








































































































































































































































































































































1$8 I MAD BOYS

watched the New Mexico sky. It was the bluest sky with the whit-
est clouds I had ever seen. At first the Autodidact was only trying
to please Mrs. Clements by attending church, but as time went on
he gradually reacquired the Christian faith that John LeFauve had
in his own childhood, except instead of being a Catholic he was
a Protestant. I tried praying to the Jesus part of the three-headed
God, but it never worked. I didn't believe, I didn't disbelieve; I was
in the white space between the lines in the Good Book.

I couldn't understand why Jesus would want to have anything
to do with people in general, let alone me. I couldn't understand
why anyone would want to have more than a nodding acquain-
tance with Jesus. He didn't seem like a bad man, just boring, pig-
headed, and talky. I hoped Langdon, my guardian angel, would
show up and explain to me where I'd gone wrong when I tried to
think about God/Gods, but he never did. Xiphi, Satan's dark an-
gel, was also missing from my life. So, I didn't get either side of
the story. As for the Director, the Alien, and the mother ship, noth-
ing—no messages, no visions or visitations, just dim memories of
the ramp rising up into a busy, metal belly infested with aliens and
their captives. I pretty much lived my life for the here and now.

The Autodidact found himself a girlfriend on a church picnic.
She was almost as old as he was; she had three adult children who
had married and moved on. Her husband had been an alcoholic,
and after her kids were grown she had divorced him. Her name
was Mary Jane. She reminded me a little of Nurse Wilder, except
that she was a lot prettier than Nurse Wilder. She had dark skin,
and her parents had been born in Mexico. Mary Jane's real name
had been something else, but she'd changed it because her people
had been illegal aliens and they wanted her to have a North Amer-
ican name.

She and the Autodidact had two things in common: they were
ex-Catholics, and they were touched in the head when it came to
books. She was a county librarian, who drove a bookmobile from
town to town. She lived alone in a tiny mobile home in Carrizozo
on a small lot. She grew flowers everywhere, in gardens, in pots,
in tubs, on window sills, even in the crooks of a live oak tree, the
only one on the property. The Autodidact would visit her two or
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three times a week. Pretty soon he started spending the night. I
found the whole business irritating.

It didn't take long before I was calling Mrs. Clements Grandma.
She liked to be read to aloud, and I was happy to oblige. I read
books that were assigned by the Autodidact or later by my teach-
ers in school. Speaking the words out loud to my grandma felt
pleasant and helped me understand better what was being said.
Grandma Clements would lie down on the couch, close her sight-
less eyes, and listen. Sometimes she'd burst into laughter. Other
times tears came to her eyes. Now and then there'd be something
she wouldn't understand. If she didn't get it, I didn't usually get
it either and we'd have to ask the Autodidact. Sometimes even he
didn't get it.

Because she was blind, she knew her little house by touch and
smell. She cooked by touch and smell, too. I used to help her with
chores. I fetched the eggs from the hens, watered the garden, and
pulled weeds. The goat fed herself by browsing off the land, but
she and the chickens had to be brought in the shed at night, lest
the coyotes get them. The goat wouldn't allow anybody but
Grandma Clements to milk her, so I didn't have to trouble myself
over that job. I liked the goat's milk; it went smoothly down my
throat.

My favorite chore was helping Grandma Clements murder a
chicken for a meal. The Autodidact could get himself into a work
frenzy over a big project, but he always seemed to have something
to do when routine work had to be done. He'd rather read about
hens and plan a new coop than fetch the eggs. Killing a chicken
wasn't hard, but it took some strength and determination. You
grabbed the victim by its long neck and did a snap-the-whip with
it. The result: dead chicken. Then you cut the heads off and let the
blood drain from the body. Remembering Siena and her Souvien
heritage, I once drank the blood from the neck. It was warm and
rich tasting, but rank. I don't recommend drinking chicken blood
unless you're desperate. Plucking the chicken was no fun. I would
do the main part, tearing out feathers in a mad frenzy by pretend-
ing I was tearing out the pages in the Alien's diary about me.
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Grandma Clements finished the work, plucking the remaining
feathers with pliers.

There were times when Grandma Clements made me nervous.
The big lie that held us together as a family, her belief that we were
kin, kept bothering me. I'd get these impulses to blurt out terrible
truths: "Your boy was a nobody. . . . This Jim is a great man. . . .
I'm not your grandson, I'm an alien. . . . You're old, you're going
to die soon." But I didn't say anything. I would just sigh and ask
for something to eat. She loved to feed me red beans and rice.

Once she called me over and passed her hands over my face.
"I can see you're upset. I think I know why," she said. I could feel
her love for me in those hands. "It's your natural mother, isn't it?
You've been thinking about her." She must have felt the emotion
in my face, because I could feel it myself in her fingertips.

I started eighth grade in the fall. School kept me busy. I was way
ahead of my classmates in some subjects, thanks to the learning
I'd received from Father (tool use), Royal (business and mischief),
and the Autodidact (reading, writing), but in other subjects, such
as math and science, I was behind. I caught up pretty fast. I just
sucked up the knowledge.

The social life at the school was more interesting than the learn-
ing life. We had ranch kids and town kids, Anglo kids and Mex-
ican-American kids. They used to bad-mouth each other, and
sometimes there was a fight, but not very often. Sometimes it was
hard to tell who disliked who. For example, ranch Anglo kids were
more apt to get along with ranch Mexican-American kids than
with town Anglo kids, except when it came to dating. Also, some
local families of long standing might belong to the same groups,
but they hated each other because of ancient feuds. I never did fig-
ure it all out, and I never did fit into any crowd. The Autodidact
said I'd either be more or less accepted by all or condemned by
all. As John LeFauve, raised French-Canadian in Yankee New En-
gland, he'd been in the same situation. Because of his bad person-
ality, he'd been condemned. Because of my good personality, I
was accepted. More or less. It didn't hurt that I was Ike's best
friend. He was popular with everybody.
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As the months passed, I grew taller, stronger, and hairier; I also
found myself more and more interested in "the opposite sex,"
which was what the Autodidact called females. At first, girls were
sort of, I don't know, in the way. I talked to them, but we didn't
have much in common. Then I made a friend named Sara. She
didn't get me all hot and bothered, because she was like a boy in
her friendship to me. I didn't have the feelings about girls that
other boys my own age had. All they talked about was a girl they
called C, which was not her real name, but the cup size of her bra,
which one boy claimed to have glimpsed by peeking through the
air grate in the girls' gym. Every guy in my class was in love with
C. Not that it mattered. She had a boyfriend who was a junior in
high school. I used to try to think about C, because I wanted to be
normal. But I couldn't. Instead, Xiphi appeared in my dreams. He
did it with other demons, muddied fiery creatures like himself,
some of them like boys, others like girls, but none of them human.
They'd poke each other, crying out in pain and ecstasy. I would
wake up wet.

I finished eighth grade with A's and B's. I was looking forward
to the summer. Mr. T. & Mrs. L. Leah had hired Ike and me to give
tours of the mine to tourists. The T. & L. Leahs planned to teach
us all about how to talk to people about rocks. That got me to
thinking about my future. Maybe I'd go to college and become a
geologist, which Mister T. Leah described as "a rock hound with
an attitude." I was also slated to help the Autodidact on another
building project during the summer. We were going to install a
new septic system and leaching field along with another bath-
room. I couldn't understand why we needed two bathrooms in
our house, and I told the Autodidact so. His answer explained ev-
erything: "Mary Jane and I are getting married."

They planned to "tie the knot" (the Autodidact's phrase) the
last Saturday in June at the Baptist church in Carrizozo. I have to
admit I felt a little weird about "this Blessed Event" (which was
what Grandma Clements called it). All the old feelings of wanting
to run away came flooding back to me. I knew that Grandma
Clements and the Autodidact loved me, and that Mary Jane was
a good person, but something about them "tieing the knot" left me
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at loose ends. I told my blood brother Ike about my feelings, and
asked him what he would do. He said, 'Td be brave." I thought
that was about the most noble thing I'd ever heard, so I decided
to be brave and keep my anxiousness to myself.

Before the wedding, the Autodidact had a long talk with
Grandma Clements. She gave her blessing to the Blessed Event.
Besides the Blessed Event, they discussed the homestead. It had
never had a name, because Grandma Clements' father wasn't in-
terested in such things. The Autodidact thought the place should
be called Buffalo Soldier Ranch, with the name on a new gate, to
be installed at the entrance of the property. That was fine with
Grandma Clements, and from that day on the Clements home-
stead was known as Buffalo Soldier Ranch.

Just before we left for church, I stood in the doorway of the bath-
room and watched the Autodidact put on a tie. He had a collection
of strange ties, but he didn't actually wear one very often. He
looked handsome and squared away in a striped business suit
he'd bought just for the Blessed Event. The tie was mainly blue
with foamy designs that upon closer examination you could see
were of surf breakers.

"Nice tie," I said.
"Thank you." The Autodidact smiled and looked wistful.
"Why do you own so many ties? You almost never wear one."
"Back in prison, John LeFauve used to fantasize that he and his

beloved would get all dressed up for dinner at a fancy restaurant.
One aspect of this mental game was imagining tie designs—gaudy
ties, grotesque ties, stately ties. Ties celebrating ocean waves, dol-
phins, hurricane eyes, not to mention African totems. Later, in
Grand Isle, when I was going through Jim Clements' things, I
found half a dozen ties. The man had been homeless. He'd only
owned one change of underwear, and yet he lugged around neck-
ties. In this way he hung onto a little dignity."

I asked the Autodidact to teach me to make the knot. It was
pretty obvious the Autodidact wanted to get going, but he didn't
complain and he spent a few minutes showing me how to make
a Windsor knot and a half-Windsor knot.

The wedding was a grander affair than I would have predicted.
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Grandma Clements knew a lot of people in the county; Mary Jane
had family galore and friends up the yin-yang; the Autodidact had
some friends that he'd met through his research on the Buffalo Sol-
diers. Ike and his parents came, too. All those people, dressed up,
happy, together, celebrating. And me? Alone in himself. After the
ceremony, there was a reception at Buffalo Soldier Ranch under
a rented tent awning. The wedding party (that's what they called
themselves) poured wine and other drinks down their throats,
danced to country and western music, and then ate like pigs. They
called it fun.

I became more and more morose. I didn't even want to play
with Ike. It wasn't until 2 A.M. the next morning that the whole
crew packed it in and went home.

The Autodidact and Mary Jane were up first thing in the morn-
ing, getting ready to take off on a week-long honeymoon. They
were driving to Santa Fe to go to a couple of art shows, and the
Autodidact was going to stop at the library at the university in Al-
buquerque. I put up a little bit of a stink at the breakfast table.

"Why bother with this farce?" I said. "You've been honey-
mooning for months."

"It's only going to be for a week, and we'll be coming back,"
the Autodidact said, patiently. "Quit your complaining."

"Why can't I go? I'd like to see Santa Fe and Albuquerque and
get away from this stinking desert valley."

That sent Grandma Clements into gales of laughter. She wasn't
usually sarcastic, but she knew I was putting on a show.

"Web," the Autodidact said, "I'll take you to Santa Fe, but not
now. This next week belongs to Mary Jane and me."

"I'll run away." I don't know why I said that. I knew it would
upset everybody, and I was sorry. I didn't back down though. I
set my jaw and screwed up my face to look stubborn.

"Jim?" Mary Jane said. "Maybe we better postpone the honey-
moon."

"You aren't postponing anything," Grandma Clements said.
"Web's just a little scared. But even he knows better, don't you,
boy?" She didn't wait for my sassy answer. "You folks need some
time to yourself. And I need somebody here to take care of things.



164. I MAD BOYS

That's you, Web Clements." She aimed her finger at me. Of course,
because she was blind she missed by a couple of feet, but it didn't
matter. Everybody knew she'd hit the mark.

I was willing to let bygones be bygones, and when the Auto-
didact and Mary Jane left in the pickup truck I gave them big hugs
and kisses and wished them a happy honeymoon. I'm afraid,
though, that my good intentions were interrupted by a thought
from Xiphi: there's an accident, the Autodidact's okay, but Mary
Jane's killed. Luckily, she's taken out a huge insurance policy, and
we're left filthy rich.

After they left, Mrs. Clements called me, "Come over here." She
gave me a hug in her ancient arms. "I love you because you're my
own flesh and blood." I suddenly felt a flood of love for Grandma
Clements, and I hugged her fiercely.

That night before going to bed I put the collar around my neck.
I was sending signals again. It was like I wasn't here anymore. Part
of me, maybe the best part, was someplace else, in somebody else's
mind. I thought about Father and his last words to me, "Far out."
Those two words, words to live by, were all he ever gave me.
Maybe they were all I could expect of a father.

