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“A student once asked, ‘If I have
nothing in my mind, what

shall I do?’

The teacher replied: ‘Throw it
out.’

‘But if I have nothing, how can I
throw it out?’ continued

the questioner.

‘Well,’ said the teacher, ‘then
carry it out.’ ”

- Zen Koan

 


 


“And from that day forward,
everyone

(who had talent for it) lived
Happily Ever After.”

- Baron von Munchausen

 


***

 


UNDER the gown of an inkblot sky,
as round and still as the eye of a storm, lies a small wooded
valley.

In the middle of this valley, the sleepy
village of Mountown sinks into soft, grassy soil like a stone into
snow. At the heart of the village lies Periphery Stowe, and from
his middle the ladle of a story unfolds into two parts, each a
careful pursuit of the other.

Caught up in pursuit from the eye to the
valley to the village to the belly hides the shell of the secret of
eternal youth, deep within the laboratory of Mountown’s famous
doctor, Prova Rogue.

It was from the
center of this laboratory that the script of the story of
the whole entire world was kidnapped by its own mystery. And it was into the midst of
this mystery that the young Riggs Bombay once embarked to reclaim
that script and save the day—by discovering the truth of that
remarkable short fellow, Mister Periphery Stowe.

Critics have said that you may as well close
the book right now. I’ve carried on and blurted out the entire
story and its secrets before I’ve even begun. Gave the whole thing
away, I did! But don’t be so clever. The ending for a story such as
this is never given away, and will always come as a surprise no
matter how often it comes.

As for this
beginning business it is quite another matter entirely, for this is
also one of those unusual tales that keeps trying to start in the
middle. There’s really only one way to kick on through to page two.
It is the same in all worlds, just as it was in that valley of
Mountown where Doctor Rogue kept her home and where,
ahem!, Once upon a time
Mister Periphery Stowe made the good doctor a very strange
proposal.

 


 


 



PROLOGUE

 


THESE were the words Doctor Rogue
thought she overheard, passing by the old cobbler factory on the
way to her house:

“Living forever? Naw, I’ve been
there, done that. It’s not all it’s cracked up to be. Like they
say, forever is a very long time.”

The cobbler factory wasn’t much of
a factory, though that’s what they liked to call it. It was really
just a half-dozen guys who sometimes made shoes, and mostly just
sat outside slinging dice and gossip.

Old Otto von Otto, the master cobbler, was
there with his crew, and it was Otto whom Rogue had
overheard.

Doctor Rogue stopped, turned around, and
walked cautiously back toward the men.

“What did you say?” she
asked.

“Eh?” muttered Otto.

Rogue squinted up into Otto’s pleasantly fat
and baffled face. “I just heard you say something about living
forever. What was it?”

“I didn’t say living forever. I
said, pickling leather. It’s not a good idea. I’ve tried
it.”

“You said, forever is a very long
time.”

“No, I said leather takes a very
long time. To pickle.”

Rogue scratched her head. She was getting a
bit old, and her hearing wasn’t what it used to be, but she didn’t
think it was that bad. Noting that the imagination was a powerful
little tramp, the good doctor harrumphed, and continued on her
way.

“Silly old Doctor Rogue,” said one
of the other cobblers fondly. “What would we do without
her?”

Silly old
but-soon-to-be-famous-and-therefore-not-quite-so-silly-anymore
Doctor Rogue walked another quarter mile to the outskirts of town.
She was on her way home to a small cottage laboratory that sat by
the thinning border between woods and meadow, where foothills roll
tree roots into a stream of the great gathering mountain
smoke.

Behind her, a whirling trail of
pen-peppered pages tossed together on the wind, stirring up and
down the waves of the world. The pages came from a stack Rogue
hugged to her chest, piled high and peeking back over her shoulder
like a droopy baby. The stack was much larger than she could
handle, and with each footstep, page after page slipped from its
summit. Who knew what was written on them, or if they were
important, or if Rogue would even realize she’d lost them later on,
after it was too late. After the wind had done what it does best to
all the bits of the world let loose and forgotten.

Upon reaching her
front door, Rogue tucked the remaining bundle of papers under an
arm, tacked up a familiar Don’t bug
me! sign over a frosted glass window, and
crept inside.

It was a chilly spring morning, a bit more
damp than spring’s usual. Most of the meadow birds were
sleeping-in, while others huddled together in nests singing to
themselves. Beyond the draw of Rogue’s laboratory the road trailed
up the hills into a mist that settled over Mountown’s scattered
patch of curled rooftops. But within the lab, Doctor Rogue sat by
her fire, vanquishing the knots in her silver brush of hair. Her
eyes fell upon a fat bottle of potion that she hoped would
transform a frog into a watermelon. If it failed to do so, the
concoction would most likely blow up her lab. On a small wooden
table next to the window a pair of lens-lidded eyes thrust against
the glass lid of a jar, wondering how their fate connected to the
strange way the world looked through so many layers of
transparency.

“What I should do,” thought Rogue,
“is try it out first on a carrot...”

To the salvation of the frog or the lab or
both there came a knock at the door. “Who is it?”

The door opened and in strolled Mister
Periphery Stowe, a businessman locally acclaimed for cleverness
with his money.

“Is it Saturday already?” Rogue
gasped, snapping to her feet.

Mister Stowe removed his hat and stepped near
the fire. “Calm down, my dear, don’t panic. It’s only
Thursday.”

“Thursday…of course,” muttered
Rogue. She offered Stowe her chair and began looking absently for a
place to lean.

Periphery Stowe, entrepreneur,
bachelor, and philanthropist, was the most distinguishably-dressed
man below the height of four feet anywhere from Mountown to the
Western Sea. Mister Stowe, too, was “soon-to-be-famous,” although
he did not suspect it nearly so much as Rogue. But even before fame
made him a household name, most people could recognize Stowe from a
distance. Every day he wore a silver top hat that sat high atop his
pomegranate-round face, a hat that was never seen without a green
peacock feather streaming from the band. Hat and feather combined
made him a full eight or nine inches taller, depending on the
stiffness of the feather. But short or shorter, Stowe was always
dressed to the hilt. A waistcoat of purple and deep red swirled
about bright yellow and orange buttons tilted down the breast. His
pants were trim and his shoes shined. Although Mister Periphery
Stowe was getting on in years, relying on a wooden cane to force
forward the bend in his back, his lips remained cherry and his eyes
young.

Today, though, Rogue noted that his breathing
was rapid and his brow beaded in sweat. She stared at him curiously
and said, “Have you been gardening today?”

“No. I can’t concentrate, Prova. I
really need someone to talk to.”

“You look pale. What’s
wrong?”

“I’m not exactly sure,” said Mister
Stowe once he had adjusted to his seat. “I rushed over with
something very important to tell you, but by the time I reached
your door I’d already forgotten what it was.” And then he added
softly, as if speaking to himself: “Just like my dream.”

Rogue gave him a concerned stare.

Stowe said, “I’ve just been so anxious lately.
Thinking a lot. About things.”

“Things, yes,” Rogue
prodded.

“Thinking about Saturday a great
deal. And not sleeping well at all.”

“You need to sleep, Periphery. If
you aren’t rested there may be complications.”

“I try, but I keep waking up as
soon as I nod off. And last night I slept for an hour, woke up, and
couldn’t sleep again. But, you know, in a way it was actually quite
remarkable.”

“Tell me.”

“I had a nightmare.” Stowe hooked
his top hat over one knee and took a deep breath. “And this was a
nightmare I’ve had before when I was just a boy, but…I don’t
remember it.”

“You don’t remember…?” Rogue
squinched an eye.

“I know what
you’re thinking, and, well…that’s the remarkable part, you see. I
don’t remember the nightmare at all and I don’t remember the moment
I woke up either. But what I do remember is sitting upright in bed,
in the morning, blinking my eyes at the light and thinking,
‘Great Snakes! That's the same nightmare I had as
a boy.’ And before I knew it the dream was
gone and there I was, noting how silly I must seem muttering about
a recurring dream that I can’t remember.”

Rogue took a step
toward Stowe. She reached out and placed her hand on his.
“You have been
anxious, haven’t you?”

Stowe sighed pointedly.

“There’s nothing to worry about,
Periphery,” Rogue said softly. “This will work, and you will be a
young man once again.”

“I know, I know,
but these doubts keep haunting from my gut, and there’s just no
consoling one’s gut. I don’t doubt you, Prova. Or the process. It’s
just something…something I can’t put my finger on. But I’m not
worried about Saturday. I have total confidence that you will
succeed in renewing my body and bringing my soul back from wherever
you have found to hide it.” This whole time Stowe had spoken
quickly, glancing around the room in time with his words, but now
his eyes darted toward the doctor’s gaze. He lowered his voice.
“Where have you
found to hide it?”

Doctor Rogue scratched her nose. She walked
over to a gold strong box and unlatched the lid. The clasp buckled
and the walls of the box fell open on six sides. The sun was just
coming up over the sill of the window, sending a shelf of light
across the doctor’s knotted back as she hunched over the contents
of the box. Swiveling up to face Stowe, Rogue held aloft an
olive-shaped stone that caught the light and scattered it loose
like a sunset over the ocean. “Semi-Liquid crystal,” she hailed
triumphantly. “Kept safe within an elastic membrane, and submerged
in electrostatic gel that keeps the crystal at a fluctuating
compromise between liquid and solid states. This will serve as your
living memory!” Rogue smiled and tapped the rock roughly with her
fingernail. “And tough as nails on the outside.”

This display seemed to make Stowe forget his
troubles. His face drew near Rogue’s hand and his eye reflected off
of the stone’s outer shell. “I’ll be inside there?”

“Your memories will. Your essence.
Call it your soul if you like…but yes, right inside
here.”

Rogue set the stone down and continued, “We
will use your Process to extract from your mind all of the patterns
and images that make you who you are. Then we will encode these
patterns into the atomic structure of this crystal. The final stage
of the Process will return this complex to your mind, refined and
renewed, and both soul and body will be reborn.”

“Fascinating!”

“It was
your idea.”

Stowe grinned. “Well it was a good one, wasn’t
it?”

“Now listen,” Rogue went on, “I
will need to stimulate as many aspects of your brain as I can while
we are transmitting your essence into the stone, so if you can
think of anything useful…a favorite book perhaps? Something to
entice your imagination.”

Stowe thought for a moment and then snapped
his ancient fingers, which did not snap so much as slip, wrinkles
snagging on wrinkles. “I have just the thing!” he said.

“I need to take your mind back as
far as possible. Back to the beginning if we can manage
it.”

“The beginning?” Mister Periphery
Stowe closed his eyes. “In the beginning I was standing in
line…”

 


* * *

 


Late Saturday evening, Periphery Stowe knocked
once again on Doctor Rogue’s door. She let him in without a word
and led him downstairs, to a room set aside especially for the
Process. The room was as dim as the last moments of sunset,
illuminated only by a few stray, dying candles. As Rogue calibrated
dials, mixed chemicals, and warmed up her network of coils, fibers,
transistors, and countless other mad science contraptions scattered
about the room, Mister Stowe struggled himself onto a long flat
table.

“Feeling alright, Periphery?” Rogue
said, not looking up from her work.

“Well, I’m a little nervous,” said
Mister Stowe. “Fidgety! Can’t sit still. Old man twitches.
Headaches. Perhaps a pinch of panic.”

