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  THE FORTHRAST FARM


  Northwest Iowa


  Thanksgiving


  
    Richard kept his head down. Not all those cow pies were frozen, and the ones that were could turn an ankle. Hed limited his baggage to a carry-on, so the size 11s weaving their way
    among the green-brown mounds were meshy black cross-trainers that you could practically fold in half and stuff into a pocket. He could have gone to Walmart this morning and bought boots. The
    reunion, however, would have noticed, and made much of, such an extravagance.

  


  Two dozen of his relatives were strung out in clumps along the barbed-wire fence to his right, shooting into the ravine or reloading. The tradition had started as a way for some of the younger
  boys to blow off steam during the torturous wait for turkey and pie. In the old days, once theyd gotten back to Grandpas house from Thanksgiving church service and changed out of
  their miniature coats and ties, they would burst out the doors and sprint half a mile across the pasture, trailed by a few older men to make sure that matters didnt get out of hand, and
  shoot .22s and Daisies down into the crick. Now grown up with kids of their own, they showed up for the re-u with shotguns, hunting rifles, and handguns in the backs of their SUVs.


  The fence was rusty, but its posts of Osage orange wood were unrotted. Richard and John, his older brother, had put it up forty years ago to keep livestock from straying down into the crick. The
  stream was narrow enough that a grown man could cross it with a stride, but cattle were not made for striding, or bred for intelligence, and could always contrive some way to get themselves into
  terrible straits along its steep, crumbling banks. The same feature made it an ideal firing range. Summer had been dry and autumn cold, so the crick was running low under a paper-thin glaze of ice,
  and the bank above it threw up gouts of loose dirt wherever it stopped a bullet. This made it easy for the shooters to correct their aim. Through his ear protectors, Richard could hear the voices
  of helpful onlookers: Youre about three inches low. Six inches to the right. The boom of the shotguns, the snap of the .22s, and the pow, pow, pow of the semiautomatic
  handguns were reduced to a faint patter by the electronics in the hearing protectorshard-shell earmuffs with volume knobs sticking out of themwhich hed stuffed into his bag
  yesterday, almost as an afterthought.


  He kept flinching. The low sun shone in the face of a two-hundred-foot-tall wind turbine in the field across the crick, and its blades cast long scything shadows over them. He kept sensing the
  sudden onrush of a bar of darkness that flicked over him without effect and went on its way to be followed by another and another. The sun above blinking on and off with each cut of a blade. This
  was all new. In his younger days, it had only been the grain elevators that proved the existence of a world beyond the horizon; but now they had been supplanted and humbled by these pharaonic
  towers rearing their heads above the prairie, the only thing about this landscape that had ever been capable of inspiring awe. Something about their being in motion, in a place where everything
  else was almost pathologically still, seized the attention; they always seemed to be jumping out at you from behind corners.


  Despite the wind, the small muscles of his face and scalpthe parents of headacheswere relaxed for the first time since he had come back to Iowa. When he was in the public spaces of
  the re-uthe lobby of the Ramada, the farmhouse, the football game in the side yardhe always felt that all eyes were on him. It was different here, where one had to attend to
  ones weapons, to make sure that the barrels were always pointed across the barbed wire. When Richard was seen, it was during terse, one-on-one conversations, spoken DIS-TINCT-LY through ear
  protection.


  Younger relations, rookie in-laws, and shirttails called him Dick, a name that Richard had never used because of its association, in his youth, with Nixon. He would answer to Richard or to the
  nickname Dodge. During the long drive here from their homes in the exurbs of Chicago or Minneapolis or St. Louis, the parents would brief the kids on who was who, some of them even brandishing hard
  copies of the family tree and dossiers of photos. Richard was pretty sure that when they ventured out onto Richards branch of the family treeand a long, stark, forkless branch it
  wasthey got a certain look in their eyes that the kids could read in the rearview mirror, a tone of voice that in this part of the country said more than words were ever allowed to. When
  Richard encountered them along the firing line, he could see as much in their faces. Some of them would not meet his eye at all. Others met it too boldly, as if to let him know that they were on to
  him.


  He accepted a broken twelve-gauge side-by-side from a stout man in a camouflage hat whom he recognized vaguely as the second husband of his second cousin Willa. Keeping his face, and the barrel
  of the weapon, toward the barbed-wire fence, he let them stare at the back of his ski parka as he bit the mitten from his left hand and slid a pair of shells into the warm barrels. On the ground
  several yards out, just where the land dropped into the ravine, someone had set up a row of leftover Halloween pumpkins, most of which were already blasted to pie filling and fanned across the dead
  brown weeds. Richard snapped the gun together, raised it, packed its butt in snugly against his shoulder, got his body weight well forward, and drew the first trigger back. The gun stomped him, and
  the base of a pumpkin jumped up and thought about rolling away. He caught it with the second barrel. Then he broke the weapon, snatched out the hot shells, let them fall to the ground, and handed
  the shotgun to the owner with an appreciative nod.


  You do much hunting up there at your Schloss, Dick? asked a man in his twenties: Willas stepson. He said it loudly. It was hard to tell whether this was the orange foam
  plugs stuffed into his ears or sarcasm.


  Richard smiled. None at all, he replied. Pretty much everything in my Wikipedia entry is wrong.


  The young mans smile vanished. His eyes twitched, taking in Richards $200 electronic hearing protectors, and then looked down, as if checking for cow pies.


  Though Richards Wikipedia entry had been quiet lately, in the past it had been turbulent with edit wars between mysterious people, known only by their IP addresses, who seemed to want to
  emphasize aspects of his life that now struck him as, while technically true, completely beside the point. Fortunately this had all happened after Dad had become too infirm to manipulate a mouse,
  but it didnt stop younger Forthrasts.


  Richard turned around and began to mosey back the way he had come. Shotguns were not really his favorite. They were relegated to the far end of the firing line. At the near end, beside a
  motorcade of hastily parked SUVs, eight- and ten-year-old children, enveloped in watchful grown-ups, maintained a peppery fusillade from bolt-action .22s.


  Directly in front of Richard was a party of five men in their late teens and early twenties, orbited by a couple of aspirant fifteen-year-olds. The center of attention was an assault rifle, a
  so-called black gun, military-style, no wood, no camouflage, no pretense that it was made for hunting. The owner was Len, Richards first cousin once removed, currently a grad student in
  entomology at the University of Minnesota. Lens red, wind-chapped hands were gripping an empty thirty-round magazine. Richard, flinching every so often when a shotgun went off behind him,
  watched Len force three cartridges into the top of the magazine and then hand it to the young man who was currently in possession of the rifle. Then he stepped around behind the fellow and talked
  him patiently through the process of socketing the magazine, releasing the bolt carrier, and flipping off the safety.


  Richard swung wide behind them and found himself passing through a looser collection of older men, some relaxing in collapsible chairs of camo-print fabric, others firing big old hunting rifles.
  He liked their mood better but sensedand perhaps he was being too sensitivethat they were a little relieved when he kept on walking.


  He only came to the re-u every two or three years. Age and circumstance had afforded him the luxury of being the family genealogist. He was the compiler of those family trees that the moms
  unfurled in the SUVs. If he could get their attention for a few minutes, stand them up and tell them stories of the men who had owned, fired, and cleaned some of the guns that were now speaking out
  along the fencenot the Glocks or the black rifles, of course, but the single-action revolvers, the 1911s, the burnished lever-action .30-30shed make them understand that even
  if what hed done did not comport with their ideas of what was right, it was more true to the old ways of the family than how they were living.


  But why did he even rile himself up this way?


  Thus distracted, he drifted in upon a small knot of people, mostly in their twenties, firing handguns.


  In a way he couldnt quite put his finger on, these had an altogether different look and feel from the ones who swarmed around Len. They were from a city. Probably a coastal city. Probably
  West Coast. Not L.A. Somewhere between Santa Cruz and Vancouver. A man with longish hair, tattoos peeking out from the sleeves of the five layers of fleece and raincoat hed put on to defend
  himself from Iowa, was holding a Glock 17 out in front of him, carefully and interestedly pocking nine-millimeter rounds at a plastic milk jug forty feet away. Behind him stood a woman,
  darker-skinned and -haired than any here, wearing big heavy-rimmed glasses that Richard thought of as Gen X glasses even though Gen X must be an ancient term now. She was smiling, having a good
  time. She was in love with the young man who was shooting.


  Their emotional openness, more than their hair or clothing, marked them as not from around here. Richard had come out of this place with the reserved, even hard-bitten style that it seemed to
  tattoo into its men. This had driven half a dozen girlfriends crazy until he had finally made some progress toward lifting it. But, when it was useful, he could drop it like a portcullis.


  The young woman had turned toward him and thrust her pink gloves up in the air in a gesture that, from a man, meant Touchdown! and, from a woman, I will hug you now!
  Through a smile she was saying something to him, snapped into fragments as the earmuffs neutralized a series of nine-millimeter bangs.


  Richard faltered.


  A precursor of shock came over the girls face as she realized he isnt going to remember me. But in that moment, and because of that look, Richard knew her. Genuine delight
  came into his face. Sue! he exclaimed, and thenfor sometimes it paid to be the family genealogistcorrected himself: Zula! and then he stepped forward and
  hugged her carefully. Beneath the layers, she was bone-slender, as always. Strong though. She pulled herself up on tiptoe to mash her cheek against his, and then let go and bounced back onto the
  heels of her huge insulated boots.


  He knew everything, and nothing, about her. She must be in her middle twenties now. A couple of years out of college. When had he last seen her?


  Probably not since she had been in college. Which meant that, during the handful of years that Richard had absentmindedly neglected to think about her, she had lived her entire life.


  In those days, her look and her identity had not extended much beyond her backstory: an Eritrean orphan, plucked by a church mission from a refugee camp in the Sudan, adopted by Richards
  sister, Patricia, and her husband, Bob, reorphaned when Bob went on the lam and Patricia died suddenly. Readopted by John and his wife, Alice, so that she could get through high school.


  Richard was ransacking his extremely dim memories of John and Alices last few Christmas letters, trying to piece together the rest. Zula had attended college not far awayIowa
  State? Done something practicalan engineering degree. Gotten a job, moved somewhere.


  Youre looking great! he said, since it was time to say something, and this seemed harmless.


  So are you, she said.


  He found this a little off-putting, since it was such transparent BS. Almost forty years ago, Richard and some of his friends had been bombing down a local road on some ridiculous teenaged quest
  and found themselves stuck behind a slow-driving farmer. One of them, probably with the assistance of drugs, had noticed a similaritywhich, once pointed out, was undeniablebetween
  Richards wide, ruddy cliff of a face and the back end of the red pickup truck ahead of them. Thus the nickname Dodge. He kept wondering when he was going to develop the aquiline,
  silver-haired good looks of the men in the prostate medication ads on their endless seaplane junkets and fly-fishing idylls. Instead he was turning out to be an increasingly spready and mottled
  version of what he had been at thirty-five. Zula, on the other hand, actually was looking great. Black/Arab with an unmistakable dash of Italian. A spectacular nose that in other families and
  circumstances would have gone under the knife. But shed figured out that it was beautiful with those big glasses perched on it. No one would mistake her for a model, but shed found a
  look. He could only conjecture what style pheromones Zula was throwing off to her peers, but to him it was a sort of hyperspace-librarian, girl-geek thing that he found clever and fetching without
  attracting him in a way that would have been creepy.


  This is Peter, she announced, since her boyfriend had emptied the Glocks clip. Richard noted approvingly that he checked the weapons chamber, ejected the clip, and
  checked the chamber again before transferring the gun to his left hand and extending his right to shake. Peter, this is my uncle Richard. As Peter and Richard were shaking hands, Zula
  told Peter, He lives pretty close to us, actually!


  Seattle? Peter asked.


  I have a condo there, Richard said, sounding lame and stiff to himself. He was mortified. His niece had been living in Seattle and he hadnt known. What would the re-u make
  of this? As a sort of excuse, he offered up: But lately Ive been spending more time at Elphinstone. Then he added, B.C., in case that meant nothing to Peter.


  But an alert and interested look was already coming over Peters face. Ive heard the snowboardings great there! Peter said.


  I wouldnt know, Richard said. But everything else is pretty damned nice.


  Zula was mortified too. Im sorry I didnt get in touch with you, Uncle Richard! It was on my list.


  From most people this would have been mere polite clich, but Richard knew that Zula would have an actual, literal list and that Call Uncle Richard would be somewhere on
  it.


  Its on me, he said. I should have rolled out the welcome mat.


  While stuffing more rounds into empty magazines, they caught up with each other. Zula had graduated from Iowa State with a dual degree in geology and computer science and had moved to Seattle
  four months ago to take a job at a geothermal energy start-up that was going to build a pilot plant near Mt. Rainier: the stupendous volcanic shotgun pointed at Seattles head. She was going
  to do computer stuff: simulations of underground heat flow using computer codes. Richard was fascinated to hear the jargon rushing out of her mouth, to see the Zula brain unleashed on something
  worthy of its powers. In high school shed been quiet, a little too assimilated, a little too easy to please in a small-town farm-girl sort of way. An all-American girl named Sue whose
  official documents happened to read Zula. But now she had got in touch with her Zula-ness.


  So what happened? Richard asked. For she had been careful to say I was going to do this and that.


  When I got there, all was chaos, she said. The look on her face was fascinated. Going from Eritrea to Iowa would definitely give a young person some interesting perspectives on
  chaos. Something funny was going on with the money people. One of those hedge fund Ponzi schemes. They filed for bankruptcy a month ago.


  Youre unemployed, Richard said.


  Thats one way to look at it, Uncle Richard. she said, and smiled.


  Now Richard had a new item on his list, which, unlike Zulas, was a stew of nagging worries, vague intentions, and dimly perceived karmic debts that he carried around in his head.
  Get Zula a job at Corporation 9592. And he even had a plausible way of making it happen. That was not the hard part. The hard part was bestowing that favor on her without giving aid and
  comfort to any of the other job seekers at the re-u.


  What do you know about magma? he asked.


  She turned slightly, looked at him sidelong. More than you, I would guess.


  You can do heat flow simulations. What about magma flow simulations?


  The capability is out there, she said.


  Tensors? Richard had no idea what a tensor was, but he had noticed that when math geeks started throwing the word around, it meant that they were headed in the general direction of
  actually getting something done.


  I suppose, she said nervously, and he knew that his question had been ridiculous.


  Its really important, in a deep way, that we get it right.


  What, for your game company?


  Yes, for my Fortune 500 game company.


  She was frozen in the watchful sidelong pose, trying to make out if he was just pulling her leg.


  The stability of the world currency markets is at stake, he insisted.


  She was not going to bite.


  Well talk later. You know anyone with autism spectrum disorder?


  Yes, she blurted out, staring at him directly now.


  Could you work with someone like that?


  Her eyes strayed to her boyfriend.


  Peter was struggling with the reloading. He was trying to put the rounds into the magazine backward. This had really been bothering Richard for the last half minute or so. He was trying to think
  of a nonhumiliating way to mention this when Peter figured it out on his own and flipped the thing around in his hand.


  Richard had assumed, based on how Peter handled the gun, that hed done it before. Now he reconsidered. This might be the first time Peter had ever touched a semiautomatic. But he was a
  quick study. An autodidact. Anything that was technical, that was logical, that ran according to rules, Peter could figure out. And knew it. Didnt bother to ask for help. So much quicker to
  work it out on his own than suffer through someones well-meaning efforts to educate himand to forge an emotional connection with him in so doing. There was something, somewhere, that
  he could do better than most people. Something of a technical nature.


  What have you been doing, Uncle Richard? Zula asked brightly. She might have gotten in touch with her Zula-ness, but she kept the Sue-ness holstered for ready use at times like
  this.


  Waiting for cancer would have been too honest an answer. Fighting a bitter rear-guard action against clinical depression would have given the impression
  that he was depressed today, which he wasnt.


  Worrying about palette drift, Richard said.


  Peter and Zula seemed oddly satisfied with that nonanswer, as if it fit in perfectly with their expectations of men in their fifties. Or perhaps Zula had already told Peter everything that she
  knew, or suspected, about Richard, and they knew better than to pry.


  You fly through Seattle? Peter asked, jumping rather hastily to the last-resort topic of air travel.


  Richard shook his head. I drove to Spokane. Takes three or four hours depending on snow and the wait at the border. One-hop to Minneapolis. Then I rented a big fat American car and drove
  it down here. He nodded in the direction of the road, where a maroon Mercury Grand Marquis was blotting out two houses of the Zodiac.


  This would be the place for it, Peter remarked. He turned his head around to take in a broad view of the farm, then glanced innocently at Richard.


  Richards reaction to this was more complicated than Peter might have imagined. He was gratified that Peter and Zula had identified him as one of the cool kids and were now inviting him to
  share their wryness. On the other hand, he had grown up on this farm, and part of him didnt much care for their attitude. He suspected that they were already facebooking and twittering this,
  that hipsters in San Francisco coffee bars were even now ROFLing and OMGing at photos of Peter with the Glock.


  But then he heard the voice of a certain ex-girlfriend telling him he was too young to begin acting like such a crabby old man.


  A second voice chimed in, reminding him that, when he had rented the colossal Grand Marquis in Minneapolis, he had done so ironically.


  Richards ex-girlfriends were long gone, but their voices followed him all the time and spoke to him, like Muses or Furies. It was like having seven superegos arranged in a firing squad
  before a single beleaguered id, making sure he didnt enjoy that last cigarette.


