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There is a pleasure in the pathless woods,

There is arapture on the lonely shore,

There is society, where none intrudes,

By the deep sea and music in its roar:

I love not man less, but nature more,

From these our interviews, in which | steal
From al | may be, or have been before,

To mingle with the Universe, and feel

What | can ne’ er express, yet cannot all conceal.

—ord Byron
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CHAPTER 1—Encounter

Some things have to be believed to be seen—Ralph Hodgeson

It was something alive and it smelled like the inside of a
hyena's mouth. And Rita had been crazy enough to “rescue” it.

“ Pwdre Ser: TheWelsh namefor Rot of the Stars. Also known as
Star Jelly. A foul smelling falling object, reported to be a gelatinous
meteor. Grayish tranducent. Evaporates quickly. May be the size of a
fist or, asreported in one account, aslarge asfour feet across. Findings
of Pwdre Ser reported in Wales, England, Ireland, and Scotland, as
well asisolated partsof the northeastern United States. Cannot possibly
exist—entry into the earth’s atmosphere would destroy it,” she read
aloud.

“Scotland? Golpher’s snot, maybe. But what's it doing in the
southwest?’ Rita said, perhapsto her two feline companions.

She had been just quietly watering her vegetables, when SPLAT!
it just landed right there between the last row of corn and thefirst row
of tomatoes. It glistened in the sunlight like a baggie full of gelatin—
formless, still, unassuming—altogether odd to belanding in agarden...to
be landing anywhere at all.

Rita stared at it for a long time, then looked around for the
prankster who must havelaunched it. She clenched her fistsand clamped
her jaw shut.

It was him, she knew it. He had done this obnoxiousthing, it was
his style. It was probably something highly corrosive that would burn
her vegetables. To destroy that to which she gave her most attention
and care would be so like him. But she had seen her father leave very
early that morning.

She had leaned out of her bed and peeked through the curtain as
his diesel truck bellowed past her window. She had breathed a sigh of
relief to be alone. Not to be alone, per se, but to be the kind of alone
that accompanied her father’s absence. An intermission kind of aone,
aself-acknowledging kind of alone. An aloneness that would not be so
welcome under other circumstances. But it was as hecessary asfinally
falling asleep after ahorrid nightmare, though you had to get up in half
an hour. Now there was no one on the ranch but herself, afew strolling
cats, an aged dog on hisdaily “sniffari.”

Thevast, empty, sunbaked space surrounding her on her islandin
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the middle of civilization could cloak no one. The ranch was like a
giant, hungry, waiting beast. It could drain thelife out of anything that
stayed theretoo long—one molecul e at atime; onewould hardly notice.

She stared down at the thing again, circling around it, barely
breathing. It seemed to almost pulse—but dysrhythmically—flushing
several shades, returning to a neutral clear. She squirted it with the
hose. It recoiled, fluttered.

Fear: It afraid of her; she afraid of it. All the caution in the world
would not seem like enough.

“Photon bombardment diminishesthis Relation Event,” thevoice
in her head pleaded. It was her voice, but it was not her thought. She
cupped her hands over her ears. | must have overdosed on my
medicationsagain. It wasan odd thing to hear, that begging voiceinside
her head, her voice, but not her thought.

“Please, help this Relation Event,” the non-self voice pleaded.
“This Relation Event is displaced,” it continued.

Rita gazed at the shapel ess gelatinous mass quivering in the dirt.
Thisis significant, this thing. Let s forget for just an instant that | am
losing my mind, and go with the first impulse. She stooped closer. A
putrid odor violated her sinuses, reamed out her head, sending her
backwards, arms flailing. She just caught herself before sitting in the
zucchini patch.

She struggled to her feet, scrunched up her face in an effort to
block the stench, and scooped up the mass with her shovel, pouring it
into alarge bucket. It couldn’t have weighed more than thirty pounds,
as it did gracefully, collectedly from her shovel into the bucket. It
conveyed to her in her voice, into her thoughts: Anticipation, hope.

She turned off the faucet and carried the bucket slowly and
painfully through the garden gate, threading her way carefully between
the mounds of car partsand half-rebuilt engines, down to the dilapidated
ranch house. Thetermite-riddled steps groaned as she hoisted the bucket
up and through the kitchen door, barely missing banging the bucket on
the corner of the stove, carrying it on down the hall and into the coolness
of the living room.

The gelatinous thing touched her mind with tender feelings of
relief, with gratitude, with wishes to repay her.

When the medications wear off, I'll laugh at what | just did, at
the stupid feelings, at that voice. Rita grabbed a reference volume of
unusual natural phenomenafrom one of the many bookshelvescrowding
the walls of the small living room, gave one last glance to the bucket
filled with formless but organized gelatin, and staggered to the bedroom
to relieve her aching arthritic wrists and back. She opened the book to
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the index, found what she was looking for, read it, and lammed both
the book and her eyes shut.

The chatter from the TV in the living room faded from Rita's
consciousness as she lay aching on her sponge-layered bed. The pain
receded gradually, giving way to random hypnogogic sounds and
images. Thiswas aways her favorite part of sleep: being aware of her
external world while other worlds, other possibilities threw partiesin
her head.

A sweet smell, like honeysuckle smeared in carrion paste,
permeatesthis pre-dream place. Voices. Maother. | missher. Greenicicles
in adensefog. Darkness. Falling . . . falling.

Napjerk.

For just a second, she remembers sheisin her room, then sleeps.

Thesame sickening sweet smell. Smelled it before, but can't recall
where. The smell permeates the inside of thisamost clear bubble; it's
like looking through Lucite that's been scrubbed with a Brillo pad.
Outside, the green landscape pullsaway from her at afrightening speed.
Can't stop it. All around, thousands, maybe millions of bubbles like
hersfloat and soar by. Above, the dark swallows her, sucks her into the
void. Shrinking green planet below.

She is spaceborn, free, alone, responding to a greater force than
the gravity from the now almost invisible speck of aplanet. Something
pulling at her, warping the bubble, stretching it. Can’'t see anymore.
Awful unstoppabl e sensation of increasing accel eration. Blacknessand
silence everywhere. Sheisafraid, horribly afraid. | have no heartbeat,
| have no breath. . ..

Wake up. Thisisbad. Wake up NOW.

Jerking with a grunt, Rita was relieved she still had a heartbeat,
even though it was rapid. Lifting the pillow blocking her view, she
read the clock. It was 7:20 P.M. already, cooler now, and the room was
pleasantly lit from the rays of a setting sun.

Thevoicesfromtheliving room TV leaped into her consciousness.
Tom Brokaw’ svoice pierced into the coziness of the bedroom. Hewas
describing yet another airline disaster and the ensuing investigation.
Must have been a bad one for the network to have broken in during
Whesl Of Fortune.

Rita didn’t notice right away, but his narrative sounded very
peculiar. It waslike. . . everything he said was being repeated, but not
exactly like an echo. How weird. The technicians must be screwing up
the transmission, like some kind of feedback or something. She
wondered if feedback was possible during satellite transmissions.

She often thought how strange it was to ponder or even notice
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such things. As a single 34-year-old woman, it just didn't seem
normal to her that she should wonder about such things as feedback
in satellite transmissions. Women her age rarely talked or thought
of such things. This could account for her shortage of friends.

Thelast dinner party Ritawasinvited to, the hostessled her away
into acorner of thekitchen and politely but firmly asked her to shut her
cake-hole. “None of the guestswant to hear about thelatest book you' ve
read on quantum physics or the emerging science of chaos,” her friend
had said. “No one understands what the hell you were talking about,”
she had said. “You always monopolize the conversation with your
strange ideas,” she had said. “Can’t you talk about normal things, like
national politics, Ted' s hew car, or Nancy’s pregnancy, like everyone
else?

No, | can't. So | don’t, fuck you very much.

The echo in the living room stopped suddenly. The news was
over, and commercials rudely polluted the airwaves in their usual
periodic manner. Rita creaked out of bed and ambled into the living
room to change the channel.

Thebucket: It wasempty. How could it be empty? She knelt down
painfully and patted the thick dark blue carpeting for wetness; it was
dry. Her thoughts raced. God, the cats ate it! No, that's idiotic. It
evaporated? No, not enough time. Too much of it, too stinky. Besidesit
wasn't loose like water or any other liquid. It had a kind of shapeless,
contained, organized form—Iike Jello in a Ziplock bag. What the hell
am| thinking? Nothing ismissing. Only thingsthat exist can be missing.
Shemust have dreamed it or something. Y eah, that’ sit. Just part of that
damn awful dream. Nothing to worry—

It rose slowly, quietly in the corner, somehow pullingitself into a
recoghizable shape, aformthat didn’t make senseto Rita, but somehow
did. It stood, glistening, now as tall as she, translucent in most places
except for . . . vacuoles. And small, colored, shiny . . . organelles. It
couldn’t be real, but yet there it stood, or rather, balanced. It was not
used to this shape. Rita’ s head throbbed with the implications of it, of
her understanding and odd acceptance of it. She thought she should be
horrified, at least excited, but she could not fedl fear, only astonishment.

“The seven fifty-seven then banked and dove headlong into the
tower, leaving flaming fragmentsin its wake.” Tom Brokaw asserted
the details of the airline disaster from the corner of the room. Rita
looked at the TV, then at the giant Jello baggie. The newswas definitely
over. Tom Brokaw’s voice, however, reported on—clearly from the
wavering gelatinous mass. An unexpectedly odorless mass.

It was just too much. Real, but impossible. Acceptable, but
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baffling. Ritawatched it carefully, not moving, barely breathing, asit
emulated perfectly every word, every voice inflection, every nuance.
Then, in her head, in her own voice, invading her whirling, privately
astounded thoughts: “ Touch. Touch this Relation Event as Of The One.”

Without even thinking or questioning, Rita advanced unafraid
towards tall Jello. Gingerly her fingers danced on the cool surface of .
.. him,

Hegently caressed her brain, huggedit, helditin afield of almost
religious tenderness. Invisible electric Jello fingers probed, smoothed,
guestioned, absorbed, reassured, collected, organized, sorted,
understood every fissure and neuronal impulse of her stunned, foggy
brain. A membrane of liquid understanding shrouded her mind.

Rita's vision faded in and out, sparkling bugs swarmed around
her head. She couldn’t remember breathing. It seemed to be lasting
forever—for just an instant.

Theliving room returned to her consciousness. Or had shereturned
toit? It was hard to tell.

Tall Jello stood in the corner, motionless, silent. Rita felt him
study her, with his eyeless eyes. She waited for what she knew would
come.

“This Relation Event understands Relation Rita. The Relation
Rita understands this Relation Event. This is truth,” he said in Tom
Brokaw’ svoice.

A wave of utter joy, of being alive and experiencing this, splashed
over her, amost drowning her good sense. To hell with good sense, this
ismuch too extraordinary to flush out for the sake of therational world.
Therationa world offered very little to her other than pain, frustration
and aggravation. This, this was important. Front seat stuff.

Rita found herself answering, “1 understand you just fine. Why
areyou talking like Tom Brokaw?’

“The Relation Rita’ svoice confuses Relation Rita. Thetransmitted
image has a more acceptable voice. Thisistruth.”

“Truth, yeah.” So isit true the Jello Company sent you here to
fuck with my reality? “Who are you? Where did you come from?’ she
decided to ask.

“Transmission voice cannot accommodate an answer. This
Relation Event is displaced . . . tired. Must rest. Water—please give
this Relation Event water.”

Rita obligingly went to the kitchen and filled up a plastic one-
gallon container. When it wasfilling, she searched for other containers.
From the looks of Tall Jello, he' d need plenty. Shetried to guess how
he' ddrink it. Before she had thethird jug filled, Tall Jello dimed across



—12— ", Lily Splane g,

the rough, wooden, unmaintained kitchen floor, shorter and wider
now than when he stood in the living room.

“Jesus, watch it! You'll get splintersin your baggie!” she blurted
out, not thinking. Looking closer Rita could see that he was not really
dliming acrossthefloor, but carefully extending pseudopodiaof himsel f
and allowing the rest of him to flow into the protrusions. He left no
dlimy wet trail, and it appeared that he could be completely comfortable
on almost any surface. Smoothly he advanced his glistening, almost
see-through mass up close to Rita, then stretched up beside her to her
height. A pseudopod from his left side pulled away from his greater
mass and extended into the opening of a full container. The liquid
disappeared with incredible speed. He plunged the upper part of his
“body” under the running faucet. His form filled out visibly, inch by
inch as he soaked in the water. He must have put away six gallons
before he finally stopped and collapsed into a clear, sloshy, bean-bag-
like thing at the base of the sink cabinet.

Rita stared at it for several minutes, spoke to it, prodded it with
her bare toe. It wouldn’t respond.

Not knowing what else to do, Rita passed several hoursin her
bed, wondering whether the Relation Tall Jello would pisson thekitchen
floor—if he did piss. Shethen wondered if hewas hungry, and what he
ate that she might have on hand. She saw no evidence of amouth, or an
asshole, or any orifice. Come to think of it, he didn’'t even have any
organsthat she could see, just thingsin histransparent massthat looked
very much to her like cell organelles and vacuoles. He drank water
through his“ skin”; perhaps wastes al so | eft the same way. The thought
of waste products spontaneously oozing from membranes on such a
large scaledid not please her. She hoped he had more control than that,
or that she could find her long lost mop.

Silly thoughts, petty concerns. For chrissakes, this thing had
intelligence and could emulate human voices. But no visible nervous
system. How absolutely unbelievable. How utterly impossible.

Rita's life was beginning to take a very strange turn. She dared
assume things would never be the same again. But curioudly, this most
unusual event had not disturbed her in the least. It was amost like she
expected it to happen.

And most interesting of all, there would be no more interest in
going to dinner parties, ruining the conversation with her strangeideas,
with her talk of unusual theories and speculations, her talk of the alien
that now rested in abig shapelessblob, asrea ascat barf, on her kitchen
floor. Then she thought of her father in the next house.

Rita would have to keep this a secret from her father. Hisrigid,
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structured reality would not allow for him to step out of the 1950s,
much less understand or accept abeing from somewhere else. God, the
thought was ludicrous. “Excuse me, Dad? Allow me to introduce you
to my new roommate, Tall Jdlo. If hisvoice soundsfamiliar, it’ sbecause
the first earth voice he heard happened to be Tom Brokaw reporting
the evening news. I'll pay any extrafor the water bill.”

No, never. This would just have to be one more secret she kept
from him. In fact, she would have to protect her alien friend from him.

Alienfriend. Shelaughed dightly as she considered how and when
she had actually decided he was her friend. Rita could not recall ever
feeling fear at any point. She seemed to be taking the whole incident
very calmly, asif it happened every day around this desolate, dried-up
ranch.

There was so much to learn; Rita had so many questions. Would
he be ableto tell her where he came from and how he got here? Or why
he was here?

Of more immediate importance: How was she going to continue
to take care of thisthing? She had to, didn't she? It wasn't the same as
taking in an exhausted bird or a hurt rabbit. She just couldn’t ignore
him or kick him out once she thought he was OK. He needed her.

Her responsibility, now. Her problem. Her new friend, maybe?
WIll you stay with meif | take care of you, or will you quiver acurt“ ta-
ta’ onceyou' restronger?

Thetwo Ritas argued loudly in her head:

“Youidiot, you don’'t know what you' re dealing with here. Why
are you so goddamn trusting?’

“Thisis a once in a lifetime opportunity—a once in a hundred
lifetimes opportunity! How can | not do everything | possibly can,
everything | can possibly think of, to help this amazing creature?’

“Yeah,you'll lay it all ontheline, just likeyou awaysdo, and get
screwed again. Just wait.”

“How in the hell can you say that? He's not even human. How
can you know what he'll do?’

“1 know your track record, bitch. When are you gonnastop playing
rescuer and let someone come to your rescue for just once?’

“What do | need rescuing from? I’'m doing fine, considering.”

“Rita dammit, your life is atoilet. You're crippled, on a fixed
income, loveless, and you live next door to atyrant who' s delighted to
seeyou thisway. You' reaprisoner in your own life.”

“Someday the writing will pay off. It'Il get better. It hasto.”

“Someday. Someday. How about now?What' swrong with now?”’

Growing slegpinessturned thefamiliar dialog into gibberish. Rita
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drifted into hypnogogic fantasy once again on her way to the place
where dreams incubate.

Her mom'’ svoice startled her: “Rita, what do you want?’ Need to
cry, but too busy now. Images of along path ascending into a cobalt
fog. Horses gall oping across an ochre moor overlooking a stormy sea.
Carrotsspinning in adark pool—vermilion flashes. Not carrots—stars.
Stars contracting—orange streaks squeezing into blue pinpoints,
spinning hideously. Spinning, getting blacker, denser, tighter.

Explosion of white fury. Her bubble is warped and lumpy. She
can barely see the ribbon of stars streaming away through the clear,
distorted walls. Slowing how, opening up, space dilatesinto an infinite
carbon canvasflecked with silver. A blue sphere approaches up ahead:
My destination....

k]

&
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CHAPTER 2—Becoming

We are what we pretend to be—Harlan Ellison

Rita was jolted awake by a startled, muffled masculine scream
coming fromtheliving room. Shedidn’t realized she had fallen asdleep—
maybe shewasn't even awake quite yet. Confusion. Alarm. It waspitch
black in the bedroom. For just a nanosecond she wanted to remain in
bed. Images of the dien’s jelly finger stuck and steaming in a wall
socket, of her father stumbling over the gelatinousthing, lurched through
her sleep-numbed mind.

Curiosity yanked her painfully to a standing position, and Rita
stepped cautiously towards the hall. What would she do if she didn’t
like what she saw?

Creeping down the hall, clutching the shelves to steady herself,
wanting to turn back but finding her cowardice too weak, she peered
around the corner into the living room. Unexpectedly, she found the
overhead light had been turned up to full power.

Tall Jello stood quivering, books strewn about him on the living
room floor. Every shelf was emptied; all three hundred twenty-five of
Rita' s carefully cataloged books were on the floor.

“What the hell are you doing in here? Why did you scream?’

Just then the creature turned towards her and extended a right
pseudopod of solid oak. It hung heavily, tugging at his plastic-like
membrane. “ This Relation Event tried to trandate something...there.”
Hetwisted hisgelatinous pillar to indicate the corner of theroom, where
an oak end table had been. “The field of this Relation Event is too
weak. This Relation Event isincorrect,” he said in asad Tom Brokaw
voice.

“What field? What the hell were you trying to do, mate with my
furniture?’ Rita’ sastonishment mutated into anger and impatience. She
fought to remain cam. “Please explain to me what you're doing. My
books. What happened to my table and your...arm?’ Her mind went
crazy, hopping from theory to theory, groping for some kind of
explanation. The scene was absurd, ridicul ous.

“ThisRelation Event wantsto learn of Relation Rita’ skind; to do
so this Relation Event must translate to one of Relation Rita’'s kind.
The table does not translate.

“Relation Rita' smind reveal sto this Relation Event many things;
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the books tell more—things that this Relation Event wishes to
experience. But there is interference from Relation Rita's electronic
companions. ThisRelation Event will destroy themif thefieldisallowed
to dominate. This Relation Event cannot trandate here.”

Rita felt her eyes open wider and her jaw dip a few cogs. He
couldn’t betelling her what shethought he wastelling her. “Y ou mean,
you can transmute matter—change into a human by using furniture?’
After she said it she felt incredibly stupid. Transmutation of elements
wasthefantasy of ancient al chemists—or the nightmare nuclear reaction
going on inside zillions of stars.

“Yes.” Theanswer came boldly, flatly. Therewasamost “Can’t
everyone?’ implied in his abrupt answer, but she dismissed it.

“Uh...could you do it outside, away from the electronics
equipment?’ she asked asif she had it al figured out. Of course, fool,
we do thiskind of thing around here every day.

“This Relation Event needs organic matter to translate. This
Relation Event...will be?. . . like Relation Rita.”

“Wait a minute. You' re going to look like me? That's area bad
idea. Can’t you be somebody else?’

“This Relation Event needs pattern images. Pictures. Or, from
Relation Rita' smind can be found astrong patternimage.” He reached
an extension out, groping for her.

Rita jerked backwards. “Let's be more systematic about this.”
Could heredly become a man? Could she help him create aman? The
idea excited her. She thought about all the books she had; some must
have nice looking men in them, even a Playgirl magazine would be
good. Bending over to rifle through the disarray of her beloved books,
she lurched back up in horror: All the pages were blank. Fingering
through them, she couldn’t find even one damn book without blank
pages. “ Y ou erased my books! God dammit you erased all my books!”

Tall Jello stood mationless. If he had had a face, he might have
looked puzzled. Or even guilty. After several dead seconds, he said,
“Absorbed the knowledge. Learned of Relation Rita's world. This
Relation Event is incorrect?” Tom Brokaw had never sounded so
remorseful.

“You sucked the ink right off the paper? The writing is not the
knowledge! Thewritingissymbolic. What did you dowith all theink?’
He still looked murky-clear.

“Trandateit. Can do nothing elsewithit. Strange, that knowledge
should have waste products.”