“Just lie back and try to relax.
This should help.”

Doctor Rogue poised above Stowe, bristling
needle in hand. She gently pressed needle’s tip against the inside
crook of Stowe’s elbow. “Just the tiniest pin prick. That’s
it.”

A fleeting wrinkle of pain on Stowe’s forehead
drained down to a giggle on his lips. “That’s it, then?”

“That’s it for needles,” Doctor
Rogue amended. “You should start to feel a little woozy in a
moment. Now where did you put that book?”

Mister Stowe had brought along an
old leather-bound storybook. It lay on a stool at the other end of
the room. Stowe pointed to it lazily, his eyes drooping. “My mother
used to read it to me. Should put me,” he sighed, “right to
sleep…”

On her way back
with the book, Rogue fiddled with a long tube running from the
needle in Stowe’s arm to a green glass pipe coiling up into a high
silver funnel. A spigot fed into the funnel from the side of a
grunting machine. Through this contraption, a steady drip began
smuggling into Stowe’s knuckleball veins. Rogue swung the cover of
the book wide and flipped to the first page. “The Adventures of the Imagination…Chapter
One…Once upon a time, in a very very small
world, there lived a boy who wasn’t afraid of one single thing.
This is the story of how the world tried to make him afraid, and
how everything,
which had a habit of feeling hopelessly lost and fouled-up as far
as anyone could remember, was finally saved in the end…’ Hmm, it
sounds like a gem of a book…Are you comfortable,
Stowe?”

“Actually no. I’ve got a sort of
sharp pain in my stomach.”

“Just breathe normally. You may be
experiencing some sensory hallucinations. Try to remember that it’s
all in your mind.”

“My mind…” muttered Periphery
Stowe.

His eyes fluttered shut. The machine kept up
its work and the chemical groan of invention began to
chuckle.

 


 


* * *

 


 


 



Part One

 


Gravity Rising

 


Fear has many eyes and can see
things underground.

— Miguel De Cervantes

 


 


 


* * *

 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE

THE BOY WHO WAS NOT AFRAID OF ONE
SINGLE THING

 


 


ONCE upon a time,
in a very, very small world, there lived a boy who wasn’t afraid of
one single thing. This is the story of how the world tried to make
him afraid, and how everything, which had a habit of
feeling hopelessly lost and fouled-up as far as anyone could
remember, was finally saved in the end.

The boy’s name was Riggs Gravitillo, and when
people said that he was not afraid of one single thing they were
not exaggerating. He was not afraid of the dark, or water, or loud
noises, or animals, or anything! Even as an infant his tearless,
unshrinking eyes took life in with a wink and a shrug, as if all
the dangers of the world were one enormous bluff.

“He is like wildgrass,” it was said
of Riggs. “He grows where he will. He simply is. There are no
reasons for the things that Riggs does; he simply does them. The
fears and forces that drive us have no hold on him.”

Riggs’ tousled hair was the color of ocean
sand at sunset. His eyes were bright and green and his lips were
thin. He was a very strange boy in a very, very small
world.

Riggs was born in the North Fields, a rough
country of plains and drifts near the edge of charted civilization,
where a society of small villages, cut off from the rest of the
world, banded together against the terrors of the wild. Terrors and
villagers alike soon learned that there was something very
different about Riggs Gravitillo. This was one baby that wolves
could not easily steal in the night, nor gypsies kidnap into
slavery.

But fears and forces and wolves and bandits
were not the only dangers lurking in the North Fields. Very close
to where Riggs lived and grew, where he wandered the plains doing
fearless things, a high mesa stretched out toward the mythical hint
of distant mountains. On this mesa grew the White Woods, a cluster
of tall aspens that were so thick and dark and full of sounds that
the villagers considered it a haunted place. But that never
bothered Riggs. As soon as he could walk he began to visit the
White Woods. It was here where a mere insect changed the life of
fearless Riggs forever.

The White Woods may not have actually been
haunted, but they were home to some of the strangest and deadliest
of nature’s creatures. The barking bears, wire-legged wolves, and
rabid rabbits all made dens in the forest. There were strawberry
snakes (that tangle up your insides if you are foolish enough to
eat them), flying trees, bush whales, snow spiders, and of course
various complexes of insect hives. Of all the insects, the most
feared was the northern straw hornet. The venom of a northern straw
hornet could kill an ordinary boy in minutes. But Riggs was no
ordinary boy.

When Riggs Gravitillo was still only a handful
of years old, one of these northern straw hornets somehow found its
way into Riggs’ pocket, while the boy was exploring the White
Woods. The lazy little insect found Riggs’ pocket so cozy and warm
that it curled up and decided to take a nap. A few hours later,
after Riggs returned to his village, he stood in line waiting to
play with the hollow game-trees after the bigger kids were through.
While Riggs waited, he slouched and fidgeted. He stuck his hand in
his pocket and woke the hornet up from the middle of a beautiful
hornet dream. The hornet did what any hornet would. The grumpy
little critter bit Riggs right on the finger.

If you are ever bitten by a northern straw
hornet the last minutes of your life will drain away into a legion
of your worst nightmares. The northern straw hornet poison swims
right for the brain to root out its deepest, darkest fears and use
them against its victim. These fears dominate the mind, horrifying
its conception of reality until the body can no longer take the
strain, and one literally dies of fright.

Unless of course you happen to be a boy who is
not afraid of one single thing.

Riggs pulled out his hand and scratched the
wound, yawned, and wondered if he would ever get to the front of
the line. Meanwhile, the poison lost no time invading Riggs’
nervous system. But, of course, it could not find any material to
work with. There were no haunts in Riggs’ subconscious to
assimilate and assail his mind. There were no fears that the poison
could use to boil his blood and brew into death.

Even though the northern straw hornet’s bite
failed to do Riggs in, the poison refused to give up. It clung
desperately to Riggs’ consciousness, and while it did not kill him,
it had the effect of making his already-strange life even
stranger.

A few days after the bite, Riggs sat down to
dinner with his parents. His father sat on his right and his mother
on his left. Riggs stared across the table at an empty
chair.

“How was your day, son? Did you
play like a wild man?” his father asked, chewing on a mouthful of
soup.

Riggs barely heard him. It was difficult to
concentrate with that gigantic hornet sitting across the table
wiggling four antennae and a long crooked nose in extravagant and
menacing ways.

His mother said, “Answer your father, Riggs.
And eat up,” but Riggs did not move.

“Riggs, are you okay,
son?”

“Ah! Boo! Hey!
Aha!” snarled the hornet through black
pointy teeth.

Riggs aimed his dinner plate between the
insect’s fourth and fifth pair of eyes. Mashed potatoes splattered
against the far wall.

And Riggs was sent right to bed.

The mark of the northern straw hornet is its
perfectionism. The particular family of the particular hornet that
stung Riggs had developed their poison over many generations, and
in the event of any failure, their design defaulted to the
production of company-standard hallucinations. These generic
visions of bees, hornets, and wasps visited Riggs day and night,
poking at him, sneaking up on him, and trying their best to do
their worst. Naturally, they did not scare Riggs one bit, and he
flat-out told them so. This was a demoralizing revelation to the
northern straw hornet hallucinations, who had been programmed to
stick around in the victim’s consciousness until the victim dropped
dead.

As weeks went by, Riggs learned to live with
the new creatures in his brain. He even went so far as to give
names to each of them.

When a fat hallucinated bumblebee came up to
Riggs and shook its wings and growled and buzzed and spooked until
it was out of breath, Riggs waited patiently for a moment to speak,
and then said:

“I think I’ll call you Mister
Boat.”

Not long after this, the poor hallucinations
despaired of trying to scare the boy. Not knowing what else to do,
they set up camp in the lower left hemisphere of Riggs’ brain where
they spent lazy days playing dice and card games wherever the boy
went.

One day, several weeks after the stinging, the
hallucinations selected a delegate to approach Riggs with their
concerns. Their choice was a hallucination Riggs had named Mister
Gong because of his flat round head and his abrasive manner of
speaking. “Listen, kid, you know we don’t want to be here any more
than you want us here. We’re all getting anxious and bored. Can’t
you find some way to get rid of us? Some sort of antidote or
something?”

Well, the hallucinations had a point. Riggs
finally decided to tell his parents what had happened.

“Maybe you’ll grow out of it,” his
mother said.

But his father shook his head, “Northern straw
hornet. Relentless little buggers.”

The village doctors had no answers. No one had
ever survived a northern straw hornet bite before.

But a few weeks later rumors began to spread
around the village of a famous new doctor who apparently knew just
about everything. Fortunately the doctor, who lived in a city on
the other side of the world, specialized in poisons and might even
be able to find a cure for Riggs.

Unfortunately, the other side of the world was
all the way on the other side of the world.

Riggs’ parents decided it was worth the
risk.

“Leave it to your father. He’ll
figure out a way to get you across those mountains. Now go get
ready for bed.”

“Will you read to me?” Riggs asked
his mother.

“I’m too tired, Riggs. Go ask your
father. He’s out in the shop.”

Dad’s shop was twists of screws and splinters
of wooden beams.

“What’s up, Riggsy?” said Mister
Gravitillo, pulling off his goggles.

Riggs pointed at
his father’s work. “What is that
thing?”

“That there’s the Lungfish, boy!
She’s the greatest airship ever built. Doesn’t even need a pilot to
fly her.”

All Riggs saw was a pile of wood and canvas
and colors and rope.

“How does it work?”

“She’s a respirigible. That means
she’s got two balloons in the shape of a healthy set of lungs. I
built her back before you were born. Just a hobby really. No big
deal.”

In fact, building airships was Riggs’ father’s
greatest passion. But because of the Lungfish’s curious properties,
the people in their village were suspicious of old man Gravitillo’s
machines, and no one had ever commissioned him to any serious work.
Nevertheless, he kept the Lungfish in his shop, dreaming of the day
that he could finally put her to good use.

“Why lungs?” Riggs
asked.

“Well, most airships require some
sort of combustion to fly, but the Lungfish, she can actually
inhale the air right out of the air, and then blow it back out for
propulsion. Kind of like the bellows we use to start the fire. Once
she gets up and going, so long as there’s air to be breathed, this
beauty can fly forever.”

Riggs, often as curious as he was fearless,
demanded to know more.

“Imagine her up among the clouds,
son. As gravity makes her fall down toward the earth, these
openings on the bottom of the balloons get filled up with air. When
the lungs are all full, they float a bit. But the real trick is a
special coating on the inside of the canvas that causes the air
trapped inside to cool rapidly. Once the air gets cool, the
pressure outside of the balloons pushes in on them and squeezes the
air out through these tubes, launching the Lungfish back up and
forward. You’ll see what I mean when you get going.”

“Me?” Riggs laughed.

“Yep! This is the ship that’s gonna
take you across the world.”

Mister Gong, who had been watching over Riggs’
shoulder, said, “It doesn’t even look like it could get you across
the room.”

“How does it ever land?” Riggs
asked his father.

“I have to estimate the exact
number of ‘breaths’ that the Lungfish will need to take in order to
get you where you’re going. This series of weights and gears here
will count down the breaths and seize the whole system up right
when you reach your destination. She’ll float gently down to the
ground and there you go.”

“There I go where?”

“To get cured, Riggs.”

