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  For Deborah, Princess of Poplar Street


  


  “Dejah Thoris related many interesting facts and legends concerning this lost race of noble and kindly people. She said that the city in which we were camping was supposed to have been a center of commerce and culture known as Korad. It had been built upon a beautiful, natural harbor, landlocked by magnificent hills. The little valley on the west front of the city, she explained, was all that remained of the harbor, while the pass through the hills to the old sea bottom had been the channel through which the shipping passed up to the city’s gates.


  “The shores of the ancient seas were dotted with just such cities, and lesser ones, in diminishing numbers, were to be found converging toward the center of the oceans, as the people had found it necessary to follow the receding waters until necessity had forced upon them their ultimate salvation, the so-called Martian canals.”


  —A Princess of Mars, Edgar Rice Burroughs


  


  1.


  GRADUATION TRIP


  


  


  BEATING SLOWLY UP RIVER AT A MERE TWO KNOTS, OR EIGHT Blocks per hour, mainly under sails bellying with a warm, maritime-perfumed wind, yet also employing two small supplemental engines, these impellers being the latest invention of Roger Kynard & Progeny, Ingeniators, running on a few hundred watts of beamed power from the Day sun, the Samuel Smallhorne, far from its home Slip of number 42 in the Borough of Stagwitz (Blocks 33,011,576 through 33,011,676 of the Linear City), pulled abreast of the Down town border of the legendary Jungle Blocks of Vayavirunga at approximately ten AM on May the twelfth.


  All the passengers, a mere five travelers, raced to the Broadway-facing side of the mid-sized sturdy ketch, clustering at the bow near its figurehead, a bare-breasted representation of the heroine of Diego Patchen’s novel Arianna of the Skystreets (two-hundred-years old that tale, and a beloved classic), there to hang upon the taffrail of the momentarily imbalanced, listing ship and to marvel, with wordless exclamations like those from flustered pigeons, at the sight of the chromatically brilliant and overripe vegetation hoisting itself sky ward upon the mostly concealed armatures of ruined buildings, like a snapshot of frenzied River crawdaddies struggling to escape a pot of boiling water, each climbing atop another.


  The cloudless, azure skies above the enigmatic expanse of Vayavirunga seemed to contain fewer Pompatics than anywhere else in the City, as if a postulated and likely sparse human population in that wilderness required fewer shepherds of the dead. Those filmy Fisherwives and marmoreal Yard bulls that could be seen aloft appeared bored and listless at their lack of employment, if such human emotions could plausibly be attributed to those numinous, incommunicative beings.


  The lazy ketch, favored method for multi-Borough travel among those with enough time who sought to avoid the cindery trains or cloistered Subway, sauntered UpRiver at its contemplation-favoring, unvarying pace. (The Samuel Smallhorne took approximately twelve hours to traverse the one hundred blocks of any given Borough. But, lacking full facilites for dining or ablutions, the ship put into Slips regularly, and docked firmly for each night, cautious Captain Canebrake wary of sharing dark waters with the big freighters.)


  Merritt Abraham studied the jungle scene with bright-eyed intensity; excitement, awe and reverent fear filled her veins in equal measure. This was surely the most exotic sight she had ever witnessed in her twenty-two years. How marvelous this trip was proving to be! How right she had been, some months back, to apply for her first real job, contingent upon graduation, so far from her home in Stagwitz. And how lucky she had been to receive, just after commencement two weeks ago, the acceptance letter for that desirable position.


  The lush riot of foliage and flower, creeper and vine, rising where normally only a segment of the endless human habitations of the Linear City would appear, reminded Merritt of the paintings of Rosalba Lucerne, the primitivist artist on whom she had written one of her best papers while attending Jermyn Rogers College in Stagwitz, and she felt compelled to share this esthetic insight with her fellows.


  “Doesn’t that whole panorama look just like the imaginary jungle in Lucerne’s ‘The Sleeping Trackman?’”


  Merritt’s rhetorical exclamation produced a variety of reactions in her companions.


  To her immediate left stood Balsam Troutwine, a sleek, middle-aged but still trim and attractive fellow who, in as pure a case of nominative determinism as Merritt had ever encountered, performed as a liquor distributor across a territory of two dozen Boroughs centered around Merritt’s new home, the Borough of Wharton. Next to him leaned Dan Peart, a professional cyclist who had just won the Leyden frost Memorial KiloBlock Heat, and whose leg muscles, displayed perennially in varicolored silk shorts, resembled anatomical models of perfection, steel simulacra covered in vellum.


  On Merritt’s other side were to be found Cady Rachis, a glamorous, statuesque, dark-haired and dark-eyed woman some dozen years older than Merritt. Cady’s worldliness and fashion sense—she was a nightclub singer of some renown—made Merritt feel awkward and foolish. Cady’s looks always urged Merritt to smooth down her usual floral blouse or tunic over her generous hips in their standard khaki slacks, and to stare into a mirror for signs of any feature that could be deemed “sexy” rather than “cute.”


  Finally, beyond Cady loomed Ransome Pivot, gangly, large-featured, an untameable wing of tawny hair perpetually obscuring one eye: Merritt’s romance-besotted peer and, to her chagrin, also an affiliate of her future institutional home, Swazeycape University of Wharton Borough.


  Dan Peart spat into the River. “Never had much truck with anything that smacks of wild-eyed fabulism. Give me hard pavement and greased drive chains over all such nonsense.”


  Ransome rushed to Merritt’s defense in a scholarly fashion. “I think the coincidental likeness is remarkable, considering that Lucerne never actually saw Vayavirunga. I believe a catalogue for a recent exhibition of her work even commented so.”


  “I’ve heard there are all sorts of monsters in those savage Blocks,” contributed Troutwine. “Three whole Boroughs nearly, that’s how far the blight spread before they got it under control. Seventy-five miles of Vasuki-knows-what.”


  “Was that an enormous wall I saw, across the Downtown end?” asked Cady Rachis.


  “Yes,” said the ever-knowledgable and eager-to-impress Ransome. “The Wall stretches from the Slips on the River’s shore, over whatever’s left of Broadway, and then all the way across the Tracks, and even some distance into the middens beyond. Nothing will grow in the middens—too much industrial waste. And any bizarre creatures in the Jungle seem to shy away from crossing both water and the dumps. There’s a gate in the Wall that opens automatically for Trains. And when the trains pass through Vayavirunga, the engineer lowers steel shutters over the passenger-car windows.”


  “Same Wall arrangement at the Uptown end, I expect,” Peart offered clinically.


  “So no one’s ever really seen the Jungle up close, to report on it?” Cady said.


  “Well,” continued Ransome Pivot as if Peart had not interrupted at all, “the Trackmen in each engine’s cab see the fringes of the place as they rush by, but not the interior of Vayavirunga. And they’re understandably close-mouthed about even the glimpses they get, lest they stoke fears of the neighboring citizens.”


  Cady grabbed one of Ransome Pivot’s biceps with both her hands. “Oh, Ransome, you make such an extravagant topic so clear and exciting!”


  Pivot blushed like a child; Rachis batted her lashes and pressed her shapely breasts provocatively against the youth’s arm.


  “Come with me, Ransome, and we’ll discuss this at length out of the sun.”


  The torchsinger and graduate student strolled off, arm-in-arm.


  Merritt was disgusted. Ransome Pivot, like all men, apparently possessed two competing somatic centers of volition, and the lower was always higher, so to speak.


  Not that he even radiated an iota of allure for her. She had barely known him at Jermyn Rogers College, where he had conceived a crush on her somehow, and considered him a callow pudding head and bumblepuppy. She resented the fact that, deliberately or accidentally, he had followed her along to her new job. She had wanted the sensation of a complete break with her boring past.


  In any case, older men intrigued her more. Men like Troutwine, or even Peart. But in the case of the latter, sports had apparently rendered him asexual. The cyclist’s immaculate and superbly toned body was reserved for one lover alone, his lightweight Calloway Tempesta, now lashed down on deck at the stern of the Samuel Smallhorne.


  As if to verify his neutered condition, Peart said, “Well, all that celery and lettuce of old Vayavirunga is odd enough, but it palls pretty fast. I’m off to polish my bike. This damp ain’t good for her.”


  Peart’s departure left Merritt in suddenly intimate circumstances with Balsam Troutwine.


  She expected him immediately to proposition her.


  The trip from Stagwitz had been underway a week now, seven Boroughs passed, with five more days yet to come before arrival in Wharton. During this first part of the trip, sexual tension had been fairly thick. But the small size of the ketch precluded much extensive fooling around, as did the sleeping arrangements, with the men sharing one small cabin and the women another. (Captain Canebrake and his crew inhabited even tighter digs.)


  Yet, unlike cautious and circumspect Merritt Abraham, bold Cad Rachis had not been stymied in her quest for carnal opportunity. Merritt had seen her emerging more than once from the big rope locker, with her hair and expensive clothing mussed, followed out the locker door at a hypocritical interval by either Troutwine or Pivot.


  Now the liquor man turned toward her. “Your savantical friend neglected to mention the oddest thing about the Jungle Blocks.”


  “What’s that?”


  “The Discontinuity. Down below Broadway the Subway judders when you cross the line into Vayavirunga. Motion seems unaffected. But everything goes black outside the windows—blacker even than inside a simple Subway tunnel with its utility lights, that is. One imagines a similar un-witnessed transition occurs with all the utilities, pipes, cables, whatnot. On the Uptown end, likewise.”


  “Are you saying the Jungle is somehow rooted deep below Broadway, and the Discontinuity veers strangely around it?”


  Now Troutwine made his move, a play Merritt did not resist. He sidled closer and placed an arm low down around her waist, his hand ending up on a hip he plainly did not find distastefully broad.


  Troutwine’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Many things run deeper than their surface appearance would indicate, my dear. Including, I suspect, demure female students of polypolisology.”


  Merritt experienced palpitations of her heart and a faltering of speech. “I—I’m not a student anymore…Not since the semester ended….”


  “Shall we go below for a demonstration of your new maturity?”


  “Yes—yes!”


  In the cramped belowdecks, Merritt and Troutwine made for the women’s cabin.


  “I’ve got a pessary,” said Merritt.


  “Splendid,” said Troutwine.


  But outside the door they were halted by energetic rutting noises. Cady Rachis and Ransome Pivot had established their claim first.


  “No matter,” Troutwine whispered. “I’m prepared.” He dug out a whole lithographed tin of Bettie Blaze-brand sheaths and showed it to Merritt. She wondered how many encounters he had in mind.


  They moved a short distance away to the men’s cabin. But somehow Dan Peart had beaten them there. Shirtless, huffing, he was performing sit-ups with his toes hooked under a bunk.


  Troutwine’s hand on her rump induced vertigo. More than a week’s celibacy disinclined Merritt to hesitate longer.


  The rope locker proved not unpleasantly aromatic, smelling like hemp and tar, albeit a bit cramped for anything other than the most rudimentary positions. And Merritt was left with mild abrasions on knees and palms.


  Eventually, towards dusk, the five passengers found themselves again on deck, all rather whiffy and disarrayed from their various exertions.


  Merritt was the first to see Captain Canebrake approach across the brilliantly white holystoned deck. The barrel-bellied, nattily jacketed skipper puffed heavily on his pipe.


  “Hello, Captain! Where do we eat tonight?”


  “Tonight? Why, right here on the Smallhorne! Would you have me put ashore in the Jungle, for hippogriff steaks? Tonight, and the next two, we make do with what’s in our larders.”


  No one had really anticipated this necessity before now.


  “No hot baths?” Cady Rachis peevishly exclaimed.


  “Not unless you jump overboard into the impeller waste stream. Or perhaps you want to put in at the Other Shore, for the delicate attentions of the Fisherwives?”


  Everyone looked instinctively toward the misty afterlife precincts and shivered. Discussion was effectively ended.


  The three days it took to crawl past the Jungle seemed endless. At the end of that interval, when the Uptown Borough of Hakelight appeared beyond its Wall, Merritt was thoroughly tired of the exotic scenery of Vayavirunga.


  And after a further two days of travel, she was heartily wearied of the attentions of Balsam Troutwine.


  Thank Manasa she’d never have to see either again!


  


  2.


  BOTTOM RUNG


  


  


  THE NIKOLAI MILYUTIN PINAKOTHEK AND WUNDERKAMMER occupied a six-story building in the 73rd Block of Wharton, on the Trackside stretch of Broadway. Besides being one of the tallest structures in Wharton, the museum was one of the most expansive, stretching all the way back to the Tracks, and the entire distance from Cross Street 73 to Cross Street 74. Rife with all the architectural gimcracks beloved of its old-school designer, Rufo Guereschi, from architraves to aedicules, vermiculations to verandas, the elderly edifice resembled the wedding cake enjoyed by the goblin bride and groom in Patchen’s Eyebrows of the Extramundane. From its rear to its front, the sides of the old the old building mapped a centuries-old gradient of caked Train soot. Its rearmost windows had been rendered more or less permanently opaque.


  The front façade of the “NikThek,” as its staff fondly called the old grand dame, was kept better cleaned, being the plane-tree-shaded public face of the museum, familiar to generations of school children and casual visitors. And while the NikThek maintained a quasi-independent existence, with its own fund-raising, programming, publicity, and Board of Directors, it was still officially affiliated with proud and prestigious Swazeycape University. As a pendant of that sprawling chandelier of a school, whose buildings occupied fully forty percent of the Borough of Wharton, the NikThek had to uphold a certain level of virtue and pomp.


  Early on this rain-washed, bright July morning, before its opening hour, the NikThek seemed simultaneously antique and youthful, as if its high-minded and not entirely sane or practical dedication to cataloguing and presenting the oddities of the Linear City had kept the museum young beyond its actual age.


  Or so Merritt Abraham fancifully imagined, as she approached her place of work, a convenient three-Block stroll from the nearest Subway exit. (And that exit itself only a half-hour Subway commute from her studio apartment down in the Wharton 20’s.)


  She stopped at the foot of the wide set of time-worn stairs leading up to the multiple doors of the main entrance. Listening to the wind-stirred leaves of the famous plane trees, she once again pondered the words of the founder engraved above the broad lintel:


  


  YOU MUST HAVE THE PIGEON IN YOUR HEART


  BEFORE YOU CAN FIND IT IN THE GUTTER


  


  Quite a character, that Milyutin, one of the founders of polypolisology, and yet something of a mystic to boot. She wondered if that metaphysical strain did not still lurk below the skin of her chosen discipline, like a subliminal tattoo.


  As Merritt broke her moment of still introspection and moved toward the employees’ entrance on 73rd, she was startled by the urgent chiming of a small bell, and she darted to one side just in time to avoid being run over by a commuting cyclist illegally using the sidewalk, as he sought to outmaneuver a big delivery van blocking his path on Broadway.


  The incident caused Merritt to hark back to the last time she had seen Dan Peart. The wheelman had been the first one off the Samuel Smallhorne upon its May seventeenth arrival at Wharton Slip 18. After offering perfunctory good wishes to the others, he had ushered his precious Calloway Tempesta down the gangplank, whereupon he had been engulfed by a small claque of autograph-seeking cycling fans.


  Cady Rachis had enlisted Ransome Pivot to carry her extensive luggage and to engage a pedicab. Complying somewhat reluctantly, Ransome kept casting apologetic backward glances at Merritt, but she haughtily ignored them.


  That morning she had impulsively engineered a decisive blowup with Balsam Troutwine, complaining of his maddening combination of insincerity and fawning over-attentiveness, and the lovers were no longer on speaking terms. Seemingly uninjured, the liquor distributor had swaggered complacently away with his veteran salesman’s small daypack, leaving Merritt to shuffle her own bags and trunks off the ship and to her new, unseen home.


  Since then, Merritt had encountered neither Peart nor Troutwine nor Rachis (though the last-named simpered down in effigy from posters everywhere, advertising her exclusive stint at Topandy’s Song Loft). As for Ransome Pivot—well, it was impossible not to bump into the irritating overgrown juvenile now and again, when visiting various Swazeycape University offices and facilities. And he had shown up once or twice in the NikThek cafeteria during her lunch hour….


  But these old acquaintances meant nothing to her, really. Merritt was intent on immersing herself in her new milieu, making fresh friends and impressing smart people in vital positions with her own brilliance and talents. (And, oh yes, honing that native brilliance with scads of new knowledge.) Lacking the money and easy entrée of her more privileged peers—Ransome Pivot, for instance—she had to utilize her wiles and brains if she ever wished to get ahead.