The next day, late in the afternoon, driving my ATV, on our pri-
vate road, in the middle of a lava field of black rock formations,
almost near the highway, I was surprised by the sight of a parked
vehicle, half blocking the road, a green van. Where had I seen that
van before? I couldn't remember.

I got off my vehicle and walked over to the van. The driver was
wearing a tight-fitting silvery uniform just like my guardian an-
gel's. But it wasn't Langdon behind the wheel; it was Siena.

"I don't know if I want to go. I've been happy here," I said.
"My orders are to take you to your mother, if you so choose,"

Siena said.



XI

What English-speaking peoples have in common is isolation. The original
speakers shaped their language on an island. Their successful colonists
in North America, Australia, and New Zealand were all, in their own way,
islanders, peoples cut off from the rest of the world by ocean.

— From the Journal of Henri Scratch.

•y mother! I couldn't think; I couldn't speak; I couldn't even
feel exactly—I was a zombie. I left Pinto with the key in the igni-
tion, running on idle, and slipped into the passenger side of the
van. Before I'd even shut the door, Siena stomped the accelerator
to the floorboards, and we tore through the twisting dirt road in
reverse. I watched Buffalo Soldier Ranch through the windshield
disappear in a dust cloud kicked up by the spinning tires. Maybe
I'd never again see the ranch or the Autodidact or Grandma Clem-
ents. I didn't care—I was going to be delivered to the person I
loved!

"Have you seen my mother? What does she look like?" I
shouted over the roar of tires digging up dirt.

"I don't know her. I'm supposed to take you the Children of the
Cacti. I was told that's where she is."

We reached the end of the drive, and the van squealed rubber
as we hit the blacktop. Siena braked, shifted into first, and gunned
the engine. I felt myself pressed back in the seat by the G-forces.
I looked at Siena's face, like a beardless boy's, like Langdon's, so
plain in comparison to her silvery uniform; I looked at her hands
gripping the steering wheel. Long steely fingers, dirty, stubby
chewed nails. Between the hands, through the steering wheel, the
speedometer needle climbed to 50,60,70,80,90,100,110 miles per
hour. And holding steady. The shuttle to the mother ship had es-
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caped Earth's gravity. In the harmonizing hums of engine and
tires, it was quieter now.

"Where we headed?" I asked.
"Xi," said Siena.
"The Xi of my mind?"
"The what?"
"The home of the Alien. Is my mother his captive?"
"I don't know what you're talking about. Xi is a shopping mall

and entertainment complex."
Siena had been to Xi only once, when she'd been called in to go

after me. Xi was being built on the California-Mexico border, a
massive structure that included Spree, the largest shopping mall
in the world; Luck, a gambling casino operated by the Native-
American tribe which had leased its reservation to Xi developers;
Phi, a holographic entertainment center; Third World Theater,
which provided live-action warfare on video; and the Exposition
of the Uncanny, whose purpose was unknown to Siena. Xi was
owned by an investment group headed by VRN (Virtual Reality
Network). Although Xi was not yet fully operational, parts of the
complex—Spree and Luck—had been opened to the public on a
limited basis. Even without publicity or advertising, business was
already brisk.

Siena gave me a cigarette, and we lit up. I stared at her uniform.
Colored lights danced in the pores of the fabric.

"It shines, I like it," I said.
"I hate it," Siena said. "I'll take my field uniform any day. But

the VRN Director made me put it on when he gave me my assign-
ment."

"The Director? Did he have a red beard and a hump on his
back?"

"Yes, how did you know?"
I mulled things over for a second before I answered her ques-

tion. Maybe Aristotle had been right about the powers of concen-
tration. I'd thought so hard that my demons had come to life.
Langdon had taken over Siena; the Director had spontaneously
materialized. Or maybe Nurse Wilder had been right. The demons
had been there all along; they had just latched onto me because



Xi I 167

I was the Devil's child. Either way the Director had come into be-
ing, and he was going to tell me what to do next.

"Royal told me about the Director when he sent me to the Clem-
ents place. He's another one of my demons."

"You're so strange," she said.
"It's because I was on the Alien's ship for so long. Can I touch

your suit?" I asked.
"No!" Siena snapped. Apparently she thought over her answer,

because a few seconds later she said, "Why?"
"Never mind—I'm sorry," I said.
She glanced over at me long and hard, trying to determine my

sincerity. Finally, she said, "Go ahead, touch it."
I looked for a fold, for a wrinkle, for a pucker, someplace where

the fabric didn't come in direct contact with skin. I was afraid her
flesh would react to my touch like gunpowder to a match. Boom!
The two of us blown to smithereens. The uniform clung close to
her all over. No wrinkles. No puckers. Smooth. Shimmering. I put
the flat of my hand about an inch from her shoulder, and stopped
at an invisible shield—solid, warm, slightly electrified. My hand
started to vibrate, and I withdrew it. She cocked her head in cu-
riosity and watched me shake.

After I'd calmed down, I asked Siena if she thought we'd see
Royal in Xi.

"I doubt it. Nobody knows where he is. The Director's in
charge."

"Do you miss Royal?" I asked.
"No."
"Well, I do," I said.
We drove on. A sheriff's car jumped us near the New Mexico-

Arizona state line. He couldn't call ahead, because the van was
equipped with a device that scrambled police radio signals. Siena
pushed the van to a 160 miles per hour. The landscape flew by.
The metal around us shook. In ten minutes we'd left the sheriff's
car far behind.

As the sun started to go down, Siena pulled off the highway and
parked. We got out, stretched, then sat cross-legged on the ground
and watched the sun set as we ate C-rations, cold out of the can.
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VRN had bought the food from US Army surplus left over from
the Korean War and donated it to the Souvien rebels. I had tuna
and noodles, and Siena had ham and rice. After we ate, we each
took a turn behind a rock to go to the bathroom.

The stars were out when Siena said it was time to turn in for
the night. She slid open the side door to the van, and I got in. She
followed, closing the door behind her and switching on the over-
head light. The living space included a small closet, sink, propane
stove, bookshelf, TV, and mattress with two black pillows and
black sheets. The interior, top to bottom, was carpeted in black.
Siena switched on the TV and fiddled with the channel selector
trying to find a station.

"This your van?" I asked. It wasn't a sincere question. I could
tell it wasn't hers.

"It's VRN's. The Director loaned it to me for the mission."
"It's the transfer shuttle." I could feel Xiphi speaking through

me.
Siena switched off the TV. "Nothing on—we're too far out.

What do you mean . . . shuttle?"
"The mother ship is too big to land on earth. That's why you

need a shuttle," Xiphi said.
Xiphi wondered whether Siena would take her uniform off and

burst into flames. But she made no move to strip, and Xiphi lost
interest and withdrew within the darkness. Siena and I both
looked at the mattress.

"Which side do you want?" I asked.
"The driver's side," Siena said.
"Okay, I'll take the passenger side," I said.
Siena switched off the light and we lay down, a one-foot gap

between us. It was pitch black in the van, but I could just make
out a few dim stars through the tinted window. I was comfortable.
Everything smelled familiar. But I couldn't smell Siena.

"Can I touch your uniform now? I won't be scared this time,"
I said.

"If you try anything, I'll have to mace you."
"I won't try anything," I said. "I don't have the feeling."
"What feeling?"
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"You know, the feeling. We talked about it back in New York/7

"Oh, that. Fd forgotten."
"Not me. I remember everything you said that day. You said

you had the feeling but not with a man."
"I gave it up."
"You had the feeling and you gave it up—that's admirable."
"It's not so hard when you have a cause."
"A what?"
"A cause. I gave up the feeling because I adopted a cause. When

you have a cause, the feeling gets in the way."
"If I can't have the feeling, maybe I should go for a cause," I

said.
Siena told me about her cause. Most of the people in her country

were poor, but a few were very rich. The government kept the rich
rich and the poor poor. Government soldiers had killed her family,
and for a while she herself wanted to die. She had started to feel
better when Royal had introduced her to the cause, which was
simple enough. Kill the bad people, take over the government, and
establish freedom and justice for all.

The conversation ended and we settled in for the night. I tossed
and turned, keeping Siena awake. She figured out the problem.
"Get it over with," she said.

I reached out in the dark toward her voice and I touched her
face. It was warm and smooth; I wanted to cry out with hope or
joy, one of those emotions I didn't have much experience with, but
I held back. Below, at the throat, I touched her silvery suit. It felt
like the back of a lizard, and I jerked my hand away.

Early the next afternoon, we arrived in Xi—city-sized, under
one roof, in the middle of the desert, smack dab on the border with
Mexico. Patrons parked a mile or so away and were taken in on
trolley cars. But Siena showed her pass from the Director, and the
guard at the gate let us go through to a private parking garage near
the main entry. From the outside, Xi was impressive in its size but
otherwise nondescript as a warehouse, just a windowless building
that seemed to go on forever. An aqueduct from the Colorado
River snaked through a mountain pass into Xi. I'd seen something



iyO I MAD BOYS

like this image before, the supply umbilical from the mother ship
to the transfer shuttle.

Inside was a different story. I'd never imagined anything like
this. Glass domes let in plenty of natural light; bright color
schemes brought out a feeling in me that it was peak foliage time
in New England.

The sign over the front entry said.

WELCOME TO

Spree and Luck
Phi!

Third World Theater!
The Exposition of the Uncanny!

Siena and I could have strolled with the shoppers along cobble-
stoned streets, but instead we chose to ride one of the many mov-
ing sidewalks. We started in Xi-Queens, based on Queens, New
York. We passed a restaurant, a bar, a men's hat shop, a bowling
alley, and a roller-skating rink. Overhead, projected on a low ceil-
ing, was an image of the undersides of an elevated train track.
When the illusion-train went through, a roar filled my ears and the
whole area jiggled.

From Xi-Queens, we moved through Xi-Soho (art galleries,
mainly), Xi-Bourbon Street of New Orleans, and Xi-River Walk of
San Antonio. The places all looked like the real thing, except newer
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and cleaner. In addition were little touches found only on Xi. For
example, although homeless people were banned in the mall, ro-
bot dummies made up to resemble the homeless begged on street
corners. Mall patrons were encouraged to take out their aggres-
sions on the homeless. Kick them, punch them, spit on them. The
robots "bled" and cried out in pain. For people averse to abusing
the homeless, the mall developers provided robots of other types
that people hated—police officers, school superintendents, politi-
cians, business moguls, bossy women, and biker bullies. Siena
kicked a robot Souvien government official in the privates. I didn't
hit any robots. I just wanted to see my mother, and I told Siena as
much.

"I'll bring you to her as soon as I can," she said. "We have to
go all the way through Spree to get to Luck. We're going to meet
a tribal official. He'll have orders for us."

At that moment, the moving sidewalk turned, and we found
ourselves approaching Central Square, based on the town com-
mon in Keene, New Hampshire. On the square were trees, park
benches, a cannon, the statue of a Civil War soldier with a baby
face that looked like my own, and a bandstand where robot look-
alikes of living First Ladies of American Presidents sang "God
Bless America."

As for shopping, Spree had something for everybody. Black
market, gray market, white goods. Not just products from all over
the world, not just restaurants and hotels with floor shows, video
arcades, and movie theaters, but centers for psychiatric counsel-
ing, chiropracty, astrology, and geomancy, and chapels represent-
ing scores of religious faiths. Giant television monitors throughout
the mall displayed bargain prices and attractions such as Round-
the-Clock Divorce Court, Round-the-Clock Athletic Recruitment,
and Round-the-Clock Manic Wrestling.

"Let's get something to eat," Siena said.
We stepped off the moving sidewalk and strolled down the

Streets of God—Trinity Square, Mecca Circle, Baptist Cul de Sac,
Methodist Way, Cult Corner, and Go Forth Drive. Eventually, we
found our way to Christian Chapel Mclntosh. The main difference
between this restaurant and the standard Mrs. Mclntosh's was the
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pulpit, located on a "desk top" above the drop-down menus. Be-
side food menus were worship menus for patrons. I clicked
"prayers."

12:43 PM
Catholic
Catholic

(with Latin)
Catholic

(Hold the Sermon)
Protestant
Old Style Protestant

(Hold the New Testament)
Protestant with the Works

(Judgment Day and Damnation)
Specials:

Ecumenism
Pierced Dody Worship

Next Week:
Sweet n' Sour
(Hedonism and Hair Shirts)

W.vXvXvXvlvXvXv.
•X-XvX\vXvX"X-XvX\-!

;XvXvX;XvX;!;X;XvXv

We didn't opt for a prayer, even though it came with the meal.
Siena had given up religion after she'd adopted her cause. As for
myself, I could have used a prayer, but I didn't think I was worthy.