When the morning of the launch finally came, a
crowd of villagers gathered skeptically around Mister Gravitillo’s
great invention.

The sun was sharp in the sky, casting the
Lungfish in silhouette. Riggs’ father helped him aboard the ship’s
passenger bladder while hallucinations made themselves at home,
dangling from ropes, crawling up inside the balloons, playing dice
on the deck, waving goodbye with little white
handkerchiefs.

Riggs’ mother stood below, reaching up toward
him. A gust of wind struck the balloons and the ship wobbled back
and forth. While his father cut the ropes, Riggs waved to his
mother and laughed and told her not to cry.

“Don’t be afraid,” his mother
whispered to herself. “He’ll make it.”

Silently, the Lungfish ascended.

As Riggs rose above the North Fields, he tried
to keep his eyes on his mother. The rest of the crowd milled about,
striking the event into an epidemic of rumors. His mother was the
only one standing perfectly still. She became the pinwheel around
which the world twirled. Riggs laughed and shut his eyes, spinning
in the wind. When he looked again, his mother was lost in the
crowd. And when he looked a second time, the crowd was lost in the
brush. A third time and the brush was lost to the plains, and the
plains stretched before him like a long white foot kicking clouds
across the world.

Over the islands of the frog-tongued ferns,
over the festering bubble swamps and the fried rice fields Riggs
soared, huddling against the prow. The sun stayed in a collision
course with them for most of the day, nearly rammed the balloons at
noon, and then diminished into the west. Some of Riggs’
hallucinations scratched music out of their wings to help pass the
time. At sunset Riggs cuddled up with a nine-winged wasp that he
had named Sylvia. Sylvia stroked his hair and told him stories
until he fell asleep.

The next day the mountains were so close that
Riggs could make out pinecones on the trees. From his village the
mountains had appeared as tiny teeth gnawing the horizon, but now
they climbed so high that Riggs wondered if the Lungfish would make
it across. He held onto the prow and leaned over the edge and
watched the river of the world drifting below.

“You’ll fall right over the edge if
you aren’t careful!” said the hornet with a long crooked nose,
pinching Riggs’ shirt and pulling him back. “Your feet aren’t even
touching the floor.”

Mister Boat stepped up behind the hornet.
“Dice?” he asked, shaking a trio of blocks in Riggs’
ear.

Riggs shrugged.

The looming bumblebee made a face. “Aw, come
on, Riggsy! There’s nothing a hallucination loves more than a good
throw of dice.”

“But I’m not a hallucination,”
Riggs said.

At last the Lungfish passed over the first of
the Great Mountains. Riggs had hoped he would be able to see the
city on the other side, but there was nothing but more mountains in
all directions. This was not a range, but a sea of mountaintops,
broken stone cliffs in an endless wash of trees. As the Lungfish
swam up and down in billowing thrusts, the peaks seemed to slosh
and break like waves. Mist and clouds splashed against Riggs’ face.
The sky grew dark with night’s pale drape and in the distance a
devil’s pillar of storm scraped its hooves across the
sunset.

It rained all night. The hallucinations tried
covering Riggs to keep him dry, a touching effort, but intangibly
useless. Riggs crept down into the Lungfish cabin and tried to
sleep. He stared through the porthole at silver stars cradling the
pale blue moon and dreamed of lighting and tornados and remembered
nothing more.

Riggs awoke to Mister Hook’s spiny legs
tapping him on the shoulder. “Riggs, get up. Something’s
wrong.”

Mister Gong said, “We’ve stopped
breathing.”

Riggs looked up at the balloons. They flapped
and billowed and appeared rather thin. Riggs ran to the side of the
ship and looked down upon the mountains. Riggs could see branches
scraping the bottom of the Lungfish bladder.

They were definitely on their way
down.

“I guess your dad didn’t know how
long these mountains went on,” Gong said.

“What can we do?” said Mister
Hook.

“We can crash.”

Which they did in short order, tearing through
tree branches, bouncing over a precipice, and settling at last in a
small break in the woods.

Once he was sure the ship was firmly on the
ground, Riggs crawled over to the prow. He pinched a latch, and the
cabin door flopped open. Riggs stepped out of the Lungfish, and
found himself beneath a canopy of mountain trees. He could smell
the rain from the passing storm all around him, clinging to leaves
and pooling on the forest floor. Beneath his feet, a trail of
soaked orange mulch led deep into the woods.

Following the trail, Riggs passed under a
small willow tree. Long green leaves bobbed along with the willow
bough, jiggling dozens of drooping raindrops. Riggs pushed onto his
tiptoes and stuck his face right up below the lowest raindrop on
the lowest leaf. He plucked the drop with a lick that dissolved
into sweetness on his tongue.

“Sylvia! Come out. You have to see
this place!” Riggs yelled back to the Lungfish, now several feet up
the trail behind him.

But there was no reply.

“Mister Gong?! Hook? Sylvia?” Riggs
ran back. The lungs were slowly deflating onto the ship. The forest
seemed perfectly quiet and empty.

Riggs said, “Boat?” He stuck his head up into
the bladder, but no one was there.

Riggs turned back around and followed the
downward slope of the forest, looking for his hallucinations around
every corner. He found nothing but the rolling mist of the morning
coming up and going down like a thousand yo-yos between the fingers
of trees and the ground.

The Lungfish had crashed near the forest’s
end, and Riggs soon found himself wandering the foothills’ beveled
edge above a round green valley. He looked back only once to wonder
where his hallucinations had gone. And there was no question that
they were gone. Riggs couldn’t feel them in his mind and in his
skin the way he had for months now, and he wondered if he was
cured.

Then he ran, stamping the grass and rolling
down hills. There were houses in the distance, small wooden cabins,
and roads.

Riggs stopped at the first house he came to, a
cozy-looking cottage hiding behind a tangle of hops and vines. Soft
light wiggled through the window, and the smell of bread and magic
potions spilled out of the roof’s triple-chimney. Riggs stood on
the steps and boldly banged on the door.

A young woman answered, peering at Riggs
through silver spectacles. She had a pleasant face, and although
the way she looked at him made Riggs feel as if he were under a
microscope, he decided he liked the sound of her voice very
much.

“Hello. That’s a fine knock you’ve
got there. I thought you might be a bear.”

“No ma’am. I’m Riggs. I’m not
afraid of one single thing.”

“I don’t doubt it,” said the woman.
“What is it you need? I was just sitting down to lunch with an old
friend.”

“I think I’m lost.”

“Lost! Where did you leave your
parents?”

“On the other side of those
mountains,” Riggs said, pointing back over the sharp peaks. “About
two days gone by resp’rigible.”

“Oh my.” The woman’s eyes narrowed.
She turned around and shouted into the house, “Periphery, you won’t
believe what I just found on the doorstep.” Then she looked back at
Riggs and pursed her lips. “I’m Doctor Prova Rogue. You’d better
come on in so we can figure out what to do with you.”

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO

NOTHING IN MIND

 


 


YEARS later, in the same very very
small world, Doctor Prova Rogue still hadn’t quite figured what to
do with Riggs. By the time the boy landed his airship in the valley
of Mountown, Periphery Stowe’s Process of eternal youth, begun so
long ago in Rogue’s little lab, had already proven to be a profound
success. Everyone from Bangalglade to Stoweopolis made
Peripheration a part of their lives, some using daily home
treatments to maintain a constant age, others taking the time to
put on a few years before each new rebirth. But everywhere the
pattern was the same, back and forth and over and over with gentle
or wild abandon.

To get an idea of time in all this is
impossible. Time is a quantity useful to those who have only so
much left. With the anxiety of death eradicated, the people of the
world no longer knew such constraints, and not even Doctor Rogue
herself could say how long ago folks stopped counting the days. But
for Rogue, the last five years contained one surprise landmark. She
had taken Riggs into her home, adopted him and cared for him like
her own son, and Riggs, whose village had never heard of Periphery
Stowe or his Process, was drawn right into the thick of this brave
new world.

At first Rogue did not realize how strange a
boy little Riggs was, but it didn’t take her long to find out. When
the time came for her to give him his first Peripheration
treatment, Riggs flatly turned down the offer.

“But I
want to grow
up!”

“Of course, Riggs,” Rogue
explained. “This is just a preparatory process, like a vaccine…it
will help you take to the Process easier when you’ve grown, and
keep you safe in the meantime, in case of accidents.”

“What accidents?” Riggs
asked.

“Well, anything! You could fall or
be hit by a falling tree, or be poisoned, or…or attacked by
something in the woods!”

“So what if I am?” said
Riggs.

Rogue looked at him hard that day, as if she
were remembering something long forgotten.

“Well,” she said quietly, “what if
you die? If you take this shot, death won’t be able to get at you
and you won’t have to be afraid.”

“I’m already not afraid,” said
Riggs, “not of one single thing.”

Rogue didn’t know
Riggs too well yet, and wasn’t sure if she believed the boy, but
she decided to let him have his way. It seemed to make him feel
special. She took the injection back down to her lab and put it
away in a cabinet marked Preventative
Peripheration.

This was only one of a dozen varieties of the
Process. Working together, these systems had created a reality in
which all the people of the world could not only be restored to
youth, but also avoid nearly any type of malady or fatality. With
Peripheration on their side, there really was nothing to fear, not
even death.

And this is probably why Riggs felt so content
to stay in Mountown. He’d come from a courageous tribe, but never
before had Riggs met anyone else with total fearlessness. To be
surrounded by it, even a version based solely on Periphery Stowe’s
new science, set him right at home. Even though Riggs thought about
his parents now and then, he didn’t feel any pressing need to
return to them. He never brought it up, and Rogue, caught in the
drifting listlessness of post-Peripheratory life, soon forgot any
intention to do so. She even forgot to work on a cure for Riggs,
but that didn’t seem to matter either. His hallucinations were
gone. To be honest, he would not have minded if they weren’t. In
fact, he sort of missed them.

 


* * *

 


Riggs lived several years with Doctor Rogue
and Periphery Stowe. Both of them were often called away to attend
conferences, research retreats, and other adventures, but at least
one or the other remained in the lab consistently enough for Riggs
to think of them wholly as his new guardians. Periphery Stowe was
especially fond of the boy. Every evening he was home, the little
man would take Riggs out for a walk and tell him stories of the
world beyond the mountains, of the great cities near the sea, and
of the Vortex leading out beyond the world. Riggs especially loved
to hear the stories of Stowe’s many deaths, and the Process-induced
ressurections that followed. Every once in a while, in the middle
of a story, Stowe would give Riggs a strange look as if he had
meant to say something very important, but then suddenly forgot
what it was. Riggs began to understand that even though Stowe,
Rogue, and all the people of Mountown looked very young, the fact
that each of them had lived centuries or more, through multiple
incarnations of themselves, there must be a new kind of oldness to
them which transcended their skills at dodging age.

One night Riggs overheard Periphery Stowe and
Doctor Rogue talking by candlelight in Rogue’s office.

“…familiar somehow, don’t you
think?”

“Definitely! But I can’t put my
finger on it. My memory’s not as good as it used to be.”

“It used to be a good deal worse,
if I recall,” Rogue smirked.

“But then it got better…and
now—”

“Time for another treatment of
Process K?”

