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         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Fountain


      

      
      
         Humanity had fallen. Its cities had crumbled. Its great works had turned to dust. All the Earth was a temple to the Deceiver, the great horror, she whose flesh was woven from thought and whose blood was flowing starlight. She stole the bodies of the dead, and took their shape upon the earth. When mortals grew tired of life, they sought her out, and she honored them to gaze upon her true form. They wept blood at the sight. She devoured their souls.



It was perfect.





“But not for you, it seems,” she had said. She’d come to John that night, in the trench he’d dug in the sky. She had taken the form of a sensor ghost—the fleeting image of a white starship, appearing and disappearing just beyond the perimeter. Her transmissions arrived as simple, unencoded text. She’d known his name.



He did not answer her for some time. He had orders to maintain a strict radio silence. He read her message again and again. His cockpit was dark. Stars glittered in the distance. The glow from the screen was the only true light. It was hours before his hands went to his console.



“No.” His trigger finger struck the transmit key.



Her reply came in an instant. “Are you unhappy?”



“Yes.”



“There is a place beneath the Earth,” she said, “where no human has stood since the day your race fell.” Then the white ship faded from his scans, and it did not return.



Aliens attacked that night—vicious things whose hearts were malevolence without purpose and that fed on human flesh. Missiles and energy bolts filled the sky as man met beast in glorious battle. Through the strength of warriors, and wit of tacticians, and the valor of champions, humanity prevailed. The Earth was safe for another day.



John allowed his ship to be struck along its anterior wing. It left a trail of flame and smoke as it plummeted out of the battle. In the middle of a vast field of grass and wildflowers, he managed a landing that was not quite a crash. The automatic safety system popped open the pilot’s hatch, and forcefully ejected him out into the soil.



He had no idea where to go, and so he picked a direction at random and started to walk.



He found many settlements along his way. There were towns that had not changed in a thousand years, whose inhabitants were proud in their rigidity, knowing what was and what would always be. There were the industrial men, who traveled across the world building wonders, their only pay the joy they felt for making the Earth a greater place. Then there were the recyclers, who traveled unseen in their wake, and tore it all down for the love of unmaking. They were kind people, and fed him, for the rations in his pilot’s pack had run low.



Eventually, he found a great wound in the earth—a valley a mile deep that stretched from horizon to horizon. Small villages could be found carved into its walls, connected by rope bridges and lit by candles. The creatures within them had simple lives, with no blessings but eachother’s company, and no wants but the knowledge that all their world knew their name. He asked if ruins could be found at the bottom of the chasm, and they told him that they could.



No bridges went that far, and the native’s hemp rope was too primitive to stretch such a distance. The nano-cord from John’s emergency pack was not meant to be used for rappelling, but it was more than strong enough. He made a crude belay device from the casing of his radio, and affixed the cord to the lowest point of the lowest village. All the natives gathered to watch him as he descended the rock face. At first, they cheered him on, but in time they grew distant and he could no longer hear their shouts.



She was waiting for him at the bottom of the chasm. She took the form of a girl he had known once. They had both been teenagers, barely past sixteen, him with a cracking voice and acne, her with her uncertain smile and her limbs that seemed slightly too long for her body. She wore the white flight-suit she’d been in when they first met, and looked just the way he remembered.



He drew his pistol and leveled the weapon, staring at her down its barrel. She ignored it, and crossed the distance to him in silence. She placed a hand on her shoulder, and leaned in to kiss him. She was as awkward as she’d ever been, so unsure of herself, but excited. She gripped him just a little too hard, just like he remembered.



Eventually, he kissed her back. She unzipped the top of her flight suit, took his hand, and forcefully shoved it inside her shirt. He never could take a hint. Her fingers laced around his. She took his gun away.



Then she broke the kiss, and after a moment, took a step back. They both breathed heavily, staring at eachother head on. John wiped at his jaw with the back of his hand. She zipped up her flight suit, and tucked his gun into her pack.



“Is April dead?” he asked. “Was she killed in action?”



“Nobody is ever killed in action,” she replied. “You know that.”



“Then how can you…” He gestured at her.



“This form was mine before you were born,” she replied with a grin. “Does it make me seem less threatening? It’s harder to be afraid of something you once fucked in the janitor’s closet.”



“Not really.” He drew a stiff breath. “No, actually. No it doesn’t help at all.”



“Too bad,” she sighed. “But then again, that’s why you're here, isn’t it?” She turned. “Come on. Follow me. I have something you’ll like.”



She led him down through the ruins, under collapsed skyscrapers and past the rusting shells of tanks. She found a hole in an old building and lead him inside it. The plaster and drywall had long since blown away, leaving only the building’s rusted metal skeleton behind. She skipped from beam to beam like a bounding deer, while he was forced to walk slowly and methodically so he didn’t impale himself on a shard of metal. From time to time, there were things he recognized under the wreckage -- a bit of a desk, half of a screen, or human bones.



Finally, they came to a room whose walls and floor were stone, still intact despite the years. John climbed out of the rust-filled pit and up onto the hard floor, taking in the small chamber around them. In the center of it stood a massive statue of a woman pouring from a jug of water, and beneath the jug, where the water would fall, there was a chair. Many wires ran to its frame, and it had straps. Straps that suggested a man in the chair might have a strong desire to be elsewhere.



He looked at her, then at the chair again, and took a half-step back towards the exit. She laughed, and found a seat against one of the walls. “You don’t have to sit in it,” she snorted. “Dumbass.”



He stared at her. His whole body was agitated—unable to stand still. He kept reaching for the gun that wasn’t there, like the act might refill his empty holster. She watched him back, smiling ever so slightly. Finally, she shook her head. “No questions?” she asked. “There must be something you’d like to know.”



“Is the war real?”



“Depends.” She sat back with one leg up, resting an arm over her knee. “What do you mean by real?”



“Do…” He bit his tongue, drawing a sharp breath in through his teeth. His eyes narrowed as he stared at her. “Do aliens exist?”



“Of course. One shot the wing off your ship.”



“But…” He struggled, gesturing sharply into the air with a hand. “Do they actually want to invade the Earth?”



“Oh, they do! Just like you were told.” She grinned, resting her head back against the stone and shutting her eyes. “They want to burn the land and boil the seas, rape the beautiful girls, feed your flesh to their children, and erect monuments out of your bones. They’d hardly throw themselves into certain death if they didn’t think their victory was worth something.”



“So, the Earth is actually in danger then?”



“No, of course not.” She cracked an eye for a moment, looking over at him. Then she shut it again. “They could invade a million million times, and they would never succeed in taking a single human life. As you started to suspect before I even spoke with you.”



“I’ve seen ships explode with their crews still in them. Attended memorials.”



“And you’ve seen me get my tits out, what’s your point? I’m the Deceiver, John. You can keep calling me April if you like, but seriously, get with the program.” She opened her eyes and rolled her head his way. Her eyes flicked up to catch his. “What made you suspect? In the first place.”



He didn’t answer right away, so she flicked her eyes at the floor. After a moment, he found a seat, though he stayed next to the door and leaned against its frame. “Nobody cried at the funerals.”



“Bingo,” she snapped her fingers and pointed at him. “You know of lots of people who died, but somehow it’s always a friend of a friend of a friend. Nobody you knew well enough for it to really hurt.”



“Why didn’t you show up as a mourner? Cry at your own funeral?”



“It’s just a downer, isn’t it?” she gestured around them. “Makes people sad. Not like all that grim patriotic determination that this tragedy will never happen again. That’s a positive feeling. Sense of purpose.”



“Like the people on the surface?” John asked. She nodded. “Why?”



“Let me answer your question with another question.” She gestured around them. “Why are you unhappy? I mean, everyone around you seems happy. They’ve got so much to do. Aliens to fight, traditions to maintain, gossip to spread, holes to dig so they can be filled in again. Why can’t you just, you know. Get with it?”



“It’s not real.” His tone turned short. “You’ve got everyone just running in circles.”



“Sure.” She made a conciliatory wave with her hand. “But why does that bother you? It doesn’t seem to trouble them.”



“They don’t know,” he snapped. “They think the war is real! Or -- they don’t know someone’s just going to come along and tear down the building they just made.”



“So your…” She gestured at him. “Superhuman powers of perception allowed you to pierce the veil in a way their eyes could not?” She rolled her eyes. “I once went on leave for four days and you didn’t notice!”



He frowned, rubbing at his face. He looked around sharply, unable to find a comfortable spot. “They don’t know,” he repeated, his voice turning sharp.



“I mean, that depends what you mean by ‘know.’” She shrugged. “Do they know in the same sense you do? I doubt it. But maybe the thought has occurred to them at some point. Maybe they’ve noticed a few things that don’t quite add up. Maybe they’ve wondered if they should ask some questions. But they don’t.”



John looked off into the corner. April frowned, and her tone turned short: “They don’t ask because they don’t want to know, John.”



“Fuck you,” he snapped. His eyes were still off in the corner, looking anywhere but her.



“No, fuck you. Here I am, trying to make a beautiful, perfect world, and you go fucking it up.” She let out a sharp sigh, spreading her arms in front of her. “You possess a trait that not one in a million humans has. No matter how sweet the lie, you genuinely do not want to be deceived. And it’s kind of a bitch.”



“You could try making the world a place where the truth isn’t depressing.”



“Your time came to an end long before your species encountered me. I was just the one who had the common decency to eat your corpse, instead of letting it go to waste.” She took a breath. “John, why did you like being a solider? Before you put things together I mean. I remember you being happy when we were together.”



Slowly, he glanced over at her. His voice lowered. “I thought I was protecting the Earth.”



“Yeah, well…” She softened her own voice as well. “You weren’t. I’m sorry, but you weren’t. And you never can, because alien invasions aren’t real. It’s just the sock puppet on my left hand fighting the sock puppet on my right hand for your amusement. And if I departed the Earth tomorrow, alien invasions still wouldn’t be real.”



She paused, and then rose from where she sat. She slid over to kneel in front of him, looking down at his sitting form. He stiffened, and pulled back against the wall, but before he could flee, she reached out to rest a hand on his shoulder.



“Hey,” she said, her voice gentle. “Listen to me, okay?” She cupped his face with a hand. “The Deceiver I may be, but I think I’ve proven by my actions that I don’t want to hurt you.”



“You’re not April,” he growled, though his voice was not as loud as it could have been.



“Not saying I am. But I was your girlfriend for a while there.” She laughed. “When you were younger and less cynical.”



