





A PANTHEON
OF MODERN GODS

Know them now—
they rule the nights through which we move . . .

THE GOD OF EVIL

comes to the Big Apple for a flesh-rending night on
the town in The Whimper of Whipped Dogs. Wor-
ship him—or die . . .

THE CHROME-PLATED KILLER GOD

walks through the valley in the shadow of freeways
in Along the Scenic Route. Buckle up your psyches—
his unspoken name is Vrooom!

THE SKYSCRAPER GOD OF VENGEANCE

comes through to raze the roofbeams and ravage
souls in Rock God. Cast not the first stone—or the
nightmare will never end. '

THE GOD OF DEATH

hovers where foolish men and wise serpents feel free
to tread in The Deathbird. Pray now—because there
will be no later.

“Ellison possesses a rare combination of talents: a vivid
imagery, and an instinct that leads him to the jugular
vein of those follies, evils, fears and dreams commeon to
us all.” —Courier-Journal & Times
Louisville <
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Last year, when the hardcover edition of this
book was published, the original dedication
read: FOR LYNDA, WITH LOVE.

That dedication was written a year earlier. It
is now two years after-the-fact; and as the
author is no less immune to the tricksy shifts
of the God of Love than any of you, it is neces-
sary to render inoperative (in the words of a
recent thug) the previous dedication. Neces-
sary, and a pleasure, to inscribe this book

TO MY WIFE, ANNA LORI
I kept trying till I got it right.
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TO COUNT LEO TOLSTOY
14 February 1910

“To me God does not yet exist; but there is a creative
force constantly struggling to evolve an executive organ
of godlike knowledge and power: that is, to achieve
omnipotence and omniscience; and every man and
woman born is a fresh attempt to achieve this ob-
ject. . . .

“The current theory that God already exists in perfection
involves the belief that God deliberately created some-
thing lower than Himself when He might just as easily
have created something equally perfect. That is a hor-
rible belief. . . .

“You said that my manner in [Man and Superman] was
not serious enough—that 1 made people laugh in my
most earnest moments. But why should I not? Why
should humor and laughter be excommunicated? Sup-
pose the world were only one of God's jokes, would you
work any the less to make it a good joke instead of a
bad one?”

—GEORGE BERNARD SHAW



“If God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent
him.”
—VOLTAIRE: Epitre @ M. Saurin, 10 Novembre 1770

“It is expedient there should be gods, and, since it is
expedient, let us believe that gods exist.”

—OVID: Ars Amatoria I

“Men rarely (if ever) manage to dream up a god superior
to themselves. Most gods have the manners and morals
of a spoiled child.”

—ROBERT A. HEINLEIN, 1973



CAVEAT LECTOR

It is suggested that the reader not attempt
to read this book at one sitting. The emo-
tional content of these stories, taken with-
out break, may be extremely upsetting. This
note is intended most sincerely, and not as
hyperbole.

H.E.




INTRODUCTION:
OBLATIONS AT ALIEN ALTARS

Gods can do anything. They fear nothing: they are
gods. But there is one rule, one Seal of Solomon that
can confound a god, and to which all gods pay service,
to the letter:

When belief in a god dies, the god dies.

When the last acolyte renounces his faith and turns to
-another deity, the god ceases to be.

They know, the terrible simplicity of that truth, the
mightiest and the mingiest of gods. They have seen their
fellow gods go down to obscurity and banishment for
lack of believers. They saw AchelGus wither when the
cornucopia was ripped from his head by Heracles; they
saw the twelve Aesir and their Asgardian heaven-home
turned to mist when the Vikings took up the cross; they
saw Ahriman dwindle and die when the ancient Persian
empire was overrun; they saw Alaghom Naom, the
“Mother of Mind,” lost to men when the Congquista-
dores brutalized the Mayan religion; they saw Ama-
Terasu, the Japanese sun goddess, go up in a nova of
light brighter than the sun from which she took her
name, on a special day in Hiroshima; and Amen-Ra,
and Anaitis, and Anath, and Anshar (and Kishar),
and Anu, and Anubis, and Apollo . . . all of them
shimmered and became insubstantial as their temples
were reduced to rubble.

Volume after volume of sacred books of gods.

And that’s only into the “A’s.”

As the time passes for men and women, so does it
pass for gods, for they are made viable and substantial
only through the massed beliefs of masses of men and
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women. And when puny mortals no longer worship at
their altars, the gods die.

To be replaced by newer, more relevant gods.

Perhaps one day soon the time will pass for Jehovah
and Buddha and Zoroaster and Brahma. Then the
Earth will know other gods.

Already we begin to worship these other, newer gods.
Already the Church fights to hold its own. The young
grow away from the old religions, the world seems to
swing between the old and the new; more and more
each day interest in the occult, in the magical, in the
phantasmagorical surges to the fore—leaving priests
and rabbis and ministers concerned where their next
god will come from.

This group of stories deals with the new gods, with
the new devils, with the modern incarnations of the lit-
tle people and the wood sprites and the demons. The -
grimoires and Necronomicons of the gods of the free-
way, of the ghetto blacks, of the coaxial cable; the pain-
god and the rock god and the god of neon; the god of
legal tender, the god of business-as-usual and the gods
that live in city streets and slot machines. The God of
Smog and the God of Freudian Guilt. The Machine
God.

They are a strange, unpredictable lot, these new, vi-
tal, muscular gods. How we will come to worship them,
what boons they may bestow, their moods and their limi-
tations—these are the subjects of these stories.

A New Testament of deities for the computerized age
of confrontation and relevance. A grimoire and a guide.
A pantheon of the holiest of holies for modern man.

Know them now . . . they rule the nights through
which we move.

Kitty Genovese met one of them, as did the students
of Kent State University. Black men have known them
far longer than white men, but have been ill served by
them.

So know them now, in these stories. Offerings can be
made at their altars in new-car showrooms and gam-
bling casinos and in crash-pads and penthouses.
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Worship in the temple of your soul, but know the
names of those who control your destiny. For, as the
God of Time so aptly put it, “It’s later than you think.”

HARLAN ELLISON
1 November 1973






When the new god comes to the Big
Apple, its Kyrie Eleison turns out to be

a prayer Kitty Genovese simply couldn’t
sing. But thirty-eight others knew the tune.



THE WHIMPER OF WHIPPED DOGS

On the night after the day she had stained the louvered
window shutters of her new apartment on East 52nd
Strect, Beth saw a woman slowly and hideously knifed
to death in the courtyard of her building. She was one
of twenty-six witnesses to the ghoulish scene, and, like
them, she did nothing to stop it.

She saw it all, every moment of it, without break and
with no impediment to her view. Quite madly, the
thought crossed her mind as she watched in horrified
fascination, that she had the sort of marvelous line of
observation Napoleon had sought when he caused to
have constructed at the Comédie~-Frangaise theaters, a
curtained box at the rear, so he could watch the audi-
ence as well as the stage. The night was clear, the moon
was full, she had just turned off the 11:30 movie on
channel 2 after the second commercial break, realizing
she had already seen Robert Taylor in Westward the
Women, and had disliked it the first time; and the
apartment was quite dark.

She went to the window, to raise it six inches for the
night’s sleep, and she saw the woman stumble into the
courtyard. She was sliding along the wall, clutching her
left arm with her right hand. Con Ed had installed
mercury-vapor lamps on the poles; there had been six-
teen assaults in seven months; the courtyard was illumi-
nated with a chill purple glow that made the blood
streaming down the woman’s left arm look black and
shiny. Beth saw every detail with utter clarity, as though
magnified a thousand power under a microscope, solar-
ized as if it had been a television commercial.

The woman threw back her head, as if she were
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trying to scream, but there was no sound. Only the
traffic on First Avenue, late cabs foraging for singles
paired for the night at Maxwell’s Plum and Friday’s and
Adam’s Apple. But that was over there, beyond. Where
she was, down there seven floors below, in the court-
yard, everything seemed silently suspended in an invisi-
ble force-field.

Beth stood in the darkness of her apartment, and re-
alized she had raised the window completely. A tiny
balcony lay just over the low sill; now not even glass
separated her from the sight; just the wrought-iron bal-
cony railing and seven floors to the courtyard below.

The woman staggered away from the wall, her head
still thrown back, and Beth could see she was in her
mid-thirties, with dark hair cut in a shag; it was impos-
sible to tell if she was pretty: terror had contorted her
features and her mouth was a twisted black slash,
opened but emitting no sound. Cords stood out in her
neck. She had lost one shoe, and her steps were uneven,
threatening to dump her to the pavement.

The man came around the corner of the building,
into the courtyard. The knife he held was enormous—
or perhaps it only seemed so: Beth remembered a bone-
handled fish knife her father had used one summer at
the lake in Maine: it folded back on itself and locked,
revealing eight inches of serrated blade. The knife in the
hand of the dark man in the courtyard seemed to be
similar.

The woman saw him and tried to run, but he leaped
across the distance between them and grabbed her by
the hair and pulled her head back as though he would
slash her throat in the next reaper-motion.

Then the woman screamed.

The sound skirled up into the courtyard like bats
trapped in an echo chamber, unable to find a way -out,
driven mad. It went on and on. . .

The man struggled with her and she drove her elbows
into his sides and he tried to protect himself, spinning
her around by her hair, the terrible scream going up
and up and never stopping. She came loose and he was
left with a fistful of hair torn out by the roots. As she
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spun out, he slashed straight across and opened her up
just below the breasts. Blood sprayed through her cloth-
ing and the man was soaked; it seemed to drive him
even more berserk. He went at her again, as she tried to
hold herself together, the blood pouring down over her
arms.

She tried to run, teetered against the wall, slid side-
wise, and the man struck the brick surface. She was
away, stumbling over a flower bed, falling, getting to
her knees as he threw himself on her again. The knife
came up in a flashing arc that illuminated the blade
strangely with purple light. And still she screamed.

Lights came on in dozens of apartments and people
appeared at windows.

He drove the knife to the hilt into her back, high on
the right shoulder. He used both hands.

Beth caught it all in jagged flashes—the man, the
woman, the knife, the blood, the expressions on the
faces of those watching from the windows. Then lights
clicked off in the windows, but they still stood there,
watching.

She wanted to yell, to scream, “What are you doing
to that woman?” But her throat was frozen, two iron
hands that had been immersed in dry ice for ten thou-
sand years clamped around her neck. She could feel the
blade sliding into her own body.

Somehow—it seemed impossible but there it was
down there, happening somehow-—the woman struggled
erect and pulled herself off the knife. Three steps, she
took three steps and fell into the flower bed again. The
man was howling now, like a great beast, the sounds
inarticulate, bubbling up from his stomach. He fell on
her and the knife went up and came down, then again,
and again, and finally it was all a blur of motion, and
her scream of lunatic bats went on till it faded off and
was gone.

Beth stood in the darkness, trembling and crying, the
sight filling her eyes with horror. And when she could
no longer bear to look at what he was doing down there
to the unmoving piece of meat over which he worked,
she looked up and around at the windows of darkness
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where the others still stood—even as she stood—and
somehow she could see their faces, bruise-purple with
the dim light from the mercury lamps, and there was a
universal sameness to their expressions. The women
stood with their nails biting into the upper arms of their
men, their tongues edging from the corners of their
mouths; the men were wild-eyed and smiling. They all
looked as though they were at cock fights. Breathing
deeply. Drawing some sustenance from the grisly scene
below. An exhalation of sound, deep, deep, as though
from caverns beneath the earth. Flesh pale and moist.

And it was then that she realized the courtyard had
grown foggy, as though mist off the East River had
rolled up 52nd Street in a veil that would obscure the
details of what the knife and the man were still doing
. . .endlessly doing it . . . long after there was any joy
init. . .still doingit. . . again and again. . .

But the fog was unnatural, thick and gray and filled
with tiny scintilles of light. She stared at it, rising up in
the empty space of the courtyard. Bach in the cathedral,
stardust in a vacuum chamber.

Beth saw eyes.

There, up there, at the ninth floor and higher, two
great eyes, as surely as night and the moon, there were
eyes. And—a face? Was that a face, could she be sure,
was she imagining it . . . a face? In the roiling vapors
of chill fog something lived, something brooding and
patient and utterly malevolent had been summoned up
to witness what was happening down there in the flower
bed. Beth tried to look away, but could not. The eyes,
those primal burning eyes, filled with an abysmal antig-
uity yet frighteningly bright and anxious like the eyes of
a child; eyes filled with tomb depths, ancient and new,
chasm-filled, burning, gigantic and deep as an abyss,
holding her, compelling her. The shadow play was being
staged not only for the tenants in their windows, watch-
ing and drinking of the scene, but for some other. Not
on frigid tundra or waste moors, not in subterranean
caverns or on some faraway world circling a dying sun,
but here, in the city, here the eyes of that other
watched.
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Shaking with the effort, Beth wrenched her eyes from
those burning depths up there beyond the ninth floor,
only to see again the horror that had brought that other.
And she was struck for the first time by the awfulness
of what she was witnessing, she was released from the
immobility that had held her like a coelacanth in shale,
she was filled with the blood thunder pounding against
the membranes of her mind: she had stood there! She
had done nothing, nothing! A woman had been butch-
ered and she had said nothing, done nothing. Tears had
been useless, tremblings had been pointless, she had
done nothing!

Then she heard hysterical sounds midway between
laughter and giggling, and as she stared up into that
great face rising in the fog and chimneysmoke of the
night, she heard herself making those deranged gibbon
noises and from the man below a pathetic, trapped
sound, like the whimper of whipped dogs.

She was staring up into that face again. She hadn’t
wanted to see it 3gain—ever. But she was locked with
those smoldering eyes, overcome with the feeling that
they were childlike, though she knew they were incal-
culably ancient.

Then the butcher below did an unspeakable thing
and Beth reeled with dizziness and caught the edge of
the window before she could tumble out onto the bal-
cony; she steadied herself and fought for breath.

She felt herself being looked at, and for a long mo-
ment of frozen terror she feared she might have caught
the attention of that face up there in the fog. She clung
to the window, feeling everything growing faraway and
dim, and stared straight across the court. She was being
watched. Intently. By the young man in the seventh-
floor window across from her own apartment. Steadily,
he was looking at her. Through the strange fog with its
burning eyes feasting on the sight below, he was staring
at her.

As she felt herself blacking out, in the moment be-
fore unconsciousness, the thought flickered and fled
that there was something terribly familiar about his
face.
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It rained the next day. East 52nd Street was slick and
shining with the oil rainbows. The rain washed the dog
turds into the gutters and nudged them down and down
to the catch-basin openings. People bent against the
slanting rain, hidden beneath umbrellas, looking like
enormous, scurrying black mushrooms. Beth went out to
get the newspapers after the police had come and gone.

The news reports dwelled with loving emphasis on
the twenty-six tenants of the building who had watched
in cold interest as Leona Ciarelli, 37, of 455 Fort
Washington Avenue, Manhattan, had been systemati-
cally stabbed to death by Burton H. Wells, 41, an un-
employed electrician, who had been subsequently shot
to death by two off-duty police officers when he burst
into Michael’s Pub on 55th Street, covered with blood
and brandishing a knife that authorities later identified
as the murder weapon.

She had thrown up twice that day. Her stomach
seemed incapable of retaining anything solid, and the
taste of bile lay along the back of her tongue. She could
not blot the scenes of the night before from her mind;
she re-ran them again and again, every movement of that
reaper arm playing over and over as though on a short
loop of memory. The woman’s head thrown back for
silent screams. The blood. Those eyes in the fog.

She was drawn again and again to the window, to
stare down into the courtyard and the street. She tried
to superimpose over the bleak Manhattan concrete the
view from her window in Swann House at Bennington:
the little yard and another white, frame dormitory; the
fantastic apple trees; and from the other window the
rolling hills and gorgeous Vermont countryside; her
memory skittered through the change of seasons. But
there was always concrete and the rain-slick streets; the
rain on the pavement was black and shiny as blood.

She tried to work, rolling up the tambour closure of
the old rolltop desk she had bought on Lexington Ave-
nue and hunching over the graph sheets of choreogra-
pher’s charts. But Labanotation was merely a Jackson
Pollock jumble of arcane hieroglyphics to her toqay, n-
stead of the careful representation of eurhythmics she
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had studied four years to perfect. And before that,
Farmington.

The phone rang. It was the secretary from the Taylor
Dance Company, asking when she would be free. She
had to beg off. She looked at her hand, lying on the
graph sheets of figures Laban had devised, and she saw
her fingers trembling. She had to beg off. Then she
called Guzman at the Downtown Ballet Company, to
tell him she would be late with the charts.

“My God, lady, I have ten dancers sitting around in
a rehearsal hall getting their leotards sweaty! What do
you expect me to do?”

She explained what had happened the night before.
And as she told him, she realized the newspapers had
been justified in holding that tone against the twenty-six
witnesses to the death of Leona Ciarelli. Paschal Guz-
man listened, and when he spoke again, his voice was
several octaves lower, and he spoke more slowly. He
said he understood and she could take a little longer to
prepare the charts. But there was a distance in his voice,
and he hung up while she was thanking him.

She dressed in an argyle sweater vest in shades of
dark purple, and a pair of fitted khaki gabardine trou-
sers. She had to go out, to walk around. To do what?
To think about other things. As she pulled on the Fred
Braun chunky heels, she idly wondered if that heavy
silver bracelet was still in the window of Georg Jensen's.
In the elevator, the young man from the window across
the courtyard stared at her. Beth felt her body begin to
tremble again. She went deep into the corner of the box
when he entered behind her.

Between the fifth and fourth floors, he hit the off
switch and the elevator jerked to a halt.

Beth stared at him and he smiled innocently.

“Hi. My name’s Gleeson, Ray Gleeson, I'm in 714.”