“Tomorrow,” said Stowe, “I’m too
tired now. But it’s probably a good idea. It’s not just Riggs. I’ve
been feeling…off. About a lot of things.”

Rogue’s hands reached across the table a few
inches and her shoulders sagged. “What’s wrong?”

“My mind’s just
in a state. Sometimes I find myself out in the hills and don’t know
how I got there. Then I turn around and come back home and all of a
sudden I’m in Stoweopolis, at the University or somewhere. Last
month…oh Rogue, last month I was over there for a treatment, and
while I was still in the waiting room, I got up and walked out. I
suddenly found myself ten years younger. This was
before seeing the
doctor.”

“Ten years younger without
receiving the treatment? That doesn’t make any sense, Stowe,
there’s no way—”

“I know, I know,
but listen! I walked straight from the doctor’s to the docks and I
was ten years younger. But when I came back home I realized nothing
had really changed. I was already this young to begin with, as
young as you see me, and I’d only thought there was a ten year
difference. The whole experience must have been a dream, dreaming I
was ten years in the future. Or maybe I was remembering something
from a previous lifetime when I was still ten years older than I am
now.”

Rogue looked concerned. “Has this ever
happened before?”

Stowe nodded solemnly. “It happened the first
moment I laid my eyes on the boy.”

“Riggs?”

“Yes. The moment you brought him in
I felt like time had turned back hundreds of years. But the feeling
only lasted a moment and I didn’t think much of it. Since then it’s
only gotten worse. Is it all hallucinations?”

“Possibly, after what you’ve been
through. K won’t do the trick. I think you should undergo a full
wipe and restoration, and soon. Tomorrow at sunrise.”

Stowe breathed deeply and nodded his
consent.

Rogue looked at Stowe with a hint of disdain,
“Why on earth did you wait so long to talk to me about this?” she
scolded.

Periphery Stowe stared at her with melting
eyes. Riggs had never seen such a look of concern on any single
face.

“That’s the thing,” said Stowe,
trembling. “Remember how I rushed in here just now to talk to
you?”

“Yes, you were out of breath, poor
man,” Rogue smiled, but her smile quickly faded.

“Well it feels now like I haven’t
waited any time at all, that these symptoms just began yesterday—or
that just yesterday I finally remembered they’ve been happening for
ages—and you had to be told immediately.”

Through all the eons of timeless history after
Rogue and Stowe gave Peripheration to the world, several moments
have stood out as landmarks of achievement: the taming of the
Vortex, the expedition to the Moon, the first University of Stowe
in another world, and for Rogue and Stowe, the arrival of Riggs in
Mountown. But for all of these moments, chronology remained not a
factor or a care. The first event to mark out an earth-shattering
signet in time after what seemed like endless eternities came the
very next day.

That was the day Periphery Stowe went down to
Rogue’s lab for his latest Peripheration treatment, fell asleep to
the gentle lull of the machine, and did not wake up
again.

 


* * *

 


Riggs may have still been able to count his
age on ten fingers and he may not. Certainly it was more than a few
short years after Stowe fell into his sleep. On that day, the
famous Professor of Vortex Theory, Vincent T. McCleod, came to
visit Mountown for the first time since the onset of Peripheration,
countless centuries ago. He had arrived early that morning from
Stoweopolis, the great city by the Western Sea, and found himself
on the lane that led to Doctor Rogue’s world-renowned clinic. On
his way, McCleod stopped at Otto’s street-side shoeshine shop. Otto
was only a few lifetimes old, and the youngest son of the town
cobbler’s grandchildren. It seemed that Otto was trying to find a
way to break out of the traditional family obsession with feet, and
into something more abstract.

McCleod sat in the little sidewalk chair and
drummed his fingers on his chest while Otto spat and polished and
jawed breathlessly on:

“So it’s like he’s still got sand
in his eyes, like everything he sees is a blur, like he isn’t sure
he’s actually there or not. The dinner is on the table getting cold
and there’s these statues all around him. And he starts sort of
suffocating like the walls are closing in. Then suddenly he throws
the glass across the table and says—”

Professor McCleod cut him off. “Listen, you
strange little person, I’ve got to be somewhere in ten
minutes.”

“Sorry Uncle,” said Otto, tripling
the speed of his polishing. “I just wanted to hear what you
thought. I mean, would you print a story like that? Would it sell?
You think? Okay. There, there. Okay?”

McCleod stood up and tossed a coin to the
ground. “Thank you.”

“Any time, boss,” Otto
said.

As McCleod strolled toward the countryside on
the outskirts of Mountown, the valley filled with wild fruit and
bright flowers. Critters migrated from the mountains, planting
trails in the meadow. McCleod rarely traveled anywhere so peaceful,
but he had not taken this particular tour from Stoweopolis for the
pleasant scenery.

Standing before the door of Doctor Prova
Rogue’s queer little two-story pagoda, McCleod sighed. He had
wanted to come see Rogue ever since the first Peripheration
experiments many ages ago, but his research, combined with the
business of dealing with all the political implications of the
Process, had kept him so busy that he could hardly leave his
office, much less travel all the way to Mountown. McCleod swallowed
pangs of regret as he turned the door’s brass handle. He should not
have waited all these years to visit, but he had. He wished his
first visit would not be an unpleasant one, but there was no doubt
that it would.

McCleod barely had space to close the door
behind him. A crowd of skinny old men, plump ladies, tourists,
scientists, stray dogs, and children filled Rogue’s anteroom, wall
to wall. And at the far end, near a hallway, Doctor Rogue herself,
layers of black hair tied back behind her head, stood with hands
raised above the crowd as if about to perform a mass healing. She
had been in the thick of a lecture, but paused when she saw McCleod
enter. He did not smile or wave. He tucked himself into the crowd
and listened as Rogue gave her discourse.

“…and I stayed up
fretting, and watching him all night long. But the next morning we
found that the Process was a success just as Periphery Stowe had
predicted. Once I transferred his memories, mind, and soul into the
small stone crystal, the Process did its work. As I transferred
them back to his body, the Process worked out the
restoration of his
body. Overnight he had become a young man again, and handsome as
ever! I was the next one to try it of course, and I must admit I
didn’t turn out half bad myself.” Rogue raised her arms and dipped
on one hip. The crowd chuckled politely and someone even whistled.
McCleod shook his head. Indeed he barely recognized her,
practically wrinkle-free and slim as a shank. The last time he had
seen Doctor Rogue, she had been old enough to be his
grandmother.

Rogue blushed theatrically and continued her
lecture. “Starting with just one old man’s curious notion, Stowe
and I unleashed the secret of eternal youth upon the world. Within
weeks, Stowe’s miracle Process found its way to every city and town
between the high mountains and the Western Sea. Once the
Philosophers finished triple-checking my work and running countless
safety tests, we rolled out the program for the public. No one was
denied the fountain of youth. And it all started right here, lads
and gals, right here.” Rogue laughed and pointed at the floor
between her feet.

McCleod knew it well. From that ancient day
onward, the resonance of the world had found its way through
Rogue’s little lab, and things were never the same again for all
the eternal last twirls of time.

“I’m sure you all know that Mister
Stowe underwent over fifty clinics for Peripheration within the
first hundred-or-so years. The limits of the Process were pushed
further than we’d ever dreamt. Not only could we reverse old age,
but we began to use Peripheration against disease and disaster as
well. Mister Stowe and I were at the forefront of the research. He
was falling under bus-buggies and leaping off bridges, drowning,
setting himself on fire. How many of you or your families were a
part of that first wave of experiments?” Several hands went up and
Rogue bobbed her head. “Yes, it was a bold era, and we accomplished
much. Each rejuvenation, whether of Stowe or any of us, further
sealed the lid on the old toilsome way of life and all the troubles
it contained. This went on for years, possibly even thousands of
years. No one bothered to keep track back then. Time and space had
lost their limit.”

This was the peak
of Rogue’s speech. She had the entire crowd in her grip, even
McCleod, who knew all of this history inside and out. With every
eye unblinking, Rogue lowered her voice and looked away. “That is,
until Stowe fell into his deep sleep, a sleep from which he has yet
to awake after all these years. And as much as I hate to say it, it
is possible that he will never wake again.” A singular lament was
tossed from the crowd before crumbling into a series of murmurs,
personal reflections, and whispers of, ‘Where were you the day Stowe did not come
back?’

Rogue went on, “Exactly what went
wrong is still one of the great mysteries of science. It was dawn,
and the Process seemed to be working normally. Mister Stowe had
nearly been revived. I was about to begin processing his memories
back to his body when suddenly the old man’s eyes sprang open just
long enough for him to exclaim, ‘My…isn't that strange?’ Then his
eyes closed again and he fell into such a complete state of
unconsciousness that there was nothing I could do to revive him.
Nothing at all!”

She let her words sink in and sift through the
crowd, loosening up their joints and tendons, causing them to shift
on their feet and twiddle their fingers. Then she pushed open a
door into a long hallway behind her. “And now if you will all join
me in recovery,” she recited, “we have a special treat for you
today. Mister Stowe himself has been, heh, gracious enough to admit
you all to a little peek.”

McCleod followed the crowd as they mashed
their way into the hall, stepping on Rogue’s heels. She led them to
the left through double doors, and clamored down a set of wooden
steps. At Rogue’s prompting, everyone huddled around a high glass
window and let out a unanimous and not-altogether-unexpected sigh.
McCleod squeezed his head between the locked arms of two newlyweds
and indulged in a spectacle that he had longed to gaze upon for
years.

Sitting behind the glass, on a little
reclining chair, one tuft of his hair pinched between barber
blades, was Mister Periphery Stowe. The barber peered up past the
old man’s nostrils and through the curls that floated like cloudy
pillows above Stowe’s brow. Mister Stowe’s hair was just beginning
to go gray again, the first sign of age catching back up on him.
His eyes were closed, his hands were folded neatly across his
jacket, and he was breathing peacefully.

“At least he’s alive,” Rogue said,
glancing fondly at the little man. “Sleeping like a
baby.”

Rogue cleared her throat. “As you know, it was
from the very moment Stowe did not come back that the Process began
to malfunction all around the world. Over the last few years
there’s been enough research to fill my library, and we still don’t
have the first clue as to what went wrong.

“The first recorded failure
occurred that very morning. Ishmael Flavory walked out of a clinic
in Stoweopolis looking ten years older than when he’d walked in.
Right here in Mountown Mrs. Van Crackle was good for another two
rejuvenations, but after the third she left my lab with skin like a
burnt-up tree trunk, and she was jabbering completely in rhyme. And
the entire Legion of Retired Sea Captains were revived with webbed
feet and a neurotic fear of water! Still, horror stories like these
were often preferable to a total failure in the same way that
paralysis is preferable to amputation.”

Doctor Rogue’s
eyes flashed suddenly. “Ironically, such steep accelerations in
aging seem to be the most common side effect of continuing the
Process. This has inspired rumors of the so-called ‘Codger’
societies, Peripheration addicts who endure premature old age and
disfiguration simply to keep on the Process and stay alive. There
are only a few official Peripheration Centers still open in
Stoweopolis. The business has been taken over by unregulated
Stowe-shops, and let me tell you, if those high-brow Philosophers
think that outlawing the Process is going to do anything
other than encourage
unsafe Peripheration techniques, then they’re stupider than they’ve
ever been.”

A hand went up in the front, a short fat woman
with a hairlip.