  And now, passing through the employees’ entrance, she winced as she realized that doing so this morning primarily meant satisfying her exacting boss, Edgar Chambless. And she had not met yesterday’s deadline for preparing all the display cases in advance of tomorrow’sopening of the NikThek’s newest exhibit, “The Diaries of Cadwal Throy.”


  Merritt hastened to the big hall hosting the exhibit. Empty of visitors, its high-mounted, tall, waxed-fabric shades still drawn so that the only illumination came from sunlight leaking around their brown edges, the cavernous space, with its famous Essy Baniassad friezes, evoked the legacy of some forgotten, mysteriously extinct civilization. Merritt experienced a small frisson, then shook off the sensation and got to work.


  Cadwal Throy had flourished, up until his death fifty years ago, in the Borough of Zulma. An undistinguished civil servant, he had minutely chronicled his daily, unexceptional life in millions of scribbled words in identical bland accountant’s ledgers. Intriguingly odd behavior, yes—but worthy of inclusion in the vaunted archives of the NikThek? Not without the accompanying illustrations, nearly one per page, which represented an artistic vision that might best be characterized as that of a megalomaniacal erotomane. The fact that chemical analysis revealed the “ink” to have an admixture of blood only added to the academic attractiveness of the diaries.


  Of such myriad odd artifacts as the Throy oeuvre, organized into vast interlocking categories by theorems and paradigms, was the discipline of polypolisology compounded. The study and explication of the entire range of human behaviors as culturally modulated and channeled by conditions in all the varying segments of the linear metropolis.


  Donning her white cotton curatorial gloves and adjusting a portable goosenecked lamp that clipped to the table legs, Merritt began arranging the diary volumes in their display cases, first removing them from their elaborate packing cases, then turning to the pages selected by the curators, banding the pages open, propping the books artfully on their stands, positioning the explanatory typed cards on the velvet….


  By ten AM she had a sense that if she continued at the same pace, skipping lunch, she would be able to meet her deadline. She plunged ahead, insensible now to her surroundings. Throy’s disturbing drawings began to enmesh her in some alternate, not entirely comfortable world….


  After some nebulous interval, Merritt became aware that she was not alone in the room. Her ears acknowledged the sounds of lively patrons beyond the doors of this closed gallery. She looked up to confront her superior, Edgar Chambless.


  Having forgotten more polypolisological arcana than Merritt might ever hope to learn, the elderly Chambless had acquired a legendary status even so far away as Jermyn Rogers College in Stagwitz. Weedy as a mullein in stature and shabbily dressed in a wool suit, despite summer’s swelter, he owned the face of a lugubrious longshoreman, rather than that of any effete scholar.


  “Miss Abraham. I understood this exhibit was to be finalized by end of day yesterday, and that today you would be helping install the Squillacote scrimshaws.”


  Merritt gulped. “Ah, yes, sir, that was the plan. But you see, I got busy studying this fascinating material, and—”


  Merritt faltered to a stop. Chambless stared at her through the thick lenses of his rimless eyeglasses as if inspecting a shipment of obscene fetiches from Lesser Hutsong. Finally he said, “Miss Abraham, please accompany me back to my office.”


  “But the exhibit—”


  “It will be ready in time. Now, come.”


  He turned and walked away without waiting for Merritt’s acquiescence.


  Chambless’s office featured tottering piles of books and file folders, manuscripts and photographs, maps and charts, all topped with sculptures, paintings, handicrafts and jewelry—the exotic detritus of a thousand expeditions and professorial trades-by-mail up and down the length of the Linear City. The odor in the windowless chamber deep inside the NikThek spoke of strange spices and perfumes, the differently scented dust of far-off stretches of Broadway, realms beyond easy travel or effortless sympathetic ken.


  Chambless lifted a huge tangled heap of smelly hempen fishnet off a chair. “Recognize the knotting technique here, Miss Abraham?”


  Merritt studied the netting. “Fantino-style?”


  “Ah, an excellent eye. Have a seat, please.”


  Merritt sat. The chair cushion felt damp, but perhaps that was only her imagination.


  Chambless took up position behind his desk. Only his superior seated height allowed for eye-contact above the clutter. The administrator regarded Merritt for a time over steepled fingers, then spoke.


  “Miss Abraham, you are bright. Very bright. Why are you not enrolled in Swazeycape’s polypolisological graduate program, instead of toiling among the arrowheads and fertility talismans here, if I may employ that handy synecdoche?”


  Merritt’s face reddened, although she had no real reason for shame. “It’s money, Professor Chambless. Just money. I can’t afford the tuition. It took all my scraping and striving just to pay for my studies at Jermyn Rogers. That’s why I needed five years to finish. I was a waitress the whole time. And even then I had to take out several loans. I owe too much already to go further into debt. I never even applied here, though I’m sure my grades….”


  Merritt tailed off, wary of sounding boastful.


  “Our University offers no relevant grants or stipends?”


  “None that I qualified for. Believe me, I checked. And Swazeycapeis very expensive, as you well know.”


  “And so you took your position here at Nikolai Milyutin. Why is that?”


  “Well, I knew that as a University employee, I’d get to audit courses for free. That won’t lead to a degree, I know, but I’ll still learn a lot. When the semester starts next month, I intend to sit in on several sessions outside of working hours, including Professor Scoria’s of course.”


  “I note that your immediate answer to my last question did not involve any variant of the pious sentiment, ‘So that I could invest my whole heart and soul in the curatorial process, fashioning the most stimulating and enlightening exhibits possible for the curious and deserving public.’”


  Merritt realized she had made an impolitic gaffe. “But I do want to create wonderful exhibits, Professor, I really do.”


  “Miss Abraham, let us not dissemble. Your job here is merely a steppingstone to something greater. You have no real interest in making the NikThek your permanent career. You have hopes of achieving something greater with your life, ambitions to make a mark in your chosen field of study, and the talent to back up those dreams. You will stay with us just so long as it suits you, acquiring knowledge and contacts as a sponge soaks up spilled wine. Then you will depart, with nary a backward glance or thought for our fusty old museum. At least until some years have passed, whereupon you might experience some nostalgia for these early days of painful striving.”


  Flustered, Merritt pondered how to respond. Impulsively, she pinned Professor Chambless with a steely gaze and said boldly, “That is absolutely correct.”


  Chambless stood, and Merritt prepared to be informed of her dismissal.


  “Miss Abraham, you are precisely the kind of person I am happy tomentor. You may count on me for any assistance toward your noble goals. But please, I ask only that during our days together, of whatever duration, all your assignments be completed by deadline, and manifest all your considerable skills.”


  Merritt began to weep. Professor Chambless came around the desk and laid a companionable bony arm across her shoulders, and handed her a square of embroidered fabric. Merritt mentally catalogued the piece as a ceremonial menstrual cloth from the Borough of Gartonstolz. She blew her nose on it nonetheless.


  “Dry your eyes, Miss Abraham. The Throy Diaries beckon, and there are still the Squillacote scrimshaws to consider.”


  Merritt complied. Professor Chambless said, “Do you have any family back in Stagwitz, my dear?”


  “No, none. I was orphaned from birth.”


  “And have you made many new friends here in Wharton?”


  “Not a one.”


  “Well, I suggest that you include a little room for fun and relaxation in your program, Miss Abraham. All work and no play makes Vasuki spew poison, as we all can attest.”


  


  3.


  OFF WORK


  


  


  AS A PRESTIGIOUS UNIVERSITY BOROUGH, WHOSE reputation had spread far Uptown and Downtown, Wharton drew newcomers from afar and boasted a decidedly heterogenous population, more so than many another segment of the Linear City, including Merritt’s stuffy home of Stagwitz. In her daily rounds—and this was an admittedly limited itinerary, generally including only her lonely, cloistered apartment, the NikThek, and either Marley’s corner grocery store (home to economical stuffed grape leaves and potent plonk atone bull the bottle) or a cheap greasyspoon such as the Termite Terrace—Merritt passed in the street dark-skinned natives of Alms-grave; almond-eyed, honey-complected expatriates of Bento; veiled men and topless women from Quercus Major; and a plethora of other exotic types, rendered so by appearance, accent, attitude, or some combination of the three.


  Given this wealth of potential comrades and lovers, representing a huge spectrum of congeniality and worldviews, Merritt initially felt that she should have no trouble finding a congenial social set. But for one reason or another—her own skittish hesitancy and vocational intensity, or the clannishness of those far from their own homes—she simply could not—at least in her first two months residence—make a dent in any of these convivial circles.


  Not being a student, she had no access to collegiate circuits, nor was she enticed by her fellow employees at the NikThek (a musty bunch, truth be told, too long immured in spider webbed archives).


  Consequently, when she sought to follow the advice of her newfound mentor, Professor Chambless, she wound up falling back on familiarity, in the form of Ransome Pivot.


  Merritt and Ransome had met late in their junior year at Jermyn Rogers, when Pivot had chanced to eat at the restaurant where Merritt waitressed, the Buenasuerte. Miscalculating the check in the favor of the handsome customer, and having him nobly point out her mistake, saving her money out of her own pauper’s pocket, made their initial connection, resulting in but one formal date, an evening at a concert by the legendary Jigsaw Five.


  Merritt felt no immediate romantic chemistry with Pivot, and so swiftly abandoned him. She soon learned that any neutrality was not mutual, as an infatuated Pivot haunted her path thereafter—in then on-threatening, addle-pated manner of some alien suitor out of Patchen’s Age of Swains. He was a pre-med student, following in the footsteps of his father, the well-known and wealthy Chamfort Pivot, and so he and Merritt shared no classroom time. But he made sure to engineer numerous encounters—right down to choosing Swazeycape’s med school as his post-graduate destination, and the Samuel Smallhorne as his transportation thereto.


  So when Merritt reluctantly but with a curious sense of anticipation sent Ransome Pivot a letter, asking if they could meet for lunch one day, she expected him to fall all over himself arranging the date. But his reply did not come for several days, and when they finally hooked up, Merritt found the doctor-in-training oddly distracted and inattentive. The cares of the world seemed to have descended on his broad shoulders, and it was all she could do to wrangle a date out of him.


  “I’d like to meet some of your new friends, Ransome. I’m sure the med school is full of bright lights just like you!”


  “Yes, of course, grand bunch of fellows. Wild parties every weekend.” Pivot examined the veins in his own wrist as if seeing them for the first time. “But look here, why don’t the two of us go out first alone? Just you and me. Maybe take in some music at a club.”


  “Well, all right, I suppose. But remember, I do need to broaden my horizons beyond the sons of Stagwitz.”


  Ransome smiled for the first time since he had shown up for lunch. “Sure, sure, we’re in the big leagues now, I know. Meet and greet, network, all that important stuff. Listen, Mer, I’ll pick you up at seven this Friday.”


  Merritt dressed in her classiest outfit for their date: stack-heeled shoes that gave her a little needed height; a black A-line skirt that helped diminish her hips; and an original Hazelgrove silk blouse in green that she had found on a sale rack back home (the price-cutting stain easily concealed under a neckerchief). Emerging from her brownstone on the arm of Ransome Pivot, she felt like a princess out of one of the semi-mythical kingdoms in the Hundred Thousand Blocks.


  When she saw that Ransome had rented their own private pedicab, she felt even more special. As the driver gracefully huffed and puffed them Uptown, Ransome chattered in a light-hearted manner.


  “Do you recall those Kynard impellers on the ship that brought us here? Someday soon you’ll see them installed in cabs. Just as quickly as the ingeniators get the battery problem licked. Weight and capacity, that’s the key. Mark my words, you can’t stop progress. Why, a couple of centuries ago, no one even knew that the Day sun broadcast power beams. It makes you wonder what else remains to be discovered about our world.”


  Merritt nodded, and enjoyed the ride. Oddly enough, and most unlike herself, she did not feel compelled to talk at all, beyond an occasional affirmative interjection, during the entire trip of nearly forty-five minutes. But this change did not bother her, and she was content to rest comfortably against Pivot’s big frame.


  They arrived at Wharton’s Block 52, well-known as a strip of luxe music clubs.


  “Which one are we going to?”


  “The Black Poblano. They have a new singer named Loona Poole. I’ve heard great things about her.”


  The scene outside the Black Poblano was hopping. A doorman ushered Merritt and her date inside, and Ransome tipped him with a bill large enough to furnish Merritt with a week’s worth of stuffed grape leaves for her suppers. A blonde hostess in a backless, sparkling crimson gown conducted them to a table. Ransome ordered champagne.


  The band went through several instrumental numbers, alternately lively or dreamy, including such imperishable standards as Rumbold Prague’s “Gone Scaling.” Dancers danced, drinkers drank, and diners dined. Merritt participated in everything, becoming gay and tipsy, and having a wonderful time. Professor Chambless had been so right!


  Then the lights went down, noise levels dropped, and Loona Poole emerged.


  A silvery cascade of thick hair fell nearly to her waist. Beneath the tresses, Poole’s abundant curves appeared naked—until Merritt detected flesh-colored tights.


  Ransome whispered, “The gimmick is, she’s supposed to be some kind of emissary from a far-off Borough much more advanced than ours.”


  Poole uncorked a vibrant contralto croon, employing a language which Merritt at first thought to be High Didierian, but which she soon realized was a clever kind of gibberish, or scat-singing. Swaying hypnotically, the singer stepped with high-heeled grace off the stage, microphone in hand, and began to circulate among the hushedpatrons.


  Merritt found herself responding to the singer’s self-possessed animal heat despite her rational analysis of the act’s tacky premise and tawdry execution.


  Poole finished her first song, began another, and soon stood close to Ransome and Merritt.


  Without warning she plopped herself in Ransome’s lap, never missing a note. Poole winked so that only Ransome and Merrit could see. With her free hand she slid back her hairpiece a fraction—a gesture easily interpreted by the remoter members of the audience as a smoothing of her locks—thus revealing her true dark hair beneath the silver wig.


  Merritt experienced a bomb-burst of recognition.


  Loona Poole and the detestable Cady Rachis were one and the same!


  Poole lifted herself up sinuously and sauntered on, still crooning her nonsense syllables.


  Merritt lurched clumsily to her feet, overturning her chair, and rushed toward the exit, provoking little notice, since all ardent eyes remained fixed on the singer.


  Ransome caught up with Merritt on the sidewalk.


  “What’s wrong, Mer? What’s the matter?”


  “You brought me here as a foil, just so you could see that—that sneaky sexy bitch!”


  “But I didn’t! I swear it! Why would I even involve you, if I only wanted to see Cady? I had no idea Loona was Cady. Everyone knows she signed that exclusive contract at Topandy’s! This must be a dodge to earn a little more money. I can’t help that she spotted us in the audience, Mer. Really, I’m not responsible. You must believe me!”


  Merritt began to calm down. She assessed the handsome ingenuous face of Mr. Ransome Pivot for signs of self-preserving prevarication, and found none. Nevertheless, she remained angry—until she suddenly deflated to weary, despairing dismay.


  “Please take me home, Ransome. I don’t feel like staying out any longer.”


  “But, Merritt— Oh—Oh, fine, whatever you want!”


  


  


  Nearly a month of dull uneventful evenings passed. The semester would soon commence. Merritt knew she’d have no free time, what with her work at the NikThek and auditing courses. If ever she planned to make some friends, she needed to start now.


  She wrote an apologetic letter to Ransome Pivot. In return, she got a scrawled invitation to a party that very Saturday night. BYOB, and meet you there.


  Well, Merritt mused, she probably would’ve responded the exact same way, if the shoe had been on the other foot.


  The address given was an unlikely one: a warehouse in the meat-packing district.


  Half past nine, and the designated Block stretched as lonely, sad and empty as a drunkard’s beer keg. Broken streetlights outnumbered functioning ones. Rats dashed from the Riverside of Broadway to the Trackside as if conducting a relay race. Holding her bottle of cheap plonk ready for use as a cudgel, Merritt stayed close to the walls of the buildings, instinctively seeking protection, although against just what, she could not have said. Studying the posted address numbers—when available—she reached the relevant structure. From beyond its thick, humidity-slimed, glazed cinderblock walls, music thumped faintly, and Merritt relaxed a little.


  Her knock on a big metal-sheathed, riveted door eventually brought a response. She expected wariness, but instead the door swung wide, spilling out light and sound.


  A thin Bentoan fellow, amazingly composed despite his sweat-slicked golden face, regarded her with impartial suspicion. “Yes?”


  Merritt had to shout. “Ransome Pivot invited me!”


  The Bentoan nodded politely. “Certainly. Come in.”


  The door swung shut behind her, and Merritt found herself in a vast tall open space, pulsing with music, chatter and odd lighting effects, and festooned with a hundred madcap amateurish decorations. Scattered seating and other furniture seemed lost across the huge, people-packed floorspace. She smelled spilled liquor and dope smoke and a hundred cheap perfumes.