“Hell, some knowledge is awaste product,” Ritamuttered as she
gathered the corpses of her cherished volumes of astronomy, physiology,
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anatomy, nutrition, biology, psychology, physics and chemistry. An
entire lifetime collection of reference sources, sponged up inside two
hours by a knowledge-lusting aien. This just couldn’t be happening.

As Ritawas replacing the blank books to the shelves, it dawned
on her that she could use any picture she wanted for Tall Jello’s
tranglation. And she had a perfect choice.

Ritaturned to reach for a video tape. Placing it in the VCR, she
instructed her curiousfriend to watch it carefully, remember it, absorb
it. This would be his new human form. After al, it was very sad to
have such an obscene and hopeless crush on an actor that one would
never meet. The building excitement energized her. If thiscould really
work. . . .

He watched the images on the TV screen intently, or so Rita
imagined. “This pattern appeals to Relation Rita?’ he asked in the
flawlessly emulated voice of the sultry actor.

“Uh..yeah. Yes,” Rita said, surprised. “Is this going to work—
really? You don’'t have to look like a Glad bag full of Dippity-Do?’
She slammed her mouth shut just as the unintentional insult escaped.

Tall Jello did not seem offended as he neared the VCR, placing a
left pseudopod on theVV CR door. Tiny tendrils oozed through the narrow
cracks beside the door and deftly scanned the tape passing by the
playback head. Small flitting sparks sprayed in all directions as Tall
Jello’s fluid turned violet. The images of the man of Rita's fantasies
dissolved into non-signal snow on the TV screen. Shit, he’ serased my
tape.

Returning to his usual murky-clear color, he said in the actor’s
silky voice, “Done. This Relation Event remembers the human. Can
allow this Relation Event’ sfield full strength outside. Tranglation will
be completed there.”

“Before we go, tell me one thing. What the hell isafield?’

“In Relation Rita’ s books...there is no complete description. The
field of the All That Is.”

“All That Is?Y ou mean, God?’

“What is God?’

“1 washoping you couldtell me...eventualy.” Shefound her copy
of World Religions on the floor, and leaned down to get it. “Did you
scan thisbook? Many humans believein asupreme being, anintelligent
force. Arethey right?’

“God: An anthropic punishing/rewarding parent-surrogate who
residesin afictitious wherewhen. Interesting delusion.

“ThefieldisThe All That Is. Thefield is Of The One. Thefield
isBeing.”
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Was this an answer? Rita couldn’t be sure she understood
what he had said. She decided not to pursue it. Trusting blindly,
she motioned the being to follow her into the kitchen. Holding the
door for him, she watched in amazement as he expertly navigated
the porch steps, flowing easily into advancing sections of himself.

It was cool and dark out, but the landscape waswell defined by a
full moon slowly squeezing up in the east. A gentle summer breeze
whispered fromtheeast in atypical CdiforniaSanta Anafashion, drying
and mummifying tubers and corn harvested from the week’ s labors.

Tall Jello’s mass glistened and sparkled beautifully in the soft
lunar glow as heinched hisway behind, looking asif he were laboring
to maintain aheight equal to Rita’' s seventy inches. They stopped near
the garden gate where she had scraped him up off a searing mound just
hours before.

He bobbed and fluttered in shimmery rainbow colors. Every so
often, hisform would seem to disappear when the angle changed, then
flash back into view. He reminded Rita of a mucus-draped diamond
with a board stuck in it, the moonlight frolicking on and through his
mass, showing colors unimaginable to her before. She felt almost sad
that his unusua beauty would be traded in for human form.

Rita hurried to mentally prepare herself for the transformation
about to occur. She had every confidence that it would occur, though
logic strained her faith that this being spoke of real things. She knew
shewould have difficulty in convincing herself that the creature’ sfinal
form was not going to be the genuine article, just someone who looked,
sounded, and acted like the actor. Her already strange experience was
about to evolve into a fantastic fantasy, and she had no idea how far
she could takeit.

“How will you do this? Do you need meto help?’

“Supply organic material. Enough mass to equal the mass of the
human...plus eighty percent.”

“1 don’t know how much he weighs! A hundred eighty pounds,
I’d guess. Plus eighty percent. That's another...one hundred forty-four
pounds.” Rita limped-ran around the garden with a wheelbarrow
gathering cornstalks, compost, uprooted potatoes. In her excitement,
she bolted out of the garden and wheel ed on down to the orchard where
she collected leaves and falen fruit. The load was getting heavy—
should be about right. A man made of vegetable matter, wasn't that a
trip.

The overloaded wheelbarrow balked and got stuck a few times
on the trip back up the small incline to the garden where Tall Jello
waited patiently. Dumping the load beside him like a pagan peasant
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bringing offeringsto appease one of her gods, Ritarepeated her frenzied
gathering of vegetation until she was satisfied she had enough.

The glistening mass leaned over into the wheel barrow, wobbling
and shuddering, extending several pseudopodia around the huge pile
of matter. Tall Jellowasno longer tall, or clear. Hisentire massvibrated
and hummed in hot lavender infrasound.

Rita’ s ears began to ring and her chest vibrated as the low, deep
sound resonated in the air. The ground buzzed. Long spirals of slow
electricity seeped from the humming purple mass swaying near the
wheelbarrow. Electric moths casually leaped and meandered in fixed
orbits around the mixture of lavender gelatin and changing vegetable
matter.

Suddenly, the electric moths organized and assembled into a
recognizable pattern. All of the matter somehow consumed, the lavender
heap stood, circling electric moths dragging strings of burning slow
liquid electricity into forms: human legs, atorso, arms, a head.

He seemed taller than Ritanow, but she couldn’t be sure because
she thought she was going to pass out from the noise. Dizziness and
nauseatore at her insides asthe molten electric human pul sated before
her. Rita's vision became blurred, then double. The shadows of the
night warped in a sickening dance. She fought to form thoughtsin her
liquefying, roily mind. She could barely make out the faint, distorted
bark of the dog in the distance.

Ritacollapsed to her knees and the hard ground collided with her
face as she doubled over, crashing slowly in dilated, measured time
frames. The steamy vibrating air and ground folded in around her.
Disorientation and confusion ripped at her brain, but she wasintent on
ridingit out, onwatching every last electrical charge split theair, gushing
and zipping through, over and around the unearthly apparition before
her.

Then, there in the brightening moonlight, his shape and features
slowly took form, solidified and cooled, following precisely theimage
pattern remembered from the video tape. The oppressive infrasonic
sound-net dissipated, leaving Rita' s head suddenly clear and emptied
like an ancient cavern. Her vision warped back to normal and she could
see him: the human male, standing above her, looking down—smiling,
she thought. It was severa seconds before Rita realized that he was
completely stark naked.

Rita groaned to her feet and stood, unsteady and dumbfounded,
staring up into the man’s shadowed face. Slowly she walked around
him, and he turned in place, following her with a frozen, unsettling
gaze, until the moonlight solidly struck his magnificent features. He
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was a dead ringer for the actor: an exact copy. His beauty doubled
Rita’ s sensitivity to the cool night air. She shivered in awe.

Thisisagod. | have witnessed creation itself. “ Are you...done?’
She could think of nothing more intelligent to say.

The newly created man moaned and grunted several animal-like
noises, opened and closed his mouth several times, seeming to
experiment with different ways to make sounds. After a few
unintelligible phrases and even more facial contortions, he answered
inthat seductivesilky voice. “ This Relation Event iscompl eted, Relation
Rita.”

Rita’s mouth hung open. For a minute there she didn’t think he
would be able to utter one intelligent word. Now his voice was as
confident and assured asif it were the actor speaking to her. Shewanted
to cry in sheer amazement. It would be difficult for Rita to keep
reminding herself that Tall Jello wasin there.

He brought his unfamiliar hands up to his face, turning them,
examining them, then caressing his well-developed upper arms, his
full chest, his chiseled face. “Very strange, thisflesh. It movesin only
three dimensions.” He paused for a moment, still running his hands
over his body. “But it is well suited to this dry planet. It is compact,
contained, and very durable.”

Suddenly, alook of distress overtook his expression of wonder,
and Rita could see tears glisten in his eyes as the moonlight washed
over hisface. “Different...limited senses. And how very...isolated.”

There was no mistaking it: he was sad. Maybe he regretted what
he had done. Impulsively, Ritareached for hishand. Hefelt real, warm,
the pulse wasright. There seemed to be nothing about him that was not
convincingly human.

“Let’s go back into the house,” she said, tugging at his hand and
finding unexpected resistance. She never stopped to think that hewould
have to learn how to walk, how to coordinate and guide each step. He
proceeded clumsily, watching her small steps carefully, imitating her
movements. Then, his gait became perfectly fluid, asif he had walked
thisway always.
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CHAPTER 3—Discoveries

There are times when one must choose between being human
and having good taste—Bertolt Brecht

Rita trembled, both excited and disturbed by his nudity as she
lead him to the couch and gently pressed on his shoulders until he
flopped down. He sat there, staring right through her like one of Rita's
cats would do if she forgot to feed it, absent-mindedly stroking the
fibers of the cushionswith hisleft hand. Ritaimpulsively jumped from
her chair to get something to cover him. She would have to ask him
later how he had copied with such precision the details of human male
anatomy, all from a clothed image on a video tape.

Easing the unfolded sheet over his lap Rita explained, “Humans
usually wear coverings when in the company of other humans they
don’'t know intimately.”

“But, thisRelation Event does know Relation Rita,” he said softly,
cocking his head as if he didn’'t understand. She would have been
shocked, even angry had she not remembered him crawling around
inside her head, entwining his invisible jelly fingers around every
neuron, tasting every neurotransmitter, absorbing her every thought
and memory. It would have been worse than rape—had she not
consented to it.

“Relation Ritaisfrightened? Please do not be afraid. ThisRelation
Event knows Relation Rita. This Relation Event feels what Relation
Ritafeels.” Then, more serioudly, “Please, do not | et fear take Relation
Rita. Relation Rita must not...spindle.”

“What? What's this spindle stuff? How do you know what I'm
thinking?”’

“This Relation Event knows everything, every last detail, knows
Relation Rita' s secrets, even the ones Relation Ritakeepsfrom Relation
Rita.”

“1 don't keep secrets from myself! How could | do that? If it'sin
my head, | must know it!” Rita caught herself feeling almost angry, at
least insulted. His self-assurance was unnerving, it even scared her a
little.

“There is much about Relation Rita to which Relation Rita does
not yet have access. This Relation Event does not understand why, but
will in time. Relation Rita’' s chemistry teaches this Relation Event.”
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“You mean you can tell what I’'m thinking by changes in my
chemistry? That's a bit invasive, don’t you think?”’

“All of the colony joinsin thismanner...but, itismoredifficult in
this form. There istoo much separateness and isolation.”

Rita didn’t know where to begin asking him questions. Millions
of ideasflooded her mind. Shethought hewastelling her that hissociety,
whatever kind it could be, was bonded chemically, somehow. But how
he could interpret her emotions was astounding.

“How many of the mental attributes and senses do you retain
from your normal form?’ It seemed like a good place to start asking
guestions.

“Unknown in thiswherewhen. Some are noticeably weakened by
this barrier—skin. Dry barriers are not good for chemical
communication, but this Relation Event reasons this skin is necessary
for life on this planet.”

Shehad guessed correctly, he did motivate through chemotropism,
or something likeit. That would make it tough for hiskind to hide their
feelings and thoughts. But it would be even harder for her to accept
such instant intimacy from a stranger.

“OK...uh, what do | call you? Do you have a name?’

“No.”

Hisbluntnessirritated her. “Well then, whereareyou from? Maybe
that’ll give me an idea for a name for you.”

“Relation Planet five of...Relation Planet orbits the star
system...Relation Rita’ s books call it Epsilon Eridani.”

“That’sadamn long way from here. It must be—"

“Three point two seven damn parsecs,” he chimed in, grinning.
Rita could not help but laugh at the literal inclusion of profanity in his
answer. He joined her laughing, then his expression dissolved to
seriousness.

Relation this, Relation that, she moaned mentally. “Relation
Planet?Y ou have no name for your planet?’

“All names. All labels. Thereisno need for languagein The One.
Language is afunction of vicinity. Those Of The One are non-local.”

She stared at him unintentionally, stunned by his answer. How
could an intelligent species even operate without language? She felt
uncomfortable in nameless things and looked around the room for
something to trigger anideafor anamefor hisplanet, for hiskind. The
titleon arecord album by Tangerine Dream jumped out at her. Phaedra.

“Doyoumindif | call your planet Phaedra? And refer to you and
your kind as Phaedran? It will be easier for meto talk with you.”

“This Relation Event finds the labels acceptable.”
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“How did you get here? How long did it take you?”

“Unplanned. During...spindle. Many Relation Events leave the
atmosphere protection and become spaceborn. This Relation Event is
fortunate, perhaps others are also. Many dissolve into the substrate,
this Relation Event feelsthe discontinuance. The encasement provides
nourishment and water for several revolution cycle fragments—days,
weeks.” Tearstrickled down his face as sadness choked hiswords. So
much emotion in so new a body.

Reaching across to touch his shoulder, to perhaps soothe him,
Rita asked gently, “But how did you get here?”

“Do not know. Do not remember. The journey seems to be short
subjectively, only afew cycle fragment fractions—hours. Everything
begins to spin horribly, then it is all nothingness...black. Can sense
nothing, smell nothing, taste nothing. Only coherent memory is of
entering this planet’s atmosphere, and feeling the encasement break
up. Then Relation Rita finds this Relation Event. Lose much moisture
and mass.” He paused, still tearing up pitifully, struggling with his
shattered memory to continue telling what little he could recall of his
astounding experience.

Ritabeganto sense an eerietappinginside her brain, like someone
wasintheretrying to get her attention, trying to bring something to the
surface. She dismissed the feeling and resumed listening.

“The oracle is displaced. If this Relation Event finds it, this
Relation Event will know how this Relation Event comes here. The
oracle records every cycle micro-fraction—minute—of the journey.”

“God, I'm sorry,” wasthe only thing Rita could think to say, still
bothered by that nagging feeling. She squeezed his shoulder in
sympathy. What a terrible thing: to leave your planet unprepared. It
must have scared the protoplasm out of him. She couldn’t decide where
to begin asking more questions. Every time she got answers, twenty
more questions spilled into her head, begging to be asked.

“What is spindle? Y ou’ ve mentioned it twice now.”

“It isthe ancient behavior of the colony. Relation Events cannot
control it. When fear thresholds, spindle occurs. Many dissolve into
the substrate. It is the ancient way.” His attitude was almost proud.
Death for hiskind must be some sort of mystical experience. Still, this
explanation wasfar from adequate, and she dared drive on, asking more
guestions. She wished she could know him, his thoughts, as he knew
hers. That talent would come in handy about now.

The Phaedran suddenly returned Rita's consoling caress with a
full body embrace, standing up, never unlocking his dark-eyed gaze
from her. She almost tried to pull away, completely thrown off-guard
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by his sudden burst of affection. Yet, it did not feel exactly like
affection. This interpretation of his hug would have been miserably
inadequate. It was affectionate—by her biased perceptions—but it
was much more. It was a knowing, a sharing and giving of
knowledge, feelings, impressions. Her brain buzzed as little electric
moths swirled around in her head. The ringing in her ears was
peculiarly pleasant as fluid electric fingers caressed her mind,
bathing it in tender reassurance.

It is green, jade green dl around, everywhere Rita looks. All of
the mountains sparkle and glint iridescent jade green. The ground has
no discernible vegetation at all, but instead is covered with a slimy
ooze. Theair is suffocatingly thick; she has no trouble breathing as she
wades through the planet rather than walks upon it. A fine mist drifts
upwards from the planet’s surface and hangs languidly. Absolutely
everything isacool, wet, dippery, flowing jade green.

Gelatinous creatures mill, absorb microbial sustenance from the
dense atmosphere, sporulatein private under opal escent shelvesof jade
green. Happiness, knowledge and contentment saturate the heavy air.
Beings blush lavender as they exchange greetings and knowledge,
passed as through osmosis from one gelatinous creature to another. All
Beings are separate, but Of The One.

Large, clear, hard pods float in the viscous atmosphere in the
distance as a near group of Beings share feelings and chemicals of
happiness and mild apprehension. A distant colony hasspindled. Itisa
time for reflection and rejoice. The young will survive, at the expense
of the aged. It isthe ancient code.

The air grows sticky with a sudden effusion of sweet chemicals.
A newly spored Being has been abducted. Fear engulfsthe colony. The
stench of panic suffuses the slow, thick air. All at once, as if by
command, thousands congregate and rush in a frenzied religious
pilgrimageto an unmarked center. Many burst open and | ose protoplasm
along the way, but not one stops to pay attention. Nothing can deflect
them from their single-minded migration.

For what seemslike an hour, the bumping and climbing continues
as they scramble to form aliving minaret—a spindle—rising in place
as Beings make their way up the center. The outside Beingstrigger the
onesin the middle to secrete athick, gray ooze that cements the tower
in place asyounger, morefit Beings crawl to the top. Except for avery
strong few, the Beingsin the center diein their cement sarcophagus. At
the top, the victorious climbers grow a hardened clear oval around
their bodies: an aerodynamic capsule complete with water and
nourishment for several weeks or months of travel. These are heaved
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off the tower, out into the atmosphere. Some unlucky ones may escape
the atmosphere and become forever marooned in orbit around their
beautiful jade green planet. Some may open prematurely and die. Still
others will open in some inhospitable area on Phaedra. Those that
survive will carry on the genetic code of their race. It is the ancient
way.

Rita felt herself trembling. She was somehow understanding
everything she had seen, but for the life of her she couldn’t understand
how.

“Relation Rita has returned to this wherewhen?’ the Phaedran
asked softly, still holding Rita around the small of her back.

“Returned? | never left here. Did 17

“That which is Relation Rita, was on Phaedra. Relation Rita's
physical essence remained here, with this Relation.”

Of course, silly me. | do this kind of thing all the time—exist in
two places at once. Rita had seen, felt, experienced something so
completely real, yet she had not Ieft. “1 couldn’t have gone anywhere,”
she said as she glanced at the clock onthe VCR. “L ook, thetime hasn’t
advanced.”

“It doesn’t in thefourth and fifth dimensions, at |east not in away
Relation Ritawould bewilling to perceive. Timeintheforth dimension
has no meaning—it is the fourth dimension—so therefore travel into
the fifth dimension—being in two places at once—is possible. A very
simpleprinciple. All of spacetimeisavailableto consciousnessaways,
but denial of all but a single sequence of wherewhens distorts
perception.”

Smiling condescendingly he added, “ This Relation Event realizes
these are difficult concepts for humans. Relation Ritawill understand
soon, because Relation Rita wants to.”

Yeah, right. “It was magnificent, your Phaedra. All jade green,
opal cliffsand valleys. Theair was so thick, aimost liquid.” Theimages
of the soupy planet shrouded Rita s thoughts, left her speechless for a
time. Thoughts of the flow of Beings rushing to spindle, crowded out
the images of the surrounding beauty. It had been a very disturbing
scene.

Shesuddenly felt horrified. “ Spindle...l saw it. God, it was awful.
Everyone was out of control, crazed with some kind of internal
command to...that’ swhat happened to you! Jesus, it must have come as
a shock to you when you got tossed clear out of your planet’s orbit.”

“Y es. Unexpected. But this Relation Event continues.”

Ritawas abruptly jolted by his closeness and his grip around her
waist. Without apologizing, she pulled away.
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“Relation Rita fears this Relation Event. Why? This Relation
only wishes to show Relation Rita this Relation Event's origins.”

“It' snot you, hot who you are. It swho you’ ve become. Y ou have
my hormones whipped into afroth.”

“Hormones? This Relation Event has scanned the subject ‘ Sex.’
This function governs much of human behavior in this society. This
Relation Event does not understand.”

“Youwill, if you' reall the man you appear to be,” Ritamumbled
as she glanced down at his unaroused maleness.

“Thereis much to learn of humans. Sex isthe most perplexing.”

“Sexuality may be the most studied but least understood of the
human behaviors. It isbiologically necessary for reproduction, but can
sure as hell mess things up between a man and a woman otherwise.”

“But, how can two different species ever completely understand
one another? This Relation Event does not believe this is possible.
Why would humans expend so much time and effort in an attempt to
do so?’

Rita couldn’t hold it back; she burst into hideously untimely
laughter. Different species? “Men and women are of the same species,
but of different sexes,” she tried to explain between guffaws.

“Two opposites of the same? Interesting, but unnecessary.
Mutations from natural radiation and viral incorporation are sufficient
for variation within a species.”

It was then that Ritaremembered seeing sporulation on Phaedra.
Of course he couldn’t understand sex. It didn’'t exist for him or his
kind. That realization depressed her. AlImost. “ Just how much of human
existence do you wish to experience?’ she asked, cocking her head,
smiling.

“Everything possible. Thisform seemsadaptableto much variety,”
he said, looking at his hands as he turned them over severa times.