“Yes?”

“Is there anything other than
unsafe Peripheration these days?”

Rogue smiled gingerly. “I’ll have you know I
still perform several semi-successful Processes each
month.”

“Not on yourself though?” the woman
said, glancing at Rogue’s freshly sagging cheeks.

“No,” said Rogue. “For me the risk
isn’t worth it anymore. But there are patients who cannot live
without it, I’m afraid. And if I don’t help them, they will
go…elsewhere.”

Everyone knew
what elsewhere meant. Rogue called the Codger societies “rumors,” but she
knew as well as any of them that they were real, that in
Stoweopolis they accounted for a large underground of mutilated and
obsessed old farts who had been experimenting with new
Peripheration techniques for months, usually with disastrous
results.

A moment later Rogue said, “Alright, everyone,
let’s take a peek at the original Peripheration lab and then head
back upstairs. I’ll take you all downtown for a look at the First
Stowe Memorial Memory Bank.”

While Rogue led her tour group from the room,
Stowe’s barber continued to clip away at the old man’s sleepy brown
locks. “How’s that, Mister Stowe? A little bit more off the top
perhaps?”

And at his feet, the boy who wasn’t afraid of
one single thing sat sweeping stray clippings into a
bag.

Riggs had nothing but fond memories of Mister
Stowe from back before Stowe fell into his sleep. The old man
always spoke to Riggs with familiarity, and not in the sour way
most adults will talk to children. “Tough as nails,” Stowe would
say of him, and scruff his hair. Riggs missed Mister Stowe’s
confident grin and the funny way he twirled his cane.

But Riggs had lost more than Stowe that day.
Once the Process began to break down and fewer and fewer people
dared to risk it, everyone gradually began to fear things again:
death, disaster, growing old, and, ultimately, each other. Only
Riggs stayed as fearless as ever. For this he soon found himself
the center of admiration, and yet at the same time lonelier than
he’d ever been before.

But Riggs couldn’t say that he minded
loneliness too much. He was, after all, a very strange boy in a
very, very small world.

 


* * *

 


An hour after the tourists had gone, Rogue
slipped back down to her lab to catch a quick nap. She poured two
glasses of red wine, and left the door unlocked. Then she sat down,
leaned over the table, and closed her eyes.

“Tired so early, Prova?” McCleod
stood in the doorway. Rogue opened one eye and stuck out her
tongue. McCleod walked in and rested a hand on the back of a
chair.

“I’m getting old again,” she
said.

“I couldn’t tell. You look
terrific.”

Rogue sat up and stretched. “Ugh, I can feel
it all over. You should have seen me nine years ago.”

“Your last
Peripheration?”

“Number two-hundred and
twenty-three, to be precise.”

“That’s all you’ve had over the
years?”

“Women always lie about their
treatments,” Rogue winked. She settled back into her chair and
said, “Actually I don’t have any idea how many there were. Life was
so…vague.”

As Rogue’s thoughts drifted, McCleod looked
around the lab. Spent candles lay on top of old books and rusting
gadgets. The lanterns all were dry, and cobwebs were just starting
to creep into the corners.

“You, on the other hand,” said
Rogue abruptly, staring the old Professor up and down, from his
wobbly knees to the long white beard that curled under his chin,
“are exceptionally grey around the edges. Been nipping at the
alleys?”

“Nonsense!” McCleod growled,
looking sour. If there was one thing McCleod hated, it was
back-alley Stowe shops. “Quite the opposite, actually. Do you know
I haven’t had a treatment in fifty-four years?”

Rogue nodded, peering at him intently. “Yes, I
heard something about that. It’s like you knew what was
coming.”

“Maybe,” McCleod eluded, gazing
toward the bookshelves. “I’ll tell you what happened, if you’re
interested.”

“Of course!”

McCleod climbed slowly into the chair across
from Rogue, and his old bones creaked. He stared into the untouched
glass of wine as if peering into the past.

“I was on my way to be rejuvenated.
Just starting to go grey again, and figured it was about time. But
instead of taking a cab, I decided to walk. I used to love walking
to a treatment, just to feel the contrast of walking back on fresh,
young legs. Anyway, the Vortex Center was on the way, and I stopped
in to see a colleague of mine. We chatted over some of the recent
theories, the newest developments, and just as I was leaving, he
said something to me. He said, ‘Vincent, I’m not sure we know any
more now than we did then.’ He didn’t mean anything by the
statement. I think he must’ve been referring to something very
specific, but I took the comment generally, and I realized that all
of us were now stretched out over time. There was no sense of
derivation, no distinction, nowhere to go, nothing to overcome. All
of my long life studying the Vortex, investigating what it means to
travel between worlds, it was all somehow meaningless in the
context of what you and Stowe had accomplished.

“At first I thought it was just
jealousy, but then I felt a deep, hopeless despair. I walked down
to the docks where all the ships were coming and going from the
sky, and I stared up into what little you can see of the Vortex
Thangent from the ground, and…and suddenly I decided that I wanted
to be old. There’s something good about age, something
accomplished, and you lose that when you go back.”

Rogue took a deep breath. “Well, it worked,”
she said, jabbing playfully at McCleod’s arm. “You became the
world’s only old man.”

“I did. But old age is back now,
isn’t it? You won’t get there for a while, but these Codgers have
jumped the gun. Next to some of them I’m a dashing
youngster.”

“Those fools are insane. Addicts.”
She paused, sipped some wine. “What now, McCleod? How do you feel
now that it’s over?”

“I don’t feel bad. I still think we
were all as crazy as the Codgers in our fashion, but that’s just
one man’s opinion. Things have become strange in Stoweopolis.
Things I have to deal with, when I should be settling down for a
nice retirement.”

“Politics?”

“They’ve done it, Rogue,” McCleod
said soberly.

And Rogue twitched, only slightly, but McCleod
noticed. At last Rogue said, “Ah, convention has become law then?
Peripheration is finally illegal?”

McCleod nodded. “I’m sorry.”

“Bah!” Rogue sniffed. “What does
it matter now? It doesn’t even work anymore anyway.” Rouge paused,
resting a hand on top of her head. “It was already dead. All the
proper clinics have been shut down for months. With all the new
regulations, I can’t see how anyone could qualify. You’ve just
given it a name is all…what name, I wonder? The Peripheration Act?
The Writ of Rejuvination?”

“No more research either. They
don’t want a resurgence of faith in it for any reason.”

Rogue’s eyes
flashed. “And what if he
wakes up?”

There was a moment of strained silence.
McCleod took a few obligatory sips from his glass.

“Assuming he ever wakes up,” said
McCleod carefully, “and assuming it makes any difference…Listen
Prova, I can’t say I fully agree with their decision, but it’s a
matter of power.”

“It’s always about power with them.
They’ve been pining for the days when Philosophers ruled the world,
and now what? Those days are back and they don’t intend to give it
up, no matter what the cost.”

In
those days, back before
Mister Stowe’s Process brought about so many changes, the world had
been run by a small elite of Philosophers who held their social
status through an ability (or some might say compulsion) to put the
whole mess of everyday experiences into columns and tables,
theories and formulas. To their credit, this was no easy task, but
while they did provide answers to a lot of puzzles, these were
often puzzles that only arose because of a previous Philosophical
proposition. All in all, none of their concoctions sufficiently
responded to any of the big questions that inspired philosophy to
begin with. Nor did they ever explain why the Philosophers
themselves should end up with the biggest helping of wealth and
power.

“While what everyone else got was a
big helping of hoobley-sprach!” Rogue laughed aloud.

“Your memory is failing,” McCleod
said through a half-smile. “We weren’t that bad.”

“Why do you think I moved out of
the city? No, you ran things sufficiently, but you couldn’t be
trusted. No one in that silly University would give you a straight
answer to save their skin.” In her original youth, Doctor Rogue
once had an opportunity to be counted among the Philosophers, but
she preferred a quiet life in the mountains. She wanted to take
care of people instead of wasting time arguing over abstract
concepts.

“I never paid too much attention to
their rhetoric,” McCleod said. “You know my interest has always
been in the material world.”

Doctor Rogue leaned back in her chair and
kicked her feet up onto the table. She held her glass of wine in
one hand and twirled her hair with the other. “Well all I ever
wanted was the answer to one simple question: if the machine runs
because the parts jiggle, then what is it that makes the parts
jiggle; and if the parts jiggle because the machine runs, what
makes the machine run?”

“And what did the Philosophers come
up with for that one?”

“One thousand and eight obscure
ways of saying: ‘We have no flipping idea.’ Common sense has always
been more than a match for their theories.”

“Yet common sense couldn’t save the
Process,” McCleod jabbed.

“Oh the Process, the Process. Look
around, McCleod; do you realize this is the very room in which
Stowe first became a young man for the second time? He lay right on
that table over there. Take a look at the giant pile of dust beside
it—the one in the shape of a big ugly machine.”

“Okay…”

“Under that dust
there actually is a big ugly machine. The big ugly
machine.”

McCleod got to his feet. He shuffled over to
the webbed knot of pipes and wires that filled the corner of
Rogue’s lab. He reached out with one hand, as if warming in the
glow of a holy relic.

“Oh, it’s not that big a deal,
McCleod. I know you’ve seen versions of it in
Stoweopolis.”

“But this is the
original.”

Doctor Rogue said, “Well, the machine isn’t as
impressive as it looks. The real trick has always been in Stowe’s
hands. Or in his head if you prefer.”

“What do you mean by that?” McCleod
said sharply. Rogue looked up at him and saw that his hands were
trembling.

“Nothing,” she said softly. “Just
that it was his genius that thought this all up, the way it was to
be done, the elegant theories…”

McCleod did not speak. One hand still twitched
inches from the machine, and his eyes darted around the
room.

“Vincent, what’s wrong?”

“None of this is real,” McCleod
sputtered. His voice drained into a tense whisper.

And at once Rogue realized what he meant. “Oh,
Vincent McCleod, don’t tell me that you of all people believe
that—”

“Don’t lecture me, Prova!” the old
professor hissed. His face turned red, and bright round veins
jiggled beneath his skin.

“Calm down, dear, I’m not lecturing
you.”

“You think it’s
all nonsense, but I’ve seen the truth. I’ve been near the Eye of
the Vortex. I’ve gazed upon it. Two years ago, on a research ship,
I saw the Eye. I saw it Rogue, and I swear to you it was
his.”

“Please sit down, Vincent. Have
some wine. There’s nothing to be upset about.”

Trembling,
McCleod tried to regain some composure. He shuffled back to the
table and slumped down in the chair. He picked up the wine glass
and drained it in one gulp. “Seedspitter is right,” he said.
“There’s not one of us is really real. Not really. It’s all in his head. Every
last bit. And every last one of us.”

Rogue frowned. She turned around in her chair
and her eyes searched along the bookshelves. “Let me show you
something.” She stretched as far as she could, leaning the chair
back on two legs. With a fingernail, she snagged an old
leather-bound book, its corner just poking out under a pile of
papers. Rogue’s chair fell back into place and she tossed the book
onto the table.

McCleod raised an eyebrow. He seemed to be
trying to get a grip on himself. “Is that what I think it
is?”

Rogue laughed and threw her hands in the air,
“Ooh, it’s a big mystery over there in Stoweopolis, isn’t
it?”