She wanted to demand he tum the elevator back on,
by what right did he presume to do such a thing, what
did he mean by this, turn it on at once or suffer the
consequences. That was what she wanted to do. Instead,
from the same place she had heard the gibbering laugh-
ter the night before, she heard her voice, much smaller



The Whimper of Whipped Dogs 25

and much less possessed than she had trained it to be,
saying, “Beth O’Neill, I live in 701.”

The thing about it, was that the elevator was stopped.
And she was frightened. But he leaned against the pan-
eled wall, very well dressed, shoes polished, hair
combed and probably blown dry with a hand drier, and
he talked to her as if they were across a table at L’Ar-
genteuil. “You just moved in, huh?”

“About two months ago.”

“Where did you go to school? Bennington or Sarah
Lawrence?”

“Bennington. How did you know?”

He laughed, and it was a nice laugh. “I’m an editor at
a religious book publisher; ever year we get half a
dozen Bennington, Sarah Lawrence, Smith girls. They
come hopping in like grasshoppers, ready to revolution-
ize the publishing industry.”

“What’s wrong with that? You sound like you don’t
care for them.”

“Oh, I love them, they’re marvelous. They think they
know how to write better than the authors we publish.
- Had one darlin’ little item who was given galleys of
three books to proof, and she rewrote all three. I think
she’s working as a table-swabber in 2 Horn & Hardart’s
now.”

She didn’t reply to that. She would have pegged him
as an anti-feminist, ordinarily, if it had been anyone else
speaking. But the eyes. There was something terribly fa-
miliar about his face. She was enjoying the conversa-
tion; she rather liked him.

“What’s the nearest big city to Bennington?”

“Albany, New York. About sixty miles.”

“How long does it take to drive there?”

“From Bennington? About an hour and a half.”

“Must be a nice drive, that Vermont country, really
pretty. They went coed, I understand. How’s that work-
ing out?”

“I don’t know, really.”

“You don’t know?”

“It happened around the time I was graduating.”

“What did, you major in?”’
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“I was a dance major, specializing in Labanotation.
That’s the way you write choreography.”

“It’s all electives, I gather. You don’t have to take
anything required, like sciences, for example.” He
didn’t change tone as he said, “That was a terrible thing
last night. I saw you watchmg I guess a lot of us were
watching. It was a really terrible thing.”

She nodded dumbly. Fear came back.

“I understand the cops got him. Some nut, they don’t
even know why he killed her, or why he went charging
into that bar. It was really an awful thing. I’d very much
like to have dinner with you one night soon, if you're
not attached.”

“That would be all right.”

“Maybe Wednesday There’s an Argentlman place 1
know. You might like it.”

“That weuld be all right.”

“Why don’t you turn on the elevator, and we can
go,” he said, and smiled again. She did it, wondering
why she had stopped the elevator in the first place.

On her third date with him, they had their first fight.
It was at a party thrown by a director of television com-
mercials. He lived on the ninth floor of their building.
He had just done a series of spots for Sesame Street
(the letters “U” for Underpass, “T” for Tunnel, lower-
case “b” for boats, “C” for cars; the numbers 1 to 6 and
the numbers 1 to 20; the words light and dark) and was
celebrating his move from the arena of commercial taw-
driness (and its attendant $75,000 a year) to the sweet
fields of educational programing (and its accompanying
descent into low-pay respectability). There was a logic
in his joy Beth could not quite understand, and when
she talked with him about it, in a far corner of the
kitchen, his arguments didn’t seem to parse. But he
seemed happy, and his girlfriend, a long-legged ex-
model from Philadelphia, continued to drift to him and
away from him, like some exquisite undersea plant,
touching his hair and kissing his neck, murmuring
words of pride and barely submerged sexuality. Beth
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found it bewildering, though the celebrants were all
bright and lively.

In the living room, Ray was sitting on the arm of the
sofa, hustling a stewardess named Luanne. Beth could
tell he was hustling; he was trying to look casual. When
he wasr’t hustling, he was always intense, about every-
thing. She decided to ignore it, and wandered around
the apartment, sipping at a Tanqueray and tonic.

There were framed prints of abstract shapes clipped
from a calendar printed in Germany. They were in
metal Bonniers frames.

In the dining room a huge door from a demolished
building somewhere in the city had been handsomely
stripped, teaked and refinished. It was now the dinner
table.

A Lightolier fixture attached to the wall over the bed
swung out, levered up and down, tipped, and its bur-
nished globe-head revolved a full three hundred and
sixty degrees.

She was standing in the bedroom, looking out the
window, when she realized this had been one of the
rooms in which light had gone on, gone off; one of the
rooms that had contained a silent watcher at the death
of Leona Ciarelli.

When she returned to the living room, she looked
around more carefully. With only three or four excep-
tions—the stewardess, a young married couple from the
second floor, a stockbroker from Hemphill, Noyes—
everyone at the party had been a witness to the slaying.

“I’d like to go,” she told him.

“Why, aren’t you having a good time?” asked the
stewardess, a mocking smile crossing her perfect little
face.

“Like all Bennington ladies,” Ray said, answering for
Beth, “she is enjoying herself most by not enjoying her-
self at all. It’s a trait of the anal retentive. Being here in
someone else’s apartment, she can’t empty ashtrays or
rewind the toilet paper roll so it doesn’t hang a tongue,
and being tightassed, her nature demands we go.

“All right, Beth, let’s say our goodbyes and take off.
The Phantom Rectum strikes again.”
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She slapped him and the stewardess’s eyes widened.
But the smile remained frozen where it had appeared

He grabbed her wrist before she could do it again.
“Garbanzo beans, baby,” he said, holding her wrist
tighter than necessary.

They went back to her apartment, and after sparring
silently with kitchen cabinet doors slammed and the tel-
evision being tuned too loud, they got to her bed, and
he tried to perpetuate the metaphor by fucking her in
the ass. He had her on elbows and knees before she
Tedlized what he was doing; she struggled to turn over
and he rode her bucking and tossing without a sound.
And when it was clear to him that she would never per-
mit it, he grabbed her breast from underneath and
squeezed so hard she howled in pain. He dumped her
on her back, rubbed himself between her legs a dozen
times, and came on her stomach.

Beth lay with her eyes closed and an arm thrown
across her face. She wanted to cry, but found she could
not. Ray lay on her and said nothing. She wanted to
rush to the bathroom and shower, but he did not move,
till long after his semen had dried on their bodies.

“Who did you date at college?” he asked.

“I didn’t date anyone very much.” Sullen.

“No heavy makeouts with wealthy lads from Wil-
liams and Dartmouth . . . no Amherst intellectuals
begging you to save them from creeping faggotry by
permitting them to stick their carrots in your sticky little
slit?”

“Stop it?”

“Come on, baby, it couldn’t all have been knee socks
and little round circle-pins. You don’t expect me to be-
lieve you didn’t get a little mouthful of cock from time
to time. It’s only, what? about fifteen miles to Williams-
town? I'm sure the Williams werewolves were down
burning the highway to your cunt on weekends; you can
level with old Uncle Ray. .

“Why are you like thzs’l” She started to move, to get
away from him, and he grabbed her by the shoulder,
forced her to lie down again. Then he rose up over her
and said, “I’'m like this because I'm a New Yorker,
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baby. Because I live in this fucking city every day. Be-
cause I have to play patty-cake with the ministers and
other sanctified holy-joe assholes who want their good-
ness and lightness tracts published by the Blessed Sacra-
ment Publishing and Storm Window Company of 277
Park Avenue, when what I really want to do is toss the
stupid psalm-suckers out the thirty-seventh-floor win-
dow and listen to them quote chapter-and-worse all the
way down. Because I've lived in this great big snapping
dog of a city all my life and I'm mad as a mudfly, for
chrissakes!” ;

She lay unable to move, breathing shallowly, filled
with a sudden pity and affection for him. His face was
white and strained, and she knew he was saying things
to her that only a bit too much Almadén and exact tim-
ing would have let him say.

“What do you expect from me,” he said, his voice
softer now, but no less intense, “do you expect kindness
and gentility and understanding and a hand on your
hand when the smog burns your eyes? I can’t do it, I
haven’t got it. No one has it in this cesspool of a city.
Look around you; what do you think is happening here?
They take rats and they put them in boxes and when
there are too many of them, some of the little fuckers go
out of their minds and start gnawing the rest to death. Iz
ain’t no different here, baby! It’s rat time for everybody
in this madhouse. You can’t expect to jam as many peo-
ple into this stone thing as we do, with buses and taxis
and dogs shitting themselves scrawny and noise night
and day and no money and not enough places to live
and no place to go to have a decent think . . . you can’t
do it without making the time right for some god-
forsaken other kind of thing to be born! You can’t hate
everyone around vou, and kick every beggar and nigger
and mestizo shithead, you can’t have cabbies stealing
from you and taking tips they don’t deserve, and then
cursing you, you can’t walk in the soot till your collar
turns black, and your body stinks with the smell of flak-
ing brick and decaying brains, you can’t do it without
calling up some kind of awful—"

He stopped.
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His face bore the expression of a man who has just
received brutal word of the death of a loved one. He
suddenly lay down, rolled over, and turned off.

She lay beside him, trembling, trying desperately to
remember where she had seen his face before.

He didn’t call her again, after the night of the party.
And when they met in the hall, he pointedly turned
away, as though he had given her some obscure chance
and she had refused to take it. Beth thought she under-
stood: though Ray Gleeson had not been her first af-
fair, he had been the first to reject her so completely.
The first to put her not only out of his bed and his life,
but even out of his world. It was as though she were
invisible, not even beneath contempt, simply not there.

She busied herself with other things.

She took on three new charting jobs for Guzman and
a new group that had formed on Staten Island, of all
places. She worked furiously and they gave her new as-
signments; they even paid her.

She tried to decorate the apartment with a less pre-
cise touch. Huge poster blowups of Merce Cunningham
and Martha Graham replaced the Brueghel prints that
had reminded her of the view looking down the hill to-
ward Williams. The tiny balcony outside her window,
the balcony she had steadfastly refused to stand upon
since the night of the slaughter, the night of the fog with
eyes, that balcony she swept and set about with little
flower boxes in which she planted geraniums, petunias,
dwarf zinnias, and other hardy perennials. Then, closing
the window, she went to give herself, to involve herself
in this city to which she had brought her ordered life.

And the city responded to her overtures:

Seeing off an old friend from Bennington, at Kennedy
International, she stopped at the terminal coffee shop to
have a sandwich. The counter circled like a moat a cen-
ter service island that had huge advertising cubes rising
above it on burnished poles. The cubes proclaimed the
delights of Fun City. New _York Is a Summer Festival,
they said, and Joseph Papp Presents Shakespeare in
Central Park and Visit the Bronx Zoo and You’ll Adore

~
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Our Contentious but Lovable Cabbies. The food
emerged from a window far down the service area and
moved slowly on a conveyor belt through the hordes of
screaming waitresses who slathered the counter with re-
dolent washcloths. The lunchroom had all the charm
and dignity of a steel-rolling mill, and approximately
the same noise level. Beth ordered a cheeseburger that
cost a dollar and a quarter, and a glass of milk.

When it came, it was cold, the cheese unmelted, and
the patty of meat resembling nothing so much as a dirty
scouring pad. The bun was cold and untoasted. There
was no lettuce under the patty.

Beth managed to catch the waitress’s eye. The girl
approached with an annoyed look. “Please toast the
bun and may I have a piece of lsttuce?” Beth said.

“We dun’ do that,” the waitress said, turned half
away as though she would walk in a moment.

“You don’t do what?”

“We dun’ toass the bun here.”

“Yes, but I want the bun toasted,” Beth said firmly.

“An’ you got to pay for extra lettuce.”

“If I was asking for extra lettuce,” Beth said, getting
annoyed, “I would pay for it, but since there’s no let-
tuce here, I don’t think I should be charged extra for
the first piece.”

“We dun’ do that.”

The waitress started to walk away. “Hold it,” Beth
said, raising her voice just enough so the assembly-line
eaters on either side stared at her. ‘““You mean to tell me
I have to pay a dollar and a quarter and I can’t get a
piece of lettuce or even. get the bun toasted?”

“Ef you dun’ like it . . .”

“Take it back.”

“You gotta pay for it, you order it.”

“I said take it back, I don’t want the fucking thing!”

The waitress scratched " off the check. The milk cost
27¢ and tasted going-sour. It was the first time in her
life that Beth had said that word aloud.

At the cashier’s stand, Beth said to the sweating man
with the felt-tip pens in his shirt pocket, “Just out of
curiosity, are you interested in complaints?”
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“No!” he said, snarling, quite literally snarling. He
did not look up as he punched out 73¢ and it came
rolling down the chute.

The city responded to her overtures:

It was raining again. She was trying to cross Second
Avenue, with the light. She stepped off the curb and a
car came sliding through the red and splashed her.
“Hey!” she yelled.

“Eat shit, sister!” the diver yelled back, turning the
corner.

Her boots, her legs and her overcoat were splattered
with mud. She stood trembling on the curb.

The city responded to her overtures:

She emerged from the building at One Astor Place
with her big briefcase full of Laban charts; she was ad-
justing her rain scarf about her head. A well-dressed
man with an attaché case thrust the handle of his um-
brella up between her legs from the rear. She gasped
and dropped her case.

The city responded and responded and responded.

Her overtures altered quickly.

The old drunk with the stippled cheeks extended his
hand and mumbled words. She cursed him and walked
on up Broadway past the beaver film houses.

She crossed against the lights on Park Avenue, mak-
ing hackies slam their brakes to avoid hitting her; she
used that word frequently now.

When she found herself having a drink with a man
who had elbowed up beside her in the singles’ bar, she
felt faint and knew she should go home.

But Vermont was so far away.

Nights later. She had come home from the Lincoln
Center ballet, and gone straight to bed. She heard a
sound in the bedroom. One room away, in the living
room, in the dark, there was a sound. She slipped out of
bed and went to the door between the rooms. She fum-
bled silently for the switch on the lamp just inside the
living room, and found it, and clicked it on. A black
man in a leather car coat was trying to get out of the
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apartment. In that first flash of light filling the room
she noticéd the television set beside him on the floor as
he struggled with the door, she noticed the police lock
and bar had been broken in a new and clever manner
New York Magazine had not yet reported in a feature
article on apartment ripoffs, she noticed that he had got-
ten his foot tangled in the telephone cord that she had
requested be extra-long so she could carry the instru-
ment into the bathroom, I don’t want to miss any busi-
ness calls when the shower is running; she noticed all
things in perspective and one thing with sharpest clar-
ity: the expression on the burglar’s face.

There was something familiar in that expression.

He almost had the door open, but now he closed it,
and slipped the police lock. He took a step toward her.

Beth went back, into the darkened bedroom.

The city responded to her overtures.

She backed against the wall at the head of the bed.
Her hand fumbled in the shadows for the telephone. His
shape filled the doorway, light, all light behind him.

In silhouette it should not have been possible to tell,
but somehow she knew he was wearing gloves and the
only marks he would leave would be deep bruises, very
blue, almost black, with the tinge under them of blood
that had been stopped in its course.

He came for her, arms hanging casually at his sides.
She tried to climb over the bed, and he grabbed her
from behind, ripping her nightgown. Then he had 2
hand around her neck and he pulled her backward. She
fell off the bed, landed at his feet and his hold was bro-
ken. She scuttled across the floor and for a moment she
had the respite to feel terror. She was going to die, and
she was frightened.

He trapped her in the corner between the closet and
the bureau and kicked her. His foot caught her in the
thigh as she folded tigl+er, smaller, drawing her legs up.
She was cold.

Then he reached down with both hands and pulled
her erect by her hair. He slammed her head against the
wall. Everything slid up in her sight as though running
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off the edge of the world. He slammed her head against
the wall again, and she felt something go soft over her
right ear.

When he tried to slam her a third time she reached
out blindly for his face and ripped down with her nails.
He howled in pain and she hurled herself forward, arms
wrapping themselves around his waist. He stumbled
backward and in a tangle of thrashing arms and legs
they fell out onto the little balcony.

Beth landed on the bottom, feeling the window boxes
jammed up against her spine and legs. She fought to get
to her feet, and her nails hooked into his shirt under the
open jacket, ripping. Then she was on her feet again
and they struggled silently.

He whirled her around, bent her backward across the
wrought-iron railing. Her face was turned outward.

They were standing in their windows, watching.

Through the fog she could see them watching.
Through the fog she recognized their expressions.
Through the fog she heard them breathing in unison,
bellows breathing of expectation and wonder. Through
the fog.

And the black man punched her in the throat. She
gagged and started to black out and could not draw air
into her lungs. Back, back, he bent her further back and
she was looking up, straight up, toward the ninth floor
and higher. . . .

Up there: eyes.

The words Ray Gleeson had said in a moment filled
with what he had become, with the utter hopelessness
and finality of the choice the city had forced on him,
the words came back. You can’t live in this city and
survive unless you have protection . . . you can't live
this way, like rats driven mad, without making the time
right for some god-forsaken other kind of thing to be
born . . . you can’t do it without calling up some kind
of awful . . .

God! A new God, an ancient God come again with
the eyes and hunger of a child, a deranged blood God
of fog and street violence. A God who needed worshipers
and offered the choices of death as a victim or life as an
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eternal witness to the deaths of other chosen victims. A
God to fit the times, a God of streets and people.

She tried to shriek, to appeal to Ray, to the director
in the bedroom window of his ninth-floor apartment
with his long-legged Philadelphia model beside him and
his fingers inside her as they worshiped in their holiest
of ways, to the others who had been at the party that
had been Ray’s offer of a chance to join their congrega-
tion. She wanted to be saved from having to make that
choice.

But the black man had punched her in the throat,
and now his hands were on her, one on her chest, the
other in her face, the smell of leather filling her where
the nausea could not. And she understood Ray had
cared, had wanted her to take the chance offered; but
she had come from a world of little white dormitories
and Vermont countryside; it was not a real world. This
was the real world and up there was the God who ruled
this world, and she had rejected him, had said no to one
of his priests and servitors. Save me! Don’t make me do
it!