  All this internal complexity must have come across, to Peter and Zula, as a sudden withdrawal from the conversation. Perhaps a precursor of senility. It was okay. The magazines were about as
  loaded as you could get them with frozen fingers. Zula, then Richard, took turns firing the Glock. By the time they were done, the rate of fire, up and down the barbed-wire fence, had dropped
  almost to nothing. Ammunition was running low, people were cold, kids were complaining, guns needed to be cleaned. The camo chairs were being collapsed and tossed into the backs of the SUVs. Zula
  drifted over to exchange hugs and delighted, high-pitched chatter with some of her cousins. Richard stooped down, which was a little more difficult than it used to be, and started to collect empty
  shotgun shells. In the corner of his eye he saw Peter following his lead. But Peter gave up on the chore quickly, because he didnt want to stray far from Zula. He had no interest in social
  chitchat with Zulas retinue of cousins, but neither did he want to leave her alone. He was swivel-headedly alert and protective of her in a way that Richard both admired and resented.
  Richard wasnt above feeling ever so slightly jealous of the fact that Peter had appointed himself Zulas protector.


  Peter glanced across the field at the house, looked away for a moment, then turned back to give it a thorough examination.


  He knew. Zula had told him about what happened to her adopted mom. Peter had probably googled it. He probably knew that there were fifty to sixty lightning-related fatalities a year and
  that it was hard for Zula to talk about because most people thought it was such a weird way to die, thought she might even be joking.


  THE GRAND MARQUIS was blocking an SUV full of kids and moms who had just had it with being out there in the noise and the cold, so Richardglad of
  an excuse to leavemoved quickly toward it, passing between Peter and Zula. Not too loudly, he announced, Im going into town, which meant that he was going to Walmart. He
  got into the huge Mercury, heard doors opening behind him, saw Peter and Zula sliding into the plunging sofa of the backseat. The passenger door swung open too, and in came another twentysomething
  woman whose name Richard should have known but couldnt recall. He would have to ferret it out during the drive.


  The young funsters had much to say about the Grand Marquis as he was gunning it out onto the road; they had got the joke of it, decided that Richard was hip. The girl in the passenger seat said
  she had never before been in a car like this, meaning, apparently, a sedan. Richard felt far beyond merely old.


  Their conversation flew back and forth like the twittering of birds for about five minutes, and then they all fell silent. Peter was not exactly chomping at the bit to divulge facts about
  himself. Richard was fine with that. People who had job titles and business cards could say easily where they worked and what they did for a living, but those who worked for themselves, doing
  things of a complicated nature, learned over time that it was not worth the trouble of supplying an explanation if its only purpose was to make small talk. Better to just go directly to airline
  travel.


  Their chilly extremities sucked all the energy from their brains. They gazed out the windows at the frost-burned landscape. This was western Iowa. People from anywhere else, traveling across the
  state, would have been hard-pressed to see any distinction between its east and its westor, for that matter, between Ohio and South Dakota. But having grown up here, and gone on many a
  pirate quest and Indian ambush down along the crick, Richard sensed a gradient in the territory, was convinced that they were on the threshold between the Midwest and the West, as though on one
  side of the crick you were in the land of raking red leaves across the moist, forgiving black soil while listening to Big Ten football games on the transistor radio, but on the other side you were
  plucking arrows out of your hat.


  There was a north-south gradient too. To the south were Missouri and Kansas, whence this branch of the Forthrasts (according to his research) had come around the time of the Civil War to get
  away from the terrorists and the death squads. To the northhard to miss on a day like todayyou could almost see the shoulder of the world turning inward toward the Pole. Those
  north-seeking Forthrasts must have thought better of it when they had ascended to this latitude and felt the cold air groping down the necks of their coats and frisking them, and so here
  theyd stopped and put down roots, not in the way that the old black walnut trees along the crick had roots, but as blackberries and dandelions grow thick when a lucky seed lands and catches
  on a stretch of unwatched ground.


  The Walmart was like a starship that had landed in the soybean fields. Richard drove past the part of it where food was sold, past the pharmacy and the eye care center, and parked at the end
  where they stocked merchandise. The parking spaces were platted for full-sized pickup trucks, a detail useful to him now.


  They went inside. The young ones shuffled to a stop as their ironic sensibilities, which served them in lieu of souls, were jammed by a signal of overwhelming power. Richard kept moving, since
  he was the one with a mission. Hed seen a way to contribute to the re-u without stepping in, or turning an ankle on, any of the cow pies strewn so intricately across his path.


  He kept walking until everything in his field of vision was camouflage or fluorescent orange, then looked around for the ammunition counter. An elderly man came out wearing a blue vest and
  rested his wrinkly hands on the glass like an Old West barkeeper. Richard nodded at the mans pro forma greeting and then announced that he wanted three large boxes of the 5.56-millimeter
  NATO cartridges. The man nodded and turned around to unlock the glass case where the good stuff was stockpiled. On the back of his vest was a large yellow smiley face that was thrust out and made
  almost hemispherical by his widowers hump.


  Len was handing it out three rounds at a time, he explained to the others, as they caught up with him. Everyone wants to fire his carbine, but no one buys ammoand
  5.56 is kind of expensive these days because all the nut jobs are convinced its going to be banned.


  The clerk set the heavy boxes carefully on the glass counter, drew a pistol-shaped barcode scanner from its plastic holster, and zapped each of the three boxes in turn: three pulls of the
  trigger, three direct hits. He quoted an impressively high figure. Richard already had his wallet out. When he opened it up, the niece or second cousin (he still hadnt contrived a way to get
  her name) glanced into the valley of nice leather so indiscreetly that he was tempted to just hand the whole thing over to her. She was astonished to see the face of Queen Elizabeth and colorful
  pictures of hockey players and doughboys. He hadnt thought to change money, and now he was in a place with no bureaux de change. He paid with a debit card.


  When did you move to Canada? asked the young woman.


  1972, he answered.


  The old man gave him a look over his bifocals: Draft dodger!


  None of the younger people made the connection. He wondered if they even knew that the country had once had a draft, and that people had been at pains to avoid it.


  Just need your PIN number, Mr. Forrest, said the clerk.


  Richard, like many whod moved away, pronounced his name forTHRAST, but he answered to FORthrast, which was how everyone here said it. He even recognized Forrest, which was
  what the name would probably erode into pretty soon, if the family didnt up stakes.


  By the time theyd made it to the exit, hed decided that the Walmart was not so much a starship as an interdimensional portal to every other Walmart in the known universe, and that
  when they walked out the doors past the greeters they might find themselves in Pocatello or Wichita. But as it turned out they were still in Iowa.


  Whyd you move up there? asked the girl on the drive back. She was profoundly affected by the nasal, singsongy speech pathology that was so common to girls in her cohort and
  that Zula had made great strides toward getting rid of.


  Richard checked the rearview mirror and saw Peter and Zula exchanging a significant glance.


  Girl, havent you heard of Wikipedia!?


  Instead of telling her why hed moved, he told her what hed done when hed gotten there: I worked as a guide.


  Like a hunting guide?


  No, Im not a hunter.


  I was wondering why you knew so much about guns.


  Because I grew up here, he explained. And in Canada some of us carried them on the job. Its harder to own guns there. You have to take special courses, belong to a
  gun club and so on.


  Whyd you carry them on the job . . .


   . . . if I wasnt a hunting guide?


  Yeah.


  Grizzlies.


  Oh, like in case one of them attacked you?


  Thats correct.


  You could, like, shoot in the air and scare it off?


  In the heart and kill it.


  Did that ever happen?


  Richard checked the rearview again, hoping to make eye contact and send the telepathic message For Gods sake, will someone back there rescue me from this conversation, but Peter
  and Zula merely looked interested.


  Yes, Richard said. He was tempted to lie. But this was the re-u. It would out.


  The bear rug in Grandpas den, Zula explained from the back.


  Thats real!? asked the girl.


  Of course its real, Vicki! What did you think it was, polyester!?


  You killed that bear, Uncle Dick?


  I fired two slugs into its body while my client was rediscovering long-forgotten tree-climbing skills. Not long after, its heart stopped beating.


  And then you skinned it?


  No, it politely climbed out of its own pelt before giving up the ghost. Richard was finding it more and more difficult to resist firing off snappy rejoinders. Only the Furious Muses were
  holding him at bay.


  I carried it on my back across the United States border, Richard heard himself explaining. With the skull and everything, it weighed about half as much as I did at that
  age.


  Whyd you do that?


  Because it was illegal. Not shooting the bear. Thats okay, if its self-defense. But then youre supposed to turn it over to the authorities.


  Why?


  Because, said Peter, figuring it out, otherwise, people would just go out and kill bears. They would claim it was self-defense and keep the trophies.


  How far was it?


  Two hundred miles.


  You must have wanted it pretty bad!


  I didnt.


  Why did you carry it on your back two hundred miles then?


  Because the client wanted it.


  Im confused! Vicki complained, as if her emotional state were really the important thing here. You did that just for the client?


  Its the opposite of that! Zula said, slightly indignant.


  Peter said, Wait a sec. The bear attacked you and your client


  Ill tell the story! Richard announced, holding up a hand. He didnt want it told, wished it hadnt come up in the first place. But it was the only story he had
  about himself that he could tell in decent company, and if it were going to be told, he wanted to do it himself. The clients dog started it. Hassled the poor bear. The bear picked the
  dog up in its jaws and started shaking it like a squirrel.


  Was it like a poodle or something? Vicki asked.


  It was an eighty-pound golden lab, Richard said.


  Ohmygod!


  That is kind of what I was saying. When the lab stopped struggling, which didnt take long, the bear tossed it into the bushes and advanced on us like If you had anything
  whatsoever to do with that fucking dog, youre dead. Thats when the shooting happened.


  Peter snorted at this choice of phrase.


  There was no bravery involved, if thats what youre thinking. There was only one climbable tree. The client was not setting any speed records getting up it. We couldnt
  both climb it at the same time, is all Im saying. And not even a horse can outrun a grizzly. I was just standing there with a slug gun. What was I going to do?


  Silence, as they considered the rhetorical question.


  Slug gun? Zula asked, dropping into engineer mode.


  A twelve-gauge shotgun loaded with slugs rather than shells. Optimized for this one purpose. Two barrels, side by side: an Elmer Fudd special. So I went down on one knee because I was
  shaking so badly and emptied it into the bear. The bear ran away and died a few hundred yards from our camp. We went and found the carcass. The client wanted the skin. I told him it was illegal. He
  offered me money to do this thing for him. So I started skinning it. This took days. A horrible job. Butchering even domesticated, farm-bred animals is pretty unspeakable, which is
  why we bring Mexicans to Iowa to do it, said Richard, warming to the task, but a bear is worse. Its gamy. This word had no punch at all. It was one of those words that
  everyone had heard but no one knew really what it meant. It has almost a fishy smell to it. Its like youre being just steeped in the things hormones.


  Vicki shuddered. He considered getting into detail about the physical dimensions of a grizzly bears testicles, but, judging from her body language, hed already driven the point
  home firmly enough.


  Actually, he had been tempted to rush the job of skinning the grizzly. But the problem was that he started with the claws. And he remembered from his boyhood reading about the Lakota braves
  taking the claws off after theyd killed the bear as a rite of manhood, making them into a necklace. Boys of his vintage took that stuff seriously; he knew as much about Crazy Horse as a man
  of an earlier generation might have known about Caesar. So he felt compelled to go about the job in a sacred way. Having begun it thus, he could not find the right moment to switch into rough
  butchery mode.


  The more time I spentthe deeper I got into itthe more I didnt want the client to have it, Richard continued. He wanted it so badly. I was down there
  covered in gore, fighting off yellow jackets, and hed mosey down from camp and size it up, you know. I could see him visualizing it on the floor of his office or his den. Broker from New
  York. I just knew he would tell lies about ituse it to impress people. Claim hed bagged it himself while his chickenshit guide climbed a tree. We got to arguing. Stupid of me because
  I was already deep into the illegality of it. Id placed myself in a totally vulnerable position. He threatened to turn me in, get me fired, if I didnt give him the trophy. So I said
  fuck you and just walked away with it. Left him with the keys to the truck so he could get home.


  Silence.


  I didnt even really want it that badly, Richard insisted. I just couldnt let him take it home and tell lies about it.


  Did he get you fired?


  Yes. Got me in trouble too. Got my license revoked.


  Whatd you do after you lost your job?


  Put my newfound skills to work carrying backloads of marijuana across the border.


  This and that.


  Mmm. Well, I hope it was worth it.


  Oh Christ, yes.


  They reached the farm. The driveway was full of SUVs, so Richard, pulling rank as one who had grown up on this property, parked the Grand Marquis on the dead grass of the side yard.


  THE VEHICLE RODE so low that getting out of it was like climbing out of ones own grave. As they did so, Richard caught Peter scanning the place,
  trying to identify where the fatal clothesline had stood.


  Richard thought about becoming Peters Virgil, giving the poor kid a break by flatly explaining all the stuff hed eventually have to piece together on his own, if he and Zula stayed
  together. He did not actually do it, but the words hed speak had been loosed in his mind. If there was such a thing as a minds eye, then his minds mouth had started
  talking.


  He cast his eye over a slight bulge in the ground surrounded by a ring of frostbitten toadstools, like a boil striving to erupt through the lawn from some underlying Grimm brothers stratum.
  Thats whats left of the oak tree. The clothesline ran from it to the side of the housejust there, beside the chimney, you can see the bracket. Mom was upstairs dying. The
  nature of what ailed her created a need for frequent changes of bed linens. I offered to drive into town and buy more sheets at J.C. Penneythis was pre-Walmart. Patricia was affronted. As if
  this were me accusing her of being a bad daughter. A load of sheets was finished, but the dryer was still busy, so she hung them up on the clothesline. It was one of those days when you could tell
  that a storm was coming. We were up there sitting around Moms bed in midafternoon singing hymns, and we heard the thunder rolling across the prairie like billiard balls. Pat went downstairs
  to take the sheets off the line before the rain came. We all heard the bolt that killed her. Sounded like ten sticks of dynamite going off right outside the window. It hit the tree and traveled
  down the clothesline and right down her arm through her heart to the ground. Power went out, Mom woke up, things were confused for a minute or two. Finally Jake happened to look out the window and
  saw Pat down in the grass, already with a sheet on her. We never told Mom that her daughter was dead. Would have made for some awkward explaining. She lost consciousness later that day and died
  three days after that. We buried them together.


  Just rehearsing it in his mind left Richard shaking his head in amazement. It was hard to believe, even here, where the weather killed people all the time. People couldnt hear the story
  told without making some remark or even laughing in spite of themselves. Richard had thought, for a while, of founding an Internet support group for siblings of people killed by lightning. The
  whole story was like something from a literary novel out of Iowa City, had the family produced a writer, or the tale come to the notice of some wandering Hawkeye bard. But as it was, the story was
  Zulas property, and he would give Zula the choice of when and whether and how to tell it.


  She, thank God, had been away at Girl Scout camp, and so theyd been able to bring her home and tell her, under controlled conditions, with child psychologists in the room, that
  shed been orphaned for the second time at eleven.


  A few months later Bob, Patricias ex-husband, had popped his head up out of whatever hole he lived in and made a weak bid to interfere with John and Alices adoption of Zula. Then,
  just as suddenly, he had dropped out of the picture.


  Zula had passed through teenagerhood in this house, as a ward of John and Alice, and had come out strangely fine. Richard had read in an article somewhere that even kids who came from really
  fucked-up backgrounds actually turned out pretty good if some older person took them under their wing at just the right point in their early adolescence, and he reckoned that Zula must have
  squirted through this loophole. In the four years between the adoption and the lightning strike, something had passed from Patricia to Zula, something that had made all the rest of it okay.


  Richard had failed to mate and Jake, the kid brother, had become what hed become: a process that had started not long after hed looked down out of that window to see his dead
  sister wound up in a smoldering sheet. These accidents of death and demographics had left Alice not only as the matriarch but as the only adult female Forthrast. She and John had four children, but
  precisely because theyd done such an excellent job raising them, these had all moved away to do important things in big cities (it being the permanent, ongoing tragedy of Iowa that her
  well-brought-up young were obliged to flee the state in order to find employment worthy of their qualities). This, combined with her perception of a Richard-Jake axis of irresponsible malehood, had
  created a semipermanent feeling of male-female grievance, a kind of slow-motion trench warfare. Alice was the field marshal of one side. Her strategy was to work the outer reaches of the family
  tree. John helped, wittingly or not, with things like the firearms practice, which made coming here less unattractive to distantly related males. But the real work of the re-u, as Richard had only
  belatedly come to understand, took place in the kitchen and had nothing to do with food preparation.


  Which didnt mean that the men couldnt get a few things done of their own.


  Richard made a detour over to Lens Subaru and left the boxes of cartridges on the drivers seat. Then into the farmhouse by its rarely used front door, which led him into the rarely
  used parlor, crowded today. But more than half of the shooters had gone back to the motel to rest and clean up, so he was able to move around. A cousin offered to take his ski parka and hang it up.
  Richard politely declined, then patted the breast pocket to verify that the packets were still there, the zipper still secured.


  Five young cousins (cousins being the generic term for anyone under about forty) were draped over sofas and recliners, prodding their laptops, downloading and swapping pictures.
  Torrents of glowing, crystalline photos rushed across their screens, making a funny and sad contrast with the dozen or so family photographs, developed and printed through the medieval complexities
  of chemical photography, laboriously framed, and hung on the walls of the room.


  The word Jake caught his ear, and he turned to see some older cousins looking at a framed photo of Jake and his brood, about a year out of date. The photo was disorientingly
  normal-looking, as if Jake could comfortably flout every other convention of modern American life but would never dream of failing to have such a picture taken of him and Elizabeth and the three
  boys. Shot, perhaps, by some other member of their rustic church who had a knack for such things, and framed in a birchbark contraption that one of the boys had made himself. They looked pretty
  normal, and signs of the true Jake were only detectable in some of the minutiae such as his Confederate infantrymans beard.