“Oh, that' s encouraging. Well, let’ s begin with aname for you. |
can't think of you as Tal Jello anymore. Hmm.” She thought hard
about his planet, the strange society where the inhabitants gladly
committed suicide for an opportunity to prove their race loyalty.
Phaedracidal Maniac? No. Shethought of hisinterstellar travel. “Like
a cosmic explorer,” she muttered. “A Magellan of space and
time...Cosmigellan!”

A frown wrinkled his forehead as he pondered Rita's curious
mating of words. “ Relation Ritawishes to refer to this Relation Event
by this label ?’

“Yeah, it fits perfectly. Well, If you don't like it...it was just a
suggestion.”
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“Cosmigellan it is. In this wherewhen. This Relation—
Cosmigellan—may choose a new label. Does Relation Rita object?’
He smiled warmly and reseated himself.

“No, knock yourself out. Whatever you like.”

A crease grew between his brows. “Why would Relation
Cosmigellan wish to knock—"

“Just afigure of speech.”

Fatigue and hunger drove Ritato the kitchen where Cosmigellan
watched her cut two chunks of lasagnafrom alarge pan and place them
on a plate, then put the plate in the microwave. He studied every
movement, listened to every sound, sniffed near the oven door as if
trying to absorb lasagnamoleculesfrom theair, all thetime smiling his
delight with the new sensations.

Learning how to eat from aplateinstead of sucking hissustenance
from the air proved abit tricky at first. He pushed food into his mouth,
never unlocking his gaze from Rita s face, and chewed. A huge grin
blossomed on hisface. “ Flavors. Good flavors. Except . . .” He stopped
chewing, eyesbugging out and watering. Food exploded from aterrified
smile and sprayed outwards. After gagging twice, he frowned and spit
everything back into his plate, gasping for a clear breath.

“Can’t breathe and swallow at the same time. Try it without
talking. Remember the physiology books?”’

He nodded. Carefully watching Rita swallow, his second attempt
was successful.

His dexterity with afork would be slower in coming. Maybe he
would never master it at all if he managed to make hors d’ oeuvres out
of an impaled eyeball. Apparently ambidextrous, he was using both
hands to hold his fork. “Here, let me show you a better way to hold a
fork.”

Between bites Ritaasked incessant questions of hisnativebiology.
She had more troubl e grasping the concepts of a“nebulousbrain” than
he did handling afork, chewing and swallowing.

The nebulous brain: the brain without a brain. Free-floating
intelligence within awhirlpool of electrically charged protoplasm. The
whole being seemed to be one big, loose brain—a mind escaped into
eddies of nutrient fluid. How weird—a mind without a head. Ho did
they know wherethe“1” resided? And to top it off, each mind directly
transferable—more correctly, copiable—to another through membrane
contact, as all Phaedrans' existence revolved around accumulating
knowledge, and passing it on. The separate minds linked into one big
mind, like ahologram. All parts were a complete representation of the
whole. Ritawondered how big the One Mind was.
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Rita was feeling more comfortable with Cosmigellan as the
clock on the stove displayed eleven at night. He was absolutely
fascinating. Indeed, he had read her entire library, plus he seemed
to delight in telling of his strange cool, wet, homogeneous world.
She no longer felt nervous when he stared into her eyes the way he
did. Phantasms of the actor from whom Cosmigellan had copied
his human form, flickered in her head as she sat staring back. Tall
Jello was fading.

A sharp, intrusive rap hammered at the kitchen door. “Rital” her
father's voice bellowed. She hadn’'t heard the engine of his car
announcing his return. Living next door to him was far too cozy a
situation, especially at this very moment.

A monstrous surge of adrenaline spit into Rita's bloodstream as
she said, “Yeah?" She wouldn’'t know what clever thing to say if he
had rushed in and seen a nearly naked man sitting at her kitchen table.

Before Rita could even think how to handle the situation,
Cosmigellan had leaped up and scaled the door entering the hall. He
was clinging, naked as a centerfold, scratching at the ceiling, trying to
break through. He began screaming incoherently, begging to be
sacrificed, encouraging non-existent spindlers. It was a horrifying
display.

The voice from outside asked, “What's going on in there? Are
you OK?’

Rita' s eyes darted up at Cosmigellan, then to the kitchen. Think
of something. She grabbed at her scalp, massaged it, as if trying to
produce a genie from the empty walls of the inside of her head.

“Nothing...New Age rock and roll tape,” she finally squeaked,
eyesriveted on Cosmigellan dangling fromthe hall door like aterrified
chimpanzee.

“1 thought maybe you were layin’ alittle leg on somebody,” Jim
Grayson said, chuckling.

“It'slate. I'm going to bed. Can't it wait?’

“1 want that portable stereo your mamma left you. Mine broke.
I'll comeinand getit.”

Cosmigellan was still clawing at the ceiling, whimpering.

“Shhhh! Quiet.”

“What's that?’ her father demanded. A thud at the kitchen door
reminded her that she had had the forethought to lock it. “Hey, open
up!”

“I lent it to Julie. She's in Oregon on vacation,” Rita lied. God
damn him. He' snot going to take that stereo away like he did everything
else Mom left me.
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“Oh. Well, when you get it back let me know. | know you don’t
need it.” She heard his footsteps recede. Safe for now.

Rita' s attention returned to Cosmigellan, who gradually calmed
and dropped from the top of the door. Sweat dripped from hisdisheveled
black hair, and a tremor began to develop, spreading over his entire

body.

“Don’'t be scared, it's not that bad,” she tried to tell him, not
believing it herself.

“Relation Rita's chemistry confirmsthat it isl”

“You mean, | triggered that little scene?’

“It does not occur spontaneously! From Relation Rita—fear!
Resentment!” he exclaimed.

It wasthefirst time she’d heard himraise hisvoice. “ Y es, it does.
Don't forget, you have a human body now, lots of things are likely to
happen to you that you’ve never experienced before.” Ritafelt adly,
sneaky smile grow on her face. “Don’'t blame meif you get all wrapped
up in human responses.” Silently and of its own accord, her mind
enumerated the erotic possibilities.

Cosmigedlan shuffled, covered in goosebumps and afilm of swest,
into the living room and to the sofa. He just sat staring long-faced into
hislap. Hedidn't seemto be very happy at all with what he had become,
apparently having ahard time dealing with the strange combination of
human and Phaedran mental processes and physical attributes—akind
of cosmic identity crisis. But, observing his remarkable adaptability
thus far, there was no reason to think he wouldn’t be able to sort it al
out for himself in time.

Slowly, he began to snap out of his funk, asking questions
pertaining to various human behaviors, straining to understand. It was
al very comfortable until he asked Rita about a subject that was
confusing enough to her; having to explain it to an alien seemed all but
impossible, if not absurd.
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CHAPTER 4—A Hint of Wonder

Space has no top, no bottom...in fact,
it is bottomless both at the bottom and at the top—Bill Nye

“Geez, what am |, a philosopher? | really don’'t know. War
exists. Always has, | guess. Men just fight with each other. Someone
doesn't like someone else’s opinions, beliefs or values, someone
thinks his beliefs and values should be forced on others, someone
wants something that doesn’t belong to him...I don’t know. A lot
of times, the enemy is imagined—as in the fight against
communism. Old power-crazed men send the young to fight, to
kill without a reason to kill. It makes everyone insane, but it goes
on. It probably always will.” Rita stumbled mentally. Could the
concept of differences among members of the same species be
fathomable to one from such a homogenized society? It occurred
to her that differences were in fact the catalyst for war; sameness
does not argue with itself.

“They kill each other?” Cosmigellan asked in horrified disbelief.
“ And women humans, do women fight?”’

“That's a very interesting question. Yes, they do, but not in the
sameway.” Shetook along pause, trying to gather her thoughts before
she bilged out some sort of female chauvinist drivel. “ It' sdifferent. We
get just asangry, even just asinsane. But women seem to keep it more
personal. Men, on the other hand, organize committees, form armies
and blow up awhole country.” It probably wasn’t quite accurate, but
Ritalikedit. “1t' sfunny, but in prehistoric times, men used to fight one
on one—for females, territory, food—just like males of most other
species on Earth. Now a few leaders send off thousands of younger
men to kill each other for ideas, or rather ideals.”

“It isadisplaced ancient behavior of competition?”

“Yeah, | never thought of it like that. | guess it is a sort of
displacement, ruled by ancient codes that are no longer applicable. No
wonder the world seems crazy to me. | don’t understand the whole
mess, really. First comes judgment—of race, of religion, of ideals, of
priorities, of political systems—then comes control. It seemsto follow
that same pattern. Humans always seem to be trying to control other
humans. Maybe it’ sto create sameness, homogeneity, believing that it
will result in absolute peace. It would, but it would also snuff out
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independent thought—the foundation of creativity--humans’
greatest asset.” Ritafell silent. She felt her breathing become shallow,
then she burst forth with, “Humans are the only beings on this
planet to endeavor to control their environment on such a massive
scale; maybe it extends to other humans as well.” She paused again,
only briefly. “The whole planet could be blown up several times
over by the warheads in storage. One power has five, the other guy
adds five, so the first guy adds ten more. It's a childish kind of
control, a power game that may never see a sane solution.”

“Then, this obsession with control, with acquiring and
displaying power, actually decreases its effectiveness.”

“Yeah...yeah. Planet Earth needs more...men like you.” Rita
realized she especialy needed someone like him in her desolate life.
“There' sastory, akind of metaphor for what' s happening with bomb
stockpiling,” Ritacontinued. “I1t' samedieval story, but very applicable:

“A dragon on the outskirts of town promised not to come in and
harass the townsfolk if avirgin was sacrificed to him every two years.
WEell, you know what happened? Pretty soon all the ladies caught on
and they al ran around trying to get laid. Even the seven-year-olds
were shameless. Eventually, the only virgins |eft were four-year-olds,
and there was a law in this town against sacrificing children. In the
end, the town had to fight the dragon instead of keep feeding it. Neat
concept, eh?’

“Relation Ritaisaphilosopher. This story isinteresting, but very
distressing.” He sat quietly. She assumed he was mulling over the
abstracts of human atrocities perpetrated upon fellow humans.

Ritaadded, “Men and women are very different in their concepts
of fighting. There are notabl e exceptions on both sides of course. Human
history has pretty much been dictated by the male ego.” She had just
failed miserably at remaining impartial.

Cosmigellan raised his head to speak, then slumped back down
on the sofato think. He would not make eye contact.

Lighten up, Rita. “Y ou must be thoroughly grossed-out by now.”

“It is deeply disturbing—war. There is no war on Phaedra, only
revenge. It is an equitable solution to injustice, and as with women, it
is personal.”

“Revenge?’ How delicious. She couldn’t wait to hear all about it.
Even more intriguing would be the reasons for it. What would such a
simple, peaceful world need with revenge? “Tell me about revenge,”
she aimost demanded.

“Itistheonly rational responseto...personal?...Relation Event to
Relation Event injustice. Unlike war, it involves only three Relation
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Events. And it happens once, then it is over. It does not go on
interminably. Relation Events Of The One do not threaten or torment
asaprelude to action.”

“What in the world could happen on Phaedra that would require
revenge?’

“There are Relation Eventsthat may wish to withhold knowledge
from others, torefusetransfer. Thisisimmora. Theonly Relation Events
desiring revenge are those that have been denied knowledge.”

“So, how in the hell do you get even, poke holes in their
membranes, or what?’

“Theideaof deliberately causing death to another Relation Event
isrepugnant. Relation Events of the One use chemical deception. Newly
sporulated young are abducted and chemically altered to render them
neutral to their Originators.”

Ritawas amost sorry she asked. “ Stealing children hardly seems
equitable punishment for withholding knowledge.”

“Itisnot exactly stedling. Progeny arereturned, but the Originators
are unable to chemically bond or share knowledge with the offspring.
Progeny are as strangersto the Originators, so eventually connect with
other colonies.”

Rita was shocked. “ Stiff penalty, losing your kids just for being
secretive.”

“Selfishness and secretiveness are grounds for social ostracism.
No Relation Event iskilled. It isthe ancient way.”

Ritaremembered watching the thousands of Phaedransin spindle,
and a rush of redlization filled her. “Child abduction causes spindle.
Many are killed during spindle. Hasn't the absurdity of this ever
occurred to you?’ The force of her remarks frightened her.

“It isthe ancient way.”

And that’ sthat. Such grand mental and emotional sophistication.
Such immensely conspicuous stupidity. Like interstellar wildebeests
on their treacherous mission across athundering river that claims vast
numbers of them every year: Itisasit has always been.

The conversation crawled to atired limp. Ritawas very sleepy.
At least her father had not returned; that would be anearly intolerable
end to amarveloudly stimulating day.

Cosmigellan requested access to the remaining books, promising
not to erase them. Ritatossed him ablanket and retired to her bedroom,
admiring him for the speed and competence with which he had adapted
to his new form. No human could have ever accepted and adopted the
ways of a species so completely different from his own.

Tomorrow would be anew adventure. Ritahad an overwhelming
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desire to take him around and show him human society at its most
interesting. Hisresponses could not help but bethoroughly entertaining.

Her degp wasrestless. A torrent of thoughts and imagesinundated
her groggy brain. She at first believed them to be memories of her visit
to Phaedra, but realized that they were something else entirely. She
was not dreaming, not remembering, but as before, was actually there.
The sights and sensations were vivid and real; the weirdness of it all
alternated with sparkling lilac electric moths flitting about inside her
head, accompanied by that familiar low hum. He was doing it to her
again—from the living room.

Rita spent most of the night and early morning hours walking
among the Phaedrans unnoticed, watching them carry on their simple
lives. A growing uncomfortable feeling nagged at her. Something
unnerving was out of place on Phaedra, something just didn't figure
and she couldn’t put her finger on it. In the morning, Ritaremained in
bed, awake, fighting off the discomfort of the hugeness of it: the
unaskable question.

She became vaguely aware of soft clicking sounds coming from
the living room. It was familiar, but very much out of place. As she
rose stiffly, the noiseslocked into placein her mind: Her computer was
being used.

Ritadressed and walked into the living room where Cosmigellan
sat, blanket wrapped around hiswaist, expertly keying in commands at
the terminal. As she sowly walked around his chair, standing behind
him to seethe screen, hetyped in alast command and sat back, waiting
expectantly.

“My God, that's Citibank Online. How did you get into that
database? It takes an |D number, a password and a credit card to . . .”
Someday she was going to stop being so amazed at his resourcefulness
and ability to pick up knowledge so phenomenally fast.

Knowledge. Knowledge—that was it! That was what was eating
at her. “There' s something | want to—"

“I have an ID number and a credit account. | created them last
night,” he said, still waiting patiently for something.

He had said “I.”

“Did you access someone else’ s account?”’

“No. It is mine. My new name is Dr. Jean-Michel Entremont.
Visacard number four...ah,” he said, leaning towards the screenful of
new information. “I now have a checking account as well.”

Jesus, he' s become a computer criminal on hisfirst day here. If
any of thisgetstraced to me, I'll be staring at gray walls and bars and
begging for protection from some bruiser named Bertha. “God, | wish
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you hadn’t done this.”

“Why does Rita call me by this name? My chosen name is Jean-
Michel.”

“You'll dways be Cosmigellan to me. Just tell me what the hell
you' re doing fucking with my computer, accessing an international
banking database at three hundred dollarsan hour.” The anxiety leaked
from her voice aswell as her pores.

“I do not fuck.”

“Will you quit!”

“But, Rita asks me—"

“Just tell me what you' re doing on my computer, OK?’

“Collecting knowledge. And establishing credit. Ritahas none, |
checked.”

Ritacould have predicted hisanswer. But it seemed so odd. Such
asimple being, from a simple society on asimple world. No politics,
no superiors, no technology, no libraries, no news networks. Almost
no social structure even existed except during spindle. It just didn’t
make sense that such beings should be so driven to collect vast amounts
of knowledge, and by unquestioned moral code, share it with others.
What use could they havefor it? And where on Phaedra, for chrissakes,
would they get knowledge?

“Areyoufinished here? | want you to explain where you get your
knowledge on Phaedra.”

“From each other. | have explained this before.”

“New knowledge. Where do you get new knowledge?’

“Everywhere. Everywhen. This universe. Other universes.”

“You mean, youtravel al over hell and gone? How?Y ou have ho
technology, no ships.”

“We travel as Rita does to Phaedra, through the fourth and fifth
dimensions. We go at will, anywhere we like. And we observe, learn,
absorb knowledge.”

Thiswasgetting hairy. Ritacouldn’t imaginejust mentaly zipping
off anywhere in the universe she desired, and just be there, anywhere,
instantly; it must be wonderful. He must have seen so much. She
frowned in an effort to understand what she had never seen, and probably
never would: the fifth dimension.

Cosmigellan touched her arm lightly, his expressionless face
looking up at her. He faded into agray mist. A low hum filled her head
as electric moths zoomed through her consciousness.

She saw aplanet nesting in agravity well. She could actually see
the gravity well enfolding around the planet. She saw it from one
viewpoint, but even when she then traveled around it, she could still
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see that same viewpoint in addition to others as she moved around the
planet! She was seeing all possible viewpoints simultaneously, a
superimposition of all possible views, winking in and out of existence,
piling atop each other. It was impossible. Like a multidimensional
collage in spacetime.

She caught her balance on the back of Cosmigellan’schair as she
snapped back into the room. “Oh my God.” It had been real.

“Are there other intelligent life-forms out there? Have any been
to this planet?’

“Yes, many. | aso have been heremany timesaswell. Most travel
in the fourth and fifth dimensions. Very few humans, and no human
instruments, are aware of them. Y et, they areall around, in any randomly
selected wherewhen.”

Shereflexively looked around her asif expecting to seethe room
fill with dien life-forms. It was a creepy feeling, sharing the same
spacetime with unimaginable things.

“So, what are you doing with my computer when you can zap
your mind all over the universe?’

“We cannot affect or act on things when we travel, we may only
observe. Besides, this human form limits that ability. | may not
participate in multidimensional reality without the assistance of another
Phaedran in native form.”

“But, you got into my brain just now, showed me the fifth
dimension.”

“Yes, with Rita's help. Rita understands the fourth and fifth
dimensions. It is one of the secrets Rita keeps from Rita. | can help
Rita see them because Ritaand | are bonded.”

“Bonded?’

“In synchronization, melded, connected. It allows me to know
Rita, to hear Rita’ sthoughts, to feel what Ritafeels.” He sighed and sat
limply in the chair. His boredom with her incessant questioning was
becoming obvious.

“1 am hungry,” he finally said, leaning back in the chair, arms
behind and supporting his head, atired, vaguely disgusted look on his
face.

“Yeah, I'll fix you somebreakfast.” Ritaimagined she could amost
feel her brain swelling inside her head. Too much strangeness. Too
much understanding of the non-scientific, non-empirical kind. Many
aliens, many worlds. Too damn many questions, piling up like
constitutional amendments.

The Phaedran was a stupendous mixture of both abysmal
prehistoric simplicity and highly evolved sophistication. His alieness
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shouted out at her, reminding her of her amost forgotten promise
to never lose touch with the fact that he was not who he appeared
to be.

His appetite was ferocious as evidenced from the dozen eggs and
eight biscuits he put away. Watching him wolf down that volume brought
to mind a question Ritawasn't sure she had the bad taste to ask.

“Y ou know about human digestion—about waste products.” Very
clumsy, Rita.

“Yes, but unlike humans or other life-forms here, | will absorb
and utilize all food molecules. There will be no wastes.”

“How...utterly goddamn dainty,” she remarked in a nearly
inaudible voice.

Rita hastily finished her measly two eggs and went to scrounge
around in the bowels of her closet for some old clothes that could fit
Cosmigellan. She found a pair of holey jeans and a huge, baggy, dark
green T-shirt; they would have to do until Cosmigellan and she got to
K-Mart for something better.

Hetook the pants from Ritaand glared at them asiif she had just
asked himtotieaplastic bag around hishead. “| dislike body coverings,
they smother me—my skin,” he complained.

“I’m sorry, but it' sthe custom here. I'm taking you downtown to
get some better clothes. Wewouldn’ t want to attract too much attention,
would we?’

Hefell silent as he eased reluctantly into the pants, contorting his
face in an exaggerated grimace. The T-shirt seemed to go on with less
protest from her oversensitive Phaedran friend. He looked like a bum,
but no one would really notice unless they went someplace snobby.
Now, to find some thongs that would fit his feet. It's amazing how
many things she'd refused to discard over the years, men’s jeans and
thongs were just some of them.

“1 don’t have much money, but | think | can get you anew pair of
dacksand acoupleof shirts. Maybe some shoes, too. Not enough money
for underwear. Oh well, you' d probably hate them anyway.”

“Rita, do not worry about currency. | transferred money from my
account into Rita’ s this morning.”

“God, Cos—how much?’

“Five thousand dollars. It is not enough?’

“Y eah, that’ sjust enough to raise suspicion from every government
agency...shit, if the Social Security findsout. . . .”

“Ritaisdistressed. Why does money distress Rita? Rita’ s culture
worships currency. | do not understand.” Two wrinkles of concern
pleated his forehead. He reached down for her hand and pulled her to
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him, staring at her with dark hypnotic eyes.