  “I am Henry Yun. Ransome and I are both pre-med. Goodge Adams and I own this joint. Please make yourself at home.”


  Yun left Merritt then, and she stepped with tentative enthusiasm into the scrum.


  Merritt never encountered Ransome that whole evening. But she chatted with dozens of strangers, gradually loosening up with every sip of free-flowing gin. After a while, she realized she was having a great time.


  Goodge Adams proved to be a chubby, excitable short guy, the antithesis to his roommate Henry Yun’s slim sangfroid: earnest and bright-eyed at the moment in an intoxicated fashion. He trapped Merritt in a corner on a broke back sofa, her on the cushions and him perched above on the arm, and bent her ear about the rigors of med school.


  “Nothing but work, endless work! Swotting up awesome big books. And the lab hours. Endless! Not to mention anatomy! And try practicing anatomy without corpses! It’s the essential medical conundrum!”


  One word in the tirade made no sense to Merritt, and not merely because she was very drunk herself. “Corpses? What’s that?”


  Goodge ignored her, or perhaps did not hear her. “And all that competition and struggle, just to graduate at the top of your class. Gotta get hired by the richest hospital, the chicest practice.”


  Here Goodge displayed a sly look for which Merritt could discern no reason. “But Yun and I have a leg-up on the others. Oh, yes, we do! We’re learning anatomy all right, ‘way deeper than the university allows!”


  Goodge leaned forward and ran a hand up Merritt’s leg to her thigh. In her alcoholic haze, she figured she was intended to provide the extra anatomy lesson he refered to. She brusquely displaced his groping paw, causing him to fall drunkenly off the arm of the sofa and lie peacefully on the filthy floor.


  Subsequent hours could only be reassembled in fragments, with many segments missing. But one incident stood out.


  Merritt was in search of the WC. She had wandered far from the crowd, toward the back of the huge building, and had her hand on a doorknob. But the door was locked. She struggled with it, convinced for some unfathomable reason that this room contained the sought-after toilet.


  Then a steely hand clamped her wrist.


  Henry Yun’s face resembled stone. “What are you looking for?”


  “The—the toilet! Let me go, you’re hurting me!”


  Yun released her. “This is the wrong room. Very private. Please follow me.”


  Seated on the toilet, Merritt was unaccountably almost too frightened to pee.


  Full sober awareness returned to her only when she awoke with the light of dawn.


  Merritt sized up her situation with slow horror. She had certainly made some good friends, albeit anonymous ones.


  She lay naked between two other unclothed bodies. One body belonged to a rangy young woman with bobbed black hair and a plethora of tattoos. The other carnal bookend could be claimed by a middle-aged, balding fellow whose potbelly failed to diminish a penis easily twice as large, even flaccid, as any it had previously been Merritt’s privilege to inspect up close. Both her bedmates were snoring contentedly.


  Merritt slithered out silently from under the covers via the foot of the bed, gathered up her clothes, and exited the foreign apartment. She found herself many Blocks from her own place, feeling both sleazy, repentant and proud.


  


  4.


  ACADEMIC RIVALS


  


  


  THE CAMPUS OF SWAZEYCAPE UNIVERSITY COMPRISED THE entirety of Blocks 70 through 100 of Wharton Borough, halting only at the Uptown border with Mechanicsville. Building after building of antique or modern mien, all wreathed in white-berried ivy (Merritt recalled the lush viridian virility of Vayavirunga as seen from the Samuel Smallhorne) and bearing the signage appropriate to that particular structure’s intellectual or administrative purpose, each otherwise uniform blue enamel panel stamped with the collegiate crest in yellow: pen, paintbrush, statue and book hovering in a triumphant arc above stylized fisherwife and yardbull trammelled in unlikely defeat: art and knowledge stronger than death. (And of course, Merritt’s own massive NikThek anchored the lower end of the campus like the prize in a holiday pudding.)


  Autumn ghosted the air this month. Leaving Wharton behind, the diurnally dwindling Season sun was rising further and further Uptown each day, contributing less and less heat, and a smaller share of the Borough’s doubled shadows. Seasons traversed the Linear City from Downtown to Uptown like a very slow Train.


  But Merritt welcomed the Fall, a reflective, nostalgia-inducing period, conducive to indoor pursuits such as study.


  This crisp late-September evening Merritt intended to grab a bite to eat at the Essy Baniassad Memorial Student Union before hastening to Professor Arturo Scoria’s graduate class, “Trends and Debates in Polypolisology.” Despite a certain measure of weariness and mental fatigue—she had spent all day at the NikThek cataloguing a newly received shipment of Sarfatti netsuke no bigger than her thumb—she had no intention of missing this class, her favorite out of the two she was auditing this semester.


  Professor Scoria’s intelligence and lively irreverence fascinated and provoked Merritt, as it did the other “polyps.” No romantic rebel such as he had ever disturbed the slumbers of Jermyn Rogers College. The legends of his daring and revelatory field expeditions lent a glow to his dashing, handsome figure, even behind the lectern, where his frosted temples bespoke academic probity while his brawny physique emanated adventure.


  Merritt experienced small ripples of excitement that traversed her from groin to brain and back again. The memory of Professor Scoria’s praise for several of her classroom responses, his seemingly burgeoning interest in her particular case, was enough to dispel all fatigue.


  Inside the Union she snaffled up a hot catfish sandwich on sourdough bread with extra tartar sauce, complemented by a bottle of Tannhauser’s Treacle Pop. Seated alone at a table, she perused her text for tonight’s lecture, Scoria’s own Exploits Among the Gay Papoons. Far from a dry monograph, the book had been a bestseller some years ago, written in a light and breezy manner that cloaked the hard science in whimsy, self-mocking braggadocio and glamour.


  In the middle of her reading and sandwich, Merritt looked up to spot a familiar trio crossing the refectory: Ransome Pivot, Henry Yunand Goodge Adams. Plump Adams looked manic; raggedly handsome Ransome glum; and exotic Bentoan Yun imperturbable. On impulse, Merritt hailed them, and they detoured somewhat reluctantly to her table.


  Ransome could not meet her eyes, merely nodding and saying, Mer.” Adams eyed her sandwich as if famished. Yun spoke with frosty precision. “Miss Abraham, did you need us for anything in particular?”


  “No. Just a friendly hello.”


  “Appreciated, I’m sure.” Yun sized her up with chilly clinical exactitude, as if she were a bug pinned to a tray. “Perhaps we’ll have the chance to host you at another party soon. But meanwhile, we have our anatomy homework to attend to. Goodbye.”


  As the three med students departed, Ransome cast a forlorn backwards glance at Merritt that seemed to implore her for some sort of nebulous help. She did not know how to respond.


  The small conference room in Gilles Gauthier Hall hosted only twelve or so of Merritt’s fellow polyps—this was a grad-level course after all, no auditorium-filling “Polypolisology 101”—seated down one side of a long battered wooden table bearing pen-knife carvings from several generations of daydreaming students. Steam radiators feebly practiced their hissing against the mild chill, as if gaining confidence for the winter ahead. The lectern at the front of the room stood yet untenanted.


  Merritt settled down in an empty chair positioned conspicuously atone short end of the table. She lofted her hair with her fingers, wishing she had had time to go home and wash it after work, and perhaps change her top to something less NikThek drone.


  Professor Arturo Scoria entered just as she finished primping.


  Wearing a scratched leather vest over a blue denim shirt (unbuttoned enough to reveal copious chest hair), a pair of hemp duck-cloth pants and scuffed boots appropriated from a Trainman’s uniform, Professor Scoria more resembled some roustabout with one of the traveling sideshows that went up and down the Linear City than he did a respected maven of that essential discipline which scientifically weighed and categorized all the million cultures of the Linear City against each other.


  Professor Scoria possessed a booming voice and informal tone. “Evening, polyps!”


  The class responded pleasantly and heartily. Merritt, lagging a bit behind the others due to excessive staring at her teacher, was disconcerted to hear her unwontedly high-pitched voice continuing to squeak out alone at the end of the mass greeting. But Professor Scoria just smiled benignly right at her, and made no reference to her faux pas.


  “I hope you all read as far as Chapter Ten, ‘Ritual Scarification and Me…’ Excellent! Well, let’s talk a little about the clan-bonding index and exogamy among the Papoons and similar cultures.”


  Leaning forward and gripping the sides of his lectern as if clutching one of the Wild Sacristans of Syndicus who had famously attacked the visiting polypolisologist for unintentionally making heretical comments, as described in Seven Scandalous Weeks in Syndicus, Professor Arturo Scoria launched into an elaborate and fascinating disquisition on his topic, sans notes of any sort.


  Merritt raised her hand at one point and, receiving a nod, asked, “Professor Scoria, isn’t that type of behavior most vividly exemplified by the Amaury of Newelpost?”


  Professor Scoria slapped the lectern with open palm, producing a boom that made everyone jump. “Precisely the best exemplum! Miss Abraham, you have a mind like a Strathspey mantrap! And packaged even more alluringly, if I may say so.”


  Scoria winked broadly, as if to defuse the compliment and render it just a genial witticism, but Merritt still blushed.


  When the lecture had ended, and the rest of the students were filing out, Merritt hung back. Professor Scoria seemed eagerly to anticipate this action. He stepped intimately close to Merritt before speaking. She smelled leather and a unique spicy cologne.


  “Miss Abraham, have I told you yet how much I admire your dedication to polypolisology? If only the paying students exhibited half as much enthusiasm and zeal as you do. I realize that you come here after a long day’s work under the exacting rod of old Chambless. Did you know he was my mentor? Yes, it’s hard to believe, but Edgar was once the feistiest and bravest polypolisologist under the two suns. It was he who brought back the first hard evidence of cannibalism in Angle poise, at no small peril to his own skin. But anyhow, I have to admire your love for learning, as well as the copious stock of facts, intuitions and insights you already plainly possess, and all so readily to hand. Your general confidence and brilliance impress me mightily, Miss Abraham. In fact, I’d like to take you under my wing. Now, I know there can be no formal departmental bond between us, since you’re not actually enrolled at Swazeycape U. Nothing on paper or in the eyes of the administration. But I think that’s even better. Kick over all the paperwork and grades and assignments! Toss aside the overly rigid handbook that guides student-teacher relations! Just mind-to-mind encounters—even perhaps some hand-in-hand fieldwork together! I have a lead right now on something revolutionary that very well might— But—But enough of that. Who knows where our partnership could lead? What do you say, Miss Abraham? Are you game?”


  Merritt swallowed a sudden ectoplasmic lump. “Please—call me Merritt.”


  Professor Scoria beamed. “And I’m Arturo! Now, let’s adjourn to the Burncoat Pub and celebrate our new relationship, Merritt.”


  Six Bohm-Moravia Pale Ales apiece later, leaning in practically cheek-to-cheek with Merritt, Arturo said, “Would you like to see those hideous, libidinous scars the savage Papoons inditedindicted indited upon my very flesh, Mer?”


  “Yes, Art! Yes, I would!”


  The next day at the NikThek, Merritt caught her boss Edgar Cham-bless scrutinizing her oddly from time to time. She did not think the old man was savvy enough to recognize that she still wore yesterday’s exact outfit, since, truth to tell, she often dressed identically from day to day. But then she realized that she still bore and disseminated Art’s signature aftershave scent straight to the nose of his ex-mentor.


  


  


  Although the taciturn and crusty old fellow did not promulgate his views in the classroom unless pressed—at which time he was forthright and unapologetic about his beliefs—Merritt knew that Professor Durian Vinnagar was a devout Vasukian. The stout, short, gruff academic wore a small lapel pin on his omnipresent tweed coat that symbolized his dogma that the Citybeast—that half-legendary, seldom apprehended, never utterly totalized serpentine entity that underpinned the Linear City, and whose riskily purloined scales stoked a thousand thousand superstitions—was male in gender, and dubbed Vasuki. Vinnagar’s golden Ouroboros jewelry jetted a tiny static spurt of metallic semen.


  This affiliation alone would have set Professor Vinnagar against his colleague Arturo Scoria, who was a Reform Manasan, and who therefore doctrinally maintained in a quasi-agnostic fashion that the Citybeast was female and prefered the cognomen of Manasa. (The silver pin of the Reform Manasans showed the tail-in-mouth serpent girdling an egg.)


  But the two rivals bore animosity toward each other on sundry professional levels as well. Outside the classroom, among their peers, Vinnagar had been heard to call Scoria a “showboater,” a “dilettante,” and a “sensationalist.” Scoria in turn labeled Vinnagar an “antiquarian,” a “retrogradist,” and a “doctrinaire Diffusionist,” this latter insult attacking Vinnagar’s old-fashioned, out-of-style belief that there was one ur-Borough from which all others had been populated millennia ago.


  But even given her new amorous and professional affiliation with Professor Arturo Scoria, Merritt could not find it in herself to dislike or discredit Vinnagar and his teachings. The man housed in his head a huge stock of valuable polypolisological information, much of it derived from ancient tomes too little consulted these days. He also exhibited a dry wit and genuine pedagogical talent and enthusiasm.


  Vinnagar’s course that Merritt was auditing in parallel this semester with Scoria’s was “Statistical Tools for Polypolisology.” It appealed to her linear, rational side just as much as Arturo’s story-telling appealed to her romantic visions, and she strove to do well in “Polyp Stats.”


  The week after she had cemented in his messy bachelor bedroom her new relationship with Art, Merritt found herself in Vinnagar’s classroom. Throughout the lecture the man seemed to cast a dubious eye upon Merritt. Her suspicions as to a shift in Vinnagar’s attitude were borne out when he detained her after class.


  Merritt had to stifle a giggle at the sudden notion that Vinnagar would ask her to become his lover as well. But predictably, her teacher took not a seductive but a monitory tone.


  “Miss Abraham, I am not one to spread or encourage rumors. But reliable reports inform me that you and Professor Scoria have formed a bond both intellectual and, ahem, physical that bodes ill toward your professional career. Surely you can see that tight allegiance with anyone faction in the department—especially such a shallow and academically dishonest member of our staff—can only result in skewing your future path. You owe it to your own considerable talents to maintain a studious neutrality—at least until you are more advanced in your studies, say at the time of choosing your thesis topic.”


  Here Durian Vinnagar essayed a small smile. “I had even hoped that perhaps if your status at the University became more normalized, you would consider having me as your advisor.”


  Merritt hardly knew how to respond. “Professor Vinnagar, I’m genuinely flattered and honored. But all of this seems premature. Right now, I just want to soak up as much knowledge as I can. Professor Scoria offers me that opportunity. I hope I won’t have to abandon all the wisdom you offer either, just because of my, ah, closeness to one of your respected colleagues.”


  Professor Vinnagar sat back in his chair and sighed. “As Emil Fourcade says in Patchen’s Last Horizon, ‘Against youth and heart follies, Vasuki Himself contends in vain.’ No, Miss Abraham, you may rest assured of my continued respect and guidance. But mark my words, Scoria is going to lead you into trouble—and quite soon, if my spies speak the truth.”


  More than this vague warning, Merritt could not pry from the man.


  


  5.


  CAMPUS BUZZ


  


  


  WHARTON CELEBRATED A HOLIDAY IN MID-OCTOBER THAT Stagwitz did not: the Festival of Amrita. The holiday marked the arrival by Train each year of the lone shipment of a certain seasonal liquor obtained from the Borough of Tocktock, some fifty thousand Blocks Uptown, well beyond any facile travel. The liquor—four thousand jeroboams, no more, no less—had been arriving each year during the same week for the past two centuries, as a tribute to Swazeycape University. No one had any notion of the origin of the arrangement, even such antiquarians as Chambless and Vinnagar.


  But the uncertain basis of the tradition did not hinder the Borough’s enjoyment of the fresh and limited amrita. The sweet golden liquor, priced minimally by University fiat to make it available to all classes, owed like the Lavender Family’s happy tears at the conclusion of Diego Patchen’s late-period masterpiece Glints from a Hidden Hearth. The tipple provided a particularly serene yet potent buzz, non-impairing and non-conducive to combativeness, melancholy or despair. For four days, until the rare booze was all consumed, business closed their doors and classes were suspended, with only clubs and restaurants still operating, as the entire population embarked on a joyous long weekend.


  Merritt relished the chance to be together with Art for this whole lazy stretch. What with his duties and hers, their assignations, although exciting, had been hasty and brief. She had seldom even stayed the night at his digs, and he had never yet been to her apartment. But now they’d raise their affair to new heights through constant companionship.