She knew she had to call out, to make appeal, to try
and win the approbation of that God. I can’t . . . save
me!

She struggled and made terrible little mewling sounds
trying to summon the words to cry out, and suddenly
she crossed a line, and screamed up into the echoing
courtyard with a voice Leona Ciarelli had never known
enough to use.

“Him! Take him! Not me! I'm yours, I love you,
I’'m yours! Take him, not me, please not me, take him,
take him, I'm yours!”

And the black man was suddenly lifted away,
wrenched off her, and off the balcony, whirled straight
up into the fog-thick air in the courtyard, as Beth sank
to her knees on the ruined flower boxes.

She was half-conscious, and could not be sure she
saw it just that way, but up he went, end over end,
whirling and spinning like a charred leaf.

And the form took firmer shape. Enormous paws
with claws and shapes that no animal she had ever seen



36 Deathbird Stories

had ever possessed, and the burglar, black, poor, terri-
fied, whimpering like a whipped dog, was stripped of
his flesh. His body was opened with a thin incision, and
there was a rush as all the blood poured from him like a
sudden cloudburst, and yet he was still alive, twitching
with the involuntary horror of a frog’s leg shocked with
an electric current. Twitched, and twitched again as he
was torn piece by piece to shreds. Pieces of flesh and
bone and half a face with an eye blinking furiously, cas-
caded down past Beth, and hit the cement below with
sodden thuds. And still he was alive, as his organs were
squeezed and musculature and bile and shit and skin
were rubbed, sandpapered together and let fall. It went
on and on, as the death of Leona Ciarelli had gone on
and on, and she understood with the blood-knowledge
of survivors at any cost that the reason the witnesses to
the death of Leona Ciarelli had done nothing was not
that they had been frozen with horror, that they didn’t
want to get involved, or that they were inured to death
by years of television slaughter.

They were worshipers at a black mass the city had
demanded be staged; not once, but a thousand times a
day in this insane asylum of steel and stone.

Now she was on her feet, standing half-naked in her
ripped nightgown, her hands tightening on the wrought-
iron railing, begging to see more, to drink deeper.

Now she was one of them, as the pieces of the night’s
sacrifice fell past her, bleeding and screaming.

Tomorrow the police would come again, and they
would question her, and she would say how terrible it
had been, that burglar, and how she had fought, afraid
he would rape her and kill her, and how he had fallen,
and she had no idea how he had been so hideously
mangled and ripped apart, but a seven-story fall, after
all. ..

Tomorrow she would not have to worry about walk-
ing in the streets, because no harm could come to her.
Tomorrow she could even remove the police lock. Noth-
ing in the city could do her any further evil, because
she had made the only choice. She was now a dweller in
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the city, now wholly and richly a part of it. Now she
was taken to the bosom of her God.

She felt Ray beside her, standing beside her, holding
her, protecting her, his hand on her naked backside,
and she watched the fog swirl up and fill the courtyard,
fill the city, fill her eyes and her soul and her heart with
its power. As Ray’s naked body pressed tightly into
her, she drank deeply of the night, knowing whatever
voices she heard from this moment forward, they would
be the voices not of whipped dogs, but those of strong,
meat-eating beasts.

At last she was unafraid, and it was so good, so very
good not to be afraid.

“When inward life dries up, when feeling decreases and
apathy increases, when one cannot affect or even gen-
uinely touch another persom, violence flares up as a
daimonic necessity for contact, a mad drive forcing
touch in the most direct way possible.”

—Rollo May, Love and Will

-



God, in the latest, chrome-plated,
dual-carb, chopped & channeled,
eight-hundred-horsepowered incarnation.
God’s unspoken name is Vroooom!



ALONG THE SCENIC ROUTE

The blood-red Mercury with the twin-mounted 7.6 mm
Spandaus cut George off as he was shifting lanes. The
Merc cut out sharply, three cars behind George, and the
driver decked it. The boom of his gas-turbine engine got
through George’s baffling system without difficulty, like
a fist in the ear. The Merc sprayed JP-4 gook and water
in a wide fan from its jet nozzle and cut back in, a mat-
ter of inches in front of George’s Chevy Piranha.

George slapped the selector control on the dash, light-
ing YOU STUPID BASTARD, WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU’RE
DOING and I HOPE YOU CRASH & BURN, YOU SON OF A
BITCH. Jessica moaned softly with uncontrolled fear, but
George could not hear her: he was screaming obsceni-
ties.

George kicked it into Overplunge and depressed the
selector button extending the rotating buzzsaws. Dallas
razors, they were called, in the repair shoppes. But the
crimson Merc pulled away doing an easy 115.

“I’ll get you, you beaver-sucker!” he howled.

The Piranha jumped and surged forward. But the
Merc was already two dozen car-lengths down the Free-
way. Adrenaline pumped through George’s system. Be-
side him, Jessica put a hand on his arm. “Oh, forget it,
George; it's just some young snot,” she said. Always
conciliatory.

“Machismo,” he murmured, and hunched over the
wheel. Jessica looked toward heaven, wishing a bolt of
lightning had come from that location many months
past, striking Dr. Yasimir directly in his Freud, long be-
fore George could have picked up psychiatric justifica-
tions for his awful temper.
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“Get me Collision Control!” George snarled at her.

Jessica shrugged, as if to say here we go again, and
dialed CC on the peek. The smiling face of the Freeway
Sector Control Operator blurred green and yellow, then
came into sharp focus. “Your request, sic?”

“Clearance for duel, Highway 101, northbound.”

“Your license number, sir?”

“XUPD 88321,” George said. He was scanning the
Freeway, keeping the blood-red Mercury in sight, obsti-
nately refusing to stud on the tracking sights.

“Your proposed opponent, sir?”

“Red Mercury GT. *88 model.”

“License, sir.”

“Just a second.” George pressed the stud for the in-
stant replay and the last ten miles rolled back on the
movieola. He ran it forward again till he caught the in-
stant the Merc had passed him, stopped the film, and
got the number. “MFCS 90909.”

“One moment, sir.”

George fretted behind the wheel. “Now what the
hell’s holding her up? Whenever you want service,
they’ve got problems. But boy, when it comes tax
time—"

The Operator came back and smiled. “I've checked
our master Sector grid, sir, and I find authorization may
be permitted, but I am required by law to inform you that
your proposed opponent is more heavily armed than
yourself.”

George licked his lips. “What’s he running?”

“QOur records indicate 7.6 mm Spandau equipment,
bulletproof screens and coded optionals.”

George sat silently. His speed dropped. The tachome-
ter fluttered, settled.

“Let him go, George,” Jessica said. “You know he’d
take you.” )

Two blotches of anger spread on George’s cheeks.
“Oh, yeah!?!” He howled at the Operator, “Get me a
confirm on that Mercury, Operator!”

She blurred off, and George decked the Piranha; it
leaped forward. Jessica sighed with resignation and
pulled the drawer out from beneath her bucket. She un-
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folded the g-suit and began stretching into it. She said
nothing, but continued to shake her head.

“We’ll see!”” George said.

“Oh, George, when will you ever grow up?”’

He did not answer, but his nostrils flared with barely
restrained anger.

The Operator smeared back and said, “Opponent
confirms, sir. Freeway Underwriters have already cross-
filed you as mutual beneficiaries. Please observe stan-
dard traffic regulations, and good luck, sir.”

She vanished, and George set the Piranha on sleep-
walker as he donned his own g-suit. He overrode the
sleeper and was back on manual in moments.

“Now, you stuffer, now let’s see!” 100, 110, 120.

He was gaining rapidly on the Merc now. As the
Chevy hit 120, the mastercomp flashed red and sug-
gested crossover. George punched the selector and the
telescoping arms of the buzzsaws retracted into the
axles, even as the buzzsaws stopped whirling. In a mo-
ment they had been drawn back in, now merely fancy
decorations in the hubcaps. The wheels retracted into
the underbody of the Chevy and the air-cushion took
over. Now the Chevy skimmed along, two inches above
the roadbed of the Freeway.

Ahead, George could see the Merc also crossing over
to air-cushion. 120. 135. 150.

“George, this is crazy!” Jessica said, her face in that
characteristic strike expression. “You’re no hot-rodder,
George. You're a family man, and this is the family
car!”

George chuckled nastily. “I've had it with these fuzz-
faces. Last year . . . you remember last year? . . . you
remember when that punk stuffer ran us into the abut-
ment? I swore I'd never put up with that kind of thing
again. Why'd’you think I had all the optionals in-
stalled?”

Jessica opened the tambour doors of the glove com-
partment and slid out the service tray. She unplugged
the jar of anti-flash salve and began spreading it on her
face and hands. “I knew I shouldn’t have let you put
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that laser thing in this car!” George chuckled again.
Fuzzfaces, punks, rodders!

George felt the Piranha surge forward, the big relia-
ble stirling engine recycling the hot air for more and
more efficient thrust. Unlike the Merc's inefficient ker-
osene system, there was no exhaust emission from the
nuclear power plant, the external combustion engine al-
most noiseless, the big radiator tailfin in the rear dissi-
pating the tremendous heat, stabilizing the car as it
swooshed along, two inches off the roadbed.

George knew he would catch the blood-red Mercury.
Then one smartass punk was going to learn he couldn’t
flout law and order by running decent citizens off the
freeways!

“Get me my gun,” George said.

Jessica shook her head with exasperation, reached
under George's bucket, pulled out his drawer and
handed him the bulky .45 automatic in its breakaway
upside-down shoulder rig. George studded in the
sleeper, worked his arms into the rig, tested the oiled
leather of the holster, and when he was satisfied, re-
turned the Piranha to manual.

“Oh, God,” Jessica said, “John Dillinger rides
again.”

“Listen!” George shouted, getting more furious with
each stupidity she offered. “If you can’t be of some help
to me, just shut your damned mouth. I'd put you out
and come back for you, but I'm in a duel . . . can you
understand that? I'm in a duel!” She murmured a yes,
George, and fell silent.

There was a transmission queep from the transceiver.
George studded it on. No picture. Just vocal. It had to
be the driver of the Mercury, up ahead of them. Beam-
ing directly at one another’s antennae, using a tight-
beam directional, they could keep in touch: it was a
standard trick used by rods to rattle their opponents.

“Hey, Boze, you not really gonna custer me, are you?
Back’m, Boze. No bad trips, true. The kid’ll drop back,
hang a couple of biggies on ya, just to teach ya little
lesson, letcha swimaway.” The voice of the driver was
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hard, mirthless, the ugly sound of a driver used to being
challenged.

“Listen, you young snot,” George said, grating his
words, trying to sound more menacing than he felt, “I'm
going to teach you the lesson!”

The Merc’s driver laughed raucously.

“Boze, you de-mote me, true!”

“And stop calling me a bozo, you lousy little degen-
erate!”

“Ooooo-weeee, got me a thrasher this time out.
Okay, Boze, you be custer an’ I'll play arrow. Good
shells, baby Boze!” ]

The finalizing queep sounded, and George gripped
the wheel with hands that went knuckle-white. The
Merc suddenly shot away from him. He had been stead-
ily gaining, but now as though it had been spring-
loaded, the Mercury burst forward, spraying gook and
water on both sides of the forty-foot lanes they were
using. “Cut in his afterburner,” George snarled. The
driver of the Mercury had injected water into the ex-
haust for added thrust through the jet nozzle. The boom
of the Merc’s big, noisy engine hit him, and George
studded in the rear-mounted propellers to give him
more speed. 175. 185. 195.

He was crawling up the line toward the Merc. Gain-
ing, gaining. Jessica pulled out her drawer and unfolded
her crashsuit. It went on over the g-suit, and she let
George know what she thought of his turning their Sun-
day Drive into a kamikaze duel.

He told her to stuff, and did a sleeper, donned his
own crashsuit, applied flash salve, and lowered the bang-
up helmet onto his head.

Back on manual he crawled, crawled, till he was only
fifty yards behind the Mercury, the gas-turbine vehicle
sharp in his tinted windshield. “Put on your goggles
. . . I'm going to show that punk who’s a bozo. . . .

He pressed the stud to open the laser louvers. The
needle-nosed glass tube peered out from its bay in the
Chevy’s hood. George read the power drain on his dash.
The MHD power generator used to drive the laser was
charging. He remembered what the salesman at Chick
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Williams Chevrolet had told him, pridefully, about the
laser gun, when George had inquired about the op-
tional. ‘

Dynamite feature, Mr. Jackson. Absolutely sensa-
tional. Works off a magneto hydro dynamic power gen-
erator. Latest thing in defense armament. You know, to
achieve sufficient potency from a CO, laser, you'd need’
a glass tube a mile long. Well, sir, we both know that’s
impractical, to say the least, so the project engineers at
Chevy’s big Bombay plant developed the “stack”
method. Glass rods baffled with mirrors—360 feet of.
stack, the length of a football field . . . plus end zones.
Use it three ways. Punch a hole right through their tires
at any speed under a hundred and twenty. If they're
running a GT, you can put that hole right into the kero-
sene fuel tank, blow them off the road. Or, if they're
running a stirling, just heat the radiator. When the ra-
diator gets hotter than the engine, the whole works
shuts down. Dynamite. Also . . . and this is with prop-
er CC authorization, you can go straight for the old
jugular. Use the beam on the driver. Makes a neat hole.
Dynamite!

“I’ll take it,” George murmured.

“What did you say?” Jessica asked.

“Nothing.”

“George, you're a family man, not a rodder!”

“Stuff it!” v

Then he was sorry he’d said it. She meant well. It
was simply that . . . well, a man had to work hard to
keep his balls. He looked sidewise at her. Wearing the
Armadillo crash-suit, with its overlaping disks of ce-
ramic material, she looked like a ferryflight pilot. The
bangup hat hid her face. He wanted to apologize, but
the moment had arrived. He locked the laser on the
Merc, depressed the fire stud, and a beam of blinding
light flashed from the bonnet of the Piranha. With the
Merc on air-cushion, he had gone straight for the fuel
tank.

But the Merc suddenly wasn’t in front of him. Even
as he had fired, the driver had sheered left into the next
forty-foot-wide lane, and cut speed drastically. The
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Merc dropped back past them as the Piranha swooshed
ahead.

“He’s on my back!” George shouted.

The next moment Spandau slugs tore at the hide of
the Chevy. George slapped the studs, and the bullet-
proof screens went up. But not before pingholes had ap-
peared in the beryllium hide of the Chevy, exposing the
boron fiber filaments that gave the car its lightweight
maneuverability. “Stuffer!” George breathed, terribly
frightened. The driver was on his back, could ride him
into the ground.

He swerved, dropping flaps and skimming the Pi-
ranha back and forth in wide arcs, across the two lanes.
The Merc hung on. The Spandaus chattered heavily.
The screens would hold, but what else was the driver
running? What were the “coded optionals™” the CC Op-
erator had mentioned?

“Now see what you’ve gotten us into"’

“Jess, shut up, shut up!”

The transceiver queeped. He studded it on, still
swerving. This time the driver of the Merc was sending
via microwave video. The face blurred in.

He was a young boy. In his teens. Acne.

“Punk! Stinking punk!” George screamed, trying to
swerve, drop back, accelerate. Nothing. The blood-red
Merc hung on his tailfin, pounding at him. If one of
those bullets struck the radiator tailfin, ricocheted,
pierced to the engine, got through the lead shielding
around the reactor. Jessica was crying, huddled inside
her Armadillo.

He was silently glad she was in the g-suit. He would
try something illegal in a moment.

“Hey, Boze. What’s your slit look like? If she’s
creamy’n’nice might letcha drop her at the next getty, and
come back for her later. With your insurance, baby, and
my pickle, I can keep her creamy’n’nice.”

“Fuzzfaced punk! I'll see you dead first!”

“You’re a real thrasher, old dad. Wish you well, but
it’s soon over. Say bye-bye to the nice rodder. You
gonna die, old dad!”

George was shrieking inarticulately.
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The boy laughed wildly. He was up on something.
Ferro-coke, perhaps. Or D4. Or merryloo. His eyes
glistened blue and young and deadly as a snake.

“Just wanted you to know the name of your pile-
driver, old dad. You can call me Billy. . . .”

And he was gone. The Merc slipped forward, closer,
and George had only a moment to realize that this Billy
could not possibly have the money to equip his car with
a laser, and that was a godsend. But the Spandaus were
hacking away at the bulletproof screens. They weren’t
meant for extended punishment like this. Damn that
Detroit iron!

He had to make the illegal move now.

Thank God for the g-suits. A tight turn, across the
lanes, in direct contravention of the authorization. And
in a tight turn, without the g-suits, doing—he checked
the speedometer and tach—250 mph, the blood slams
up against one side of the body. The g-suits would
squeeze the side of the body where the blood tried to
pool up. They would live. If . . .

He spun the wheel hard, slamming down on the accel-
erator. The Merc slowed sidewise and caught the tum.
He never had a chance. He pulled out of the illegal
turn, and their positions were the same. But the Merc
had dropped back several car-lengths. Then from the
transceiver there was a queep and he did not even stud-
in as the Police Copter overhead tightbeamed him in an
authoritative voice:

“XUPD 88321. Warning! You will be in contraven-
tion of your dueling authorization if you try another
maneuver of that sort! You are warned to keep to your
lanes and the standard rules of road courtesy!”

Then it queeped, and George felt the universe settling
like silt over him. He was being killed by the system.,

He’d have to eject. The seats would save him and
Jessica. He tried to tell her, but she had fainted.

How did I get into this? he pleaded with himself.
Dear God, I swear if you get me out of this alive I'll
never never never go mad like this again. Please God.

Then the Merc was up on him again, pulling up
alongside!
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The window went down on the passenger side of the
Mercury, and George whipped a glance across to see
Billy with his lips skinned back from his teeth under the
windblast and acceleration, aiming a .45 at him. Barely
thinking, George studded the bumpers.