  A woman asked why Jake and his family never came to the re-u.


  Richard had learned the hard way that when the topic of Jake came up, he needed to get out in front of it fast and do everything he could to portray his kid brother as a reasonable guy, or else
  someone else would denounce him as a nut job and it would lead to awkwardness. Since 9/11, Jake doesnt believe in flying because you have to show ID, Richard said. He
  thinks its unconstitutional.


  Does he ever drive back here? asked a male in-law, cautiously interested, verging on amused.


  He doesnt believe in having a drivers license either.


  But he has to drive, right? asked the woman whod started it. Someone told me he was a carpenter.


  In the part of Idaho where hes moving around, he can get away without having a drivers license, Richard said. He has an understanding with the sheriff that
  doesnt translate so well to other parts of the country.


  He didnt even bother telling people about Jakes refusal to put license plates on his truck.


  Richard made a quick raid on the outskirts of the kitchen, grabbing a couple of cookies and giving the women something to talk about. Then he headed for what had, in his boyhood, been the back
  porch and what had latterly been converted into a ground-level nursing-facility-slash-man-cave for his father.


  Dad, legal name Nicholas Forthrast, known to the re-u as Grandpa, currently aged ninety-nine, was enthroned on a recliner in a room whose most conspicuous feature, to most of those who walked
  into it, was the bearskin rug. Richard could practically smell the aforementioned hormones boiling off it. During the porch conversion project of 2002, that rug was the first thing that Alice had
  moved out here. As symbol of ancient Forthrast manly virtues, it competed with Dads Congressional Medal of Honor, framed and hung on the wall not far from the recliner. An oxygen tank of
  impressive size stood in the corner, competing for floor space and electrical outlets with a dialysis machine. A very old console television, mounted in a walnut cabinet, served as inert plinth for
  a fifty-four-inch plasma display now showing a professional football game with the sound turned down. Flying copilot in a somewhat less prepossessing recliner to Dads right hand was John,
  six years older than Richard, and the familys acting patriarch. Some cousins were sitting cross-legged on the bearskin or the underlying carpet, rapt on the game. One of the Cardenas sisters
  (he thought it was most likely Rosie) was bustling around behind the recliners, jotting down numbers on a clipboard, folding linensshowing clear signs, in other words, that she was about to
  hand Dad off to John so that she could head off to her own familys Thanksgiving observances.


  Since Dad had acquired all these accessory partsthe external kidney, the external lunghe had become a rather complicated piece of machinery, like a high-end TIG welder, that could
  not be operated by just anyone. John, who had come back from Vietnam with bilateral below-the-knee amputations, was more than comfortable with prosthetic technology; he had read all the manuals and
  understood the functions of most of the knobs, so he could take over responsibility for the machines at times like this. If Richard were left alone with him in the house, however, Dad would be dead
  in twelve hours. Richard had to contribute in ways less easily described. He loitered with hands in pockets, pretending to watch the football game, until Rosie made a positive move for the exit. He
  followed her out the door a moment later and caught up with her on the wheelchair ramp that led down to Dads Dr. Seusslike wheelchair-lift-equipped van. Ill walk you to
  your car, he announced, and she grinned sweetly at his euphemistic ways. Turkey this afternoon? he asked.


  Turkey and football, she said. Our kind of football.


  Hows Carmelita?


  Well, thank you. Her sontall! Basketball player.


  No football?


  She smiled. A little. He head the ball very well. She pulled her key chain out of her purse, and Richard got a quick whiff of all the fragrant things she kept in there. He lunged
  out ahead of her and opened the drivers-side door of her Subaru. Thank you.


  Thank you very much, Rosie, he said, unzipping the breast pocket of his parka. As she was settling into the drivers seat, smoothing her skirt under her bottom, he
  pulled out a manila envelope containing a half-inch-thick stack of hundred-dollar bills and slipped it into the little compartment in the side of the door. Then he closed the door gently. She
  rolled the window down. That is the same as last year, plus ten percent, he explained. Is it still suitable? Still good for you and Carmelita?


  It is fine, thank you very much! she said.


  Thank you, he insisted. You are a blessing to our family, and we value you very much. You have my number if there is ever a problem.


  Happy Thanksgiving.


  Same to you and all the Cardenases.


  She waved, put the Subaru in gear, and pulled away.


  Richard patted his jacket again, checking the other packet. He would find some way to slip it to John later; it would pay for a lot of oxygen.


  The handoff had undoubtedly been awkward and weird. Much less stressful, for a man of his temperament, was to FedEx the C-notes, as was his practice in years when he did not attend the re-u.
  But, as he ascended the wheelchair ramp, the Furious Muses remained silent and so he reckoned he had not handled it too badly.


  The gravamen of the F.M.s complaints was Richards failure to be emotionally available. The phrase had left him dumb with disbelief the first time a woman had gone
  upside his head with it. He guessed that many of his emotions were not really fit to be shared with anyone, much less someone, such as a girlfriend, he was supposed to be nice to, and
  associated emotional availability with unguarded moments such as the one that had led to his getting the nickname Dodge. But several of his ex-girlfriends-to-be had insisted that they
  wanted it, and, in a Greek mythic sort of revenge, they had continued to be emotionally available to him long past their dates of expiration. And yet he reckoned hed actually been
  emotionally available to Rosie Cardenas. Maybe even to the point of making her uncomfortable.


  Back to the ex-porch. The place had become more crowded as the football game approached the end of the fourth quarter, and the sound had been turned back on. Richard sidled through the crowd and
  found a place where he could lean against the wall, which was more difficult than it used to be, since people kept hanging new stuff on it. John, apparently, had been spending enough time here that
  hed taken the liberty of decorating it with some of his own Vietnam memorabilia.


  In the middle of a big empty space, though, a World War II vintage M1 Garand rifle was mounted on a display bracket with a brass plaque. John knew better than to crowd this shrine with his
  Nam souvenirs.


  As a boy, Richard had assumed that this rifle was The One, but later Bud Torgesonthe longest lived of Dads comrades-in-armshad chuckled at the very idea. Bud had patiently
  explained that holding an empty M1 rifle by its barrel and swinging it like a club hard enough to stave in excellent Krupp steel helmets was way out of spec for that particular equipment and
  generally led to its being rendered unusable. After The One had been duly inspected by whoever was in charge of handing out medals, it had been scrapped. This M1 on the wall, along with the plaque,
  had been purchased surplus, cleaned up, and given to Dad by the enlisted men who had served under him and, according to the story, been saved from death or a long stint in a prison camp by said
  crazy spasm of Berserker-style head bashing.


  Without being unduly bitter about it, Richard had always wondered why the offspring of Nicholas who had settled down and lived exemplary, stable, churchgoing lives in the upper Midwest were
  viewed as carrying on the mans heritage and living according to his example, given that the single most celebrated episode in the mans life had been beating a bunch of storm troopers
  to death with an improvised bludgeon.


  IN THE AFTERMATH of Patricias death, when long-absent Bob, or a lawyer representing him, had sent them a letter containing the startling news
  that hed be seeking custody of Zula, the family had held a little conference. Richard had attended via speakerphone from British Columbia. Speakerphones normally sucked, but the technology
  had served him well in that case, since it had enabled him to roll his eyes, bury his head in his hands, and, when it got really bad, hit the Mute button and stomp around the room cussing. John and
  Alice and their lawyers were being perfectly rational, of course, but to him theyd seemed like a town council of hobbits drafting a resolution to demand an apology from the Ringwraiths.
  Richard, at the time, was in regular contact with motorcycling enthusiasts who had a branch in Southern California, euphemistically describable as active. Through their good offices,
  he got a line on some private investigators, unconventional in grooming and in methods. These then made it their business to learn more about Bobs private life. When the Bob dossier had
  reached a pleasing thicknessheavy enough to make a flinch-inducing thump when casually tossed onto a tableRichard had climbed into his crappy old diesel Land Cruiser and driven
  straight through from Elphinstone to L.A. There he had checked in to a hotel, taken a shower, and put on exactly the sort of bulky leather jacket he would use to conceal a shoulder holster, had he
  owned one. He had dropped off the Land Cruiser for an oil change and taken a taxi to a specialty auto rental place that had been recommended to him by an actor Richard had met in the tavern at the
  Schloss when the actor and his entourage had been up in Elphinstone for a movie shoot. There he had rented a Humvee. Not a Hummer, that being the pissant pseudo-Humvee then (it was 1995) available
  in the civilian market, but an actual military-grade Humvee, seven feet wide and, once you figured in the weight of the subwoofers, three tons heavy. Blasting Rage Against the Machines
  Know Your Enemy from its formidable aftermarket stereo, he had showed up half an hour late for the showdown at the Dennys and parked in the handicapped space. He had known,
  from the moment hed spotted Bobs slumped profile through the window of the restaurant, that he had already won.


  It was a disgrace. A bundle of the cheapest tricks imaginable. That, in and of itself, would have convinced a better man that Richard was only bluffing.


  Richards future ex-girlfriend of the moment had spent several years with her nose pressed up against the glass of Hinduism, and he had been subjected to much talk of avatars, maia, and so
  on. By showing up in this avatar, Richard was manifesting himself in exactly the way that Bob had always imagined him. And to the extent that Bob was now a declared enemy of the family, Richard was
  in that way becoming Bobs worst nightmare made flesh.


  The gambit had worked. But Richard had not been comfortable in that avatar, to the point of wondering where the hell it had come from. What had come over him? Only later, after talking to Bud
  and meditating on the story behind the Medal of Honor, had he understood that he had been manifesting, not as an avatar of Richard, but as an avatar of his whole family.


  THE FOOTBALL GAME did not exactly end but, like most of them, reached a point where it was simply unwatchable. Almost everyone left. Richard pulled up a
  chair and sat at his fathers left hand. It was just the three of them then: John, Nicholas, and Richard. Patricia was fourteen years dead. Jacob had been born much later than the others,
  when mom had been at damn-near-menopausal age, and everyone understood that he had been an unplanned pregnancy. He was neither dead nor here, but in Idaho, a state often confused, by bicoastal
  folks, with Iowa, but that in fact was the anti-Iowa in many respects, a place that Iowans would only go to in order to make some kind of statement.


  Richard had practically no idea as to his fathers true state of consciousness. Since the last storm of ministrokes, hed had little to say. But his eyes tracked things pretty
  carefully. His facial expressions and his gestures suggested that he knew what was going on. He was pretty happy right now sitting there between his two oldest sons. Richard settled back in his
  chair, crossed his ankles atop the bearskin, and settled in for a long sit. Someone brought him a beer. Dad smiled. Life was good.


  RICHARD AWOKE AND made efforts to silence his phone, only to find that the local climate had sucked all moisture out of his fingertips, which could not
  obtain virtual purchase on the tiny affordances of its user interface. Through some combination of licking and breathing on his fingers he was able to get them damp enough that the machine now
  grudgingly recognized them as human flesh, responded to his commands, and became silent.


  He groped for his reading glasses and tapped the Calendar button. A green slab rushed out of the darkness and made his white chest hairs glow in viridian thickets. His eyes came into focus and
  read its label: ROAD TRIP: SKELETOR.


  Zooming out to a longer time scale, he saw good color omens: no red at all for the next fortnight, and four solid days of greenthe color of businesscoming up.


  Blue was the color of family and other personal activities. Yesterday, for example, had been a sixteen-hour blue tombstone labeled RE-U.


  Following ROAD TRIP: SKELETOR were other enormous green slabs labeled  IOM, which, as Richard knew only too well, was the
  airport code for the Isle of Man. Then PAY FEALTY D2 and finally  SEA.


  Red was for things like medical appointments and doing his taxes. A week that was even lightly spattered with Red was pretty much a write-off when it came to getting anything accomplished. Blue
  wasnt as bad as Red, but it did tend to infiltrate neighboring regions of Green and mulch them. Rare indeed were the moments when Blue time could be converted to Green; for example,
  yesterday when he had realized that Zula ought to be working for Corporation 9592.


  Waking up in Green mode, then spending the whole day there, was really the only way to get anything done. So color physics now dictated that he must steal out of the hotel without having any
  interactions whatsoever with the re-u crowd that would already have filled the Ramadas breakfast room and spilled over into the lobby.


  He checked out over the phone and stood in perfect silence, eyeball to peephole, until he could no longer see miniature Forthrasts in bathing suits, going to or from the pool. He then stole out
  of the motel through a side exit and gunned the Grand Marquis to a gas station half a mile down the road, just to get decisively clear. He pumped a bathtub-load of gasoline into the thing and
  bought a cup of coffee and a banana for the road. He fired up the cars onboard GPS device and began coping with its user interface.


  The Possum Walk Trailer Court was no longer listed in its Points of Interest database, so he had to settle for browsing the greater Nodaway region of northwestern Missouri.
  Expecting to see nothing more than a post office and maybe a county park, he was dismayed and fascinated when it hurled up a low-res icon of a pointy-eared humanoid with long blue braids, labeled
  KSHETRIAE KINGDOM. Further browsing informed him that it was part of a larger KShetriae-themed complex that included an amusement park and a retail outlet. He could
  not bring himself to choose this as his destination and coyly allowed the machine to vector him to the county seat.


  On his way out of town, deeply preoccupied with the fact that the ersatz quasi-Elven race known as the KShetriae were now embedded (though sans the controversial apostrophe) in the memory
  chips of real-world GPS systems, he almost plowed into the back of what passed for a traffic jam around here: Black Friday shoppers trying to force-feed their vehicles into the parking lot, and
  their bodies through the doorway, of Walmart. In olden days he would have pumped the brakes judiciously, bringing the enormous vehicle to a stop, but nowadays he knew that this could be outsourced
  to anti-lock brakes, so he just crushed the pedal to the floor and waited. The pedal thrummed beneath his foot. The white plastic teat of his go cup discharged a globule of coffee and his banana
  boomeranged into the glove compartment lid. He watched dispassionately as the tailgate of a pickup truck grew huge in his windshield, not unlike a calendar item zooming onto the screen of his
  phone. No collision occurred. The driver gave him the finger. A light changed and traffic seeped forward. Soon enough, he was on the interstate, southbound. That rapidly grew boring, so he switched
  to two-lane roads, to the mounting chagrin of his GPS.


  In spite of his cloak-and-dagger exit from the Ramada, his brain was jammed with family stuff. He had woken up in the wrong color! He had to get all traces of Blue out of his mind and achieve
  full Greenness before he got anywhere near the Iowa/Missouri line.


  For this was not just a friendly meeting. Nuances in todays conversation, things left unsaid, or said in the wrong way, could have expensive consequences. The day after Thanksgiving might
  have been time off for most of the country, but not for Skeletor. The parochial turkey-eating customs of the United States were of no interest at all to the hyperinternational clientele that he and
  Richard shared. And even their American players, though they might have taken a few hours off yesterday for family observances, would be devoting most of today to questing for virtual gold and
  vicarious glory in the world of TRain, making this one of the heaviest days of the year for Corporation 9592s servers and the system administrators who kept them running.


  But his mind kept drifting into the Blue. It was like a puzzle in a video game: he had to figure out what was really bothering him. It wasnt the Furious Muses; after a brief howl
  of outrage when hed almost rear-ended the pickup truck, they had been silent for hours.


  Somewhere around Red Oak, he finally put it together: it was yesterdays short but uneasy exchange with the Wikipedia-reading in-law.


  The actual content of the Wikipedia entry was not at issue. What bothered Richard was the mere fact that such a thing existed and that he had been abruptly reminded of it at a moment when he
  just wanted to be Dodge, hanging around the old place, doing normal Iowa stuff.


  The entry in question started with a summary of what Richard was now, and it filled in biographical details only when they seemed relevant to whatever mysterious stalker/scholars compiled such
  documents. He was not important enough, and the entry was insufficiently long, to include a biographical section laying out the whole story in narrative form. Which seemed all wrong to him, since
  the only way to make sense of what he was now was to tell the story of how hed gotten that way.


  WHEN HE HAD lugged that bearskin down the Selkirk Crest, he had done so without a planwithout even a motiveand certainly without a
  map. The ridges were steep and rocky. The sun shone on them like a torch. No water sprang from them. Attempts to descend into the cool-looking valleys were baffled by the density of the vegetation,
  called dog fur by the few people who actually lived in those parts, apparently because it made the hiker know what it must be like to be a flea navigating a dogs hindquarters.
  Half out of his mind with hunger and exhaustion, he traversed a long talus slope that ramped down into the remnants of a dead silver mine, then descended through a belt of dog fur and,
  surprisingly, into a grove of ancient cedar trees. Decades later he would learn the term microclimate. At the time, he just felt that he had stepped through a wormhole to a damp and
  chilly rain forest perched above the Pacific. The canopy was so dense as to choke off the energy supply to everything beneath it, so the place was mercifully free of undergrowth, and a brook ran
  through the middle of it from a spring farther up the slope. Maybe it was just heatstroke and low blood sugar, but he felt something holy. He flung off his pack and sat down in the creek and let
  its cold water explore his clothes, lay down on his back, gasped at the cold, rolled over on his stomach, drank.


  His fantasy that he was the first human ever to set foot in the place was shattered moments later when he noticed, just a few yards from the stream, the foundations of an old one-room cabin. It
  was currently occupied by the wreckage of its own roof. Rot and carpenter ants had reduced it to a splintery mulch that he raked out with his bare hands, until a cold slicing sensation told him he
  had just cut his finger on something unnaturally sharp. Investigating more carefully after hed bandaged the cut, he found a crate of whiskey that had been crushed into shards by the collapse
  of the roof. He had inadvertently followed an old whiskey-smuggling trail from Prohibition days. This cabin had been used as a cache by bootleggers.