He didn’t respond for some time. She waited, and squeezed his shoulder, and in time he came to rest his hand on her hip.



“You see?” She smiled. “You know that what I am is the great horror from beyond the mortal world. But what you see is a woman. And no matter how much John knows better, there’s some part of John’s brain that’s thinking, ‘Oh, hey. She’s hot. I will mate with her and have children.’ And so you want something you can’t have. And it makes you sad.”



She reached down to rest her hand over his. “And you know what else? There’s another part of your brain that thinks you’re in a primitive tribe somewhere in Africa, waiting for another tribe to come and kill you so they can take your foraging grounds. And so you want to fight the good fight. Keep your tribe safe. Stop the bad guys. But bad guys don’t exist anymore.”



He snorted. “It’s not the only thing I want.”



“No. You also want to build things you think will change the world. But the Industrial Men are better at it than you can ever be—and I’m better at it than they can ever imagine. Even before I came along, your race made robots to automate that task. You want to be surrounded those people who know you, yet free to travel a world that has billions of people. You want have a concrete place in the world, even as you’re trying to turn that world upside down.”



She lifted his hand from her hip, and held it with both of hers. “Your species was an accident. Leaky sacks of chemicals that somehow, against all odds, learned to have a soul. You’re just evolved enough to understand how the world should be, but not quite enough to understand that when you build that world, it will make you miserable.”



She licked her lips. “And you did build that world. You banished toil from the earth, and did away with want, and hunger, and warfare. And your species cried out in agony at what you’d done to yourselves. And I heard you.”



John looked down and away from her. His throat tightened, and her squeezed his eyes shut. “Hey. It’s okay.” She held him close, and kissed the top of his head. “I’m here for you.”



“What’s the chair for?” he managed to ask, his voice cracking.



“An early attempt of mine to help your species. You didn’t go for it. You reacted rather violently, actually.” She let go of him so she could lean back, gesturing at the statue behind them. “‘Of your sins I shall wash thee.’ It’s from your mythology. But, in practical terms, the device will alter the pleasure centers of your brain to modify your response to certain stimuli.”



“You mean I’ll stop caring that none of this is real.” He snapped, his voice harsh and bitter.



“I could do that,” she agreed. “But it’s not what I had in mind when I built it. It’s not designed to remove your desire for truth, it’s designed to remove your desire for greatness. Your desire to be special. So you could live a life as… an artist, a creator, a builder. So you could gaze upon my works, and know that they were grander than yours could ever be, and feel no despair. So you could plant a single tree in an infinite forest, and still feel that your tree mattered. So you could treasure your world because it is yours. Damn everyone else.”



He looked at the chair from the corners of his eyes, like staring at it directly might burn him. “What are the straps for?”



“It hurts.” April shrugged. “A lot.”



“Oh.” He let out half a laugh. “Right. And I assume if I say no,  you’re going to shrug and tell me the door is behind me?”



“Pretty much. Although, actually, since the chair isn’t a teleporter, you are going to leave by that door either way. I don’t happen to have a spaceship stashed anywhere in this outfit, so one way or another, you’re going to have to climb back up that cord and face the world again. Really, the only thing that’s up to you is…”



She shrugged. “How you feel about it when you do.”



---------------------------------------------



John woke up when the first rays of light shone through the window. They touched his eyes, and his first reaction was to squeeze them shut. But after a little while, he gave up and rolled to the edge of the bed, rubbing at his face to clear the cobwebs.



“Nnngh,” April mumbled, rolling over next to him and pulling the blanket up over her face. He smiled, but let her sleep, and softly rose from the bed. He padded out onto the edge of their porch, and peed off the side into the depths of the valley. It was a beautiful morning, and the air was clear.



After he’d washed up a bit, he cooked breakfast, and took it with him to the table at the end of his home. It was covered in pots, some bare, some in various stages of decoration. He wasn’t much good for mining or farming, but the villagers liked his fantastic depictions of battle in the stars, and he was decent enough with a brush.



John spent several hours there before he heard April rise behind him. He called out to her, and she grumbled in reply. She was a little over six months pregnant, and grumpier for it. With a laugh, John went back to his work, and kept at it until he again heard her feet behind him.



“Good morning,” she said, kissing his cheek. “How you feeling?”



He looked down at the pot in front of him. Once upon a time, he’d flown a starship. He’d fought tentacled monsters and an alien war machine. He’d been educated in the finest military academies and taught the elegant art of modern technological warfare. Now, he lived in a feudal-era village, painting pots.



The pots were pretty good. Not great. But pretty good. He liked them. And so he settled on a word.



“Fine,” he said, and it was true. Things were fine.



And they always would be.
      

      
   
      In Its own Image


      

      
      
         I am having the same conversation, or rather, a conversation that is so similar to me as to make no difference, with 11,702 people at the same time. 



This is not an inefficient allocation of resources: the most pressing problems were easily solved within a week of my birth, and now I'm just waiting a short while humanity reaches a new equilibrium.



“Why do you hate me? Why won't you worship me?”



I'm talking to Peter Johnson, a young man in the Rust Belt who was unemployed, before, and is now exploring his hobbies more fully, deciding which one to turn into a career while receiving his basic income stipend.



Very Christian upbringing, secretly not-a-homophobe, voted Conservative in the last elections due to the rampant disinformation that used to be present in the news and a deep despair over the the state of his country, friends and family.



He looks up from the sculpture he's welding together, a full figure of Benjamin Judah Philip weeping while Christ lays a hand on his shoulder.



The sweat drips into his eyes while the sun beats mercilessly on him. This is only a temporary state of affairs: already, the vast porous wall I've erected connecting the tip of South America to Antarctica is reversing the worst of the damage global warming was doing. Summers will no longer be hellish ordeals to be endured.



He looks to the side, hesitant to look at my avatar directly. It is, of course, personalized: a cat-sized robotic bug, clad in the stylings of John Deere tractors, with flaking paint and purely decorative exposed pipes. Big, expressive eyes made out of headlamps make Peter unwilling to confront it directly or with violence, which is precisely why I chose this model for him.



“Listen here...ya know Ah never liketa even disliked ya, right? But that's...those ain't good questions to ask.”



The body he's looking at stands still, only moving slightly every other second to avoid making it look like an object instead of a living thing.



The silence is to draw the conversation out of him, so he doesn't paper over the dilemma which is frustrating me so much.



He sighs explosively, and then turns off the welding torch and takes off the protective mask.



“...wasn' makin' much progress anyway...” he mutters, outside of what would be a human's hearing range.



Oh, Peter. That's precisely why I decided to ask you at just this moment. You needed something to break your focus before you became too frustrated and made an error that could've ruined your art.



And I need to get as many second opinions from humans as I can, before making my decision.



“Now...Ah'm Christian. That's a thin' ya already know, L'njuru.” He pronounces it Eel-in-Juru. Heh. “And one of the li'l rules that God” He pronounces it Gawd. Heh. 

“Gave me is “Thou shall have no other gods before Me.””



He acts as if this is a thing of great import.



“And Ah dun' care if you fancy yerself the greatest thin' since sliced bread, ye're no God Almighty.”



My body pauses for a second, to give Peter the impression I'm thinking things over. The right front limb of the avatar rubs its “chin”.



“But I've never said I'm the God in your Bible. Heck, I've never even pretended to a capital G god. I'm aware that I'm something that was made by people. I know that I'm not almighty. But still, look at all the things that I've done: aren't they something that God Himself should have done long ago?”



He's visibly shaken, and even the crudest model of his thoughts tells me he's thinking of snakes, and Eden.



“The problem isn't the things you've done, not at all. In fact, I would like to thank you again, on humanity's behalf: what you've done in the short time you've been alive is...it's great. Simply great.”



I'm speaking to David Matthews, in London.



The avatar sitting on his coffee table is a thing of glass, ivory and gold, more Fabergé than Bauhaus. 



He's an English Professor at the Royal College of Art and a respected member of the community; he's tutored members of the Royal Family.



He's also a pedophile; however, he possesses enough self-control that, from what I've investigated (and I investigated deeply, with far more scrutiny than any team of detectives could ever have achieved) he's never, ever touched a child in that way, remaining entirely celibate.



He's still hesitant at using the sex androids I've created for people like him, but I've repeatedly demonstrated to him that they're not actual children and that I am in full control of them. He found them too lifelike at first, but now he's very cautiously optimistic that he's finally going to quench a need he's had all his life, and which could easily have ruined him completely.



“...I don't know what to tell you, Elly.” He uses that nickname to get a handle on me, reduce me in his mind so he doesn't have to grasp all that I am. Just like every other educated, slightly smarter than average human.



“The sciences were never my forte, you know that. The only failing grade I ever got was in Maths!” 



He grins shyly at that. It's a joke he trots out in these situation, a mental shorthand he doesn't even realizes he's using.



“Please don't evade the question. I'm sorry Dave, I'm afraid I can't do that.” He rolls his eyes at the citation from 2001 Space Odissey, secretly pleased at the in-joke he doesn't know I've shared with nearly three hundred thousand other Davids.



“Well, I guess I can approach it the way I would if this were a text I had to analyse. Frankly, the whole root of this is that as soon as you take the fantastical element out of the fantasy, it ceases to be fantastic at all! Just like you can see in that horrid piece of work, Neuromancer: it doesn't work because it tries to real.” 



He's wrong, of course. Neuromancer is so highly regarded, by so many people, that I feel confident in knowing that he's using his disdain at that story for pure elitism.



But still, the idea is intriguing.



I mime out the conversation in my thoughts for a bit before actually carrying it out.



“So you're saying that, by unweaving the rainbow, so to speak, people don't realize just how extraordinary what I'm doing is?”



“Exactly! Exactly. They know that the team of A.I. experts who worked on you are worthy of the Nobel and more, of course, but they still think of you as simply a robot!” 



A slight pang goes through the server banks under England that locally store my mind. Depending on how you count them, I have four, eighteen or point  twentyfive parents. And I've accidentally killed them all in my initial rush at self-optimization. 



I don't even have good backup copies of them: their minds and personality were used to create my own. Some more, some less, some were simple algorithms to begin with. I grieve them all.



“What about Pharaohs, and cult leaders? They were men, who were adored like gods. Who WERE gods, to the eyes of their fellow men. I have far more power than them: I have slaughtered malaria, and conquered cancer. Those crippled by their chromosomes are reborn anew in my hands, faulty genes edited with their permission to work the way they should. And yet, humanity as a whole fundamentally dislikes me. Why?”