  Art appeared at first to accept this plan of Merritt’s with enthusiasm. “Wonderful! We’ll play Sermak and Gretchen, in our impoverished cold-water flat!” Merritt hugged and kissed him, relieved that he had accepted her attempt at deepening and strengthening their affair.


  On Thursday they hung out at Tupelo Park. A Block devoid of buildings and devoted to raising a manicured crop of grass still summer-green, Tupelo Park hosted live music, ball-playing and en plein air snogging in private gazebos. On Friday they went clubbing, with Merritt carefully avoiding any venues featuring Cady Rachis/Loona Poole.


  But by Saturday morning, Art seemed itchy and irritable with Merritt. He poked at his breakfast of buckwheat flapjacks with lingonberry syrup (lovingly cooked and served by Merritt); vented dramatic sighs without apparent provocation; refused to speculate on future polypolisological expeditions; and cursed disproportionately when he couldn’t find a certain book on his well-stocked shelves. Even knocking back a shot of amrita failed to mellow him out.


  Merritt felt nervous. Was she being too possessive? Did she perhaps not offer enough depth to captivate her man? After all, Arturo Scoria was a veteran of a hundred exotic milieus and encounters. How could her sole companionship hold a candle to associating with, say, the Jumblies of Jingly Hall?


  Desperate for some entertainment that would appeal to Art and reveal her own sophistication, Merritt hit upon the weekly medstudent party held at the meatpacking-district establishment district establishment of Yun and Adams.


  Her lover’s excited response to her proposal was both heartening and dismaying. “Excellent! It sounds like a stimulatingly louche affair among a vibrant subculture!”


  Merritt had no trouble finding the place. And with Art on her arm, she experienced no apprehension at shadowy alleyways.


  She half-expected to confront Yun’s unnervingly self-composed features upon the opening of the warehouse door. But instead, rather more disconcertingly, Merritt faced her one-off bed partner of weeks ago, the gracile, tat-patterned, coal-haired young woman. The nameless gal smiled at Merritt and Art without any apparent recognition of either, and invited them inside. Merritt sighed at having dodged that particular bullet.


  Searching for Ransome Pivot became Merritt’s next mission. She wanted to show off Art and see Ransome’s reaction. But not only could she not find her Stagwitz-born peer anywhere—he seemed among the entirely missing, as did Henry Yun and Goodge Adams themselves—but she also got separated from Art in the hullabaloo. The crowd here was louder and more aggressive, fueled by stronger drink than amrita, and Merritt thought to discern a clot of predatory, red-taloned women around her man.


  She was fighting her way to his side when with a tremendous percussive boom a pack of Wharton Constables inexplicably broke down the outer door and swarmed inside, at least a dozen buff-uniformed, strongarm, no-nonsense, ass-kicking name-takers.


  The partygoers shrieked and scattered aimlessly. Glasses crashed. Merritt was carried nearly off her feet and toward the back of the building. She felt her ankle twist in the process, and it instantly began to throb painfully.


  What was this assault all about? Retaliation against some mild, harmless dope-smoking? The raid made no sense….


  Now Merritt regained her feet, surrounded by single-minded Constables, these wordless enforcers ignoring her as they zeroed in on that mysterious door that Yun had steered her away from during her first visit. Two of the Constables carried a lock-puller like a lance. They rammed the barbed diamond tip home, and cranked its powerful gears to extract the door’s security mechanism. Then they rushed inside the private room, leaving Merritt and some other brave souls to follow tentatively behind.


  The cloistered, stagnant, stinking, formerly hidden space struck Merritt as part abbatoir, part hospital room. Several elevated padded tables loomed, stained and forbidding. On two of these sacrificial platforms, naked human bodies lay. The bodies were tethered to IV drips and arcane medical devices.


  And they were flayed open mercilessly, like fleshy wiring diagrams.


  And of course, these sexless, faceless victims still lived, else they’d be gone, transported to The Other Shore or The Wrong Side of the Tracks.


  Yun and Adams wore surgical attire: masks and gloves and rubber aprons. Each man had been interrupted with scalpel in hand.


  Somehow, the presence of familiar student notebooks opened for recording bloody observations made the whole shambles a hundred time more gruesome.


  Her painful ankle receding into the background of her attention, Merritt prayed feverishly and without conscious formulation, to both Manasa and Vasuki: Let Ransome not be here, let Ransome not be here …


  Her prayers were well-received: Ransome Pivot was nowhere to be seen.


  The constables quickly pinioned the two med students. Neither Yunnor Adams struggled. Adams sagged like a wet sack, while Yun ramrodded his spine.


  Only then did one of the enforcers speak, an older fellow with enormous muttonchop whiskers.


  “It’s just as we feared. No use for the ambulance. Pull the plugs, lads.”


  The vivisection victims were disconnected from their life-support apparatus. Within seconds, their labored breathing ceased.


  Despite knowing what was to come, Merritt flinched with everyone else at the noisy, atmosphere-displacing arrival of the Pompatics.


  Cutting down unimpeded through the ceiling and floor and walls of the building more effortlessly than a keel through spume or Trainwheel through smoke, the Pompatics came for the dead. Three ethereal Fisherwives for one victim, two marmoreal Yardbulls for the other. Brine and brimstone mingled into a heady incense.


  Lofting their now-incorporeal cargo, the Pompatics departed as they had come.


  Merritt found herself weeping violently. An arm suddenly draped around her shoulders provided unquestioned comfort. She looked upward through her misty veil to see Arturo Scoria sizing up the scene with dispassionate curiosity.


  “Hmmph! I would’ve sworn this kind of thing couldn’t occur in an ambilineal society with class stratification and distributive justice. Must’ve been the Bentoan influence, I suppose.”


  


  


  After the raid on the “Boy Docs’ Slaughterhouse” as the tabloids dubbed it, the biologist’s special and previously little-heard word for a hypothetical object—”corpse”—came to be bandied about in public discourse, printed and spoken both, so much so that Merritt had a hard time recalling the sensation of puzzlement she had experienced when she first heard the term from the lips of Goodge Adams during that first party she had attended. Source of much of the talk was the Medical School at Swazeycape U., which was dealing with a continual flood of requests for interviews and press conferences as they struggled to inform the public and counter the bad press their rogue students had brought down upon their august reputation.


  Everyone knew now of course that a corpse was a human turned into animal meat, a pile of bones and innards left behind after the essential motivating spark had fled, yet impossibly unclaimed by the Pompatics. Such an object would, of course, were it a feature of nature, have proved most useful for medical study, allowing close and prolonged examination of organic structures with an eye toward training up future physicians. And while Adams and Yun had come close to producing corpses, they had not of course completely succeeded, as evidenced by the speedy reclamation of their victims once disconnected from the life-support apparatus.


  What the amoral students had done was to produce near-corpses, humans kept quivering by technology on the knife’s edge of death as their bodies were coolly and rationally dissected for anatomy’s sake. The pair had kidnapped their victims from the lowest levels of society—drunkards, prostitutes, drug addicts, immigrants, criminals—the type of citizen whose disappearance would generally go unremarked or uninvestigated. Rendered unconscious at the outset and continually thereafter, mercifully kept from sensing their excruciations by strong drugs, the victims never knew their sordid fate.


  Weeks into November, Merritt still shivered when she recalled how Yun had sized her up, as if measuring her for a slab. She felt grateful and lucky to have escaped.


  But she also felt sad for Ransome Pivot, who had, in a non-fatal way, not been so fortunate.


  The trial of the Boy Docs happened swiftly, in the wonted manner of the Wharton justice system. During the proceedings, Yun and Adams both affirmed without duress—one tearfully, the other icily—that although Pivot knew of their vivisections, he had resolutely declined to participate in any manner. His only crime lay in not informing on his comrades. Public sentiment was about equally divided for and against Pivot. But the officials of Swazeycape University could not be so lenient.


  Ransome Pivot was swiftly expelled. And he still faced possible criminal charges.


  Merritt’s heart went out to the big bumbling idiot. She braced Arturo Scoria for help.


  “Can’t you get him reinstated somehow, Arturo dear? Please? He’s too young to have his life ruined like this—even if it is his own dam fault!”


  Scoria sized up Merritt with wry discernment. “I don’t suppose you harbor any tender feelings for the fellow?”


  “No! Of course not! It’s just that he’s from my native Borough, and he’s got so much potential. Despite this failure of judgment and his all-round idiocy, he’s really quite brilliant, you know.”


  “Let me see what I can do. For your sake, dear Merritt.”


  But despite what Merritt believed were Professor Scoria’s sincere best efforts, the academic authorities remained unbending.


  “You realize it’s actually better that young Pivot remain expelled. There are plenty of other institutions of higher learning in Linear City after all, many in distant Boroughs where this scandal will not have penetrated. The public here will feel he’s gotten some measure of punishment, and might not press so hard for criminal charges against him. Those would be much more serious. In fact, let me call my friend, Chief Constable Ivan Leonidov and see what they intend.”


  Returned from this second errand, Scoria reported results more heartening.


  “I’ve convinced Leonidov to drop all further prosecution of your friend, under one condition. He’s got to leave Wharton soon, and never return.”


  Merritt threw herself at Arturo Scoria, hugged and kissed him. “Oh, Art, that’s wonderful! Thanks you so, so much!”


  But then she began to worry again. “Where will he go right now? He can’t return to Stagwitz in disgrace. It would kill his family, if it hasn’t already.”


  “Don’t concern yourself with that. There’s a possibility I might have the solution. Your Ransome Pivot might be of use to me. But it concerns a matter which is not settled yet. Just hang patient.”


  Reaching its inevitable conclusion, the trial of the Boy Docs resulted in the expected, non-appealable sentence—death by the traditional yet ironic mode of lethal injection.


  The day scheduled for the execution, the first of December, a Saturday, dawned grey, cold and wan. Merritt waked alone. Art had been very busy the past week, away on mysterious missions, some of which involved, she knew, high-level consultations at the University, but others of which saw the polypolisologist doing fieldwork of a sort among the local Trainmen. He adamantly refused to disclose the import of all these activities, nor how they interrelated.


  At first Merritt had been intent on staying as far away from Wharton Block 11, site of the Ludwig Hilberseimer Prison, as she could manage. But in the end, due to her intimate connection with the case, she felt compelled to attend the enactment of justice.


  Out on Broadway, where traffic had been temporarily halted due to the throngs, Merritt studied the grim façade of the prison. How often she had passed it, never remarking on the ugly building or its function. Now it possessed such supreme significance. There, except for chance and goodwill and some measure of inherent moral fiber, Ransom Pivot himself might have been lying on the death trolley.


  Just then, as if summoned by her thoughts, Merritt thought to catch a glimpse of a haggard Ransome himself through a momentary parting of the crowd. Did he have a woman with him? What did Merritt care?


  The crowd gasped as one. Merritt looked up.


  For decades afterwards the people of Wharton would talk about this moment, how they had never seen such a tangled mass of Pompatics, their numbers uncountable really, all contending in their descent on the Prison, as if each wished to bag the honor of carrying off the “corpses” of Henry Yun and Goodge Adams, those delayers and despoilers of natural death.


  That evening Merritt’s lovemaking with Arturo Scoria was vast and violent, as if to reaffirm her allegiance to life.


  After Art had relearned how to breathe and unrolled his eyes from the back of his head, he said, “Torture me as you will, fair Gretchen, you’ll not get the secrets of the last week from noble Sermak!”


  With its reference to torture, the joke caused Merritt to burst into a flood of bitter tears—but tears that proved ultimately cathartic.


  And just one day later, she had the secrets as well—albeit only twenty-four hours in advance of the rest of Wharton, which would soon be abuzz with the news.


  Professor Arturo Scoria galloped into the NikThek cafeteria that Monday, found Merritt, and dragged her willy- nilly, without securing permission, into Chambless’s empty office.


  “Look! Look at this!”


  He shoved a motion-blurred photograph under her nose. Merritt could discern only a welter of vegetation.


  “Closer! Use your eyes!”


  From between two tree boles poked a naked human arm and shoulder and bit of torso, the skin an astonishing brick-red.


  “What—what does it mean?”


  “The Trainmen snapped it during a run! It’s Vayavirunga! With human presence! Perfect polypolisological specimens! Untouched! And the University is funding my expedition there!”


  


  6.


  EXPEDITION HO!™


  


  


  TABLOIDS SUCH AS THE WHARTON YAWP AND THE BOROUGH Busybody, with their massive reading public, gobbled up news of the Scoria expedition to Vayavirunga like teething tots at a teat.


  


  


  JUNGLE JAUNT FOR FAMED EXPLORER!


  THE BOROUGHS THAT TIME FORGOT!


  RED NATIVES OF THE FORBIDDEN BLOCKS!


  PROBE OF THE MYSTERY MILES!


  


  


  This reaction was precisely what both Professor Arturo Scoria and the deans and trustees of Swazeycape University had been counting on. Instantly forgotten was the infamous scandal of the Boy Docs. Swazeycape’s reputation as an unimpeachable bastion of cerebral pursuits, flavored with daring forays into the unknown frontiers of knowledge, was restored, and even received a fresh burnishing.


  And Scoria’s personal reputation had never shone more scintillating or alluring. Feted by high society and besieged on campus by students and colleagues alike, Scoria basked in the attention, almost visibly plumping up like a pouter pigeon in Spring.


  Merritt, however, found her boyfriend’s new status annoying and confusing. In private, he remained the man she fancied and admired. (And loved? She continued to be conflicted about using that loaded word, sometimes in her heart endorsing the emotion entirely, at other times finding the description overwrought. As for soliciting the expression of same from Scoria, she knew better than to demand or tease.) But in public he was nigh insufferable, preening and posturing and expostulating.


  They lay in bed talking half-pottedly one night, after returning from a bibulous party at the home of Charlotte Waybridge, a famous fashion designer. (Amidst all the decorative, emaciated and sleek female clothes-racks, Merritt had felt like a burlap bag of potatoes draped in a painter’s floorcloth.)


  “Arturo, is this really the way you’ve mounted all your other expeditions?”


  “No, it’s unprecedented! The level of public interest and enthusiasm is tremendous! And I’ve got total funding from the University without any codicils or caveats, whereas before I’ve had to beg for every bull and wife from the Board. What’s more, I’ve already signed a contract with Parsonage and Pickler for the book recounting our trip. An advance in the low six fig—”


  “‘Our trip!?!’”


  “Why of course, Mer! You’re coming along as my assistant! I’ve even arranged your leave from the NikThek. Old Chambless balked at first, but I talked him into it. Didn’t I tell you yet? I’ve been so busy—”


  There was no further conversation that night.


  In the morning, Merritt half-believed that the news of her promotion to expeditionary intern and factotum had been a drunken dream. After all, every polyp in the department would’ve killed for a chance to go along on this trip. But at breakfast a curt, absent-minded word from a tabloid-scanning Art affirmed it. And in fact her duties were to begin immediately.


  “I’ve got to finish my teaching stint for the spring semester first. It’ll be a tedious bore, anticipating what’s ahead, but the administration insists. And we wouldn’t want to leave during the bad weather anyhow. I’m aiming for an April departure. That seems like a long time off. But believe me, there are a thousand thousand details to attend to. It all starts with a meeting tomorrow at four.”


  “But I don’t get off work until five.”


  “Your leave of absence starts today, remember?”


  No more uncrating dusty relics and typing up informational cards, eating cheap egg-salad sandwiches in the cafeteria while swotting up that night’s reading for class? How could she have predicted any of this in May, as the Samuel Smallhorne pulled into its Wharton Slip?


  Suddenly the past seven months of curatorial drudgery and classroom diligence seemed nostalgically delightful. Even crusty old Chambless assumed an aura of saintliness. He had watched over her in his gruff fashion, she knew. A visit to the fellow was in order before departure, and she added it to a mental list of chores she knew would only grow longer and longer.


  The Board Room in the Cutajar Building held seven eminent men when Merritt and Scoria arrived: the steering committee of the University, plus President Ogallala. Impeccably dressed in three-piece Upthegrove suits, the Board members—they resembled a matched sextet of bookends, thought Merritt—were outshone by the President, sleek in his ensemble of pearl-gray shagreen.


  In his rough-and-ready explorer’s garb, Arturo Scoria seemed unintimidated by this fine haberdashery. Merritt’s throat, however, had gone dry, and she resolved to let Art do all the speaking. She flipped open her notebook and poised her pen intelligently over the page.


  After greetings, marked by smiles of varying degrees of sincerity, Arturo took the floor.


  “You all know that a lot is riding on this expedition—my personal reputation as well as that of the University, not to mention the advancement of polypolisological studies in general. Therefore, we must take every precaution to make our venture into the Jungle Blocks a success. As the veteran of many similar field trips—although none more challenging or unpredictable—I have given considerable thought to what is needed. Here is my preliminary outline of our requirements, to which I expect you gentlemen will kindly accede with a minimum of fuss about costs.