Rita was forgetting to remember who he wasn’t, again.

“It's hard to explain, but some government agencies don't want
people like me to have too much—even enough—money. Disabled
people are supposed to flush their dreams and just shut up and exist.”
She pulled away from his embrace. “Never mind, let's go. We can get
you some better clothes and stuff after we hit the ATM.”

Cosmigellan took great interest in hisfirst trip in acar, watching
every movement, listening to every noise. This must seem like a
miserably slow method of travel compared to zipping through thefourth
andfifth dimensionsat will, arriving instantaneously anywhere hismind
chose. He must have seen so much. Did Rita remember him saying
“other universes?” My God, what arevelation. Theoretical physicists
have been flogging themselves for decades over the multiple universe
idea. Ritadidn’t understand why, but the prospect of asking Cosmigellan
about such things—and getting answers—amost terrified her. Who
would she be able to tell? Who would believe her, a no-name ex-
biochemist, wanna-be writer? Maybe deep down inside she feared she
would die knowing the truth while the scientific world toiled on trying
to prove something she would take for granted.

Thisistruth. That's another thing he said.

“Cos, tell meabout the placesyou’ ve been, about other universes.”

Hesmirked and spoke quickly: “Wherewhen isthis body-covering
place?’

“Wherewhen?’ Ritathought about the curious word, aword that
he had apparently made up from two words. So quick to learn,
Cosmigellan.

“Wherewhen as a fragment of spacetime of the All That Is,” he
answered curtly.

“Oh. Time? Where and when? Twenty minutes. Is that what you
want to know?

“Time. Silly concept. Twenty minutes. Miles. Very linear
interpretation of spacetime. It is subjectively short—twenty minutes?’
he chuckled.

“For thiskind of discussion, very.” Ritarealized he had derailed
the intended subject of her query. “ So, how about it? Tell me about the
places you've been.”

“There are many extraordinary wherewhens beyond even the most
vivid human imagination. Many fascinating and not so fascinating life-
forms. Non-intelligent life abounds.”

“Isthere other intelligent life in this galaxy, close to Earth?”

“Oh, yes.” He paused, his effervescent expression sagged into
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cheerless seriousness. “It is unfortunate. . . .”

“What is? That there's other intelligent life?”

“Intelligence comesin many diverseforms. Humanswould never
be ableto recognize most, to grasp the complexity...| am relieved human
technology and understanding of universal principlesisinadequate. It
would be ashame. . . .” Again he paused, staring into the dashboard,
somehow saddened by his thoughts. “After all, how would Phaedra
and its inhabitants be perceived by even the most intelligent of human
researchers?’

A chill gripped Rita' s bowels. He was absolutely right. “They'd
seeyou asaprimitive colony of amoebas, with no discernible thoughts
or feelings, incapable of technological advances, therefore,
unintelligent.”

An uncomfortable silent melancholy engulfed the inside of the
car.

Humans seemed, after all, very impressed with themselves.
Anthropomorphism corrupted even the most open-minded of thinkers.
And technology is always the gauge by which other life-forms are
assessed for intelligence.

Rita dared probe on. “ So, SETI is awaste of time?”’

“ An abysmal waste of time, and moreimportantly to humankind,
awaste of money. Radio frequencies are such a small fraction of the
€l ectromagnetic spectrum. | have not encountered any intelligent species
who uses radio frequency for communication, or even would
acknowledge a signal broadcast through it. Radio frequency is the
background noise of interstellar space; it would be and isbeingignored.”

“Even if messages are transmitted in a recognizable pattern?”’

“Would ahuman pay attention if hisneighbor flushed thetoiletin
arecognizable pattern?’

He crushed her with hislogic. “No, I...guess not.” So much for
universal secrets she' d die with.

“But, what about the way you communicated with me? Still
communicate with me? What about that?’

“Entirely unexpected. | have encountered no other human as
receptive. Believe me, | have attempted contact on my many previous
visgitshere; it hasinvariably been dismissed as hallucination or delusion.
Ritatrusts Rita' smind, Rita' s senses. That part of Ritathat allows Rita
to imagine—that makes Rita a writer—allows Rita to accept alternate
possibilities.”

Good God, I'mtired of hearing my name. “I1t almost didn’t happen
that way.”

“Almost does not count. Rita follows Rita's inner truth. And |
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continue because of it.”

“OK. But don’t you think it's odd that of the whole Earth, you
landed in my garden, while | was there?’

“Not especialy. Collapsing quantum wave functions is a fairly
ordinary method of reality manipulation.”

“What? Quantum Wave Functions? | always thought qwiff-
popping was just a bizarre theory.”

“Itisasreal asanything e seinthisuniverse—whichever universe
one chooses in any given wherewhen. All possible universes exist
simultaneousdly, and all possiblefuturesreally are. Being aware of only
one quantum wave or universe is how reality congeals in the linear
mind.” He paused, staring directly at her, his gaze falling into her like
molten lead. “Rita already knows this. Why is Rita asking me these
guestions?”’

| do? The idea that we can control what happens to us just by
visualizing it so, always struck her as some kind of mystical hogwash.
Now, she was hearing that it's true. “| wonder how many people are
aware that they’re doing this.”

“Most are not aware. Some human scientists understand, but are
skeptical. Some Far-Eastern peoples grasp the concept, but have
contaminated the purity and simplicity of it with mysticism and
religion.”

“Do you think | am aware I’m able to pop qwiffs?’

“The question would not occur to Ritaif Ritawere not. | do not
understand why Rita needs my validation for such a deep internal
belief.”

Why did he keep saying that? She was becoming more confused,
even infuriated with hisinsistence that she already knew these things.
True, Ritahad studied quantum physics, but shewas still unconvinced—
especially of how it all pertained to her. “What about arthritis? And the
things the paternal gene donor does to me? Did | create these for
myself?’ Ritatensed up, dreading the answer.

“Though humans are oftentimes responsible for their own
destruction through aseries of self-defeating behaviors, not all outcomes
are avoidable. Rita must realize that some sets of qwiffs—parallel
universes—are nearly identical, except for a few minor details.
Sometimesthefinal outcome cannot be changed. Ritamust also redlize
that negative outcomes are rel ative—the universes know no distinction
between good and evil. This very fact is the foundation on which
serendipity is based, wherein perceived bad luck surrenders gifts of
fortune.”

“So, there is such athing as fate.”
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“Yes, in some wherewhens. In other wherewhens, not. If all
possible universes converge, there are no alternate outcomes—all
outcomes are identical. The divergence of quantum wave functions, of
all possible universes, iswhat givesriseto different universes. Thisis
when there is control—when one may actively choose which universe
to materializeinto consciousness, which fork in theroad to take. Actions
develop and collapse the quantum wave function. But, Rita already
knows this!”

All Rita knew was that she would want to remember this
conversation forever. Possibilities...stacked on top of each other,
existing, happening at the precise same moment. We—aware of only
one universe at atime. A smorgashord of possible futureswaiting to be
popped into asingleredity. Somedirectable, someinevitable. Everyone
dreams about that kind of control, but few are willing to accept the
responsibility. “It'swonderful and frightening at the sametime.”

“Rita’ suniverseis Rita s alone. Why would Ritawant to hand it
over to someone else? |s that not more frightening?’

“Indeed, indeed it is.”

The last few minutes of thejsjourney were shrouded in silence.
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CHAPTER 5—Detour

1 do not believe in a fate that falls on men however they act;
1 do believe in a fate that falls on them unless they act —Chesterton

They strolled the endless aisles of Sears, Cos gawking and
fingering everything as a small child would. A green sweater caught
Rita seye, so shelead him to the men’ s clothing section and left him to
decide for himself what hewould like to wear. Out of the corner of her
eye she could see him paw and fondle everything, reveling in the
textures.

Ritawas lost in comparison and decision when she heard a lady
scream. Glancing up, she saw two salespersons rushing towards the
men’ s clothing section. Cosmigellan was nowhere in sight. Panic. Rita
dropped an armful of sweaters and made her way to where Cosmigellan
should have been.

“Sir, we have dressing rooms for your convenience. Please, this
way sir,” an agitated but remarkably composed salesman explained to
Cosmigellan, who stood ass-naked in front of a full-length mirror,
casually buttoning a shirt, tattered clothes at his feet, oblivious to the
commotion he had caused.

“Cos! You shouldn’t undress here. Go with the gentleman.” Rita
tugged at his elbow, standing as close to him as she could so his ass
wasn’t exposed. “ Remember what | told you about social conventions?
The importance of clothing in front of strangers?’

“Madam, isthismanwithyou?!’ll haveto call security if hedoes
not remove himself to a dressing room at once.”

“He's...uh...retarded,” Rita whispered to the man. “Please, be
patient—I'1l handle it. First time out of the ingtitution and all.” She
gathered Cosmigellan’ sclothes and crammed them in hiswaiting arms.

“Humans are so uncomfortablein their nativeform,” Cosmigellan
protested as Rita pushed him from behind into a dressing room.

The sales clerk quickly closed in behind Rita. Ritathrew him a
warning glance. He stepped backwardsthree stepsand crossed hisarms
over his chest. “What did he mean by that?’ the salesman cautiously
asked.

“Oh, nothing. Just alittle game we play.”

Cosmigellan reluctantly finished dressing in private as the sales
clerk stood by, apparently waiting for Ritato do something unusual as
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well. She smiled poalitely, holding back an explosion of laughter.

* * %

Jean-Michel Entremont? Rita thought as they began their trip
back from shopping in the city. He didn’t look French at all, she
wondered why he chose a French name. Cosmigellan stared silently
out the window, taking in the scenery asit passed by. Trees languidly
00zed by in a hypospace drool. The long empty stretch of freeway
yawned listlessly out infront, agray ribbon of endlessdrudgery, seeming
to advance with every foot the car rolled forward, always there, never
completed, the destination never obtained, alwaysjust out of reach. Or
so Ritaimagined her friend must feel about vehicular travel.

Ritafantasized freely as she watched him out of the corner of her
eye, looking very attractive in his gray slacks and light blue dress-
shirt.

He'san dien, Rita. An dien!

Yeah, but what I'mfeelingisn’t.

The two warring bitches inside her were at it again, sparring,
moralizing and flipping a mental finger at each other.

Don't do it, slut.

Mind your own Goddamned business. |’ ve had so many guys—
teenagers, senior citizens, Arabs, Mexicans, Germans, Asians, even
an African Bushman—what could it hurt? He certainly looksfunctional.
How different can it be?

So you' re an international whore. | wouldn't brag if | went to the
United Nations building with amattress strapped to my back. Now you
want to expand your conquests galactically.

| promise— come in peace. The dut wins. She usually did. Rita
could never think of agood enough reason not to let her.

Glancing over to a quiet and still Cosmigellan, she said, “Don’'t
you have any questions about anything you’ ve seen? About anything
that happened?’

“No.”

Ritahad really expected abit more anxiety from him. She’ d have
towear adisguiseif she ever wanted to go in that store again. It was al
she could do to keep from busting up in laughter, but the manager had
hardly shared her amusement with Cosmigellan’s spontaneity.

Asthey descended from the slight rise in the mile-long driveway
to the ranch, the silence inside the car was broken by, “ Stop. Let me
out here. Rita sfather is about, | will sneak into the house through the
orchard.”

“1 don't think you’ll have to be hiding, now that you look and act
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human.” Ritagrabbed at his shirt deeve, trying to keep himin the car,
but he dlipped out and skulked off around one of the out-buildings and
disappeared among the trees.

* k% %

Rita was getting very impatient as minutes, then hours passed.
The sun was setting, and Cosmigellan had not comein yet. Dinner was
cooked and waiting in the microwave; if he camein for any reason, it
would be for food. She began to suspect that her fleeting thoughts of
molesting him had somehow frightened him.

The last modicum of patience vanished, and Rita grabbed the
flashlight to go looking for him. In the near darkness she carefully
picked her way through piles of car parts scattered at the side of her
house and throughout the orchard. Before she reached the farthest out-
building, her father stepped out from the shadows of his dingy oil-
soaked garage.

“Looking for something?’ He reeked of sweat, beer, and burnt
crankcase oil. His white hair was streaked with axle grease, his blue
eyes rimmed in grease making him look like a demented Pharaoh.

“Yeah..yeah, | wasjust...um...expecting adinner guest. He' slate.”

“Since when did you start dating wetbacks? And what are you
doing spreading your legs when you're supposed to be over here
cleaning my house?’ Jim Grayson interrogated, bel ching gusts of beer
and something that couldn’t possibly have been edible even before the
Budweiser marinade.

She' d forgotten about her weekly chores. “I'm...sorry. I'll get to
it.. Wetbacks? He' s not a wetback!”

“The Border Patrol seemed to think so. They picked him up about
twenty minutes ago.” He grinned evilly as he scanned Rita from head
to foot and back again, asif trying to reduce her in size. He awaysdid
that when he wanted peopleto feel inferior, little, insignificant, stupid.
Thistime he only made Rita despise him even more.

“You caled the Border Patrol?’ she said in a low, controlled
monotone, battling with the internal rage screaming to releaseitself on
him.

“He was sneaking around here like athief! | asked him what he
was doing and he refused to answer. | don’t even seeacar. Had to have
walked over.”

“What do you mean, he refused to answer? What language did
you use?’ Ritawas getting more infuriated with every evasive answer
he gave.

“Spanish. What else?’ He laughed, throwing his head back, his
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dentures flashing in the last of the sunlight. All of hell lived in that
laugh.

“He doesn't speak Spanish! He' s not Mexican! He doesn’t even
understand the laws of this plan...this country!” Thirty-four years of
resentment wanted to gush forth like raw sewage. She wanted to beat
him raw with her bare fists, to scream until she had no voice left. But
the scream was trapped in her throat, swelling and aching there like a
cancer.

Rita stomped-limped back to the house and crashed down at the
kitchen table—and cried. The garlic aroma of reheated lasagna
permeated the entire kitchen, probed deep into her running nose. She
felt no appetitefor it. Cosmigellan wasin horrid troubleand she couldn’t
think of what to do.

He would undoubtedly be shipped across the border with other
unpapered individuals. God—no identification, no understanding of
international laws, citizenship, or of the strange place he would find
himself. Rita couldn’t imagine how he would handle his sudden
imprisonment and transport. He would never understand why he was
taken from the ranch, why he was being treated like acriminal. A kind
of nervous nausea tore at her stomach as she envisioned him
freaking...spindling. God, they’ d take him for amental patient for sure.

Ritalocked the kitchen door, paced neuratically, hugging herself
and wallowing in her own misery, in her pity for Cosmigellan—
wherever he was.

She could only hope he would somehow find his way back,
however illegal it was likely to be. She was powerless to do anything
for him. She would have to trust his intelligence, his extraordinary
resourcefulness, to extract him from his circumstances.

Thehouse seemed so empty, so lifelesswithout him. Thea oneness
and isolation drained Rita of the enthusiasm and inspiration the last
two days had found in her. She feared she would never see him again.
It was then that she realized that she didn’'t want to be without him,
ever.

Do something, Rita. Think of something.

She wheeled around and limped to the living room phone. Yes.
She'd call the Border Patrol. Maybe they were still holding him and
hadn’t bused him over the border yet. It was worth a shot.

“U.S. Border Patrol. Officer Nelson.”

“Uh, yes. Thisis Rita Grayson at the Grayson Ranch. About an
hour ago some of your people picked up a man on my property who
had no papers, and possibly did not speak. He's not an illegal alien.
He' s afriend—aretarded friend. Are you still holding him?”’
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“I’m sorry ma am. The bus just left. What did you say his name
was?’

“1 didn’t. Thanks for nothing, jerk. Since when is it illega to
walk around afriend' s property without identification?”’

“You'll haveto take that up with Jim Grayson, ma am. He called
us. We came.”

“Yeah, right.” Ritaslammed down the receiver. Her guts started
boiling hatred again.

Thering of thetelephone shot through her stuffed up ears, startling
her out of her private seething. She collected her misery and crammed
it back into hiding in the recesses of her emotionally twisted brain.

“Hello?’ she gurgled.

Anirritating high-pitched voice informed Ritain broken English
that she had a collect person-to-person call from Mexico.

Yes! “Yes, thisisRita I'll takeit.”

“Rita, | don’t know where | am,” Cosmigellan breathed heavily.
“l am injured. Please, Rita, you must find me.”

Before she could say anything, pictures developed in her mind;
hewastransmitting his surroundingsto her, scenesof hisjourney across
the border to where he was now.

“It' sthe shopping center. That' sjust acouple of milesfrom here!
Stay put, don’t leave. Wait for me, OK?1'll come and get you in afew
minutes.”

Ritahung up and snatched her purse. Here shewas, about to drive
over the border alone for the first time in her life, in the dark, on a
rescue mission of a non-human L atin-looking man with no papers, no
ID of any kind. How they would pull this one off, she had no idea. For
somereason shejust didn’t care. It would all work out somehow. What
did Cosmigellan say about serendipity? She hoped he was right.
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CHAPTER 6—Intimacies

Come quickly, I am tasting stars!—Dom Perignon

Cosmigellan was sitting on a bench near the curb as Rita drove
around the parking lot to the front of the crowded, brightly lit Mexican
supermarket. She almost didn’t see him; hewas doubled over, hugging
himself. As she steered the car near the curb, he looked up, anguished.

“What happened? Areyou OK?’ Ritayelled through the passenger
window. He stood unsteadily, and holding his left arm close to his
stomach, fumbled for the door handle and eased painfully inside the
car.

“Oneof them kicked mewhen | didn’t answer. He kept screaming
a meinwhat | now know as Spanish, and just pushed me to the floor
of the van and kicked me. Rita, it hurts so bad.” Tears trickled down
his face as he shivered and rocked himself.

“Wherewereyou kicked? Show me,” she said, feeling more upset
with each of hisfalling tears.

He gingerly pulled back the left side of his shirt collar, exposing
amoderate bruise on his shoulder.

“It'snot serious, you'll befine.” Ritawas puzzled at his apparent
agony over such aminor injury. “It really hurts bad?’

“Pain—I’ve never experienced it before.”

“Oh, man. Nowonder.” Shefelt sorry, but unobligated to apologize
for some other person’ sbrutality. “ Y ou really don’t experience pain as
a Phaedran?’

“No, we haven't the chemistry to experience it. We can't even
experience touch. Thefeeling of my physical body actually contacting
something, aware of its place in spacetime, occurs through . . .” His
facelost expression and he closed hiseyesbriefly, fighting to continue,
“sharing chemistry and energy fields with others. These human
sensations are...very distressing.”

Without thinking, Ritareached over and gently turned hisfaceto
her, drawing him closer, delicately fondling hislower lip with her mouth.
“Not all human sensations are distressing,” she whispered.

Hefroze, not even a perceptible breath came from him ashe stared
directly into her. “Thisisakiss,” he said, laughing lightly, seeming to
forget about his pain. “You kissed me. I've been awaiting this from
you.”
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“Hey, you're speech, it's more...you said ‘you’ and you're
using contractions. How did that happen?’

He winced, and said, “ Spanish is less complex than English. |
just figured it out, | suppose.”

Rita kissed him again, more deeply this time. He reciprocated,
imitated every minute movement. Electric filamentsfondled her brain,
tasted her thoughts, her desire. Her consciousness began to merge with
his. Suddenly, she pulled away.

“What are you doing?’ she said, horrified.

“1 wish to bond further with you. This body feels many strange
things...lI don’'t understand.”

“Like what? Describe it.” Thisll be interesting.

“1 feel...my stomach is dizzy. My heart rhythm has increased
frequency and contractile force. And...“ He placed both handsinto his
lap, exploring his changing anatomy in the darkness of the inside of
the car. “ These pants are too tight.”

No, she didn’t imagine anything like this had ever happened to a
Phaedran. Rita felt her face flush in embarrassment. “If you can just
calm down until we get back over the border...shit! Y ou don’t have an
ID,” she said, pounding the steering wheel.

“We can useyours.”

“No, you don't understand. We both need one.” A nauseating
feeling of despair flogged at her guts. “God, what a shitty day. If it
hadn’t been for my father, we wouldn’t be in this predicament.”

“How is your father responsible for this?’

Ritatried not to cry, took a deep shuddering breath. “He called
the Border Patrol and told them you were an illegal alien...uh, non-
citizen. Prowler. He' s the reason you were picked up. Damn him. If |
could get even. .. "

“I’ll giveit some seriousthought,” Cosmigellan said, staring out
across the busy parking lot. “Do you have any other IDs resembling
yours? It doesn’t haveto be yours, just something the same size with a
picture.”

“Yeah, | have an old college ID. What are you going to do?’

“Drive away from here—some place secluded.”

* k% %

The hum died and the violet electric moths disappeared as
Cosmigellan withdrew hishand from the perfectly rendered California
Driver License. The forgery-proof California seal even reflected as
Rita examined it in the glow of the dashboard gauges.
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“How did you do that? Shit, that's a helluvatalent.” Rita heard
his stomach growl loudly. “Are you OK?’

“I need food, fast.”