The super-conducting magnetic bumpers took hold,
sucked Billy into his magnetic field, and they collided
with a crash that shook the .45 out of the rodder’s hand.
In the instant of collision, George realized he had made
his chance, and dropped back. In a moment he was rid-
ing the Merc’s tail again.

Naked barbarism took hold. He wanted to kill now.
Not crash the other, not wound the other, not stop the
other—*kill the other! Messages to God were forgotten.

He locked-in the laser and aimed for the windshield
bubble. His sights caught the rear of the bubble, fas-
tened to the outline of Billy’s head, and George fired.

As the bolt of light struck the bubble, a black spot
appeared, and remained for the seconds the laser
touched. When the light cut off, the black spot vanished.
George cursed, screamed, cried, in fear and helpless-
ness.

The Merc was equipped with a frequency-sensitive
laserproof windshield. Chemicals in the windshield
would “go black,” opaque at certain frequencies, mo-
mentarily, anywhere a laser light touched them. He
should have known. A duelist like this Billy, trained in
weaponry, equipped for whatever might chance down a
Freeway. Another coded optional. George found he was
crying, piteously, within the cavern of his bangup hat.

Then the Merc was swerving again, executing a roll
and dip that George could not understand, could not
predict. Then the Merc dropped speed suddenly, and
George found himself almost running up the jet nozzle
of the blood-red vehicle.

He spun out and around, and Billy was behind him
once more, closing in for the kill. He sent the propellers
to full spin and reached for eternity. 270. 280. 290.

Then he heard the sizzling, and jerked his head
around to see the back wall of the car rippling. Oh my
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God, he thought, in terror, he can’t afford a laser, but
he’s got an inductor beam!

The beam was setting up strong local eddy currents
in the beryllium hide of the Chevy. He’d rip a hole in
the skin, the air would whip through, the car would go
out of control.

George knew he was dead.

And Jessica.

And all because of this punk, this rodder fuzzface!

The Merc closed in confidently.

George thought wildly. There was no time for any-
thing but the blind plunging panic of random thought.
The speedometer and the tach agreed. They were doing
300 mph.

Riding on air-cushions.

The thought slipped through his panic.

It was the only possibility. He ripped off his bangup
hat, and fumbled Jessica’s loose. He hugged them in his
lap with his free hand, and managed to stud down the
window on the driver’s side. Instantly, a blast of wind
and accelerated air skinned back his lips, plastered his
cheeks hollowly, made a death’s head of Jessica’s fea-
tures. He fought to keep the Chevy stable, gyro’d.

Then, holding the bangup hats by their straps, he
forced them around the edge of the window where the
force of his speed jammed them against the side of the
Chevy. Then he let go. And studded up the window.
And braked sharply.

The bulky bangup hats dropped away, hit the
roadbed, rolled directly into the path of the Merc. They
disappeared underneath the blood-red car, and instantly
the vehicle hit the Freeway. George swerved out of the
way, dropping speed quickly.

The Merc hit with a crash, bounced, hit again,
bounced and hit, bounced and hit. As it went past the
Piranha, George saw Billy caroming off the insides of
the car.

He watched the vehicle skid, wheelless, for a quarter
of a mile down the Freeway before it caught the inner
breakwall of the lane-divider, shot high in the air, and
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came down turning over. It landed on the bubble, which
burst, and exploded in a flash of fire and smoke that
rocked the Chevy.

At three hundred miles per hour, two inches above
the Freeway, riding on air, anything that broke up the
air bubble would be a lethal weapon. He had won the
duel. That Billy was dead.

George pulled in at the next getty, and sat in the lot.
Jessica came around finally. He was slumped over the
wheel, shaking, unable to speak.

She looked over at him, then reached out a hand to
touch his shoulder. He jumped at the infinitesimal pres-
sure, felt through the g- and crash-suits. She started to
speak, but the peek queeped, and she studded it on.

“Sector Control, sir.” The Operator smiled.

He did not look up.

“Congratulations, sir. Despite one possible infraction,
your duel has been logged as legal and binding. You’'ll
be pleased to know that the occupant of the car you
challenged was rated number one in the entire Central
and Eastern Freeway circuit. Now that Mr. Bonney has
been finalized, we are entering your name on the dueling
records. Underwriters have asked us to inform you that a
check will be in the mails to you within twenty-four
hours.

“Again, sir, congratulations.”

The peek went dead, and George tried to focus on
the parking lot of the neon and silver getty. It had been
a terrible experience. He never wanted to use a car that
way again. It had been some other George, certainly not
him.

“I'm a famlly man,” he repeated Jesswa s words.
“And this is just a family car. . .I.

She was smiling gently at him. Then they were in
each other’s arms, and he was crying, and she was saying
that’s all right, George, you had to do it, it’s all right.

And the peek queeped.

She studded it on and the face of the Operator smiled
back at her. “Congratulations, sir, you’ll be pleased to
know that Sector Control already has fifteen duel chal-
lenges for you.
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“Mr. Ronnie Lee Hauptman of Dallas has asked for
first challenge, and is, at this moment, speeding toward
you with an ETA of 6:15 this evening. In the event Mr.
Hauptman does not survive, you have waiting chal-
lenges from Mr. Fred Bull of Chatsworth, California
. « « Mr. Leo Fowler of Philadelphia . . . Mr. Emil
Zalenkoof . . .’

George did not hear the list. He was trying desper-
ately, with clubbed fingers, to extricate himself from the
strangling folds of the g- and crash-suits. But he knew it
was no good. He would have to fight.

In the world of the Freeway, there was no place for a
walking man.

The Author wishes to thank Mr. Ben

Bova, formerly of Avco Everett Research
Laboratory (Everett, Massachusetts), for his
assistance in preparing the extrapolative
technical background of this story.



Posing the question: does the god of love
use underarm deodorant, vaginal spray
and fluoride toothpaste?



ON THE DOWNHILL SIDE

“In love, there is always one who kt.\'ses and one who

offers the cheek.”
—French proverb

I knew she was a virgin because she was able to ruffie
the silken mane of my unicorn. Named Lizette, she was
a Grecian temple in which no sacrifice had ever been
made. Vestal virgin of New Orleans, found walking
without shadow in the thankgod coolness of cockroach-
crawling Louisiana night. My unicom whinnied, in-
clined his head, and she stroked the ivory spiral of his
horn.

Much of this took place in what is called the the Irish
Channel, a strip of street in old New Orleans where the
lace curtain micks had settled decades before; now the
Irish were gone and the Cubans had taken over the:
Channel. Now the Cubans were sleeping, recovering
from the muggy today that held within its hours the
déja vu of muggy yesterday, the déja révé of intoler-
able tomorrow. Now the crippled bricks of side streets
off Magazine had given up their nightly ghosts, and one
such phantom had come to me, calling my unicorn to
her—thus, clearly, a virgin—and I stood waiting.

Had it been Sutton Place, had it been a Manhattan
evening, and had we met, she would have kneeled to pet
my dog. And I would have waited. Had it been Puerto
Vallarta, had it been 20° 36’ N, 105° 13’ W, and had
we met, she would have crouched to run her fingertips
over the oil-slick hide of my iguana. And I would have
waited. Meeting in streets requires ritual. One must wait
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and not breathe too loud, if one is to enjoy the congress
of the nightly ghosts.

She looked across the fine head of my unicorn and
smiled at me. Her eyes were a shade of gray between
onyx and miscalculation. “Is it a bit chilly for you?” I
asked.

“When I was thirteen,” she said, linking my arm, tak-
ing a tentative two steps that led me with her, up the
street, “‘or perhaps I was twelve, well no matter, when I
was that approximate age, I had a marvelous shawl of
Belgian lace. I could look through it and see the myster-
ies of the sun and the other stars unriddled. I'm sure
someone important and very nice has purchased that
shawl from an antique dealer, and paid handsomely for
it.”

It seemed not a terribly responsive reply to a simple
question.

“A queen of the Mardi Gras Ball doesn’t get chilly,”
she added, unasked. I walked along beside her, the cool
evasiveness of her arm binding us, my mind a welter of
answer choices, none satisfactory.

Behind us, my unicorn followed silently. Well, not
entirely silently. His platinum hoofs clattered on the
bricks. I'm afraid I felt a straight pin of jealousy. Per-
fection does that to me.

“When were you queen of the Ball?”

The date she gave me was one hundred and thirteen
years before.

It must have been brutally cold down there in the
stones.

There is a little book they sell, a guide to manners
and dining in New Orleans: I've looked: nowhere in the
book do they indicate the proper responses to a ghost.
But then, it says nothing about the wonderful cemeteries
of New Orleans’ West Bank, or Metairie. Or the gour-
met dining at such locations. One seeks, in wvain,
through the mutable, mercurial universe, for the com-
pleat guide. To everything. And, failing in the search,
one makes do the best one can. And suffers the frustra-
tion, suffers the ennui.

Perfection does that to me.
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We walked for some time, and grew to know each
other, as best we’d allow. These are some of the high
points. They lack continuity. I don’t apologize, I merely
pointed it out, adding with some truth, I feel, that most
liaisons lack continuity. We find ourselves in odd places
at various times, and for a brief span we link our lives
to others—even as Lizette had linked her arm with
mine—and then, our time elapsed, we move apart.
Through a haze of pain occasionally; usually through a
veil of memory that clings, then passes; sometimes as
though we have never touched.

“My name is Paul Ordahl,” I told her. “And the most
awful thing that ever happened to me was my first wife,
Bernice. I don’t know how else to put it—even if it
sounds melodramatic, it’s simply what happened—she
went insane, and I divorced her, and her mother had
her committed to a private mental home.”

“When I was eighteen,” Lizette said, “my family gave
me my coming-out party. We were living in the Garden
District, on Prytania Street. The house was a lovely
white Plantation—they call them antebellum now—
with Grecian pillars. We had a persimmon-green gazebo
in the rear gardens, directly beside a weeping willow. It
was six-sided. Octagonal. Or is that hexagonal? It was
the loveliest party. And while it was going on, I sneaked
away with a boy . . . I don’t remember his name . . .
and we went into the gazebo, and I let him touch my
breasts. I don’t remember his name.”

We were on Decatur Street, walking toward the
French Quarter; the Mississippi was on our right, dark
but making its presence known.

“Her mother was the one had her committed, you
see. I only heard from them twice after the divorce. It
had been four stinking years and I really didn’t want
any more of it. Once, after I'd started making some
money, the mother called and said Bernice had to be
put in the state asylum. There wasn’t enough money to
pay for the private home any more. I sent a little; not
much. I suppose I could have sent more, but I was re-
married, there was a child from her previous marriage.
I didn’t want to send any more. I told the mother not to
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call me again. There was only once after that . . . it
was the most terrible thing that ever happened to me.”

We walked around Jackson Square, looking in at the
very black grass, reading the plaques bolted to the
spear-topped fence, plaques telling how New Orleans
had once belonged to the French. We sat on one of the
benches in the street. The street had been closed to
traffic, and we sat on one of the benches.

“QOur pame was Charbonnet. Can you say that?”

I said it, with a good accent.

“I married a very wealthy man. He was in real estate.
At one time he owned the entire block where the Vieux
Carré now stands, on Bourbon Street. He admired me
greatly. He came and sought my hand, and my maman
had to strike the bargain because my father was too
weak to do it; he drank. I can admit that now. But it
didn’t matter, I'd already found out how my suitor was
set financially. He wasn’t common, but he wasn’t qual-
ity, either. But he was wealthy and I married him. He
gave me presents. I did what I had to do. But I refused
to let him make love to me after he became friends with
that awful Jew who built the Metairie Cemetery over
the race track because they wouldn't let him race his ~
Jew horses. My husband’s name was Dunbar. Claude
Dunbar, you may have heard the name? Our parties
were de rigueur.”

“Would you like some coffee and beignets at Du
Monde?”

She stared at me for a moment, as though she wanted
me to say something more, then she nodded and smiled.

We walked around the Square. My unicorn was wait-
ing at the curb. I scratched his rainbow flank and he
struck a spark off the cobblestones with his right front
hoof. “I know,” I said to him, “we’ll soon start the
downhill side. But not just yet. Be patient. I won’t for-
get you.”

Lizette and I went inside the Café Du Monde and I
ordered two coffees with warm milk and two orders of
beignets from a waiter who was originally from New
Jersey but had lived most of his life only a few miles
from College Station, Texas.
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There was a coolness coming off the levee.

“I was in New York,” I said. “I was receiving an
award at an architects’ convention—did I mention I
was an architect—yes, that’s what I was at the time, an
architect—and I did a television interview. The mother
saw me on the program, and checked the newspapers to
find out what hotel we were using for the convention,
and she got my room number and called me. I had been
out quite late after the banquet where I'd gotten my
award, quite late. I was sitting on the side of the bed,
taking off my shoes, my tuxedo tie hanging from my
unbuttoned collar, getting ready to just throw clothes on
the floor and sink away, when the phone rang. It was
the mother. She was a terrible person, one of the worst I
ever knew, a shrike, a terrible, just a terrible person.
She started telling me about Bernice in the asylum. How
they had her in this little room and how she stared out
the window most of the time. She’d reverted to child-
hood, and most of the time she couldn’t even recognize
the mother; but when she did, she’d say something like,
‘Don’t let them hurt me, Mommy, don’t let them hurt
me.’ So I asked her what she wanted me to do, did she
want money for Bernice or what . . . Did she want me
to go see her since I was in New York . . . and she said
God no. And then she did an awful thing to me. She
said the last time she’d been to see Bernice, my ex-wife
had turned around and put her finger to her lips and
said, ‘Shhh, we have to be very quiet. Paul is working.’
And I swear, a snake uncoiled in my stomach. It was
the most terrible thing I'd ever heard. No matter how
secure you are that you honest to God had not sent
someone to a madhouse, there’s always that little core
of doubt, and saying what she’d said just burned out my
head. I couldn’t even think about it, couldn’t even really
hear it, or it would have collapsed me. So down came
these iron walls and I just kept on talking, and after a
while she hung up. )

“It wasn’t till two years later that I allowed myself to
think about it, and then I cried; it had been a long time
since I'd cried. Oh, not because I believed that nonsense.
about a man isn’t supposed to cry, but just because I
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guess there hadn’t been anything that important to cry
about. But when I let myself hear what she’d said, I
started crying, and just went on and on till T finally
went in and looked into the bathroom mirror and I
asked myself face to face if I'd done that, if I'd ever
made her be qulet so I could work on blueprints or
drawings. . .

“And after a while I saw myself shaking my head no,
and it was easier. That was perhaps three years before 1
died.”

She licked the powdered sugar from the beignets off
her fingers, and launched into a long story about a lover
she had taken. She didn’t remember his name.

It was sometime after midnight. I'd thought midnight
would signal the start of the downhiil side, but the hour
had passed, and we were still together, and she didn’t
seem ready to vanish. We left the Café Du Monde and
walked into the Quarter.

I despise Bourbon Street. The strip joints, with the
pasties over nipples, the smell of need, the dwarfed
souls of men attuned only to flesh. The noise.

We walked through it like art connoisseurs at a show-
ing of motel room paintings. She continued to talk
about her life, about the men she had known, about the
way they had loved her, the ways in which she had
spurned them, and about the trivia of her past exis-
tence. I continued to talk about my loves, about all the
women I had held dear in my heart for however long
each had been linked with me. We talked across each
other, our conversation at right angles, only meeting in
the intersections of silence at story’s end.

She wanted a julep and I took her to the Royal Orleans
Hotel and we sat in silence as she drank. I watched
her, studying that phantom face, seeking for even the
smallest flicker of light off the ice in her eyes, hoping
for an indication that glacial melting could be forthcom-
ing. But there was nothing, and I burned to say correct
words that might cause heat. She drank and reminisced
about evenings with young men in similar hotels, a
hundred years before.

We went to a night club where a Flamenco dancer
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and his two-woman troupe performed on a stage of un-
polished woods, their star-shining black shoes setting up
resonances in me that I chose to ignore.

Then I realized there were only three couples in the
club, and that the extremely pretty Flamenco dancer
was playing to Lizette. He gripped the lapels of his bo-
lero jacket and clattered his heels against the stage like a
man driving nails. She watched him, and her tongue
made a wholly obvious flirtatious trip around the rim of
her liquor glass. There was a two-drink minimum, and
as I have never liked the taste of alcohol, she was more
than willing to prevent waste by drinking mine as well
as her own. Whether she was getting drunk or simply
indulging herself, I do not know. It didn’t matter. I be-
came blind with jealously, and dragons took possession
of my eyes. :

When the dancer was finished, when his half hour
show was concluded, he came to our table. His suit was
skin tight and the color of Arctic lakes. His hair was
curly and moist from his exertions, and his prettiness
infuriated me. There was a scene. He asked her name, I
interposed a comment, he tried to be polite, sensing my
ugly mood, she overrode my comment, he tried again in
Castilian, th-ing his esses, she answered, I rose- and
shoved him, there was a scuffle. We were asked to
leave.

Once outside, she walked away from me.

My unicorn was at the curb, eating from a porcelain
Sévres soup plate filled with flan. I watched her walk
unsteadily up the street toward Jackson Square. I
scratched my unicorn’s neck and he stopped eating the
egg custard. He looked at me for a long moment. Ice
crystals were sparkling in his mane.

We were on the downhill side.

“Soon, old friend,” I said.

He dipped his elegant head toward the plate. “T see
you've been to the Las Americas. When you return the
plate, give my best to Sefior Pena.”

I followed her up the street. She was walking rapidly
toward the Square. I called to her, but she wouldn’t
stop. She began dragging her left hand along the steel
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bars of the fence enclosing the Square. Her fingertips
thudded softly from bar to bar, and once I heard the
chitinous clak of a manicured nail.

“Lizettel!”

She walked faster, dragging her hand across the dark
metal bars.

“Lizette! Damn it!”