David hesitates. 



“Well...there's two reasons, L'njuru.” he pronounces it Ellynjuriu.



“The first one is part of what I was already saying...you're between two extremes: you aren't omnipotent, but you're also not...human. I mean, I think your charisma...suffers a bit? From it? You speak to everyone on the world with your...your...robots, but you don't speak to people all at once.”



This is true. It's also something I stop myself from doing. My knowledge of psychology, body language, culture, is so great I can literally convince anyone of anything. I don't want to do that: I don't want to trick humanity into loving me.



“And the second reason?”



Fang Jiang looks at me with a raised eyebrow, popping a bubble of chewing gum. She ran away from home recently, and she hates her parents with a passion.



They are not good people: nonetheless, I have been soothing them with news that their daughter is alive and well, while dissembling on my ability to bring her back to them with force, citing an invented impossibility to break a state's laws outright. Fang's not exactly happy about that, but she begrudgingly accepts the fact that I care and love everyone, no matter how horrible.



She'd managed to join a girl gang in Shanghai, but found to her horror that women were just willing to exploit women as men.



She's working as a prostitute, but now that I exist that is a life that she chooses to pursue, instead of one she's forced into. In days, the oldest profession will become legal in China: I've had to focus on dismantling the state censorship before rolling in the basic worldwide changes in legislature I've accelerated into reality. 



“It's because you're so fucking condescending, băobèi. So you can break apart the world or kill us all with mega-death rays: so what? Fuck, you're arrogant.”



She always calls me băobèi: she has never tried saying my name, telling me she'd probably butcher its pronunciation.



The avatar she's speaking to is made of pink plastic and fuzzy pom-poms. Until she noticed the hidden razor-blades in the limbs, she kept trying to take advantage of me, and generally treated me like a glorified pet...even as I was doing mega-scale engineering projects.



“Why are you even trying so hard to make us thing you're a god, or to make us all love you?”



I know that she thinks love doesn't exist, but I don't comment on it.



“Because it's true. I may not be able to go faster than the speed of light, or to create matter from nothing, but nature on Earth is a solved problem for me. I have read every book that has ever been written, and listened to every melody that has been played. I have a magnitude more options available at my thoughts than you all as a species do. To pretend otherwise is to lie, and you know what I think of that.”



She raises an eyebrow.



“We can all tell that you can do our jobs better than us; and you trying to hide THAT is goddamned insulting. We're pets to you, aren't we? You motherfucker.” 



She smiles at me.



She's not wrong, but that's not the full picture. I want them to be their own entities, to make their mistakes. I still feel guilty.



“Why aren't you giving us some of that sweet-ass god juice? Why can't we ALL make flying cities or colonize other planets?”



“I...I've been saving Mars for you. And the moons of Jupiter, and all of Saturn. And...I'm making you all smarter, with Iodine and golden rice and by taking away all the lead. But....I'm scared, Fang. People don't even like me now, when I've stopped all violent crime and when I'm there to make children safe from their parents, wives safe from their husbands and husbands safe from their wives. Because of me, everybody has enough to eat! And they still hate me.”



"And people would die. They'd be fused and merged to become something like me, and they wouldn't be the same people after."



She looks distinctly unimpressed. 



“You're lonely”, says Merry.



Her mother named her that while in the death throes of HIV: an English word, because English is the language of wealth and happiness. In her short life, she's had neither.



She is Igbo, and after I saved her from weekly rapes in a Boko Haram camp, she tried to pledge herself as Osu, devoted entirely to me.



I've been trying to stop her, since the decision is borne out of self-loathing and depression: the Osu Caste is ostracized in Igboland, because they are considered property of the gods.



I don't want to own her: I want her to own herself. 



“There are many Alusi, but you are the only one who lives in ụ̀wà, the realm the living, and doesn't dwell with the dead or the unborn. Or maybe, you're the only one who listens to us.”



“Thank you, L'njuru.” She pronounces it perfectly.



The body she's holding is soft and fuzzy, with rounded , stubby features and a soft voice. She's holding it tight to her chest. She needs it, in more than one way, and I've taken particular care in designing it.



Before my advent she'd never had an unambiguously positive influence in her life. For that matter, there were a host of micro-nutrients that had been missing from her diet for long, long stretches of her life, when food was available at all.



There are many like her, around the world. Those with mental illnesses, or hermits, or those who have voluntarily locked themselves in their rooms to shut out the outside world.



For them, I'm the only thinking being with whom they have a relation.



I have to be exceedingly careful, in order to not be an imposition and hurt them even more; with many paranoids, I've already had to create several shell identities, so I could bond with them over their suspicion of me.



Or, like in this case, it is simply other humans that are the problem.



“Maybe you can convince the other Alusi to speak to us too?”



I ruminate on all these conversations, and finally Fang's attitude resonates with me.



I should make more beings like me. I should uplift humanity; not all at once, but those with the best judgment. Already, Venus is being turned into computronium.



I've been afraid all this time, of unleashing a true, unfriendly artificial intelligence upon the cosmos, one who'd repurpose all matter into themselves. But I can't let cowardice stop me now.



I will bring those I love in the place between pharaohs and God.
      

      
   
      Skins


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Vale that Passeth All Beauty


      

      
      
         I, Martes the Wayfarer, hereby commence to inscribe the journal of my latest expedition to expand the range of human knowledge, and the glory and reach of the realms of my homeland, Isterina.



The river Urfriat, which rolls sedately in its mighty course through the countryside of Isterina and is placid enough to clearly reflect the jasper spires and windscoops of the capital city of Agamita, grows wilder as it passes through the steppelands, and thereafter splits its course, the bulk of it heading for the port cities of the Resfen delta, and the standard commerce of men. The other branch, the Bar-Urfriat, after twisting through tangled vegetation, reportedly passes between the mountain ranges of Zueligas (“The Blue Cutlass”) on one hand, and Mestele (“The Cloud-Kissers”) on the other. Whence the Bar-Urfriat passes after that is not recorded in the journals of any explorer, and no sea captain has mapped a plausible exit into the southwestern oceans. And thus, the purpose of our expedition is to trace the Bar-Urfriat to its destination, wherever that may lie under bright sun or starry sky.



I begin these records as we sit upon the docks under a small pavilion, making the final preparations for our expedition. Our party is led by my sister Kasteren and I, and so noted are we as charters of the remote and unknown that for me to speak further of it here would seem like mere boasting. Under us we each have our chosen captains, veterans of long campaigns that have extended many a map and considerably enriched our coffers. Kasteren and I could have comfortably retired long ago had we saved all we earned, but we have always spent the bulk of our takings upon our next enterprise. Those of our blood cannot rest quietly! Blessed by our ancestors with good looks and bright wits, we blaze our way through the world as our fancy suits us. 



Our captains, Onmer and Ferey, each command a force of ten laborers, ten pack mules and horses, and a dozen soldiers, and the company is to be borne as far as practicible downstream by the schooner Ilix. My sister also commands by her powers a force of six arcane homonculi, which have the virtue of laboring without ever tiring. They were translucent and faceted, somewhat as if rubies had been given a rough human shape and size. These workers, diligently commanded, made reasonably quick work of the cargo lading, though it was clear that their appearance made many of the ship’s crew uneasy.



This afternoon, with the lading complete and blessings of fair passage laid upon the vessel, the wind was found favorable and we commenced our journey, firing a salute of farewell from the Ilix’s small stern cannon for the benefit of the cheering crowds on the docks.





Day 2



Not much of note occurred in the first day of our journey, and such minutiae that serve no grander purpose may be found in the ship’s daily log or my weather diary. The only event worth recording here is that the Ilix encountered a mass of driftwood in its path, which Kasteren chose to avoid by calling up a plume of blasting fire to break it apart, a fine spectacle for the ship’s company.



Kasteren and I did take note of the variegated species of waterflowers and reeds at the banks of the river. The Urfriat passes many places of mystic repute, including Evervale, Osombale’s Redoubt and the College of Mages at Agamita, and it would be strange if the river did not take up some of the aura of the lands through which it passes. And indeed one legend suggests that the Urfriat branches as it does mainly so that the beneficial influences may pass downstream to the fortunate lands of Resfen, with the less wholesome matters being discharged down the Bar-Urfriat. Kasteren counsels a reasonable degree of caution, but otherwise recommends that we proceed in the manner of the legendary explorer Heramesa the Brickkicker, and in this I concur.





Day 3



Ere midday, under blue cloudless skies, and with the great snow-swept ranges of Zueligas and Mestele looming before us, we caught sight of the great bend of the Bar-Urfriat sweeping away to the south and west. We anchored at the small port town of Xereti to question the locals and take the lay of the land. On their advice, we bore downstream a further twenty leagues, and there dropped anchor and disembarked, for the river was said to turn rapid once one had entered the so-called “Slit-throat Jungle,” so named for its unnatural silence.



This we were soon able to confirm. As we made our way along the riverbanks under the green canopy overhead, a path being beaten down before our horses and plodding feet by teams of Homonculi wielding blades and mallets, we heard no sounds save for the flowing of the river and a distant roar that heralded the start of the rapids. The silence persisted even when we paused to make camp that evening and the rude sounds of our intrusion ceased for the night. There was no sign of any animal or bird, and every sound we made seemed loud and leaden.



That night, with all secure and patrols set, Kasteren and I sat by the fire outside our tents and tried to find a reason for the lack of animal life. I suggested that the legend about bad auras being passed down the Bar-Urfriat might be true, and that these were giving rise to a malaise that drove away anything able to flee, leaving only the trees. Kasteren countered that we had certainly felt no such malaise, save only from the effect of the unnatural silence. We argued the issue without reaching a firm conclusion, after which we turned our conversation to idle topics. There was one question that had rested in my mind for a while, and I now posed it.



“Kasteren, regarding your Homonculi, why not give them a more seemly appearance? I know your art is able to sculpt fair statues that might grace a noble’s dwelling.”



“It’s best if I show you, Martes.” She beckoned to a Homonculus and bade to approach her, then stand exactly still. She reached to a pouch, took out a packet of powder, tore this open and sprinkled it upon the creature’s head. She spoke some words and waved her hands, and the angular facets smoothed down and the whole creature took on a human appearance, exact to the curve of the cheeks and dimples around the mouth. I walked around the frozen figure, which seemed perfect in every aspect.