Crossing the border went off without a hitch. The green and red
lights from the border crossing shrank in the rear-view mirror and the
dark stillness of the unadulterated countryside loomed up ahead like a
giant nurturing mother reaching out to hug them to her heart. All Rita
could think of was her big spongy bed and atall glass of vodka.

“Stop here,” Cosmigellan abruptly demanded.

“What? We' re ailmost home. Just another mile or so.”

“It' shere, | fedl it.”

“What' s here?’

“Theoracle. It'shere somewhere. | must get it. It'll tell me how |
got here. Most importantly, wherewhen | am in spacetime since | |eft
Phaedra.”

“Dammit, I'm dead tired. We'll never find it in the dark anyway.
Tomorrow, OK?’

“1 can find it, the dark will not prevent me. Please, Rita.” Evenin
the dim light of the streetlight, those luscious dark eyes and pleading
look evaporated Rita' s plans to get home at a reasonable hour.

Rita coasted the car near the curb. Cosmigellan gjected himself
out, showing no signs of pain as he darted swiftly up a sand hill and
vanished down into the darkness. She entertained thoughts of following
him, but decided to wait instead of risking amisstep, or worse, atumble
down an unexpected grade; spondlyarthritis would not be forgiving of
such violence.

It felt like only seconds had passed when Ritasaw Cosmigellan’s
hand thrust up over the sand hill, his excited body bounding over the
peak and scrambling downto the car. He was clutching something shiny,
fantastically iridescent in hisleft hand as he climbed back into the car.
“It is found,” he said happily, fondling the peculiar object with the
affection and adoration suitable only in alovemaking scene.

“What the hell isthat? I’ ve never seen anything like it.”

“Phaedrite.”

“Phaedrite. Very funny. And what do we call theslime all around
on your planet—Phaedrooze? How about the rain—Phaedrizzle?’

He grinned, turning the thing in hishands. “It's calibrated to me,
and has recorded my entire journey here. Y ou, Dear Rita, are not the
only one with a multitude of questions.”

* k% %
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The vodka boiled away the tensions and aches of the day as
Rita sipped it, sitting next to Cosmigellan on the sofa, watching
him as she would watch a child play with a cherished toy. He
alternated bolting forkfuls of lasagna and petting his stone. His
fascination and regard for the oracle was almost obscene. Rita was
growing very fond of this odd blend of human and alien.

“So, what are you going to do with it?”’

“When it istime, I’ll read it. Look at it, Rita. Isn’'t it beautiful ?
Here, hold it.” Helaid it in her hand. She jerked back, almost flung it
acrossthe room when shefelt itsunearthly cool hum. “What' sit doing?’

“Don’t beafraid, Rita. Y ou havefelt thisbefore—inme. It vibrates
in my frequency.”

Ritagrasped it harder. The humming buzzed her entire hand and
poured into her arm. Yes, now she realized she had felt that same
frequency from Cosmigellan when he went spelunking in her head.

The stone was amazingly beautiful, like a huge, elliptical,
perfectly-cut, seven-inch opal, polished on both sides, fiery colors
spraying out from a pearlescent foundation. It must have weighed over
two pounds.

Cosmigdlanwatched Ritaintently, smiling, revelingin somekind
of ecstasy as she stroked the oracle. She was compelled to put thething
down, embarrassed as if someone had caught her playing with herself.
It must have been her imagination that he was getting off on her handling
the strange stone. Or maybe she shouldn’t have given him that second
vodka...or taken her third.

Cosmigellan reached for her, closing hisarmsaround her, kissing
her in apassionate, experienced manner. Ritacould not help but indulge
herself in hisimpulsive, hungry, all-consuming embrace. It was more
than just affection, more than lust. It was an unreal synchronized
merging of energy fields, unlike anything she had ever experienced
before. Ritastruggled and forced herself away, utterly shocked, unable
to explain her sudden fear.

“Rita, why are you afraid?’

“1—I don’t know. Nobody’ s ever kissed melikethat before.” She
heard her voice becoming shaky. “I know | can trust you, but...you’ re
different. Cosmigellan, it felt like you were devouring me. Like | was
going to disappear and never be heard from again. | couldn’t find
myself.”

“We became bonded—connected. Neither of us has a separate
identity. Wesimply are.”

“Well, it wasincredibly scary.”

“Itisn’'t permanent.” He stroked her face and laughed. “ Rita, your
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thoughts have been guiding me to this all day. Have you changed
your mind?”

God, am| that obvious? “| didn’t mean for you to just divein and
become some kind of sex slave. Thesethingstaketime. A littlelusting
for a while enhances the experience. Besides, wouldn't it be better if
you knew alittle more about it?1 mean, reading my biology and medical
books hardly qualifies you as a Casanova.”

“Then show me,” he said, till smiling asif expecting Ritato just
strip down and start a demonstration.

Demonstration. Good idea. “How about alittlelesson on how the
nativesdoit?’ Sheflounced over tothe VCR and dipped in an X-rated
movie.

Hewatched studioudly, interested but not aroused. Ritafelt afaint
blush develop on her face, spreading to her throat and chest, as she
observed him, watching them.

“All of thisto simply reproduce? To indicate affection to another?
It seems so involved and...not very energy efficient,” he said, almost
whining.

“Sex is not just for reproduction. For humans, it is the full
exploitation of the sensitivity of the body, asharing of sensual pleasure,
aswell as affection...bonding.”

“You want this?” He nearly whined again, pointing at the TV
screen.

“Uh...no. If you ever do that to me, I'll snap your neck.”

He swallowed, composing himself. “Then some things are
desirable, and others are not?’

“All humans have their individual preferences. The fun isin
learning about them.”

Cosmigellan leaned forward on the edge of the sofa and twisted
his face. “She'll injure him...her teeth!” he shrieked, turning away,
hiding hisface, then peeking out at Rita' sface, searching for the horror
and disgust that wasn't there.

Rita couldn’'t help but laugh at his literal interpretation of the
scene. “No, it'sOK. Likekissing. Very gentle.”

“But, he is suffering! He cries!” Cosmigellan was obviously
becoming upset at hislack of understanding.

“Believe me, he feels pleasure, not pain.”

“How do you know this?’

“Uh, well...I didn't exactly come down with yesterday’s rain,
Babycakes.”

“Thisfilmistoo confusing. Turn it off, please.”

He sat quietly, staring down at the floor for several minutes. Rita
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regretted rushing him into the situation. Here she was, dightly pickled
at nearly midnight, trying to seduce aninterstellar amoeba. | must really
be hard up. “I'm sorry. | thought you'd be able to handle it a little
better than this.”

Saying nothing, Cosmigellan’ s face changed to utter seriousness
as he stared unblinking into and through Rita’ smind. He started taking
off his shirt, never removing his gaze, then removed his pants. Rita's
blood pressure could have forced five gallons of water into atwo-gallon
tank. He grasped her hand and pulled her up and close to him, still
staring unflinchingly into her eyes.

“No. No don't,” she said, trembling with fear.

“What's wrong, Rita? First | sense you enjoy this, then in your
mind | find reservations, fear...shame. Shame, Rita?’

“1 pushed you away because...Because.”

His grip insisted on an answer. She felt him touching her mind,
scanning for an explanation. Dizziness, disorientation.

“Because you don't believe you are worthy. Not worthy, Rita? |
don’'t understand. Shamed...with me? Oh. | see. It’s your father. Y our
father pushed you away. You feel your father's disgust for you, and
you push others away to keep them from finding out what is so awful
about you—as you are pushing me away right now. You don’'t want
anyone to discover your shame. Is that right, Rita? That's what it is,
isn'tit?

Goddamn himhisbluntness. He saw her. Her soul was completely
naked, brutally stripped. Exposed. And she hated him for it. She hated
herself for hating him. So much uglinessrotting in the abyss of lifelong
shame. And he could seeit. How could he stand it? Stand her?

She erupted into tears, weakened by his audacious intrusion. Her
mind swirled with all he had made her sacrifice.

“Y our mother. What about your mother?”

“She never understood. | couldn’t tell her,” Rita sobbed, her face
in her hands, head |eaning against Cosmigellan’s chest.

“Shhh. It'sOK, Rita. I'm here. It's OK.” Hisarms held her fast.

Ritayielded to his continuing mind probe, ensnared in a mental
electric web.

Somehow, shefound herself in her bed, but she couldn’t remember
how she got there. Shefelt her body being caressed and kissed all over;
it was then that she realized she had been stripped down to her goose
bumps.

“Rita, don’t be afraid. | won't hurt you.”

As Cosmigellan continued his slow, gentle movements, Rita
became emersed in awarm veil of focused self-awareness. She wasn’t
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losing herself at all...until he kissed her on the mouth.

Then it happened: that dreadful sense of loss, of giving up that
which made her who she was. In her head, he talked to her gently,
tenderly, comforting her as her anatomy locked around his.

He enmeshed her brain in a lavender hammock of erotic
enchantment, probing and petting every neuron, swimming and
splashing in the mixture of their hormones, enveloped in a bubble of
affection. The universe contracted and occupied only her mind—their
mind, bending and undulating in blue and lavender ripplesthat sang of
the splendor of fifteen billion benevolent years. The songs of eternity
played sonorously in a thousand tonal harmonies—sweet and clear,
more pure than any sound humanly produced, while crystal color
enfolded their one mind.

Rita felt herself convulse into climax. Externa consciousness
returned to her as she felt Cosmigellan also climax, crying out.

“What happened? What is this?’ he panted. “Rita, something's
wrong—this body has discharged. . . .”

Ritalaughed. “It's normal, trust me. Didn’'t you like it?’

“I...I don’t know. Maybe | should try to duplicateit.” Quickly he
re-entered her, still hard.

Again the world evaporated. Time passed, or it stood till; there
was no way to tell. Again she climaxed, Cosmigellan following, his
whimpers rushing into Rita’'s consciousness as the world returned. A
spreading violet electric web discharged from between them. Electric
moths spiraled out into the dim room and burnt out like cinders. Rita's
belly buzzed with afaint waning tingle.

Rita reached up to pet his face. “Your eyes! They’'re glowing
violet!” She couldn’t believe what she saw as Cosmigellan raised
himself to sit upright. His eyes shone like jewels imbedded in velvet.
He laughed softly and threw his head back, reaching up to stroke his
moist face and chest.

“I’m not kidding, go look in the mirror. Your eyes are the same
color as...that el ectric stuff you threw off when you came. Jesus, what
are you, some kind of human Tesla coil ?’

“In my native form, intense emotions can cause acolor change. |
really didn't think it would happen in this form.” He stroked Rita's
arms, barely touching the red-blond hairs as lavender spikes danced
above them, making them oscillate in afuried erotic ballet. The last of
pin-point dischargesflashed just millimeters above him as he retreated
into the bathroom.

A childish giggle escaped from the bathroom as he stared into the
mirror. Rita got up to go look into the mirror too; maybe her eyes had
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turned purple as well. All she saw was a mat of hair that very much
resembled frayed hemp rope. Not so unusual after having your 1Q
dropped fifty points; sex does that sometimes.

Back in bed, Cosmigellan stayed mationless for many minutes.
Rita crawled gently beside him, trying not to disturb his apparent
meditation. There was nothing she could say, anyway. The experience
had been so emotionally and mentally intense, she was sad to think
that sex with ahuman malewould from now on be miserably inadequate,
empty and dull.

“I"'m hungry,” he said. “Very hungry. | have dissipated a great
deal of energy.”

They retired back to the bedroom after alate dinner. Cosmigellan’s
incessant questions of what Rita had experienced with him made her
feel like shewas under study, just another experiment, more knowledge
of the universe to store away in that ever curious mind of his. “But tell
me what you feel,” she insisted.

He hesitated, as if searching for words. “It is
remarkably...indescribable,” he said as his body gradually relaxed and
he fell into a deep sleep.
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CHAPTER 7—Malignancy

If you want a picture of the future,
imagine a boot stomping on a human face, forever—George Orwell

Rita was pleasantly awakened by the smell of breakfast
cooking. Pulling on a brown zippered caftan, combing her fingers
through her hair, she limped into the hall, dreading the hideous
mess only a man could make of a kitchen. Much to her surprise,
everything was quite orderly and under control. Cosmigellan smiled
his rubber smile as he stirred the eggs.

“Youlikethese...disordered feathered lizard ova?’ heteased. “ And
pulverized porcine flesh?’

Rita chuckled at his deliberate playfulness with the English
language. “ Y es, fatty but nice every onceinawhile. How did you learn
to cook?’

“June Cleaver.”

“Ah, morning TV. Once again, you amaze me in your ability to
pick up skills that take us humans a lifetime to perfect.”

“Y ou humansareyour own limiting factor. Everything islearnable
to everyone, if only you didn’t fight for your limitations.”

Such arrogance, such overwhel ming self-confidence. Had he been
anyone but Cosmigellan, Rita would have slapped him. “Yeah, us
inferior types are ruining the whole damn universe.”

“Rita, you are angry at me?’ He even had the gall to smileas he
asked her that in his quiet, silky voice. Asirritating asit was, he had a
way of diffusing a potentially unpleasant confrontation. He couldn’t
help being smug about the way he was; everything came so naturally to
him.

“Thisfood isn't cooking fast enough,” he said, leaning down to
eyeball the flame under the skillet.

“ A watched pot never boils. Or so grandmotherslike to say.”

“Ah, another quaint human aphorism. Just another fallacy
perpetrated by the impatient to appease the ignorant.”

“I’ll have to remember that. Y ou know what’s so terribly neat
about you?' Rita said in an effort to remind herself of the positive
aspects of this unusual relationship. “You came to me without any
emotional baggage from past relationships. And . . .” A lump formed
in her throat. “ Y ou know me. | mean, really know who | am, and you' re
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till here. You didn’t run when you discovered my pain. Y ou weren’t
disgusted or offended.”

“How could | feel anything but gratitude and affection for you,
Rita? You saved me from dehydration, attended to me, provided
sustenance, shelter...and understanding. Y our acceptance...how could
I not love you?’

Love? “How indeed. Any one else would have |eft after learning
my darkest secrets. They usualy do. | guess pain makes people feel
vulnerable, even threatened.”

“1 find you very interesting. Y ou certainly don’t represent any
threat to me...to anyone—except your father.” He stopped stirring and
gazed momentarily into the pool of congealing fluid. “| have considered
your problem with him. | need more background information.”

“For what? What are you planning to do?’

“Revenge, sweet Rita, revenge. On Phaedra, revenge can take
only one form. But here, the possibilities are infinite. Revenge could
truly become an art form herefor one such asmyself.” Hiseyes sparkled
deviously, playfully as he stirred the scrambled eggs.

“Y our obsession with revengeis...heartwarming.”

They sat at the table, smells of an expertly prepared breakfast
wafting up from their plates and blending with the cool morning air
filling the kitchen.

“Tdl me, Rita. Tell mewhy your fedingsfor your father are so...so
hateful. Y our torment affects your whole life; thisis not good.” He put
hisfork down and swallowed, waiting patiently for an answer that was
very slow in coming.

“It’s thirty-four years worth of power games, humiliation,
intimidation, verbal cruelty and distrust. Y ou know, | really don’t want
to discuss this now and ruin the wonderful breakfast you' ve made for
us. Later, OK?

“If you don't tell me, I'll get it from you anyway,” he said
confidently.

Rita flinched and tightened up as his words discharged off her
offended mind. “ Y ou mean, likelast night?Y ou Goddamned trespasser!”
She pulled herself together, softened her voice. “How in the hell did |
get from the living room to end up stark naked in my bed, anyway? |
don’'t remember what happened between the two events. | don’t
remember actually agreeing to—"

“Rita, you were afraid. | simply made you unafraid. Y ou weren't
harmed. Y ou are angry again?’ Therewasthat infuriating smile again.

Y ou'’ re so damn self-satisfied, so damn sexy.

“l won't doit again,” he promised.
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“Do what? | didn't mean | didn't want to—"

“1 know. Y ou heed time. | accept this.”

How is it that I’m the one that needs the period of adjustment,
when he's never done this before? She resumed eating her breakfast,
just as her two cats slipped into the kitchen through a gap in the screen
door. “God, | haven't seenyou two indays!” Ritadropped bitsof sausage
on the floor and watched them ravenously swallow the pieces whole.

“That’ s because you have been distracted by your other pet.”

Ritalooked up inastonishment. “What an odd thing to say. You' re
not apet!” sheblurted out. “You'rea..you' remy . . . lover.”

“Your pet,” he asserted. “1 am of another species, you care for
me, take pleasure from my touch. A pet.”

“Cosmigellan, don’t irritate me. No pet ever brokeinto abanking
database and created his own accounts, no pet ever zapped an ID into
existence. No pet ever madelovewith me, or for that matter can wander
around in my head like you can.”

Smiling warmly, he reached down to Shana and lifted her to his
lap, stroking her endearingly. “This pet can.”

Rita stopped chewing, trying to guess what he meant. It wastrue,
Shanawas special to her, unusually sensitive and responsive. She even
raced around the house like a fool when Rita came back after along
day of absence. “What do you mean?’

“She knows you, feels what you fedl.” He paused to caress the
cat gently, turning her head to look sguarely into her huge grapefruit
eyes. “She is bonded to you. When you look at her, you see her. She
can validate herself through you; she loves you for this.”

Ritaglanced at Cosmigellan, then back down to Shanapurringin
hislap. Her appetite departed as a sheet of tears teetered on the rims of
her eyelids. “How can you know this?’ sheasked in astrangled whisper,
making an Olympian effort to refrain from an all-out gush.

“She's a delightful being. Remarkably open—no barriers, no
secrets.”

Overwhelming joy coursed through Rita like awarm effusion of
syrupy sunshine. She reached for Shana and the cat got up and |eaped
from Cosmigellan’slap to hers.

“To be your pet is not an objectionable existence,” he said,
squeezing her right hand with both of his, smiling and flirting with
those deer eyes. Rita felt a strong urge to take him into the bedroom
and...but no, she had three days of writing to catch up on.

“And | must commune with the oracle,” he responded to her
thought, bending to hug her. He exited to the living room where last
night he had wrapped his stone and stored it under a pillow on the sofa.
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Rita had written only three sentences. As shelay on the soft bed,
thoughts of the erotic other-worldly experience of the night before
invaded her mental construction of the nearly finished manuscript. It
was no good. Nothing could excite her, be as fantastic as what had
been—was—taking place in her own home. Writer's block for lack of
inspiration was a pain in the ass; writer’'s block because of great sex
was inexcusable.

Cosmigellan entered the bedroom, looking very concerned, even
gloomy, clutching his giant opal to his breast. “| have traversed many
wherewhens,” he said solemnly.

“What does that mean? Did you find out how you got here?’

He spoke slowly, monatonoudly, staring down at the floor. “I got
sucked into—or rather, my velocity combined with a specific
wherewhen, created a quantum bridge—or many of them—through
thefabric of spacetime, sending mefrom thereto herewithout traversing
the great vastness of spacetimethat separates Phaedrafrom Earth. Like
electron tunneling, only on an impossibly large scale. It amazes me
that | had actually been gjected from the atmosphere so violently that
inertia overtook my encasement until | actually became a part of
Jiffyland.”

“You were Jiffy-popped?’ Rita's inappropriate levity degraded
into sudden reflection. That finger tapping at the inside of her skull
was back. A jolt of recognition hit her. “The dream. Those dreams! |
dreamed this. Everything you're telling me, down to the last detail.
Shit, | dreamed this—oncewhen | put you in abucket and brought you
in, again after...after you took in water. | saw everything, Cos.”

His only reaction was a brief smile that caressed his face, then
vanished.

“The newly created wormhole must have shot me into another
wherewhen, enabling me to travel an immense distance. Under those
conditions, | could do nothing else.” His voice was low and dull, and
his face blank. Not sad—stunned. “I should have been crushed out of
existence and scattered to the stars.”

“What's wrong? Y ou don’t look too well. What' s wrong, Cos?’
Rita readied for yet another emotional drama to unfold; it seemed a
part of his personality. “What happened to you out there?”’

“l am very old. Infact, if | were on Phaedra, I'd be expired.”

“Jesus, you can't be but thirty-five, thirty-seven at the outside.”

“Not in this wherewhen. Not in this form. Not. . . .” His
astonishment and despair mutated into full-blown sadness as he seated
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himself on the edge of the bed, still hugging the opal to his chest
like ajealous child. A tear leaped from his lower lashes and splashed
down his expressionless face. “1 can never return to the colony, to
the Allness Of The One.” Cosmigellan lowered the opal to the floor
and left it there. Embracing Rita, kissing her, he wrapped his electric
web of affection around and through her mind. From him, extreme
helplessness tugged at her, spoke to her, pleaded to be held,
comforted, loved.

From beneath him, Ritawatched in amazement ashisdark brown
eyes took on a violet glow and barely visible electric sparks leaped
from him as he climaxed.

“Of The One, Rita,” he moaned softly.

The éectric violet luster dwindled from his eyes as Rita slowly
stroked his thick, black forest of hair and the soft features of his jaw
and cheeks. His face was unusually smooth, asif clean shaven with a
straight razor, but she knew he had not shaved.

“Youdon't grow facial hair. How odd.”