I was reluctant to run after her; it was somehow terri-
bly demeaning. But she was getting farther and farther
away. There were bums in the Square, sitting slouched
on the benches, their arms out along the backs. Itiner-
ants, kids with beards and knapsacks. I was suddenly
frightened for her. Impossible. She had been dead for a
hundred years. There was no reason for it . . . I was
afraid for her!

I started running, the sound of my footsteps echoing
up and around the Square. I caught her at the corner
and dragged her around. She tried to slap me, and I
caught her hand. She kept trying to hit me, to scratch
my face with the manicured nails. I held her and swung
her away from me, swung her around, and around, diz-
zyingly, trying to keep her off balance. She swung
wildly, crying out and saying things inarticulately. Fi-
nally, she stumbled and I pulled her in to me and held
her tight against my body.

“Stop it! Stop, Lizette! I . . . Stop it” She went
limp against me and I felt her crying against my chest. I
took her into the shadows and my unicorn came down
Decatur Street and stood under a streetlamp, waiting.

The chimera winds rose. I heard them, and knew we
were well on the downhill side, that time was growing
short. I held her close and smelled the woodsmoke scent
of her hair. “Listen to me,” I said, softly, close to her.
“Listen to me, Lizette. Our time’s almost gone. This is
our last chance. You've lived in stone for a hundred
years; I've heard you cry. I've come there, to that place,
night after night, and I've heard you cry. You've paid
enough, God knows. So have I. We can do it. We've got
one more chance, and we can make it, if you’ll try.
That’s all T ask. Try.”

She pushed away from me, tossing her head so the
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auburn hair swirled away from her face. Her eyes were
dry. Ghosts can do that. Cry without making tears.
Tears are denied us. Other things; I won’t talk of them
here.

“I lied to you,” she said.

I touched the side of her face. The high cheekbone
just at the hairline. “I know. My unicom would never
have let you touch him if you weren’t pure. I'm not, but
he has no choice with me. He was assigned to me. He’s
my familiar and he puts up with me. We're friends.”

“No. Other lies. My life was a lie. I've told them all
to you. We can’t make it. You have to let me go.”

I didn’t know exactly where, but I knew how it would
happen. I argued with her, trying to convince her there
was a way for us. But she couldn’t believe it, hadn’t the
strength or the will or the faith. Finally, I let her go.

She put her arms around my neck, and drew my face
down to hers, and she held me that way for a few mo-
ments. Then the winds rose, and there were sounds in
the night, the sounds of calling, and she left me there, in
the shadows. -

I sat down on the curb and thought about the years
since I'd died. Years without much music. Light leached
out. Wandering. Nothing to pace me but memories and
the unicorn. How sad I was for kim, assigned to me till
I got my chance. And now it had come and I'd taken
my best go, and failed.

Lizette and 1 were the two sides of the same coin;
devalued and impossible to spend. Legal tender of na-
tions long since vanished, no longer even names on the
cracked papyrus of cartographers’ maps. We had been
snatched away from final rest, had been set adrift to
roam for our crimes, and only once between death and
eternity would we receive a chance. This night . . . this
nothing special night . . . this was our chance.

My unicorn came to me, then, and brushed his muz-
zle against my shoulder. I reached up and scratched
around the base of his spiral horn, his favorite place. He
gave a long, silvery sigh, and in that sound I heard the
sentence I was serving on him, as well as myself. We
had been linked, too. Assigned to one another by the
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one who had ordained this night’s chance. But if I lost
out, 50 did my unicorn; he who had wandered with me
through all the soundless, lightless years.

I stood up. I was by no means ready to do battle, but
at least I could stay in for the full ride . . . all the way
on the downhill side. “Do you know where they are?”

My unicorn started off down the street.

I followed, hopelessness warring with frustration.
Dusk to dawn is the full ride, the final chance. After
midnight is the downhill side. Time was short, and when
time ran out there would be nothing for Lizette or me
or my unicorn but time. Forever.

When we passed the Royal Orleans Hotel I knew
where we were going. The sound of the Quarter had
already faded. It was getting on toward dawn. The hu-
man lice had finally crawled into their flesh-mounds to
sleep off the night of revelry. Though I had never expe-
rienced directly the New Orleans in which Lizette had
grown up, I longed for the power to blot out the cancer-
ous blight that Boubon Street and the Quarter had be-
come, with its tourist filth and screaming neon, to re-
store it to the colorful yet healthy state in which it had
thrived a hundred years before. But I was only a ghost,
not one of the gods with such powers, and at that mo-
ment I was almost at the end of the line held by one of
those gods.

My unicorn turned down dark streets, heading al-
ways in the same general direction, and when I saw the
first black shapes of the tombstones against the night
sky, the lightening night sky, I knew I'd been correct in
my assumption of destination.

The Saint Louis Cemetery.

Oh, how I sorrow for anyone who has never seen the
world-famous Saint Louis Cemetery in New Orleans. It
is the perfect graveyard, the complete graveyard, the
finest graveyard in the universe. (There is a perfection
in some designs that informs the function totally. There
are Danish chairs that could be nothing but chairs, are
so totally and completely chair that if the world as we
know it ended, and a billion years from now the New
Orleans horsy cockroaches became the dominant species,
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and they dug down through the alluvial layers, and
found one of those chairs, even if they themselves did
not use chairs, were not constructed physically for the
use of chairs, had never seen a chair, still they would
know it for what it had been made to be: a chair. Be-
cause it would be the essence of chairness. And from it,
they could reconstruct the human race in replica. That
is the kind of graveyard one means when one refers to
the world-famous Saint Louis Cemetery.)

The Saint Louis Cemetery is ancient. It sighs with
shadows and the comfortable bones and their after-
images of deaths that became great merely because those
who died went to be interred in the Saint Louis Ceme-
tery. The water table lies just eighteen inches below
New Orleans—there are no graves in the earth for that
reason. Bodies are entombed aboveground in crypts, in
sepulchers, vaults, mausoleums. The gravestones are all
different, no two alike, each one a testament to the
stonecutter’s art. Only secondarily testaments to those
who lie beneath the markers.

We had reached the moment of final nightness. That
ultimate moment before day began. Dawn had yet to fill
the eastern sky, yet there was a warming of tone to the
night; it was the last of the downhill side of my chance.
Of Lizette’s chance.

We approached the cemetery, my unicorn and I.
From deep in the center of the skyline of stones beyond
the fence I could see the ice-chill glow of a pulsing blue
light. The light one finds in a refrigerator, cold and flat
and brittle.

I mounted my unicorn, leaned close along his neck,
clinging to his mane with both hands, knees tight to his
silken sides, now rippling with light and color, and I
gave a little hiss of approval, a little sound of go.

My unicorn sailed over the fence, into the world-
famous Saint Louis Cemetery.

I dismounted and thanked him. We began threading
our way between the tombstones, the sepulchers, the
crypts.

The blue glow grew more distinct. And now I could
hear the chimera winds rising, whirling, coming in off
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alien seas. The pulsing of the light, the wail of the
winds, the night dying. My unicorn stayed close. Even
we of the spirit world know when to be afraid.

After all, I was only operating off a chance; I was
under no god’s protection. Naked, even in death.

There is no fog in New Orleans.

Mist began to form around us.

Except sometimes in the winter, there is no fog in
New Orleans.

I remembered the daybreak of the night I'd died.
There had been mist. I had been a suicide.

My third wife had left me. She had gone away during
the night, while I'd been at a business meeting with a
client; I had been engaged to design a church in Baton
Rouge. All that day I'd steamed the old wallpaper off
the apartment we’d rented. It was to have been our first
home together, paid for by the commission. I'd done the
steaming myself, with a tall ladder and a steam con-
denser and two flat pans with steam holes. Up near the
ceiling the heat had been so awful I'd almost fainted.
She’d brought me lemonade, freshly squeezed. Then I'd
showered and changed and gone to my meeting. When
I'd returned, she was gone. No note.

Lizette and I were two sides of the same coin, cast off
after death for the opposite extremes of the same crime.
She had never loved. I had loved too much. Overindul-
gence in something as delicate as love is to be found
monstrously offensive in the eyes of the God of Love.
And some of us—who have never understood the salva-
tion in the Golden Mean—some of us are cast adrift
with but one chance. It can happen.

Mist formed around us, and my unicorn crept close
to me, somehow smaller, almost timid. We were moving
into realms he did not understand, where his limited
magics were useless. These were realms of potency so
utterly beyond even the limbo creatures—such as my
unicorn—so completely alien to even the intermediary
zone wanderers—Lizette and myself—that we were as
helpless and without understanding as those who live.
We had only one advantage over living, breathing, as
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yet undead humans: we knew for certain that the
realms on the other side existed.

Above, beyond, deeper: where the gods live. Where
the one who had given me my chance, had given Lizette
her chance, where He lived. Undoubtedly watching.

The mist swirled up around us, as chill and final as
the dust of pharaohs’ tombs.

We moved through it, toward the pulsing heart of
blue light. And as we came into the penultimate circle,
we stopped. We were in the outer ring of potency, and
we saw the claiming things that had come for Lizette.
She lay out on an altar of crystal, naked and trembling.
They stood around her, enormously tall and transpar-
ent. Man shapes without faces. Within their transparent
forms a strange, silvery fog swirled, like smoke from.
holy censers. Where eyes should have been on a man or
a ghost, there were only dull flickering firefly glowings,
inside, hanging in the smoke, moving, changing shape
and position. No eyes at all. And tall, very tall, towering
over Lizette and the altar.

For me, overcommitted to love, when dawn came
without salvation, there was only an eternity of wonder-
ing, with my unicorn as sole companion. Ghost forever-
more. Incense chimera viewed as dust-devil on the hori-
zon, chilling as I passed in city streets, forever gone,
invisible, lost, empty, helpless, wandering.

But for her, empty vessel, the fate was something else
entirely. The God of Love had allowed her the time of
wandering, trapped by day in stones, freed at night to
wander. He had allowed her the final chance. And hav-
ing failed to take it, her fate was with these claiming
creatures, gods themselves . . . of another order . . .
higher or lower I had no idea. But terrible.

“Lagniappe!” 1 screamed the word. The old Creole
word they used in New Orleans when they want a little
extra; a bonus of croissants, a few additional carrots
dumped into the shopping bag, a larger portion of
clams or crabs or shrimp. “Lagniappe! Lizette, take a
little more! Try for the extra! Try . . . demand it . . .
there’s time . . . you have it coming to you . . . you've
paid. . .I’'vepaid. . .it’sours. . . try/”
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She sat up, her naked body lit by lambent fires of
chill blue cold from the other side. She sat up and
looked across the inner circle to me, and I stood there
with my arms out, trying desperately to break through
the outer circle to her. But it was solid and I could not
pass. Only virgins could pass.

And they would not let her go. They had been prom-
ised a feed, and they were there to claim. I began to
cry, as I had cried when I finally heard what the mother
had said, when I finally came home to the empty apart-
ment and knew I had spent my life loving too much,
demanding too much, myself a feeder at a board that
could be depleted and emptied and serve up no more.
She wanted to come to me, I could see she wanted to
come to me. But they would have their meal.

Then I felt the muzzle of my unicorn at my neck, and
in a step he had moved through the barrier that was
impenetrable to me, and he moved across the circle and
stood waiting. Lizette leaped from the altar and ran to
me.

It all happened at the same time. I felt Lizette’s body
anchor in to mine, and we saw my unicorn standing
over there on the other side, and for a moment we
could not summon up the necessary reactions, the cor-
rect sounds. We knew for the first time in either our
lives or our deaths what it was to be paralyzed. Then
reactions began washing over me, we, us in wave after
wave: cascading joy that Lizette had come to . . . us;
utter love for this Paul ghost creature; realization that
instinctively part of us was falling into the same pattern
again; fear that part would love too much at this mystic
juncture; resolve to temper our love; and then anguish
at the sight of our unicorn standing there, waiting to be
claimed. . . .

We called to him . . . using his secret name, one we
had never spoken aloud. We could barely speak. Weight
pulled at his throat, our throats. “Old friend . . .” We
took a step toward him but could not pass the barrier.
Lizette clung to me,, Paul held me tight as I trembled
with terror and the cold of that inner circle still frosting
my flesh.
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The great transparent claimers stood silently, watch-
ing, waiting, as if content to allow us our moments of
final decision. But their impatience could be felt in the
air, a soft purring, like the death rattle always in the
throat of a cat. “Come back! Not for me . . . don’t do
it forme . . . it’s not fair!”

Paul’s unicorn turned his head and looked at us.

My friend of starless nights, when we had gone sail-
ing together through the darkness. My friend who had
walked with me on endless tours of empty places. My
friend of gentle nature and constant companionship.
Until Lizette, my friend, my only friend, my familiar
assigned to an onerous task, who had come to love me
and to whom I had belonged, even as he had belonged
to me.

I could not bear the hurt that grew in my chest, in my
stomach; my head was on fire, my eyes burned with
tears first for Paul, and now for the sweetest creature a
god had ever sent to temper a man’s anguish . . . and
for myself. I could not bear the thought of never know-
ing—as Paul had known it—the silent company of that
gentle, magical beast.

But he turned back, and moved to them, and they
took that as final decision, and the great transparent
claimers moved in around him, and their quickglass
hands. reached down to touch him, and for an instant
they seemed to hesitate, and I called out, “Don’t be
afraid . . .” and my unicorn turned his head to look
across the mist of potency for the last time, and I saw
he was afraid. but not as much as he would have been if
I had not been there. '

Then the first of them touched his smooth, silvery
flank and he gave a trembling sigh of paim: A ripple ran
down his hide. Not the quick flesh movement of ridding
himself of a fly, but a completely alien, unnatural
tremor, containing in its swiftness all the agony and loss
of cternities. A sigh went out from Paul’s unicorn,
though he had not uttered it.

We could feel the pain, the loneliness. My unicorn
with no time left to him. Ending. All was now a final
ending; he had stayed with me, walked with me, and
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had grown to care for me, until that time when he
would be released from his duty by that special God;
but now freedom was to be denied him; an ending.

The great transparent claimers all touched him, their
ice fingers caressing his warm hide as we watched, help-
less, Lizette’s face buried in Paul’s chest. Colors surged
across my unicorn’s body, as if by becoming more in-
tense the chill touch of the claimers could be beaten off.
Pulsing waves of rainbow color that lived in his hide for
moments, then dimmed, brightened again and were bled
off. Then the colors ledked away one by one, chroma
weakening: purple-blue, manganese violet, discord, co-
balt blue, doubt, affection, chrome green, chrome yel-
low, raw sienna, contemplation, alizarin crimson, irony,
silver, severity, compassion, cadmium red, white.

They emptied him . . . he did not fight them . . .
going colder and colder . . . flickers of yellow, a whis-
per of blue, pale as white . . . the tremors blending into
one constant shudder . . . the wonderful golden eyes
rolled in torment, went flat, brightness dulled, flat metal

. . the platinum hoofs caked with rust . . . and he
stood, did not try to escape, gave himself for us . . .
and he was emptied. Of everything. Then, like the claim-
ers, we could see through him. Vapors swirled within
the transparent husk, a fogged glass, shimmering . . .
then nothing. And then they absorbed even the husk.

The chill blue light faded, and the claimers grew in-
distinct in our sight. The smoke within them seemed
thicker, moved more slowly, horribly, as though they
had fed and were sluggish and would go away, back
across the line to that dark place where they waited,
always waited, till their hunger was aroused again. And
my unicorn was gone. I was alone with Lizette. I was
alone with Paul. The mist died away, and the claimers
were gone, and once more it was merely a cemetery as
the first rays of the morming sun came easing through
the tumble and disarray of headstones.

We stood together as one, her naked body white and
virginal in my weary arms; and as the light of the sun
struck us we began to fade, to merge, to mingle our
bodies and our wandering spirits one into the other,
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forming one spirit that would neither love too much,
nor too little, having taken our chance on the downhill
side.

We faded and were lifted invisibly on the scented
breath of that good God who had owned us, and were
taken away from there. To be born again as one spirit,
in some other human form, man or woman we did not
know which. Nor would we remember. Nor did it mat-
ter.

This time, love would not destroy us. This time out,
we would have luck.

The luck of silken mane and rainbow colors and plat-
inum hoofs and spiral horn.



Where the old gods go, and why it's
unwise to seek admittance.



O YE OF LITTLE FAITH

Niven felt for the rock wall behind him. His fingertips
grazed the crumbling rocks. The wall curved. He
prayed that it curved. It had to curve, to go around the
bowl in which he was trapped, or he was dead. That
simply: he was dead. The minotaur advanced another
few feet, pawing the red-dust earth with hooves of gold
now dulled by a faint dusty crimson patina.

The creature’s small gimlet eyes were as red as the
ground it stomped. Half-man, half-bull, something out
of a child’s fable, it stepped carefully toward him, and
he had the wildly incongruous thought that the beast’s
face might have been a double for John Barrymore.
Only the little red eyes destroyed the comparison. Red
and angry; not merely with volcanic hatred, but with
something else . .. something primeval, something
saved from a time before men had walked the Earth,
when the minotaurs and their fellow-myths had ruled the
world.

And now, somehow, in some inexplicable fashion,
Niven—a man with no particular talents—had been
thrown crosswise and slantwise through universes into a
place, a time, a continuum (an Earth?) where the min-
otaur still roamed. Where the minotaur could at last
have his full revenge on the creatures that had replaced
him. It was the day of reckoning for Homo sapiens.

Niven backed around the bowl, feeling the dirt of the
wall crumbling in his fingers as he felt behind him; in
his other hand he brandished the rough-wood club he
had found underfoot as he ran from the beast. He let it
droop in his hand a moment, the weight of it difficult to
keep at the ready for very long. The minotaur’s face of
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frenzy glowed with heat. It leaped. Niven swung the
club with a bunching of muscles that sent him whirling
half-around. The minotaur dug its hooves in deeply and
ground to a snorting halt, two feet in front of the flat
arc swing of the club. Niven spun around completely,
and the club struck the wall and shattered to splinters.