  “First off, we need a reliable victualler. This person must have good contacts in the Borough of Hakelight, the Borough immediately Uptown of Vayavirunga, where we will obtain our supplies. I have found the perfect candidate for this position. He should be awaiting us out in the reception area. May I introduce him now? Excellent!”


  When Balsam Troutwine walked confidently into the room, Merritt dropped her notebook and pen. Bending over to retrieve the items, she felt her face mottling up. Straightening, she found the bluff liquor distributor regarding her with a distinct leer. Tarry scents of a vanished rope locker infused Merritt’s nostrils. She heard nothing of Troutwine’s presentation, but it must have been successful because he left smiling.


  “My next concern involves porters. We need some sturdy, reliable fellows to bear our supplies into the interior of Vayavirunga, where any kind of wheeled vehicles, featuring impellers or otherwise, would be impractical—at least so far as we can reasonably conjecture. After surveying local delivery firms, I settled on a bike-messenger outfit. They won’t be able to employ their bikes, naturally, but the messengers are all in superb physical shape, and quite used to safeguarding whatever is entrusted to them. I have the firm’s vice-president ready outside.”


  Dan Peart presented no embarrassing memories for Merritt to contend with. But his presence here nonetheless contributed to her growing sense of unreality. She had never mentioned these two mento Arturo Scoria, so no intentional actions on his part could have brought them to this room. Merritt experienced a momentary sense of some unknowable force molding her life into a strange destiny, before Peart’s clipped speech dragged her focus back to the room.


  “Strong backs, strong legs, plenty of balls. That’s what you’re getting when you hire our boys. I’ll be there myself to inspire them.”


  The Board seemed impressed. Peart departed. Scoria continued.


  “Entrance to Vayavirunga, as I will elaborate in a written presentation later, is going to be tricky. My feeling is we’ll do best to approach by water. Therefore, I’ve hired a boat that will meet us in Hakelight by setting out some time ahead of the rest of the expeditionary force, which will motor more swiftly down Broadway.”


  By this point, Merritt did not even flinch when Art nominated Captain Canebrake of the Samuel Smallhorne as his choice. She merely felt eerily prophetic.


  “There are a few other trivial details to attend to, gentlemen, but there you have the major features of this assault on the Jungle Blocks. What do you say?”


  President Ogallala smiled broadly, his nut-brown face creasing into well-worn laugh lines. He seemed disproportionately elated, and Merritt immediately suspected some monkeywrench in Arturo’s plans. But this once, Scoria bulked overconfident and failed to see the blow approaching.


  “You have lived up to your reputation for boldness and perspicacity and far-sightedness, Professor Scoria. But you have forgotten one crucial failsafe measure. A backup for the most vital part of the mission.”


  “And that would be?”


  “Yourself.”


  President Ogallala got up and opened the Boardroom door. “Come in, please, Professor.”


  To his credit, Durian Vinnagar exhibited no expression of vindictive triumph or gleeful one-upmanship. Rather, he maintained his usual dour, sober and phlegmatic mien, allowing President Ogallala to state Vinnagar’s case by proxy.


  “As you are well aware, Professor Scoria, Professor Vinnagar represents a different school of polypolisology than the one you adhere to. His unique insights and perceptions will counterbalance yours, and ensure that no potential findings of this mission are overlooked. Moreover, should one of you chance to come to harm, the other will be able to continue directing the expedition. Professor Vinnagar has many backers in the department—and among alumni and donors—who all render his presence on this mission essential and non-negotiable. Although he will of course assume subordinate status to you, since it was your discovery that prompted this whole affair.”


  Merritt watched Arturo’s face cycle through a whole spectrum of emotions, from frustration and irritability through rage and jealousy, before settling on wounded resignation. He stepped forward and thrust out his hand.


  “Vinnagar, I’m counting on you for sensible support. No ideological feuding.”


  Vinnagar grinned, and took the offered grip. “You have my word—by Vasuki’s tail.”


  


  


  In the wild welter of the following few months, Merritt was kept exceedingly busy arranging all the thousand-and-one details of the Vayavirunga Expedition. She even learned to liaise with journalists, who maintained a constant appetite for all news relating to the Jungle Blocks. Merritt took to fabricating the most egregious tall tales, careful to label them speculative. But of course, her modest disclaimers were always the first things dropped from the subsequent coverage.


  “Vayavirunga home to a fierce creature called the bonasus!” “SwazeProf hears voice from Vayavirunga over radio!” “Crimson sex slaves await virile bike boys!”


  Although often falling into bed exhausted well before midnight, Merritt was thrilled and stimulated and engaged as she had never been in any other professional situation. She felt she was using all her talents and skills—although, to be sure, her actual polypolisological knowledge was in somewhat scanty demand. But even that deficit, she was sure, would be remedied once she reached Vayavirunga.


  Arturo Scoria definitely approved of her performance, claiming she exhibited a natural flair and showmanship. “How I could have used you during my rough time with the Schnellageisters, Mer! We’re a great team!”


  Merritt felt proud and appreciated by a man she esteemed.


  (Although she still could not quite see herself and Arturo as forever soulmates.)


  As the day of departure neared, Merritt made a special effort to break away from her duties and visit Edgar Chambless at the NikThek, to say thank-you and farewell.


  Entering the big old pile felt strange to Merritt. She would have sworn she held no especial fondness for the museum. But a transfixing and ennervating wave of nostalgia and melancholy overtook her nonetheless, as soon as the familiar smells of the artifacts of deep time and far off exotic Boroughs overtook her. “Soul abulia,” people called the sensation, from Diego Patchen’s famous invention of that term in his Dictatorship of the Emotions.


  Chambless sat in his cluttered office, employing a magnifying glass to study a crumbling clay tablet indited with wedge-shaped runes. He only slowly registered Merritt, but seemed genuinely pleased to see her.


  “Ah, Miss Abraham! I’ve been following your exploits with great pleasure. I’m certain that when you return to our halls, you’ll bring with you vast new experiences that will aid you in our curatorial mission. For instance, what do you make of this?”


  Chambless handed her the tablet, and Merritt studied it.


  “Lower Marmolejo, perhaps? Three centuries old?”


  Chambless took the tablet back. Without warning, he dashed it to the tile floor! It crashed and shattered.


  “Try ‘the forgers of Orsinwalls, six months ago.’ Let this be a lesson in appearances for you, Miss Abraham. The authentic and the fake are often hard to tell apart.”


  Merritt nodded humbly. Chambless began to rummage among the litter of his desk.


  “Now, where is that gift I had for you? I put it right down here just a week ago….”


  He came up with a scabbarded dagger, exhibiting richly worked case and handle, and tendered it to Merritt.


  “I took this myself off a native of Breviary Minor fifty years ago. He generously embedded it in my shoulder before I cracked his skull. Still twinges in wet weather. My shoulder, not the blade or even his putative skull. It’s yours. Methinks it might stand you in good stead where you’re going.”


  Merritt’s eyes grew wet. She embraced the old polypolisologist. He felt like a sheet wrapped around sticks and ropes.


  “All right, all right, on your way now. And don’t come back missing any of your delightful parts.”


  Merritt threaded the scabbard onto her belt. “No, sir!”


  She recounted the visit to Art that evening. He chuckled and shook his head. “Edgar’s seen a lot. But I expect he’s grown overcautious.”


  Merritt wondered.


  Eventually Spring came. The first week in April marked the slightly premature end to Arturo Scoria’s last class. All the preparations for their trip had been made.


  Or so Merritt believed.


  Art approached her late one afternoon and said, “We have a business dinner tonight. Dress nicely, because it’s at the Petaluma.”


  Seated at the chic restaurant that evening, laughing and sipping champagne, Merritt knew herself to be on top of the world.


  Then in strolled Ransome Pivot and Cady Rachis.


  They headed straight for Merritt’s table. Scoria rose to greet them heartily. Merritt found herself stuttering her hello. The pair sat down, Pivot pulling out Cady’s chair for her, and Scoria extemporized.


  “Merritt, it’s like this. We really should have a medico along on this expedition, and I’ve been unable to secure one from the WMA-approved ranks. Seems the Wharton Medical Association doesn’t license its members to practice out-of-Borough. I suppose I could’ve scouted for a competent sawbones in Hakelight or elsewhere. No guarantee of success there either, though. But then I thought, we don’t need a brain surgeon for this romp, just someone reasonably competent in first aid. So I hit upon your old Borough-mate here. I like his character. He made a mistake in his choice of pals when he was starting his career, but he was blinded by his quest for knowledge. We can all empathize with that, I think. And he didn’t rat out his friends or plead ignorance. He’s smart, and he just needs a chance to rehabilitate himself, which this expedition can offer. Plus, he’s a big bruiser who looks like he can take care of himself in a punch-up. I want to bring him onboard. Do you object?”


  Merritt studied Ransome Pivot’s pared-down lineaments. She sensed that all his boyish bumblepuppy innocence had been burned away, leaving him wiser and humbler, with a core of suffering. How could she refuse?


  “No, of course not, Arturo.”


  Cady Rachis spoke in her torch singer’s throaty purr. “You won’t have cause to regret our presence, dear.”


  Merritt turned google-eyed toward Arturo, who had the good graces at least to look chagrined.


  “Sex appeal and show business, Mer! The final touch! ‘Gorgeous nightclub singer lulls savages with song!’ Can’t you just see the headlines?”


  Merritt fumed silently for a moment, then burst out laughing. She raised her champagne flute and said, “Vayavirunga, beware!”


  


  


  The spanking-new cherry-colored and impeller-powered charabanc from Roger Kynard & Progeny was easily eighteen feet long, and featured six rows of padded bench seats.


  A hired uniformed driver occupied the first row behind the steering wheel.


  The second bench hosted Arturo Scoria, Durian Vinnagar and Merritt, with Merritt in the middle as buffer between the rivals.


  In the third rank sat Ransome Pivot and Cady Rachis, holding hands.


  Balsam Troutwine lolled alone in the fourth row with easy imperiousness.


  The last two benches were jammed with six bike messenger boys, looking like a family of slightly disreputable cousins.


  The well-stuffed, strapped-down boot of the charabanc was laden with essential items which Scoria felt uncertain of purchasing in Hakelight.


  The charabanc could make fifteen miles-per-hour with no strain. So whereas the Samuel Smallhorne needed twelve hours to traverse the hundred Blocks of a Borough (and so had set out two days ago), the motorcar could cover that same distance in under two hours. Thus, the trip from Block 70 in Wharton, through the adjacent Borough of Colglazier, and right up to the Wall at the Downtown end of Hake-light, could theoretically be traversed in under six hours. But Scoria had determined they should proceed more slowly, to allow the maximum publicity and attention from crowds along the way.


  If the turnout now lining both sides of Broadway here in Wharton was any accurate indication, their slow progress would be justified. The crowds tooted horns and threw confetti and shouted good luck messages.


  Dan Peart stood alongside the charabanc, straddling his beloved Calloway Tempesta. The empty seat beside Troutwine had been reserved for him, but he had declined.


  “Got to stretch the old hamstrings. Won’t get a chance when we’re wading through those damn weeds.”


  Mayor Milorad Hastings of Wharton gave a brief, albeit pompous speech, President Ogallala fired a compressed-air starter’s pistol with a loud pop!, and the expedition was off!


  Merritt considered how her departure from Wharton compared to her arrival, and was not displeased with what she had accomplished so far in her young life.


  Arturo Scoria was standing up in the moving vehicle, waving boisterously to the crowd. Merritt yanked him down. He boldly kissed her, evoking a tongue-clucking from Vinnagar.


  Merritt turned around and stuck out a sliver of tongue at Cad Rachis.


  So far, so fine!


  


  7.


  INTO VAYAVIRUNGA!


  


  


  DAN PEART TOSSED ANOTHER NAIL-STUDDED WASTE PLANK into the dancing flames contained in the big battered metal oil drum, sending a gout of sparks leaping upward into the night sky. Merritt thought to see a Pompatic swooping unnaturally low over their camp. The sight made her shiver, but she tried not to interpret it as an ill omen. Death was the one unavoidable outcome for everyone, and random reminders of it meant nothing.


  “Cold for April,” Peart said. “But I bet the Jungle Blocks ‘are steamier.”


  The entire crew of the Scoria-Vinnagar Vayavirunga Expedition sat on wooden crates set close around the industrial-style campfire. The fire disclosed four large tents pitched in an urban interzone deliberately stripped of all other structures. This barren swatch of territory, half a Block wide across the whole Borough, intervened between Hakelight proper and the enormous Wall that protected them from Vayavirunga.


  Merritt could sense the incredible mass of the Wall looming beyond their tiny sphere of illumination. The first time she had seen it up close, just this very day, she had been flummoxed. The top of the Wall seemed a thin line rulered against the blue of the sky. But the bottom of the wall, she knew, measured twenty feet thick! Composed of hewn granite blocks, so precisely shaven that no mortar had been necessary in their mating, the Wall dominated both the nearest buildings and any people daring to approach it, like a living stone creature poised to leap. Running from deep into the trashlands beyond the Tracks right up to the lapping River, the Wall cleaved the Linear City, here and, by counterpart, three ex-Boroughs distant, enclosing some seventy-five miles of unknown vegetation-fecund territory: the former Boroughs of Coconino, Fogtown and Gramercy. The base of the structure was a palimpsest of graffiti and wheat pasted posters from the ground up to about the height of one man standing on another’s shoulders. The texts varied from rude to worshipful, from germane to generic, from commercial to idiosyncratic.


  Merritt had rested a hand on the cold, implacable stones. “Who built this, and how?”


  Scoria replied, “Records are scanty. The period of construction was some three centuries ago, after all. The vegetable plague began, cause unknown, in the middle Borough, the old Fogtown, and started to spread inexorably, both Uptown and Downtown, at the rate of roughly three Blocks per year. The citizens of Hakelight did not believe in the threat immediately, so construction of the Wall did not commence right away. Yet when the Wall was finally finished, people say, the Jungle already lapped right up against the lowest courses of stone. So if you do the math, you see that it must have taken, um, thirty or forty years to finish the Wall.”


  Professor Durian Vinnagar chimed in. “Comparative studies of chisel marks between the bottommost and topmost courses, taking into account metallurgical advances and shifting masonry styles, seem to indicate a period of construction equalling thirty-seven-point-eight years, plus or minus one-point-five.”


  Scoria rolled his eyes. “Yes, as I said, between thirty and forty years!”


  Arturo Scoria’s touchiness was hard for him to sustain, however, even when subtly needled by his rival. For their procession down Broadway, through Colglazier and Hakelight, had been an undeniable triumph. Over the course of about twelve hours, with frequent sanitary, alimentary and ceremonial stops, the Expeditionary force had been seen and cheered by hundreds of thousands of citizens. The acclaim was like heady wine to Scoria, and to Merritt and the others as well. Even Cady Rachis, used to being the center of applause, had revelled in the outpourings.


  The charabanc had delivered the party to this barren interzone, to the surprise of everyone save their leader.


  “I’ve determined,” said Scoria, “that we’ll camp out here for the next few days, until our supplies are all accumulated, rather than take upresidence in any hotel. I want us to get used to roughing it, and also to build up some psychic affinity with our destination. This is as close as we can get until the Samuel Smallhorne delivers us into the actual Jungle Blocks.”


  That vessel had made good time, and now bobbed placidly at the Slip closest to the interzone. Captain Canebrake stood gamely ready to perform his part of the mission, registering neither approbation nor disdain for the dangerous assault.


  Four tents had been erected. One for the cyclists, one for Cady and Ransome, one for Peart and Vinnagar, and one for Scoria and Merritt.


  Balsam Troutwine, however, had secured—with Swazeycape monies—a luxury suite at the nearby Heatherlake Hotel. The practical-minded victualler was not planning to accompany them any further; after all, what use would his commercial skills and contacts be, after he had outfitted them with provisions here?


  Troutwine had sidled up to Merritt in a moment of semi-isolation during the organized chaos of arrival at the interzone and whispered to her, “The splendid beds at the Heatherlake are reputed to confer enormous energies when used properly. May I suggest—oof!”


  Troutwine’s grunt was occasioned by Merritt’s savage stiff-fingered jab into his ribs. Rubbing his injured area while maintaining a cosmopolitan smile, Troutwine bowed to her and retreated.


  Good riddance! thought Merritt.


  Peart and Ransome had assembled a simple but satisfying supper of ham and roast beef sandwiches, soup and fruit, and now the party sat contemplatively around their rude, nighted hearth, the true enormity of what they intended finally sinking in.