“Am | supposed to?’

“Most men do. Do you know about...about shaving?”

“Do you want meto grow facial hair, so that | may shave?’

“No, not especially. But how, with human male physiology, can
you avoid it?’

“1 simply choose not to grow facial hair.”

Rita's small laugh was broken by hollering from outside the
kitchen door. “Rital Move your car, it'sin my way!” Jm Grayson's
heavy footsteps clomped through the kitchen just as she leaped up,
smoothed her dress, and sslammed the bedroom door behind her.

She fought to control her breathing, to hide her fear. “What' sthe
problem? | always park my car there. God knows there’ snowhere else
left to park it in this fucking junk-yard!”

“Just park it up behind the garden, will you kid? Arnold’s gonna
pull his station wagon up here so | can work on it.”

He had the whole twelve acres, why did he need to take the last
six feet in front of her house? Silently she stared at him, a muffled
scream raging in her throat, threatening to revea he had hurt her, to
give him the gift of her pain.

“Nevermind. I'll take care of it myself!” he bugled, turning
brutishly, raking up ahandful of splinters ashe gouged hishedl into the
kitchen floor. “Incompetents. I’ m surrounded by incompetents!” hesaid,
not altogether to himself.

She hated him. Visions of kitchen utensils ripping through his
back poisoned her thoughts as he stomped out the door and down the
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steps. Something had to be done—before her own hostility killed her
outright.

Locking the kitchen door, Rita returned to the bedroom where
Cosmigellan stood shivering, plastered against the wall.

“What'swrong?’ she asked.

“I’m getting better,” Cosmigellan panted with great pride. “I'm
teaching myself how not to spindle.” He forced a coerced, terrified
smile.

“Terrific. | know how you feel. Now, if | canjust learn how not to
self-destruct.”

Breathing deeply, prying himself from the wall, he said, “Why
does he treat you in this manner? What have you done to earn this?’

“1 simply exist. That's al.” Sitting, stewing in defeat and self-
pity, Ritamotioned to Cosmigellan to scoot closer. “ Cosmigellan,” she
whispered into his right ear, “you’ ve got to help me.”

He looked sguarely into her face. “ Other than your fantasies of
death or physical injury to your father, | will comply with your wishes.
Tell me more of what' s been happening.”

“1 thought you knew everything. Could just snatch it right out of
my mind whenever you needed it.”

“1 promised not to do that again, remember?Y ou would feel more
comfortable telling me in your own words, wouldn’t you?”

Before Rita could settle into a comfortable position on the bed,
the air was rocked by the sickening thud of metal meeting wood.
Spreading the curtains dightly, she saw her father pushing her car away
from her house—and directly into the side post of hisown front porch.
“Hal You fucked yoursdlf this time, you son-of-a-bitch!” she gasped
angrily under her breath. He had apparently jimmied the lock on the
car door, put it in neutral and rolled it out of “hisway.”

“Don’t worry, Rita. Talk to me.”

She began recounting her experiences with her father, hardly
distracted by the sounds of a car engine accompanied by gallons of
exhaust fumes seeping into the cracks of the kitchen, drifting throughout
the house.

“There' safine example of histhoughtlessness, his cruelty. L ook
out thewindow. Y ou’ll seethe ass-end of acar parked not eight inches
from my door—idling. He doesit when | won't let him control me. If |
bitch, he'll crank up the volume on that kinda shit.

“That's just it. Complaining, asking nicely to be considered,
pleading for him to stop, just spurs him to step up his abuse. When |
ask him not to spray water into my open windows, soaking down my
bed or stereo, hefloodsthe ground around my front porch. | have dipped
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and fallen severa times because of that. The last time | fell, a bone
spur in my back broke loose and severed nerve roots to my left leg;
that'swhy | limp.” Shewas crying by now. “When my mom wasalive,
she really tore into him for that. Y ou know what he did? He laughed.
The son-of-a-bitch laughed! | hate him more than | ever imagined |
could hate anyone.” Ritainhaled another breath of the stinking air.

“A textbook sociopath,” Cosmigellan said softly, staring slack-
jawed as she went on.

“As a child, he called me names, insulted me when my friends
cameover. Lardo. Tex. Shit-hedl. Stupid. Idiot. Heevencalled me‘ The
Bad Seed.” The Bad Seed! In that movie the little girl was a liar, a
manipulator, amurderer. A murderer! | could never, would never . . .”

“From what I’ve learned of humans, anyone could kill another
with enough provocation.”

“Oh no. No, | don't think | could. I’ ve fantasized about it, but |
could never—"

“Please, go on with your history.”

Shesighed. “I believed something waswrong with me, that | was
some kind of mutant or something. | was never good enough. | was
always seeking approval from him, but nothing | did was worthy of
HisHighness. | somehow believed that if | worked hard enough, | would
find something that would make him say, ‘ Good girl. That' s real good
what you did.” But | never did.

“As a very small child with asthma, | was weak and inferior,
something to be shunned, avoided, sent away. Hell, he used to talk
about me to his buddies right in front of me. ‘I should have knocked
her inthe head and sold themilk.” That was one of hisfavoritereferences
to hissickly daughter.

“When | was a fat teenager, he constantly reminded me that |
would never be pretty. And to top it off, he would bring pies and
doughnutsinto the house and taunt me with them, offering them to me
timeandtimeagain, saying ‘ They’ re non-fattening.” So | would eat the
whole fucking box of pastries!

“Asayoungwoman | lost weight and became beautiful and started
dating. My modeling career took off and sustained me very well, but
then, | was called a whore. Not directly—he would say things like,
‘Nicedress, haveit on much? when | got homelate from adate. | was
even engaged to be married five times because | thought he wanted me
to be like my older sister. She did it right, | thought.

“Straight A’ sin college were because the courses were too easy,
my master’ s degree in biochemistry was from adiplomamill, he’ d tell
everyone. The name calling and derogatory labeling never stopped.
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I’ ve got so many labels on my face, | can’t even see myself anymore.”
Rita took a few deep breaths, trying to calm herself and relieve the
burning ache in her throat. “Now the cruelty is more deliberate, more
direct. He messes with my car, gives things to me then steals them
back, walks into my house unannounced, holds my mail for days—
I’ ve made many late payments because of that—runs loud machinery
at odd hours, fillsmy house with car exhaust. Hisfavorite sick gameis
to give me stuff and be real niceto me, then when | drop my guard, he
starts in again with the cruelty full force. It's like a big set up—gain
sometrust, then cut loose with both barrels. Now, he' sturned you over
to the Border Patrol. God...it never stops. I' m the only family member
that’ll have anything to do with him so | get the whole shitload,” Rita
sobbed.

“Rita, I'm sorry.” Cosmigellan rubbed her shoulders and back;
she continued with the waterworks.

“Why don’t you leave?’ he asked.

“Thisis my home—where | was born. Y ou know, he's alienated
everybody in the whole family. My sisters hate his guts, won't even
speak to him. Besides, | haven’t the money to move.”

“1 have dl the funds you’ll need. Where would you like to go?”’

“1 like my garden and my country house. | don’t want to move.
Why should | be the one to leave? But, I'll keep it in mind. What
happened to the revenge?”’

“Revenge, yes. | have nothing to work with yet. Revenge works
best when there are weaknesses to be exploited. What are his
weaknesses?’

“His whole Goddamned soul’ s his weakness! If he has one, that
is. The fact that I'm related to him makes me fedl dirty. God, I'm so
ashamed to carry his genes.

“Heactslike no one can measure up to him. No one could ever be
as smart, skilled, aware, competent and important, as he. He had all of
us kids convinced we were some kind of lower life-forms, striving to
reach his level, to somehow live up to the superior opinion he had of
himself. But, no one ever could, no matter how hard we tried. ‘Don’t
doasl do, doas| say.”” Remembering that frequent command made
Rita' s skin crawl.

“We all rebelled in some way. One of my sisters married a man
my father hated, just to get the hell away from him. My younger sister
became a junkie, stealing to support her habit. And I, | did exactly
everything | wanted to do, lived lifeto the utmost, never allowing anyone
to dictate my life-course for me. I'm sure he hates me for that.” Rita
sighed, the tears stopped.



—62— ", Lily Splane g,

“Human psychology suggests that such exaggerated beliefs
of oneself are born of the internal fear that none of them are true,”
Cos said. “This is where he is vulnerable.”

“So eloquently said.” She was feeling encouraged; he made her
feel like she mattered, that her feelings mattered.

“How is his memory?’

“Great, for all that stuff in the past: history, engineering,
mechanics, baseball. He doesn’t seem to be able to grasp new
technological ideas, how the banking system works, or that the legal
system is different from the way it wasin 1959. Y et, he lovesto vomit
his opinions about all of these things. Y ou ought to hear him go on
about biochemistry and medicine—he’ s a fucking know-nothing who
can impress any other know-nothing around. He attracts and fills his
life with uneducated, simple people. Aslong asthey’ll sit and listen to
him orate for hours, he'll find them deserving of his company.”

“His recent memory—nhow is his recent memory?”’

“Not too nifty. Like most 70-year-olds, he has trouble now and
then. But he has a tendency to blame his short-comings on everyone
around him—meif he can.

“We've lacked horns over the stupidest things—Ilike misplaced
keys. We went around and around one week when heinsisted | return
to him keysto the out-buildingsthat | have never had in my possession.
He' s still mad at me because he believes | have them and | won't hand
them over. The son-of-a-bitch lost them, but it' smy fault. It never stops.
Friends of the family won’t even come around anymore because he
accuses them of stealing histools.”

“Then this will be our area of concentration: his failing memory
and his superior view of himself. Thiswill be his downfall.”

“Hey, | don’t want to bring any more of this crap down on my

head—"

“Do you want to be an extrain your own life, or do you want to
bethe star?1'll help you through it, but you must be strong, to take on
a righteous attitude of concern for his well being. Think you can do
that?’

“Y eah, yeah. Not bad. So what's—"

“It won't happen overnight. You must gradually change your
responses to him. Nothing will succeed unless you learn to become
calm, helpful, concerned. Learn not to fight with him anymore. If he
loses something, help him look for it. Cooperate as much as you can,
do what he wants; it'll drive him crazy. He'll go to bed every night not
knowing it is you who are chipping away at his image of himself, his
very sanity. He must never know your motives. He must never know
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who you really are—can be. In other words, obey, but do not comply.
Understand?’

“So, what are we trying to achieve here? What's our ultimate
goa?’

“Irreversibleinsanity and ultimately, institutionalization. It’ sjust
around the corner, and we' regoing cut the brakeline and do the steering.
Don'tworry, you' Il have your ranch. And regain your happiness.. where
areyou going?’

She sgueaked in acartoon character voice, “ Over to Dear Daddy’s
house to clean it.”

“Y ou would be so kind to him now?’

“Y ou confuse kindness with obedience. Y our plan’s a good one,
and there’'s no time like now to begin it. Besides, if | don’t go over
there, I'll pay for it somehow. | can count on nothing inthislife but that
| will pay for it.”

k]

&
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CHAPTER 8—Schemes

Life being what it is, one dreams of revenge—Paul Gauguin

“Rital” Jim Grayson's voice raped the still country air. “Rital
| want you to drive me to Chula Vista to pick up Ted's car!” he
bellowed from just outside the kitchen door.

Every cdl in Rita sbody wanted to scream, “NO!"” but shecouldn’t
break her promise to Cosmigellan. “I’m in the middle of a story right
now,” sheyelled out into the kitchen. “I’ [l be about twenty minutes.” It
was the only way she could think of to rebel without flat-out refusing.

Refocusing her mind back to the computer, Rita shuffled through
the last few pages of notes. She had already entered twenty pages of
text, two more to go...what the hell?

The screen had gone completely blank.

Her eyes darted to each peripheral device; the power indicators
were off on al of them. The worst thing that could possibly happen,
happened: four hours of typing flushed out of existence. Her mouth
filled with the saliva of impending nausea. She launched herself from
her seat and scrambled into the hall, stumbled into the kitchen, and
shot through the screen door.

Outside, rounding the corner of the house, Rita caught aglimpse
of ashadow skulking off into the depths of the orchard. On the side of
her house the gaping door of the fuse box flagged the awful truth: her
father had shut down the power.

Ritawanted him dead. Irreversibly, unguestionably, dead. “Why?
Why couldn’t you wait?’ she screamed into the trees at invisible,
mocking evil. Her hands began shaking, the rest of her body soon
followed suit. “It would have been just a few minutes. | was almost
done. Why?’ she whimpered, tears making a dark blue pool on the
front of her caftan. She strained to keep from freaking out as she hobbled
back into the house, into the arms of a rudely awakened and alarmed
Cosmigellan.

“IIl kill him. "1l kill him!” Rita screamed, stomping her good
leg, quaking and sobbing in Cosmigellan’ stight grip.

The rage lowly drained from her. Cosmigellan’s electric mind-
wrap grabbed her once again from the soul-consuming hatred that had
become such acommon feeling.

“l can't take this anymore,” Rita sobbed into Cosmigellan’s
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shoulder. “I can't be nice to that fucker. | can't!”

“Youmust, Rita. It' stheonly way.” Reaching for abrandy he had
already poured, he said, “Drink this. | have some new ideas we must
discuss.”

Gulping the brandy, waiting for its caiming who-gives-a-shit
effects, Ritalistened to Cosmigellan’ s planswhile he prepared another
exceptional meal. The evening pulled in around them as they mulled
over their strategy for the following day.

* k% %

The ranch was dtill and quiet the next morning. Cosmigellan’s
existence still awell-guarded secret at his request, Rita made one last
patrol of the property to be sure she and the Phaedran wouldn’t be seen
leaving. It was essential that Jim Grayson believe Ritawas alone at all
times; a possible accomplice could tip him off to what was going on
and blow the whole operation.

Thetwo climbed into Rita sdirty-white Dodge Dart. Cosmigellan
insisted on driving, assuring Ritahe knew all he needed to know through
observation. Rita did not challenge him. He turned the key. Nothing.
Just a sickening click.

“It sounds like the battery’ s dead. Shit, that battery’ s brand new!
Let me check the cables.” Rita groaned out of the car and lifted the
hood.

“God damn him!” her voice echoed from under the hood.

“What' swrong, Rita?’

“He's switched batteries on me! The bastard stole my new
battery!” Her voice was getting louder. “1 hate him! | hate—"

Cosmigellan’s fingers drugged the fury from her. Rita felt that
she would pass out, he had ensnared her so quickly.

Her speech was slurred and liquid. “No. It's OK. No more. I'm
OK....

“There snotimefor this, Rita. Never mind your battery, thisone
will do just fing,” he said, grasping the posts on the battery. Purple
flashes arced across the battery like crazed confetti. “ Start it now,” he
said, bounding off towards the house.

Seconds later he returned with a big grin and a fistful of cream
cheese.

“Thank you,” Ritaremembered to say. “I don’t know what I’d do
without you.”

After afew momentsof hisunnerving silent stare, hesaid, “1 do.”

She shuddered, realizing exactly what he meant. She wondered
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how he could remain so calm being around someone who was
teetering on the very rim of emotional collapse. “Of al the humans
you could have gotten involved with, do you ever regret it was
me? Don't you ever wonder if all humans are as neuratic as | am?”’

Cosmigellan steered the car over the rough dirt road, then onto
the pavement of the country road that ran south of the ranch. “No, to
your first question. | have seen your species on TV, listened to them
speak in public places, read their words. | don’t understand the things
they think, believe or want. | don’t understand their reasons for doing
the things they do. Most of your species does not make sense to me.
But you, Dear Rita, you make sense. Y our anger and despair have a
reason, aswell asapurpose. Y ou’ re more sane than you think you are.
And you know more than you will admit to yourself.”

Rita had no response other than the smile that began to replace
her expression of consternation. Then, almost inaudibly, she said,
“Everyone should have a friend who understands them so well.”

“Do you have other friends other than myself?”’

“Huh?Y eah, sort of.”

“Why don’t they help you?’

“ Sometimes problems are too personal to involve others.”

“And your siblings? Where are they? Y ou are rel ated, yet you do
not relate. s this the human way of relationships?”’

“Oh. WEell, some things are best |eft alone. Pam and Stella have
their own lives, their own problems. Actually, Pam resents me; Stella
hates my guts. | can’t open my mouth without one of them censoring
me. ‘Y ou make mefeel likeaworm!’ they'd say. | always had to give
myself anintellectual lobotomy just to get along with them. Y ou know—
before | comb my hair, remove my brain and put it wherethey can’t see
it. They don't like me. Let'sjust leave it at that, OK?”

He guided the car onto the busy freeway, immersed in a silent
frown. “I don’t understand,” hefinally said. “| am here, why isn’t anyone
else?

Good question. “I guess I've never saved anyone's life before.
No one elseis grateful enough.” Feeble-ass answer.

“They’ve helped me with other things before. This time is
different. It takes someone very special to put themselves on the line
like you're doing.

“Without you, | would have either freaked out or run away from
my own home...like my sistersdid. And my mother. Shit, she made the
ultimate great escape: she died. On his birthday, even.” That last fact
intrigued, almost delighted Rita. Maybe there was some kind of
universal justice after all.
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“1 would like to meet your friends. When do you think thiswould
be possible?’

Ritajerked to attention. His request was so unexpected. She had
never given it any thought—him meeting her friends. “I don’'t know
when I'll be seeing anyone. Ever since the arthritis and the accident—
falling in the mud—and all...I don’t know.”

“Areyou sad, Rita? Have | made you sad?’

“No, it'snot you. It's..well, | keep pretty much to myself. Writing
isasolitary profession, | can’t really work with people chatting in my
ear.” Ritathought about how she sounded to herself and wondered if
she was being honest or just protective of her feelings, throwing up
more barriers. “Besides, most people are damn boring,” she added.
“All they see—want to see—istheir own four walls. There’s so much
to the world, to the universe. So many wonderful thingsto ponder and
discuss.” Shelaughed out loud. “ Imagine metrying to tell those shallow
assholes I ve been to Phaedra, and by the way, I'm sleeping with an
alien who looks just like—"

“War of theWorlds.”

“What?’

“War of the Worlds. Hysteria—fear and revul sion of the unknown
andinexplicable. Y es, | understand your isolation. I’ ve seen what things
are important to most humans by watching TV.”

“Yeah—you've got it. That's a perfect example,” she giggled.
Was she growing to love this man, thisaien?

It dawned on her that War of the Worlds may not be representative
of al human fantasies of alien contact. “You know, there are better
examples of human attitudes towards—"

“1 know, Rita. Close Encounters of the Third Kind, E.T. | was
just presenting an example that would illustrate your relationship with
your friends, to let you know | understand. Y ou are their Martian.”

“Yes,” Ritasaid softly. “A Martian.”

And across the vast incomprehensible expanse of the galaxy, a
Martian and a Phaedran became best friends.

Ritathought of the wonderful time she and Cosmigellan had been
having doing little things in her father’s house—he never locked up
when he left—that would set him up for the more elaborate things to
come.

It was curious Jim Grayson had never mentioned the crazy things
going on over there to someone. But of course, like Cosmigellan had
said, her father probably wouldn’t tell anyone he had found Sani-Flush
and shampoo in his refrigerator, and a carton of milk in the shower
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caddy.

The keys must be driving him crazy too. He just thought he had
problems with keys before. Rita was surprised he found his own car
keys after she and the Phaedran had taken nearly twenty full key chains
and switched all the keys on them. His car repair customers must be
frantic.

The highlight of the week had been when Cosmigellan, retaining
his talent for voice emulation, called a car parts supply warehouse in
Chicago and ordered three hundred dollars worth of merchandise for
an obscure model. Rita had access to her father’s credit card number
from making out his bills for him every month, so they, of course,
“maxed the sucker out.” The two had yet to see the reactions to this
crazed purchase.

Rita's silent mental rehash session was interrupted by
Cosmigellan’ sabrupt braking ashe parked the car inthe shopping center.
A large package was waiting for them at the private mailbox
Cosmigellan had suggested they rent. “So, what are we expecting
today?’ Ritarubbed her palms together with devilish anticipation.

“Surveillance and sound equipment. Thiswill be our long-term
project. We'll have to use special carein using it; get caught once and
thewhole planisdown the porcelain parkway,” Cosmigellan explained
as he heaved the large box into the trunk of the car.

* % %

“And this green wire goes here,” Cosmigellan said as he deftly
soldered the wire in place. The finished surveillance dish would give
them the feedback they needed to continuetheir slow, carefully planned
mental torment of the man Rita could no longer alow in her life.

The technical work done, Chef Cosmigellan prepared another
wonderful meal, or rather, two meals. Rita had refused the Phaedran’s
usual fare of nearly purefat and protein, and he did not mind putting in
the extra effort to accommodate Rita. He had nearly taken over the
domestic chores, insisting that Ritafree her time for what she enjoyed
most: her writing. She often caught glimpses of him, hooked into a
pocket tape player listening to Chinese instrumentals he had recorded
from Rita's collection of international music, smiling as he did the
laundry, vacuuming, even window-washing. The house had never
looked so clean, and Cosmigellan literally glowed with satisfaction.
He seemed happier than he had been since his arrival. Was it his
affectionate servitudeto Rita' scomfort, or the exhilaration of engaging
in his shameless lust for revenge? Rita couldn’t be sure.