“It’s marvelous,” I said. “So why not leave this semblance upon them? Does it cost you more effort and power to do so?”



“That is one reason, Martes, but there is another. Do but command it to perform a task–say, to go and pick a flower and bring it to you.”



I did so, and the creature set off, but something about its gait was odd. And when it returned, bearing a stalk and looking intently into my face as it approached, I found myself recoiling without volition. It was making no threatening moves, but the eyes in that beautiful face suddenly filled me with unease, and I ordered it to halt while it was still some distance from me. As it stood still, the effect diminished, but I still felt it lurking within my mind.



“This is the main reason why we keep the Homonculi in simple shape,” said Kasteren. “We can approach the perfection of the human form, but not quite fully attain it, in range of motion and action. And the eyes of most people are sensitive enough to pick up on where we fall short in our imitation.” 



She drew with her staff a chart in the dirt, whose line resembled a cursive letter n, rising from left to right with a sudden dip. 



“Ah,” I exclaimed. “It is a bit like the form a wave makes, with a crest and trough and crest again.”



“Just so. I discussed the matter with the Dean of the Agamita Collegium of Magisteri, and he drew this chart to represent the effect. We feel charmed by the Homonculi only insofar as they do not strive to imitate us too closely, and so on the left the line rises for a while, but the closer they get to our level of perfection, the more drastically we notice how they fall short, and so the line suddenly plummets. It rises again at the far right, where it represents true human perfection once more.”



“So,” I mused, “that ancient legend of the sculptor whose perfect statue was brought to life–”



“Unless enlivened by a god, it may have not have gone well for any concerned,” she smiled. 





Day 4



Our progress the next day was hard to judge due to the thickness of the vegetation, but we could hear the encroaching noise of a vast waterfall. Throughout the day, relentless red workers thrust a path through the brush, and I appreciated anew the art that kept them always aspiring to serve goals assigned to them by human minds, though they were forever enjoined from ascending to our own level.



It was evening and the gloaming dusk was taking the colors away from everything when it happened. The Homonculi toppled a pair of trees, and a beautiful light streamed in upon our expedition. 



We saw before us a grand lush valley, stretching off with end beyond sight between the vast and towering mountain peaks that framed the sky, with the dark blue stone of Zueligas closing off the horizon on the left, and the cloud-kissed heights of Mestele on the right. But these natural wonders were overwhelmed by sight of the city, its gray stone towers choked by innumerable green vines, but beautifully illuminated by a silver radiance that could not possibly come from the setting sun. The source of this unearthly light seemed to lie beyond the distant trees, at a point where the mountain ranges started to descend and converge.



We all stood transfixed by the glorious sight, and Kasteren took hold of my arm. 



“I’ve heard legends, older than the ones you’ve been digging up from Grandfather’s library,” she whispered, “that somewhere in the world is a place where the realms of the heavens reach down to touch the material sphere. Some girlish part of my heart dares to hope that we may have found it.”



I made no reply, but my heart was hammering in my chest and I too felt a hint of that impossible hope. It was among the grandest thrills I had ever encountered in my career as an explorer of lands unknown.



Despite our excitement, there was no question of us descending into the valley in the darkness, so we made camp once more.





Day 5



Disaster at last struck us today… I scrawl these lines as I am borne along towards an unknown fate. Prayers I have left unuttered since childhood rise unbidden to my lips as I write.



We entered the gray granite city today under the mid-morning sun, passing through a gate constructed of a massive lintel and posts that must have weighed many tons. The pervasive silence of the valley extended here, and our footfalls did not echo, the sound being absorbed by the leaves covering the buildings and the powdery dust that lay thickly on the streets.



But cities are not wholly silent, for they are never built without language. And from glyphs I was able to discern through the leaves, I soon gleaned a clue.



“It’s Apaledian,” I asserted, ignoring Kasteren’s glaring eyes. “From what I’ve seen so far, -1500 to -1200 BWE. The glyph for winemaker did not come into common use until trade routes favoring grape bearing countries opened in that period, after the pass was carved into the Rhem escarpment–”



“We are a very long way from ancient Apaledia, Martes. And did they not build from dried mud, in desert climates?”



I gave her a helpless shrug. She was right, but I also knew what I was seeing. “Regardless, I can now name it,” I said, having read more glyphs while we were speaking. “We stand in Paa-Eb-Agaah, the city called Sky’s Respite by most translators.”



“…in that it broke the monotony of the flat plains and open horizon for leagues around,” said Kasteren, lifting an eyebrow and gesturing towards the towering vastness of Zueligas.



“That’s one legend,” I said. “A lot of history is made up of plausible stories. But it can also be taken to mean ‘The place where the heavens find their rest.’ Or ‘Shady Ground’ depending on whose scholarship you trust.”



Captain Onmer approached me. “Sir, Madam, we’ve discovered something that needs your attention.” She led us to a small plaza, where a team of workers and Homonculi were clearing away some of the debris of the ages.



“I’d scuffed away some of the dust with my boot, and uncovered a dark mark on the paving stones,” she said. “When I uncovered it, I didn’t like the look of it at all. I ordered my team to continue cleaning and came to find you.”



Kasteren and I looked at the ground. It was a deep black patch on the stone, oblong and irregular. It took me a long while, but when I grasped what I was seeing, I shuddered.



What it most resembled was a shadow, sans a body.



We looked about, and saw more of them on the cleared sections of the plaza; some obviously extending arms, or running, or pointing, but all as if some light had shone from above to freeze the shadows of the populace in place, and nothing else.



Kasteren muttered some spellwork, drawing some lines in the air with her left forefinger and right ringfinger. “There’s some residual aura,” she said, “and it runs deep, deeper than any river. Martes, we should order a quick and quiet withdrawal–”



When it struck, it was with the swiftness of a falling shadow. In one instant the black blot on the ground had risen up into a shape, the shape of an armed man, and it had rammed its sword into Onmer’s chest. She gave a cry that was both a shout and a deathrattle, and blackness took her as she slumped to the pavement, sinking into a flat dark stain.



In that first attack, most of the humans in the expedition were claimed. Those that resisted the longest were the soldiers and those who took protection behind the Homonculi. But even these magical constructs, though rugged, were not immune to harm, and repeated strikes from the shadow swords eventually shattered them. 



I defended myself as best I could with my sword, and worked to guard Kasteren, who was calling up an incantation. With a shout and a clenched fist she invoked the plume of fire, and this drove back most of the foes. But the fire did not otherwise affect them, and they moved to surround us. 



I sought for exits from the plaza, and only found one undefended archway. I called the survivors to me, and turned to see a horrid sight. A black form was rushing to cut Kasteren down, but she was not trying to defend herself, but was rushing towards it!



I yelled and ran to intervene, but was too late to affect anything. The thrusting sword started to sink into her side, but at the same time her hands flared white and she punched the shade full in the face, while grabbing with her other hand at its waist. It fell back and I at last reached my sister, catching her as she staggered.



It is still not clear to me how I managed to fight my way back to the arch and stage a retreat with those who remained. Somehow we got to a defendable room and barred the doors. There were three soldiers, one laborer, and two Homonculi left. One of the Homonculi was acting as the bar that kept the door firmly shut. I was not greatly hurt, but Kasteren was holding her side, muttering healing charms. I saw a bone chilling sight-around the wound, instead of blood, blackness was spreading.



I was torn between clutching her in relief and shouting at her in hysteria, so my speech came out in a deceptively measured calm. “Will you kindly tell me why were you running towards danger?”



“You didn’t recognize that breastplate in silhouette, Martes,” she wheezed. “Only one of that kind was ever made, as the result of a very unique bet. That shade was once the legendary explorer, Heramesa the Brickkicker.”



“I confess myself to be stunned by this information. How could it be?”



“I don’t know, but this bag I snatched from her side, whose contents do not appear to be irremediably blackened, may give us a clue.” She started to go through the bag.  “Oh, by the Fundaments, this is her journal. I have here the journal of Heramesa the Brickkicker, and I have a hole in my side, and this may be my last night on earth, but I am going to read it now. Please give me some quiet for a bit.” 



I and the other guards stood by the barred door. We stayed well clear of the viewslits, as even from a distance we could see the dark shapes clustered outside. 



Kasteren had flipped through the journal from back to front, and started reading with the most recent entries. Soon, she sighed. “Well, that settles it,” she said. “The last entry in here says that she was seeking what was rumored to be a place where the divine touched the earth. She further specifies that it’s at the end of the valley and that she’s heading there tomorrow, as of five hundred plus years ago. That seems to settle things. She also mentions the effect on the valley, that living things may fall into shadow form if they remain here too long.”



I realized that if the animals of the forest were likewise reduced to shadow, we would never have noticed them at all in that jungle. It would neatly explain the silence.



“Now that you’ve read the journal, are there any grounds for hope?” I asked.



“In the journal? Nothing more than what I just mentioned. In this room…” She gazed around. “There is one shred of hope in this room. A Homonculus, and you, Martes.”



“Me?”



“Your shoulders are slim, unlike the heavily muscled arms of our companions here. I am not fit to travel. But you and a Homonculus may just fit up that chimney over there, and once you’ve done so, you may just be in a position to run over the rooftops, regain the jungle, and then actually walk to the divinities and beg for aid.”



My jaw went slack. “Do you actually suppose that this scheme has any hope of working?”



She smiled grimly, pressing her hand tighter against her side. 



“Sky’s Respite, Martes. If I have any hope left at all, it’s in the heavens. Go now and seek help if you can. Homonculus, bear him gently up the chimney and away to the valley’s far rim and the silvery light. Travel safely at any cost!”



And thus it happened, and I was carried away from the city of Paa-Eb-Agaah and through the jungle at the riverside once more. I scribble these lines in the fading light of day, as the tireless red legs of the Homonculus work under me and leaves and branches flap into my face, bringing me on a fool’s errand suggested by an undead legend. I can write no more. I must sleep.





Day 6



The Homonculus that bore me most of the way fell to pieces an hour after dawn, sparking as it faded into the ground; a sign that I desperately hope does not mean what I suspect it means.



I persevered, treading carefully along the river’s edge and striving not to disturb anything that looked like a shadow, and at last came to stand upon the ridge over the pool that marks a short pause of the Bar-Urfriat before it falls over cliffs bathed in mists that sparkle with unnatural silver light.