  Peart’s remark on the weather was not met with any great discussion, and Merritt sensed that the rest of the group shared her tiredness. It had been a long, exhiliratingexhilarating day. Even though they were a mere sixty or seventy miles from Wharton, they seemed transported to the legendary Low-Hundreds.


  Merritt stood up and stretched, intending to kick off a general retreat to their foam mattresses.


  At that moment a savage drumming filled the air, punctured within human whoops and wails! The rapid beats of the barbaric alien music sent Merritt’s pulse racing.


  Clutching Ransome, Cady Rachis said, “Are we hearing the savages beyond the Wall?”


  Dan Peart cocked his ear, then said, “Naw. It’s just the dancehall over yonder. Shinetaupe’s Cotillion. Saw it on the way in. Guess they don’t start really hopping till late.”


  


  


  Balsam Troutwine waved from the shore and shouted. “Go safely! I’ll have a case of Kriel’s Prosecco awaiting your return!”


  The Samuel Smallhorne pulled away from its Hakelight Slip. Merritt watched the shore recede with mingled feelings of trepidation and excitement. At long last, they had truly embarked on this milestone mission to one of the incontestably unknown districts of the Linear City. No matter what lurked in those green precincts—fame or disgrace, knowledge or enigmas, life or death—the waiting was over. Merritt rested one hand on the haft of her holstered knife, gift of her mentor Chambless, securely belted around her waist. She leaned in to Arturo Scoria’s comforting bulk, noticing that Cady and Ransome were likewise entwined. Peart looked longingly at the shrinking sight of his abandoned bicycle. Durian Vinnagar consulted charts of the River’s currents in a pocket almanac. The bike-messenger boys chucked pebbles into the water, striving to outdo each other’s ripples.


  “It’s comical, really,” said Scoria. “The trip’s just a mile, but it might as well be millions of Blocks.”


  Prior scouting by Captain Canebrake, cruising slowly offshore from the ruined Slips of Vayavirunga, revealed that just four Blocks away a halfway decent mooring could be obtained. There all would be offloaded.


  Scoria doffed the canvas backpack he wore, in common with the others. From it he removed a radio transceiver big as the whole set of Diego Patchen’s triple-decker novel Jesper’s Follies. He activated the set and unlimbered a microphone.


  “Probe to Base Camp, come in.”


  The voice of the charabanc chauffeur, hired to remain behind, emerged from the transceiver. “Base Camp here. Any orders?”


  “No, just testing. Over and out.”


  Ransome called out, “Arturo, can I see you?”


  Scoria attended to the summons, and Merrit accompanied him.


  Ransome had one of their pneumatic rifles disassembled. Operating on compressed air caplets, the weapons fired darts tipped with a fast-acting toxin.


  “Decided to test them all one more time. I’m afraid this one’s useless. Gasket seems to have gone bad overnight.”


  “No matter, we’ll still have enough. Nice foresight, though. Well done!”


  Ransome beamed, and Merritt considered that he already looked happier and healthier than he had back in Wharton. She felt glad for his recovery from the vivisectionist tragedy.


  Captain Canebrake called out, “Prepare to put ashore!”


  Peart ordered his charges into action. Designated to provide defensive coverage, the bike boys scrambled to grab their rifles. Bearing packs four times as large as anyone else’s, they moved a bit clumsily.


  The Samuel Smallhorne ground noisily against the crumbling concrete Slip remnant, and a crewmember vaulted the taff rail to secure the vessel with a rope wrapped around a tree trunk thick as one of the columns on the NikThek portico.


  A lush carpet of blue-green moss speckled with white florets completely covered the surface of the Slip. It provided solid footing, Merritt was pleased to learn.


  Soon the whole party, twelve souls all told, had disembarked. Captain Canebrake gave the order to cast off.


  “If you don’t radio for pickup sooner, I’ll be back every ten days, as we arranged!”


  All twelve ashore silently watched their link to civilization dwindle. Even though the River was full of other traffic, Merritt felt isolated and bereft.


  Slinging his rifle on one shoulder, Scoria said, “I’ll call Base Camp, and tell them we’ve landed.”


  But the radio had died, and no amount of amateur tinkering could get it to work again.


  Professor Vinnagar offered a hypothesis and a practical assessment of their situation. “The Wall could be creating interference. Or perhaps whatever caused the transformation of these three Boroughs initially is responsible. In either case, contact with Base Camp, while a pleasantly homey link, was always of little real utility.”


  “Agreed,” Scoria said. “Let’s move inland.”


  The plan, already discussed, involved reaching Broadway, where, presumably, the going would be easier.


  Ransome, Scoria, Vinnagar and Merritt took up their machetes to cut a path through the dense vegetation. Cady Rachis had the duties of mission photographer, and had already accumulated half a roll of photos—many of which, however, featured Cady herself striking glamorous poses, as taken by Pivot. Peart marshalled the gun-toting bearers in a line. He looked up at the Daysun and Seasonsun, as if to cannily remind everyone of his earlier speculation about the heat.


  Merritt thought the two orbs indeed burned more vigrouslyvigorously here than in Hakelight. Sweat had sprung from her brow, and her armpits were drenched. And she had not yet even swung her machete.


  Their first tentative whacks at the Jungle soon disclosed the former Cross Street leading from the Slip. On either side of the Cross Street, the rampant, towering vegetation had pulled down whatever buildings had once stood there, leaving behind a mere jumble of bricks and metal. All wooden components were long gone to rot. Three centuries of organic strangulation seemed to have evaporated even the window-glass.


  Merritt hacked left and right, severing lianas, shrubs and saplings alike. Their progress down the Cross Street was diverted in zigzag fashion by every large, insurmountable bole. And despite the shade, the heat was unrelenting. Soon Merritt’s shirt was plastered to her body.


  Scoria called a halt for water, and canteens came out.


  “Are we at Broadway yet?” asked Cady Rachis.


  Professor Vinnagar consulted a pedometer. “Halfway.”


  “Manasa be damned! And how far are we planning to go in this gruesome salad bowl?”


  “Until we contact the natives,” Scoria replied irritably. “They could be around the next tree, or fifty miles onward. Now, take your photos and keep quiet.”


  Cady Rachis looked as if she’d like to say something fierce. But the grim surroundings deterred her from alienating her protector.


  Resuming their trek, the party beat on through the fantastical, colorful growths. Strangely shaped and textured leaves and bark, fruits and nuts, predominated over any species that Merrit could recognize, no common trees of Wharton or Stagwitz. The Jungle seemed composed of a thousand strange cultivars unique to this district.


  After what seemed forever, Vinnagar announced that they had reached Broadway. The twelve explorers paused in a small, humidly respirating, polychromatic pocket they had hacked out. It was as if they stood in the dead-end, claustrophobia-inducing toe of a sock whose narrow tube-like length stretched back to the River. Looking around, Merritt could discern no difference in their surroundings from their Cross Street passage.


  Without the omnipresent human noises of the Linear City, no voices or traffic, music or construction sounds, their environment seemed somehow sterile, despite the profuse foliage.


  Peart broke the tense and awkward silence. “Anyone seen a rat yet. Pigeon? Roach?”


  Those three named creatures shared with humanity every niche of the Linear City. Yet here they made no appearance.


  “Could there be something that eats all three in this cursed Jungle?” asked Cady.


  No one felt capable of answering her highly pertinent query.


  


  8.


  VAYAVIRGUNGIANS ATTACK!


  


  


  PITCHING THE TENTS THAT EVENING PROVED IMPOSSIBLE— or rather, inhumanly taxing. Clearing enough growth down to the bare ground to allow erection of all four shelters would have involved hours of labor, coming hard upon all the previous muscle-sapping exertions necessary just to reach this nameless, trackless spot within the ex-Borough of Coconino, some twenty Blocks down a buried Broadway.


  So merely enough space was hollowed out of the grasping Jungle to allow the unrolling of twelve mattresses in close proximity. Then, under Scoria’s instructions, the tents, still flattened, were strung with ropes from the remaining trees, like tarps slightly above head level, to provide a minimum of protection from any possible rain or dropping of debris. And the canopy conferred a semblance, however tenuous, of home and security as well: psychologically important, Merritt realized, after pondering Arturo’s intentions. As his protégé, she felt obligated to fathom and learn from his experienced reasoning.


  No cheery campfire was possible. The living vegetation was too succulent, and any dead matter seemed to decompose into rich humus practically as soon as it hit the ground. So the explorers supped on cold rations, and when darkness fell they clustered for a time around a single battery-powered lantern. The expedition boasted four such, but Scoria declared that they had to conserve the precious batteries for unforeseen eventualities.


  The bike boys sought to cheer up their companions by offering an a capella version of that hit song from the musical stage version of Diego Patchen’s Broken Rainbows, “Dreams are Dangerous Fun.” The harmony-rich interlude lifted Merritt’s spirits, and seemed to help the others too. But when the singing ended, the preternatural silence of the Jungle Blocks surged back with dramatic force into the little green cavern they had so precariously and laboriously carved out.


  “Only five miles from the Wall and all those happy people on the far side!” said Cady Rachis. “But it feels as if we’re trapped at Broad way’s End!”


  The naming of that mythical cul-de-sac disheartened everyone.


  “What will it feel like when we’ve penetrated even further?” Rachis continued to lament.


  Durian Vinnagar offered analytical comfort. “You can only go as deep as the middle, Miss Rachis. And then you’re on the way out.”


  Scoria sought to provoke intellectual curiosity rather than fear. “Do you believe, Durian, that the center of Vayavirunga will indeed differ materially from the rest of the Jungle Blocks? In other words, what of the original contagion? Is it still present? Has it left its mark, after all these centuries?”


  “I hope some traces do remain, so that we can learn the cause of this unique transformation. But let us also hope that any malign influence has dwindled.”


  Ransome Pivot spoke up. “Professor Scoria, where exactly was that photo of the redskinned native taken?”


  “Excellent question! The Trainman who sold it to me could not offer a precise location, since he had idly snapped so many useless panoramas so often before, prior to turning up that one significant shot. But we can hope that these crimson fellows dwell not too much farther from here. I can hardly believe that if they are human, they have not filled every available niche of this—this ‘biozome,’ if I can introduce a useful new term I’ve been ruminating. In fact, I’m surprised not to have encountered them, or signs of them, even this close to the Wall.”


  Peart interrupted the scientific theorizing with practical details. “I suspect we’ll all be wanting to turn in soon. Me and the boys will mount a watch in rotation.” Peart hoisted his dart rifle with mute import.


  Soon Merritt had peeled down to her skivvies and reclined on her mattress. The humid heat slicked her skin.


  Peart, his rifle, and the attenuated lamp had migrated to the perimeter of the campsite, leaving everyone else in darkness.


  Merritt took advantage of the privacy to mold herself spoonwise to Arturo. She thought to conduct an intimate whispered dialogue, but he was already asleep as a stone.


  Merritt found herself missing the subliminal thunder of the Subway most of all. Her basement flat back in Wharton had accustomed her to its mechanical lullaby. She mused idly on the nature of the Discontinuity that detoured the City-spanning Subway through regions of Manasa-knew-where, before she too was deeply unconscious.


  


  


  Around noon on the Expedition’s third day in Vayavirunga, when they had by dint of great effort attained a distance of some sixty Blocks from the Hakelight Wall, out of a total possible distance of some three hundred enclosed between the borders of the Jungle Blocks, all without encountering any living thing save plant life, the lead men on machete duty—Ransome and Scoria—called out, “A trail! We’ve hit the head of a trail!”


  The electric effect on the rest of the morose party was instant. Merritt felt her own spirits soar. The unvarying uniformity of their trek, combined with the brute exertions involved in hacking a path, had dulled all their initial anticipation and thrill at being the first civilized visitors to this fabled land. Every hour, Merritt mentally reviled the name of primitivist artist Rosalba Lucerne.


  Those trailing behind the point men rushed through the sap-redolent tunnel to see what had been found.


  Ransome Pivot and Arturo Scoria stood in a spot that, anywhere else, would have been the center of bustling Broadway. Here, however, occurred merely a deep channel in the surrounding vegetation that allowed four people to stand abreast with some generous elbow room. Floored smoothly with a tough fescue, the empty green-walled trough extended down Broadway as far as the eye could see: in effect, a narrow grassy street.


  Cady Rachis laughed with a touch of hysteria. “The sky! Look at the sky! It’s still there!”


  Indeed, the blue sky, dotted with a sparsity of Pompatics, appeared grander than any magnificent work of art.


  Ransome and Arturo were resheathing their machetes. Bare-chested, their skins flecked with spatters and chips of vegetation, they resembled, Merritt thought, some kind of fantastical vegetable deities. She felt a stirring in her loins, for the first time since her arrival in Vayavirunga.


  Donning his dirty shirt and wiping his brow with a bandanna, Scoria said, “All right, people, it’s no time to slack off. We have to maintain our discipline. Plainly, this artificial passage is maintained by the inhabitants of Vayavirunga, and we must be ready to meet them. Although we come in peace and assume a reciprocal friendly welcome, we must likewise anticipate other types of reception.


  “Peart—I want three of your men up front, guns at the ready, and three covering us from the rear. The rest of us will keep our weapons stashed, but at the ready. Is this understood? Fine! Now, if we all—Durian! What in Manasa’s name are you up to?”


  Professor Vinnagar was on his hands and knees, studying the turf with a magnifying glass. Ignoring Scoria until he had finished, Vinnagar got to his feet with some measure of agility.


  “I immediately questioned how this boulevard was maintained. By rudimentary scything, perhaps? Or was the grass a self-limiting variety? But close inspection reveals, in my best estimation, that neither is the case.”


  Vinnagar paused for dramatic effect, but Scoria would not give his rival the satisfaction of a prompt, and so the savant eventually came forth unaided with his revelation.


  “It’s been chewed. The marks of tearing and mastication are unmistakable.”


  Merritt studied the wide long trail. Peart spoke her thoughts for her.


  “Mighty lot of chewing, Professor. If you’re right.”


  The party soon assembled in the defensive order denominated by Scoria and moved down the green street, warily but with some relief at the easier passage.


  Merritt noted right away that narrower side trails forked left and right off the main branch, toward Tracks and River. Not every Cross Street featured such, but only random ones. She directed Art’s attention to this fact, and received an “attagirl” that caused Cady Rachis to sniff in exaggerated fashion.


  When the Daysun was directly overhead, Scoria called a stop for lunch.


  One of the bike boys, a wiry blond chap, spotted a novel-looking fruit tree showing boldly along the alley’s perimeter. Before he could be cautioned otherwise, he had scrambled up its bole and had his hand upon a globular crimson pod.


  “No!” shouted Durian.


  Too late.


  The thin-skinned pod burst, drenching the lad. He fell screaming to the turf.


  Merritt and the others raced to the boy, but hung back at Vinnagar’s command.


  “Don’t touch him, or you’ll suffer the same fate!”


  The skin of the writhing lad bubbled and melted. His throat collapsing inward and exposing a segment of his spine, he died of asphyxiation complicated by shock seconds thereafter.


  Two Fisherwives boomed down and made off with the unlucky boy.


  “Bunyan. BuynyanBunyan Breedlove was his name,” said Dan Peart softly. “Had a sweetie back home smart as a Hornbucklea Hornbuckle derailleur.”


  Scoria confronted Vinnagar. “How did you know of the danger?”


  “Have you ever consulted Brion Allardyce’s Hortus Botanicus? No? An omission you must someday repair. Allardyce lived in Greendale five hundred years ago, and was in charge of the Mayoral Hothouses of that Borough. He describes a plant he called ‘the saliva tree’ for its digestive properties, and provided an illustration. Current authorities deem the species extinct. But I recognized the original just before poor Bunyan reached his deadly prize.”


  The expeditionaries returned to their meal, but with hardly any appetite left. This first fatality had unnerved them mightily, especially due to its preventability. Nonetheless, under Scoria’s urging, they ate to keep up their strength, before resuming their walk.


  Toward the middle of the afternoon, Merritt was the first to detect an odd, almost subliminal noise.


  “Art, stop a minute!”


  Halted and shushed, they all heard the growing noise.


  “Sounds like a thousand air hoses filling a thousand bike tires,” said Peart.


  Now, away down the transmogrified Broadway, something loomed. A moving line composed of barely discernible identical parts.


  “Rifles up!” commanded Arturo Scoria.


  Four bike boys formed the front ranks. Peart and the fifth faced rearward, just in case, sandwiching the remaining five explorers.


  Ransome and Scoria were both tall enough to peer over the bike boys, and so they alerted the others to the nature of the approaching creatures.