After lunch, we hopped back on the moving sidewalk, which
brought us to a section where the roof rose hundreds of feet from
the floor, housing a hill complete with real trees, bushes, and
meadows. The air felt pleasantly damp. No wonder. Water, in
from the diverted Colorado River, disappeared in a swirl at the
base of the hill.

"You're looking at Hydrohead Hill," Siena said. "At night
when demands on the national power grid are reduced and the
price of electricity is down, water is pumped to the top of the hill
to a pond. In the daytime, when the price of electricity is high, the
water is dropped through turbines and the electricity is sold. With
the price difference in the cost of electricity, Xi not only produces
its own power but also makes a profit."
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The moving sidewalk passed from Spree to Luck, the Indian-
run gambling casino. Lights flashed from floor to ceiling; sounds
of slot machines filled my ears; a vague, metallic burnt smell tick-
led my nostrils. Up, down, time, and sense were irrelevant here.
The patrons neither smiled nor frowned, but looked as if they'd
been hit between the eyes with baseball bats. I recognized the look
from when Father had a few drinks or a hit of his drug.

An Indian man, woman, twin boys about ten, and a dog walked
by. The Indians, dressed in raccoon-graybrown tuxedos, were
handsome and very dark. The dog was small, built like a coyote,
but marked like a Dalmatian. All of them, including the dog, had
dark, greasy circles painted around their eyes. I stared at them.

"They're the managers of the casino, the ones we're supposed
to see," Siena said.

She showed the family her credentials.
"Phi's not open yet, and the Exposition of the Uncanny is top

secret," the Indian man said.
"Read my orders. Signed by the Director," Siena said.
While the man read the orders, I said to the Indian woman, "Ex-

cuse me, but I think I remember you from a different dimension.
You were raccoons under a bridge, and you snubbed me."

"Could be," said the woman.
The Indians boys said something in their language that I did not

understand.
"We are descendants of the lost $$$ Indian tribe, formerly the

? ? ? Indian tribe," the Indian woman said. She went on to explain
that the $$$ Indians had leased their lands to VRN for ninety-nine
years. With the profits, the Indians had opened the gambling ca-
sino.

"You sold your heritage," Siena said.
"Three centuries ago, our people were converted to the white

man's religion by a Spanish nun known as the Lady in Blue. Mean-
while, our Indian enemies stole the white man's horses and guns
and grew strong. They almost annihilated us, took our lands and
prospered. But in turn they were wiped out by the whites. Today
after much study we have determined that the way to survival is



274 / MAD BOYS

to take from the white man his most valuable asset, more valuable
even than his religion or his technology/7

I looked at Siena, and she looked at me. We did not understand.
"My wife is trying to tell you," the Indian man said, "that we

sold our homeland and built a casino to get money. Your papers
are in order. Come with me, please."

We started to follow the Indian man, but the Indian woman
stepped between us. "Not you," she said to me, "just her. You wait
here."

The Indian man took Siena away, and the other Indians and the
coyote/Dalmatian followed. They disappeared into some brightly
colored lights, and I found myself alone. For the next ten minutes,
I stood around and watched the gamblers. They were a preoccu-
pied bunch. I could have stripped naked and done somersaults,
and they wouldn't have noticed. When Siena came back, she was
alone, and she was no longer wearing her Langdon suit. She was
in a loose-fitting fatigue uniform, spotted in a tan and light green,
camouflage for desert fighting. She looked like a soldier. I felt as
if I'd lost her for good. Or maybe lost Langdon for good. If that
was the case, Xiphi would be back worse than ever.

"I've got some things to tell you, Web," she said, a real serious
look on her face. "I have to return to Third World Theater now.
But there's something else. About your mother . . ."

"Listen," I interrupted, "I've been thinking. Forget that stupid
war. Come and live with my mom and me. I want to be with you."

"We can never be together, Web. The cause is too important. I
have to go to war. Web, do you have the faintest idea how to live?"

Her question threw me. I didn't have a clue. "Maybe we could
camp in the van, travel around. You could drive. And anyway my
mom will know."

"Web, your mother. . . ."
"You promised you'd take me to her."
"Web, she's dead. She's been dead for years."
"Dead! You lied to me! You betrayed me! I'll kill you." I

screamed at her, but it didn't make any difference to the gamblers.
The tinkling sounds of the machines rode over my tirade, and my
frantic gesturing attracted no attention.
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"I didn't lie to you. I only found out a minute ago that she was
dead. And you will be taken to her. I was assured of that."

"You sure?"
"This has all been arranged. We're part of a plan. It's going to

work out, Web. I have to go, I have to return to my unit. To my
cause. Please understand."

I was too mad to cry, and too sad to start swinging. She took
a step toward me as if she was going to touch me, maybe kiss me.
Or maybe it was just wishful thinking on Xiphi's part. Anyway,
she hesitated, reached into her shirt pocket, and gave me a ciga-
rette. I put it behind my ear. The soldier in Siena took over control,
and she did an about-face and walked away.

PHI

American writers of French-Canadian descent often produce drifting od-
ysseys sounding themes of love and home. This is the "Evangeline" effect,
and examples include On the Road by Jack Kerouac, The Mosquito Coast and
other works by Paul Theroux, Postcards by E. Annie Proulx, and Virtual
Reality: The Adventures of Lotus Magellan b y . . . b y . . . t h e n a m e e s c a p e s
me at the moment. —From the Journal of Henri Scratch.

A 1 few minutes later the $$$ Indians reappeared, walking to-
ward me in procession. "Come with us, young man," said the
man. The boys giggled, the coyote/dalmatian barked, and the
woman led the way. I followed. We walked to an elevator. The
door opened and I stepped in alone.

The woman patted the coyote/dalmatian, and he got into the
elevator with me. "This is $#$@!," the Indian woman said with a
click. "He will be your guide."

"Is he a coyote or a Dalmatian, or what?" I asked, as the elevator
door began to slide shut.
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"He is what he is/ ' said the Indian man.
The door slid closed. A soft hum and a gentle shove against the

soles of my feet told me we were going up. I didn't know where.
There were no numbers on the control panel. In fact, no controls
on the control panel. $#$@! wagged his tail, so I relaxed some.

We stepped off the elevator into what appeared to be the out-
doors. $#$@! barked, as if to say "Follow me" and then walked
right through a prickly pear cactus. I bent to touch the leaves of
the cactus. Nothing there but light. The entire desert vista was an
elaborate holographic display. We were still inside.

The path was narrow, winding upward through rocks and
thorny cacti. There was more vegetation the higher up we walked.
I saw stunted cedars, pines, oaks, grasses with tufted tops, a few
wild flowers, the gray cadavers of downed trees. I kept trying and
failing to touch things.

We came to what appeared to be a dead end at the faces of boul-
ders big as houses. $#$@! pressed his nose against the rocks. Some
of them, I could just discern, were actual objects, even if they wer-
en't actual rocks. Finally, $#$@!'s nose touched a pivot point, and
the rock moved aside just like in a PG-rated adventure movie. We
slipped through the opening, and a mazelike path wound upward
through boulders to a ridge. From here I could see a hidden pla-
teau surrounded on all sides by a steep incline. It was obvious we
were in the crater of an ancient volcano.

In the distance was a tremendous pueblo built under a cliff
overhang, the holograph of the precasino home of the Indians.
Close to us, water poured from a rock. Not a trickle but a river,
cascading down a waterfall, irrigating the two miles or so between
us and the pueblo. I could hear the rushing sound. I walked right
through the cataract of light. Beyond were orchards and fields of
corn, beans, tomatoes, vegetables, and flower gardens. I could
smell roses.

We walked to the pueblo. Everything looked as it must have
when the pueblo was built nearly a thousand years ago; reddish
adobe apartments were connected by patios and wooden ladders.
$#$@! knew exactly where he was going. He brought me to an
adobe-designed telephone booth. I punched up 911. The operator
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said, "For a guided tour, press one; to return to the real world,
press two." I pressed two. The operator said, "Thank you for
pressing two. Press one, please." I pressed one. "One moment and
you will be connected to your tour guide." A couple minutes went
by. I wanted to leave, but $#$@! barked for me to stay still.

"Welcome to Phi." The voice came not only out of the telephone
receiver, but seemingly from everywhere, and in the deep gargle
of my demon, the Director.

"My mother. . . . " I would have said more, but I didn't know
myself what the question was.

"In due time," said the Director.
"You lied to me."
"You haven't been lied to. You've been deceived. Think of this

distinction as the main element of human relationships. Mean-
while, enjoy the tour. Phi is not complete yet. At the moment, its
holographic illusions are set only for the tastes of the Children of
the Cacti. When Phi is ready for the public, hundreds of virtual
worlds will be available to suit other tastes. Now hang up the
phone and follow $#$@!"

I did as ordered. $#$@! brought me to a big window. Behind
the glass fifty or sixty middle-aged people ate at stone picnic tables.

"Can they see me?" I asked.
"They know you're here, but they don't choose to view you,"

the Director said. "The Children of the Cacti exist entirely in a vir-
tual world of their own creation. In this world there are no biting
bugs, and the temperature is balmy all year-round. There is no
strife."

"The strife is in Xi," I said.
"Strife is Xi," said the Director. "You're beginning to catch on.

The trick is to transform strife into strive, Xi into Phi."
I stared hard through the window. It was the lunch hour. The

Children of the Cacti seemed to be having a grand time as they ate.
Dinner was strictly vegetarian, but it looked good and real—tor-
tillas, a spicy vegetable chili, salad, all of it washed down with
homemade wine served in red ceramic mugs. From their raccoon
eyes, I recognized the waiters as member of the $$$ tribe. And then
something struck me as odd.
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"These people are all parent age, but I don't see any children.
Where are the kids?"

"Think about it," said the Director. "If you were creating a
world without strife, would you want any children around? There
are no children of the Children of the Cacti. They finessed the kids
out of their lives."

The Director droned on, telling me all about the Children of the
Cacti. They lived like the Pueblo peoples you see in National Geo-
graphic with a few notable exceptions. Social, spiritual, recre-
ational, even political life revolved around TV-watching in six
connecting rooms. Each of the TV viewing rooms was dedicated
to a certain show category—men's shows (such as sporting
events), women's shows (such as soap operas), dramas, sex shows,
potluck, and first-run movies. Viewers floated among the TV sets,
voting every half hour by secret ballot which show or movie
within the category should be selected. During off-peak hours,
participants were allowed to make speeches on behalf of unpop-
ular programs. Those shows were taped and played between 2
and 6 A.M. This was known as Minority Television.

In this society, there was no haranguing political process. Here
the polls and ratings were the elections and the legislation. There
was no competition in Phi. No goals, no sense of time but what
television programming brought.

After the Director's talk about the Children of the Cacti, he told
me to prepare myself for my first full-blown virtual reality expe-
rience.

$#$@! started down a ramp, and soon we were outside the
pueblo and on the desert floor. Up ahead was a cliff, sixty or sev-
enty feet up. Before my eyes, this lonely place of just rocks and tan
earth began to fill with people and music, rock 'n' roll. The people
were shoulder to shoulder. They danced and wiggled and sang
out. A handful of people had made their way up the cliff, and one
of them, a pretty woman in a flower-print dress, broke away from
the group and ran to the edge. I couldn't see her face very clearly
because she was far away, but I recognized her by the way she
moved, dancing and lighthearted: my mother.

"Careful, Flower—the rocks are loose!" I recognized the warn-
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ing voice. It was Maria, the woman who had hypnotized me in the
Catacombs.

Mother laughed and started to wiggle to the beat of the music.
Two seconds later, she slipped and fell. She didn't scream, just
made a wheee! sound. She fell right down at me. I made as if to
catch her, but she went through me. After a thump at my feet, the
illusion vanished.

"That was how your mother died, in a silly accident," said the
Director in a voice full of scorn and sadness. "Thereafter the Chil-
dren of the Cacti called this place Sorrows."

I prayed that Xiphi or Langdon, even the Alien, would rescue
me from this . . . this feeling of emptiness inside of me.

"Take me away! Please take me away," I cried out. Seconds
later I was following $#$@! down a plain hallway that you might
find in any office building, but I could still hear the voice of the
Director.

"Most of Children of the Cacti are middle-aged, but when they
first started they were rebellious youths. They found their insights
through drugs. Graduated to ideas—peace and love. Flirted with
Eastern religions. Tried group living—commune-ism. When their
numbers declined, they sought refuge in Christianity and conven-
tional life-styles. Invented New Age. None of if worked. The Chil-
dren of the Cacti left Jesus, political ideology, and drugs. The turn-
ing point was your mother's death. Led by an excommunicated
priest, they found the keys to the perfect society: trust funds, en-
tertainment, no kids. Persons without a steady source of income,
such as Dirty Joe, were banished. New people of means were re-
cruited. Today the Children of the Cacti are learning to govern
their lives and loves with entertainment as the medium and
money as the method."