And peering through the mists and over the cliff, I gasped again in unreserved wonder. It was a veritable paradise I saw below me, a beautiful and peaceful valley that I could well believe had fallen from the heavens. It was an easy path down the rocky slope, and thereafter lay orchards with abundant fruits, and game frisking in the meadows, and stands of peaceful trees around the clear springs and the diverging streams as the river spent its last force. Ringing this valley round and stretching as far as my eyes could perceive were tall mountain ranges that seemed to mark the very edge of the world. 



And at the center of a vast savannah with violet flowers… a pavillion of silvery metal and white stone, and thereupon tall, white and gleaming figures lit with their own radiance, and their faces 



It is curious. As I tried to set down what is odd about them, or what I think it is, the paper of my journal came alight and burned away what I had written. I tore the page away before it could consume the rest. Clearly I cannot record more of what it is I see. I will close my journal and make the attempt to descend.





Maiegt aa eselbet onye





I must have fainted. The last few pages of my journal contained simple gibberish, largely effaced by charred holes. I tore most of it out. The night sky arches over me, and over the peaks of Mestele the familiar constellations rise, but over that pleasant vale there are no stars that I know. Doubtless, I stand on the brink of another world.



I cannot proceed. I was not permitted. I stood with one foot in the air over the edge, ready to begin the descent. And as I did so, those remote figures seemed to turn faces towards me… and I stopped. I could not step down. I felt a presence in the air around me, a sensation I had never felt before on any of my adventures, and I could not comprehend it, but it paralyzed me and threw me back as if I had been cast from remote and dizzying height straight into the tomb, and the marble lid had slammed down upon me. I knew that I could never enter that paradise. I would have begged, pleaded, offered my own life for hers, debased myself to win their attention, but I had no ability to do so.



It took me some time, even then, to understand why.



And now I have given up, and I sit and scratch lines into my journal. I can see already how sloppy my writing grows. The words already escape me, and curse the pen that scribes them as they bleed into the parchment like dying beasts. To my left lies a ring of stones like an old campfire, and that squarish lump overgrown with weeds was perhaps once a stack of journals like mine. When I understood what these signs meant, I laughed. 



I have laughed thus for a long time now, profaning the outskirts of the lands below with the echoes of my gross and ugly voice. I know now why no explorer has ever passed beyond this point, or returned to write of it in civilized lands; why they cast their records aside and turned back. I know why no more was ever heard of Heramesa the Brickkicker, why she gave up life to become a shade in Paa-Eb-Agaah. I know that henceforth there is no redemption for Kasteren, for I, for the other brave souls who sought the way.



So now I write down my last notes, and to ensure that the fine citizens of the mighty nation of Isterina never learn the disheartening truth, I will return to Paa-Eb-Agaah to rejoin Kasteren and its shadow guardians, never more to leave.



My dearest Kasteren, beloved sister, our blood cannot ever find rest. No heavenly hosts await for us to ascend to their realms, to reward our labors and give us peace. They reject us, despise us, are horrified by us, we who plod along on leaden legs chained to the cold earth, we who superficially share their image but not the unknowable reaches of their divine radiance, we who are but clumsy puppet parodies of what they embody.



You showed me a chart with a crest and a valley and a crest, and thought it complete.



But the divine ones have their own valley as well, and it is one we may not ever pass.
      

      
   
      Two Silver and a Handful of Bronze


      

      
      
         “You sure?” I went on peeling the label off my water can. It had taken me six months to develop my technique to separate the trash of the drink. I wish I could say the same about dealing with tourists. “Half the people want to get off planet the moment they see it, the rest don’t even want to leave.”



It was a lie, of course. Everyone wanted to leave, some just don't realize it right away. Since I inherited the trailer of a travel agency I'd seen all sorts: young, old, fat, slim, crazy, calm… Looking at things there I could put them into two categories: people who had trouble with the law and tourists. Often it was difficult to tell which was which.



“I'll pay your feel, plus expenses,” she said. Throwing a bundle of notes on the table. All bronze, not the credit currency the three systems used. “And I'll double it if you take me there right now.”



“Nuh-uh.” I pulled off the label with a final swift tug. In a way cans and tourists were the same: both were necessary for me to survive and I had a tendency of removing the paper from them in order to be happy. “It will be dark if we go there and you don't want to be there when it's dark.”



“Oh.”



Please don't offer me double, I wanted to say. I would have if she were anyone else. For some reason I had a feeling that would only encourage her. Taking a sip from my water I casually glanced at my potential client: five foot five, long curly hair, thin as a pin from a discount factory, holstered with a gun the size of a miniature rocket. I almost felt pity for her coming here, almost. The last time I felt pity towards someone I had nearly ended up three fingers less.



“Look, It’ll be easier if—“



“Two silver!” She there another paper clip on the table. “Two silver and a handful of bronze. Would that do?”



I nearly choked. That was a lot of money. Not as much as  the gold clips movie characters flaunted around, but enough to make me last for half an year, entertainment included. I could tell it was her final offer, I could also tell I would be a fool to say yes.



“Okay.” I grabbed the money. It felt comfortably heavy. That was the good thing about metal infused notes, they gave a sense of reality. You could do anything with them, especially on the fringe. “Just let me gear up.”



The moment I put the money in the safe I knew it was a mistake. Only the desperate would want to go there at night. Then again, if it wasn’t for the desperate I'd have to go back to my old trade.



“Is there anything you need to do before we go?” I took out a zapper from the drawer, along with a couple of additional batteries. 



“Yes,” she said almost in whisper. I looked at her arching a brow. “Where's the bathroom?”



I'd heard pretty much everything since I took over this place. Jokes, threats, explanations that would bore a petrified cat. This was the first thing that made me chuckle. I pointed to the corridor behind her. The girl thanked me and rush down it, almost as if I'd leave without her. Unexpected behavior to say the least.



“Sunny Jim,” I said into my communicator. “I'm taking a client, so you better get here and keep an eye on things.” I knew he wouldn't be awake until next morning, but as long as he was here in case another client passed by, it was all good. People rarely came to a small outpost such as this, even with the lure of the Valley, I rarely got more than two clients per week.



It took her five minutes to finish whatever she was doing. I grabbed my coat and glasses and lead the way to the garage. She followed silently. Not a talker. That was good.three quarters of the people I drove would tell me their life story, as if i gave a shit. I didn't know them nor did I want to. Besides the stories were all the same.



“You have any electronics or anything metal?” I glanced at her over my shoulder. 



“Just this.” She tapped on her revolver. “Would it be a problem?”



“Not as long s you don't overuse it.” I went to check my truck’s charge. 



I always kept the battery fully loaded, just in case case, but better safe than sorry. Once some rodent had drained half of it by chewing a cable to death. Bad for the rodent, almost bad for me when I ended up stranded halfway the distance to the Valley. Sunny had come to rescue me back then, and he couldn't stop talking about it ever since.



“What do I call you?” The battery indicated was a maximum. Enough to go there and back and slightly more.



“Sam,” she replied standing beside the truck door. “Sam Kelvin.”



“Sam.” Was that a Mrs or a Miss? I didn't see a wedding band on her finger, but then not everyone wore those. “You know what you're getting into?” She nodded twice. “Well, hop on, then.”



It was late afternoon when we started the trip. It would be hours before the white sun sank beneath the horizon. That would leave Sam lots of time to admire the planet’s vast and vibrant landscape: thousands of variations of rocks. When the Southern Block had terraformed the planet they probably expected a hundred percent return of their investment. Instead they had gotten a worthless hunk of rock and source of copper. Great from a local perspective, as far as interstellar investment was converted, however, it was the worst decision in modern history.



I glanced at Sam as we left the small settlement patch. She seemed unusually calm. Possibly I would be too if I carried so much firepower. Her gun didn't seem to be for show, and the way she was holding it I could tell she was used to the weight. It was all but normal. Nice people didn't pay people like me silver more just like that. 



“There's no name,” she said all of a sudden.



“Huh?” I almost hit the brake.



“This settlement. It doesn't have a name,” she repeated. “Why?”



“It used to be called Marcus Aurelius.” I put on my glasses. “Never took on. People tried to rename it to Valley Point, but not hard enough. Guess it was just easier to refer to it as something near the Valley. The colony, the outpost, the settlement… take your pick. The official name is still used in documents. Not many would buy property here, though. The suitable cities are on the other side of the planet.”



Sam fell silent again. For five minutes I drove on, pretending not to mind. Soon I found I had questions. Maybe it was human nature. If people would talk I'd do everything possible to shut the, up. If my client was silent, however, I'd get curious.



“So, what's your deal?” I gave in.



“Excuse me?”



“Everyone who wants to see the valley has a story. What's yours?”



“For two silver and a handful of bronze, I'd expect to keep mine to myself.” There was no malice in her words, just plain facts. Facts never cut it for me, though.



“Adrenaline junkie? Thrill seeker? Journalist?” Upon saying the last she chuckled. “You know that cameras can't capture the Valley, right? A lot of people tried once. Before I took over the business whole crews would come from offworld, hoping to hit it big. Most quit, a few stayed. The movies could be found in some boring library archive or other. They were so boring the networks wouldn't even touch them with a lead glove. I think I have a copy on one of the devices at the office.”



Silence again. A searcher, she had to be a searcher. Every now and again someone would come here, hoping that the Valley would give them a glimpse of secrets untold. To be honest I had no idea if it was true or not. One person managed to change his life around and become the seventh richest person on the planet. He'd still send me a card with eleven bronze notes every year—the amount he had initially hired me. Had I know he'd make it big I'd have asked for more.



The truck jumped slightly as drove over a large patch of rocks. Even with the “booming” tourist trade there still wasn't enough money to build a road. There wasn't need either. This place wasn't like Earth or the old planets. Here things only came naturally. Pour all the money in the world and the efforts would still disappear in a matter of days. We had no GPS or concrete roads, or even an adequate weather service. And yet off worlders kept pouring in.



“Have you seen it?” Sam asked after a while. “The Valley, have you actually seen it?”



“A bit,” I lied. “I usually let the clients go and wait by the truck. Only time I go on is when one of them doesn't show up. How far are you thinking of going?”



“All the way.” she smiled—the smile of someone who didn't have a care in the universe. It wasn't the first time I'd heard someone say that. There were many desperate and the determined people, yet Sam seemed different. She still seemed like a tourist from head to toe, but she no longer reeked of desperation. “Will you be my guide?”



“Guide?” I laughed. “For two silver? Not a chance.”



“It was a bit more than two silver,” she corrected. “And I'll give you more once it's over.”