  What worked for whiskey ought to work as well for marijuana, and he made a business out of that for a few years, sometimes traveling solo, other times as part of a pedestrian caravan. He showed
  them the bootleggers shack, and they used it as their base camp in the United States. Half a mile down the slope was a logging road where they would rendezvous with their U.S. distributors,
  a sodality of motorcycling enthusiasts.


  In 1977, President Carter granted amnesty to draft dodgers, so Richard, finally free to do business in his own country under his own name, crossed the border in an actual vehicle for a change
  and drove down the valley to Bournes Ford, the county seat, where the records were kept. He found the owner of the property where the cabin stood, and he bought it for cash.


  Though this was exactly the kind of subtlety that the Wikipedian herd mind could be relied on to trample, there was much about his later life that could be traced back to the obsession with land
  that had come over him when he first walked into that cool grove. In the fullness of time, he came to understand that it probably had something to do with the farm in Iowa and his knowing, even at
  that age, that whatever Dads last will and testament saidhowever things were handled after his fathers eventual demisehe wasnt going to be part of it. If he
  wanted to own land, hed have to go out and find some. And it might be better and more beautiful land than the farm in Iowa could ever be, but it would never be the same; it would always be a
  place of exile.


  He fancied, for a few years in the late 1970s, that he would one day build a cabin on the bank of Prohibition Crick, as he had dubbed the nameless stream that flowed through his property, and
  live there. But it was much more comfortable north of the border, lounging on the shores of Kootenay Lake with pockets stuffed with hundred-dollar bills, and he lost his gumption for homesteading
  in the wilderness.


  THE MOUNTAINS IN that corner of B.C. were riddled with abandoned mines. Richard and one of his motorcycle gang buddies, a Canadian named Chet, became
  fascinated by one such property, where, a hundred years ago, a successful miner from Germany had constructed an Alpine-style Schloss whose foundations and stone walls were still in decent shape.
  The local economy was in the toilet because of the closure of a big paper mill, and everything was cheap. Chet and Richard bought the Schloss. From the moment that they conceived this idea, Richard
  came to think of the Idaho property as a mere rough draft, a before-thought.


  As the Schloss became a more settled and comfortable place to live, and developed into a legitimate resort run by people who actually knew what they were doing, Richard found himself with a lot
  of free time, which he filled largely by playing video games. In particular, he became seriously addicted to a game called Warcraft: Orcs & Humans and its various sequels, which eventually
  culminated in the vastly successful massively multiplayer game World of Warcraft. The years 1996 through 2006 were his Lost Decade, or at least thats what hed have considered it if it
  hadnt led to TRain. His weight crept up to near-fatal levels until he figured out the trick of playing the game while trudging alongvery slowly, at firston a
  treadmill.


  Like many serious players, Richard fell into the habit of purchasing virtual gold pieces and other desirables from Chinese gold farmers: young men who made a living playing the game and
  accumulating virtual weapons, armor, potions, and whatnot that could be sold to American and European buyers who had more money than time.


  He thought it quite strange and improbable that such an industry could exist until he read an article in which it was estimated that the size of the worldwide virtual gold economy was somewhere
  between $1 and $10 billion per year.


  Anyway, having reached a place where he had no more virtual worlds to conquerhis characters had achieved near-godlike status and could do anything they wantedhe began to think
  about this as a serious business proposition.


  Here was where the Wikipedia entry got it all wrong by laying too much emphasis on money laundering. The Schloss was turning a profit and appreciating in value and giving him free
  lodging and food, so it had been years, by this point, since Richard had given much thought to all his unspent hundred-dollar bills. In his younger days, it was true, he had spent enough time
  worrying about money laundering that he had developed a nose for subterranean money flows, like one of those dowsers who could supposedly find water by walking around with a forked stick. So, yes,
  the quasi-underground virtual gold economy was inherently fascinating to him. But TRain was certainly not about him laundering a few tubs of C-notes.


  Video games were a more addictive drug than any chemical, as he had just proven by spending ten years playing them. Now he had come to discover that they were also a sort of currency exchange
  scheme. These two thingsdrugs and moneyhe knew about. The third leg of the tripod, then, was his exilic passion for real estate. In the real world, this would always be limited by the
  physical constraints of the planet he was stuck on. But in the virtual world, it need be limited only by Moores law, which kept hurtling into the exponential distance.


  Once he had put those three elements together, it had happened fast. Canvassing chat rooms to communicate with English-speaking gold farmers, he confirmed his suspicion that many of them were
  having trouble expanding their businesses because of a chronic inability to transfer funds back to China. He formed a partnership with Nolan Xu, the pathologically entrepreneurial
  chief of a Chinese game company, who was obsessed with finding a way to put Chinese engineering talent to work creating a new massively multiplayer online game. During an epic series of IM
  exchanges and Skype calls, Richard managed to convince Nolan that you had to build the plumbing first: you had to get the whole money flow system worked out. Once that was done, everything else
  would follow. And so, just as a way of learning the ropes, they worked out a system whereby Richard acted as the North American end of a money pipeline, accepting PayPal payments from American and
  Canadian WoW addicts, then FedExing hundred-dollar bills to Taiwan, where the money was laundered through the underground Filipino overseas worker remittance network and eventually transferred from
  Taiwanese bank accounts to Nolans account in China, whence he was able to pay the actual gold farmers in local specie.


  This Byzantine arrangement, whose complexities, colorful failure modes, multinational illegalities, and cast of shady characters still, all these years later, caused Richard to wake up bathed in
  sweat every so often, was only a bridge to a more sane and stable venture: Richard and Nolan cofounded a company whose purpose was to construct the new, wholly original game of Nolans dreams
  on top of the system of financial plumbing that Richard now felt he was qualified to build.


  When their discussion of the companys name consumed more than the fifteen minutes Richard felt it deserved, he pulled some Dungeons & Dragons dice out of his pocket and rolled them to
  generate the random number 9592.


  The game that Corporation 9592 built had any number of novel features, but in Richards mind their most fundamental innovation was that they built it from the ground up to be
  gold-farmer-friendly. Gold farming had been an unwelcome by-product, an epiphenomenon, of earlier games, which had done all that they could to suppress the practice, even to the point of getting
  the Chinese government to ban such transactions in 2009. But in Richards opinion, any industry that was clocking between $1 and $10 billion a year deserved more respect. Allowing that tail
  to wag that dog could only lead to increased revenue and customer loyalty. It was only necessary to structure the games virtual economy around the certainty that gold farmers would colonize
  it in vast numbers.


  He sensed at a primal, almost olfactory level that the game could only be as successful as the stability of its virtual currency. This led him to investigate the history of money and
  particularly of gold. Gold, he learned, was considered to be a reliable store of value because extracting it from the ground required a certain amount of effort that tended to remain stable over
  time. When new, easy-to-mine gold deposits were found, or new mining technologies developed, the value of gold tended to fall.


  It didnt take a huge amount of acumen, then, to understand that the value of virtual gold in the game world could be made stable in a directly analogous way: namely, by forcing players to
  expend a certain amount of time and effort to extract a certain amount of virtual gold (or silver, or diamonds, or various other mythical and magical elements and gems that the Creatives would
  later add to the game world).


  Other online games did this by fiat. Gold pieces were reposited in dungeons guarded by monsters. The more powerful the monster, the more gold it was squatting on. To get the gold, you had to
  kill the monster, and building a character powerful enough to do so required a certain amount of time and effort. The system functioned okay, but in the end, the decision as to where the gold was
  located and how much effort was needed to win it was just an arbitrary choice made by a geek in a cubicle somewhere.


  Richards crazy idea was to eliminate the possibility of such fudging by having the availability of virtual gold stem from the same basic geological processes as in the real world. The
  same, that is, except that theyd be numerically simulated instead of actually happening. Idly messing around on the Internet, he discovered the mind-alteringly idiosyncratic
  website of P. T. Pluto Olszewski, the then twenty-two-year-old son of an oil company geologist in Alaska, homeschooled above the Arctic Circle by his dad and his math major mom.
  Pluto, a classic Aspergers syndrome little professor personality now trapped in the rather hirsute body of a full-grown Alaskan bushwhacker, had spent a lot of time playing
  video games and seething with rage at their cavalier treatment of geology and geography. Their landforms just didnt look like real landforms, at least not to Pluto, who could sit and stare
  at a hill for an hour. And so, basically as a protest actionalmost like an act of civil disobedience against the entire video-game industryPluto had put up a website showing off the
  results of some algorithms that he had coded up for generating imaginary landforms that were up to his standards of realism. Which meant that every nuance of the terrain encoded a 4.5-billion-year
  simulated history of plate tectonics, atmospheric chemistry, biogenic effects, and erosion. Of course, the average person could not tell them apart from the arbitrary landforms used as backdrops in
  video games, so in that sense Plutos efforts were all perfectly useless. But Richard didnt care about the skin of Plutos world. He cared about its bones and its guts. What
  mattered very much to Richard was what an imaginary dwarf would encounter once he hefted a virtual pick and began to delve into the side of a mountain. In a conventional video game, the answer was
  literally nothing. The mountain was just a surface, thinner than papier-mch, with no interior. But in Plutos world, the first bite of the shovel would reveal underlying soil,
  and the composition of that soil would reflect its provenance in the seasonal growth and decay of vegetation and the saecular erosion of whatever was uphill of it, and once the dwarf dug through
  the soil he would find bedrock, and the bedrock would be of a particular mineral composition, it would be sedimentary or igneous or metamorphic, and if the dwarf were lucky it might contain usable
  quantities of gold or silver or iron ore.


  Reader, they bought his IP. Pluto moved down to Seattle, where he found lodging in a special living facility for people with autism spectrum disorders. He set to work creating a whole planet.
  TERRAIN, the gigantic mess of computer code that he had single-handedly smashed out in his parents cabin in the Brooks Range, gave its name to TRain, the imaginary world where
  Corporation 9592 set its new game. And in time TRain became the name of the game as well.


  NEAR RED OAK the highway ran past a shopping center anchored by a Hy-Vee, which was a local grocery store chain. Like a lot of the bigger Hy-Vees, this
  one had a captive diner just off the main entrance, where local gaffers would go in the mornings to enjoy the $1.99 breakfast special. Richard, seeing himself, for at least the next half hour, as a
  sort of aspirant gaffer, parked the Grand Marquis in one of the many available spaces and went inside.


  He was expecting bright simple colors, which would have been true of the Hy-Vee diners of his youth. But this one had post-Starbucks decor, meaning no primary colors, everything earthtone,
  restful, minutely textured. Big steaming pickups trundled by the window, enhanced, like Lego toys, with bolt-on equipment. Pallets of giant salt bags were stacked in front of the windows like
  makeshift fortifications. At the tables: a solitary general contractor rolling messages on his phone. Truckers, great of beard, wide of suspender, and huge of belly, looking around and BSing.
  Uniformed grocery store employees taking coffee breaks with spouses. Small-town girls with raccoon eye makeup, not understanding that it simply didnt work on pale blondes. Hunched and
  vaguely furtive Mexicans. Gaffers showing the inordinate good cheer of those who, ten years ago, had accepted the fact that they could die any day now. A few younger clients, and some gentlemen in
  bib overalls, fixated on laptops. Richard made himself comfortable in a booth, ordered two eggs over easy with bacon and whole wheat toast, and pulled his own laptop out of his bag.


  The opening screen of TRain was a frank rip-off of what you saw when you booted up Google Earth. Richard felt no guilt about this, since he had heard that Google Earth, in turn, was based
  on an idea from some old science-fiction novel. The planet TRain hung in space before a backdrop of stars. The stars positions were randomly generated, a fact that drove Pluto crazy.
  Anyway, the planet then began to rotate and draw closer as Richards POV plunged down through the atmosphere, which sported realistic cloud formations. The shapes of continents and islands
  began to take on three-dimensionality. Dustings of snow appeared at higher elevations. Waves appeared on the surfaces of bodies of water, rivers were seen to move. Roads, citadels, and palaces
  became visible. Some of these had been presupplied at TRains inception, and therein lay a great number of tales. Others had been constructed by player-characters during the Prelude, a
  period of speeded-up time that had occupied the first calendar year of TRains existence, and still others were being constructed now, though much more slowly since the game world had
  slowed down into Real Time Lock. At the moment, Richards main character was twiddling his thumbs in a half-completed fortress in a system of fortifications that, in this part of
  TRain, was roughly analogous to the Great Wall of China, in the sense that everything north of it was overrun by high-spirited horse archers.


  Richard hadnt logged on since late Wednesday evening. During the intervening thirty-six hours, of course, an equal amount of time had gone by in the virtual world of TRain, which
  meant that Richards character had to have been doing something during that day and a halfsomething quiet, innocuous, and inconsequential, such as sleeping. And indeed,
  according to the minilog that was now superimposed on Richards view of the world, the character, whose name was Fudd, had slept for eight hours, spent seventeen hours awake, slept for
  another eight, and rolled out of bed three hours ago. During Fudds waking hours he had, without any intervention from Richard, consumed a total of four meals, which accounted for two hours,
  and had devoted the remainder of his time to meditation and training, which had had the effect of making Fudd slightly more magically powerful and slightly better at
  kicking ass (not that Fudd needed a lot of improvement in either department). Every race and class of character in TRain had such automatic behaviors. Some, such as sleeping and eating, were
  shared by all. Others were specific to certain character types. Since Fudd was a sort of warrior magician, his bothaviors were meditation and training. If hed been a miner, his
  bothavior would have been digging up gold, and whenever Richard logged on to that character he would have observed a slightly larger amount of gold dust in its purse.


  Of course, being a warrior mage had way more entertainment value than being a miner. Players selected their character types accordingly. Still, the entire virtual economy would collapse unless
  miners were digging up the gold and other minerals that Plutos algorithms had salted around the world, and so miner characters had to exist in very large numbers to make the whole thing
  work. Here was how Corporation 9592 had squared this with making a game that was actually fun to play:


  
    
      
        
          
            	
              

            

            	
              Warrior mages and other interesting characters were expensive to maintain. Corporation 9592 charged the owners of such characters more money. Miners,
              hunter-gatherers, farmers, horse archers, and the like cost virtually nothing; teenagers in China could easily afford to maintain scores or hundreds of such characters.

            
          


          
            	
              
                

              

            

            	
              
                Miners, farmers, and the like didnt require a lot of intervention by their owners. A miner character would reliably generate gold with no human intervention
                at all, provided that its player had the good sense to plonk it down in a part of the world that had actual gold mines and to protect it from raids by bandits, invaders, and so
                forth.

              

            
          


          
            	
              
                

              

            

            	
              
                If you really did feel like playing the miner, as opposed to just letting it act out its natural-born bothaviors for the entire duration of its life span,
                there was usually stuff you could do. There were rich veins of ore scattered around the world that, once discovered, could be mined far more productively than the run-of-the-mill
                deposits where the vast majority of miner characters toiled. These veins tended to be in rough border regions that could not be reached and explored without having a lot of fun
                adventures along the way.

              

            
          


          
            	
              
                

              

            

            	
              
                The social structure was feudal. Any character could have between zero and twelve vassals, and either zero or one lord. A character with no lord and no vassals was
                called a ronin, but, except among rank newcomers, there were few of these; more typical was to set up a moderately sized network of vassals who spent their lives doing things like
                mining and farming. A character who had some vassals but no lord was called a Liege Lord and, obviously enough, sat at the top of a hierarchy; most Liege Lords were small-timers
                running one- or two-layered networks of miners or farmers, but some ran deeper trees comprising thousands of vassals distributed among many layers of the hierarchy, and here was where
                the intragame politicking really became a significant part of the game, for people who cared and could afford to spend their time that way.

              

            
          

        

      

    

  


  By making such provisions and tweaking them over the first couple of years of TRains existence, Richard and Nolan had managed to pull off the not-so-easy feat of making a massively
  multiplayer game that was as accessible to the all-important Chinese teenager market as it was to the podgy middle-aged Westerners who were dependent upon those Chinese teenagers for virtual gold.
  From one point of view, the Westerners got to have more fun, since they could purchase gold pieces and use that virtual cash to fund spectacular building projects and wars that were simply out of
  reach to the kids in China. But on the other hand, those kids in China were actually making money; playing the game, to them, was a source of income rather than an expense, and most of them were
  perfectly happy with the arrangement.


  All of which fell under the general category of plumbing; it was the stuff that Richard had figured out very early in the project, the prerequisite for its being a self-sustaining
  business at all. He had become so fascinated by the gritty stuff, such as bothaviors of bellows-pumpers, that he had failed to pay enough attention to the features of the world that would be most
  obvious, and therefore most important, to the actual customers. Plutos world generation code was mind-blowingly awesome. Richards currency stabilization planonce hed
  hired a couple of people who knew about tensorswas worked out in better detail than such plans for real currencies. And the underlying code written by Nolans programmers to
  keep the whole system running was as well engineered as any in the industry. But for all that, they didnt actually have a world. All Richards miners and horse archers and whatnot were
  just faceless manikins. TRain had no races, no cultures, no art and music, no history. No Heroes.


  To provide all that, they needed what were known in the business as Creatives.


  It seemed logical enough that their first Creatives ought to be writers, since their work would inform that of the artists and composers and architects who would be hired later. They had hired
  Professor Donald Cameron, a Cambridge don and writer of very highly regarded fantasy fiction, to lay down a few general markers. But Don Donald, or D-squared as they inevitably referred to him in
  all internal communications, was under contract, at the time, to deliver Volumes 11 through 13 of his Lay of the Elder King trilogy, and Richard really needed to get a lot written in a hurry.


  And so it was that Richard, under a certain amount of temporal duress (launch was less than a year away), had conceived Corporation 9592s Writers in Residence Program.