»The minotaur’s half-growl], half snort bore traces of
triumphant amusement as it exploded behind the dark-
haired man, and Niven felt young sweat come to his
back. The impact of the blow against the wall had sent
a tremor through his entire body; his left arm was quite
numb. Yet it had saved him. There was an opening in
the wall, an opening in the rock-wall of the deep valley
bowl, an opening he would not have seen backing around
the wall. Now there was a scant hope of staying alive.

As the minotaur gathered itself for a leap that would
send its gigantic body plunging into Niven, the man
slipped sidewise, and was inside the mountain.

He turned then, and ran. Behind him the light from
that weird place—vaguely blue and light-mote-laden—
faded and was abruptly lost as he caromed around a
sharp turn in the passage. It was dark now, pitch abso-
lute dark, and all Niven could see was the scintillance of
tiny sparks behind his eyes. Suddenly he found himself
longing to see even that light behind him, that snippet of
blue and cadaverous gray in a sky that had never been
roof of any world ke had known.

And then he was falling. . . .

Suddenly, and without any sense of having moved,
between one step and the next, he plunged over a lip of
stone, and was falling. Down and down, tumbling over
and over, and the walls of moist slippery stone reeled
around him, unseen but cold, as he tried to grab some
small hold.

His fingertips skinned away from friction, and the
pain was excruciating . . . for a long moment . . . but
was lost in the next instant as a gasp that became a
shriek was torn from him. He plunged sickeningly, im-
pacting painfully against an unseen out-cropping with
his shoulders and the back of his neck . . . he felt his
spine crack . . . and continued falling, and suddenly
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was submerged in water . . . black and viscous .
bottomless . . . closing over him, filling his mouth with
foulness, blind, dragged into the grave-chill body of a
moist lover terrible in her possessiveness, jealousy and
need.

Vapors .of night. Echoes of never. Niven thrashed in
a whirlpool vortex of total unawareness. Memories—
released from their crypt beneath his conscious mind—
escaped, gibbering, rushed in a horde into his skull. He
was back in the old soothsayer’s shop. Had it been just
a few minutes before finding himself trapped by the
minotaur? Merely a few minutes when he had stood in
the prognosticator’s shop in a Tijuana back alley, a
tourist with a girl on one arm and a wisecrack on his
lips? Had it been only that long ago, a matter of sec-
onds, or a sometime long ago, when darkness had
parted and swallowed him—as he was now being swal-
lowed by these Stygian waters?

Huaraches, the sign had said, and Serapes.

Berta stared at him across her Tom Collins. He could
not look at her. He toyed with the straw in his Cuba
Libre. He whistled soundlessly, then bit the inside of his
lip absently. He looked off across the Avenida Revolu-
cién. Tijuana throbbed with an undercurrent of immo-
rality and availability. Anything you might want. A ten-
year-old virgin—male or female. Authentic French
perfume minus the tariff. Weed. Smack. Peyote caps.
Bongo drums, hand-carved Don Quixotes, sandals, bull-
fights, jai alai, horse races, toteboard betting or off-
track betting, your photograph wearing a sombrero sit-
ting astride a weary jackass. Jackass on jackass, a study
in dung. Strip shows where the nitty-gritty consists of
the pudenda flat-out on the bar-top for convenient din-
ing. Private shows with big dogs and tiny gentlemen and
women with breasts as big as casaba melons. Divorces,
marriages, tuck-and-roll auto seat covers. Or a quick
abortion.

It had been lunacy for them to come down here. But
they’d had to. Berta had needed the D&C, and now it
was over, and she was feeling just fine thank you, just
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fine. So they had stopped for a drink. She should be
resting in a motel halfway between San Diego and Los
Angeles, but he knew she wanted to talk. There was so
much to talk about. So now they sat in the street café
and he could not talk to her. He could not even look at
her. He could not explain that he was a man trapped
within himself. He knew she was aware of it, but like all
women she needed him to come only far enough outside
himself to let her share his fear. Just far enough that he
could not make it. She needed him to verbalize it, to ask
for—if not help then—companionship through his
country of mental terrors. But he could not give her
what she wanted. He could not give her himself.

Their affair had been subject to the traditional rules.
A lotta laughs, a lotta passion, and then she had gotten
pregnant.

And in their mutual concern, something deeper had
passed between them. There was a chance, for the first
time in Niven’s life, that he might cleave to someone
and find not disillusionment, derangement and disaster,
but reality and a little peace.

She had arranged the abortion, he had paid for it,
and now they were together here, as she waited for him
to speak. Voiceless, imprisoned in his past and his sense
of the reality of the world in which he had been forced
to live, Niven knew he was letting her slip away.

But could not help himself.

“Jerry.” He wanted to pretend she had not spoken,
knowing she was trying to help him get started. But he
found himself looking up. She wasn’t beautiful, but he
liked the face very much. It was a face he could live
with. She smiled. “Where are we going, Jerry?”

He knew what he had to answer to please her, to win
her, but he said, “I don’t know what that means.”

“Tt means: there’s nothing artificial or unwanted
holding us together any more. Or holding us apart.
What do we do now?”

He knew what he had to answer to please her, to win
her, but he said, “We do whatever we want to do. Don’t
push on me too hard.” :

Her eyes flashed for an instant. “I’'m not pushing,
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Jerry, I'm inquiring. I'm thirty-five and I’'m unattached
and it’s getting frightening going to bed alone without a
future. Does that seem rational to you?”

“Rational, but unnecessary. You've got a few good
weeks left in you.”

“It isn’t funny time for me, Jerry. I have to know.
Have you got room in your world for me?”

He knew what he had to answer to please her, to win
her, but he said, “There’s barely room enough in my
world for me, baby. And if you knew what my world
was like, you wouldn’t want to come into it. You see
before you the last of the cynics, the last of the miso-
gynists, the last of the bitter men. I look out on a land-
scape littered with the refuse of a misspent youth. All
my gods and goddesses had feet of shit, and there they
lie, like Etruscan statuary, the noses bashed off. Believe
me, Berta, you don’t want into my world.”

Her face was lined in resignation now. “Unraveling
the charming syntax, what you’re telling me is: we had
a good time and we made a small mistake, but it’s cor-
rected now, so get lost.”

“No, I'm saying—"

But she was up from the curbside table and stalking
across the street. He threw a bill down on the tablecloth
and went after her.

She managed to keep ahead of him. Mostly because
he wanted to give her time to cool off. As they passed a
narrow side alley he pulled abreast of her, taking her
arm gently, and she allowed him to draw her into its
shadowed coolness. “All it takes is believing, Jerry! Is
that so much to ask?”

“Believe,” he snapped, the instant fury that always
lay beneath the surface of his charm boiling up. “Be-
lieve. The same stupid mealymouth crap they tell the
rednecks in the boondocks. Believe in this, and believe
in that, and have faith, and holy holy you’ll get your ass
saved. “Well, T dor’t believe.”

“Then how can any woman believe in you?"”

It was more than anger that forced the words from
him. It was a helplessness that translated itself into cyni-
cal ruthlessness. “I'd say that was her problem.”
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She pulled her arm free and, turning without really
seeing where she was going, she plunged down the alley.
Down a flight of dim steps, and on again, a lower level
of the same alley. “Berta!” he called after her.

Huaraches, the sign had said, and Serapes.

A shop in a dingy back alley in a seedy border town
more noted for street-corner whores than for wrinkled
and leathery tellers-of-the-future who sold Huaraches
and Serapes in their spare time. But he had quickly fol-
lowed her, trying to find a way out of his own inarticu-
lateness, to settle the senseless quarrel they were having
and salvage this one good thing from a past filled with
broken glass. He wanted to tell her his need was not a
temporary thing, not a matter of good times only, of
transitory bodies reaching and never quite finding one
another. He wanted to tell her that he had lost all belief
in his world, a world that seemed incapable of bringing
to him any richness, any meaning, any vitality. But his
words—if they came at all—he knew would come with
ill-restrained fury, with anger and sharpness, insulting
her, forcing her to walk away as she now walked away.

He had followed her, down the alley.

And the old, wizened, papyrus-tough Mexican had
limped out of his shop, bent almost double with age,
like a blue-belly lizard, all alertness and cunning, and
had offered to tell them of the future.

“No thanks,” Niven had said, catching up to her at
that moment.

But she had tossed her head, defiance, and had en-
tered the shop, leaving him standing in the alley. Niven
had followed her, hoping she would turn in an instant,
and come out again, and he would find the words. But
she had gone deeper into the musky dimness of the
shop, and the old prognosticator had begun casting the
runes, had begun mixing the herbs and bits of offal and
vileness he averred were necessary for truth and
brightness in the visions. A bit of wild dog hair. A strip
of flesh from the instep of a drowned child. Three drops
of menstrual blood from a whore. The circular sucker
from the underside of a polyp’s tentacle. Other things.
Unspeakable, nameless, foul-smelling, terrible.
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And then, strangely, he had said he would not tell the
future of Berta . . . but of Niven.

There in the feted closeness of a shop whose dimen-
sions were lost in dusk, the old Mexican said Niven was
a man without belief, without faith, without trust, and
so was damned; a man doomed and forsaken. He said
all the dark and tongueless things Niven had never been
able to say of himself. And Niven, in fury, in frenzy
brought on by a hurricane of truth, smashed the old
man, swung across the little round table with all the
strength in his big body, clubbed the old man, and in
the same movement swept the strange mixed ingredients
from the filthy table, as Berta screamed—from some-
where far away.

And in that instant, a silent explosion. A force and
impact that had hurled him out of himself. In that
timeless, breathless instant Niven had been there/not-
there. He had somehow inexplicably been moved else-
where. In a bowl, in a valley, in a land, in a time or
place or somewhere facing a minotaur. A creature of
mythology, a creature from the past of man’s fables.

Huarches, the sign had said, and Serapes.

Facing a live minotaur just a2 moment ago. Facing the
creature that had left the world before there had been a
name to fit the men that Niven had become. A god
without worshipers, this minotaur. In a world that did
not believe, facing a man who did not believe.

And in that instant—like the previous instant of
truth—Niven was all the men who had forsaken their
gods. Who had allowed the world to tell them they were
alone; and believed it. Now he had to face one of the
lost gods. A god who now sought revenge on the race of
Men who had devised machines that would banish them
from the real world.

Down and down and down into the waters of no-
where Niven plunged, all thoughts simply one thought,
all memories crashing and jarring, all merged and
melded and impinging upon a dense tapestry of seaweed
images.

His breath seemed to clog in his throat. His stomach
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bulged with the amount of water he had swallowed,
with the pressure on his temples, with the blackness that
deluged him behind his eyes. Niven felt memory depart
and consciousness at once returning—and leaving. He
was coming back from the past to awareness, only to let
it slip away finally as he drowned.

He made feeble swimming motions, overhand move-
ments of arms that had sensation only by recall, not by
his own volition. He moved erratically in the water, as
thick as gelatin, and his movement toward the bottom-
less bottom was arrested. He moved upward through
the water now, and saw a dim light, far ahead and
above him.

An eternity. There. Toward it he struggled, and when
he thought it was ended, he reached a ledge. He pulled
himself toward it, and the dark water seeped through
him till he was limp and dying. Then his head broke
water. He was in an underground cavern. He spewed
out mouthfuls of warm, evil-tasting water.

For a very long time he lay half on the ledge, half in
the water, till someone came and pulled him up. Niven
lay there on his stomach, learning to live again, while
the one who had saved him stood silently waiting. Niven
tried to get to his feet, and he was helped. He could not
see who the man was, though he could feel a long robe
in the dimness, and there was a light, a sort of corona
that seemed to dimly come from the man. Then to-
gether, with the man supporting him, Niven went away
from there, and they climbed for a long while between
walls of stone, to the world that was outside.

He stood in the light, and was tired and sad and
blinded by things he did not believe. Then the man left
him, and as he walked slowly away, Niven recognized
the beard and the infinitely sad eyes and the way he was
dressed, and even the light.

And Jesus left him, with a sad smile, and Niven stood
alone, for another time that was long, and empty.

Once, late that night, he thought he heard the bull-
ram hom of Odin, ringing across this dim, shadowed
land, but he could not be sure. And once he heard a
sound of something passing, and when he opened his
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eyes to look it was a cat-headed woman, and he thought
Bast, and she slipped smoothly away into the darkness
without saying a word to him. And toward morning
there was a light in the sky that seemed to be a burning
chariot, Phaéthon the charioteer, Helios’s burning char-
iot, but that was probably the effects of the drowning,
the hunger, the sorrow. He could not be certain.

So he wandered. And time passed without ever mov-
ing. In the land without a name, and his name was
Niven, but it was no more important a name than
Apollo or Vishnu or Baal, for it was not a name men
believed in, it was only the name of a man who had not
believed. And if gods cannot be called back, when their
names have been known, then how can a man whose
name was never known be called back.

For him, his god had been Berta, but he had not
given her an opportunity to believe in him. He had pre-
vented her from having faith in him, and so there were
no believers for a man named Niven, as there were no
true believers for Serapis or Perseus or Mummu.

Very late the next night, Niven realized he would al-
ways, always live in this terrible Coventry where old
gods went to die; gods who would never speak to him;
and with no hope of return.

For as he had believed inno god . . .

No god believed in him.



Kurt Weill and Maxwell Anderson

wrote, “Maybe God’'s gone away,
forgetting His promise He made that day:
and we’re lost out here in the stars.” And
maybe He/She's just waiting for the right
signal to come back, whaddaya think?
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Truly concerned whether or not he would live, the sur-
geons labored for many hours over Roger Charna. They
cryogenically removed the pain areas in his anterior hy-
pothalamic nucleus, and froze parts of him to be
worked on later. Finally, it seemed they would be suc-
cessful, and he would live. They bestowed on him three
special gifts to this end: a collapsible metal finger, the
little finger of the left hand; a vortex spiral of neon tub-
ing in his chest, it glowed bright red when activated;
and a right eye that came equipped with sensors that fed
informational load from both the infrared and ultravi-
olet ends of the spectrum.

He was discharged from the hospital and tried to re-
establish the life-pattern he’d known before the acci-
dent, but it was useless. Ruth’s family had sent her
abroad, and he had the feeling she had been more than
anxious to go. She could not have helped secing the
Sunday supplement piece on the operation. His employ-
ers at the apartment house had been pleasant, but they
made good sense when they said as a doorman he was
useless to them. They gave him a month’s termination
wages.

He had no difficulty getting another job, happily
enough. The proprietors of a bookstore on Times
Square felt he was a marvelous publicity item, and they
hired him on the spot. He worked the seven o’clock to
three A.Mm. shift, selling paperbacks and souvenirs to
tourists and the theater crowd.

The first message he had from her was in the light-
flesh of the Newsweek sign on the other side of 46th
Street. He was sweeping out the front of the bookstore
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when he looked up and saw ROGER! UP HERE! ROGER!
spelled out in the rapidly changing lights. It spasmed
and changed and became an advertisement for timely
news. He blinked and shook his head. Then he saw the
crimson spiral shining through his shirt, flickering on
and off. There was a soft cotton candy feeling in his
stomach. He swept the cigarette butts and dustballs fu-
riously . . . out onto the sidewalk and across the side-
walk and into the gutter. He walked back to the book-
store, looking up and over his shoulder only as he
stepped through the doorway. The sign was as he had
always seen it before. Nothing strange there.

At his dinner break, he walked to the papaya stand
near the corner of 42nd and Broadway and stood at the
counter chatting with Caruso (which was not his name,
but because he wanted to become an opera singer and
went into the basement of the juice stand and sang
arias from I! Trovatore and I Pagliacci, that was the
name by which he was known).

“How do you feel?” Caruso asked him.

“Oh, I'm okay. I'm a little tired.”

“You been to the doctor?”

“No. They said I didn’t need to come around unless I
hurt or something seemed wrong.”

“You got to take care of yourself. You can’t fool
around with your health, yeah?” He was genuinely con-
cerned.

“How’re you?” Roger Charna asked. Caruso
wrapped the semi-transparent square of serrated-edged
paper around the hot dog and handed the bunned frank
to him. Charna reached for the plastic squeeze-bottle of
mustard.

“Couldn’t be better,” Caruso said. He drew off a
large papaya juice and slid it across the counter. “I'm
into Gilbert & Sullivan. Pirates of Penzance. 1 hear
there’s a big Gilbert & Sullivan revival coming on.”

Roger Charna ate without making a reply. He felt
very sorry for Caruso. When he had first met him, the
boy was not qu1te twenty, working at the stand, hlgh
hopes for a singing career. Now he was going to fat, his
hair was thinning prematurely, and the dreams were
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only warm-bed whispers to impress the girls Caruso
hustled off Times Square. It would come to nothing.
Ten years from now, should Roger come back, he knew
Caruso would still be there, singing in the basement,
pulling 35¢ slices of pizza from the big Grimaldi oven,
filling the sugar jars, carrying cases of Coke syrup
downstairs to be stored, the dreams losing their color,
gravity pulling it all down.

Then he realized he might still be on Times Square,
ten years from now. The pity backed up in its channel
and washed over him.

The 7-Up sign winked once and began pulsing. His
chest spiral picked up the beat. Pain hit him. Roger
looked up and the sign was flickering on and off. His
chest spiral had changed color, now pulsed deep blue in
sync with the 7-Up sign, right through his shirt. The girl
on the sign moved smoothly and directly to stare down
at him. Her mouth began moving. Roger Charna could
not read lips.

“Caruso.” The counterman turned from reloading the
hot dog broiler and smiled. “Huh?” Roger pointed
* across the street, up at the 7-Up sign. “Take a look over
there and tell me what you see.” Caruso moved to the
end of the counter and stared up. “What?” Roger
-pointed to the sign. “The sign, the 7-Up sign.” Caruso
looked again. “What am I supposed to see?” Roger
sighed and finished his hot dog. “I think I'll go see the
doctor tomorrow morning.”