$#$@! barked, and we started moving again, through some
pathways, down some ramps to a door that opened into a cavern,
which reminded me a little of the Catacombs of Manhattan, except
the air here was purer, and the views bigger and prettier. Colored
rocks in the shapes of giant icicles hung from the ceiling and jutted
up from the floor. The area was well lighted, but the objects them-
selves were real enough; at least they felt real to my touch.
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"I feel like I'm in church/' I said.
"You are," said the Director, his voice echoing through the cav-

ern. It's a church, it's a cathedral, it's a mausoleum, it's an arena
for the most unique statuary in the history of art. The Children of
the Cacti call this place the Home of the Grateful Dead. Soon you
will meet the sculptor who designed it, the Michelangelo of our
time. "Everything here is her creation."

The path led around a giant boulder whose surface was the
color and texture of alligator hide. On the other side, dozens of
what at first glance appeared to be coffin-sized aquariums caught
my attention. From among these objects appeared a woman, up-
right, alive. It was Maria, the hypnotist. With her painted finger-
nails and orange-colored skin, she looked like a witch.

"You? You're the great artist?" I said.
"I am." Maria took me by the hand. Her touch was cool. Maria

talked in a whisper. "I have this special skill in the preparation of
bodies after death. It is my art. After your mother was brought to
me, I reconstituted her body into statuary. She was my first work,
and I submitted it to the Children of the Cacti. They voted to make
me artist-in-residence."

"What was my mother's name?" I asked in a whisper. The
churchy atmosphere of the place commanded respect.

"I never knew her name from the outside. She gave it up. We
all gave up our names. I am not Maria. We called your mother
Flower."

"Flower for flower child."
"Yes. We were all flower children, but your mother was the

flower of flowers."
I pictured flowers in a field, bending in the wind.
We continued to walk, and now I could see that the coffin-sized

aquariums really were glass coffins, the bodies preserved in liq-
uids that changed colors as the liquids wrapped around the bod-
ies. Human lava lamps. The light was so dim that all I could see
were vague shapes. $#$@! sniffed cautiously at the coffins. Finally,
Maria stopped.

"This is the one." Even whispering, her voice echoed in the cav-
ern, like the shadow of a wind.

"I can't see much. Can you give me some light?" I said.
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"Of course." Maria touched a switch somewhere, and powerful
beams from below and above shined into the glass coffin. In that
split second, everything was revealed. Inside the coffin, sus-
pended in tumbling, restless liquid, perfectly preserved, was
Flower, my mother. Her face was serene, her green and gold trin-
itite eyes were open and staring up at heaven, mouth in a slight
smile, muscles relaxed, feet bare, nails painted green and gold. She
wore a flowered dress, whose folds hung down to the bottom of
the casket and waved in the liquid.

"What holds her up?" I said.
"It's partly the buoyancy of the liquid, but the rest—I can't tell

you. It's a secret."
There was no doubt in my mind that Mother's soul had gone

to heaven. She was as beautiful and perfect as I'd imagined her,
and I could do nothing more than gaze upon her. Was that what
heaven was all about? Endless gazing at the face/faces of the
three-headed God? You couldn't even die of boredom, since you
were already dead.

"Is that all there is?" I said.
Maria laughed a little, then hummed a sad tune, which sounded

with the words that I had spoken—Is that all there is. "It's a song
from my childhood."

"Why don't you bury the dead people?"
"We wish not only to preserve but to observe. The dead as art

provide entertainment for the bereaved. But I can see it didn't
work with you."

"I don't know what to think, what to feel. She's just there, beau-
tiful as a sunset, but I can't touch her, I can't talk to her."

"What do you want from her? What can she do for you now
that she's gone?"

"I don't know."
The Director spoke, his voice echoing against the walls of the

cavern, "I know, I know, I know, I know. . . ."
"Don't show him that. He's not ready," Maria said
"He's ready," said the Director.
"He loves her, he needs to love her to remain good," Maria said.

"Don't you understand? He loves her."
"I understand completely. That's the point of showing him the
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tape. It's already been voted upon. Do you want another poll?"
"Don't bother. You know the answer."
$#$@! barked. I followed him out of the caverns into the holo-

graphic pueblo to one of the viewing rooms. Maria stayed behind,
angry and upset. The viewing room was spacious, modern in de-
cor, well lighted, temperature-controlled, and heated. The section
included a bar, a restaurant, and a lounging area. No holographs.
TV monitors were everywhere. People lounged about with distant
expressions on their faces; the Children of the Cacti had raised ze-
ntensity to its highest level. Nearby was a conference room where
viewers met to discuss feature presentations. When we came in,
a cheer went up from about twenty Children of the Cacti.

"All these people have come to see a tape on my mother?" I
said, a bit confused.

"They've seen it already," the Director said. "The tape holds lit-
tle interest for them. Their interest is in you, Web. This is part of
your theatrical training. You see, we wish to make a performer of
you. If you mind terribly being watched, if your responses are un-
interesting, you will be set free, since our interest in you will
wane."

"Then set me free," I said. "Let me return to Valley of Fires. I
promise I won't be jealous of Mary Jane."

"Not until you view the tape of your mother." Before I had
chance to reply, the Director shouted, "Roll the tape."

The monitor shimmered with an image of wild flowers. I was
as captivated by the images as the audience was captivated by the
expressions on my face to those images. I don't want to get into
detail about what was on the tape, because, really, it was just the
same thing over and over again. My mother had been a rock 'n'
roll groupie. The pictures showed her at this concert and that,
cheering, dancing, losing herself in the music. At one concert,
some fellows hoisted her up on their shoulders, and the crowd
yelled for her to show her tits, which she did. Then there was
Mother backstage frolicking with the creepy band members.
Mother in a bedroom with a bunch of guys. When the tape was
over, the Director asked me, "How do you feel about your mother
now?"
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"I hate her/' I said, gagging with rage.
"Good," the Director said. "We have unleashed your anger. We

have removed fear and hope. Now you are ready to go to war."
A split second later something exploded in the room, not a big

explosion, just a puff and some orange smoke. Out of this smoke
appeared the Director. He was quite a sight. He had a carrot-col-
ored beard and a hunched back, and he was built like so many
middle-aged men, blompy. He looked very much like my demon.
But in some ways he wasn't like my demon at all. His movements
were herky-jerky. My demon was sluggish and bored. My demon
Director always stood close to me. The real Director kept a dis-
tance between us.

"Are you real?" I said.
"Find out," said the Director.
I walked toward him, but he never seemed to get any closer

than fifteen feet.
"You're just light from a holograph," I said.
"That's as real as you're going to get in Phi, kid."
While video cameras taped our conversation in the viewing

room and while a couple of dozen Children of the Cacti (our au-
dience) looked on, some watching us live on this Phi stage, others
watching us live on the monitors, the Director introduced me to
Third World Theater. Combatants in the government and rebel
armies fought a scaled-down version of the Souvien civil war in
the mountains of the former Indian reservation. The MZ (Milita-
rized Zone) included rebel strongholds in the mountains, a gov-
ernment garrison on the plain, and a village in the hills on a river.
VRN had brought in an entire town from Souvien, complete with
civilian DCs (Designated Casualties). VRN broadcast live action
of the war to a sample audience of skilled viewers, the Children
of the Cacti entertainment cult. VRN was also gathering footage
for later documentaries, dramatic feature films, and a TV series.
Third World Theater was in the experimental stage; VRN was re-
fining its video techniques and determining from the sample au-
dience what viewers required in warfare to keep up their atten-
tion. Eventually, the network would broadcast round-the-clock
war all over the world.



2#4 / MAD BOYS

The warring factions thought that Third World Theater was a
great idea. VRN supplied money and arms to keep the struggle go-
ing. More important, the TV exposure gave both sides publicity.
The only thing the government and the rebels had in common was
their belief that once the world knew the facts regarding the Sou-
vien civil war, sympathy for their respective causes would follow.

"Real people. Real weapons. Real deaths. Exciting, isn't it?"
said the Director. "You have been selected to participate in the
war."

"Maybe I want to go back to Valley of Fires," I said, but I didn't
mean it. I wanted to go to war; I just didn't like the Director forcing
the idea on me.

"You're young, you're an American, you'll boost the ratings,
you'll have a good time," the Director said.

I stepped toward him, but he receded a step. I stopped and
snarled at him, "Why should I care about these people?"

"You don't have to care about the Souviens. You have a mission
to perform."

"A mission?" Suddenly, I was interested.
"There's another American in the war zone."
"So what?"
"Web, who was your best friend in Valley of Fires?"
"Ike, my blood brother."
"Yes, the ranch boy," the Director said with a sneer. "Souvien

government troops have captured him. When you turned up miss-
ing, he went looking for you on his horse and found his way into
Third World Theater."

"Can't our government get him out?"
"It's not as simple as that. The leasing agreement and entertain-

ment contract is signed by the Souvien government, the Souvien
Liberation Front, VRN, the United States government, and the $$$
Indian nation. The Director paused, then called toward the control
booth of the viewing room, where a raccoon-eyed Indian techni-
cian with earphones sat in front of half a dozen monitors,
"*&A%**, start the tape, please."

At this point, the war zone popped up on the monitors in the
viewing rooms. I saw pine trees, fields, wild flowers. I thought of
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Flower, and my heart boiled with hatred. The camera cut to the
village, located on a river. The buildings were small and primitive.
Chickens pecked at bugs on the dusty streets. A few cows grazed,
and a couple of pigs rooted in the earth. Old women gathered wa-
ter from a well; old men sat playing cards at a table outside a little
restaurant. Apparently, these were DCs. Children ran and played,
but no one seemed happy. And for obvious reasons. Government
soldiers patrolled the streets. The people spoke in a language I did
not understand.

"It was a typical, sleepy village until the war came," said the
Director. "Since the village was moved, the local people have re-
named it to fit their state of mind, which in English roughly trans-
lates as Sorrows."

Sorrows! The scene of Mother's death. A chill scurried like a
snake's tongue down my spine. All this had been arranged, but
by whom? Who was this Director? This agent from hell? Maybe
there was a mother ship after all, working mysterious ways upon
the Earth. Maybe the Alien was not a figment of my imagination,
but a real space doctor who had captured me for study. Oh, I felt
uncanny—uncanny and hostile. I knew this wasn't the feeling, but
it was as close as I was going to get.

"This is all going to be on videotape?" I asked.
"According to the contract, VRN is allowed to videotape the

war," the Director said. "We have total access, but we don't have
the right to interfere in the fighting, unless of course the ratings
are too low. That too is in the contract. That's why we can't send
a mercenary force to get your blood brother out. It would destroy
the balance of power. You, because you're a boy, will create no dif-
ficult diplomatic or legal problems." The Director hollered up to
the technician. "*&±%**, can you get us a shot of the ranch boy?"

The scene cut to a room in almost total darkness. I could just
barely tell that someone was lying in a bed. To keep his spirits up,
he was mournfully singing "where seldom is heard." Although I
couldn't see him, I knew it was Ike because I recognized his voice.

"That's enough," said the Director. The monitor went back to
regular programming. Some members of the audience stood and
stretched. Some went on to other viewing rooms. Meanwhile,
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$#$@! padded off and came back a minute later dragging a back-
pack in his mouth. He dropped the stuff at my feet, stuck his nose
inside the pack, and came out with a waterproof map and a pack-
age about the size of a paperback book.

I took the package from his jaws and looked at it, wrapped in
green paper. "What's this?" I asked.

"A bomb," said the Director. "Should you choose to accept this
mission, you will have to use it. Your orders." $#$@! nosed open
the map on the floor and pointed with his paw, as the Director
spoke. "You will return to Hydrohead Hill in Xi. We will hold back
the water, and you will descend through the spillway, which emp-
ties into a limestone tunnel, what the $$$ Indians call the forbidden
cave. As you can see, it comes out on the side of a mountain."

"I get it," I said, following $#$@!'s wet nose.
"From this point, you will follow the river to the village, wait

until dark, sneak in, place the charge against the north wall of the
building where your blood brother is being held, blow out a hole,
and set him free. They'll never find two fast-running boys in the
darkness. Walk parallel to the river to a small cave, as yet undis-
covered by the government troops, and spend the daylight hours
in hiding. The following night you'll continue along this path to
the border and freedom. Our infrared cameras will track you in
the darkness.

"The collar," I whispered.
"Now you know why Royal gave it to you. To detonate the

bomb, press the red button three times and the black button once."
$#$@! nuzzled opened the pack so I could see my other treasures—
food in a water-proofed container, enough for several days, a
sleeping bag, and a flashlight.

"So there you have it," said the Director. "The mission: rescue
your blood brother from the MZ, and get him back to America. Do
you accept?"