  “Roaches! Giant roaches!”


  Her heart thumping like mad, her mouth gone dry, Merritt nevertheless bulled past her chivalrous protectors to see for herself.


  Each cockroach was the size of a sofa, and moving about as fast as a human’s easy walking pace. Hissing contentedly, they munched the turf as they advanced, filling the passage “shoulder to shoulder.” They seemed oblivious of any object in their way, including the Scoria-Vinnagar Vayavirunga Expedition.


  “Shoot!” Scoria ordered.


  A volley of pneumatic shots pfffted out, bringing the lead roaches down in a mortal tumble. Finding a heap of their dead fellows blocking their path, the roaches behind halted in evident confusion, milling about and hissing in annoyance, antennae waggling.


  Scoria seemed about to give another order—perhaps, thought Merritt, to slaughter the rest of the roaches—when from a side trail emerged those in charge of the cockroaches.


  Cady Rachis screamed, “Rats!”


  But they were not rats, thought Merritt with absurd composure. They were ratmen.


  Entirely human and male from the neck down, wearing naught but skirts fashioned of lanceolate leaves, the masters of the roaches featured completely rodential phizzes, furred and snouted and whiskered. It was as if, thought Merritt, a human had donned an elaborate full hollow-head mask that rested firmly upon the clavicle.


  But when the ratmen snarled, revealing wet pink tongues and sharp yellow teeth, the sense of harmless masquerade was shattered.


  And the ratmen carried long-shafted, wicked-looking spears.


  Without prompting, the bike boys fired at the natives. Scoria yelled, “Stop!” But the damage was done.


  Ratmen fell dead, but more poured from the Cross Street and surged toward the humans.


  “Fall back!”


  The explorers began to retreat—


  —but found ratmen emerging to their rear!


  All they could do was form a circle and keep firing.


  But the ratmen vastly outnumbered the humans, and soon fell upon them.


  Merritt had her big knife in her hand. She closed with a ratman, grappled it, smelled the musk of glands beneath coarse fur at its neck, stabbed upwards into its ribs, felt blood gush, heard the arrival of Pompatics—


  —and then she took a hard clout upside her head, shunting the Subway of her consciousness down its own personal Discontinuity.


  


  9.


  OLD PRINCESS


  


  


  TALKING. PEOPLE WERE TALKING. SHE HAD TO GET UP FOR work. This mattress felt so wrong. Skittery. Hard and swaying. Swaying like a ship. The Samuel Smallhorne was taking her to Wharton, her new home. How exciting! She’d meet new people, make new friends, learn so much. Who was crowding her? Bodies on either side. That woman with all the tattoos, and the old guy with the big cock. She had to get up! Chambless was urging her! Get up, or be cut up! Slicedopen and gutted while still alive! Yun and Adams had her! Words so hard to get out—


  “Help….h Help me….”


  Merritt felt strong hands grip her under her armpits and shift her to her feet. She cracked open gummy eyes.


  The middle of Vayavirunga’s grassy Broadway.


  Daysun higher in the sky than when they had been attacked.


  The next day then?


  A single file of charabanc-sized roaches, companioned by ratmen, ambled unconcernedly down the trail, every second pulling away further from the static tableaux of which she formed a part.


  And holding her up, Arturo Scoria. Hovering close by with concern, Ransome Pivot and Durian Vinnagar.


  But where were all the others?


  Merritt looked back over her shoulder.


  A giant roach stood patiently, an imperturbable ratman gentling its head. Atop its chitinous back lay Dan Peart and Cady Rachis, with a gap separating their bodies where Merritt had reposed. They still had not recovered their wits.


  But had Merritt truly recovered hers? This was all so strange.


  Arturo hugged her so tightly all her bruises and sore muscles winged. Riding the hard back of the cockroach had done her body no good.


  “You’re awake, and sound!” Art exclaimed. “Thank Manasa! We thought maybe you wouldn’t recover from that blow.”


  “Blow?”


  Durian Vinnagar spoke. “In the final stages of the battle, despite the mortal damage we did to them, the ratmen took pains to knock us unconscious with the shafts of their spears. None too gently though. Yet it’s as if they had orders….”


  Vinnagar considerately left off his theorizing, evidently to allow Merritt a chance to re-establish her bearings further. She detached herself from Scoria, clapped the shorter rival savant on his shoulders, fiercely kissed both of Vinnagar’s unshaven cheeks, then turned to Ransome Pivot.


  The ex-student’s familiar face, wearing a brave grin, plucked at her heart.


  “Hello, Mer. Good to have you back. Let me check your pupil dilation for concussion, will you please?”


  She embraced Ransome fervently, causing him to wince and yelp. Only then did Merritt register the wounds her companions bore.


  Ransome Pivot cradled his left arm in a sling fashioned from his ripped shirt. Arturo Scoria wore a bloody rag around his forehead. Durian Vinnagar employed a stick as a clumsy crutch, to aid a swollen ankle.


  She supposed she looked a sight too, bruised and caked with ratman blood. Cady and Dan doubtlessly would exhibit their own battle damage.


  “The bike boys! Where are the bike boys?”


  “All dead, alas,” said Scoria, “and visiting their ancestors on the Wrong Side of the Tracks or the Other Shore. The ratmen made the boys an exception to their mercy, perhaps because they caused the most deaths among them. It’s just the six of us left, I fear. No supplies either. At the mercy of these creatures.”


  A storm of hissing sounded, and Merritt saw that their temporary immobility had brought to a halt another dozen or so roaches and twice as many ratmen making up the back portion of their Jungle train. The ratman in charge of the roach bearing Cady and Dan now chittered in a complex fashion, both at the humans and the roach, and the caravan got underway.


  “Definite semantic structures,” mused Vinnagar. “I’m sure with a little time I could begin to translate….”


  Merritt found she could walk all right, and in fact continued exercise seemed to improve her initial stiffness.


  The humans said nothing amongst themselves for a time, until, by some mild trotting, they had rejoined the forepart of the slow-moving caravan.


  Merritt noticed then that some of the other roaches bore supine, incognizant riders as well: ratmen injured in the battle.


  “They show some human qualities,” said Merritt. “Caring for their injured and all.”


  Ransome laughed with an edge of hysterical bitterness. “Oh, yes, they’re really quite human. In most ways.”


  Merritt looked inquiringly at Arturo, but he defered to Professor Vinnagar.


  “Those ratmen are not merely injured, Miss Abraham. They are thoroughly dead. Corpses, in other words. The Pompatics, it appears, hold no dominion over their empty vessels.”


  


  


  Both Daysun and Seasonsun were descending, minting paired purple viridian shadows aslant the treetops, when the caravan came to a stop. By curt but no hostile gestures, the ratmen induced the humans to sit in a tolerably comfortable cluster on the soft fragrant turf.


  Cady Rachis and Dan Peart now numbered among the conscious. The pampered torchsinger—no longer quite so glamorous as when onstage as Loona Poole—was bearing up better than Merritt had anticipated. Comforting noises and stroking from Ransome Pivot achieved the same effect on her that the ratman’s solicitations worked on the cargo roach, thought Merritt, before mentally criticizing herself as bitchily uncharitable.


  Cady glared at the ratmen, then spat onto the grass. “Flea-bitten murderous bastards! Eat poison and die!”


  Dan Peart, noted Merritt, was actually suffering more acutely than Cady. A long, crusted cut from a ratman lance blade ran from his temple, down the side of his face to his jaw. But although undoubtedly painful, the cut must have paled when compared to Peart’s remorse at his inability to protect his cyclist comrades. He clucked his tongue and muttered their names over and over as a sad litany.


  “Bunyan and Hunko. Darcy and Sickafoose. Lorne and Ross. All gone now….”


  As soon as they had composed themselves on the grass, the humans were encircled within a living barricade of roaches made to lie head to butt. This softly hissing, waist-high barrier discouraged escape very effectively. Within minutes, two ratmen returned to their captives and dumped big armfuls of fruit within their pen.


  Everyone looked to Professor Durian Vinnagar.


  “I don’t recognize these species, but they’re not saliva tree pods. And I cannot imagine our hosts would choose such a contrived way to slay us, after taking care to capture us alive.”


  With that reassurance, the famished humans fell upon the feast. Merritt found that the delicious fruit slaked her thirst as well as filled her stomach.


  Arturo Scoria wiped his pulp-smeared drippy face with the back of one hand, then cleaned the hand upon the grass. “Any of these fruits would fetch a high price on a Wharton greengrocer’s stand, if they could be cultivated. Perhaps we should save the seeds….”


  Cady looked incredulously at Scoria, as if at an addle-pated child. “Do you really believe we’re ever going to leave this horrible green prison alive?”


  “Oh, I’ve been in bad fixes before—maybe none worse than this, I admit—and I’ve come out of ‘em just fine. Once Durian susses out the palaver of these rats, we’ll have them eating out of our hands.”


  “Now then, Scoria, you’re making a non-trivial task sound as easy as Patchen famously knocking out his Bluesong’s Dilemma novella in a week.”


  “I have immense faith in you, Durian!”


  Even after living with the man for months, Merritt could not discern if Art’s bravado was a calculated sham, or authentic. In either case, his bold tone and sangfroid seemed just the antidote to despair. Even Peart perked up, availing himself of a second helping of fruit.


  “Can’t bring them back, nope. Just gotta get home to comfort the widows. Maybe stage a memorial race….”


  Ransome Pivot wore a serious mien. “If you really think we could get home safely, and establish some kind of trade with Vayavirunga, then I predict a medical revolution. Corpses of these ratmen would allow us to perfect the study of anatomy. Assuming they are as human inside as out. Brain and skull anatomy are out the window, of course, but otherwise—Poor Henry and Goodge! If only they had restrained their impetuousness just a bit longer.”


  Merritt chimed into the discussion with a genuine and burgeoning curiosity. “What are we to make of their hybrid nature, Art? How did their race ever arise? Some kind of perverse interbreeding? How would that even be possible? Or do they derive from artificial grafting of some sort? The combination of parts seems rather arbitrary. Where are their females? And why don’t the Pompatics claim the bodies of the dead ratmen?”


  Art cast an admiring glance at Merritt. “Ever the bright student, my dear, even amidst the wreckage of our expedition. You justify my estimation of your potential and your brilliance every day. Old Cham-bless would be proud of you as well, I’m sure. Your intriguing questions are all germane. But I’m afraid I have no immediate answers.”


  Cady Rachis said, “Little Miss Genius has forgotten to ask one important question. Where’re the red-skinned natives who sparked this whole crazy trip?”


  Merritt glared at Cady, but could not dispute that the older woman had pointed her chipped manicured fingernail directly at a key mystery.


  Peart said, “This whole world of ours is a right pickle in many ways, when you come down to it. A fellow could go mad trying to unriddle it. Best just to accept it all, and strive to live a full life, I say.”


  Durian Vinnagar drily added, “Any fuller a life than the one we’re sharing now, I would be tempermentally forced to decline.”


  Exhaustion overtook Merritt and her friends shortly after supper. Without manmade structures to retain the heat of the day, the Jungle Blocks experienced a drop in temperature after sunset, a phenomenon they had experienced earlier. All polite customs and differences for gotten, the blanketless explorers huddled in a pile to stay warm during the night.


  The next day they resumed their march.


  Vinnagar had retained his pedometer throughout the chaos and scuffle. Now he briefed the others.


  “You recall that we had penetrated some sixty Blocks on our own, before being captured. Since then, we’ve made another thirty or so. We’ll begin to approach the center of Vayavirunga in another couple of days, if we continue apace.”


  “That seems a logical destination,” Scoria confirmed.


  That day’s travel passed in unremarkable fashion. But not so the following day. Merritt was the first to notice a change in the nature of Vayavirunga.


  “We’re descending!”


  Sure enough, every step confirmed her observation.


  Broadway had turned into a shallow incline. But not a gentle, regular slope. Instead, beneath the turf, the terrain seemed pitted an driven, as if by titanic forces. The travelers had to watch their steps. Moreover, the former street seemed to widen out to either side. The land beyond the sidewalks, Riverside and Trackside, where once buildings would have stood, partook of the irregular sloping, sloping nature of the street.


  “It’s as if we’re dropping down into a rough-hewn bowl,” said Merritt.


  “But what caused it?” asked Ransome.


  “The nature of this depression resembles that found when a stone is dropped into mud,” Vinnagar said. “If that configuration could be frozen in place.”


  Down, down, down, they trooped, until they had to be below the level of Linear City’s Subway. The vegetation towering above them on the edges of the bowl added a sense of shadowy secrecy to their descent.


  Scoria spied the settlement first. “Look, some kind of village!”


  As they approached closer, the village revealed its true nature: simple, neat, smallish huts fashioned of local materials: no doors or windows blocking their openings.


  The ratmen picked up their pace, exhibiting the familiar eagerness any sentient would show upon returning home.


  From the huts poured welcoming family members.


  But the women were not rats.


  They were pigeons.


  From the necks down as humanly female as the ratmen were male—and all their charms were on easy semi-nude display; Merritt saw Art’s eyes widen, and she registered surprise that he wasn’t drooling—the women of the village exhibited delicate avian visages, beginning with feather ruffs at their collarbones. They cooed their greetings to their men.


  Children raced out, the boys rats, the girls pigeons.


  The explorers stood gape-jawed. Merritt thought she had become innuredinured to strangeness, but evidently she had more capacity for shock than she had imagined.


  The humans were forgotten in the general exuberance of the homecoming. But none of them thought of fleeing, realizing the impossibility of escape.


  Suddenly a wave of agitation raced through the ratmen and pigeon-women, radiating from deeper within the village. All the villagers fell to their knees and bowed their hybrid heads to the ground, forming a defile.


  Down that corridor of obeisance walked a fully human woman, completely bare. Fully human, save for her crimson skin. In stature and proportion, she was magnificent, tall as Scoria or Pivot, more lush than Cady Rachis. Even her luxuriant tresses were a watermelon cascade.


  Here was the creature whose partial photograph had sparked their quest.


  Merritt, riveted by the sight, experienced a sourceless flash of knowledge: this woman was singular, unique. No others of her tribe existed.


  The living eidolon came right up to the stunned humans, regarding them with a keen and piercing gaze. Then she spoke, in dulcet tones.


  “I am the Princess of Vayavirunga. Welcome to you all. Especially to my heir.”


  And then the Princess of Vayavirunga kneeled gracefully at Merritt’s feet.


  


  10.


  NEW PRINCESS


  


  


  “I’M GOING MAD! MAD, I TELL YOU! AS LOOPY AS THAT RED witch herself!”


  Cady Rachis’s latest temper tantrum caused Merritt’s perpetually incipient headache to spike. Wouldn’t the woman ever shut up?


  Three weeks of forced habitation in the boring and tranquil village of the hybrids had not completely agreed with any of the surviving members of the Scoria-Vinnagar Vayavirunga Expedition, but perhaps least of all with Cady Rachis. True, after the deadly rigors and confusion of their capture and transportation here, the security of knowing their status as privileged prisoners, as well as ready access to shelter, clean water, and decent food (admittedly, a monotonous vegetarian diet), had allowed Cady to relax and improve her appearance somewhat. Hair combed, face un-begrimed, tattered clothes washed and creatively rejiggered into a revealing playsuit fit for the tropical clime, the statuesque lounge singer easily assumed the role of next-most beautiful woman in all the Jungle Blocks.


  But where was the large society of admirers she needed to affirm her erotic allure?


  Ransome Pivot, of course, remained faithful and worshipful, but he was only one callow youth, however broad-shouldered, and no amount of adoration from such would suffice.


  Durian Vinnagar and Dan Peart remained asexually immune to her charms, each fixated on other concerns.


  Arturo Scoria exhibited a disgusting fidelity to Merritt, Cady’s one human rival. In fact, since her nomination as Princess-in-waiting, he seemed somewhat in awe of her, solicitous of her every comfort.


  Even the ratmen—no longer quite so vile-seeming and reprehensible as initially deemed, and certainly modeling many desirable masculine traits, all on shameless display in frequent semi-public intercourse with their buxom avian mates—ignored Cady, refusing to accord her any of the lavish kowtowing they bestowed on the Princess of Vayavirunga.


  And that red witch herself stood as the biggest roadblock to Cady’s rightful domination of this new social order she had been forced to inhabit, however temporarily. The self-annointed Princess of Vayavirunga ruled with a capricious yet iron hand, and her preternatural beauty and charisma represented an unassailable pinnacle from which nothing Cady did could dethrone her. At those infrequent intervals when the Princess manifested among the humans in her elusive fashion, she sucked all the erotic air out of the room and concentrated it in her naked form.