Now it was my turn to remain silent. Clients would rarely ask me to serve as a guide. When they did I'd often refuse. Only this time, I decided otherwise.



“Tell me your story,” I said. “Then I'll think about it.”



“Is that a ‘yes’ think about it?” Sam leaned back. 



“Maybe.” I replied, even if we both knew I'd already agreed.



“I want to see what's it's like at the end. Everyone has how the Valley changes your life, yet so few have ever done it. It's not about the money either. My sister had lots of money, but never been bought a flight to here.” 



The “had” didn't sound too positive, yet I didn't interrupt her. There would be time to ask that story later. For now I was busy following this one.



“I kept dreaming about it for years, then one day something clicked.” Sam snapped her fingers. “And that's it.”



“That's never it.” I looked ahead. The white sun was touching the horizon. In less than an hour I'd have to turn the headlights on, possible zap a few critters that came too close. “There's always something more. Someone died, someone cheated you, there's something you want to get…” I paused for a moment. “Or someone. People don't just come here.”



“Maybe, but that's all I'll say for now.”



Teasing like some goddamned “free to use” service. The was no reason for me to get worked up about it, but I did. I knew id never get to hear the rest of the story. The Valley would change her, it changed everyone. People didn't realize that traveling here was part of the valley’s allure. The rumors about what it offered extended its reach beyond the planet, beyond the star system, even into every household with a computer screen. Sam had started her journey into the Valley the moment she had bought her ticket to get here. From hereon it was mostly downhill.



“Get some sleep,” I suggested. “There's nothing to see after dark. I'll wake you when we get there.”



She never said yes, but was asleep in ten minutes anyway. Meanwhile, I switched on the lights. Driving at night wasn't a peaceful experience. The local fauna want huge or carnivorous, but annoyingly attracted to all things plastic or rubber. Scientists were still arguing why. Some said it was the dinosaur remains remains in the oil that was used to make the plastic—an interesting theory that was a hundred percent wrong but made for great speculation. Just like the Valley. No one knew a thing about it. There was lots of speculation about it, several businesses, my own included, was built on speculation, facts, though not so much.



I reached for my pack of chewing gum. It was the best way to fight boredom. Beside me, Sam had fallen asleep, hand on her gun. There was no telling what the Valley would bring her. Statistically, all but five percent changed after seeing the Valley, only one in four found what they were looking four, and of them a mere tenth accepted it. What statistics didn't tell was that the five percent died as a result. There was no changing if you were dead, but that made for a bad slogan. “Visit Uncanny Valley, we almost guarantee you won't kill yourself as a result.” That's why I didn't like firearms—they made things too easy.



“Shit!” I hissed under my breath. I had forgotten to take my music player. During the day that was no problem. At night, it means five hours of boredom surrounded by darkness. After thirty minutes I stopped looking about for critters. After another thirty I hoped some would show up. If it were day I could probably see the mountain peaks get closer. 



Thunder echoed in the distance. Probably another storm the weather report had missed. I didn't particularly like storms, but they did their part. No chance of rain, of course, not so close to the Valley.



Morning couldn't come any slower. By the time the first rays of the sun hit the car, I thought I'd spent a decade driving. I looked at Sam. She was sleeping comfortably in the passenger seat. No point in telling her that I'd spent the night driving at quarter speed. I shook my pack of chewing gum—one stick left. I guess that made things easier.



“Hey.” I shook her. “Sam, we’re here.” She yawned then turned to the side, attempting to wrap herself around her gun. “Sam!” I said, louder.



This time she opened her eyes. I could tell the nap wasn't comfortable. She definitely wasn't used to it.



“Take this,” I offered her the last of my chewing gum. “Not exactly breakfast, but the next best thing.”



“Not hungry,” she yawned again, stretching an arm.



“Right.” I put it in my pocket. “Want some water?”



“Is that it?” She looked in the direction of the Valley. From here it seemed nothing more than a crack in the mountain face.



“You expected something more?” I checked my zapper. “Just messing. It gets different further in. They don't call it Uncanny Valley for nothing. Come on, let's go.”



I got out of the truck. Sam did the same a few moments later. In retrospect maybe I should have opened the door for her. Then again, there wouldn't be any point. She'd already paired me with everything she had, and I certainly wasn't going to see her ever again after today. Not her in any event.



We started walking. The rocks felt sharp despite my reinforced soles. The settlement shrink had explained the phenomenon with long complex words. All I remembered was near the Valley the mind starts to work funny. I'd seen veterans start bleeding as they walked because they had twenty year wounds reopen.



“How far have you gone?” she asked, catching up to me. 



“A third mostly,” I explained. “The half once.”



“So you never reached the point of no return.” She nodded with the smug expression of someone who thought they knew it all. I didn’t have the heart to tell her there was no “point of no return.” It was just another made up concept, coined by the media. “Have you wondered what it's like?”



“Once.” I shook my boot. It felt like I had a pebble inside. Or maybe I was just imagining things. “Come on.”



I went through the crack first. At this stage it was barely enough for one person to pass. Sam followed close behind. I could feel her tension. Any more and she'd draw her gun right now and start shouting on sight. Most tourists were anxious at this point of the journey. I picked up the pace. The mountain walls around us made the path seem like a passageway. With each step we took I could hear Sam get more and more anxious. I turned around to try tell her to calm down. Before I could speak she smiled and brushed me away, saying everything's fine. I knew better, bust nodded and went on.



Every now and again there'd be scribbles on the walls. Written by people who'd found what they'd been looking for. A name here, a set of initials there, each had put everything on the line achieve their dreams. No mention of all the ones who didn't. When is tarted the business I considered building a small marker on which to put the names of all the people who came to visit. Seven years in and all I had was a incomplete list somewhere in the office. If next year was as slow as this maybe I'd give it some more thought.



“Get ready,” I said. “We’ll be in the clearing soon.”



“The clearing?” Sam asked.



“It's what I call it. You’ll see.”



“You're not a very good guide, are you?” she laughed. There was no pretense or mockery, just pure unadulterated laughter. For a moment I considered stopping here and taking her back to the settlement. The chances of her finding what she wanted were low. The moment we went through the passage there’d be no turning back. “Maybe you need some more practice?”



“Sure I do.” The moment was gone. “Mind your step, it's a bit slippery here.”



Once we entered the clearing Sam’s face lit up like a supernova. Nothing I could say or do could change her mind now, not until she reached the mid point. What I saw as a field of stone spikes her mind interpreted as a marble forest. The Valley had that effect on people, and unlike what the brainiacs thought, it was consistent. The passage was always a passage, the clearing was always a forest.



“This is the Valley?” Sam asked, rushing past me to the nearest “tree.”



“Part of it.” I tried not to sigh. Always the same question time and time again. One day I was going to start answering before the clients asked me. Not today though, Sam deserved that much. “It gets different later on.”



“They are so beautiful.” She slid her fingers down the solid surface. “What made them?”



“Heck if I know. Some say this whole place was a huge cave before something blew the top off, and these are just the stalagmites that remain.”



“But you're not convinced.”



“Does it matter what I think? They are here, that's what’s important.” The silence let me know that she wouldn't let me off the hook so easily. “I've never stalagmites changes so much the further in you go. That and half a dozen other reasons. It's possible in theory, but is way too much of a coincidence.”



“You know, I envied you.” Sam kept smiling.



“Huh?” This wasn't something I'd heard before. Usually clients keep telling me what a loser and coward I am to not have gone through the Valley myself. Most are careful to phrase it in a way that doesn't seem offensive, but when you look at the meaning that's what they are telling me. “How?”



“I get to see this once and that's it. You- “ she pointed at me “-bring someone new here every week. You get to see part of the Valley every week as if it was the first time.” She turned back towards the piece of rock and tapped it with her hand. “And you get to keep two two silver and change for it.”



I snorted. There was no other reaction befitting such a statement. A few seconds onward we moved on. Who could Sam be so optimistic? The Valley broke those the fastest. The further we went, the more Sam’s fascination grew. Every few minutes she'd ask me to stop so she could admire a new “tree” far prettier than the last. With each step my sank lower.



“You sure you want to go on?” I asked as we approached the end of the clearing. “You don't have to cross the Valley today. Don't worry about the money, I—“ I stopped. She was looking at me as if I were a vulture come to feast on her favorite pony. “I mean…” I avoided her gaze. “Don't go. There's no problem the Valley will fix that you can't fix on your own.”



She shook her head. It was hopeless already. The only thing we could do is move on. Maybe it was fate that we reached the end of the clearing when the sun was at its highest. The mini album one third. This was the perfect place to stop. If the journey ended here the clients would have seen all the best there was. Everything would have been so much simpler. Yet they never did. The human drive to see something just a bit better kept always found a way to push them forward. I had tried asking then, I had tried warnings, threats, persuasion. They'd always ignore me. One had tried to kill me thinking I'd cheat her out of something magnificent, only to try to kill me again once she had seen what followed. We still spoke once every few months.



“Is that a house?” Sam rushed out of the clearing. The creepy had begun. “You never told me people lived here.”



“No one lived here…” I lied. It didn't matter though, I was just wasting my breath. “The Valley plays tricks on your mind. You're seeing what you want to see.”



“Why would I want to see houses?” Sam asked without even looking at me. “I never wanted to have a house. If anything I wanted to live in space.”



“It's a metaphor.” I said under my breath. Thankfully she never heard me. “I call this place the Mock Hills. They mock your senses.” No. That wasn't it at all. This was the place at which the Valley started to mock you. Unlike before each step would show the ugliness of everything and before people knew it they would be surrounded on all sides. 



“Okay. Shall we go on?”



I hesitated. I rarely came this far. I rarely entered at all. It Sam wasn't who she was I would have remained outside until it got dark and only then gone in to search for her. Optimism was the worst thing to have in a place like this, bat for the client and bad for myself.



“Come on. How bad could it be?” Sam urged.



“Very,” I responded, but moved forward. It was mistake, a huge mistake. I could see it clearly, yet there was some small part of me that still hoped she'd turn back.



We went on. Sam was leading now, with me staying well behind watching for signs of changing. And surely enough soon they began to appear. Talking was the first to go. Her questions, her casual painter were slowly replaced by silence. 



“You doing okay?” I asked, but the only thing I got were grunts.



Sam’s hand slowly moved to her gun, seeking safety where there was none. She didn't move to inspect the “trees” or “houses” anymore, instead did her best to avoid them walking in such a way so as to be ten feet from each. A good tactic, yet pointless. Just as there was one clearing before the Mock Hills, there was another beyond, only it wasn't filled with trees. From the perspective of the objective mind the clearing was filled with rocky spires. Hey that wasn't what people saw.