The Director's words stirred me. My life had begun the day I'd
come out of the muck. Since then my mind had filled with people-
clutter—Nurse Wilder, the Doctors, Royal, Father, Mother, the
Autodidact, the River Rats, the Shadows, the Souvz, Mary Jane,
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Sally, Grandma, Ike, Siena, Maria, not to mention non-people such
as the three-headed God, the Alien, Langdon, Xiphi, and the Di-
rector, who may or may not have been a person. At this moment,
all of them lost the weight of meaning; what mattered was one
thing: the mission.

"I accept," I said.

THIRD WORLD THEATER

! led me back to the elevator. We descended into Luck
and took the moving sidewalk to Hydrohead Hill. Water poured
down a long slide in sharp curves. It was a dangerous place, and
Xi developers had put up a ten-foot-high chain-link fence between
the rushing waters and the mall floor. My orders were to climb the
fence, leap into the water, and ride the swirl right into the drain.
I had to trust in the Director to reduce the water flow. I had no idea
whether he was telling me the truth, or whether I'd imagined it
all. Maybe I'd perish. I didn't care. My hostility toward my mother
made me brave.

I had adjusted my pack on my shoulders and started to climb
the fence when I suddenly remembered the cigarette Siena had
given me. I stuck it in my mouth.

"Got a light?" I said to $#$@!
He left and came back a minute later with a book of matches

in his mouth. He dropped it at my feet and with a good-bye bark
padded off. It was the last time I saw $#$@!. I lit my cigarette and
watched the smoke. It didn't make a ring or a string or a cloud.
It just vanished into Xi's air-circulation system.

Cigarette between my lips, I climbed the fence and perched for
a moment on top. A security guard yelled something at me. I took
a last drag on the cigarette, flicked the butt into the stream, and
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jumped. I'm not sure exactly what happened after that. I rode
down the water slide at a furious rate on the seat of my pants until
I was dumped into the swirl. It was as if hands—yes, human
hands—were pushing my head under water. I held my breath for
the longest time. I thrashed and thrashed until I found myself free
of those imaginary hands on my back. A second later I surfaced
in a dark air pocket. Finally, I could take a breath. The air was
dank, smelly. I may have passed out, because the next thing I
knew, I was in a narrow, twisting limestone cave carved out by
the river. Man-made lights high up allowed me to see; the cave it-
self was no holograph. I was wet; the walls were wet and slippery,
and there was an odd smell, too, like nothing else I've ever
smelled, the stink of dead rocks. It was as if all the living things
that went into making of this cavern, the millions and millions of
wiggly creatures long extinct, had now come back to a rotting half-
life as river-soaked rocks.

Some of the passages were so narrow and dark I had to crawl
to get through, finding my way by flashlight. Others opened into
caverns of varying sizes, although none was as big as the Home
of the Grateful Dead. Lights high up sensed my presence and
turned on as I passed under them. No doubt there'd be a camera
up there, too, watching me.

I was going along all right, not thinking too much, just working
to keep my feet on the slippery rock when I stopped short at a
grisly sight. Up ahead was a bloated human body on its back,
wedged between a couple of purple-gray, ice-cream-cone-shaped
rocks. I dropped to my belly, as if the thing could see me. I peered
at it from about fifty feet away and then inched forward. For a sec-
ond, I was back on the yacht eying Terry's brother/sister with the
purple strangle marks on his/her throat. The collar around my
own neck seemed to get hot. The tap sound of a pebble falling from
the ceiling brought me back to the world of dripping water, damp-
ness, sweat, and bloated body.

The face didn't look human. It was puffed out, busted up but
bloodless. It had no eyes. The teeth showed through a lipless
mouth. I crept closer. It was a man dressed in an olive-drab uni-
form. The feet had swollen and burst through army boots. I rea-
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soned out what had happened. A government soldier had worked
his way up the channel while it was at low water. Xi must have
picked up a signal from the TV monitor, and the power-generator
officials had let out water when he was in a narrow passage. Good-
bye, soldier. The same thing could happen to me, and it would be
good-bye, Web. But the rest of my trip was uneventful, if tiring.
It took me almost three hours before I saw light at the end of the
tunnel. I came out of the mountain and threw a kiss to Mister Sun,
even though he hurt my eyes.

I started walking along the dry stream bed. High above, VRN
camera blimps patrolled. Half an hour later, I heard a noise. I
turned around and saw a trickle of water coming toward me. The
water gates in Xi had been opened. I scampered up out of the
stream bed and onto the land. Minutes later the river was a river
again.

I reached the village of Sorrows maybe an hour before dark.
Crouched in some bushes, I peeked at it across the river. The place
looked shabbier in real life than than it had on the video. It was
a one-dirt-street town, consisting mainly of shacks of wood and
straw. Armed soldiers stood gabbing in clusters. A civilian or two
would scurry from one shack to another. I saw chickens, a couple
of mules, a military truck. The pigs I'd seen earlier in the video am-
bled to and fro as if they owned the place. Other than the milling
about of soldiers and pigs, there was little activity.

I waited until nightfall before crossing the river. When I reached
the hut where Ike was being held (or so my map said), I could see
that I would not be able to rescue him according to the plan. Half
a dozen guards were stationed around the building. They
marched, they argued, they laughed. A generator supplied power
for lights that lit up the area. I couldn't see any way to sneak in
and plant my bomb. I stayed in the trees, watching, hoping the
lights would go out and the soldiers would leave. Next thing I
knew, it was dawn. I'd fallen asleep.

I started moving away from the village. Thanks to Father and
my familiarity with the woods of New Hampshire, I had a pretty
good sense of how to find my way in this pine forest. I noticed that
some mosses grew mainly on the north sides of the pine trunks,
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and that the hill rose up from the west. So I knew what the direc-
tions were without a compass. I kept track of distance by counting
my footsteps.

Taking a break under the shade of a pine, I asked myself the
only question that came to mind: now what? I had followed the
Director's plan without ever really thinking about what I'd do if
it failed. I had no experience in warfare, unless you count day-
dreaming as experience. What kept me going was my love for Ike
and my hate for my mother. I was afraid of nothing, but fearless-
ness wasn't going to set Ike free. I hauled out my map and pon-
dered it. The only thing I could think of was to go to the school.
Maybe Ike would be there. Maybe somehow I'd find a way to
break him out.

The school was the last building in town. It was no more than
a shack, kindling nailed together to form an enclosure. From my
spot in the trees I could hear the teacher through the open window.
I had no idea if Ike was inside or not. Stationed outside the school
were a couple of guards. They both carried automatic rifles with
banana clips, but they were pretty relaxed. They laughed and
joked in the Souvien language. Once again, I was stymied. The sol-
diers didn't do anything interesting, and soon I was bored. It oc-
curred to me to praise the Lord/Lords, but I didn't do it. Instead,
I ate lunch, a veggie sandwich.

No sooner had I finished my meal than all hell broke loose. A
burst of machine-gun fire mowed down the two soldiers, and a
mortar shell exploded on the front steps of the school. A soldier
and a boy poured out the door. The soldier and a boy were shot.
I heard screams. A squeal of anguish told me one of the village pigs
had been hit. At the same time, another hut in town was hit by a
shell and burst into flames.

In less than a minute, the air had been filled with the sounds
of gunshots, explosions, yellow-black smoke, and hollers and
screams of both people and animals. I smelled fire, petroleum,
gunpowder. The rebels were attacking the village. With the
smoke, the fire, the noise, and the confusion, it was hard to see and
impossible to figure out what was going on. I wished I were watch-
ing on a monitor so I could tell what was happening. I was begin-
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ning to understand the wisdom behind the Third World Theater
and VRN. Editing of the tapes along with analysis by experts
would tell more about what actually happened in the battle than
the people who'd experienced it could ever know. All I knew for
sure was that it was time for me to get out of here.

Moving from my position in the trees was the mistake that got
me caught. If I'd stayed still, I wouldn't have been spotted. As it
was, I retreated right into the lines of the rebels. I almost got shot.
Bullets whistled passed me, and I hit the dirt. When I looked up,
a skinny, brown-skinned man with a pointy chin beard was star-
ing at me. I stared back, not at him but at his gun. He said some-
thing to me in the Souvien language. I had no idea what his words
were, but I got the drift of his meaning. I stood and raised my
hands to the sky. He frisked me, taking away my pack and my
bomb.

The next few days were a blur. I was herded in with other cap-
tives, mainly boys aged eleven to fifteen, but also some women
and young children and a couple of government soldiers. We were
marched through the puckerbrush deep into the woods. When we
finally stopped, I heard a lot of muffled Souvien talk from the
rebels. A minute later, the women and children were released to
find their way back. As for the government soldiers, their hands
were tied behind their backs and they were forced to kneel on the
ground.

Ike and I were kept away from each other. Ike tried to say some-
thing to me, but a rebel kicked his legs out from under him. An-
other kid started talking real fast in Souvien, and a rebel slugged
him. Blood jetted from his nose. We all got the message.

My wrists were tied in front of me, and the end of the rope was
wrapped around the waist of another boy. The rope from the boy
behind me was tied to my own waist. A rebel soldier gave a com-
mand, and the boy in the lead started walking. And so we trudged,
a string of boys. A few minutes later, I heard gunshots. The captive
government soldiers had been executed.

We were given cold rice and water to be consumed as we
moved. Every couple of hours we stopped for a piss, but nobody
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was allowed to sit or lie down. The rebel troops said practically
nothing to us. Once in a while a boy would start to cry, and a rebel
soldier would crack him one across the face. After a couple of those
lessons, nobody cried. By late afternoon of the first day, we were
all walking stiff-gaited as grown-ups. When we finally stopped to
bed down, I collapsed on the ground and slept as if in a trance.

The next day was more of the same. By watching the trees, I
could tell that we weren't moving all that far from the village, just
snaking back and forth through the forest and moving generally
west and up slope. We reached the main rebel camp around noon
of the third day. The camp wasn't much—tents, a fire, a slit trench
for a toilet, and a bunch of guys with guns. I liked it.

We boys were brought in a circle where we were allowed to sit
Indian style and relax. All of a sudden our captors were nice to us.
They laughed and joked with the village boys. Although I didn't
understand what they were saying, I couldn't miss the fact that
they were being especially nice to me. They brought me water, un-
tied me, smiled, and nodded at me like tippy birds on drugs. It
wasn't until days later that I figured out that my tracking collar
made me special.

I finally got to talk to Ike. Which was nice for a couple of rea-
sons, not the least of which was that he was the only one I could
understand. I asked him if he'd been tortured by the government
troops.

"Not really," he said. "They were only protecting me from the
rebels. I made a friend, and he told me that the rebels would kill
anything and anybody just for the sake of aggravation. I had to
stay put until the government could find a safe way to get me back
to America."

"One of your captors was your friend?"
"Oh, sure. His name was Zando. He was a captain in the Sou-

vien army. He wanted to be president some day. In his country,
the way you get to be a president is to join the army. He was good
to me. He was my, I don't know how to describe him." Ike stopped
to ponder for a second, and he cracked his knuckles, and I cracked
mine to show I could out-crack him, and he cracked his thumbs
and his toes until he had nothing left to crack, and I cracked until
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I had nothing left and we calculated that he had won by two cracks
except that mine were louder so I got honorable mention, and then
he said, "He was my guardian angel/7

I wondered if Langdon was really Zando; if maybe there was
only one guardian angel and he went wherever he was needed
most.

"I know this sounds incredible," Ike said, "but back home in
Souvien, Zando was a rancher. He had a boy about my age. He
told me all about life on the island. They believe in freedom, work,
responsibility, and property. Just like here. His people have been
ranching for a hundred years, just like my people. The difference
is they can't ranch in peace. Some of their local folk are dirty, ig-
norant, mean, lazy, profane. And they shoot back."

"You're talking about the rebels," I whispered.
"They're standing in the way of progress," Ike said. He didn't

exactly whisper, but he spoke real low in his soft, serious voice.
"They're evil. Do you think they'll stop in Souvien?" I shook my
head no. Ike went on, his voice getting softer and softer so that I
could barely hear him. "There'll be another island. And another.
Pretty soon, all the islands will be theirs. Pretty soon, they'll be on
the mainland. Taking over our cities. Pretty soon. Pretty soon." He
paused.

I couldn't bear the tension. "They'll be here," I said.
"You bet," said Ike.
"Do you think they'll kill us?" I asked.
"Not if we pray."
"You—pray?" I almost laughed. Back in Valley of Fires, Ike, like

many ranch boys, had been forced to go to church, but he never
gave any indication that his religious upbringing had took. Now
I could see that it had.

"It can't hurt," he said.
So we held hands and prayed silently. I moved my lips but

didn't actually mouth any words, because I couldn't think of any-
thing to say. Finally, a prayer came to mind; I whisper-thought:
"Well, Lord/Lords, my friend here believes in You, so maybe
there is a You. Irregardless, praise the Lord/Lords."