  Years later, he was astounded by the navet of it. Writers, as it turned out, rather liked having residences. Once they had moved in, it was nearly impossible to dislodge
  them.


  Devin Skraelin was the third writer they approached. Negotiations with the first two had run hard aground on various arcane new-media subclauses for which their lawyers had lacked the necessary
  mental equipment. Richard was desperate by that point, and, as it turned out, so was Devin. As a fantasy writer, he was not highly regarded (one cannot call him profoundly mediocre without
  venturing so far out on the critical limb as to bend it to the ground, so derivative that the reader loses track of who hes ripping off, to say he is tin-eared
  would render a disservice to a blameless citizen of the periodic table of the elements), but he was so freakishly prolific that he had been forced to spin off three pen names and set each
  one up at a different publishing house. And prolific was what Richard needed at this point in the game. Early in his career Devin had set up shop in a trailer court in Possum Walk, Missouri,
  because he had somehow determined (this was pre-Internet) that it was the cheapest place to live in the United States north of the Mason-Dixon Line. He had refused to deal through lawyers (which
  was fine with Richard, by this point) and refused to travel, so Richard had gone to see him in person, determined not to emerge from the trailer without a signed contract in hand.


  Just how dirty and squalid that trailer had been, and just how much Devin had weighed, had been greatly exaggerated since then by Devins detractors in the TRain fan community. It
  was true that his reluctance to travel had much to do with the fact that he did not fit comfortably into an airline seat, but that was true of a lot of people. It was not true, as far as Richard
  could tell, that he had grown too obese to fit through the doorway of his trailer. Later, when the money started coming in, Devin moved into an Airstream so that he could be towed around the
  country with no interruption in his writing schedulenot because he was physically unable to leave it. Richard had seen the Airstream. Its doorway was of normal width and its sanitary
  facilities no larger than those of any other such vehicle, yet Devin had used both of them, if not routinely, then, well . . . when he had to.


  It was all kind of irrelevant now. Richard had shared with Devin the trick of working (or at least playing) while walking on a treadmill, and Devin had taken it rather too far. Obesity had not
  been a problem with him for a long time. On the contrary. The nickname Skeletor was at least four years old. There was a web page where you could track his heart rate, and the number of miles
  hed logged that day, in real time. He graciously credited Richard with saving his life by telling him about the treadmill thing, and Richard ungraciously wondered whether that had been such
  a good idea.


  FUDD HAD A dozen vassals, each of whom had another dozen: enough to keep him in beer. His lord was another character owned by Richard, who didnt
  get played that often. Having no particular responsibilities, Fudd had been hanging out in a corner of this fortification that was designated as a Chapterhouse, which only meant that it was a safe
  place for characters of Fudds type to be parked, and to practice their bothaviors, for hours, days, or even weeks at a time while their players were not logged in. In the jargon of the game
  it was called a home zone or simply HZ, by analogy to childrens games of tag. For a miner, the HZ would be an actual mine with its associated canteen and sleeping quarters, for a peasant it
  would be a farm, and so forth. Warrior-mage knights like Fudd had fancier and more expensive HZs in the form of Chapterhouses, most of which were genericserving any character of that general
  typeand a few of which were limited to specific orders, by analogy to the Knights of Malta, Knights Templar, and so on, of Earthen yore. A whole set of conventions and rules had grown up
  around HZs. They were necessary to maintain the games verisimilitude. You couldnt have characters just snapping out of existence when their players Internet connection got
  broken or their mom insisted that they log out, and so most players tried to get their characters back to an HZ when it was time to stop playing. In cases of force majeure (e.g., backhoes, or Mom
  slamming the laptop shut on the players fingers), the character would slip into an artificial intelligence (AI) mode and attempt to automatically transport itself back to an HZ. Trotting
  along like zombies, these were easy pickings for bandits and foemen. Nolan kept it that way to discourage players from simply logging out when their characters were embroiled.


  Anyway, now that Richard was in control, it was safe for Fudd to leave the Chapterhouse, and so, as Richard prodded keys on his keyboard, the white-bearded warrior mage unlimbered himself from
  his meditative pose and headed for the exit of the HZ. The way out led through the tavern where Fudd had been taking his meals in Richards absence. The tavernkeeper had mail for him:
  remittances from his network of vassals, which went into Fudds purse. From there he exited to a sort of arming and mustering room, a transition zone between the HZ and the outside world.
  Fudd shrugged off an invitation from a trio of characters who had figured out that Fudd was decently powerful and who wanted him to join them on some kind of raiding party. For many who played
  these sorts of games, going on raids and quests in the company of ones friendsor, in a pinch, with random strangerswas the whole point. Richard had always been more inclined to
  solo questing. Rather than explaining matters to them, he simply used a magic spell to render himself invisible. Rude, but effective. Angry WTF?s rolled up the chat interface as he
  slipped out the doorway.


  Fudd was not going on a quest anyway. Richard didnt have that kind of time. He just wanted to wander around the world a bit and see what was happening. Hed been doing this a lot
  recently. Something was changing; there was some kind of phase transition or something under way in the society of the game. Richard didnt know much about phase transitions other than it was
  what happened when ice melted. Working at Corporation 9592, however, had brought him into contact with a sufficient number of nerds with advanced degrees that he now understood that phase
  transition was an enormously portentive phrase that those guys only threw around when they wanted the other nerds to sit up and take notice. Suddenly something happened; you couldnt
  exactly make out why. Or maybean even more haunting thoughtit had happened already and he was too dim-witted, too out of touch, to get it. Which was actually why Fudd existed. Richard
  had other characters in TRain that controlled huge networks of vassals and possessed godlike powers, but for that very reason they never had to participate in the same grunt-level questing
  and moneymaking on which the majority of customers spent most of their time. Fudd was powerful enough to move around the world without getting jumped and killed every ten minutes, but not so
  powerful that he didnt have to work at it.


  Invisible, Fudd jogged around the courtyard of the fortress, which was home to a bazaar or market comprising a number of separate stalls: an armorer, a swordsmith, a victualler, a moneychanger.
  He eavesdropped on the latter for a minute to make sure that nothing weird was happening with exchange rates. Nothing ever was. Richards plumbing was working just fine. Something in
  Devins department might be fucked, but Corporation 9592 was still making money.


  The characters running the market stalls, and the customers browsing them, broke down into three racial groups: Anthrons, which were just plain old humans; KShetriae, which were rebranded
  elves; and Dwinn (originally Duinn before the Apostropocalypse had forever altered TRains typography), which were rebranded dwarves. Three additional racial groups existed in
  the world, but they were not represented here, because those three other groups were associated with Evil, and this was a border fort just on the Good side of the border. KShetriae and Dwinn
  were generally Good. Anthrons could swing either way, though all the ones here (unless they were Evil spies) were Good.


  He wasnt seeing anything new here. He invoked a Hover spell. Fudd levitated into the air above the square court of the fortress, gazing down at the two dozen or so characters in the
  market.


  A projectile passed beneath him, arcing down into the court from outside the wall. It landed harmlessly on the ground. Richard zoomed closer and moused over it. The thing was cobalt blue and had
  an ungainly shape. As he got closer he could see that it was an arrow, its warhead and fletching cartoonishly oversized, its shaft much too thick. They had to be modeled in this style if they were
  to be visible at all. Video screens, even modern high-resolution ones, could not depict a fast-moving arrow from a hundred feet away in any form that would be detectable to the human eye, and so a
  lot of the projectiles and other small pieces of bric-a-brac in the gameforks and spoons, gold pieces, rings, kniveswere done in this big oafish style, like the foam weapons wielded
  by nerds in live-action role-playing games.


  This arrow, however, was even fatter and stupider-looking than the norm, and when Richard zoomed in on it, he saw why: it had a scroll of yellow paper rolled around its shaft and tied with a red
  ribbon. The interface identified it as a TATAN MESSAGE ARROW.


  He gained altitude and looked out to the north to discover a formation of Tatan horse archers cavorting, daring the forts garrison to make a sally, firing message arrows in high parabolic
  arcs. Probably Chinese teenagers, each running a dozen characters at a time; horse archers had bothaviors that made it easy to maneuver them in squadrons. Richards eye was offended by their
  color scheme. He did not have to consult DianeCorporation 9592s color tsarina, and the last of the Furious Musesto know that he was looking at a case study in palette
  drift.


  The horse archers loosed a final volley of arrows, then turned away; crossbow fire from the parapet of the fortress had already felled several of them. Richard turned his attention back to the
  courtyard, just to see if any of the characters down there had been struck by a message arrow. None had; but one of them had walked over to investigate an arrow that was lying on the ground. As
  Richard watched, he picked it up. Richard moused over him. The characters name was Barfuin and he was a KShetriae warrior of modest accomplishments. Double-clicking to obtain a more
  detailed summary of Barfuin, Richard was rewarded with a grid of statistics and a head-and-shoulders portrait. He could not help but be struck by the similarity between Barfuin and the dreadfully
  low-resolution KShetriae icon that had come up on his GPS screen this morning, when he had been attempting to browse the points of interest of greater Nodaway. The most obvious fact was that
  they both had blue hair. Which was palette drift again. He slammed his laptop shut and pushed it out of the way, because a waitress was approaching with his eggs and bacon.


  IF THERE WERE going to be KShetriae and Dwinn, and if Skeletor and Don Donald and their acolytes were going to clog the publishing
  industrys distribution channels with works of fiction detailing their historical exploits going back thousands of years, then it was necessary for those two races to be distinct in what
  archaeologists would call their material cultures: their clothing, architecture, decorative arts, and so on. Accordingly, Corporation 9592 had hired artists and architects and musicians and costume
  designers to create those material cultures consistent with the bible of TRain as laid down by Skeletor and Don Donald. And this had worked fine in the sense that every new
  character came with that material culture built inits clothing, its weapons, its HZs were all drawn from those stylebooks. But it was necessary to give players some freedom in styling their
  characters, because they liked to express themselves and to show some individuality. So there was an interface for that. Your KShetriae cloak could be made of fabric in one color, fringed
  with a second color, and lined with a third. But all three of those colors had to be selected from a palette, and Diane had chosen the palettes. So in the games early years, it had been easy
  to distinguish races and character types from a distance just by the colors that they wore.


  Then someone had figured out that the palette system was hackable and had posted some third-party software giving players the ability to swap out Dianes official palettes for ones that
  they made up to suit their own tastes. Corporation 9592 had been slow to react, and so this had become quite popular and widely used before theyd gotten around to having a meeting about it.
  By that time, something like a quarter of a million characters had been customized using unofficial palettes, and there was no way to repalettize them without deeply pissing off the owners. So
  Richard had decided that the company would just look the other way.


  Which you almost had to, so ugly were many of the palettes that people ended up using. It had gotten so bad that it had actually led to a backlash. The trend in the last year or so had
  been back toward Dianes palettes. But out of this, it seemed that an even more strange and subtle phenomenon was going on, which was that people were using Dianes palettes with only
  small modifications. These almost-but-not-quite Dianan palettes were being posted and swapped on fan sites. Players would download them and then make their own small modifications and then
  post them somewhere else. Since a color, to a computer, was just a string of three numbersa 3D point, if you wanted to look at it that wayyou could actually draw diagrams showing the
  migration of palettes through color space. Over the summer, Diane had hired an intern to develop some visualization tools for understanding this phenomenon of palette drift, and then for the last
  two months Diane had been putting in way too many hours messing around with those tools and sending Richard most urgent emails about the trends shed been observing. Another
  executive would have reprogrammed his spam filter to direct these messages into interstellar space, but Richard actually didnt mind, since this was a perfect example of the hyperarcane shit
  that he would use to justify his continued involvement in the company to shareholders, if any of them ever bothered to ask. Yet he was having a hard time putting his finger on why it was important.
  Diane was convinced that the palettes were not just zinging around chaotically but slowly converging on one another in color space, grouping together in regions that she designated
  attractors (borrowing the term from chaos theory).


  Cutting into his egg and watching the neon-yellow yolk spread across his plate, Richard considered it. He looked up and gazed around the Hy-Vee. It was a good place to be reminded of the fact
  that palettes were everywhere, that people like Diane were gainfully employed in many industries, picking out the color schemes that would best catch the eye of target markets. Panning from the
  cereal aisle (wholesome warm colors for colon-blow-seeking senior citizens) to the checkout lanes (bright sugar bombs in grabbing range of cart-bound toddlers), he saw a kind of palette drift in
  action right there. He was too far away to read the labels on the boxes, but he could still draw certain inferences as to which customers were being targeted where.


  There was a brief interruption as the gastrocolic reflex had its way with him. As he was coming back from the mens room, Richard glanced over the shoulder of a (judging from attire)
  farmer in his middle fifties who was sitting alone at a table, ignoring a cold mug of coffee and playing TRain. Richard slowed down and rubbernecked long enough to establish that the
  farmers character was a Dwinn warrior engaged in some high-altitude combat with Yeti-like creatures known as the TKesh. And palette-wise, this customer was playing it pretty straight;
  some of his accessories were a bit garish, but for the most part all the hues in his ensemble had been picked out by Diane.


  He went back to his table and called Corvallis Kawasaki, one of the Seattle-based hackers. Reflecting the natural breakdown of skills between Nolan and Richard, most of Corporation 9592s
  programming work was done in China, but the Seattle office had departments that ran the business, made life good for Creatives, and took care of what was officially denominated Weird Stuff and the
  weird people who did it. Pluto was Exhibit A, but there were many other arcane R&D-ish projects being run out of Seattle, and Corvallis had his fingers in several of them.


  While dialing Corvalliss number, Richard had been checking the IP address of the Hy-Vees Wi-Fi router.


  Richard was how Corvallis answered the phone.


  C-plus. How many players you have coming in from 50.17.186.234?


  Typing. Four, one of whom appears to be you.


  Hmm, thats more than I thought. Richard looked around the diner and found one of the others: a kid in his early twenties. The fourth was harder to pick out.


  One of thems dropping a lot of packets. Look outside, Corvallis suggested.


  Richard looked out the window and saw an SUV parked in the handicapped space, a man sitting in the drivers seat, face lit up by a grotesquely palette-drifted scenario on the screen of his
  laptop.


  One of thems a Dwinn fighting some TKesh.


  Actually, he just got killed.


  Richard looked up and verified that the farmer had disgustedly averted his gaze from his screen. The farmer reached for his coffee cup and realized how cold it was. Then he looked up at the
  clock.


  This guy is a study! Richard said.


  What do you want to know?


  General demographics.


  His net worth and income are strangely high, considering that you are in something called a Hy-Vee in Red Oak, Iowa.


  Hes a farmer. Owns land and equipment that are worth a lot of money. Takes in huge federal subsidy checks. Thats why.


  He has a bachelors degree.


  Ag engineering, Ill bet.


  He has bought seventeen books in this calendar year. Meaning, as Richard understood, TRain-themed books from the online store.


  All by D-squared?


  You called it. Howd you know?


  Call up his character.


  Typing. Okay, Corvallis said, looks like a pretty standard-issue Dwinn to me.


  Exactly my point.


  How so?


  Richard pulled the paper placemat out from under his platter and flipped it over. Pulling a mechanical pencil from his shirt pocket, he drew a vertical line down the middle and then poised the
  tip of the implement at the head of one of the columns.


  Richard? You still there?


  Im thinking.


  In truth, he wasnt certain that thinking was the right word for what was going on in his head, since that word implied some kind of orderly procedure.


  There were certain perceptions that pierced through the fug of day-to-day concerns and the confusions of time like message arrows through the dark, and one of those had just hit him in the
  forehead: a memory of a scene from a generic fantasy world, not Tolkien but something derivative of Tolkien, the kind of thing that a Devin Skraelin would have created. It had been painted on the
  side of a van that had picked him up in 1972 when he had been hitchhiking to Canada so that he wouldnt have to get his legs blown off like John. In those daysstrange to
  relatethered been a connection between stoners and Tolkien buffs. For the last thirty years it simply hadnt obtained; the ardent Tolkien fans were a disjoint set from the
  stoners and potheads of the world. But he remembered now that they were once connected to each other and that the van-painting types used the same album-cover palette as these peoplesome
  Good, some Evilgroping out to find one another with their cobalt blue message arrows and their acid yellow scrolls.


  New research project, Richard heard himself saying.


  Uh-oh.


  You seen all Dianes shit about attractors in palette space?


  Im aware of it, Corvallis said, pivoting into a defensive crouch, but


  Thats all that matters, Richard grunted. His hand had begun moving, drawing letters at the top of the left-hand column. He watched in dull fascination as they spelled out:
  FORCES OF BRIGHTNESS. Then his hand skated over to the right column. That one only took a few moments: EARTHTONE COALITION.


  Forget everything youre supposed to know about TRain. The races, the character classes, the history. Especially forget about the whole Good/Evil thing. Instead just look at
  what is in the way of behavior and affiliation. Use attractors in color space as the thin end of your wedge. Hammer on it until something splits open. Richard thought about supplying
  Corvallis with these two labels but thought that if he wasnt completely full of shit, C-plus would discover the same thing on his own.


  What prompts this?


  At Bastion Gratlog this morning, horse archers were shooting messages over the walls to people inside.


  Why dont they just use email like everyone else?


  Exactly. The answer is: they dont actually know each other. They are reaching out. Reaching out to strangers.


  Completely at random?


  No, Richard said, I think that there is a selection mechanism and that its based on . . . he was about to say color, but again, he didnt want to
  tip Corvallis offtaste.


  Okay, Corvallis said, stalling for time while he thought about it. So your fifty-five to sixty rich farmer with college degree who reads lots of books by Don Donald . . .
  hed be on one side of the taste line.


  Yeah. Who is on the other side?


  Not hard to guess.