“A curiosity. You’ve never really
let anyone know much about it.”

“They all have their theories, I’m
sure.”

“Of course,” said
McCleod.

Rogue’s gaze fell upon the cover like an
autumn leaf on a pond. She swept her fingers lightly across the
leather. “I found it in the machine the morning Stowe didn’t wake
up. I had been tinkering around trying to see if anything was
broken. I was in an absolute panic that day, Vincent, I don’t tell
anyone that. But there was this book sitting right in the machine,
lying flat on the Abder plate, between the bubbler and the seventh
siphon.”

“And you don’t know where it came
from?”

Rogue bit her lip. “Not exactly. But it seems
like I should have. It was in my lab after all.”

“Did you read it?”

“Only bits and pieces here and
there. It had this eerie familiarity that I couldn’t place. Like
some ancient and timeless story. And as drawn to it as I was, I
couldn’t bring myself to open it. I don’t know why. A few days
later I realized that this was the same storybook that I read to
Stowe way back the very first time we tried the Process. It was so
odd. I hadn’t seen the book in years, hundreds of years maybe, and
then suddenly, that day of all days, there it was.”

“Why don’t you read it?”

“Oh Vincent, I’ve tried. I read the
first few sentences and I just cry. It reminds me too much of him,
and I miss him so much.”

“Aha,” McCleod
laughed. “So doctors really are
sentimental behind closed
doors.”

Rogue looked at him sharply. There were tears
clinging to her lashes. “I want you to read it.”

“What?”

“I think…I think it would help
you. You aren’t alone, McCleod. These days nearly everyone believes
the way you do—that the world is all in Stowe’s mind—but when
you’ve really known him like I’ve known him, it all just seems so
silly.”

Rogue stretched out her arm, offering the book
to McCleod, but the old man stiffened. “You keep that book away
from me.”

“It might change
your outlook,” Rogue implored. “His mother read it to him as a
child. A child,
Vincent . . . He’s just a person like anyone else, with a mother,
like anyone else.”

McCleod pushed his chair back. He
struggled to his feet, shaking his head. “That book…”

“What about the book? You’re upset
again.”

“Ah,” McCleod looked away,
fidgeting with frustration. “It’s the stone, Rogue. I’ve been
dreaming about it. And it’s Stowe sleeping in the other room there.
I can’t tell you how it felt to see his face. But above all, it’s
this book. I can’t stop worrying about all of it and I don’t know
why.”

“Stowe’s stone? The one with his
memories from the Process?”

McCleod’s eyes widened. “Yes,” he said. “I’ve
been dreaming of something dark, something like a shadow
surrounding the stone. I didn’t take this assignment for the pretty
trees, Rogue. I had to check on you, and on it—to make sure it’s
safe.”

Rogue couldn’t help but laugh. “Of course it’s
safe. It’s right here in the lab. What on earth would happen to
it?”

McCleod smiled, trying to appear calm. His
eyes began to scan the shelves. “May I see it?”

“You won’t touch the book, but you
want to see the stone?”

“Periphery
Stowe’s mind is in your house. Don’t you feel the weight of that?
Whether you believe what we say about it or not, you must feel it.
You know that if we’re right, if the world is all in Stowe’s head, and someone
came here and snuffed Stowe out, or…or took the stone and cracked
it with a hammer—what would happen to the world, Rogue? Did you
ever think of that?”

“Yes,” Rogue said slowly. “Yes I
think of that all the time.”

“So you
do believe!” McCleod
said, folding his arms.

Rogue pursed her lips and looked away. “I
don’t know what to believe, Vincent. I just wish you’d take the
book. There are answers in there, but I’m too closely involved to
look for them. You’re really the only one I trust.” She looked at
him again and smiled weakly.

McCleod stared at his empty glass. “Put it
away. Maybe it’s time to forget about the whole thing. Maybe it’s
time to grow old in peace, and face death with dignity.” He took a
nothing drink, forcing the last red drop to slip down the side of
the glass and cling to his tongue. “I should go. I want to walk in
the woods before I have to head back. It’s a shame I didn’t get to
meet this adopted boy of yours, the one they say is
fearless.”

“Riggs? I’m not sure where he’s at.
Probably out enjoying the day. Relaxing somewhere, I’d
imagine.”

 


* * *

 


Riggs relaxed his arms. He let them drop to
his sides at the last moment before a fist struck his sweat-swamped
and bloody head. Riggs shook off the blow and grinned at his foe.
“Float like an embryo. Sting like a bee.” Counterattack—apparently
a delirious one. Failed miserably. Another fist and Riggs hit the
ground, his eyes swimming in the sunlight.

Above him in the smoky sky, money and trinkets
changed hands. It was later that same afternoon, and a crowd of
dirty kids gathered round, juggling groans and jubilations.
Congratulations loomed over Riggs’ limp body, but no one paid any
attention to Riggs. He lay squashed against the alley floor like an
old banana peel. The mob buzzed around in the smoke and revelry for
a while longer, then broke and swarmed away into the nooks of
Mountown.

One figure remained. A boy named Stev who
crouched down and dangled his face inches from Riggs’ ragged lips.
“You don’t look so good.”

Riggs opened one eye. Closed it
again.

“Made a lot of money today,
Fearless. You lost like a pro. Ready to go home?”

“Nnnng…”

“Thought so. Up we go.”

The sight of
Riggs Gravitillo, slack across his friend’s back, feet dragging toe
trails through the dusty streets of Mountown, had become a
not-uncommon one in these later years of his youth. Riggs was still
quite young (though these days he could no longer be considered a
‘little’ boy) and his fearless nature drove common boyish curiosity
to an extreme, placing him in all sorts of fixes that Stev
faithfully pulled him out of. The idea of throwing street-fights
for money was the first fix that Stev had ever actually gotten
Riggs into.

Riggs’ head rested against Stev’s neck.
Through drooping eyes he watched the lane of thatched homes and
crooked Mountownian shops bob on by, shops that became less and
less common as they made their way to the edge of town. With each
step Stev took, Riggs could feel that fist drilling into his face
all over again. They may have made good money, but Riggs wasn’t yet
sure if he really liked Stev’s new idea. Just because he wasn’t
afraid of something did not mean that it wouldn’t hurt.

They turned down
a narrow street, and through the blurry haze of his swollen eyelids
Riggs saw something he hadn’t seen in years: grey hair!
“I must be
hallucinating,” he thought. Then there was
another. Two, three, four heads of grey hair. Each one turned to
look at him as he slid past. They seemed to reach toward him, hands
open as if they were starving and he was the only one who could
give them food.

When the boys reached Doctor Rogue’s house,
Stev held onto Riggs’ wrists with one hand, and pushed open the
door with the other. Before going inside, he glanced back at Riggs’
battered face. “I hope Auntie doesn’t mind,” he thought.

But Auntie Doctor Rogue had only one thing on
her mind that afternoon: that she had gone out of it—or more
precisely, that one small, semi-liquid crystal holding the entire
sleepy consciousness of Mister Periphery Stowe had gone out of it.
Misplaced? Lost? Stolen? But by who, and why? McCleod had been the
last one in her lab, though the tour group had been down there as
well. Not that she’d actually seen the stone in days. It was only
McCleod’s visit that inspired her to check in on it in the first
place.

By the time Stev hoisted Riggs’ body across
the threshold, Rogue had nearly torn her entire lab apart in a
frantic search. “Gone! It’s gone. Stev, throw Riggs on the couch.
Dammit boys, don’t you have anything better to do than bloody up my
furniture?”

“What’s gone, Auntie?” Stev asked,
missing the couch and dropping Riggs on the floor.

“Stupid, stupid, woman! I should
have known.”

Riggs groaned.

Stev stood behind a blank stare as Rogue
scurried around the room.

“Well don’t just stand there, help
me look!”

“I don’t know what I’m looking for,
Auntie.” Stev picked up a cushion and shook his head.

“Small, red, slightly shiny. About
this big. It’s like a little round crystal.” Rogue dashed out of
the room. Through the hallway, Stev could hear things bumping and
crashing to the ground.

Stev wandered around, looking in nooks. He was
torn between the urge to help Doctor Rogue and an upbringing that
shamed him to snoop.

In a few minutes, Rogue returned and stood in
the doorway. She glanced left and right, and was breathing fast. “I
can’t believe it. I’ve gone and lost Stowe’s mind.”

“Mister Stowe’s mind?” Stev
said.

“What am I going to do?” Rogue
tapped her foot on the floor, muttering incoherently. Then she
buckled and collapsed into a chair. “I couldn’t have lost it. It’s
always in the same place. But if it’s been stolen! McCleod? But why
would he—? Hmm…Because he’s crazy, that’s why!”

A loud knock at the door interrupted her
rant.

Cursing, Rogue leapt to her feet, brushed past
Stev, and threw the door wide. She was about to say, “Now’s not the
time!” but when she saw Percival Wax standing there, white beard
draped down around his leg like ivy, she stopped and said not a
word through her gaping mouth.

“Doctor, help me!” Parcivel
groaned. “Just this morning I was fine, now I’ve suddenly gone old,
and right in the middle of supper!”

Having regained enough composure to move her
lips, Rogue was about to let the poor old man in, when another
decrepit figure appeared beside him. This was Anjella Barossa,
recently (until thirteen minutes ago) twenty-seven years old. Now
she was seventy-two and what remained of her hair grew gray and
wiry from wrinkly canyons atop her head.

“Anja?” cried Rogue. Then more
appeared: a pair of twins, Rogue’s barber, even someone’s dog, lame
and howling at her doorstep.

“What has happened?” she shouted to
her ceiling. In despair, Rogue slammed the door on her murmuring
patients, turned around with wide, horrified eyes, and glared at
Stev. “Get Riggs cleaned up now! I’ve got a job for him, curse it
all!”

Rogue stormed into her cellar, leaving Stev
flatfooted and puzzled, and peering out the window at the
ever-growing mob of old folks.

A few minutes later Rogue climbed back up the
stairs, dragging two fistfuls of rope and a cellar-full of
canvas.

Twice she got the thing stuck in the
stairwell, once so bad that Stev had to go in through the outside
entrance and push it up from behind. How Rogue managed to get it
out her front door without knocking over every bookshelf and
knickknack in her house is still a mystery. Stev tried to help the
doctor stretch the canvas out on her lawn, but he was too confused
to do anything sufficient to Rogue’s sense of urgency. He picked up
a bit between two fingers, holding it away from his body as if he
might puncture it. Rogue pushed him aside, and stretched the thing
around until it covered her entire lawn in two hemispheres. Then
she secured it by hammering wooden pegs into the ground and tying
rope through the eight golden rings that were sewn around the
canvas’ edges.

“Step back!” Rogue shouted to the
gathering crowd. She stopped and looked around. “Where’s
Riggs?”

Stev bit his lip. “Inside?”

Poor Riggs lay where Stev had dropped him, on
the floor beside the couch. Riggs was not entirely conscious, so
Stev dragged him outside and let him flop down in the
grass.

“What’s going on, Auntie?” Riggs
groaned, rubbing his eyes.

“Something very important has been
lost,” Rogue said. She was running an investigation with her hands
along the surface of the canvas.

“What’s lost?”

“Oh, dear Mister Stowe…” Rogue
muttered absently, “I’ve always wondered if this might happen.” She
continued fishing around the canvas, and finally brightened up when
she found the part she’d been fishing for.