Ike filled me in on the news from Valley of Fires. The Autodi-
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dact and Mary Jane had come back from their honeymoon early
after I'd disappeared. They were feeling glum, thinking I'd run off
because they'd gotten married. Good, I thought. Meanwhile,
Grandma Clements was in the hospital with a stroke. Bad. But she
recovered. Good.

Ike told me about coming to rescue me. He'd hopped a train
with ATV, his horse, then ridden to what appeared to be a box can-
yon, but in fact it opened into a cave. He'd walked the horse
through the cave about a quarter mile and came out under a se-
curity fence within the MZ. He didn't get very far. Some govern-
ment troops were waiting for him at the end of the cave, and they'd
brought him to the village.

"How did you know I'd be here?" I asked.
"The note."
"What note?"
"The note you left under my saddle."
"I didn't send any note."
"Did so. 'Help! I'm a prisoner. Come alone.' There was a map,

too, and the note was signed in blood, 'Your Brother.'"
"This is news to me," I said.
"If you didn't write it, who did?" Ike was angry.
"The Director, or maybe Xiphi. Maybe even the Alien himself,"

I said, and I tried to explain, telling him about Xi, Spree, Luck, Phi,
VRN, and the Children of the Cacti. He didn't believe a word I
said.

"Web, you're sick; your brain has turned to a cow patty. You
should be committed."

I got mad. "I am committed, so are you—we're committed to
the rebels, or they'll kill us."

"They'll never break me, never," he said. "They killed Zando,
my guardian angel. I heard his last screams."

Before we had a chance to set things straight between us, some-
thing else happened that really disturbed Ike and poisoned him
forever against the rebels. Dinner was served. Turned out it was
ATV, his pinto horse. They cut up steaks from a hindquarter and
barbecued them over open coals. First Ike cried softly and then he
started to carry on, screaming and yelling swears. The rebels sol-
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diers took him away, tied him to a tree, and gagged him. To tell
you the truth, I was hungry so I ate some of the horse. It wasn't
bad. It tasted like a beef cow who had been exercising regularly
with Cynthia Kerluk.

That night it rained. We slept in tents. I could hear Ike still out-
side tied to his tree, crying. He'd been sent to rescue me, and then
I'd been sent to rescue him. Now we were both prisoners. An evil
power was at work, but I was too tired at the time to think too far
down the road about it.

That next day a soldier gave a speech in Souvien to all of us cap-
tives gathered in a circle around the camp fire. Just when I wished
I knew what he was saying, other soldiers arrived in the camp, and
were greeted with hoots and hollers and given pats on the back
by the others. One of the other soldiers was Siena. She walked to-
ward me and said, "Stand." Something about her tone, not mean
but commanding, made me jump to attention. "I have been as-
signed to be your translator," she said in a military voice, and then
her voice softened. "Have a cigarette, Web."

VRN supplied food and arms to both the rebels and the gov-
ernment, as per the contract between the two parties, but ciga-
rettes, because they were not good for health, were not allowed
in the MZ. But Siena had brought a suitcase full. She'd picked them
up from some drug runners in the desert. For the next hour, boys
and rebel soldiers sat around and smoked, except for Ike, who
sulked alone.

A routine soon set in. We boys worked every morning doing
all the camp details ("details" is what they call a chore in the
army), so the soldiers could goof off or fight. I dug slit trenches,
sewed tent tears, and washed pots and pans for Carlos and Potzo,
our cooks. In the afternoon, we were brought together in a circle
for classes. For a joke, Ike called our daily gatherings the circle jerk.
The Souvien soldiers didn't get it. Recruits from the Souvz gang
of New York got it, but they didn't laugh. Ike had to spend another
night tied to a tree.

Siena became my teacher, translating the lessons taught by the
rebel instructors into English. The instructors talked endlessly, but
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the gist went like this. A small group of old families owned ev-
erything in Souvien, all the land, all the banks, all the businesses,
all the wealth. A few people were very rich, but most were very
poor. You were born in or you were born out. The Souviens had
a saying for this pattern: the old in or out. As the rebels saw it, the
only way to make Souvien fair for all was with a revolution.

I asked Siena about the soldiers who had been executed the day
I had been captured. That was too bad, she said. She explained that
because the rebels were on the move, captives couldn't be cared
for in POW camps. They could be converted to the cause, released,
or executed. Government soldiers could never be trusted for con-
version; if they were released, they would only come back to fight
another day; therefore they had to be executed. I followed the
logic. Siena then started to give me a lecture on government and
revolution.

At first the things she said didn't make a lot of sense to me, but
after a couple of weeks, I began to see things the rebel way. It
wasn't right that most of the people should be miserable and a few
should have everything. Since there was no way the rich were go-
ing to give up their wealth and power, the rebels had to revolt. It
was better to start over. Blow everything up and rebuild the so-
ciety from the smithereens. All this appealed to my need to hate.
The rebels, in their tirades against the government, gave me a
group deserving of my hate and a good reason to hate. The rebels
also promised that the purpose of my hate was to give me strength
to kill my enemies. After the revolution, they assured me that my
hate would be turned inside out, and I could love. Another plus:
I liked the rebel life-style—sleeping outdoors, rah-rah around
camp fires, guns, irregular hours, even speech-making.

Ike was stubborn. No matter how well Siena or the other in-
structors or I argued, he wouldn't listen. At first he argued back,
but we just laughed at him and he got frustrated. Then he wouldn't
argue at all, but he wouldn't give in either. He would just sit there
in the circle jerk with his arms folded. Finally, he wouldn't even
look at us, and he acted as if he didn't know we were there. I
worked like a dog trying to learn the Souvien language by study-
ing it in my spare time, but Ike didn't even try. Eventually, he re-
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treated completely into his own self. It was scary to see him like
that. Siena said that by accident Ike had taught himself to meditate.
Which wasn't all that bad. It was just that Ike was meditating
about the wrong things.

Except for those first few days when they tied him to a tree and
ate his horse, Ike was treated like everyone else. He slept in the
same tents, wore the same desert-camouflage uniforms, went to
the same camp meetings, and pooped in the same slit trenches, so
I couldn't understand why he was so full of consternation. Potzo
said he was jealous, because Siena liked me more than him.

Ike and I grew so far apart that we hardly had anything to do
with one another. I talked to him only when I had to, and he didn't
talk to me at all. After a while, I hardly noticed he was around. The
other boys and I were becoming soldiers in the rebel army, and
we were pretty busy. Also, we were constantly on the move, and
our units were almost never in the same area at once. Several hun-
dred men would be spread out over many miles, keeping in touch
through code calls over the radio. When you're a guerrilla army
fighting a government force that depends on tanks and artillery,
rule one is stay in terrain where tanks get bogged down. Rule two
is never bunch up, because one artillery barrage could wipe you
out. I learned these things in my military training.

Being a soldier was very interesting. I practiced shooting auto-
matic weapons and mortars. I was issued a R.O.C.K 99 machine
gun, and I studied tactics such as fields of fire, hit-and-run attacks,
and night fighting. Siena taught me hand-to-hand combat; I
learned how to sneak up on somebody and twist a wire around
their neck to kill them so they wouldn't make a sound. I was look-
ing for a chance to try out these new tricks, but the rebels wouldn't
let me take part in actual combat. They didn't trust me, because
I was an American and a boy. I had to prove myself. Siena told
me to bide my time.

By keeping on the move, we could stay away from the govern-
ment troops and keep from getting wiped out by them. They
couldn't catch us. Because they were so heavily armed, we
couldn't attack them directly. Since both sides spoiled for a fight,
we fought over the village even though there was nothing there
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of any military value. I began to understand why VRN insisted on
DCs. The village and the civilian casualties made the war more in-
teresting for the viewers. We rebels would surprise the enemy,
burn a few buildings, and leave. A couple of times we actually oc-
cupied the village for a few days until the government opened up
on us with their howitzers, and we had to get out of town. Even-
tually most of the DCs were dead, captured, or converted into
fighters. All the animals were killed off, and the buildings were
burned or blown up. On the last raid, we went in and found noth-
ing there—no people, no critters, no habitable structures. Nothing
was left to fight for in Sorrows.

After Sorrows was destroyed, the government set up a garrison
headquarters on the desert floor. They moved all their guns and
tanks, not to mention prostitutes, to the garrison. If we'd had long-
range artillery, tanks, and an air force, we could have taken the
garrison in a day. But with only small arms and mortars, we
couldn't get near it without being cut to pieces. Since we couldn't
deliver a knock-out blow to the government, and since they
couldn't even find us, at least not so they could bring their tanks
and artillery into play, nothing much was going on. The war
stayed a tie.

I pushed Ike into the background, thinking that he was just a
stubborn boy and that soon he'd see that Siena and I were right.
And then one day, I happened to find myself alone with him.
There was always a space between the camp and the perimeter of
defense where guards watched for enemy troops. The new re-
cruits—which by now included more girls besides Siena, some
DCs, Souvz from American city gangs as well as boy captives—
were allowed to wander in that space. I was taking a walk when
I spotted Ike sitting on a log, his face buried in his hands. He was
so skinny and pitiful.

I sat down beside him and went into the spiel I'd learned from
Siena. "You can join our troop. They'll take you on, like they took
me," I said.

"I never thought much about the meaning of life before," Ike
said. "I loved my parents, I loved the ranch, I loved my country.
I just wanted to raise cows to feed the people. But things have
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changed. Web, I've become a pacifist. I have vowed before God
that I will never kill."

"What if somebody was torturing your mother?"
"My pacifist cause would come first."
"Suppose there is no God. Who would you vow to then?"
"I'm vowing now before you: I will never kill."
I didn't know what to say. I'd never met a pacifist before. I

thought that the breed had long ago become extinct. I offered him
a cigarette. He turned it down.

"You won't eat, you won't think like everybody else, you won't
even smoke. Ike, what are you living on?" I asked.

"My belief in my pacifism—it's my food, it's my be-all and end-
all," he said.

For the first time, I understood. Ike was suffering for his cause.
I had helped make him suffer. What good was my cause if it made
my friend suffer? I couldn't find a way to explain my understand-
ing to Ike, and I couldn't help him. The moment passed between
us without a good word from me.

Without warning, VRN exercised its intervention clause based
on low ratings and called for a cease-fire. Each side was ordered
to propose a strategy for action at a meeting with VRN producers
and the Director. The rebels sent four officers to represent them.
Their proposal was to bring in another village from Souvien with
a contingent of DCs so that the rebels and the government would
have something and somebody to fight over.

The delegation was gone for two days. When they returned,
they did not have happy looks on their faces. After the evening
mess (which was what we called meals in the military), Siena and
I sat around the camp fire smoking, and she gave me the scoop.

"Our proposal was turned down," she said.
"Why?" I asked. "It would solve VRN's problem by creating

more battles."
"According to the polls of the sample audience, viewers can

only be subjected to a limited number of atrocities to civilians, and
then they are turned off. We're past the quota. Another thing. The
polls show that most viewers want to see us lose the war. As a re-
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suit, the Director ordered us to attack the main garrison in daylight
so it will photograph well.

"But that whole area is mined, we won't have cover, their tanks
will destroy us. It's suicide to attack," I said.

"Nonetheless, it is the wish of the Director," Siena said. "It will
be a glorious death. If we take no action, our death will be slow
and ignoble, because VRN is going to cut off our supplies. No
food, no ammunition. The government will starve us out."

"It's hopeless. We might as well surrender and fight the real
war in Souvien," I said.

"No, this is more important for the cause. We need arms and
public support, and we need to spread our ideas all over the world.
If we surrender, we will dishearten the folks back home. We must
fight and die in glory. For the cause. It will be seen by millions on
television. Our martyrdom will inspire our people on Souvien to
rise up against the oppressors. We will be remembered, as we say
in our country, ad pater nauseum."

"I want to fight, too. I want to die gloriously."
"This is not your war, Web."
"I have no father, no mother, no country anymore. All I have

is the cause, the ideas you've given me." I meant those words, and
yet when I spoke them, they reminded me that there was more to
say. I repeated, "The ideas and.. . ." I paused. I didn't want to say
any more.

Siena looked me up and down. She knew I was hiding some-
thing. "Yes, you have our ideas. They have become your ideas.
They have become you. This we know. What else? What is it that
we do not know?"

"Nothing," I lied. But it was a weak lie. As Father used to say,
you should never lie with your pants down.

"There is something else. What is it?" Siena's voice was hard,
cutting. "I can feel your concern for this other, this alien thing.
What is it?"

I said nothing, but she pressed me.
"The love for your mother has returned, weakened you—is

that it?
"No."
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"Another cause? You've been reading the propaganda leaflets
dropped by the government planes."