  Bring me hard facts though, once youre done guessing.


  Any particular deadline?


  My GPS tells me Im two hours from Nodaway.


  De gustibus non est disputandum.


  



  Day 0


  SCHLOSS HUNDSCHTTLER


  Elphinstone, British Columbia


  Four months later


  
    Uncle Richard, tell me about the . . .Zula faltered, then averted her gaze, set her jaw, and plowed ahead gamelythe Apostropo . . .

  


  The apostropocalypse, Richard said, mangling it a little, since it was hard to pronounce even when you were sober, and he had been hanging out in the tavern of Schloss
  Hundschttler for a good part of the day. Fortunately there was enough ambient noise to obscure his troubles with the word. This was the last tolerable week of skiing season. All the rooms at
  the Schloss had been reserved and paid for more than a year ago. The only reason that Zula and Peter had been able to come here at all was that Richard was letting them sleep on the fold-out couch
  in his apartment. The tavern was crowded with people who were, by and large, very pleased with themselves, and making a concomitant amount of noise.


  Schloss Hundschttler was a cat-skiing resort. They had no lifts. Guests were shuttled to the tops of the runs in diesel-powered tractors that ran over the snow on tank treads. Cat skiing
  had a whole different feel from aspen-style ski areas with their futuristic hovering techno-infrastructure of lifts.


  Though it was less expensive and glamorous than heli-skiing, cat skiing was more satisfactory for truly hard-core skiers. With heli-skiing, all the conditions had to be just right. The trip had
  to be planned out in advance. With cat skiing, it was possible to be more extemporaneous. The diesel-scented, almost Soviet nature of the experience filtered out the truly hyperrich glamour seekers
  drawn to the helicopter option, who tended to be a mixture of seriously fantastic skiers and the more-money-than-brains types whose frozen corpses littered the approaches to Mt. Everest.


  All of which was water long, long under the bridge for Richard and for Chet, who, fifteen years ago, had had to suss out all these tribal divisions in the ski bum market in order to write a
  coherent business plan for the Schloss. But it explained much about the style of the lodge, which might have been flashier, more overtly luxurious, had it been aimed at a different segment of the
  market. Instead, Richard and Chet had consciously patterned its style after small local ski areas of British Columbia that tended to be more rough-and-ready, with lifts and racks welded together by
  local people who happened to be sports fanatics. It was designed to be less polished, less corporate in its general style than south-of-the-border areas, and as such it didnt appeal to all,
  or even most, skiers. But by the same token, the ones who came here appreciated it all the more, felt that merely being in the place marked them out as truly elite.


  In one corner was a group of half a dozen ridiculously expert skiersmanufacturers reps for ski companiesvery drunk, since they had spent the day up on the high powder runs
  scattering the ashes of a friend who had ODed on the same drug that had killed Michael Jackson. At another table were some Russians: men in their fifties, still half in ski clothes, and younger
  women who hadnt been skiing at all. A young film actor, not of the first rank but apparently considered to be really hip at the moment, was taking it easy with three slightly less glamorous
  friends. At the bar, the usual complement of guides, locals, and cat mechanics had turned their backs on the crowd to watch a hockey game with the sound turned off.


  The Apostropocalypse is to the current realignment in TRain what the Treaty of Versailles was to the Second World War, said Richard, deliberately mocking the tone of a
  Wikipedia contributor in hopes that the others would get it.


  Zula showed at least polite attention, but Peter missed it on every level, since he had been spellbound by his phone ever since he had tramped into the place about fifteen minutes earlier,
  wind- and sunburned and deeply satisfied by a days snowboarding. Zula, like Richard, was no skier and had ended up turning this trip into a working vacation, spending several hours each day
  in the apartment, jacked in to Corporation 9592s servers over the dedicated fiber connection that Richard had, at preposterous expense, brought up the valley to the Schloss. Peter, on the
  other hand, turned out to be a very hard-core snowboarder indeed, who, according to Zula, had spent a lot of time since the re-u shopping for special high-end snowboards optimized for deep powder;
  he had finally purchased one from a boutique in Vancouver just a few weeks ago. He now treated it like a Stradivarius, all but tucking it into bed each night, and Zula was not above showing a trace
  of jealousy.


  Peter and Zula were making a long weekend of it. Theyd left Seattle after Zula had got off work and had fought traffic up to Snoqualmie Pass, where most of the skiers peeled off to ride
  the conventional lifts. Feeling more elite by the minute, they had blasted across the state to Spokane and then headed north toward Metaline Falls, a tiny border station up on a mountain pass that
  just happened to coincide with the forty-ninth parallel. Crossing about an hour before midnight, they drove through the pass to Elphinstone, and then turned south along the poorly marked, bumpy,
  meandering mountain track that inclined to the Schloss. This plan actually did not sound insane to them, and thus reminded Richard once more of his advanced age. During the hours theyd been
  on the road, hed found himself unable to stray from his computer, calculating which dangerous road they were driving down at a particular time, as if Zula were a part of his body that had
  gone off on its own and that needed to be kept track of. This, he supposed, was what it was like to be a parent. And as ridiculous as it was, he found himself haunted by thoughts of the re-u. For
  if Zula and Peter did have a crash on the way over, then later, when the story was told and retold at the re-u, laid like a brick into the family lore, it would be largely about Richard, when
  hed learned of it, what actions hed taken, the cool head hed displayed, the correct decisions hed made to manage it all, Zulas relief when he had showed up at the
  hospital. The moral was preordained: the family took care of itself, even, no, especially in times of crisis, and consisted of good, wise, competent people. He might have to steer to the required
  denouement on slick and turning ways, through a whiteout. Just when he had been getting ready to pull ski pants over his pajamas and go out looking for them, they had arrived, precisely on their
  announced schedule, in Peters annoyingly hip, boxy vehicle, and then Richard had stopped seeing them as crazy wayward kids and thought them superhuman with their GPS telephones and Google
  Maps.


  Now they were getting ready to do it again. Not wanting to waste a single hour of snowboarding, Peter had spent Monday afternoon on the slopes and intended to drive them back to Seattle
  tonight.


  When Peter had first come in and sat down next to Zula, Richard had forgiven his close attention to the phone on the assumption that he was checking the weather and the road conditions. But then
  he started typing messages.


  He seemed like a barnacle on Zula. Richard kept telling himself that she wasnt a stupid girl and that Peter must have redeeming qualities that, because of his social ineptness, were not
  obvious.


  Zula was looking at Richard through the big clunky eyeglasses, hoping for something a little more informative than the Treaty of Versailles joke. Richard grinned and leaned back into the embrace
  of his massive leather-padded chair. The tavern was a good place for telling stories and, in particular, for telling stories about TRain. Richard had been so impressed by a Dwinn mead hall
  drawn up by one of TRains retro-medieval-fantasy architects that he had, as a side job, hired the same guy to make a real version of it at the Schloss. This was a young architect who
  had never had an actual job building a physical structure. Coming out of school into a market smashed flat by the real estate crash, hed been unable to find work in the physical universe and
  had gone straight into the Creative department of Corporation 9592, where hed had to forget everything he knew about Koolhaas and Gehry and instead plunge himself into the minutiae of
  medieval post-and-beam architecture as it might have been practiced by a fictitious dwarflike race. Actually building such a thing at the Schloss had made him very happy, but the stress of dealing
  with real-world contractors, budgets, and permits had convinced him that hed made the right move after all by confining his practice to imaginary places.


  I see vestiges of it when I go through Plutos old code, Zula said. The Duinn. She spelled it out.


  So the chronology is that we brought Don Donald in as our first Creative, but he didnt have a lot of time to work on the project.


  More high-level discussions is what I heard, Zula put in.


  Yeah. I had to cram for these discussions by reading my Joseph Campbell, my Jung.


  Why Jung?


  Archetypes. We were having this big discussion about the races of TRain. There were reasons not to just use elves and dwarves like everyone else.


  You mean, likecreative reasons or intellectual property reasons?


  More the latter, but also from the creative standpoint theres something to be said for making a clean sweep. Just creating an entirely new, original palette of races without any
  ties to Tolkien or to European mythology.


  All those Chinese programmers . . . Zula began.


  Youd be surprised, actually. The politically correct, campus radical take on it would be just what youd think


  Elves and dwarves, cmon, how could you be so Eurocentric? Zula said.


  Exactly, but in a way its almost more patronizing to the Chinese to assume that, just because they are from China, they cant relate to elves and dwarves.


  Got it.


  Turned out, though, that when we got Don Donald in here, he had good reasons why elves and dwarves were not just arbitrary races that could be swapped out for ones we made up but actual
  archetypes, going back . . .


  How far?


  He thinks that the elf/dwarf split was born in the era when Cro-Magnons coexisted in Europe with Neanderthals.


  Interesting! Way back, then, like tens of thousands of years.


  Yeah. Before even language, maybe.


  Makes you wonder what we could find in African folklore, she said.


  This stopped Richard for a few moments, while he caught up with her. Since there might have been even a greater diversity of, of . . .


  Hominids, she said, going back maybe farther.


  Why not? Anyway, we didnt get much beyond this level in the initial set of D-squared talks. Then it all got handed off to . . .


  Skeletor.


  Yeah. But we didnt call him that in those days, because he was still fat. Saying that, Richard felt a brief spike of nervousness that Peter might be twittering or, God
  forbid, live-video-blogging this. But Peters attention was entirely elsewhere; he had begun keeping an eye on the taverns entrance, his eyes jumping to it whenever someone came in the
  door.


  Richard turned his gaze back to Zula, not without a certain feeling of pleasureavuncular, noncreepyand went on: Devin just went nuts. His official start date was two weeks
  before our initial meetingbut by the time he walked in the door, he already had a stack of pages this thick with ideas for historical sagas based on the very sketchy outlines provided
  by Don Donald. There actually wasnt much point to the meeting. It was a formality. I just told him to keep it up, and I got an intern cataloging and cross-referencing all his output . .
  .


  The Canon, Zula said.


  Exactly, that was the beginning of the Canon. Forced us to hire Geraldine. But with the key difference that it was all still fluid, since we hadnt actually released any of it to
  the fan base yet. It was kind of scary, the way it grew. Later in the year is when we started to feel a little creeped out by it, like Devin was taking our world and running away with it. So we
  announced, and Im not too proud to say that this was a retroactive policy change, that the Writers in Residence program operated on an annual basis and that when Devins year was up,
  he was welcome to continue writing stuff in the TRain world but that he would in fact have to share authorship of that world with the next Writer in Residence.


  Which turned out to be D-squared.


  No accident. Devin had become so dominant over the world that any other writer just would have been buried under his output. There was only one other writer who had, (a) the prominence in
  the world of fantasy literature to rival Devins, and (b) the priority


  Hed been there first, Zula said.


  Yes. Just long enough to run around and pee on all the trees, but that still counted for a lot.


  Hey, I just saw someone I know, Peter announced, nodding toward the entrance. A man in an overcoat had just walked in from the parking lot and was scanning the tavern, trying to
  decide where he wanted to sit.


  Friend of yours? Richard asked.


  Acquaintance, Peter corrected him, but I should go over and just say hey.


  Who is it? Zula asked, looking around, but Peter was already on his feet, headed over to a table by the fire, where the new arrival had just taken a seat. Richard watched as the
  man looked up at Peters face. His expression did not show anything like surprise or recognition. And certainly not pleasure. He had expected to meet Peter here. They had been texting each
  other about it. Peter was lying.


  Richard now sort of forcibly turned the conversation back, because the thing with Peter troubled him and his first instinct with things that troubled him was to wall them off, and then wait for
  them to grow bad enough to threaten the structural integrity of the wall, and then, finally, to get out a sledgehammer.


  We brought both of them out here, Richard said.


  To the Schloss?


  Yeah. It didnt look like this in those days. It was before the Dwinn mead hall remodel. They came in the summer, when this place has a whole different vibe. We brought some chefs
  up from Vancouver to prepare meals, and we held a retreat here, sort of to mark the formal handoff from Skeletor to D-squared. That was when the Apostropocalypse happened.


  ONE IS BEMUSED by the notion of convening a retreat in order to get work done, said Don Donald, while they were still just milling
  around on the terrace, sipping pints and getting used to the views of the Selkirks. Should it not in that case be denominated an advance?


  Richard was lost from the very beginning of that sentence, so gave up altogether on trying to parse it and just watched D-squareds face. Donald Cameron, then fifty-two, looked older than
  that, with swept-back silver hair and an impressive honker, swollen from the rich liquid diet of the ancient Cambridge college where he lived about half the time. But his complexion was pink and
  his manner was vigorous, probably because of all the brisk walks that he took around the castle on the Isle of Man where he lived the other half of the time. Hed checked in to his
  suite a few hours earlier, rested up for a bit, gone for one of those brisk walks, and stepped out onto the terrace only thirty seconds ago, whereupon hed been surrounded by about four
  nerds, sufficiently highly ensconced in Corporation 9592s food chain that they felt entitled to approach him. Richard knew for a fact that most of these people had stacks of Donald Cameron
  fantasy novels in their rooms in hopes of getting them signed, and that they were just sucking up to him long enough to feel comfortable with broaching such a request.


  Maybe you need to coin a new word for it, Richard said, before any of the fanboys could laugh or, worse, try to enter into repartee with the Don.


  Heh. You have noticed my weakness for that sort of thing.


  We depend on it.


  D-squared raised an eyebrow. We have already advanced to the point of doing work! One imagined that this was to be a purely social gathering, Mr. Forthrast. But he
  was only kidding, as he now indicated by winking, and nodding in the direction of


  Richard turned around and stepped clear of the rapidly growing fan cluster to see Devin Skraelin making his entrance. He wondered whether Devin had been twitching the curtain in his suite,
  waiting for Don Donald to emerge onto the terrace so that Devin could arrive last. As usual, he was trailed by two assistants who seemed too old and authoritative to merit that
  designation. Richard had been able to establish that the female assistant was an intellectual property lawyer and that the male was a book editor who had been sacked in the latest
  publishing industry cataclysms: he was now Devins captive scribe.


  Thank you, Richard said. More on this later, if you please.


  I cant wait!


  Richard moved to intercept Devin but was cut off by Nolan Xu, who was just about the worst Devin Skraelin fanboy in the whole world. Nolan had, until now, been largely marooned behind the
  Chinese border by visa and exchange-rate hassles, but during the last year or so hed been finding it easier and easier to make long forays out to the West. Some men in that position would
  have headed straight for Vegas, but Nolan, for a combination of personal and business reasons impossible to sort out, went to science-fiction and fantasy conventions.


  Richard pulled up short and spent a few moments watching the interaction. Devin had lost 211 pounds (at least that was the figure posted on his website as of six hours ago) and now looked hefty,
  but not so obese as to draw attention to himself. He paid due attention to Nolan but never let more than about five seconds expire without casting a glance in Don Donalds direction. If
  Richard had been a random observer of the scene, hed have guessed that one of the two writers was an assassin and the other his intended victim. Hed have been hard-pressed, though, to
  know which was which.


  Professor Cameron, for his part, remained supremely affable and civilized until he was good and ready to acknowledge Devins presence, then pivoted on the balls of his hand-tooled loafers
  and sweptthere was no other word for itacross the terrace to extend a hand of greeting to his rival.


  As if he owns the place, Richard muttered.


  The Schloss? asked Chet, who was just hanging around keeping an eye on things. All Chet knew of fantasy literature was that it was a useful source of van art.


  No, said Richard. TRain.


  LATER THEY DINED in the Schlosss banqueting hall, which was fairly standard-issue Bavarian fortress architecture. Several tables had been joined
  end to end to make a single very long one. Just like Shakeys Pizza Parlor! remarked Devin, when he saw it. Just like High Table at Trinity, said D-squared.
  Richard, the only man in the room who had dined at both of those places, could see merit in both points of view, sotrying to be the agreeable hosthe signaled agreement with each,
  while hiding a growing feeling of unease over what would happen when these two men ended up sitting across the Shakeys/Trinity table from each other. For seats had been assigned. Richard was
  at the head of the table. Devin and Professor Cameron were adjacent to him, facing each other. Nolan was next to the latter, so that he could gaze lovingly across the table at the former, and Pluto
  was next to Devin, on the theory that Don Donald would feel more at home if somewhere in his field of view was a ridiculously intelligent geek of limited social skills. Plutos chair faced
  the glass windows that opened out onto the terrace, so that he could relieve his boredom by inspecting the shape of the mountains that rose up on the opposite side of the valley.


  So much for all the people whod be in earshot of Richard. From there the seating arrangement propagated down the table according to someones notion of hierarchy and precedence. The
  menu was middle-European hunting-lodge cuisine as reinterpreted by the culinary staff that Richard and Chet had drawn to the place over the years. The venison, for example, was farm raised,
  therefore certifiably prion-free, ensuring that Corporation 9592 would not go belly-up in a few decades as its entire senior echelon was struck down by mad cow disease. The wine list made a
  diplomatic nod or two in the direction of British Columbias nascent viticultural sector and then lunged decisively south of the border. D-squared made some insightful remarks about a nice
  dry Riesling from the Horse Heaven Hills and Devin requested a Diet Coke. Lots of curiosity was expressed, on all sides, about the Schloss and how Richard and Chet had come to build it. Richard
  explained that it had originally been put together from bits and pieces of three different structures in the Austrian alps, which had been bought by a certain Austro-Hungarian mining baron
  (literally a baron). Hed caused the pieces to be shipped down the Danube to the Black Sea and thence all the way around the world to the mouth of the Columbia, then up to a place
  where the stuff could be loaded onto a narrow-gauge mining railway that no longer existed, whose right-of-way, now a bike and ski path, ran through the grounds of the Schloss. Then fast-forward to
  its discovery and prolonged rehabilitation by Richard and Chet. Richard left out all material having to do with drug money and motorcycle gangs, since that was amply covered by the Wikipedia entry
  that all present had presumably read and perhaps even edited.