“What is that thing?” Stev
asked.

“Respirigible,” Rogue said. She
bent her knees and stood up, straddling a small rubber knob. “Now
stop asking me stupid questions.” Rogue yanked on the knob and
nearly fell over backward. There came a hissing sound, and the
canvas grunted and puffed up in the middle. Rogue shouted,
“Inhale!” Her hair twisted in the breeze, and she wiggled her
fingers mysteriously.

From the ground, Riggs watched through half
swollen eyes as the red and purple canvas rose with the sway of a
charmed cobra. Flared chevron splotches of yellow and orange
stretched across its round, inflating back. Suddenly a ripple
rolled up the middle, and shrugged out into two humps with a valley
of loose canvas sagging between. When it finished, the inflated
beast looked like twin giants wobbling in the wind, bellies
bouncing lazily against the edge of Rogue’s roof. “I believe you
called it the Lungfish, Riggs. Do you recognize it?”

Riggs squinted away the sunlight that passed
between the twin balloons.

“Airship…” Riggs muttered, and
Doctor Rogue hoisted him to his feet.

 


* * *

 


It was a bright clear afternoon, perfect for
air sailing. A few sun-bleached clouds wrapped around the mountain
peaks as if about to pluck them from the earth, as if to evaporate
the rocky soil and rain down fat muddy drops. By the time Rogue had
everything set, the small crowd of instant geriatrics had become a
large crowd of howling old coots, most of whom looked ready to drop
dead any moment.

Riggs leaned against the rail of the long
wooden cabin much as he had years before. He was twice as old,
twice as tall, and twice as puzzled as the first time he’d ridden
in the Lungfish. His head was pounding from the morning’s fight,
and he swayed in his seat watching the dazed crowd through blurry
eyes.

Riggs kept blacking out for
moments at a time, then coming to and thinking that he was just a
toddler again, off to find the cure. No…no, that was years ago.
This was something else entirely. This time the legendary crystal
that contained old Periphery Stowe’s imagination had vanished from
Rogue’s lab. Was he supposed to be going to find it? No, that was
something else also. It was always something else. There was a
professor from Stoweopolis, the biggest city in the world, who must
be informed…or consulted. One of the two, maybe both.

Riggs clutched his head and
groaned.

The sun hurt his eyes. He could barely hear
Doctor Rogue shouting instructions at him. “Listen to me very
closely, Riggs. I think that Professor McCleod has stolen Stowe’s
stone, and somehow everything has turned inside-out because of it.
You need to take this book to the Philosopher’s University in
Stoweopolis. When you get there, find McCleod and make sure he gets
it. I’ve put a letter for him inside the cover. Don’t let him
protest. He must read this book. If he has taken the stone, it may
be the only way to convince him to bring it back, along with poor
Periphery Stowe’s memories and these people’s lives.”

Riggs rubbed his
eyes. “Book? What
book—Oh!” Riggs found an old leather-bound
manuscript stuffed into his jacket pocket. The string binding that
clasped the cover shut was already frayed and coming
loose.

A gust of wind flashed over the meadow and
slammed into the Lungfish balloons, rocking the ship from side to
side. Riggs grabbed onto the rail. He wished the airship would lift
soon so he could go back to sleep. Until then he tried to smile and
wave at the silly gathering that obviously thought some noble
journey was embarking.

“Hey-hey for Fearless Riggs. He’ll
save us!” they shouted.

“Save
you?” Riggs thought, “Save you from what?”

But salvation is a very strange concept,
especially to a crowd, and some people can feel the power of
salvation even when they are not being saved, and most feel the
need for it even when there is none. Salvation comes and goes with
the rain and means just as much perhaps. When it is needed, it
works. When it is not needed, folks can dance in it, or watch it
through the windows, coming up and going down with the waves of the
world.

 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE

STOWEOPOLIS

 


 


THE cloud is fat and happy. From
the streets of Stoweopolis, the cloud has been in view all day.
Some barely notice it, others not at all, but for those who care to
remark on the weather and other such indomitable fates, the cloud
exists as a curiosity, an omen, something to focus their
speculation. Comments like: ‘That there’s a messenger cloud.
There’ll be a storm tomorrow, no doubt about it.’ and, ‘Kinda
guarding the day. Should be sunny and calm so long as that cloud
sticks around.’

It’s a curiosity because it’s all alone. One
fat happy cloud nesting in a lapless sky over the east end of the
city.

By the afternoon, the cloud has gone through
hundreds of manifestations in the minds of as many children. It’s
been a fish, a chicken, a foot, a walrus, a frying pan. It’s been
popcorn, and an armchair, and a Philosopher’s beard. One boy
thought it looked like the moon, and the girl beside him saw a
mineshaft. To others it has been a chariot, a potato, a ball of
string, an ice-cream machine, a train of horses, a dragon, a
dandelion patch. But it was really just a cloud, which means all of
these things, which means nothing at all.

The sun goes down and the stars come out and
the cloud is still there. A few stargazers notice it for the first
time. Those who’ve been watching throughout the day linger beyond
their bedtimes, nodding respectfully. But in the frosted light of
the moon no one is keen enough to see the cloud twitch in
annoyance, as if gnawed at by an insect, or tickled by its own nose
hairs.

Moments later there’s a churning in its belly.
The indigestion pushes toward the surface until the cloud purses
its lips. Throat gurgling and eyes bulging, and finally the tiniest
splash of a hole. Wispy cloud-bits cough outward and then curl back
like feathers launched from a cannon. Something resembling a
hunch-backed bird throats from behind, trailing a moustache of
white cloud flesh.

Well the bird isn’t hunch-backed. In fact,
it’s not even a bird. It is an airship, cutting silently through
the invisible liquid of the sky, ropes and cables streaming in its
wake. Its bright colors are barely contained by the dimness of
night, but its roller coaster trajectory is unmistakably
respirigible.

Of the dozens of eyes on the cloud only a
handful notice the Lungfish’s emergence. Of that handful only a
very few are expecting its arrival. Of that few only one knows what
cargo the ship bears.

 


* * *

 


When Riggs opened
his eyes, all he saw were stains of color filtering through the
toppling canvas of the ship’s lungs. Riggs tunneled his way through
the drowsy pneumatic lumps, crawled out the hatch, and rolled down
onto a trim patch of cool grass. For a moment Riggs did not
remember what was going on. “Is this the
city?” he thought, but Riggs wasn’t quite
sure what city he was referring to.

Riggs crawled on his hands and knees to the
edge of the mushroom canopy, but as he dug away, trying to get out
from under the canvas, he heard sparks of curious whispers coming
from the other side. Someone poked a stick a few inches from Riggs’
head.

“Hey!” Riggs cried, wiggling out
into the face of a sunrise. There was a crowd of seven or eight
women and men standing around, staring more or less in his
direction. As Riggs emerged, they gathered for a collective gasp,
and leaned forward to get a better look.

“What are you?” they asked. “Is
this your ship?” they asked. “How did you get here?” they asked.
“Does it fly? Did you come from the Vortex? (Fool, an airship could
never survive the Vortex!)” And all of these murmurings came at
once so that Riggs did not even know what to say among all the
asking.

He got to his feet and rubbed his eyes. Here
was a courtyard the size of one of Mountown’s larger meadows. In
fact it was very much like the meadow from which he departed, and
Riggs had to wonder for a second if he’d gone anywhere at all. But
this crowd was smaller than the gathering at Doctor Rogue’s, and
they did not look anything like the raving and decrepit villagers
who sent him off for salvation. Most of this new crowd were thin,
young and proud, dressed in eyeglasses and extravagant robes.
Behind them, a cluster of buildings spanned the perimeter of the
courtyard, and behind these buildings Riggs could see the outlines
of even taller buildings, taller than he ever expected a building
could be. The sky was flat and pale, and there were no mountains in
sight.

Despite Riggs’ unwillingness to answer, the
crowd did not stop their bombardment of questions. Riggs stared at
them, stretched and yawned. Finally one of the men took a few steps
forward, folded his hands together, and bowed. “Welcome, tiny
person. I am Professor Ji. Do you know where you are?”

“Is it the city?” asked
Riggs.

“This is Stoweopolis,” said
Professor Ji, and another professor said, “You’re at the University
of the Philosophers,” and a third added, “The finest University in
the world.”

Riggs began to remember why he had come. He
felt around in his pocket for the old leather manuscript of Doctor
Rogue’s.

“Auntie told me to find Professor
McCleod.”

Ji opened his mouth to speak, but an older man
stepped in his way. This one was a short fellow with a scowl that
became more grotesque the more he tried to hide it. He said,
“McCleod teaches here. What’s it to you?”

“I’m s’posed to
deliver a book. Got some papers…” Riggs pulled out Rogue’s book,
and opened the cover. Tucked into the binding was a folded letter
upon which the name McCleod
was penned. Riggs handed the letter to Professor
Ji, who opened it up under his glasses.

As Ji scanned the page his lips pantomimed
murmurs and grunts. The rest of the crowd huddled behind his
shoulders, trying to steal a peek.

“Hmm…To Vincent T. McCleod of the
esteemed doctors and professors of Stoweopolis, Humph! Etc, etc…upon the potential
and imminent…to inform of the unfortunate…and to bequest your
immediate…Hmmm. Wait—what’s this about
Stowe? Why, this letter is from Doctor Rogue!”

The crowd began to murmur.

Professor Ji gave Riggs a very hard look. “Do
you mean to tell me, boy, that you’ve come all the way from
Mountown, from the lab of Doctor Rogue herself, where the legendary
Mister Periphery Stowe (may he soon wake up) lies ever sleeping, to
bring this message to Professor McCleod?”

“Yes, sir,” Riggs said.

Ji looked at the shorter man, who huffed and
turned to the boy. “Well I’m sure McCleod could spare a moment. Why
doesn’t someone go fetch him, eh?”

At which point Ji added, “I think he’s in
class. Young man, please come with us to the hall of extra-physical
sciences. You must be hungry after your flight. Let’s find the boy
some breakfast, shall we?” Riggs was in fact quite hungry. He let
Ji lead him away from the Lungfish, toward a long patio lined with
silver statues. Beyond the patio was a great tower, inlaid with
marble spires which schwoogled down toward a thick wooden door so
tall that an elephant could have stumbled through it. The shorter
man walked beside them, taking his turn at the letter. Riggs
clutched Rogue’s book to his chest.

“So you know the great Doctor
Rogue, do you?” Professor Ji asked.

Riggs nodded, glancing back nervously at the
train of bustling Philosophers, who trailed at a nearly-respectful
distance.

Then the shortish professor tapped Ji on the
shoulder. He thrust the letter back under his associate’s nose.
“You’d better finish reading this. You didn’t read the end did
you?” Ji took the letter and sniffed. He glanced here and there on
the page, growing quieter and more thoughtful as he
read.

They all arrived at the tower in silence. The
door seemed to open of its own volition, and the ground trembled
beneath Riggs’ feet.

They entered into a great hallway lit by a
long chain of plastic coil lights that glowed and flickered against
the walls. The ceiling was impossibly high, narrowing to an arch
where old dead faces glared down—grumpy yet aloof—clearly the faces
of men who knew much more than anyone else could ever hope to
know.