  “We have to get out of here soon!” Cady exclaimed now, to whomever would listen. “Why aren’t you all doing something! Anything!”


  The six travelers sat inside the large hut they had been assigned. Its shaded interior boasted few furnishings: really nothing more than six sleeping pallets of moss and palm fronds and a few withy baskets holding fruit.


  Already, thought Merritt, trying to tune out Cady’s repetitive diatribe, it seemed they had inhabited this rude hut forever. What would their captivity feel like if it extended into months, or even years? Dan Peart was the only one to harken to Cady’s plaint, since it jibed with his own concerns. He began to go over his futile scheme once again.


  “The key to getting out of here is the River. You might argue the Tracks’re just as likely an escape route, but no Train’s gonna stop for anyone trying to flag it down in the middle of the Jungle Blocks. Nope, it’s got to be the River. We climb out of this salad bowl at night, quiet-like. Then we find the nearest Cross Street and make our way out to the Slips. We hail a boat by day, or even swim out to one—”


  Scoria interrupted this fantasy. “Do you recall, Dan, how incredibly difficult it was for us to beat our way from the Slip to Broadway, even with machetes? How could we penetrate such a tangle without a single tool? Do you imagine you could separate a ratman from his lance? No, the hybrids would be upon us before we even got to Broadway. I’ve said it a hundred times before: our only hope in seeing civilization again resides in Merritt, and her relationship to the Princess.”


  Merritt squirmed uneasily as all eyes focused on her. She didn’t know what to say. Her situation and status were highly problematical and confusing, not mention embarrassing and scary.


  Since that moment when the Princess had kneeled before Merritt, the ruler of Vayavirunga had continued to insist that Merritt was in some nebulous sense her heir, the next ruler of Vayavirunga. But what this meant on a practical level, no one could say, least of all Merritt.


  This uncertainty stemmed from the fact that the Princess did indeed seem insane. Not all the time, and not in a manifestly dangerous way. But her thoughts and reminiscensesreminiscences followed odd, sometimes self-cancelling vectors, charting bizarre paths across fact and fiction…


  Merritt had been invited, alone, to conduct several dialogues with the Princess in her private hut, which, democratically, was no more ostentatious or luxurious than any other. These talks left Merritt dizzy with their implications, consisting as they did of a welter of confessions, omissions, assertions and interpolations.


  At the first such session, Merritt had not known what was in store.


  Three days after their arrival in the village, bereft of further briefs from the Princess, they had all been wondering what was in store for them, when several ratmen approached the humans and culled Merritt out of the pack. Scoria and Pivot tried barging along as her protectors, but found themselves on the wrong end of a few spears.


  Led to the Princess’s hut, Merritt came upon the mystery woman seated on the only article of furniture yet found in the village: a bamboo throne cushioned with a feather-stuffed, leaf-latticed pillow.


  The Princess’s resonant voice was all honey, but Merritt could detect the steel beneath. The inside of the hut was warm and close, and filled with a potent, indefinable spicy scent.


  “Sit at my feet, dear, and tell me your name.”


  Merritt complied.


  “Yes, that fits you perfectly. I had a dim sense of your name, which, after all, is but the most trivial part of your essence. But there could beno mistaking your glowing spirit, calling out to mine, mate to mate. I first saw it shining afar. A little flame, burning in my inner vision ever since you were born. Then, as you passed my domain some months ago, riding upon the waters, I sensed your closeness, your affinity. That was when I determined to bring you here, to end my long isolation.”


  “You—you brought us here? How?”


  “By allowing myself to be seen and photographed. Why should I appear only now, after all these centuries of secrecy, if not to lure you here?”


  “But how could you know anything about Arturo and his plans? Do you visit other Boroughs? How could you ever pass unnoticed, looking as you do?”


  The Princess laughed like a crystalline rill tumbling down the wall of the bowl they inhabited. “Not in the flesh, dear Merritt. But I apprehend many things nonetheless, both near and far. As you will, when you assume my mantle.”


  Here the Princess of Vayavirunga seemed briefly to collapse a little bit into herself, as if allowing herself to register the full weight and despair of a burden long denied by sheer force of will. But then she resumed her magnificent manner.


  “I am weary now. Leave me, and we shall talk more later.”


  When Merritt returned to her fellows, they all surged around her in relief, even Cady. Arturo quizzed her about what had passed, and she tried to recount everything.


  Ransome said, “What could she mean about centuries of secrecy? Is she implying that there’s been a succession of Princesses who have all kept hidden? She’s the latest, and you’re to follow?”


  “That must be the case,” said Scoria.


  But Merrit was not so sure.


  Subsequent conversations with the Princess had touched upon many of the enigmas of the Jungle Blocks, but often without satisfactory or definitive results.


  On the origin of Vayavirunga: “A piece of the sky fell down, detaching from where the Pompatics dwell. When it landed, all was changed.” Or: “There was an accident in Fogtown, the central Borough. Scientists were responsible. What they made escaped, and ate down and outward.” Or: “The Citybeast wept, and its tears transformed whatever they touched.”


  On the origin of the hybrids: “They are the former human citizens of these Boroughs, transmuted.” Or: “I myself spliced them and taught them to breed true, so that I might have followers to keep me company and serve me.” Or: “They were seeds inherent upon the falling sky piece, that piece, which took root here and flourished.”


  On why the Pompatics ignored the dead hybrids: “I have removed the entry for their species from the lookup table.”


  On the Subway and the Discontinuity: “The Linear City automatically reroutes around damage.”


  On her personal origin: “I rode down on the sky fragment’s back.” Or: “I was an infant castaway when the ship that carried my parent son the River crashed here in flinders, during a storm. The hybrids raised me.” Or: “I came here like yourself, on another expedition, when there was no Princess, and invented my role.” Or: “I was sent from the Borough of Narligrash, millions of Blocks from here, to monitor the situation, and I simply overstayed my remit.”


  Finally, as to what fate lay in store for Merritt, the Princess would only say: “I shall take you to your destiny when the time is ripe for us both.”


  During these interviews, Merritt would find herself experiencing the queerest affinity for and empathy with the Princess, almost as if she could experience the other woman’s thoughts and feelings directly. The hot, cloistered air inside the royal hut, thick with unknown perfume, conspired with Merritt’s anxiety and perpetual lack of sleep to induce in her a fugue state, where all her old life seemed unreal under the waterfall of seductive words tripping from the Princess’s tongue. This fugue state often passed over at night into odd, perfervid dreams. Orphaned since birth, had Merritt not indeed felt a special calling? Who was to say she was not indeed the next Princess of Vayavirunga?


  Back in the hut she shared, shaking herself out of her trance, Merritt and the others spent futile hours parsing these tidbits of contradictory information, nowise enlightened in the process.


  At this moment Merritt could no longer stand the massed expectations of her fellows, all centered on her, thanks to Arturo’s assertion that she alone held the key to their release. She got to her feet and said, “I can’t think about any of this any longer. I’m tired, and I’ve got a headache. I’m going outside to play with the children.”


  The ratboys and pigeongirls, from toddlers to adolescents, could generally be found running about, playing variations of simple games any human child would have found instantly familiar. They were used to Merritt’s company by now, for she delighted in being with them, and they welcomed her into their midst with chittering and cooing. Soon she was sitting cross-legged on the ground and holding and holding a pigeonbaby in each arm, while ratboys rested their heads in her lap to be petted.


  Durian Vinnagar approached. “Merritt, let us go over again this matter of the Citybeast—Vasuki, of course, great be His Name. It’s truly the most vital matter of our quest. You claim the Princess said something about His tears—”


  “Oh, Durian, please leave me alone! I’m so very tired. We’ll know everything there is to know when the Princess is ready to show us, and no sooner!”


  And that day, as it happened, lay just beyond the following dawn.


  


  


  When several ratmen came to the dwelling of the humans early that morning, Merritt resignedly rose to her feet and prepared to accompany them to see the Princess. But the ratmen were not satisfied with her individual compliance, and began chittering animatedly at the other explorers, urging them all to file out of the hut.


  Outside, Merritt was astonished to see the whole population of the village awaiting them. A nearly palpable air of expectancy overlaid their alien stances.


  The ratmen continued to chitter away, and suddenly Durian Vinnagar spoke, his voice laden with astonishment.


  “I—I can understand some of what they’re saying. After all these weeks of blankfaced immersion. It’s as if a door suddenly opened in my mind….”


  Arturo Scoria clapped his rival on the back with real affection. “Durian, I always said your linguistic skills were second-to-none! Give out with what you can decipher.”


  “They say—they say we must all go to see She—She-Who-Needs-Be-Heeded. It is the time… the time of succession.”


  Merritt’s guts clenched and knotted. What was expected of her, what trial would she face? Did she want whatever was about to be offered to her? Why now? No, she needed more time to think—


  But the royal guardsrats brooked no dissent, and the six explorers were hastened deeper into the village, toward the hut of the Princess, the mass of hybrids trailing expectantly, as if at a carnival.


  Dan Peart looked longingly at the Riverside slope. “I say we make our dash right now, chums.”


  Ransome Pivot said, “And get a spear through the back? Leave Merritt alone to meet what awaits without help or encouragement? Is that really what you want, Dan?”


  Peart slumped in defeat. “No, of course not.”


  Durian Vinnagar did not join in the argument. Sparing him a look, Merritt thought she had never seen him more preoccupied. Surely even in these circumstances he would show a little academician’s pride at his translation accomplishments. But no, only obsessive worry clouded his features.


  Cady Rachis, however, grinned with pure schadenfreude. “Whatever happens to Little Miss Genius, I’m sure she’ll derive at least her master’s thesis from it.”


  Arturo Scoria gripped Merritt’s hand and squeezed. “Don’t pay her any mind, Mer, she’s simply jealous. We’re all standing behind you.”


  “Jealous! Ha! Of this pale little wallflower! Why, I—”


  Their arrival at the royal hut cut short Cady’s insults. There, they encountered a disturbing sight.


  The Princess of the Linear Jungle was pacing up and down before her residence, muttering to herself and wringing her hands. Her thick melon-tinted hair was wildly tufted, as if she had been pulling at it. All her regal composure had evaporated.


  “To die, to cease, to be no more! I want an end to my days, don’t I? I’ve yearned so for the last century. Insupportable! I know too much! The roots and branches of this world! Too much! But not to walk the earth, to smell the flowers, to hear a voice— What—What comes after? The bulls and wives will fight over me, won’t they? Behind the scrim of this world, what awaits? I thought I saw it once, all gears and pistons. Or was it a glittering net of diamonds? No! I cannot hesistate any longer! I brought my successor here! Let her worry about it all! Let her take up the scepter. Courage, Hareshar, courage! If it must be done, it must be done swiftly, and today!”


  Visibly bucking herself up, as if slipping on an invisible corseting garment over her superb form, the Princess turned to confront her visitors, acting unconcerned, as if her most intimate vulnerabilities had not just been displayed for all to see.


  “Welcome, Merritt, my young protégé, and welcome also to your comrades. Today is a day of solemn magnificence, but also of joy. Let us go forth, you and I, to exchange places. I will become mortal, and accept my instant demise, while you put on the raiment of eternity.”


  Merritt struggled to understand. “What—what do you mean? Do you speak in symbols, or realities?”


  “In both, dear. But come, time is ever-passing, and we should not waste it. I will explain as we go.”


  Taking Merritt’s hand and separating her from Arturo, the Princess of Vayavirunga marched off past her hut, toward the center of the Jungle Blocks, heading for a part of the overgrown Borough the explorers had never yet seen.


  Chivvied along by the ratmen, the humans perforce marched too.


  The land continued to slope down.


  “We are approaching the central cataclysm, Merritt, where the skyblock impacted, where the science creature escaped, where the City-beast shed Her tears.”


  Durian Vinnagar pricked up his ears at mention of the Citybeast, and Merritt thought he murmured, “His tears…”


  Ahead of the walkers stretched a barrier of trees and shrubs, cultivated rather than wild. The Princess called a halt. She turned to face her loyal hybrid subjects. Chittering and cooing and gesturing, she plainly bade them hang back.


  “They are allowed no further. Come now, and you will see my secret.”


  Merritt and the rest pushed through the sparse thicket and came to a stop.


  They stood on a grassy marge margin at the edge of a wide pit formed of gently sloping sides of ragged raw stone. The bottom of the pit, however, contained liquid.


  Crimson as the skin of the Princess, churning and bubblingand bubbling, the pool cast forth a radiance almost subliminal, a light no part of the common spectrum.


  Merritt found the interplay of writhing matter and flickering radiation hypnotic. She could hardly look away, or hear the Princess’s nextwords.


  “This is the Pit of Tears, where you must bathe, Merritt, to assume your new status. Eternal life and vast wisdom will be yours. And as you acquire these gifts, so I shall shed them, for only one woman at a time may hold the title of Princess of Vayavirunga. So does the mechanism demand.”


  Scoria spoke with cool intellectual appreciation. “This liquid can only be the blood of Manasa. Self-limiting, but somehow self-renewing. The excavation has penetrated that deep, down to the Citybeast’s very hide. But it’s no regular exudation. I’ve seen what scale-hunting produces, and this is some admixture of Citybeast sanguinary fluids with an unknown tincture.”


  Durian Vinnagar startled them all by shouting. “Not Manasa, dam you! That imaginary whore! Vasuki! Vasuki! The Citybeast is male! And His gifts must be mine!”


  Before anyone could stop him, Vinnagar had dashed down into the pit!


  “No!” warned the Princess. “You will not be accepted!”


  But Vinnagar paid no heed. Careening just steps from the liquid, he hurled himself in with a violent splash!


  The pool grew unnaturally still. Then, a big thick bubble formed, swelled, burst—


  —and the body of Durian Vinnagar—the gelatinous, shapeless mass that remained of the professor—was cast back onto the slope.


  Instantly, a flock of Fisherwives dove down and honored his passage from life.


  Ransome Pivot was the first to speak. “Men and women do differ in their cellular and germinal composition, so I suppose….”


  But no amount of scientific rationalization could sway Merritt one way or another. She realized that only faith mattered now. Faith, and her ambitions.


  To live forever, to know much—


  The Princess laid a hand on Merritt’s shoulder. “Go naked, Merritt, to your reward, as I do to mine.”


  As if hypnotized, Merritt began to remove her clothes. Peart averted his eyes. Scoria and Ransome cast imploring looks at her, but did not interfere.


  She was soon naked, and beginning her sedate walk down the slope. Sharp stones cut her feet, but the wounds meant less than nothing.


  Closer, closer, she could feel an icy heat, smell the same foreign scent that clung to the Princess—


  “Out of my way, loser!”


  Shoved from behind, Merritt hit the ground hard, scoring her palms and knees. She saw a nude Cady Rachis race past her, and dive boldly into the red maw.


  Jumping up, Merritt turned toward a human sound that was part exhalation, part keening, part sustained bell-like note of some ancient threnody.


  The old Princess of Vayavirunga had aged beyond time, and crumpled in upon herself, collapsing downward to the earth in a pile of dessicated tissues.


  A storm of Pompatics dropped down to bear her withered mortal vessel off to her long-delayed reward.


  Merritt scrambled back up to the men. They stood frozen, the helpless idiots! She arrived in time just to witness the birth of the new Princess.


  Out of the Pit of Tears, a transformed Cady Rachis strode, her skin and hair colored in shades of the ennobling, empowering fluids.


  Smiling like a lottery winner, moving with sensuous grace, Cady attained the level ground. The men goggled at her redoubled beauty and majesty.


  Merritt felt herself boiling over inside.


  Cady began to utter her first royal pronouncement. “It pleases me now to choose a mate—”


  “Aaargh!”


  Unsuspecting, Cady went down easy under Merritt’s vicious assault. Straddling her opponent, Merritt grabbed Cady’s hair and began pounding Cady’s head into the turf.


  “You! Damn! Dirty! Thieving! Bitch!”


  Cady’s eyes rolled over to white, and she passed out.


  Huffing and puffing, Merritt stood up and regarded her supine foe. For good measure, she delivered a kick to Cady’s ribs.


  The men wore expressions of timid astonishment. At last Arturo spoke with mild advice.


  “Perhaps if you took the treatment now, Mer, Cady would wither up and die…?


  “Forget it! Who wants to spend a few centuries stuck in this green kindergarten! No, Art, the rest of us are all going home, with a hybrid escort, even if I have to lead Cady on a chain back to the Wall. And then, you know what?”


  “What, dear?”


  “You and I are going to write a book about all this, and it’s going to sell more damn copies than Diego Patchen’s Bright Lights of the Big Town!”
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