  For in the late 1980s the marijuana thing had started to get darker, more violent; or perhaps Richard, after his thirtieth birthday, started to notice the darkness that had been there all along.
  He had cashed out and gone back to Iowa, where he had enrolled in courses in hotel and restaurant management at Iowa State University. This was the point where the story became wholesome enough
  that he felt he could relate it in polite company. After a few months in Iowa, he had come to his senses, realizing that people with such skills could simply be hired, and had returned to B.C. He
  and Chet had then begun to fix up the Schloss in earnest.


  All of which made for perfectly pleasant conversation as they sampled some light predinner wines and popped colorful amuse-bouches into their mouths and spooned up soup, but as the dinner
  stretched on into dishes that looked more like main courses and that were accompanied by red wine, Richard found himself wishing that they could just grab the Band-Aid and rip it off. The formal
  purpose of this retreat and this dinner was to celebrate the conclusion of Devins year as Writer in Residence and to hand the torch to Don Donald, who had finally polished off his
  trilogy-turned-tetrakaidecalogy and was ready to devote some time to further development of the backstory and bible of TRain.


  During the last three months of Devins tenure, he had been almost disturbingly productive, leading to an email thread at Corporation 9592 (subject: Devin Skraelin is an Edgar Allan
  Poe character) spattered with links to websites about the psychiatric condition known as graphomania. This had led to a new piece of jargon: Canon Lag, in which the employees responsible for
  cross-checking Devins work and incorporating it into the Canon had been unable to keep pace with his output. According to one somewhat paranoid strain of thought, this had been a deliberate
  strategy on Devins part. Certainly it was the case that, as of this dinner, the only person who had the entire world in his head was Devin, since he had delivered a thousand pages of new
  material at one oclock this morning, emailing it from his room in the North Tower of the Schloss, and no one had had time to do more than scan it. So he had everyone else at something of a
  disadvantage.


  Talk of the Schloss led naturally to a conversation about Don Donalds castle on the Isle of Man, which had also been the target of heavy renovation work. In that, Richard perceived an
  opening and made a gambit. Is that where you anticipate doing most of the TRain work?


  Silence. Richard had probably crossed a boundary, or something, by mentioning work. He had found that barreling on ahead was better than apologizing. Do you have a study
  therea suitable place to write?


  Most suitable! the professor exclaimed. He went on to describe a certain room in a turret, with prospects, on a fair day, west to Donaghadee and north to Cairngaan,
  both of which he pronounced so authentically that visible frissons of pleasure radiated down the table. It had been fixed up, he said, in a manner that made it both authentic and habitable,
  no easy balance to strike, and it awaited his return.


  Devins given you a lot to work with, said Geraldine Levy, who was the mistress of the Canon, seated down the table from Pluto. I cant help but wonder if there
  is any particular part of the story of TRain that youd like to hone in on first.


  Home in, Cameron corrected her, after an awkward few seconds trying to make sense of it. The question is perfectly reasonable. My answer must be indirect. My method of
  working, as you may know, is to compose the first draft in the language actually spoken by the characters. Only when this is finished do I begin the work of translating it into English. Like
  a tank rotating its turret, he swung around to aim at Devin. My collaborator, quite naturally, prefers a more . . . efficient and direct method.


  I am in awe of what you do with all the languages and everything, Devin said. Youre right. I just . . . wing it.


  So your world, said D-squared, continuing the pivot until he was aimed at Richard, has no languages at the moment. You are more fascinated by
  geologyhe nodded Plutos wayand consider that to be fundamental. I would have started rather with words and language and constructed all upon that
  foundation.


  You have a free hand in the matter now, Doctor Cameron, Richard pointed out.


  Almost free. For there have been someCameron turned his eyes back toward Devincoinages. I see words in Mr. Skraelins work that do not
  appear in English dictionaries. The very word TRain, of course. Then the names of the races: KShetriae. Duinn. These I can work withcan incorporate into fictional
  languages whose grammar and lexicons I shall be happy to draw up and share withMissLevy. A hesitation before the Miss as he checked her left ring finger and found
  it vacant.


  Miss Levy was only a Miss because lesbians couldnt get married in the state of Washington, but she was willing to let it slide. That would be huge for us, she
  said. That part of the Canon is just a gaping void right now.


  Happy to be of service. Some questions, though.


  Yes?


  KShetriae. The name of the elven race. Strangely reminiscent of Kshatriya, is it not?


  Everyone at this end of the table drew a blank except for Nolan. Halfway down the table, though, Premjith Lal, who headed one of their Weird Stuff departments, had pricked up his ears.


  Yes! Nolan exclaimed, nodding and smiling. Now that you mention itvery similar.


  Mind explaining it? Richard asked.


  Premjith! Nolan called out. Are you Kshatriya?


  Premjith nodded. He was too far away to talk. He reached up with both hands, grabbed his ears, and pulled them up, making them pointy and elven.


  It is a Hindu caste, Nolan explained. The warrior caste.


  One cannot help wondering if the person who coined that name might have heard the word Kshatriya in some other context and later, when groping for an exotic-sounding
  sequence of phonemes, pulled it back up, as it were, from memory, thinking that it was an original idea.


  Richard tried ever so hard not to look at Devin, but it was as if someone had put a crowbar into his ear and kicked it. Within a few seconds everyone was looking at Devin, who was turning red.
  He killed time for a few moments by sipping from his Diet Coke and fussing with his napkin, then looked up with great confidence and said, There are only so many phonemes, and only so many
  combinations of them that you can string together to make words in imaginary languages. Any name you come up with is going to sound like the name of a caste or a god or an irrigation district
  somewhere in the world. Why not just put your head down and get on with it?


  Premjith was just barely in range. There are something like a hundred million Kshatriya who are going to be bemused by this aspect of the Canon, he pointed out. He wasnt
  upset, just . . . bemused. Richard made a mental note to take Premjith out for sushi and find out if there were any other things hed noticed seriously wrong with TRain that he
  hadnt felt like mentioning.


  Hundred million . . . Devin repeated, not loudly enough for Premjith to hear him. Ill bet within five years of TRain going live, well have more
  KShetriae than there are Kshatriya.


  Now, that isif memory servesspelt with an apostrophe between an uppercase K and an uppercase S, is it not? Don Donald asked.


  Thats right, said Devin, and glanced at Geraldine, who nodded.


  Now the apostrophe is used to mark an elision.


  A missing letter, Pluto translated. Like the o in couldnt.  He snorted. The second o, that is!


  Yes, just so, the Don continued. Which leads me to ask why the S in KShetriae is capitalized. Should one infer from this that Shetriae is
  a separate word that is a proper noun? And if so, what are we to make of the K-apostrophe? Is it, for example, some sort of article?


  Sure, why not, said Devin.


  D-squared, having set the hook, was content with a few moments discreet silence, but Pluto erupted: Why not? Why not?


  Richard could only watch, like staring across a valley at an avalanche overtaking a skier.


  If it is an article, said Don Donald, then what is the T-apostrophe in TRain? What is the D-apostrophe in Duinn? How many articles does this language
  have?


  Silence.


  Or perhaps the K, the T, and the D are not articles but some other features of the language.


  Silence.


  Or perhaps the apostrophe is being used to indicate something other than elision.


  Silence.


  In which case, what does it indicate?


  Richard couldnt bear it anymore. It just looks cool, he said.


  Don Donald turned toward him with a bright, fascinated look. Behind him, Richard could see everyone else collapsing; things had gotten a bit tense.


  I beg your pardon, Richard?


  Donald, look. Youre the only guy in this particular sector of the economy who has the whole ancient-languages thing down pat to the extent that you do. Everyone else just totally
  makes this stuff up. When some guy wants a word that seems exotic, hell throw in a couple of apostrophes. Maybe smash a couple of letters together that dont normally go, like Q and Z.
  Thats what were dealing with here.


  Silence in a different favor.


  I am aware that it doesnt exactly jibe with your M.O., Richard added.


  M.O.?


  Modus operandi.


  Mmm, said the Don.


  If you want to make up some languages, offered Devin, knock yourself out.


  Mmm, the Don said again.


  Richard glanced at Geraldine, who was thinking so hard that coils of smoke were rising from her sensible hairdo.


  Mr. Olszewski, the Don finally said, may I plant a volcano here?


  Here!?


  Yes, on the site of this property.


  Any particular type of volcano you had in mind?


  Oh, lets say a Mount Etna. Ive always favored that one.


  No way, said Pluto. That is a highly active, young stratovolcano. The Selkirks arent that geologically active. The type of rock here


  It simply wouldnt make sense, said the Don, summing up and cutting short what promised to be a long and devastatingly particular tour of the world of volcanology. It
  would be incoherent.


  Totally!


  I fear that an analogous situation may obtain in the case of all these apostrophes. My colleague has refrained from coining words, it is true. But it has been necessary, hasnt it,
  to coin names for the races of TRain, and indeed for the world itself. And in some cases, such as KShetriae, the apostrophe is followed by a capitalized letter, while in
  others, as Duinn, the following letter is lowercase, a situation that requires some sort of coherent explanation. At least if I am to proceed with my work in the manner to
  which I am accustomed.


  Richard noted the implicit threat there.


  THANKS FOR COMING all the way out from Vancouver, Peter said. They had not introduced themselves, or shaken hands, just sized each other
  up and confirmed with nods that they were who they were.


  This is a hell of a place, said Wallace. He did not seem like the kind of man who was utterly confoundedor would admit to it, anywayvery often. For a good half
  minute he had eyes for nothing but the interlocking timbers that pretended to hold up the roof. Where have I seen those before? Then his eyes dropped to regard Peter, who was eyeing
  him somewhat warily. He turned his attention back to the tavern: its rustic furniture, its leaded glass windows, its floor of pegged wooden planks. But finally it was the silverware that tipped him
  of. He picked up a fork and stared in amazement at the motif stamped into its handle: a raw geometric pattern inspired by Nordic runes. Jesus fucking Christ, he said.
  Dwinn!


  I beg your pardon? Peter said, aghast at how this was going.


  Wallace cracked upanother thing that, one suspected, he didnt do oftenand cast a glance at his laptop bag, which hed left sitting on the empty chair next to him.
  I could show you, he said. I could go to this place right now, in TRain.


  You play TRain? Peter inquired, seeing in this an opportunity for, at least, a conversational gambit.


  We all have our vices. Each brings its own brand of trouble. That connected with an addiction to TRain is less dangerous than many I could name. Speaking of which, what does a man
  have to do to get a club soda in this place? Wallace spoke with a Scottish accent, which came as a surprise to Peter and created a one-second time lag in all Peters responses as he
  worked to understand what Wallace had just said. But once hed parsed club soda, he turned in his chair, half rose, and secured the attention of a waiter.


  Peter did not yet like the way the conversation was going. Wallace had thrown him completely off-balance by making the conversation about TRain and had pressed him into service as drink
  fetcher. Now, though, Wallace changed his attitude a bit, explaining himself, as if educating Peter. Doing him a favor. This is the feast hall of King Oglo of the Northern Red Dwinn.
  Ive been in it ten, maybe fifteen times.


  You mean, your characters been in it.


  Yes, that is what I mean, said Wallace, and he didnt have to add you fucking shite-for-brains.


  Wallace had come into the place wearing an overcoat, a garment that Peter had seen only in movies. Probably the only overcoat within a two-hundred-kilometer radius. A gentlemans garment.
  About him were various other faint traces of white collarness. His red-going-white hair had been slicked back from his sun-mottled forehead, which sported a divot above the left temple where a skin
  cancer had been rooted out. Reading glasses hung on a gold chain from his neck. His shirt was open at the neck. Its sheer fabric would look good beneath a sharp suit but would afford him very
  little protection if he had to stop and change a tire. His right hand was anchored by a fat gold signet ring.


  I dont play TRain myself, Peter said, though this seemed pretty obvious by this point.


  What games do you play?


  I like snowboarding. Shooting. Sometimes I


  Thats not what Im asking. Im asking, whats your vice and what brand of trouble does it lead to? Wallace tapped his signet ring on the table.


  Peter was silent for a few moments.


  And dont try to tell me that there is none, because we both know why were here. Tap tap tap.


  Yeah, said Peter, but that doesnt mean its because of a vice.


  Wallace laughed, and not in the delighted way hed laughed when he had recognized that he was sitting in the feast hall of King Oglo. You reached me through certain individuals in
  Ukraine who are not exactly solid citizens. I checked you out. I have read all the postings you made, starting at the age of twelve, in hacker chat rooms, written in that ridiculous fucking
  spelling that you all use. Three years ago you went on record under your real name calling yourself a gray-hat hacker, which is as good as admitting that you were a black-hat before. And a year ago
  you signed on with this security consultancy where half of the founders have done time, for Christs sake.


  Look. What do you want me to say? Were here. Were having this meeting. We both know why. So its not like Ive been lying to you.


  Very true. What Im trying to establish is that you have been lying to everyone else, including, Id guess, your cappuccino girlfriend over there. And its
  helpful for me to know what vices or troubles led you to tell those lies.


  Why? Ive got what you came for.


  Thats what I am trying to establish.


  Peter reached into a large external pocket of his coat and pulled out a DVD case containing a single unmarked disk, white on top, iridescent purple on the bottom. Here it is.


  Wallace looked disgusted. Thats how you want to deliver it?


  Is there a problem?


  I brought a notebook computer. No DVD slot. Rather hoped youd bring it on a thumb drive.


  Peter considered this. I think that can be arranged. Hold on a second.


  THAT GUY JUST tasked your boyfriend, Richard remarked, shortly after Peter had sat down across from the stranger by the fire.


  Tasked?


  Gave him a job to do. Get the waiters attention. Order me a drink. Something of that nature.


  I dont follow.


  Its a tactic, Richard said. When youve just met someone and youre trying to feel them out. Give them a task and see how they react. If they accept the
  task, you can move on and give them a bigger one later.


  Is it a tactic you use?


  No, its manipulative. Either someone works for me or they dont. If they work for me, I can assign them tasks and its fine. If they dont work for me, then I
  have no business assigning them tasks.


  So youre saying that Peters friend is manipulating him.


  Acquaintance.


  Its some kind of business contact, Zula guessed.


  Then why didnt he just come out and say so?


  Thats a good question, Zula said. Hes probably afraid Id be mad at him if he interrupted our vacation for a business meeting.


  So he lied to you? Richard thought better of actually saying this. If he pushed too hard, he might get the opposite result from what he wanted.


  Besides, Peter was now headed back over to the table.


  Does either of you have a thumb drive I could use?


  The question hung there like an invisible cloud of flatulence.


  I want to transfer some pictures between computers, he explained.


  Richard and Zula and Peter had all been lounging around the place for a while, occasionally checking email or messing around with vacation photos, and so Richard had his laptop bag between his
  feet. He pulled it up into his lap and groped around in an external pocket. Here you go, he said.


  Ill get it right back to you, Peter said.


  Dont bother, Richard said, peeved, in a completely school-marmish way, by Peters failure to use the magic words. Its too small. I was going to buy a new
  one tomorrow. Just erase whatevers on it, okay?


  PETER RETURNED TO the table, pulled out his laptop, and inserted the thumb drive. His computer, a Linux machine, identified it as a Windows file system,
  which was just what he needed since Wallaces machine was also a Windows box. Finding several files in it, Peter erased them. Then he popped the DVD out of its case and pushed it into the
  slot.


  Why dont you just use the local copy on your machine? Wallace asked him.


  Ooh, good trick question! Peter said. Its like I told you. There is only one copy. Its on the DVD. I am not about ripping you of. The DVD appeared as an
  icon on his desktop. He opened it up, and it showed but a single file. He dragged that over to the thumb drives icon and waited for a few seconds as the files were transferred. Now,
  two copies, he said. He dismounted the thumb drive and removed it. Voil, he said, holding it up. The goods. As promised.


  Not until I agree that it is what you have claimed.


  Go ahead and check it out!


  Oh, Ive looked at the sample you sent. They were all legit credit card numbers, just like you said. Names, expiration dates, and all the rest.


  So what are you getting at?


  Provenance.


  Isnt that a city in Rhode Island?


  Since you are an autodidact, Peter, and I have a soft spot for autodidacts, Ill forgive you for not knowing the word. It means, where did the data come from?


  What does that matter, if its good data?


  Wallace sighed, sipped his club soda, and looked around the feast hall. As if willing forth the energy needed to go on with this stupid conversation. You are misconstruing this, young
  man. Im trying to help you.


  I wasnt aware I needed any help.


  This is proactive help. You understand? Retroactive helpthe kind youre thinking ofis throwing a drunk the life preserver after hes fallen
  of the pier. Proactive help is grabbing him by the belt and pulling him to safety before he falls.


  Why should you even give a shit?


  Because if you end up needing help, boy, owing to a problem with the provenance of these credit card numbers, then Im going to need it too.


  Peter spent a while working it out. Youre not in business for yourself.


  Wallace nodded, managing to look both encouraging and sour at the same time.


  Youre just running the errandacting as an agent, or somethingfor whoever it is thats really buying this.


  Wallace made expressive gestures, like an orchestra conductor, nearly knocking over his club soda.


  If something goes wrong, those people will be pissed off, and youre afraid of what theyll do, Peter continued.


  Wallace now went still and silent, which seemed to mean that Peter had at last come to the correct conclusion.


  Who are they?


  You cant possibly imagine that Im really going to tell you their names.


  Of course not.


  So why do you even ask, Peter?


  Youre the one who brought this into the conversation.


  They are Russians.


  You mean, like . . . Russian mafia? Peter was too fascinated, yet, to be scared.