I shook my head. "No, nothing like that."
She grabbed my shirtfront. We were eyeball to eyeball. She was

exactly the same height as myself. Her smooth face, nose, lips were
all like my own. The only difference between us was in the eyes;
hers were like the black dimes of Langdon. "What, then?" she
asked. "What else can rank with the great idea of freedom from
repression? Or equality for all? Or wealth for the many instead of
the few? What?"

"Ike," I said.
She let go of me. "I should have known."
"He's my blood brother. We've parted over ideas and causes,

but he's still my friend."
Siena poked at the fire. "It's normal that you should love your

friend."
"It's the only kind of love in me."
"Do you believe in the rebel cause?"
"You taught me."
"But do you believe?"
"Yes," I said sincerely.
"At the same time, you love your friend and wish to see him

free?"
"Yes," I said sincerely.
"You understand that the love you feel for your friend betrays

the cause."
"Yes. Couldn't you just let him go? He's an American. He's not

part of our fight."
"That was true until he proclaimed his principles. He is a dan-

gerous adversary to all sides. Not only us rebels, but the govern-
ment, the United States, and, most important of all, VRN."

"I don't understand," I said.
"Your friend is a professed pacifist. If he's allowed to spread

his ideas, it could be the end of the world as we know it."
"I have to stick by him—he's my blood brother," I said.
"Web, I've tried to teach you about the cause. It's all I have."
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She started to leave, and then she stopped. "I feel all these com-
plicated things toward you. I couldn't begin to explain them. You
and me, we're going to have to decide who we belong to, what we
belong to."

"You've already decided. You just told me."
"Web, I'm as lost as you." And she walked away from me.
I sat alone by the fire, empty and weak. I wished the war would

start up again. These cease-fires were confusing.

The next day the Director himself arrived, not a holograph, but
in the flesh, the real thing. He didn't speak to us directly, but over
an electronic bullhorn that made his voice sound even more like
the Director in my imagination. And by speaking from a portable
raised platform, dragged by a jeep, the real Director kept a dis-
tance between himself and the rebels.

"Siena," called the Director. "Come here." He spoke in English,
and a translator put the words in Souvien.

Siena marched to the platform. "The following names have
been supplied to VRN by rebel leaders. Siena, will you read them,
please." A VRN assistant delivered the list to Siena, and she read
it aloud.

"These boys are Good Boys," the Director said. "They will be-
come Good Soldiers, and they will be allowed to fight in the great
battle to come."

A cheer went up from the troops. I did not cheer. Two boys were
not on the list, myself and Ike.

After that the Director played a videotape of my conversation
with Siena the night before.

"Siena," the Director said, "You started strong, but you weak-
ened at the end of the scene. Your loyalty to the cause has been
called into question."

"I will sacrifice my life for the cause, I will do anything for the
cause," Siena said.

"And you, Web," the Director said, "You've undermined Sie-
na's resolve. You must choose between your friend Ike and the
cause."
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"I choose the cause," I said.
"It's not as easy as that," the Director said. "The two of you

must pass a test. Siena, will you take such a test?"
"Itsyen," said Siena in Souvien. (Translation: yes.)
"You, Web. Will you the take a test?"
"Itsyen," I said.
A cheer went up from the rebel band.
The test was simple. I would be given a gun with one bullet in

it. At a public execution, I would kill Ike. If I failed to pass the test,
Siena would kill me.

THE EXPOSITION OF THE UNCANNY

In humans the past accumulates in the form of distorted memories that
sicken us with questions. What is real? Who am I? Since the questions
spring from experiences which are perceived only fleetingly and defec-
tively, on the fly, as it were, and since the experiences are then stored in
the defective database of human memory, it follows that our profound
questions cannot lead to profound answers. So perhaps the cure for the
malaise of memory is in the creation of an entertaining artificial profun-
dity, an exposition of the uncanny —From the Journal of Henri Scratch.

A he order came: "Move out!" I'd done it enough to know the
routine: gather my sleeping bag and my few belongings, stuff
them into my backpack, grab my R.O.C.K. 99 machine gun, and
fall in with my squad. Today everything was different. I packed
my things, but when I slung my gun over my shoulder, Siena held
out her hand.

"Web, give me the piece, please," she said.
I unslung the gun and handed it to her. She took it gently. "It
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will be returned with one bullet in the chamber/' she said. The
cold in her black dime eyes told me that she had decided she
would kill me if I didn't kill Ike. I respected her.

In the next moment, I got a glimpse of Ike at the end of the clear-
ing in the woods, maybe a hundred feet away. They'd put him in
a cage of alder saplings. I moved toward him, but Siena blocked
my way. Four strong men lifted the cage and took Ike away. I
watched them vanish in the trees.

Meanwhile, all the rebel units began to gather. It was the first
time we had been brought together as a single group. I was sur-
prised how big the force was, five or six hundred troops, including
some village women and even a few children. Some of the Souvien
soldiers shared cherries and apples picked from wild fruit trees.
Others had adopted $$$ Indian ways, garnered from studying
cave drawings created by native peoples of long ago. These sol-
diers painted raccoon masks around their eyes, wore Mobius strip
earrings, and braided their hair. One soldier was weeping. He'd
built a house of worship in the woods, but had been forced to aban-
don it. Another walked with his DC woman and infant, conceived
and born in the mountains. I wondered what the child's citizen-
ship status would be. A way of life had been established on this
soil, not exactly Souvien or American or Indian, but a combination
of the three to create something new and different.

The newcomers who captured my attention, however, were re-
cruits from the boy gangs. I saw Islands, the leader of the Souvz
boy gang back in the South Bronx. His bodyguard, the Pope of
Death, had been killed before he even reached the war, run over
by a drunk driver when the boys were hitchhiking to the West. I
saw Terry. He wasn't fighting for the cause, but simply because
he wanted to fight; he was a mercenary. Ronnie had been recruited
by the Souvien government as a paid fighter, so it was possible that
Terry and Ronnie might some day have to shoot each other. I saw
Bik; his friend Nox had signed on with the government and been
killed. Back home in America a fresh batch of boys continued the
race wars among Shadows, Souvz, and River Rats.

Instead of moving by night in zig-zag lines, with our people
spread out over miles of forest, we marched in daylight in a col-
umn of twos down a winding, logging road, through the big pines,
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through the junipers and mesquite, and into the desert all the way
to Xi. For fighters who had been used to skulking, this direct ap-
proach was scary. We were sitting ducks for an attack by our
mechanized enemy. After hours of walking, we reached our new
camp designated by VRN, on the edge of the newest addition to
Xi. To our back were hills and cliffs. To our front in the distance
in the MZ was the government garrison, ringed by bunkers and
barbed wire, tanks and howitzers. I half hoped they'd open fire,
which would spare me the agony of killing Ike.

Waiting for us on the desert floor were a camera crew and other
officials from VRN. Maintenance workers from Xi had built a bon-
fire heap out of wood refuse from the destroyed town of Sorrows.
Surrounding us were platforms for holding lights and tracks for
cameras.

In the woods, the sky had been blocked by the trees, but here
under the desert floor, it was open and beautiful. It was like being
back in Valley of Fires or on the deck of the mother ship, the uni-
verse spread out before me. The sky above, so immense and bright,
did not seem real. It was too close. Ike flashed onto the screen of
my mind. He was on his horse, galloping along the desert. The two
of them, boy and pony, flew off into the sky. I trailed behind on
my winged ATV.

I couldn't eat dinner. I just wandered around the campground
until the sun began to set. An electronic version of Souvien folk
music played over a sound system. Soldiers stood outside their
tents, first keeping time with the beat, then dancing in place. It was
music my mother would have loved. When the last distant glow
of the sunset had faded into black night, the music stopped
abruptly, and a raspy voice came over the speaker: "Will you all
please gather at the bonfire set." The Director had spoken.

It took almost ten minutes for the soldiers to form a circle
around the huge stack of boards and timbers from the wrecked vil-
lage of Sorrows. I wasn't exactly part of the group. I was kept sep-
arated and escorted by two armed guards. The rebels gave me a
round of applause as they parted and I walked through them.
Huge, portable lights had been set up, and I could hear the hum
of electronics. American VRN workers in blue jeans paraded
around giving orders. The cameras rolled. Giant television mon-
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itors had been set up, so that no matter where anyone stood in the
audience they could see what was going on at the bonfire set.

The Director stood on a wooden platform like a lifeguard sta-
tioned at a beach. Bullhorn in hand, he spoke to the audience in
his gargling, drowning-man voice.

"Thank you all for coming, thank you, thank you. Because
many will die in the war scenes to follow, we are holding the cast
party now. I have some good news for the soldiers fighting for all
these months without female company. We have brought in a con-
tingent of professional ladies from the bordellos of Nevada and
points south in neighboring Mexico/' The monitors showed pretty
women in their underwear. The men went crazy.

"We've had complaints that we're rigging the war in favor of
the government," the Director said. "We've changed that. We're
giving you rebels some limited air support and a couple of tanks
for your invasion of the garrison. We've tried to make the odds even-
steven. We at VRN don't care who wins. We just want action. The
war resumes tomorrow, so make it a good party. We'll start now!"

The soldiers clapped and cheered. I looked around for Siena.
She stood beside the Director's platform dignified as the sentry on
the masthead of the Keene, New Hampshire, Sentinel newspaper;
she did not cheer.

"Thank you, thank you," the Director said. "Have fun. The fes-
tivities will culminate at midnight with the execution of Ike, the
Bad Boy pacifist. Guards, bring Web to a holding cell."

The spotlight left the Director and shined down on Ike's cage.
Hoots and jeers issued from the soldiers. Then the light fell upon
me, blinding me for a few seconds. When I could see again, two
soldiers stood beside me. They escorted me to the new wing of Xi.
A giant sign said:

• Under Construction: •
The Exposition oF the Uncanny

L---------..J



The Exposition of the Uncanny / IOJ

Inside were walls of unfinished sheetrock, stacks of flooring
tiles and lumber. The soldiers locked me in the only room that ap-
peared to be complete. It was an ordinary enough waiting room
like you'd find in any dentist's office. Small, with a single couch,
magazine rack, brass lamp, and a painting on the wall. Only one
thing about the room was uncanny, the painting. It showed a boy
on a glowing rock. Myself. I stared hard. No doubt about it: the
painting was one done of me while I was in the Catacombs of Man-
hattan. I paced around the room, vaguely hoping for a way out.
There was none. I sat on the couch, and browsed through the read-
ing matter to pass the time. It was the oddest collection of mag-
azines I'd ever seen. They included the Clean Slate Society Broadside
and the Organ for the Institute of Original Sin, the Secular Humanist
University Alumni Magazine, and Crit: an Anthology of Critical Essays
of the Late 80s and Early 90s. I picked up Crit. The first article was
by Henri Scratch. It took a second before I remembered the name.
Back at Sally's place in Steeltown, the Autodidact had read me
Mister Scratch's obituary. I read the first paragraph of the essay,
entitled Defrocked, or I Think, Therefore: "I think; therefore I am. But
when I think about who I am, I am not being who I am; I am think-
ing. If I just do it, I don't have the satisfaction of knowing I have
done it until I think about having done it, and then I am no longer
doing it, and since I am no longer doing it, the understanding I
have about the experience of having done it (the satisfaction) is,
at best, slightly inaccurate. These, my words, constitute the impos-
sible dream of trying to catch up with this me that was."

I yawned and put the magazine down. I glanced up at the paint-
ing on the wall. The "me" in the picture had changed; now it was
Xiphi. I couldn't stand looking at the picture, and I decided to take
it down. I lifted it off the nail in the wall, and was surprised to find
a door where the painting had been. Well, not a door exactly. More
like a hatch. I pulled the handle, and the hatch opened into a dimly
lit tunnel. Maybe it was an air shaft. I climbed up into it. I crawled
on my hands and knees for perhaps five minutes until I came to
another hatch.

Behind the second hatch was a ramp. It hit me then: I had found
my way into the mother ship. A purple light fell upon me. At that
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moment, I saw the Alien coiled like a cobra. He hissed at me. I took
a long look at him, the last of my demons to come into being. The
face could have belonged to a scholar. The scaly, snake body went
back into time long before humankind had been created for the
Earth.

The Alien uncoiled and slithered up the ramp. Trembling, I fol-
lowed, crawling on all fours.

The ramp led to a foot-high hatch, which said "Displays/' The
Alien hissed, and the hatch opened. The Alien slipped in, and I bel-
lied through. Inside it was pitch black, but the air felt more lively:
I reached over my head. No ceiling. I stood, quivering with fright
but determined to go on. A dim spotlight fell on me, and then on
the Alien. As I walked, sensors reacted to the presence of the Alien
and my body and activated the lights of the displays so I could see
them.