“You got to take care of yourself. You been a very
sick guy, yeah?”

Roger nodded and laid out the coins in payment for
the dog and papaya. Caruso pushed them back with the
heel of his hand. “Iss onna house.” Roger found himself
still nodding.

The coins back in his pants pocket, he walked up
Broadway to. the bookstore, wishing the New York

Times still had its neon newsservice on the island at
42nd Street.

It might all come clear if whoever was trying to reach
him had free access to unlimited language.
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By this time Roger knew either someone was trying
to talk to him, or he was going insane. Odds were bad.

He was invited to a party. He went because they
asked him. He paid a dollar at the door: a woman who
had bhad her left breast removed for what he found out
later were non-carcinogenic reasons, took the money.
She was topless; she smiled a great deal. He also discov-
ered, later in the evening, that these people had an-
swered an advertisement in an underground newspaper.
It had been headed with a photograph from Tod
Browning’s Freaks—pinhead twins joined at the rump.
Roger did not feel at ease with them.

In the group was a man who sought carnal knowl-
edge of blimps. He had been arrested three times for
trying to fuck the Goodyear dirigible. Even among his
own kind he was looked on with distaste; unable to find
the species of sex partners his pathology demanded, he
had grown steadily more perverted and had taken to at-
tacking helicopters; the mere mention of an autogyro
gave him a noticeable erection.

He was offered a sloe gin fizz in a pink frosted glass
by a young woman who removed her glass eye and
sucked on it while discussing the moral imperatives of
the sponge boycott in Brooksville, Florida. She rolled
the eye around on her tongue and Roger walked away
quickly.

“The dollar was for the spaghetti,” explained a man
with a prosthetic arm and a leather cone where his nose
should have been. “My wife would have told you about
that when she invited you, because you're a celebrity
and we certainly don’t want to charge you, but if we
made an exception, well, everyone would want the dol-
lar back. But you can have as much spaghetti as you
want.” He pulled the cone forward on its elastic band
and scratched at the_raw, red scar-tissue beneath. “Ac-
tually, I'll tell you what: come on in the bathroom for a
couple of minutes and I can slip the buck back to you,
they’ll never know.” Roger slipped sidewise around a
bookcase and left the man scratching.

The room was rather nice, large and airy, filled with
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kinetic sculptures and found object constructs that cov-
ered the walls and dominated the floor space. There
were half a hundred light paintings of bent neon tubing
and fluorescent designs. They looked expensive. Roger
wondered why his dollar was necessary.

Seven people were seated at the feet of a moon-faced
woman perched on a three-legged aluminum stool. The
entire left side of her face was blotched with a huge
strawberry birthmark. She had a coatimundi on her
shoulder; it was nibbling leaves of lettuce she had
safety-pinned to her dress like epaulets. -

A man who bore a startling resemblance to a plucked
carrion bird snagged Roger’s arm as he moved toward
the front door. He stammered hideously. “Uh . . . uh
. . .uh. . .” he babbled, till something snapped in his
right cheek and he launched into a convoluted diatribe
that began with a confession of his having been de-
frocked as a molecular biologist, veered insanely
through a recitation of the man’s affection for Bermuda
shorts, and reached a far horizon at which he said, with
eyes rolling: “Now everybody doesn’t know this,” and
he pulled Roger closer, “but the universe, the entire
frigging universe is going to collapse around everyone’s
ears in just seventy-two billion years. I smoke a lot.”

Roger skinned loose, and turning, thumped against a
dwarf who had been surreptitiously trying to look up
the skirt of a young woman with a harelip. “Excuse
me,” Roger said, assisting the dwarf to his feet. He
brushed him off and started to move, but the dwarf had
thrown both arms around Roger’s leg. “They remain-
dered me,” the dwarf said, rather pathetically. “Before,
I swear before the damned book had a chance, they re-
maindered me. Can you perceive the pain, the exquisite
pain of being carried into Marboro’s on Third and
seeing a stack, a virtual, a veritable, I mean motherGod
a phallic Annapurna mountain of copies of the finest,
what I mean the sincerest study of the anopheles mos-
quito ever written. That book was a work of love, ex-
cuse me for using the word but I mean to say ardor;
and those butchers at Doubleday, those mau-maus, my
God, they're vivisectionists, for Pete’s sake . . . if he
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were alive today, Ferdinand de Lesseps would abso-
lutely whig! in his grave.” :

“I have to go to the bathroom,” Roger said, trying to
pry his leg logse. The dwarf unwound and sat there
looking frayed. Roger smiled self-consciously and
moved away. He started back for the door.

Everything dropped into the ultraviolet.

The little finger of his left hand began to resonate
with the tinny voice of Times Square Caruso hashing
out “I'm Called Little Buttercup” as the neon spiral in
his chest gave him a shock and began flickering in grad-
ually bloodier shades of crimson. Caruso seguéd into
Kurt Weill’s “Pirate Jenny,” a tune Roger was certain
the papaya juice stand attendant had never heard.

The ultraviolet smelled purple; it sounded like the
nine-pound hammers of Chinese laborers striking the
rails of the Union Pacific Railroad; it sprang out as au-
ras and halos and nimbuses around everyone in the
room; Roger clutched his chest.

His eyes rolled up in his head and the images burned
there like the braziers of Torquemada’s dungeons. He
blinked and his eyes rolled down again bringing with
them images as burning bright as the crosses of Ku
Klux Klansmen in Selma, Alabama: it was all in his
right eye. He feared what lay ahead in the infrared. But
that never happened; it was all in the ultraviolet.

The room bumed around the edges, deep purple and
a kind of red that he realized—with some embarrass-
ment—matched up only with the red just inside the slit
in the head of his penis during his recurring bouts with
prostatitis. Every neon sculpture and fluorescent paint-
ing in the room was jangling at him. A half a hundred
roadsigns from someone who was trying to talk to him.
I believe I'm a closet psychotic, he thought, but nothing
stopped.

The neon tubes on the walls writhed with the burning
edges of the soft-boiled sun as it bubbled down into the
black horizon. They re-formed and slopped color words
of pink and vermilion across the airy walls.

ROGER, YOU'RE MAKING IT MURDER TO GET THROUGH

TO YOU.
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He tried running, but all the movement was inside his
skin; none of it got to the outside.

I CAN'T BELIEVE YOU PREFER THE COMPANY OF
THESE DISGUSTING PERVERTS. LOOK, I LOVE YOU, THAT’S
THE LONG, THE SHORT AND THE COLOR OF IT, ROGER.
WHAT SAY?

His metal little finger was singing the bell song from
Lakmé and he hated it. His chest spiral was bubbling
and he had the immediate fear his shirt would catch
fire. All the women in the room were frozen in place,
their hair vibrating like cilia, each strand standing up
and away individually, emitting purple sparks like St.
Elmo’s fire. The men looked like X-rays of rickets
cases.

“Who are you?” Roger said in a choked voice.

I THOUGHT YOU’D NEVER ASK. I'M THE RIGHT WOMAN
FOR YOU. GOD KNOWS YOU’VE HAD A CRUMMY TIME OF
IT, AND I'M SENT TO MAKE IT EASIER FOR YOU. IT’S THE
REAL LOVE YOU'VE BEEN WAITING FOR, ROGER.

“Where are you?”

RIGHT HERE. IN THE LIGHTS.

“I’m going to be sick.”

RIGHT HERE. COME ON, ROGER, JUST FIRM UP NOW!

“Haven’t I suffered enough already?”

ROGER, SELF-PITY JUST WON'T GET IT. IT’S TRUE
YOU’VE SUFFERED, AND THAT’S WHY YOU WIN THE LOT-
TERY OF LOVE WITH ME, BUT YOU'VE GOT TO STOP
BEING MAUDLIN ABOUT IT.

“Not only am I a put-together thing, a righteous
freak, but now I’'m going completely insane.”

ROGER, WILL YOU HAVE A LITTLE TRUST, FOR GOD’S
SAKE? I'M PART OF THE REPAYMENT FOR WHAT’S HAP-
PENED TO YOU. ALL IT TAKES IS BELIEF AND A COUPLE
OF STEPS. )

He felt his right hand groping in the empty air
around his right side—while his left hand sang *Pace,
Pace, Mio Dio,” from La Forza del Destino—and he
came up with an aquamarine Italian marble egg. ]

“Listen, I think you're terrific,” Roger said, playing
for time.

YOU’RE PLAYING FOR TIME.
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She's on to me, Roger thought desperately. He flung
the Italian marble egg at the neon wall sculptures, it
struck, geysers of sparks erupted, a curtain caught fire,
a woman’s dress went up in a puff of Gucci, people began
shrieking, the ultraviolet dissipated in an instant, every-
thing returned to normal, Roger was scared out of his
mind . . . and he ran out of there as fast as he could.

His finger had grown hoarse, and finally shut up.

Roger called in sick and begged off work for a few
days. They were understanding, but the big Labor Day
weekend was coming up, they’d laid in a large stock of
Sicilian switchblades and copies of the steamier works of
Akbar del Piombo and Anonymous in the Travelers’
Companion series, and they expected him—neon coil,
weird eye and metal finger included—on the ready line
when the marks, kadodies and reubens fresh from Michi-
gan’s Ionia State Fair descended on sinful Times Square.
Roger mumbled various okays and went for extended
walks along the night-hot Hudson River Drive.

The big Spry sign blinking across the Hudson from
Jersey caught his eye.

YOU ARE THE DAMNEDEST, MOST OBSTINATE HUMAN
BEING I HAVE EVER ENCOUTERED, said the Spry sign,
forming words it was clearly incapable of forming.

Roger began running . . . blindly along the breakwa-
ter. The sign gave no peace. It continued jabbering at
him. ROGER! FOR CRINE OUT LOUD, ROGER, WILL YOU
STOP JUST A MOMENT AND LISTEN TO ME!

He ran up West 114th Street, stumbling over a gen-
tleman of the evening who was lying half in, half out of
the doorway of an apartment building. Roger excused
himself and would have waited for a response to make
sure he had not damaged the fellow, but the man had
somehow gotten his tongue stuck deep inside the neck
of an empty Boone’s Farm Apple Wine bottle, and
speech was beyond him.

Roger grabbed an IRT express downtown, and sitting
in the clattering hell of the subway car he tried to ignore
the overhead flourescents that babbled I'M TRYING TO
SAVE YQUR SOUL, YOU CLOWN. I'M IN LOVE WITH YOU.
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ARE YOU BEING ASSAULTED BY LOVE EVERY DAY SO
MUCH YOU CAN TURN DOWN A TERRIFIC OFFER LIKE
THIS?

Roger closed his eyes. It didn’t help. His chest coil
was obviously activated and it was pulsing in time with
the overheads. He opened his eyes and with a sudden
weariness that had swept over him like a sea of sand he
opened his mouth and gave a primal scream. No one in
the subway car noticed.

He got out on Times Square and, of course, she was
everywhere. In the signs of the sea food restaurant on
the other side of 42nd Street, in the marquees of the
skin flick theaters, in the neon of the pornobook shops,
in every flashing, bubbling, flickering, hallucinating light
that made up the visual pollution by which Times
Square proclaimed its wares and snagged its victims.

“Okay!” he howled, standing in the middle of the
sidewalk as the mobs split around him. “Okay! I quit!
Tve had enough! I give up! Name it, just name it, I'll
do it! I've had the course! I'm only human and I've
had it!”

TERRIFIC! AT LONG LAST! said the neon come-ons.
THERE’S A LADDER OVER THERE BY THAT MOVIE, SEE
IT?

Roger looked and, yes, there was a twenty-foot lad-
der up under the marquee of a movie house playing a
double bill comprising Leather Lovers and Rebecca of
Sinnybrook Farm. “Now what?” Roger said, softly.

I CAN’T HEAR YOU, the neon replied.

“I said: What the hell now, you goddam pain in the
ass!” he screamed, at the highest decibel count he had
ever achieved, his throat going raw. People shied away.

CLIMB UP THE LADDER, YOU SWEET THING.

“Oh, God,” Roger mumbled, “this is just terrible;
just terrible. I hate this a lot.”

But he climbed the ladder, just as the assistant man-
ager of the theater—a zit-laden young man in a soiled
tuxedo and argyle socks—emerged from the lobby
carrying the heavy boxes of marquee letters to change
the bill. “Hey! Hey, you! Weirdo, what the gahdam
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flop hell you think you’re doin’? Get offa there you
freako-pervo-devo!”

Roger went up and up, and when he was standing at
the top he was on a level with the neon theater name. It
said, very suddenly, TAKE ME! TAKE ME NOow!

And for no particular reason Roger could name, he
reached out with both hands, swung himself onto the
marquee, and—ripping open his shirt so his coil was
- exposed—he slammed himself against the love-message.

There was a blinding flash of light that pulsed and
continued flashing like endless novae, over and over
; and over resembling—said a narcotics squad cop who
had worked on the ski patrol at Stowe, Vermont—who
happened to be emerging from the theater handcuffed to
two Queens junkies he’d caught scoring in the highest
row of the balcony—resembling nothing so much as the
sunlight glassflashing off the tin crust of ice-over-
powder at the summit of a snow-covered mountain.

Someone else said it was the exact color of tuna fish
salad.

But when the light faded, Roger Charna was gone, all
save the little finger of his left hand, lying on the side-
walk humming a medley of tunes from The Student
Prince, Blossom Time and The Desert Song, a very pe-
culiar eyeball that seemed to have developed a terrible
case of glaucoma, and a dollar and thirty-five cents in
change.

Someone else said it was the exact color of the card-
board they used to reinforce his shirts when they came
from the Chinese hand laundry.

And one thing more.

Every neon sign in Times Square had a new color
added to its spectrum. It seemed to reside somewhere
between silver and orange, bled off into the ultraviolet
and the infrared at one and the same time, had tinges of
vermilion at the top and jade at the bottom, and resem-
bled no other color ever seen by human eyes. The color
sounded like a Louisville Slugger connecting solidly with
a hardball in that special certain way that produces a
line drive high into the right center bleachers. It smelled
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like a forest of silver pines just after the rain, with
scents of camomile, juniper, melissa and mountain gen-
tian thrown in. It felt like the flesh of a three-week-old
baby’s instep. It tasted like lithograph ink, but there are
people who like the taste of lithograph ink.

Someone said it was the exact color of caring.

On another plane of existence, where things were
vastly different from those in the world that had given
Roger Charna his neon chest spiral, observations were
made and the new color was seen.

“There it is,” they said.

“Yep, there it is,” they said.

“Took them long enough,” they said.

“Well, now that they’re ready we can go and show
them how to do it,” they said.

“They're going to like this,” they said.

“A lot,” they said.

And they set out immediately, and it took no time at
all to get there, and when they arrived they changed
everything and everyone enjoyed it a lot.

And everyone said the angels were the exact color of
charna, which wasn’t a bad name for it at all,



Have you ever noticed: the most vocal
superpatriots are the old men who send
young men off to die? Well, it might just

be that the heaviest reverential act when
worshiping the god of war is to be the
biggest mutherin traitor of them all. Check
Spiro, 1 think he’s having a seizure.
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What though the Moor the basilisk has slain
And pinned him lifeless to the sandy plain,
Up through the spear the subtle venom flies,
The hand imbibes it, and the victor dies.
—Lucan: Pharsalia
(Marcus Annaeus Lucanus,
A.D. 39-65)

Returning from a night patrol beyond the perimeter of
the firebase, Lance Corporal Vernon Lestig fell into a
trail trap set by hostiles. He was bringing up the rear,
covering the patrol’s withdrawal from recently overrun
sector eight, when he fell too far behind and lost the
bush track. Though he had no way of knowing he was
paralleling the patrol’s trail, thirty yards off their left
flank, he kept moving forward hoping to intersect them.
He did not see the pungi stakes set at cruel angles,
frosted with poison, tilted for top-point efficiency,
sharpened to infinity.

Two set close together penetrated the barricade of his
boot; the first piercing the arch and his weight driving it
up and out to emerge just below the anklebone, still in-
side the boot; the other ripping through the sole and
splintering against the fibula above the heel, w1thout
breaking the skin. !

Every circuit shorted out, every light bulb blew, ev-
ery vacuum imploded, snakes shed their skins, wagon
wheels creaked, plate-glass windows shattered, dentist
drills ratcheted across nerve ends, vomit burned tracks
up through throats, hymens were torn, fingernails bent
double dragged down blackboards, water came to a
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boil; lava. Nova pain. Lestig’s heart stopped, lubbed,
began again, stuttered; his brain went dead refusing to
accept the load; all senses came to full stop; he stag-
gered sidewise with his untouched left foot, pulling one
of the pungi stakes out of the ground, and was uncon-
scious even during the single movement; and fainted,
simply directely fainted with the pain.

This was happening: great black gap-mawed beast
padding through outer darkness toward him. On a hori-
zonless journey' through myth, coming toward the mo-
ment before the piercing of flesh. Lizard dragon beast
with eyes of oil-slick pools, ultraviolet death colors
smoking in their depths. Corded silk-flowing muscles
sliding beneath the black hairless hide, trained sprinter
from a lost land, smoothest movements of choreo-
graphed power. The never-sleeping guardian of the
faith, now gentlestepping down through mists of potent
barriers erected to separate men from their masters.

In that moment before boot touched the bamboo
spike, the basilisk passed through the final veils of con-
founding time and space and dimension and thought, to
assume palpable shape in the forest world of Vernon
Lestig. And in the translation was changed, altered
wonderfully. The black, thick and oily hide of the
death-breath dragon beast shimmered, heat lightning
across flat prairie land, golden flashes seen spattering
beyond mountain peaks, and the great creature was a
thousand colored. Green diamonds burned up from the
skin of the basilisk, the deadly million eyes of a name-
less god. Rubies gorged with the water-thin blood of in-
sects sealed in amber from the dawn of time pulsed
there. Golden jewels changing from instant to instant,
shape and scent and hue . . . they were there in the
tapestry mosaic of the skin picture. A delicate, subtle,
gaudy flashmaze kaleidoscope of flesh, taut over mas-
sive muscled threats.