Filled with dinner and excited, they lay down on the bed and
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fiddled with the electronics equipment until they were sure it was
operating properly. “ Thewarden” asthey liked to refer to Jim Grayson,
was now home.

“Now,” Cosmigellan said, adjusting the headphones for atighter
fit, “we wait for the day’s discoveries.” Almaost an hour passed as
Cosmigellan and Rita waited in the dimly lit room, surveillance dish
pointing towards Jim Grayson’s house.

“What the hell?’

Rita jerked to attention, frightened and angry at the same time.
Cosmigellan spokein her father’ svoice, repeating everything he heard,
for her benefit.

“Shit. How' d this get in here—huh, Sonya?”

Ritawhispered, “He' stalking to his cat. Guess he found the can
of axle greasein the refrigerator.”

Cosmigellan continued to repeat Jm Grayson's affectionate
monologue. “Y eah, Sonya. Good Kitty, beautiful kitty. Y ou happy on
the new pillow | brought you, huh?Y ou like that nice orange pillow?’
Rattle of paper. “Look what | brought you today, Sonya. You'll like
this.” There was nothing for a few minutes, then, “You know who's
been in here? Hmm, Sonya?’

“He dready suspects someone’'s been in his house—that's not
good,” Ritasaid.

“Don’tworry, itwon't last,” Cosmigellan said in hisusual voice,
squinting and pulling the headphones off. “He' sturned onthe TV. That' s
it for today.”

“So, he'stalking to his cat. He's always done that. Used to piss
my mom off. It's sickening how he gushes over that cat, but could
never—"

“Patience, Dear Rita. The longer it takes, the more effectiveit'll
be. Don’'t worry. Get some rest, we have alot of work ahead of us.”

During the night Rita awoke to the soft pecking sounds of a
computer keyboard in use. She pushed her two sleeping cats aside and
got up to investigate. Rita saw what she expected to see: Cosmigellan
diligently typing in codes, numbers and other commands.

“What the hell are you doing now?”’

“Tomorrow’ sthethird, right?’

“Yeah, and...”’

“Your father’s Socia Security check is automatically deposited
in his account. Tomorrow will hold a surprise: The complete contents
of his account will be shunted to a fictitious account...a Mr. Roger
Davis, in Anaheim.”

“Jesus, you' re hitting below the belt. Don't you think?”’
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“Don’t worry. Everything will be automatically transferred
back four days later. When he checks his account, as you say he
always does on the third, it’'ll be empty and no one in the bank will
have an explanation...right away, that is. Later, after some checking,
they'll insist he authorized the transfer himself.”

“God, you're devious. I'm glad you're on my side.”

* k% %

It was two in the afternoon when Rita heard the engine of her
father’ s diesel truck idling out in front of his house.

“Hook up the dish! He's back!” Rita half-whispered to
Cosmigellan, who waslingering in the heavy spray of one of hisfrequent
cold showers.

Heleaped from the shower stall and grabbed atowel, not bothering
to useit, streaked past her and flopped beside her on the bed, flipping
his soggy hair on the pillows. “Y ou do it thistime. I'm too wet to use
the equipment.”

Nervous, Ritawatched for clues from Cosmigellan that she was
doing something wrong as she put on the headgear and twisted the
direction and gain dials on the small console.

Listening for afew moments, she said softly, “He' sbhanging around
in there pretty good. Pissed, I'd say.” There was along silence, then a
startling slam as something impacted a wall—perhaps alamp or other
small appliance. Her earsrang; she reached over to turn down thegain,
but cranked it up even further as the soft tinkle of a phone sounded in
the background.

“Hello?" her father’s irritated voice said. “No Ma am.” A short
pause. “Not only has my Social Security check not been deposited, all
of my money seemsto have disappeared. | had over athousand dollars,
and when | went to withdraw cash for food this morning, the balance
read exactly zero. | would suggest that someone in your institution is
inerror.”

Another pause.

“Perhaps a visit or call from my Congressman would expedite
this matter?’

A longer pause.

“I'll be expecting your call. Until then, | thank you for your
assistance.” A forceful clank signaled he had hung up.

“Shit, he never treated me with asmuch courtesy,” Ritaremarked.

“What's happening?’ Cosmigellan queried.

“Hegot acall from the bank. Expecting another call later, | think.
Oh—I dobelievehelost it for just amoment—he' sresorted to throwing
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things.”

He smiled and pulled the towel to his head, ruffling through the
shiny black locks. “Keep listening.”

Forty-five minutes passed. Cosmigellan had gone to the kitchen
to stuff his face again. Rita wished she could eat like that and stay as
fit.

Jim Grayson’ s telephone rang. “Hello?’ he said.

A long pause.

He laughed and said, “Roger who? | don’t know anyone by that
name, much less anyone | would give al of my money to! Obviously,
there’ s been some kind of mistake.”

Another long pause.

“Anaheim?Madam, | don’t know anyonein Anaheim! This Roger
Davis character is athief!” His voice was strained and hot.

A very long pause.

“Madam, there’s no way | could have authorized an electronic
transfer, | haven't signed anything.”

A short silence.

“Madam, | don’t own acomputer. | suggest you find my money,
andfagt, or I'll haveto presschargesfor theft!” Hedammed thereceiver
down. “ Computer transfer..." hemumbled. Ritaheard the unmistakable
sproing of the old chair relieved of hisweight and the rustle of clothes
as his footsteps announced their locations—heading out the door and
straight towards her house.

“Oh my God!” She tore the headphones off and limped into the
kitchen. “Cos, Cos,” she gasped, “he’scoming over herel He suspects
me!”

Cosmigellan impaled abig chunk of cheese on histeeth and dashed
for the bedroom, then turned, grasping Rita at the temples. She felt
dizzy as he said repeatedly inside her head, “Y ou didn’t do anything.
Y ou don’t know anything. Repeat what you know.”

“1 didn’t do anything. | don’'t know anything.” Electric moths
spun before her and vanished as the pounding at the kitchen door and
the demandsfor entry shattered the momentary fugue Cosmigellan had
induced.

“Whoisit?’ Ritaasked dumbly.

“Your old man. Hey, kid, let me in. How come you locked the
door? | wanna ask you something.”

Cosmigellan’s instant hypnosis session hadn’t relaxed her fully;
opening the door, allowing the falsely calm beast of a father to enter
her home, she noticed a tremor in her hands.

“You eatin’ again?’ he asked flippantly.
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“No, just finished. What's up?’

“You know about computers. Know anything about electronic
transfer?’ His blue eyes seared into her like Satan’ s brand.

“Of what? Data, text files, money, graphics?’

“Money. From one bank account to another.”

“No, can’t say | know much about that. All 1 know is banks and
government agencies do it all the time. That's how we both get our
Socia Security checks.”

“ Someonewith ahome computer couldn’tillegally take the money
out of one account and put it in another.” The left corner of his mouth
kinked up dlightly in anoncommittal grin. He was enjoying this.

“Geez, that would be a real feat. Maybe some teenage hacker
who spends hours at the keyboard...no, he'd need all the passwords,
secret codes. It seems highly unlikely.”

Hefrowned, dropping his accusing gazeto thefloor. “ Someone's
gotten into my account, taken everything. The bank says | did it—
transferred to some clown | never heard of in Anaheim.”

“Are you sure? Shit, man. What are you going to do?’

He searched Rita's face for lies, for false concern, for mockery,
and found only Rita' s steadfast blankness. “Contact my congressman,
| guess. Obviously someoneis athief.”

“Good luck,” she said flatly, unemotionally, watching him storm
out and down the steps.

Making sure both cats were in and relocking the door, Rita
shuffled, emotionally whipped, back to the bedroom where Cosmigellan
lay, head framed in electronics equipment.

Helooked over hisshoulder at Rita. “ He' stalking to someone on
the phone.”

“Who? What' s he saying?’

Again, in her father’ s voice, the Phaedran repeated, “No. | think
she knows more than she’ sletting on. She knows my PIN numbers for
both accounts.”

“Stop!” Ritasaid, truly afraid now. “Thiscan't go on. He sgoing
to make life hell for me. Put the money back.”

“All isnot lost,” Cosmigellan said, removing the headgear. “He
won't do anything worse than he's already done. And you know you
can do worse. We haven't even started.”

“l don't know what his limits are! | don't know if he has any!
He' s not well, | don’t believe he has morals enough to tell him when
he's gone too far! Please, put the money back.”

“All right, I concede. Y ou mustn’t suffer from this.”

Hewent into the living room, powered up the computer and went
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to work. “Rita, may | transfer it into his other account at the other
bank?Tomorrow?’

She let out abig sigh. “Oh, why not.” This thing was getting as
convoluted as fresh tripe.
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CHAPTER 9—Resources

He who has never envied the vegetable
has missed the human drama—£E.M. Cioran

The snarl of a gas-powered lawn mower shredded the blissful
early morning silence, grinding and chucking directly below Rita's
bedroom window. Cosmigellan jerked awake, eyes popping open and
darting in all directions. Rita looked over and smiled one of those
insincere “ Good morning, Darling” smiles.

In her best southern accent she announced, “It’'s 6:23 Saturday
morning. Welcome to Camp Revenge. Our first event is the brain-
paralyzing lawn mower sprint, manned by the undefeated Warden
Grayson. First prize is an alienated family and a crying crippled
daughter, complete with hostility and neuroses features. Homicidal
psychosisis optional.”

“Thisis unconscionable,” Cosmigellan spoke into her left ear.

“Hey, he does this every time he thinks he's losing control over
others. The day is usually random, but often follows what he believes
to be an injustice perpetrated by one or more of the family members.
He kept my mom in tears, popping Valium and blood-pressure
medicine...What are you doing?’

“I’m taping this. Quiet, please.”

A full five minutes of tape counted off before the blaring noise
faded to other sections of growth around the ranch.

“Five to one, when he's finished with that—in about a half an
hour—he' Il fire up that 750 Y amaha parked beneath my window. Maybe
he'll bereally cruel and wait until hethinks|’ m back asleep. He knows
| usually wake late, because | often stay up late writing. Y ou can really
miss out on that REM dleep with this system.”

“Speak softly. | don’t want voiceson thetape,” Cosmigellan said.

“I’m going back to sleep. If | snore, jab me. You can play with
your spy kit by yourself.”

Thedeep anal growl of the Y amahathundered against the outside
wall of the bedroom at 8:30 A.M. Exhaust fumes wafted through the
cracks in the rustic walls, burning Rita's throat and nose. She jolted
awake and stared at the ceiling, tears of despair running into her earsas
she cursed the continued cruelty of the hideous person shewas repulsed
to think of as her father.
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Cosmigellan felt for her left hand and brought it up, placing it
on his lower abdomen. “Think of something else,” he murmured
close.

She could not help but laugh. The disturbance outside fleetingly
lost importance as Cosmigellan pulled Ritainto hismind, cloaking her
in his loving electric web, mixing his emotions with hers until she
could no longer identify which were hers. With some trepidation, she
permitted herself the luxury, indeed the necessity, of becoming lost,
lost and removed from the turmoil of her separate, tortured world.

At last, welcome silence drew Rita from her emotional retreat.
Cosmigellan’ s presence had made avery distasteful circumstance seem
almost non-existent.

“1 never thought to ask. Can | become pregnant by you?”’

“No. My sperm cells have no DNA.”

“Then, why bother? If you can keep a beard from growing, why
make sperm?’

“It dlipped my mind. Breakfast!” he cheered, bouncing off the
bed and trotting to the kitchen.

“Just yogurt for me. | can’t handle your rich diet. What' sit going
to be today for you, steak and eggs?’ Ritayelled into the kitchen.

“1 haven't decided yet,” he yelled back.

“It’1l be something disgusting, | can bet on that.”

“Low-residue, high energy—just what a Phaedran needs. It' sthe
only way | can maintain my energy output. It is expensive, being
human.”

“You'retelling me! I'm glad you have your own bank account.”

Inside a fifteen minutes, Cosmigellan came in carrying a tray
loaded with food. Ritafound her cup of yogurt obscured by amountain
of French toast made with white bread and layered in cream cheese
and bacon strips.

“My God, I'm going to have a coronary just watching you eat
that.”

“Earth food is wonderfully diverse in flavor elements,” he said,
sensuously licking hislips and fingers.

“Y eah, but do you have to get them all in one meal ?’

“1"m making stuffed zucchini and chow mien tonight. That should
be to your liking.”

“But, what will you eat?’

“The same, supplemented with a pound of sausage.”

“Sorry | asked.”

Not long after inhaling his fat-logged brunch, Cosmigellan
indulged in yet another cold shower. It wasavery curious habit. Rita's
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nipples crinkled into terminal raisins just thinking about it. “Hey,
Cos, how come you take a cold shower right after you eat?’ she
yelled from the bed.

“To dissipate heat, level out my body temperature. Otherwise,
I’d incinerate myself.”

Good God, spontaneous combustion. I’ m sleeping with someone
who could just go up in smoke any minute. Reshuffling her thoughts,
Ritareached for her notebook and pen, promising herself that shewould
get some writing done this day.

Nothing. Nothing would cometo her. She had probably lessthan
two pagesto go to finish the manuscript, but nothing happened. It was
infuriating. Ever since Cosmigellan had doshedinto her life shecouldn’t
write another word for the story that, up until then, had been writing
itself. She relaxed back onto the pillows, drumming the pen on her
forehead, as if to pound some burst of brilliance from her stubborn
imagination.

“Can you jostle my brain into behaving?’ Rita asked casualy as
Cosmigellan finally emerged from his cold deluge.

“What' s the problem?”

“I’m totally blocked on the finish for this story. | hate my brain;
it's conspiring against me.”

“It's supposed to happen like this,” he said bluntly, dressing his
wet body.

“I’ve got to get this thing finished. | need the money.”

“Tell me how much you need.”

“No, you don’t understand. | want to be paid for this. It' sthe only
thing left | can do; | need to be rewarded for it.”

Hetouched her lightly on the forehead. “Write something else—
start anew story. There' s nothing else you can do.”

“1 don't even have anew ideafor astory. It'll take days.”

“You may surpriseyourself,” hesaid, pulling awhite T-shirt over
his wet head. “I’m going to go fuck with your computer.”

“Hal You' re getting better with your slang. But, if you do to that
computer what you' ve been doing to me, it'll never work again!”

“Funny Rita.”

“What are you going to do today?’

“1 think I'll study war and weapons. | still don’'t understand this
‘balance of power’ fantasy your species seemsto embrace.”

“Hey—haveaball. Assoon asyou figureit out, drop alineto the
world leaders. I'm sure they’d love to be enlightened.” She stared
pathetically at that damn blank page, pen poised, just in case she was
seized by afit of uncontrollable genius.
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Cosmigellan’sfury at the keyboard was distracting, even aroom
away. Peck, peck, peck peck peck, peck-a peck. It was beginning to feel
like he was pecking small chunks from her throbbing brain with adull
chisal. Ritastill had written only afew notes—nothing that could prod
her into endless, inspired hours of prose. Giving up, she went to see
what her interstellar companion was up to.

“What' sthis?’ she asked, lifting a page from the printer.

“A letter to the President.”

Ritaread it aloud:

“Dear Mr. President: | have spent many long hours studying the
problem of nuclear weapons stockpiling in these United States and
abroad. The TNT equivaent of al the nuclear weapons in the world
amountsto approximately 25,000 megatons, or 50 trillion pounds. This
shocking figure tranglates to 10,000 pounds of nuclear destruction for
each and every human inhabitant on this great planet. One pound in a
car will obliterate the car and vaporize everyonein it.

“1 am apeace-loving soul and have no desire whatsoever to destroy
10,000 cars or an average of 40,000 passengers of said cars.

“Since | am aware that my tax dollars have gone to purchase my
allotted 10,000 pounds of nuclear devastation, | elect to sell it back to
you for thirty cents on the dollar. Please deposit my refund in the bank
account listed below. Signed—

“You’ renot going to send this, areyou?| dareyou!” Shelaughed
hysterically, wiping the tears from under her eyes.

“1 already have—direct link to the White House computer.”

“1 wishyou hadn’t donethat,” she found herself lamenting again.
“If we get caught we'll be licking hot skilletsin Hell.”

“Don’t worry. How’ syour story coming?’ Derailed again.

“Oh, just afew notes. It should develop into a pretty entertaining
story, except—I haven’t decided how theending’ sgoingto go. | usualy
have agenerdl idea. . . .”

“Don’t worry. Your ending will cometo you just when you need
it.”

“Don’'tworry, don’'t worry. Shit, | hatethat phrase. Areyou always
so damn certain things will work out?’

“Y es. Collapsing quantum wave functions—aqwiff popping, asyou
call it—is one of my more admirable talents. It is yours aswell.”

“That may well be, but | still think it takes a second row seat to
your newly found talent at—"

“Rita, there's no need to be dismayed when you get what you
want.”

A little meanness squealed for attention inside her. “1'd love to
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see you and a shrink beef it out. How about a little psychological
test? We'll see if you're an optimist or a pessimist. Ready?’ He
nodded.

“If | had a glass half filled with water, would it be half empty or
half full?’

Blinking once, he answered, “Neither. You' d have aglassthat’s
twice as hig as it needs to be.”

“Oh, shit,” she mumbled under her breath. There's no winning
with this guy. “OK, | give up. There's nothing you can say or do that
doesn’'t impress me immeasurably. Y ou should be acomedian.”

“1 don't need to work for aliving, | have all the money | need.”

“Yeah, right. I’ve been meaning to ask you about that. Where
doesit come from?’

“Peoplethat no longer need it: the deceased and forgotten. | scan
databases all over the U.S. There’ slots of unclaimed money out there,
sitting and waiting—but not for long.”

“Very clever. But what are you going to do when the banks find
out whereit'sgoing?’

“1 erase my request codes after the transfers are finalized. I'll
always have money.”

“Won't your bank get suspicious?’

“Unlikely. But, if that happens, I’ ll start up again somewhere else,
with another name and account number. The system ismineto use as|
wish. | hurt no one.”

“Just how much have you accumulated?’

“ About eight thousand dollars. Any morewould alert your income
police.”

“Well, you' ve pretty well got it covered, I'd say,” Ritamarveled
a his economic trickery. “So, what's on the agenda for our second
favorite pastime?”’

“We need sometimein your father’s house.”

“Oh. Herarely leaves on the weekend. Customersbring their cars
in then. We'll have to wait until Monday.”

He stood and draped hisarms over her shoulders; adevious smile
blossoming on his face. “Hey, how about a little fun with law
enforcement?’

“Huh?What do you have brewinginthat criminally creative mind
of yours, now?’

“You said your father should be here all weekend? Let's take
advantage of it. Remember, al situations we find ourselves in will
surrender their gifts.”
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CHAPTER 10—Fruition

The object of war is not to die for your country
but to make the other bastard die for his—George Patton

“Sir, we have your voice recorded on five consecutive 911
calls this weekend. We've sent out units every time, only to be sent
away because of your claims that you hadn't called. You know
false alarms are a crime; that 911 number is for real emergencies.
You're taking able personnel away from their duties. I’'m afraid
you'll have to come down to the station with me, Mr. Grayson,”
the officer explained as Rita pointed the surveillance dish garage-
wards.

“Officer Sheaffer, with al due respect, I’ve been out here in the
garage all day—both days; | have witnesses. | don’'t have a phone out
here, | couldn’t have possibly made those calls!”

The Miranda speech ricocheted off Rita' s eardrums as the police
radio screeched in the background. Carrying the dish and console to
the bedroom window, she peeked through the curtains and caught a
glimpse of her father hunched over, hands cuffed behind his back, two
policemen packing him into the rear seat of apatrol car.

A malicious satisfaction overcame her and she smiled, but only
briefly. Removing the headphones, she said, “He'll be calling me,
begging me to come get him. | know it.”

“S0, goget him. Y ou’ re such aconsiderate, caring daughter, Rita.
And dependable, too,” Cosmigellan answered, smiling slyly.

“1 can’t believe you sneaked over to hishouse and used his phone
once, much less five times. You thrive on the possibility of getting
caught, don’t you?’

“Rita, youwould have signaled meif hewere headed for hishouse.
There was no real risk.”

“This is really nerve-racking. | don't think I'm cut out to be a

spy.”

* k% %

The inevitable call came Wednesday night. Rita bit cookies out
of the car seat all theway to the police station, and shit Twinkiesall the
way back. Jim Grayson had little to say of his arrest, erupting only
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periodically with things like, “Those incompetent idiots haven't
heard the last of this! | remember the days when | was on the force.
We'd never get away with a frame like this! 1’d never be harassed
like this if | were living in Mexico, | don't care what they say about
corrupt officials in that country! They're all over here, those corrupt
bastards! The commies, you know. It's the commies. That's how
they’ re gonna get us—one citizen at a time!” Nothing made any
sense, but to Rita it was Golden Truth. She smiled to herself.
Ammunition.

