I came here,” said
Muri.

“Let's go,” said Kerry suddenly.

“Where?”

“Outside. We'll make a snowman. We'll just hop right
out the window.”

“What's a snowman?”

“It's a fat man made out of balls of snow,” said
Kerry. “We'll make one right outside the window.”

Muri shrugged. “Let's go,” he said.

“You don't care if you get into trouble?”

“If you don't I don't,” said Muri.

Kerry got coats for himself and Muri, put on shoes,
opened his bedroom window and hopped out into the snow. He glanced
up around the outside of his window, looking for a video camera,
but didn't see one. The window must have been alarmed, however,
because Kerry and Muri had barely gotten started on their snowman's
base when the Captain came running across the street from the
Guard's office building.

“What are you doing?” he demanded.
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