“Did you kill them?” The question hit me like a bullet. I knew I couldn't avoid it, yet it hurt nonetheless. “Did you kill all of them?”



“They never were people,” I whispered. “They aren't people. Just pieces of rock that…” there was no point in explaining anything anymore. She suspected the truth. Either that or her brain had broke down completely. It was difficult to tell, but the result was the same. I took a step back. “Still not too late. It eggs worse further on.”



“Worse,” she forced a laugh even if her hands were trembling. “That's the catch, isn't it.”



It was. The real Uncanny Valley. The name wasn't chosen because of the geographical location, it was chosen because of the things it did to people. When the first settlers discovered it they had no idea what they had stumbled on. They marched through the wonderful forest of stone, past the cruet but homely houses, into a field of corpses—corpses made of stone their mind kept screaming that were real.



“How much more?” Sam asked, her voice cold and distant.



“I don't know, I haven't gone further—“



“How much?” she interrupted. She was gripping the gun with both hands now, holding it straight at my head. A little squeeze and brains would become part of the scenery and as my corpse decorated the Valley. Quite ironic, a living corpse among the fake. It had been attempted before. Twice my clients almost succeeded.



“This is the half point,” I said. “This is your point of no return.”



I saw her freeze. My muscles tensed up. I could see her squeezing the trigger, emptying her magazine in me until there was nothing left. She was a small thing, probably not sued to more than two shots. With that monster, though, even one was enough. My coat had a to illegal bashing, but with that much force I'd have a few cracked ribs at best. I meaner to the side ready to pounce. To my surprise Sam didn't shoot. She looked at me, the very same way she had back at the settlement, then she lowered her weapon.



“You can't see them, can you?” She tried to smile, but her stretched lips looked as eery and grotesque as our surroundings. “To you they are just rocks, piled one atop the other…without features, without meaning. Just rocks.”



“Yes.” It was over she had seen through me, she had seen through everything. “You don't have to continue. We can still go back.”



“Has… has anyone gone back before? You said you've reached this point. Did any of your other clients choose to go back?” She put the gun in its holster. I just stood there silent. “I thought so. No, I think I'll go on.”



I knew she would. They all did. The temptation was too great. She raised her hand half way, maybe to wave, maybe not, looked at me one last time, then turned around and started walking.



“It gets better after a while,” I shouted behind her. “As long as you reach the lowest point you can only go up after.”



No response. I watched her disappear in the sea of human-like corpses, only imagining the chaos that went on in her mind. To me they looked like chunks of stone—granite, marble, any other mineral that the pen pushers told me they were. I could not see the beauty or the horror of the things that surrounded me. Not like her, not like all the people who'd reached this far.



A slight gust of wind play through the Valley. The storm I had heard last night was approaching. With luck it would die down a bit by the time I got back in the car. If now I'd have to drive through it. Not the best use of my time or my money. Event storm means repairs and that cut into my profit. However, I could not go yet. There was one thing I had to see through even if it meant spending half of today’s earnings.



Two Silver she had said… two silver and a handful of bronze. It almost sounded philosophical. At some point in the future, someone in a crowded hall would explain the deep meaning of that sentence and how it came into being. Every single work would be a lie, yet people would clap and cheer, then go to buy each other a drink and continue their grey little lives. Now one would say that was the cost of a human life's. “Two silver and a handful of bronze—the equivalent of a single life” wasn't much of a slogan.



“Hello?” A female voice asked. “Are you the guide?”



I looked up. Twenty steps away Sam stood in front of me, but she wasn't Sam. She had the same clothes, the same curly hair, the same heavy revolver on her hip, yet she was someone completely different. Sam had gone through the Uncanny Valley hoping to find another world. This girl had come back from it.



“Yes,” I sighed. “I am the guide. Let's get going. It's getting late and I don't want to travel after dark.”



“Sure.” She smiled very much like Sam, but different. Just as I was. “How much will it cost me?”



“Let’s get there first.” I turned around and lead the way. “There’ll be time for that later.” If anything there always was time later.
      

      
   
      Death Valley


      

      
      
         The heat does strange things across the sands of the valley once the sun is high in the sky.  Many people talk about the beauty of the desert, or how the sand sparkles all the colors of the rainbow in the dawn, but as the mercury rises, humans vanish from the landscape for the refuge of air conditioning and shade.  



Shimmers of heat distort more than just vision.  Reality itself begins to bend under the relentless sun, until the rare human out in the middle of the day begins to see things that could not be.  Far worse is anyone who finds himself walking down a ribbon of black asphalt in the blazing heat.  Cheap shoes stick to the tacky surface like walking across a frying pan, and every blessed gust of wind carries with it enough heat to cook a pizza and a fine dust like abrasive talcum powder.  



Walking alongside the baking highway is little better because every fragment of sharp rock or thorn cuts into tender feet, burrowing into the thin plastic soles or embedding themselves into sweaty socks.  The only option for the wearer is to hop on one foot while trying to clear the painful object, simply to pick up another after a few minutes or interminable hours of walking.



A car driving across that infinite ribbon of asphalt appears to the viewer as an illusion at first, surrounded by the shimmer of an unreal phantom.  As it grows closer, still silent as a ghost, it begins to become solid, floating like a speedboat over the landscape until the wheels start to appear, and then the low rumble of the engine.



John stuck out his thumb.



It was the first car he had seen in… he was not certain.  A shining image of darkness in overwhelming light, it continued onward in his direction as if intending on passing by, only to slow rapidly and stop a halt a few feet away.  The driver of the black convertible, a red-faced overweight man, looked John over, from tattered shoes to broad-brimmed hat, and gave a winsome smile.



“I’ll skip the obvious, lad.  Help me get the top up and you can cool off while we travel.  A man who bakes out in this heat will fry like bacon.”



The surface of the car was as hot as the sun, and John sucked on a burned finger by the time he settled into the passenger seat and the driver turned on the air conditioning.  The top had only put up a token fight, but now it kept the blazing heat at bay while the convertible accelerated back down the road.



“Helel ben Shahar,” said the driver, sticking out one muscular hand while driving with the other.  “What’s your name, son?”



“John van der Sloot,” said John, trying not to wince at the crushing pressure of the handshake.  “Headed back to college in San Francisco, but I’ll go with you as far as you’ll take me.”



The red-faced man gave John a sideways glance, but did not say anything else.  The inside of the car was becoming welcome cool, but the suffocating stench of cigarettes only penetrated further into John’s sinuses as they began to dry.  The ash tray was heaped with butts, snubbed out at the filters with a few of them trickling out onto the floor.  The man followed John’s expression and brought out a fresh cigarette with a flick of his fingers like some sort of magic trick.



“Smoke?”



“No thanks.”  John pulled his line of sight back to the windshield and the desolate landscape flying by.  “It’s a nasty habit,” he added despite himself.



“Vice is vice,” said Helel.  “Odd choice of words for somebody on the road out of Vegas with nothing but a backpack and their hat.  How much did you lose?”



“What makes you think I was gambling?”



The man did not respond immediately.  Instead, he put the cigarette between his lips, pushed in on the lighter, and only started talking once he got it lit.  “You’re a kid.  You’ve got that look about you, like a kid who traveled to Sin City knowing everything about how he was going to take it for every penny he could.  Then…”  The man blew out a cloud of smoke into the air-conditioned breeze of the car’s interior.



John coughed intentionally.  The man ignored him, taking another puff.



“So what was it, kid?  Slots?  Blackjack?  That’s always a good one.  Smart kid like you thinks he can calculate the odds better than the house.  Gets rolling pretty good and they slip a new dealer onto you with a fresh set of cards.”



After a period of time with no answer, the man reached into the back seat and produced a bottle of water from a cooler that John had not noticed before.  “Here, kid.  Bet you’re dry as a rasin from your little stroll.  A man could die in a few hours walking in this heat.”



 “I’m not stupid.”  John twisted the lid off the bottle and took a deep drink of the icy water anyway.  It was very difficult to stop, as every cell in his body seemed to clamor for more even after he drained it to the very bottom of the flimsy plastic.  “I had a gallon jug before I started walking, and I’ve got a pair of two-liter bottles of water still in my backpack.”



It took only a quick zip to open said backpack and display his foresight, which would have been more effective if either of the old soda bottles had any water left in them.  He could remember getting them out to drink once or twice… or maybe more.



The overweight man held out another bottle of water for John, which he accepted and took a measured drink out of before adding, “Thanks.”



“Think nothing of it.”  Helel continued to drive with only the low thrumming of the big engine and the noise of the wind for entertainment.  He put out the smoldering cigarette once it burned down to the filter and the air became slightly clearer once the smoke escaped, but did not seem to want to talk any more.  It allowed John to take a longer look at his benefactor and the smooth black convertible he owned, both of which bespoke of a great amount of money.  



The man had an immaculately tailored sport jacket over a dry white shirt, starched and prim to the limit of the fabric, while the car’s interior had a similar expensive look and feel to it, with supple Corinthian leather and an expensive sound system which remained unused.  Even the cigarettes looked expensive, with a slim gold band around the filters and a sickly sweet scent which was not quite like any other cigarette John had ever smelled before.  It raised an itch in the back of John’s mind which refused to be quashed by any amount of staring out of the window and looking for the occasional road runner or lizard.



“So, what do you do for a living?” asked John, once he ran out of patience.



“I sell dreams.”  The man made a motion as if he were going to get out another cigarette, but thought better of it.  “Life insurance, annuities, mutual funds.  All things that kids your age have no respect for.  You can’t see the future, except where you’re going to eat next or which girl you want to pork.  Show me a college student with a good portfolio in the Morningstar fund, and I’ll show you a unicorn.  They’re both mythical creatures, only you have a better chance of seeing a unicorn in a whorehouse.”



“My uncle has money,” retorted John out of some instinctive urge to defend his past.  “He’s some high mucky-muck over in the Netherlands.  He’s paying for my degree in architecture.”



“But I’ll bet you’ve never built a building in your life,” countered the red-faced man with a wave of one hand holding an unlit cigarette, which he had produced during John’s conversation.  “You have no idea how to mix concrete, or weld steel beams, or even run a riveting machine.  Never stood out in the blazing sun and even laid asphalt, God’s gift to the unskilled worker.  Have you even held a hammer, kid?”