Cosmigellan was aslegp on the sofawhen Ritafinaly limpedin.
It took him awhile to awaken to her kiss.

“It's over. He thinks the police framed him and the communists
are behind it. | wonder how he rationalizes that. They even played the
tapes—with his voice on them, and showed him the computer records
of phone calls coming from his number, with the times and everything.
His head must be spinning like an over-flowing toilet.” She rested her
head on Cosmigellan’ s chest. His heartbeat was slow and regular, much
in contrast with the tempo of activities of the last three days.

“What timeisit?’ he asked groggily.

“About 11:30. How long have you been asleep?”’

“Two hours. I'm not fedling very well.”

“You’ reprobably tired from all that wiring you did yesterday and
today. Did you get it all done?”’

“Yes. | have six placesin his bedroom ceiling wired with micro-
speakers. Y ou can't even seethem unlessyou know what you' relooking
for. I’ve got hisbedside radio rigged-up too. | think we' reready. Two-
thirty, the world fallsin around him.”

“You don’'t mean tonight, do you?”’

“ Are you getting soft-hearted all of a sudden?’

“No...but, don't you think we should wait a few days? | mean,
let’sdrag this out a bit, like you said.”

“Timing is critical, Rita,” he yawned. “It's about time for those
fleaeggs | sprinkled in his bed to start hatching. He'll be deliciously
irritated, perfectly primed for our final torments.”

“Still, I'd feel more at ease if we spaced this shit out alittle bit.”

Night after night they took turns listening in on Jm Grayson’'s
phone calls and his private rantings. By now, he must be questioning
hissense of reality. So many peculiar happenings. So much unexplained
bad luck. He couldn’'t help but be convinced it was his fault, his bad
judgment, hisfailing memory.

He had taken to public displays of spleen-venting rage, scaring
away customers by the dozens. She almost felt guilty, watching him
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spend aimless lonely hours listlessly puttering around the property,
picking up trash, moving car parts, moving them back. Hisonly pleasure
seemed to be running that infernal lawn mower. And tormenting his
cat.

Ritawatched him“playing” with hisbeloved companion and grew
sickened with the undertow of his displaced aggressions. He would
pluck a wisp of Pampas grass, tickling the cat’s nose with it as she
perched on the cross-board of the clothesline. Then, while she batted
and sneezed in delight, he' d reach up behind her and pinch the end of
her twitching tail until she whipped back with a paw, angered and in
pain. He'd repeat this routine until his cat simply left. Sometimes,
animals are alot smarter than humans.

But Ritatook consolation in knowing that he was becoming deeply
disturbed. He was losing weight steadily and a peculiar gray pallor
took up residence on hisface. That steadfast self-image of omnipotence
crumbled and sank alittle bit more as each day passed. His mysterious
package from the auto supply warehouse in Chicago torched aglimmer
of interest in him, but soon that deteriorated to disgust when herealized
he didn’t remember ordering it.

* k% %

“Now, when | press the play button, listen carefully for any
movement or mumbles. We can’'t have him awake for too long, or he
won't be convinced it’ s hallucinatory,” Cosmigellan explained.

Inthequiet of 2:30A.M. Ritapointed the dish towardsher father’s
house, propped up on her elbows on the bed, ready to signal Cosmigellan
to start and stop the tape. All was silent, except for the horrendous
rhino-in-heat snoring characteristic of atired old man.

“He' s dead to the world,” Rita announced.

The pre-recorded blast of alawn mower at close range filled his
bedroom, nearly blistering the paint on the walls, Ritaimagined. How
do you like it? Can't dleep, en? Ghost lawn mower coming back to
haunt you?

“Uh oh. He' sawake.”

Cosmigellan turned the tape player off.

“1 just heard the click of alamp chain being pulled. Now, footsteps
away...coming back. | think he got back into bed.”

“Wait until he's snoring again. The motorcycle’'s next,”
Cosmigellan said.

“Not so loud this time. | can’t tell when or for how long he's
awake. That last one was a close call.”

They played the tapes at random hours so their plaything wouldn't
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catch on; they skipped a few nights. Once, the frustrated old man
opened his bedroom window and screamed foulness out to his
unseen tormentors, sending the dog into his own furious search
and incessant barking that even kept Cosmigellan and Rita awake.

“The placement of the six tiny speakers makes the sound seem
like it's coming from everywhere,” Cosmigellan explained. “This
morning, when he’ sjust waking, he'll know where the sound iscoming
from: Time for adevastating radio bulletin.”

“What are you planning to say?”

“Let's get some sleep. We have to be awake by 6:30 A.M. It's
imperative that we be ready for him just when he wakes up and turns
on the radio; the hypnopompic effect will cover our tracks.”

Ritawas unableto sleepin any way but thirty minutesincrements
broken by hour-long spells of mental frenzy. Cosmigellan slept
peacefully. He had been deeping morelately; it was altogether opposite
of his previous habit of cat-napping a couple of hours here and there.
Perhapsall thisbugging and surveillance businesswas taking too much
out of him.

By 6:15A.M. Ritawaswide awake, ready for the broadcast trauma
Cosmigellan had planned but had refused to detail for her.

Cosmigellan staggered to the kitchen for some unmentionable
dietary calamity, returning quickly.

“How can you hack that stuff so early in the morning?’

“It isnecessary,” he said energetically, shoving cold steak strips
smeared with cream cheese into his mouth. “ Any stir, yet?’

“No, still snoring,” she said, hugging the earphones close to her
head, trying to avert her gaze from the unappetizing food orgy taking
place beside her. She waited; Cosmigellan munched and smacked his
revolting breakfast.

“Oh! | just heard his watch alarm. It won’t be long...there, he
turned on the radio.”

Sucking his fingers and clearing his throat, Cosmigellan blew
into the microphone and began his announcement. Rita could only
understand afew words, but apparently Jim Grayson understood much
more: he cranked the radio volume up to full gain.

Cosmigellan’s Spanish was flawless as he spoke, clearly,
deliberately, alarmingly. Ritacaught short phrases. “. . . estedia...tropa
de linea...Union de Soviet...invasion de Mexico . . .”

Ritadidn't have to understand the whole thing to get the picture.
“What the hell do you think you're doing?’ she gasped. “He'll never
buy that!”

Cosmigellan finished his announcement and allowed the regular
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Mexican broadcast to resume on Jim Grayson’ s radio. “What' s going
on now?’ he asked.

“1 think he’ sdressing—rather quickly. There' salot of movement
over there. He' s...going out the door. Coming thisway. Shit, that’ sjust
great. Geethanks, Cos.” Sherolled off the bed, tearing the headphones
off and standing, trying to keep her breathing slow and regular.

Seconds later Jim Grayson was at her locked kitchen door
pounding and pleading in a very panicked voice. She couldn’t make
out what he was saying until she was standing at the door.

“ .. .hasinvaded Mexico! Let mein! Turn onyour TV!”

“What?' Ritasaid, unlocking the door as her father burst into the
kitchen. She pulled back her fingersin pain; he must have intended to
break the lock, he had come through with such force.

“The Russians are invading Mexico!” he puffed. “Landed in
Mazatlan and are headed north. | heard it on my radio just a couple of
minutes ago! Turn on your TV!”

Rita rubbed her eyes and yawned as if she had just awoke. Her
father followed her into theliving room, trembling in hisrobe, wringing
his hands, the right corner of his upper lip twitching.

Ritaturned onthe TV, disinterested. “It’'s just the usual morning
crap—celebrity interviews and such,” she said lazily. She had no idea
if he suspected her exaggerated coolness.

“They obviously haven't gotten the word yet! Switch to another
channel!” he demanded.

Rita obliged him, now trying to get caught up in his terror, to
convince him she was just as upset. “No...just safety feature on baby
strollers. God, this is too important to save for the evening news. |
don’'t understand why the networks aren’t carrying this. Are you sure
you heard what you think you heard? | mean, you could have been
dreaming.”

“No! No! | heard it! | was wide awake, tuned into the same
Mexican station | alwayslistento! Russiainvaded M exico—thousands
of troops! They’ re coming in the back door! That’s how they’ re gonna
get us! | don’t understand why the U.S. stations...| don’t understand . .
. Hishandsshook visibly. Hisfaced sagged asickly white, jaw dropping
away in a huge gape, pupils dilated, making him look completely,
irretrievably insane. He turned, gait wobbly, still mumbling to himself
as he left.

k]
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CHAPTER 11—Awareness

Be careful what you wish for; you just might get it—unknown

The paramedics lifted the gurney into the ambulance while
an attendant explained to Rita that her father’'s rather sudden
catatonia was not as tragic as text-book senile dementia. “Though
his condition is serious, with proper treatment, and providing there
is no serious damage, he should pull out of this,” the crisply dressed
man reassured her. “You're lucky Mr. Martin here found him as
early as he did.”

“Y eah, he couldabeen intherefor dayslikethat,” Jim Grayson's
friend said.

Cosmigellan stood beside Rita, rubbing the nape of her neck as
they watched the ambulance bounce over the rough dirt driveway and
vanish with the shell that had been Jim Grayson.

Rita turned toward her house, towing a clinging Cosmigellan
beside her, leaving Mr. Martin standing alone staring off into the
distance. “I really didn't expect it to turn out this way,” she said,
acknowledging atwinge of remorse.

“It is regrettable that he was not physically stronger.”

“What's done is done. How could we have known he would
succumb to astroke? | just wanted him to leave, preferably of hisown
accord, or if necessary, in astraight-jacket. | had no plans to—"

“What will you do now? Was it worth it?’

“Well, according to a clause in the lease, | will have title to the
lease on theranch, that’ sabout it. His Social Security paymentswill go
to the nursing home, so there will be no rent payments going to hold
his house for him.” Ritasat on the porch steps, feeling simultaneously
relieved and guilty. “ God, | can’t believeit sover. I'm free—I’mfinally
free of that oppressive son-of-a. . . .”

Cosmigellan sat beside her and placed his hand on her shoulder.
“And now, | can come out of hiding.” Ritasighed in response, staring
down into the dirt at the foot of the steps, watching a troop of ants
carry a star of dry cat food to another location. Ants weren't the only
creatures that rearranged the stars in their universe.

They went inside and collapsed on the bed. Ritawas completely
exhausted, emotionally stripped. It all seemed so unreal, so
unimaginably peaceful. Thirty-four years of horror carried off in an
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ambulance, removed from her, her nightmares, her life. A sigh of
relief gushed out of her like an evicted demon.

“Are you happy now, Rita?” Cosmigellan asked in a near
whisper, leaning over her, searching her face for some sign of
dramatic change.

“It'snot al that smple, I'm afraid. | have alot to sort out in my
mind. It sgoing to take awhile beforel’ m completely saneagain. Thirty-
four years of soul-murder doesn’t dissolve just like that. I'm on the
way, though.”

“Maybe you need a vacation, time away from this place and
everything that reminds you of what's happened to you.”

Before Rita could even respond, Cosmigellan’s hands were
holding her head, gelatinous electric fingers meandering through her
stunned, captive mind.

The cool jade green planet is cloaked in the thick, chemical
effusion of joy. Epsilon Eridani shineslike asuspended hazy orb through
the canopy of mist, that strange mist that seemsto rain from the surface
of the planet upwards, filling the moisture dome that caps Phaedra.
The ground feels more solid, more rea than Rita remembered from
before, beneath feet she still cannot see.

All around clumps of dlippery tendrils capped with tiny silver
pods reach toward the obscured sun. Intermittently, a pod from the
center stalk burstsand spraysglittering dust onto the dick, dime-covered
ground, giving rise to new generations of tendril clumps.

Rita finds herself wandering through a narrow passage, barely
ableto passthe body she cannot see. The sides of the passagerise high,
white and jade green, wet. There are no sharp edges, the wall surfaces
are as if rubbed smooth to accommodate the delicacy of the planet’s
inhabitants.

Emerging from the narrow passage into a clearing, Rita sees a
stream to her right, trickling gently, soundlessly. She follows it to a
small pool of bubbling jade green water where longer, thicker tendrils,
some severa feet high, disappear into thelow tarpaulin of mist hanging
over Phaedra.

Traveling still further, she glimpses asmall gathering of perhaps
eleven Phaedrans darting and circling in excitement. The sweet odor is
much stronger here. Their activity draws her to them. She feels herself
being surrounded, touched, explored, pulled into the group. Beings
touch and surrender their experiences, passing it from one mind to
another: great journeys, volumes of knowledge and information. A huge
surge of something never understood before. Blossoming, unrestrained
sharing. Happiness, wonder. More, | want more. Seek out others. Find
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more. Take from me what | have learned. | have seen lovely and
wonderful things. Take them from me, they are yours. Touch me, |
willingly give myself to you...The Allness Of The One.

The bedroom lurched back into consciousness. Cosmigellan
smiled over Rita like a surgeon relieved to see his patient coming out
of anesthesia. An indescribable rapture tingled inside her and danced
out into her limbs. Theintensity of it was more than she could handle,
and she sobbed.

“Rita? Ritatell me what you know.”

She sniffed and swallowed. “What was | doing...how long havel
been gone?”’

“Inlinear time, about four hours have passed here. Please, tell me
what you know.”

“Four hours! It seemed like an instant.” Her mind churned with
impossible thoughts. “What do you mean, tell youwhat | know?1 can’t
even slow my thoughts down enough to sort them out.”

“How do you fed?’

“1 don’'t know...I feel weird, like...not myself.”

“Tell mewhat you know,” herepeated again, in calm anticipation.

“l was on Phaedra again. But, it was different this time. Redl
different. | wish you' d stop doing that shit to me without asking!”

“How did you feel when you were there?’

“Fine, happy. | wastrading knowledge and experienceswith some
of the Phaedrans, begging them to give me more, and offering everything
| knew. It was very nice, very...odd.” She was still puzzled, terribly
bothered by something she couldn’t express.

Suddenly, abewildering realization hit her. Ritafelt her eyeswiden
and her body jerk, then become completely relaxed. “I...I felt like |
belonged there. Shit, does hyperdimensional travel do that? | don’'t
remember it doing that before.”

“Tell mewhat you know, Rita,” he said again, more insistent.

What? What do | know? | know...I know—

It just couldn’t be true. She said it anyway. “| was a Phaedran,”
she stated flatly, her throat clamping down on a scream, or awhimper.

Cosmigellan hugged her close, laughing softly. “Yes. Yes, Rita.
Youare”

Ritatore away from him, horrified. “ Am?”

“In another universe. Y ou are aware of one of your other selves, a
self that exists on another quantum branch. Y ou have always known.
Do you understand now?”

Ritafelt weak and began to tremble. She was more aien than she
ever imagined. And more distanced from humanity than she ever feared.
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CHAPTER 12—What Is Necessary

A stitch in time would have confused Einstein—unknown

“Rita, pull yourself together. It's not the end of everything,
it's the beginning. Now that you know these things about yourself,
the whole universe isyoursto dancein. It isyours, Rita.” He paused,
waiting earnestly for a response. “Do you hear me, Rita?’

Rita’ s brain ached to be sublimely stupid again. “I still don’t get
it. Why me, anyway? I’'m not so special. There are lots of people out
there, why have | been singled out? About thetime | start feeling like
I’m regaining some control over my life, something comes in and
thwacksme up sidethe head. Why isthishappening to me?’ Shewanted
to cry, but was too numb, too logt, for tears.

“I’m sorry you are unhappy. | did not expect that you would be
unhappy.”

“Don’t you see? All my life I’ve never been fully accepted for
who | am, never quite fit in. How can | ever belong, knowing what |
know?’

“Rita, | have no more answers. Those answers are within you.”
He patted her face, asif wiping away the tears that should have come.
“Just remember: Every exit is an entrance to someplace else,” he said,
rolling back down on the bed to sleep.

Thehidden implications of that statement couldn’t have been more
stunning. Self-pity eroded into a realization that a great puzzle was
being constructed right before her very eyes. The pieceswere beginning
tofall into place, in asort of haphazard way. The dreams. Cosmigellan’s
arrival and affect upon her life. It was all supposed to happen thisway,
or so it seemed. The secrets Cos said Ritahad been keeping from hersel f
were being revealed. Bald, out in the open, and...still meaningless. A
huge emptinessfilled her, drilled out acavern deep inside and sat there
in silence, mocking her astonishment.

There was a hole in the universe—a hole left by the Rita she
thought she knew, the Rita that used to be.

Shana climbed quietly into her motionless lap and purred, her
furry gray face exuding satisfaction with closed eyes and that permanent
smile she always wore. These were her friends. Shana, Arabella, and
of course, Cosmigellan. Why should she want for more?

* % %
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The pillow and two sleeping balls of grayness were Rita's
only companions when she woke. Cosmigellan had been laying
beside her just a while before, but his warmth and soft breathing
were absent. Darkness consumed the bedroom; the only light came
from the red numbers on a digital LED clock: 11:34 PM. No light
seeped in from other rooms; the whole house seemed shrouded in
blackness. And silence.

The aura was unsettling, unexpected. Not because solitude and
quiet were unfamiliar to Rita, but because it was uncharacteristic of a
house where Cosmigellan would be furiously engaged in something.
She heard no keyboard clicks. She smelled no cooking odors.

“Cos?’ No answer. Every cdll in Ritaknew he was not there. She
leaned over and turned on the bedside lamp. Hiswallet and checkbook
were not on the table. She looked up and across to the closet. None of
his clothes hung there. She searched the bed, the floor, the bathroom
mirror for anote. Therewasnone. A feeling of sadness, of abandonment,
gripped at her.

Feeling her way down the hall, she turned on the living room
light and stared at the empty couch. Her heart sank. Cosmigellan was
gone.

Where was he? Why did he leave without telling her?

Theoracle. Ritalifted the folded blanket from the couch; nothing
fell from it. Her heart threatened to stampede right out of her chest.
Her dleepy mind entertained the idea that everything up until now had
been one long bizarre dream. Had he ever been here? God, maybe he
didn't even exist, maybe her dreaming mind had invented him, then
convinced her he was real before she woke.

It couldn’t dll beadream. TherewasaCosmigellan..wasn't there?

Shuffling out into the kitchen, Rita strained to see in the dim
glow of a stovetop seven-watt bulb. Neat and tidy—no evidence of
recent meal preparation. Peering in the refrigerator, shefound it nearly
empty, and except for atwo-pound block of cheddar cheese, especially
devoid of thefatty snacks Cosate so frequently. It all beganto crashin
on her like some kind of surreal nightmare—worse than waking up
from a dream of being filthy rich and frantically searching beneath
your mattress for all that cash, finding none.

Then she saw it. It peeked out from inside a blue towel, winking
fantastic colorsin the glare of therefrigerator bulb. The oracle. It rested
inthe back near the baking soda, silent, reassuring: evidence shewasn’t
hallucinating.

So where in the hell is Cosmigellan? The stillness of the house
was strangling her. Rita walked to the kitchen door, clutching the
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oracle—her only evidence, her only link with rationality—and reached
totheleft toturn onthelight. The fluorescent flicker spanked her dilated
pupils into pinpoint submission. Rita grabbed for the doorknob—and
froze. The door was locked.

Thebolt lock wasfast. The padlock hung, closed tight in defiance.
The door was locked—fromthe inside.

It was then she noticed something odd about the chilled oracle
burning into her chest. It was not only unusually cold—Arctic cold—
but it did not hum. It waslifeless and that lifel essness sent a huge tide
of horror through her, drenching her from the inside out. She heard a
squeak escape from her throat, threatening to turn into tears.

Her mind became a chaotic whirlpool of uncertainty, fear and
anguish. She couldn’t sift a single thought from the swirling stew of
guestions—questionsof sanity, of love, of abandonment, of reality itself.
Cosmust bereal, yet heisnot here. The door islocked fromtheinside,
and he is gone. He would not have left me. But he couldn’t have left
me—he doesn’t exist. Besides the oracle, there was no evidence in the
housethat heever existed, except in her dreaming mind. Y et, her internal
truth—those were hiswords, weren’t they?—told her she had nothing
to worry about. Her life had been changed by his presence. His
philosophy pervaded every neuronin her body, his devotion had hel ped
her purge the lifelong abuse of a man she was ashamed to call her
father.

Her father! He was gone, wasn’t he? She fumbled for the key to
the padlock, and simultaneously—almost reverently—Ilaying the oracle
in the sink, unlocked the door and pulled it open.

Scanning across the ranch to her father’ s house, she was startled
to seethreeyellow sguares of light cut into the night. There was someone
home; Rita could only assumeit was her father. The sick tearing at her
insides ripped away at her redlity, at Cos questionable existence, at
her very rationality. Could it be true that nothing of what she
remembered of the past few weeks really happened? What day isthis,
anyway? How much time has passed? Has time passed? What s the
first thing | remember sincethisdreambegan? Think back, Rita. Pwdre
Ser. The bucket— brought it in. | went to sleep, then woke up—just
now?

Shewastorn between knocking on her father’ s door and going to
the living room to see if her reference book was still opened to the
same page she had left it so many weeks? hours? ago.

And there in the sink still lay the sparkling enigma, so huge and
lovely and...alien. Where did she get thisthing if thiswas al adamned
illusion?
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