Riggs glanced from side to side, up and down.
He took tiny footsteps, muted by thick carpet. The hall teemed with
bustling students and muttering professors. Their echoes seemed to
gather near the ceiling like a storm cloud of sound.

Ji and the short professor followed closely
behind Riggs, whispering to one another as if the boy could not
hear them.

“You see what it says about the
stone?”

“Yes. What do you
think?”

“Rogue would never have sent this
if it wasn’t serious.”

“It’s more serious than she’ll ever
admit.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s on the loose.”

“Do you think McCleod stole
it?”

“Maybe. Or it’s on the
loose.”

“The loose, the loose! What are you
blabbering about?”

“Ask McCleod. That’s what he keeps
saying.”

“Where’s the old man teaching right
now anyway?”

“Applied
Metaphysics of n-dimension Vortexology…for non-majors.”

At these words, professor Ji took an immediate
left, guiding Riggs with a gentle touch. They entered a much
smaller hall and walked up to a little door on the right. Ji put a
finger to his lips, signaled for the entourage to wait, and turned
the handle.

In a wide white lecture hall, filled with
perhaps a hundred students all dressed in identical white gowns,
Riggs found himself shoved against a back wall. He had to get up on
tip-toes to catch the withered old face at the far end. Older than
any he’d seen before, even older than the old men of his old
village, the face was a pinch of wrinkles beset by a fortress of
white. His beard was long and his top hair was wild. As the old man
spoke, his head wobbled a bit, and he constantly struck the board
with a stick of chalk, building an indescribable network of lines
and symbols.

“Future Philosophers, you disgust
me. Not one of you can tell me in plain terms what the Eye of the
Vortex is. Well then, let’s back up a bit. Forget the Eye. Someone
please at least tell me what is the Vortex proper, and restore my
faith in the rising generation.”

A few hands went up, and McCleod acknowledged
a student.

“The Vortex is a force that runs
between all worlds, connecting them.”

“That would be close enough,” said
McCleod, “if this were a class on nebulosity. Is anyone in this
room interested in the physical details of the universe? Yes, you,
in the back.”

“Well, sir, it’s kind of like a
funnel in space, and anything that falls into it is sucked from one
world to another.”

“Very pedestrian. What is this
funnel made of, plastic?”

“Nothing.”

“Ahhh!” McCleod stopped his
scribbling. He stepped toward his students and stooped, peering
through the dumbstruck faces in search of the speaker.

“Precisely!” said McCleod. “And
yet, the Vortex is more than nothing. It is filled with the fringes
of worlds, the debris of space…The very shape of the fabric of
reality is woven like a cross-stitch against threads of
nothingness.”

Another hand shot up. McCleod pounced upon it.
“Question!”

“Professor, is that what the Eye is
then? Pure nothingness?”

“It seems someone
has read the chapter. Yes, whelp, the third principle of
Vortexology states that The Eye of the
Vortex is the source of the Vortex force.
And what about the first principle? Anyone?”

Another timid hand. “The Eye does not
exist?”

McCleod smiled
pointedly. “Precisely. The Eye is the pure non-manifestation of
Nothingness. It is what is left over when you take away everything,
even that which is not there. Recent experiments have shown that it
is indirectly possible to measure the properties
not present in a
localized area of the Vortex. This lack of reality quantifies the
amount that any particular place and time can be said to ‘not
exist’. For the sake of familiarity, let’s call this quantity a
‘particle’ of non-being. Can anyone tell me what happens when being
and non-being interact?”

“They are drawn toward each other?”
said a student.

McCleod pursed his lips, “Wrong. The
nothingness cannot be moved. It is in fact only the physical
reality that is drawn toward the non-reality. Who can tell me why
it is attracted so?”

Apparently no one could. Either that, or they
were all too terrified of being wrong to try.

McCleod cleared
his throat. “Logicians will argue that ‘nothing’ does not,
and should not,
exist. And they have a point. By definition, we cannot say that
nothing exists, so we must say the opposite: nothing does
not exist. And
Vortexologists such as myself would agree that this is correct. It
doesn’t—with a vengeance!

“Whenever you have one of these
pockets of nothingness, anything nearby enough to ‘see’ that
nothing is there will rush in to cover it all up in logical shame.
It has been said that nature abhors a vacuum. More precisely,
nature adores logic, and the void is a perversion of logic.
Cosmologists argue that this process of something-ness rushing to
fill up the nothingness is happening in big firework colors at the
edges of the Universe. But it also happens to a lesser degree at
the edges of worlds—and that’s exactly where you’ll find the Vortex
and its Thangents.

“So, you ask,
being the devoted students of truth that you are, what
is this Vortex force
then? It is an abstract, mathematical description of what happens
when one of these ‘particles’ of non-being and an actual existing
particle interact with one another. Now, what if the existing
quantity happens to possess qualities of the absolute pureness of
being? Something such as light for example?”

Another student raised her hand and answered
eagerly, even before being called upon. “Professor, the interaction
can be remarkably vibrant and unpredictable. Near to the Eye the
effects are more severe and have been known to generate temporary
states of hallucinatory bliss in travelers.”

“Yes, the so-called Vortex Fever,”
said McCleod. “But as you know, all physical objects are part being
and part void. When any object, anything less than pure being—we’ll
say a ship for example—interacts with an area of non-being, the
ship will behave quite predictably. Physical objects are pulled
toward non-being with a force inversely proportional to the square
of the quasi-reality between them. Stable objects are also drawn
toward one another per a related phenomenon you may have heard of
called ‘gravity’.” McCleod scored a chuckle out of this.

“On a large
scale, space and time themselves snuggle up in swirls around the
Eye. And in the space between where being and non-being interact,
crash the waves of the Vortex. When a ship (or any other object) is
sucked into the Vortex, its particles are colliding with a field of
nothingness, interacting with material reality by virtue of the
Vortex not-existing in relation to the ship’s general
reality.

“The resulting field-effect is an
attempt by particles of being to fill the empty shoes that the
Vortex’s particles of non-being create by not being there. Charting
out the appropriate tides and currents of the Vortex, we have been
able to harness this force to propel our ships from world to
world.”

It shouldn’t come as any surprise that by this
point little Riggs was beginning to nod off. His eyelids drooped,
and the old professor’s words seemed to bounce around like a rubber
ball in his head.

But just then the professor stopped. Someone
rushed into the room and whispered into the old man’s ear. McCleod
looked up past the faces of his class until his eyes fell upon
Riggs, who shook off sleep just in time to catch McCleod catching
sight of him. Their eyes met. McCleod seemed to shudder. Then
without a word, the professor rushed from the room.

Riggs glared at Ji, who looked puzzled.
“Where’s he going?”

Ji said, “I don’t know. Come on.”

Ji led Riggs out
the way they’d come—back down the long dim hallway—but instead of
going through the impossibly high doors and back out into the
courtyard, he turned and headed up the stairs. Riggs followed for
six flights until they stood before a hand-crafted door with the
words Doctor V. T. McCleod
carved dead center.

There was no reply when Ji knocked, so he
knocked again. Still nothing. Ji pushed on the door and it swung
open.

Ji scanned the room. It was vacant other than
sloppy mounds of books piled everywhere. “Where could he
be?”

As if in answer, an excited murmur drifted in
through the open window. Ji and Riggs went to look, and there, six
stories down, scurrying across the perfectly groomed grass, was
Vincent McCleod. The skin of his chin flapped and wobbled as he
hobbled on his old feet. He was making a beeline toward the
Lungfish.

“McCleod!” Professor Ji shouted
through the window.

But McCleod ignored him. Several Philosophers,
who had been messing with Riggs’ ship the whole time, had by now
managed to re-inflate the lungs. They stared stupidly as McCleod
climbed on board. He hung over the cabin’s edge, scanned the
grounds nervously, and then scurried to the far side of the
ship.

Riggs said, “What’s he doing?”

Apparently he was taking off. The ship’s
balloons puffed out, and then squeezed hard. The Lungfish lifted a
few inches off the ground.

Professor Ji said, “I think he’s stealing your
airship, boy.”

And he just kept on stealing it, rising higher
and higher until he was above the tops of the trees. McCleod’s
white wispy hair vandalized the wind as he leaned over the edge of
the craft, pulling on ropes and adjusting the weights. Riggs
couldn’t be sure but the old man seemed to be laughing. In no time
the Lungfish cleared the rooftops and turned toward the rising sun.
Riggs watched as McCleod sailed his ship beyond the pillars of the
University.

“That lunatic!” cried Ji. “He’s
heading toward the sea. He’s going to try to make it to the
Vortex.”

“The Vortex?” Riggs whispered. He
still couldn’t quite grasp that the very man he had come to see
had, in a matter of minutes, quietly and effortlessly stolen his
airship.

Professor Ji groaned. “We’ll take you to the
ports, boy, but I’m afraid there’s little hope of seeing McCleod or
your flying machine ever again.”

 


* * *

 


In another part of Stoweopolis, inland and
over the hill, a fair stretch from the pinwheel fields, behind the
water falafel bushes that hedged the rebudding Institutes of the
Philosophers, up tin canal and down crooked-cane lane, where
someone had recently dropped a bright shiny quarter, a decrepit
secret clinic stoops behind a cardboard fence. One side of this
clinic belongs to a cabal of outlaw Peripherists and the other to a
cosmetic fixer-upper. Such combinations had become all too common
since the breakdown and gradual banishment of Peripheration.
Satprit Edison, chairman of the League of Agers and Codgers, had
been there since before sunup visiting his personal cosmetologist
for the fourth time that week.

“Let me see it, Karl,” Satprit
wheezed, raising an unsteady hand into the air.

“Yes, Mister Edison, right away.”
Karl, a portly man whose face was almost all nose, scavenged around
his desk of surgical tools. In his white chemist’s apron, Karl
looked more like a butcher than a doctor, and such was his charm
for many an Old-Ager.

Satprit Edison glanced once into the mirror
and flinched, squeezing his eyes shut.

“Please, Mister Edison,” Karl
trembled, “it was the best I could do.”

“I know, Karl,” Satprit groaned,
eyes still clenched in misery. “Is it your fault this cursed
Process has demonized us? Who is to blame, Karl? You? Me? Stowe?
You did your best.”

Satprit bowed his chin, and the mirror slipped
from his fingers, shattering on the steel floor. Shards reflected
warm tears and stray balls of knobbed flesh.

Following the breakdown of Peripheration,
Satprit Edison and many others like him found it difficult to
return to a life of growing old, where death waited at the end of
the road. Ignoring the warnings and the high risk of failure, these
‘Codgers’ continued to endure a Process that often added years to
their faces and sometimes left them disfigured. Faulty as it was,
the Process continued to provide a twisted sort of longevity, and
even gave some temporary peace of mind after a fashion. But it
rarely restored youth the way it used to. For the Codgers the
Process was a torment, but it also kept them alive, stretched and
thin though their lives had become.

Satprit Edison
had tried to quit several times. His habit was to age as long as he
could stand it before finding a back alley Stowe-shop. He went in
with high hopes each time; not every process was a failure. But
after his most recent Peripheration, Satprit found his face swollen
over with bulbous pocks of flesh. Black streaks ran down his back,
and a fat red scar kissed his chin like a third lip. Karl had to
work on him for several weeks before Satprit would look at his own
face.
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