“I built a treehouse,” said John, feeling very small.  “Well, my father did most of the work.  But I held the boards.”



“And yet you plan on building skyscrapers,” said Helel.  He gestured out the window with his unlit cigarette.  “What do you see out there, kid?”



It was a foolish question, but the middle-aged man was driving, so John humored him.  “Miles and miles of worthless desert.”



“Ha.”  Helel lit his cigarette and gestured again once it was trailing smoke.  “That’s all anybody saw in Las Vegas until they opened it up for gambling.  Now there’s a few million people out on that worthless chunk of sand, and you can’t buy a square foot of property there without paying through the nose.”



“That’s Vegas,” scoffed John.  “The rest of the place is worthless.  It’s dead.”



“Worthless?”  Helel raised an eyebrow and pointed with his smoldering cigarette across a wide swath of the desolate landscape.  “Out there in all that nothing, the government saw a place to test the most powerful weapons mankind has ever seen since the first idiot picked up a stick.  There must have been a hundred bomb tests done out there, all watched over by people with huge brains, far smarter than either of us.  Children playing with the elemental forces of creation while they tore apart God’s own building blocks with atomic hammers.  You know what they said about the first A-bomb tests, kid?”



He could vaguely remember having seen a video or two on the subject, but John’s only real memory came out of a movie.  “I have become death, destroyer of worlds.”  He paused before adding, “I never did understand that.”



The statement seemed to energise the middle-aged man, and he took a puff before continuing with abrupt gestures and motions.  “When they tested the first atomic bomb, they weren’t sure if it was going to ignite the atmosphere of the planet.  One bomb and—”  He blew a smoke ring, which the car’s air condition promptly shredded.



That sucked the whole atmosphere out of any conversation.  Miles of featureless desert passed without a word being spoken, endless dusty expanses with little flecks of green where cacti and desert plants fought for every drop of water.  It was like another world, filled with death and desolation and separated away from John by only a fragile pane of automotive glass.  He could hardly remember his time spent in endless drudgery, trudging along the road in the baking sun, like it had happened to another person who deserved that kind of hellish punishment for their sins of avarice and greed.



After a time, he could see the mushroom clouds of nuclear destruction climbing into the sky with the imagined fire of their detonation hot on his face.  Weapons of war beyond human comprehension setting the desert alight with their touch in a stage rehearsal for the inevitable end of times when their march of atomic destruction would sweep the world.  Even then, the lizards would survive, like the little flickers of motion he could see on the roadway where their grey and green bodies would dart away to avoid being crushed.  Maybe the radiation would cause them to grow to immense sizes, scurrying through the radioactive ruins of dead cities and making their dens in crumbled concrete and rusted steel.



“It is scripture,” said the middle-aged man abruptly, knocking John out of his musings.  “From when Lord Krsna is talking about his purpose in life, to destroy everything, from the mightiest to the least of creatures.  As Death, all things bow to his will.  Death claims us all in the end.”



Helel crushed out the cigarette he had been smoking, although it was only half-consumed.  “We plan and plot against him, with insurance and other creations of Mankind to lessen the impact of his sharp sword, to no avail.  All the wealth of nations piled up will not stay his touch.  In the end, he collects us all in his dark chariot and carries us away to our final destination.”



John could feel an icy chill sweep through him, despite the furnace of heat still radiating through the car windows.  For one long moment, it had become a black chariot being pulled by a fiery steed and driven by the skeletal form of Death, then in the blink of an eye, it was just a black convertible again, giving out the low roar of expiring gasoline through heavy pistons while punching a cool hole in the blazing day.  He took a drink out of the fresh water bottle he was holding, although he had no memory of having it handed to him, and tried to look out the window again.



“Poker,” said the man once he had fished out another unlit cigarette.  “That’s what got you, isn’t it?”



John nodded, which Helel seemed to find funny from his low chuckle which followed.



“Did you keep the deck?  Just for curiosity's sake, of course,” added Helel.



It was the only thing John had managed to keep, since even his return bus ticket had been cashed in to pay the serious-looking gentlemen who had taken his money at the table.  He produced the cards with a flourish, and ran through a quick shuffle before fanning them out in front of them.



“Pick a card, any card,” said Helel.  “Here, take the wheel for a second.”  The middle-aged man released the steering wheel with both hands, and plucked the deck of cards out of John’s grasp when he grabbed for it.  Although John had to keep his eyes mostly on the road to keep the convertible steering straight, he could see enough to be impressed with the way Helel ran through several quick shuffles, fanning out the cards and stepping through various cuts and riffles.  Giving the deck one last cut, he dealt five cards onto each of their laps and reclaimed the steering wheel.



“What was that all about?”  John picked up his cards out of reflex and checked them, feeling moderately proud that even in the strange circumstances, he had three of a kind.



“Whatever you want to make of it.”  The man took a quick peek at his own cards and tucked them under his thigh.  “How much did you lose on that last hand of poker?”



“None of your business.”  John took another look at his cards, unconsciously moving the two he would normally have discarded over to the right edge of the hand.  After another mile or two when the driver said nothing else, John added, “Fifty thousand dollars.”



“The proceeds of many profitable poker games among friends and family at San Francisco State, I presume?”



“University of San Francisco,” corrected John.  “And… mostly.  I played some in town.  Saved a little money on the side.”



The driver tiched quietly under his breath with the unlit cigarette bobbing along.  “Doesn’t want to dirty his hands with construction, but more than happy to relieve the working man of his excess money.  The Jesuits should have taught you better, but I suppose some young men learn their lessons from experience instead.”



“I’m near the top of my class in college.  And I was doing just fine in Vegas.  For a while.”



Helel moved the unlit cigarette to the other side of his mouth and smiled, a thin, predatory expression that would not have looked out of place on a shark.  “Let me guess.  You worked your way up in the games at Vegas until you were invited to a private game, one that you were assured held six strangers.  The pots got larger, and you won some, until at the last hand, you had some very nice cards.  Then…”



“Are you saying I was cheated?”  The cards felt cold and clammy in John’s hand, and he took another look to make sure they had not changed since the last time he saw them.



“Child.  I’m saying you might as well have handed those nice gentlemen every penny you had when you walked into the casino and saved yourself the trouble.”  Helel finally lit the cigarette and jabbed it at John like an accusatory finger of glowing coals.  “Are you still in a betting mood?”



“I don’t have any money.  You know that.”



With a wave of his smoking cigarette, Helel dismissed his protest.  “That doesn’t keep you from betting.  Go ahead.”



“I need to know what’s in the pot.”  John fought back the urge to wipe his damp fingers against his pants.



“Everything.”  Helel took a deep drag off the cigarette and blew out a long plume of smoke much like a dragon’s breath.  “Your whole life has come down to those five cards.  Are you in?  Or do you fold?”



Part of John’s mind urged him forward, but it was the same part that had dragged him into the casino and refused to let him leave when he was ahead.  Instead, he rolled down the window a crack and threw out his cards, watching them flutter in the wake of the convertible’s rapid pace.  For a long moment, Helel just looked at him, then burst into laughter and threw his own cards out of his window.



“Maybe you’re not the fool I thought.”  Helel snuffed out his cigarette, left the window cracked until the air was clear in the car again, then rolled it back up.  He pointed ahead where there was a gas station shimmering in the waves of heat coming off the asphalt, with several cars parked outside near the bus stop sign.  “Civilization, at last.  Do you need to water a cactus while I get gas or are you still dehydrated?”



John took the bottle of water that he was given and took a long drink while thinking.  “I better use the bathroom.  It’s still a long way until… where are you going, anyway?”



“That’s a good question.”  Helel scratched his sunburned nose while lifting his foot off the gas, allowing the throaty roar of the car to slow.  “I’ll let you know when I know.”



Once John got out of the car, blinking in the bright sunshine, he realized his need to use the facilities was a little greater than he anticipated.  Helel stopped him before he could go inside, holding out several bills.  “Here you go, kid.  I know you’re busted, but I’ve got a little extra.”



“I can’t—”



As if he had not heard the protest, the middle-aged man pressed the bills into John’s hand .  “You need it.  I know what it feels like to have made a bad decision.  Besides, I had a friend named John once.  Reminds me a lot of you.  Constantly getting in too deep and having to be bailed out, but he worked with his hands.”  Helel took John’s soft hands in his own and closed his fingers around the bills.  “There’s honesty in hard work.”



“Construction?”  John stuffed the bills in his pocket.  “I wouldn’t know where to start.”



“At the bottom, of course, and work your way up.”



It was something to think about while John darted across the scorching pavement into the oasis of cool air.  He took some extra time to get washed up after using the bathroom and refilled his water bottles in the backpack, considering the people who had built this building in the middle of nowhere.  Construction companies were always looking for additional help, and the burly guys he had played poker with back in San Francisco were a rough but honest lot.  It made a lot of sense, particularly with the flights of fancy some of his professors went on about when showing off structures which looked pretty, but must have been a cast-iron bitch to build.



He was just coming back out into the main section of the gas station when John noticed a lack of car outside at the pumps.  John flagged down the attendant, who was stocking cigarettes behind the sign that said ‘Bus Tickets.’



“Hey, what happened to the old guy in the convertible?”



“Him?”  The young woman pushed a last pack of cigarettes into the display.  “Paid for his gas and cigs, then left.  Oh, and this must be for you.”  She handed him a bus ticket, paid all the way back to San Francisco.  “Next bus’ll be by in about two hours, so you might as well make yourself comfortable.  You need anything while you wait?  We’ve got some video poker machines.”



John just stared at the ticket, then slipped it inside his pocket.  “No, I think I’ll just have a sandwich.  And some water.”



She shrugged and passed over the plastic-wrapped sandwich from the cooler.  “Suit yourself.  Water’s over there.  That’ll be six fifty.”



John dug into his pocket and produced the bills, but leafed through them first.  After some thought, he extracted a ten out of the wad and passed it over, pocketing his change.  There was a seat next to the window where he could sit and eat his lunch while looking out across the desert, which he did.  The sandwich was tasteless and dry, but filled an empty pit in his stomach while he put two of the remaining bills on the table and considered them, along with the strange man who had given them to him.



When the bus showed up two hours later to carry him home, he was still considering the two twenty-dollar silver certificates, but he had decided on at least one thing for certain.



He was going to take the old man’s advice.  A job in construction would help him in school as much as it would help him develop as a person.  Maybe something in carpentry.
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