The first display featured Pinto, my ATV. I could smell the mo-
tor oil. I wanted to hop on and ride away, but when I reached for
the handlebars, the Alien snapped at my hand and I jerked back.

The lights on the ATV dimmed to black, while the next display
lit up, a glass case holding the trinitite I'd found in the Trinity Site.
Beside it was another glass case containing the clothes I'd worn
when I'd fled from Louisiana across Texas. A tag underneath said:
"Upon Completion of the Exposition, Web's clothes will be do-
nated to the Repository of Smells, Smithsonian Institution."

After that was a bust of my head, towel wrapped around it. Un-
der the bust was the picture Royal had taken of me in robes. Be-
tween the eyes of the bust was a button. I pushed it. Frog sounds
croaked from the mouth of the bust. I jumped back in fright.

The Alien snaked to another hatch, and we went through. I
touched the snake's tail just before it disappeared into darkness.
It felt like Xiphi's whang in a wet dream. The next room was an
art gallery. All the pictures were of me from my time in the Cat-
acombs of Manhattan. The artists presented me in different ways.
In some canvases, I looked like a lost boy. In others, I had cruel
eyes and a sarcastic mouth. In others, I didn't even look like me,
but was just lines, colors, and shapes.

The gallery dimmed to darkness as I walked on, following the
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slowly slithering Alien. I got down on my hands and knees again,
as we went through a hatch. On the other side were life-size stat-
ues of myself before I'd matured. One statue wore a Langdon suit,
the other was naked, covered with permanent mud: Xiphi. I
touched them. Wax dummies.

The Alien and I passed through a twisting, dimly lit passage (I
had to crawl) and came out in a good-sized area—I could tell by
the change in the air and a slight echo of my breath. From the odd
smell and from the sight that opened before me as the lights came
on, I thought for a moment that I was back in the Home of the
Grateful Dead.

One by one, as the Alien and I passed by, Maria's liquid-filled
caskets were illuminated. I paused before each to pay my respect:
Terry's brother, the murdered boy/girl with the d-a-d hex on his
buns; the homeless man with a patch over one eye that the boy
gangs had shot; three boys from the boy gangs—Nox, Pope, and
Dune—suspended together in one casket. On a plaque before the
boy gang members were written words in poetic form of a con-
versation I'd had with Pope.

"The Shadows are brave."
He sounded tired and old for a boy.
"You can shoot them or knife them
Or whip them with chains;
They yell and scream and cry their eyes out,
but they never complain."
"So you'd like to make peace between the gangs."
"No way, I want war."
I want to kill as many Shadows as I can.
I want to kill them all."

Next was a casket containing a man in a business suit. Floating
around in the liquid with the man were thousands of dollars in
Monopoly money. I didn't recognize the man, but I recognized the
person in the casket beside him. It was Mother. This time I felt nei-
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ther hatred nor dream-love for her. She was just my mother, and
she was gone. I got down on my knees and I wept for her, and then
I wept for myself. I prayed to the persons in God for her soul. Be-
side Mother was Father, poor doomed, misguided revolutionary,
dressed in his flannel shirt, blue jeans, and work boots, suspended
in Maria's secret, preservative liquid. I had a prayer for him, too,
but no tears.

I heard a hiss. The Alien lay coiled beside a hatch with a sign on
it: "Danger. No Earth Atmosphere Behind This Point." The Alien
slithered through and I followed. The hatch swung closed behind
me. The air was musty, dirty, and smelled of puke and shit. I was
in a refrigerated room with walls of ice. Encased in the ice were the
polaroid pictures Father had taken of me. In the middle of the room
was a block of almost clear ice. Suspended inside was an over-
weight, ordinary looking white man in his middle years. He was
naked and his erection was pumped up to full size. A wooden stake
hadbeen driven through his heart. He had the same face as the Alien.

I heard a hiss and then a human groan from the Alien. The crea-
ture stretched out to its full length and stiffened in a death throe.
The face melted to nothing before my eyes. I smelled burnt plastic.
The Alien had been only a machine. I started to shiver with fear
and cold.

I turned to the man in ice and stared and stared. It was Henri
Scratch. We'd traveled together in his van. Someone had been on
our trail. That was all I could remember. The lights dimmed be-
hind me, a door swung open. I saw starlight, the bonfire ablaze.
The warmth of outside air swept away the cold stench.

Soldiers and whores danced around the bonfire. Bright, eerie
stage lights shone in my face as I walked toward the fire.

The Director stood away from me between two lights. Beside
him was Siena. She carried her pistol in one hand and my R.O.C.K.
99 automatic rifle in the other. As I came toward them, Siena
started toward me. When we met, she whispered to me. "You've
decided?"

"Yes," I whispered back. "I'm going down in a blaze of glory.
You'll kill me and I'll meet my mother in hell."
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The music died away, the dancing stopped, and the cage with
Ike in it was wheeled in. A soldier unlocked the cage and marched
Ike toward us. He didn't seem scared, just dazed. I don't think he
understood what was going on around him.

"Make him kneel," I said.
The soldiers pushed Ike to his knees, and he bowed his head.

I stood behind him.
"Give me the gun, Siena," I said.
Siena put the gun in my hand, and stepped toward her stage

mark.
I checked the chamber. It contained one bullet. I lifted the gun,

put it to Ike's head, and I shouted at the camera, "This is what you
people want. Death. Horror. Fun. Well, I'm not going to do it." Ike
lifted his head.

Groans went up from the crowd of rebels. One soldier said in
his native language, "The young man's noodle has cracked before
it was sufficiently boiled." (Rough translation of old Souvien ex-
pression.)

I put the gun to my own head and started toward the bonfire.
I felt the heat, first of the fire and then of the video lights. I dropped
the gun down to my side, and turned it suddenly toward Siena.
I strode toward her. She started toward her holstered pistol,
changed her mind; she held her ground, but I could see her sweat.

"Are you ready to die?" I said.
"No, but maybe it's better this way."
I wheeled, and walked toward the cameraman. "This is getting

out of hand," he said in English.
"Keep the cameras going," rasped the Director. "This is great

stuff. He knows what he's doing."
I screamed at the Director, "You bet." And I pointed my gun

at him. Siena's hand dropped to her holster. I fired. My aim was
dead perfect. The bullet caught the Director right in the middle of
the chest. The force kicked him backward a few feet, and he fell
with a thump on his hump. I expected to die—Siena was a very
good shot. But she didn't fire; she had betrayed her cause for my
life. I thought it was over for the Director, but he surprised me by
staggering to his feet. His black cat-burglar suit was torn up at the
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chest where the bullet had hit, but no blood showed. "Bullet-proof
vest!" he laughed.

I knew that laugh, and I charged, tackling him like a football
player. Guards rushed forward, but Royal yelled, "Stay off. This
is good footage." I grabbed his carrot-colored beard and pulled it
off.

"I must have told you everything under hypnosis, and you
used that to haunt me," I said.

Royal ripped away the voice squack box from his chest and
pulled off the rest of his makeup. "It took you long enough to fig-
ure it out."

"You sent Father the money and tempted him to take those pic-
tures of me. You twisted the truth to make it look like I killed him
in a fit of madness."

"Artistic license was necessary, since even you don't know ex-
actly what happened, for that night you were mad."

"You put the note under Ike's saddle and tormented him."
"Yes, to make him suffer the way I made Dirty Joe suffer."
"Ike never did anything to you."
"He replaced me as your best friend."
I grabbed Royal's fake hump and twisted it. In the old days,

Royal would have pinned me in nothing flat. But I'd grown stron-
ger and quicker, and he was hampered by the hump glued to his
back and bruised from the impact of my bullet. I never let go of
the hump. I knew that if he could put some space between us, he'd
start punching and I'd start bleeding. We rolled on the ground,
getting ever nearer to the fire. He kept getting more and more tan-
gled in his body machinery of bullet-proof mesh, padding, and
wires. I finally got on top of him and picked up a rock from the
ground.

"I'm going to bash your head in and throw you in the fire," I
said.

"Go ahead, kill me," Royal said. He wasn't the least bit afraid.
I was impressed. Royal might have his faults, but cowardice
wasn't one of them. He was a noble boy.

"You'll die with my respect," I said.
"Fayguck yaygou," he said.
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Just before I brought down the rock, I heard a woman's voice
shout from the crowd, "Stop!"

It was Maria. I turned toward her. "Stay out of this."
"Yah, go back to your cavern of the dead," said Royal.
"You can't kill Royal. He's your brother," Maria said.
"I don't have a brother," I said.
"Royal's father was your mother's first lover. He was a pro-

ducer for a rock band. You saw him in the Exposition of the Un-
canny, the man with the Monopoly money."

Maria grabbed a flashlight from one of the video crew and
walked toward me. I could see us both on a monitor. Maria shone
the light in Royal's face. In that second, I saw Royal's green and
gold eyes.

Royal made frog sounds.
I lifted the rock. I still wasn't sure whether to bash him or let

him go.
Maria spoke in Royal's defense. "He designed the Exposition

of the Uncanny in hopes of bringing back your memory."
"Actually, Web," Royal said, "I just wanted to see the look on

your face on the monitor when you saw Scratch with a boner. Be-
lieve me, I wasn't disappointed."

"What?" I said, frowned, and lifted the rock higher over my
head. Royal imitated my frown. Suddenly, I understood the hu-
mor of the situation. I started laughing. I tossed the rock away.
Soon we were both rolling on the ground laughing. Ike came
around, and he laughed too. Eventually all the young people were
laughing. None of the adults laughed. They looked at us as if we
were crazy.

Siena threw her pistol into the bonfire. The bullets in it crackled.
The boy soldiers, the girl soldiers, the teen DCs, the Souvz re-
cruits—all the young people—came forward and threw their
weapons into the fire. Ike's pacifism had won out.

"Royal, did you kill Scratch?" I asked.
"I didn't have to. His wife did." Royal glanced over at Maria.

"She was more of a mother to you than Flower."
Next came the uncanny, a sensation of being lifted off my feet,

turned sideways, and flattened out to two dimensions, thrusted
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through a black exit of hell into the eden of the silver screen to live
out the remainder of my years.

EXT. THE BONFIRE—LATER THAT NIGHT
Web drifts away from the carousing at the bonfire site until he
comes upon the green van. He stares hard at it. He recognizes
now that this vehicle was the home of Henri Scratch, his
abuser. The door slides open to reveal Siena.

SIENA
I knew you'd come.

INT. THE VAN

Web and Siena grope for one other, awkward and unskilled but
full of deep feeling. The light is dim, and since they're both
about the same size, built along the same general lines, it's
difficult to tell who is Web and who is Siena. At the same time,
we see them on the van's TV monitor.

WEB
This is it, isn't it? The feeling.

SIENA
It's the future.

WEB
Far out. Far out. Far out.

Web and Siena continue their gentle lovemaking, as we HEAR
voices from the future, Web and Royal as grown men.

ROYAL (Voice Over)
Statement of purpose? Whose idea is this?
Aristotle? Bik?

WEB (V.O.)
Guess.

ROYAL (V.O.)
Did my opponent put you up to this?

WEB (V.O.)
Ike would never stoop to anything so low.
I wrote it with Jim's help.
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ROYAL (V.O.)
I should have known. Go ahead, read it.

WEB (V.O.)
Okay, here it is. "Statement of Purpose:
Frog Brothers Productions invites you to
live your emotional lives through us. We
will love the lovers you cannot have, cry
the tears you are too embarrassed to
shed, feel the pains you cannot bear,
spend the money you cannot make, commit
the crimes you cannot carry out; we will
kill your enemies; we will reward your
allies; we will suffer and die for you."

ROYAL (V.O.)
Sounds like something Scratch would
concoct.

WEB (V.O.)
Everything we do sounds like Scratch.
He's our inspiration.

Web and Siena sigh together in orgasm.

SIENA
I have to leave now, I have to go to war.

WEB
I'll wait.

SIENA
Don't wait. Just watch.

INT. ROYAL'S OFFICE IN THE FUTURE

The "mad boys" are now pushing forty. Royal is handsome,
heavyset, smooth, dressed in an orange and black business
suit. He sits behind a big desk. On the desk is the chunk of
trinitite Web found. In the background, visible through the
windows, is a billboard that says "Durocher for President."
Web is slender, alert, somewhat pained. He looks like the young
Jerry Brown. He's dressed in black, but we don't see him full
front. In the background is the AUTODIDACT. He's a very old
man now, but aging gracefully. As always, Royal is in command.
He's looking at the Statement of Purpose on a giant monitor.

WEB
What do you think?
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ROYAL
(laughs in derision)

It's good PR. You don't believe it, do you?

Web turns toward the camera. We see now that he is dressed
like a Catholic priest.

WEB
Of course I believe. It's why I wear the collar.
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