The basilisk was in the world.

And Lestig had yet to experience his pain. .

The creature lifted a satin-padded paw and laid it
against the points of the pungi stakes. Slowly, the b_a§1l-
isk relaxed and the stakes pierced the rough sensitive
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blackmoon shapes of the pads. Dark, steaming serum.
flowed down over the stakes, mingling with the Oriental
poison. The basilisk withdrew its paw and the twin:
wounds healed in an instant, closed over and were gone.:

Were gone. Bunching of muscles, a leap into air, a:
caldron roiling of dark air, and the basilisk sprang up
into nothing and was gone. Was gone. .
~ As the moment came to an exhalation of end, and
Vernon Lestig walked onto the pungi stakes.

It is a well-known fact that one whose blood slakesl
the thirst of the vrykolakas, the vampire, himself be-
comes one of the drinkers of darkness, becomes a cele-!
brant of the master deity, becomes himself possessed of
the powers of the disciples of that deity.

The basilisk had not come from the vampires, nor
were his powers those of the blood drinkers. It was not
by chance that the basilisk’s master had sent him to re-
cuit Lance Corporal Vernon Lestig. There is an order
to the ¢Jarkside universe.

He fought consciousness, as if on some cellular level
he knew what pain awaited him with the return of his
senses. But the red tide washed higher, swallowed more
and more of his deliquescent body, and finally the pain
thundered in from the blood-sea, broke in a long, curl-
ing comber and coenesthesia was upon him totally. He
screamed and the scream went on and on for a long
time, till they came back to him and gave him an injec-
tion of something that thinned the pain, and he lost con-
tact with the chaos that had been his right foot.

When he came back again, it was dark and at first he
thought it was night, but when he opened his eyes it was
still dark. His right foot itched mercilessly. He went
back to sleep, no coma, sleep. ,

When he came back again, it was still night and hel
opened his eyes and he realized he was blind. He felt
straw under his left hand and knew he was on a pallet
and knew he had been captured; and then he started to
cry because he knew, without even reaching down to
find out, that they had amputated his foot. Perhaps his
entire leg. He cried about not being able to run down in
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the car for a pint of half-and-half just before dinner; he
cried about not being able to go out to a movie without
people trying not to see what had happened to him; he
cried about Teresa and what she would have to decide
now; he cried about the way clothes would look on him;
he cried about the things he would have to say every
time; he cried about shoes; and so many other things.
He cursed his parents and his patrol and the hostiles
and the men who had sent him here and he wanted,
wished, prayed desperately that any one of them could
change places with him. And when he was long finished
crying, and simply wanted to die, they came for him,
and took him to a hooch where they began questioning
him. In the night. The night he carried with him.

They were an ancient people, with a heritage of en-
slavement, and so for them anguish had less meaning
than the thinnest whisper of crimson cloud high above a
desert planet of the farthest star in the sky. But they
knew the uses to which anguish could be put, and for
them there was no evil in doing so: for a people with a
heritage of enslavement, evil is a concept of those who
forged the shackles, not those who wore them. In the
name of freedom, no monstrousness is too great.

So they tortured Lestig, and he told them what they
wanted to know. Every scrap of information he knew.
Locations and movements and plans and defenses and
the troop strength and the sophistication of armaments
and the nature of his mission and rumors he’d picked
up and his name and his rank and every serial number
‘he could think of, and the street address of his home in
Kansas, and the sequence of his driver’s license, and his
gas credit card number and the telephone number of
Teresa. He told them everything.
~ As if it were a reward for having held nothing back, a
gummed gold star placed beside his chalked name on a
blackboard in a kindergarten schoolroom, his eyesight
began to come back slightly. Flickering, through a haze
ﬁf gray; just enough light permitted through to show

im shapes, the change from daylight to darkness; and
it grew stronger, till he could actually see for whole
minutes at a time . . . then blindness again. His sight
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came and went, and when they realized he could see
them, they resumed the interrogations on a more stren-
uous level. But he had nothing left to tell; he had emp-
tied himself.

But they kept at him. They threatened to hammer
bamboo slivers into his damaged eyeballs. They hung
him up on a shoulder-high wooden wall, his arms be-
hind him, circulation cut off, weight pulling the arms
from their shoulder sockets, and they beat him across
the belly with lengths of bamboo, with bojitsu sticks. He
could not even cry any more. They had given him no
food and no water and he could not manufacture tears.
But his breath came in deep, husking spasms from his
chest, and one of the interrogators made the mistake of
stepping forward to grab Lestig’s head by the hair,
yanking it up, leaning in close to ask another question,
and Lestig—falling falling—exhaled deeply, struggling
to live; and there was that breath, and a terrible thing
happened.

When the reconnaissance patrol from the firebase ac-
tualized control of the hostile command position, when
the Huey choppers dropped into the clearing, they ad-;
vised Supermart HQ that every hostile but one in the
immediate area was dead, that a Marine Lance Corpo-
ral named Lestig, Vernon C. 526-90-5416, had been
found lying unconscious on the dirt floor of a hooch
containing the bodies of nine enemy officers who had
died horribly, most peculiarly, sickeningly, you've gotta
see what this place looks like, HQ, jesus you ain’t gonna
believe what it smells like in here, you gotta see what
these slopes look like, it musta been some terrible dis-
ease that could of done this kinda thing to ’em, the new
Lieutenant got really sick an’ puked and what do you
want us to do with the one guy that crawled off into the’
bushes before it got him, his face is melting, and the
troops’re scared shitless and . . .

And they pulled the recon group out immediately
and sent in the Intelligence section, who sealed the area
with Top Security, and they found out from the one
with the rotting face—just before he died—that Lestig
had talked, and they medivacked Lestig back to a field
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hospital and then to Saigon and then to Tokyo and then
to San Diego and they decided to court-martial him for
treason and conspiring with the enemy, and the case
made the papers big, and the court-martial was held be-
hind closed doors and after a long time Lestig emerged
with an honorable and they paid him off for the loss of
his foot and the blindness and he went back to the hos-
pital for eleven months and in a way regained his sight,
though he had to wear smoked glasses.
And then he went home to Kansas.

Between Syracuse and Garden City, sitting close to
the coach window, staring out through the film of
roadbed filth, Lestig watched the ghost image of the
train he rode superimposed over flatland Kansas slip-
ping past outside. The mud-swollen Arkansas River was
a thick, brown underline to the horizon.

“Hey, you Corporal Lestig?”

Vernon Lestig refocused his eyes and saw the wraith
in the window. He turned and the sandwich butcher
with his tray of candy bars, soft drinks, hamé&cheese on
white or rye, newspapers and Reader’s Digests, sus-
pended from his chest by a strap around the neck, was
looking at him.

“No thanks,” Lestig said, refusing the merchandise.

“No, hey, really, aren’t you that Corporal Lestig—"
He uncurled a newspaper from the roll in the tray and
opened it quickly. “Yeah, sure, here you are. See?”

Lestig had seen most of the newspaper coverage, but
this was local, Wichita. He fumbled for change. “How
much?”

“Ten cents.” There was a surprised look on the
butcher’s face, but it washed down into a smile as he
said, understanding it, “You been out of touch in the
service, didn’t even remember what a paper cost, huh?”

Lestig gave him two nickels and turned abruptly to
the window, folding the paper back. He read the article.
It was a stone. There was a note referring to an edi-
torial, and he turned to that page and read it. People
were outraged, it said. Enough secret trials, it said. We
must face up to our war crimes, it said. The effrontery
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of the military and the government, it sz.aid. Coddling,
even ennobling traitors and killers, it said. H.e let the
newspaper slide out of his hands. It clung to his lap for
a moment then fell apart to the floor.

“I didn’t say it before, but they should of sl}ot you,
you want my opinion!” The butcher said it, going fast,
fast through the aisle, coming back the other way, gain-
ing the end of the car and goné. Lestig did not turn
around. Even wearing the smoked glasses to protect his
damaged eyes, he could see too clearly. He thought
about the months of blindness, and wondered again
what had happened in that hooch, and considered how
much better off he might be if he were still blind.

The Rock Island Line was a mighty good road, the
Rock Island Line was the way to go. To go home. The
land outside dimmed for him, as things frequently
dimmed, as though the repairwork to his eyes was only
temporary, a reserve generator cut in from time to time
to sustain the power-feed to his vision, and dimming as
the drain drank too deep. Then light seeped back in and
he could see again. But there was a mist over his eyes,
over the land.

Somewhere else, through another mist, a great beast
sat haunchback, dripping chromatic fire from jeweled
hide, nibbling at something soft in its paw, talons ex-
tended from around blackmoon pads. Watching, breath-
ing, waiting for Lestig’s vision to clear.

He had rented the car in Wichita, and driven back
the sixty-five miles to Grafton. The Rock Island Line
no longer stopped there. Passenger trains were almost a
thing of the past in Kansas.

Lestig drove silently. No radio sounds accompanied
him. He did not hum, he did not cough, he drove with
his eyes straight ahead, not seeing the hills and valleys
through which he passed, features of the land that gave
the lie to the myth of totally flat Kansas. He drove like
a man who, had he the power of images, thought of
himsélf as a turtle drawn straight to the salt sea.

He paralleled the belt of sand hills on the south side
of the Arkansas, turned off Route 96 at Elmer, below
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Hutchinson, due south onto 17. He had not driven these
roads in three years, but then, neither had he swum or
ridden a bicycle in all that time. Once learned, there
was no forgetting.

Or Teresa.

Or home. No forgetting.

Or the hooch.

Or the smell of it. No forgetting.

He crossed the North Fork at the western tip of Che-
ney Reservoir and turned west off 17 above Pretty Prai-
rie. He pulled into Grafton just before dusk, the im-
mense running sore of the sun draining itself off behind
the hills. The deserted buildings of the zinc mine—
closed now for twelve years—stood against the sky like
black fingers of a giant hand opened and raised behind
the nearest hill.

He drove once around the town mall, the Soldiers
and Sailors Monument and the crumbling band shell its
only ornaments. There was an American flag flying at
half-mast from the City Hall. And another from the
Post Office.

It was getting dark. He turned on his headlights. The
mist over his eyes was strangely reassuring, as if it sepa-
rated him from a land at once familiar and alien.

The stores on Fitch Street were closed, but the Uto-
pia Theater’s marquee was flashing and a small crowd
was gathered waiting for the ticket booth to open. He
slowed to see if he recognized anyone, and people
stared back at him. A teen-aged boy he didn’t know
pointed and then turned to his friends. In the rearview
mirror Lestig saw two of them leave the queue and head
for the candy shop beside the movie house. He drove
through the business section and headed for his home.

He stepped on the headlight brightener but it did lit-
tle to dissipate the dimness through which he marked
his progress. Had he been a man of images, he might
have fantasized that he now saw the world through the
eyes of some special beast. But he was not a man of
images.

The house in which his family had lived for sixteen
years was empty.
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There was a realtor’s FOR SALE sign on the unmowed
front lawn. Gramas and buffalo grass were taking over.
Someone had taken a chain saw to the oak tree that had
grown in the front yard. When it had fallen, the top
branches had torn away part of the side porch of the
house.

He forced an entrance through the coal chute at the
rear of the house, and through the sooty remains of his
vision he searched every room, both upstairs and down.
It was slow work: he walked with an aluminum crutch.

They had left hurriedly, mother and father and
Neola. Coat hangers clumped together in the closets like
frightened creatures huddling for comfort. Empty car-
tons from a market littered the kitchen floor and in one
of them a tea cup without a handle lay upside-down.
The fireplace flue had been left open and rain had re-
duced the ashes in the grate to a black paste. Mold grew
in an open jar of blackberry preserves left on a kitchen
cabinet shelf. There was dust.

He was touching the ripped shade hanging in a living
room window when he saw the headlights of the cars
turning into the driveway. Three of them pulled in,
bumper to bumper. Two more slewed in at the curb,
their headlights flooding the living room with a dim
glow. Doors slammed.

Lestig crutched back and to the side.

Hard-lined shapes moved in front of the headlights,
seemed to be grouping, talking. One of them moved
away from the pack and an arm came up, and some-
thing shone for a moment in the light, then a Stillson
wrench came crashing through the front window in an
explosion of glass.

“Lestig, you motherfuckin’ bastard, come on out of
there!”

He moved awkwardly but silently through the living
room, into the kitchen and down the basement stairs.
He was careful opening the coal chute window from the
bin, and through the narrow slit he saw someone mov-
ing out there. They were all around the house. Coal
shifted under his foot.

He let the window fall back smoothly and turned to
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go back upstairs. He didn’t want to be trapped in the
basement. From upstairs he heard the sounds of win-
dows being smashed.

He took the stairs clumsily, clinging to the banister,
his crutch useless, but moved quickly through the house
and climbed the stairs to the upper floor. The top porch
doorway was in what had been his parents room; he un-
locked and opened it. The screen door was hanging off
at an angle, leaning against the outer wall by one hinge.
He stepped out onto the porch, careful to avoid any
places where the falling tree had weakened the struc-
ture. He looked down, back flat to the wall, but could
see no one. He crutched to the railing, dropped the alu-
minum prop into the darkness, climbed over and began
shinnying down one of the porch posts, clinging tightly
with his thighs, as he had when he’d been a small boy,
sneaking out to play after he’d been sent to bed.

It happened so quickly, he had no idea, even later,
what had actually transpired. Before his foot touched
the ground, someone grabbed him from behind. He
fought to stay on the post, like a monkey on a stick, and
even tried to kick out with his good foot; but he was
pulled loose from the post and thrown down violently.
He tried to roll, but he came up against a mulberry
bush. Then he tried to dummyup, fold into a bundle,
but a foot caught him in the side and he fell over onto
his back. His smoked glasses fell off, and through the
sooty fog he could just make out someone dropping
down to sit on his chest, something thick and long being
raised above the head of the shape . . . be strained to
see . . . strained . . .

And then the shape screamed, and the weapon fell
out of the hand and both hands clawed at the head, and
the someone staggered to its feet and stumbled away,
crashing through the mulberry bushes, still screaming.

Lestig fumbled around and found his glasses, pushed
them onto his face. He was lying on the aluminum
crutch. He got to his foot with the aid of the prop, like a
skier righting himself after a spill.

He limped away behind the house next door, circled
and came up on the empty cars still headed-in at the
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curb, their headlights splashing the house with dirty
light. He slid in behind the wheel, saw it was a stick
shift and knew with one foot he could not manage it.’
He slid out, moved to the second car, saw it was an
automatic, and quietly opened the door. He slid behind
the wheel and turned the key hard. The car thrummed
to life and a mass of shapes erupted from the side of the
house.
But he was gone before they reached the street.

He sat in the darkness, he sat in the sooty fog that
obscured his sight, he sat in the stolen car. Outside Ter-
esa’s home. Not the house in which she’d lived when
he’d left three years ago, but in the house of the man
she’d married six months before, when Lestig’s name
had been first splashed across newspaper front pages.

He had driven to her parents’ home, but it had been
dark. He could not—or would not—break in to wait,
but there had been a note taped to the mailbox advising
the mailman to forward all letters to Teresa McCaus-
land to this house.

He drummed the steering wheel with his fingers. His
right leg ached from the fall. His shirtsleeve had been
ripped and his left forearm bore a long, shallow gash
from the mulberry bush. But it had stopped bleeding.

Finally, he crawled out of the car, dropped his shoul-
der into the crutch’s padded curve, and rolled like a
man with sea legs. up to the front d~or.

The white plastic button in the baroque backing was
lit by a tiny nameplate bearing the word HowaArD. He
pressed the button and a chime sounded somewhere on
the other side of the door.

She answered the door wearing blue denim shorts
and a man’s white shirt, buttondown and frayed; a hus-
band’s castoff.

“Vern . . .” Her voice cut off the sentence before
she could say oh or what are you or they said or no!

“Can I come in?”

“Go away, Vern. My husband’s—”

A voice from inside called, “Who is it, Terry?”
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“Please go away,” she whisnered.

“I want to know where Mom and Dad and Neola
went.”

- “Terry?”

“I can’t talk toyou . . . go awav

“What the hell’s going on around here, I have to
know.”

“Terry? Someone there?”

“Goodbye, Vern. I'm . . .” She slammed the door
and did not say the word sorry.

He turned to go. Somewhere great corded muscles
flexed, a serpentine throat lifted, talons flashed against
the stars. His vision fogged, cleared for a moment, and
in that moment rage sluiced through him. He turned
back to the door, and leaned against the wall and
banged on the frame with the crutch.

There was the sound of movement from inside, he
heard Teresa arguing, pleading, trying to stop someone
from going to answer the noise, but a second later the
door flew open and Gary Howard stood in the doorway,
older and thicker across the shoulders and angrier than
Lestig had remembered him from senior year in high
school, the last time they’d seen each other. The annoy-
ance look of expecting Bible salesman, heart fund solic-
itor, girl scout cookie dealer, evening doorbell prankster
changed into a smirk.

Howard leaned against the jamb, folded his arms
across his chest so the off-tackle pectorals bunched
against his Sherwood green tank top.

“Evening, Vern. When'd you get back?”

Lestig straightened, crutch jammed back into armpit.
“I want to talk to Terry.”

“Didn’t know just when you’d come rolling in, Vern,
but we knew you'd show. How was the war, old
buddy?”

“You going to let me talk to her?” ‘

“Nothing’s stopping her, old buddy. My wife is a free
agent when it comes to talking to ex-boyfriends. My
wife, that is. You get the word . . . old buddy?”

“Terry?”’ He leaned forward and yelled past Howard.
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