   Russian mafia is an idiotic term. An oxymoron. Media crap. It is vastly more complicated than that.


  Well, but obviously . . .


  Obviously, Wallace agreed, if they are purchasing stolen credit card numbers from hackers, they are by definition engaging in organized criminal activity.


  The two men sat there silently for a minute while Peter thought about it.


  How these people come to engage in organized criminal activity is quite interesting and complicated. Youd find it fascinating to talk to them, if they had even the faintest
  interest in talking to you. I can assure you it has nothing in common with the Sicilian mafia.


  But you just got done threatening me. That sounds like . . .


  The cruelty and opportunism of the Russians are greatly overstated, Wallace said, but they contain a kernel of truth. You, Peter, have chosen to trade in illegal goods. In
  doing so, you are stepping outside of the structures of ordinary commerce, with its customer service reps, its mediators, its Angies list. If the transaction fails, your customers will not
  have any of the normal forms of recourse. Thats all Im saying. So even if youre a complete shite-for-brains with no regard for the safety of yourself or your girlfriend,
  Ill ask you to answer my question as to provenance, because I still have a choice as to whether Ill proceed with this transaction, and Ill not go into business with a
  shite-for-brains.


  Fine, Peter said. Im working with a network security consultancy. You already know that. We got hired by a clothing store chain to do a pen test.


  What, their pens werent writing?


  Penetration test. Our job was to find ways of penetrating their corporate networks. We found that one part of their website was vulnerable to a SQL injection attack. By exploiting
  that, we were able to install a rootkit on one of their servers and then use that as a beachhead on their internal network toto make a long story shortget root on the servers where
  they stored customer data and then prove that their credit card data was vulnerable.


  Sounds complicated.


  It took fifteen minutes.


  So these data youre trying to sell me are already compromised! Wallace said.


  No.


  You just told me that the client has been tipped off to the vulnerability!


  That client has been tipped off. Those numbers were compromised. These numbers are not those numbers.


  What are they, then?


  The website Ive been telling you about was set up by a contractor that subsequently went out of business.


  No wonder!


  Exactly. I looked through archived web pages and shareholder disclosures to learn the names of some of the other clients whod hired the same contractor to set up retail websites
  during the same period of time.


  Wallace thought about it, then nodded. Reckoning that it was all cookie-cutter.


  Yeah. All these sites are clones of each other, more or less, and since the contractor went belly-up, they havent been keeping up with security patches.


  Which is probably why you got hired to do the pen testing in the first place.


  Exactly. So I did find a lot of cookie-cutter sites that shared the same vulnerabilities, including one big one. A department store chain that you have heard of.


  And you then repeated the same attack.


  Yeah.


  Which is now traceable to that consultancy you work for and its computers.


  No no no, Peter said. I worked with some friends of mine in Eastern Europe; we ran the whole thing through other hosts, we anonymized everythingthere is absolutely no
  way that this could be traced to me.


  These friends of yours work for free?


  Of course not, theyre getting part of the money.


  You trust their discretion?


  Obviously.


  That explains why your initial contact with me came through Ukraine.


  Yes.


  Its good to have that loose end tied up, Wallace said primly. But the biggest loose end of all is still loose.


  And that is?


  Why are you doing this?


  Peter was stuck for an answer.


  Just tell me youre addicted to cocaine. Being blackmailed by your dominatrix. Its perfectly all right.


  Im upside down on my mortgage, Peter said.


  You mean on that hacker dump where you live?


  Its a commercial building in Seattle . . . an industrial neighborhood called Georgetown . . .


  Wallace nodded and quoted the address from memory.


  Peters face got hot. Okay, youve been checking me out. Thats fine. I acquired the space before the economy crashed. I use part of it as live/work space and lease out
  the rest. When the economy went south, vacancy rates went nuts and the property lost a lot of book value as well as not bringing in rent. But with this, I can make it right. Avoid
  foreclosure, fix a few things, sell it, be in position to buy . . .


  A real house where a female might actually want to live? Wallace asked. For Peter, in spite of willing himself not to, had let his eyes stray momentarily in the direction of
  Zula.


  You have to understand, Peter began.


  Ah, but Peter, I dont wish to understand.


  Seattle is full of these peopleno smarter than meno harder working than me


  Who are zillionaires because they got lucky. Peter! Listen to me carefully, Wallace said. Ive already told you who I work for. How do you think I feel?


  That left Peter silent long enough for Wallace to add, And did I make it clear enough that I dont give a shite?


  You give a shit about tying up those loose ends.


  Ah, yes. Thank you for bringing me back to important topics, Wallace said. He checked his watch. I got here about half an hour ago. If youd been watching the parking
  lot, youd have seen two vehicles pull in. One is mine. Nice little ragtop, not so well adapted for these roads, but it got me here. The other a black Suburban with a couple of Russians in
  it. We parked on either side of your orange 2008 Scion xB. One of the Russians, a technical boy not much less talented than you, opened up his laptop and established a connection to the Internet
  using the lodges Wi-Fi network. He is sitting there now waiting for me. If we go through with this transaction, Ill be in the backseat of that Suburban about thirty seconds later
  handing him this thumb drive. And he has got, what dyou call them, scripts that can go through your data and check those credit card numbers fast. And if he finds anything
  wrong, why then the retribution that I was warning you of, a few minutes ago, will have been completed before your liver has had time to metabolize that swallow of Mountain Dew you just
  enjoyed.


  Peter took another swallow of Mountain Dew. I have the same scripts, he said, and I just ran them on this data a few hours ago. My friends in Eastern Europe have been
  keeping an eye on things too; theyd let me know if there was a problem. Im scared of the people you work for, Mr. Wallace, and I wish I had never gotten into this; but one thing
  Im not worried about at all is the integrity of the data Im selling you.


  Very well then.


  Peter set the thumb drive on the table and slid it across to Wallace.


  Wallace drew a laptop from his bag and opened it up on the table. He inserted the thumb drive. Its icon appeared on the screen. He double-clicked it to reveal a single Excel file entitled
  data. Wallace dragged that folder into his Documents icon and watched for a few seconds as the little on-screen animation reassured him that the transfer was taking
  place. As this was happening, he remarked: There is another way that this could go wrong, of course. Already alluded to in this conversation.


  And that is . . . ?


  Perhaps this is not the only copy of the data? Perhaps youll double your money, or triple it, by selling it to others?


  Peter shrugged. Theres no way I can prove that this is the only copy.


  I understand. But your Ukrainian colleagues?


  Theyve never even seen this stuff. When we ran the exploit, the files went straight to my laptop.


  Where you have retained a copy, just in case?


  No. Then Peter looked a bit uncertain. Except for this. He ejected the DVD from his laptop. Would you like it?


  I would like to see it destroyed.


  Easy enough. Peter bent the disk into a U and squeezed it hard, trying to snap it. This required a surprising amount of effort. Finally it made an explosive crack and fell
  apart into two halves, but several shards went flying onto the table and the floor. Fuck! Peter said. He dropped the two jagged semicircles onto the table and held up his right hand
  to display a cut on the base of the thumb, about half an inch long, with blood welling out of it.


  Do you think you could try to be a little more conspicuous? Wallace asked. He had opened up the new data file and verified that it consisted of line after line of
  names, addresses, credit card numbers, and expiration dates. He scrolled all the way to the end and verified that it contained hundreds of thousands of records.


  Then he pulled the thumb drive out of his machine and flicked it into the fire burning a few feet away from them. Peter, who was sucking on his self-inflicted laceration, couldnt help
  glancing over in the direction of Richard and Zula.


  With his foot, Wallace shoved a small duffel bag across the floor until it contacted Peters ankle. Should pay for a few Band-Aids with enough left over to buy Uncle Dick a new
  thumb drive. But how youll pay off your mortgage with hundred-dollar bills Ill never know.


  Turns out Uncle Dick knows something about it. Peter had taken his hand from his mouth and now pressed the bleeding wound against the icy cold side of his Mountain Dew glass.


  You know this of your own personal knowledge, or Wikipedia? Wallace asked.


  Just so you know, he has a lot of problems with his Wikipedia entry.


  As would I, Wallace said, were it mine. Answer my question.


  Richard doesnt talk about the old days. Not to me anyway.


  What, he doesnt think youre worthy of his niece? Wallace said in a tone of mock wonderment. Richard Forthrast went straight a long time ago. Hell not
  help you with your embarrassment of hundred-dollar bills.


  He found a way, Peter said. So can I.


  Peter. Before we part ways, hopefully forever, Id like to speak with you briefly about something.


  Go ahead.


  I can see that youve spoken forthrightly. So now I want to respond in kind and tell you that all that stuff about the Russians was just BS. A scare tactic, pure and
  simple.


  I figured that out already.


  How, exactly?


  A minute ago you said you were going to give the thumb drive to a Russian hacker in the backseat of the Suburban. But just now you threw it in the fire.


  Clever boy. So I neednt tell you that there is no Suburban in the parking lot. You can look for yourself.


  Peter did not look. He was almost excessively ready to believe Wallace.


  I am in business for myself, Wallace said. A small-timer without the muscle to back up my business, and so I have to play these mind games sometimes, as a way of judging
  peoples sincerity. It worked in this case. I can see that you have played me straight. Otherwise it would have come through in your eyes.


  Thats okay, Peter said. We used to watch this stupid program called Scared Straight. I think you scared me straight just now.


  Oh really! Wallace drawled. Youve turned a new leaf! This was your last big score! Youre getting out now. Going on the straight and narrow path, like Richard
  Forthrast.


  He did it . . . Peter began.


   . . . so can you, Wallace finished. I think that is all bollocks, but I shall take my leave now and wish you luck.


  IS PETER A drug user? Richard asked.


  No, hes straight edge, Zula said with a quick roll of the eyes and air quotes. Why?


  Because that looked like a drug transaction to me.


  She looked back over her shoulder. Really? In what way?


  Just something about the psychological dynamic.


  She gave him a penetrating look through her glasses.


  Which I admit doesnt explain the antics with the thumb drive and trying to kill himself with a DVD, he allowed.


  She averted her gaze and shrugged.


  Never mind, he continued.


  So D-squared lowered the boom on Skeletor about the apostrophes.


  Yeah. A well-planned attack, Id say. And it led to, among other things, the change where Duinn became Dwinn.


  Gosh, the way people talk about it on the Internet . . .


  Youd think it was a much bigger deal. No. Not at the time, anyway. But this is how history is done now. People wait until they have a need for some history and then they customize
  it to suit their purposes. A year ago? Only the most hard-core TRain geeks would have heard of the Apostropocalypse and it would be considered a footnote. Maybe amusing at most.


  But ever since the Forces of Brightness went all Pearl Harbor against the Earthtone Coalition


  Its become important in retrospect, Richard said, and its been blown up into this big thing. But really? It was just an excruciatingly awkward dinner.
  Duinn got changed into Dwinn. Supposedly for linguistic reasons. But it set a precedent that Don Donald had the authority to change things that Devin had done in the world.


  Which he then went on to abuse?


  According to the Forces of Brightness, Richard said. But the fact is that D-squared has been discreet, restrained, only changed things in places where Devin really pissed
  down his leg. Things that Devin himself would have changed, had he gone back and reread his work and thought about it a little harder. So its mostly not a big deal.


  To you maybe, Zula said, but to Devin?


  Richard thought about it. At the time, he really acted like he didnt care.


  But maybe he really did, Zula said, and has been plotting his revenge ever since. Hiding things deep in the Canon. Details of history that Geraldine and her staff
  wouldnt necessarily put together into a bigger picture. But his fansto them it was like a dog whistle.


  Richard shrugged and nodded. Then he noticed that Zula was gazing at him. Waiting for more.


  You dont care! she finally exclaimed. Then a smile.


  I did at first, he admitted. I was shocked at first. One of my characters got ganked, you know. Attacked without warning by other characters in his party. Cut down while
  he was defending them. So of course that was upsetting at the time. And the furor, the anger over the last couple of monthshow could you not get caught up in that, a little?
  ButIm running a business.


  And the War of Realignment is making money?


  Hand over fist.


  Whos making money hand over fist? asked Peter, breaking in on them. He unslung a black nylon duffel bag and placed it on his lap as he sat down. He was gripping a rolled-up
  wad of paper napkins, applying direct pressure to his DVD wound.


  You ask an interesting question, said Richard, looking Peter in the eye.


  Just joking, Peter said, immediately breaking eye contact.


  Well, said Zula, and tapped her phone to check the time. Could you take a picture of me and my uncle before we hit the road?


  AS GOOGLE MAPS made dispiritingly clear, there was no good way to drive from that part of B.C. to Seattle, or anywhere for that matter; all the
  mountain ranges ran perpendicular to the vectors of travel.


  The Schlosss access road took them across the dam and plugged them in to the beginning of a provincial two-laner that followed the left bank of the river to the southern end of the big
  lake Kootenay: a deep sliver of water trapped between the Selkirks and the Purcells. It teed into a larger highway in the middle of Elphinstone, a nicely restored town of about ten thousand
  residents, nine thousand of whom seemed to work in dining establishments. A gas stop there developed into a half-hour break for Thai food. Peter talked hardly at all. Zula was used to long silences
  from him. In principle she didnt mind it, since between her phone, her ebook reader, and her laptop she never really felt lonely, even on long drives in the mountains. But usually when Peter
  was quiet for a long time it was because he was thinking about some geek thing that he was working on, which made him cheerful. His silence on the drive down from Schloss Hundschttler had
  been in a different key.


  From Elphinstone they would go west over the Kootenay Pass. After that, they would have to choose the lesser of two evils where routing was concerned. They could go south and cross the border at
  Metaline Falls. This would inject them into the extreme northeastern corner of Washington, from which they could work their way down to Spokane in a couple of hours and thence bomb right across the
  state on I-90. That was the route theyd taken when theyd come here on Friday. Or


  I was thinking, said Peter, after hed spent fifteen minutes twirling his pad thai around his fork and attempting to burn a hole through the table with his gaze, that
  we should go through Canada.


  He was talking about an alternate route that would take them across the upper Columbia, through the Okanagans, and eventually to Vancouver, whence they could cross the border and plug in to the
  northern end of I-5.


  Why? Zula asked.


  Peter gazed at her for the first time since theyd sat down. He was almost wounded by the question. It seemed for a moment as if hed get defensive. Then he shrugged and broke eye
  contact.


  Later, as Peter was driving them west, Zula put away her useless electronics (for phone coverage was expensive in Canada and the ebook reader couldnt be seen in the dark) and just stared
  out the windshield and replayed the encounter in her head. It pivoted around that word should. If hed said, It would be fun to go a new way, or Id like to go
  through Canada just for the hell of it, she would not have come back with Why? since shed been thinking along similar lines herself. But hed said, We should go through
  Canada, which was an altogether different thing. And the way hed deflected her question afterward put her in mind of the way hed behaved around that stranger in the tavern. Uncle
  Richards question about a drug deal had irritated her at the time. Peters look, his clothing, the way he acted, caused older people to make wrong assumptions about who he was. But she
  knew perfectly well that he was a sweet and decent guy and that he never put anything stronger than Mountain Dew into his body.


  Should. What possible difference could it make? The Metaline Falls border crossing was rinky-dink to be sure, but by the same token, it was little used, and so you rarely had to wait. The
  border guards were so lonely they practically ran out and hugged you. The Vancouver crossings were among the largest and busiest on the whole border.


  He was avoiding something.


  That was the one thing about Peter. If something made him uneasy, hed dodge around it. And he was good at that. Probably didnt even know that he was dodging. It was just how
  he instinctively made his way in the world. He wasnt an Artful Dodger. More of an Artless Dodger, guileless and unaware. As a young child Zula had seen some of that behavior in Eritrea,
  where confronting your problems head-on wasnt always the smartest way; the patriarch of her refugee group had devised a strategy for getting even with the Ethiopians that revolved around
  walking barefoot across the desert to Sudan, checking into a refugee camp long enough to make his way to America, starting a life there, getting rich (at least by Horn of Africa standards), and
  sending money back to Eritrea to fund the ongoing war effort.


  But the Forthrasts came out of a different tradition where, no matter what the problem, there was a logical and levelheaded behavior for dealing with it. Ask your minister. Ask your
  scoutmaster. Ask your guidance counselor.


  Peter had been really troubled on the drive down the lake shore to Elphinstone, then hugely relieved when they had opted for the western route. By going west, he had effected some sort of
  dodge.


  To avoid some scary-looking, switchbacky stuff in the Okanagansperhaps not the best choice, in the middle of the night, and at this time of yearthey shot up north and connected
  with a bigger, straighter highway at Kelowna. There they stopped at a gas station/convenience store, and Peter took the exceptional step of buying coffee. Zula made the hopeless suggestion that she
  be allowed to drive and Peter offered her an alternative role: Talk to me and keep me awake. Which she could only laugh at since he hadnt said a word. But from Kelowna onward
  she did try to talk to him. They ended up talking mostly about nerd stuff, since that was the only area where, once he got going, the words would really tumble out of him for hours. He was
  perpetually interested in the underlying security apparatus of TRain and how it might be vulnerable and how, therefore, he might be able to improve it, while charging them money for the
  service and making him look very good to his new employer. Zula was perpetually unable to talk about it much because she had signed an NDA of awesome length and intimidating detail, something on
  which no minister, scoutmaster, or guidance counselor could ever have given sage advice. She could talk about what had been made public, which was that her boss, Pluto, was the Keeper of the Key,
  the sole person on earth who knew a certain encryption key that was changed every month and that was used to digitally sign all the fantasy-geological output of his world-generating algorithm. It
  was sort of like the signature of the Treasurer of the United States that was printed on every dollar bill to certify that it was genuine. Because the output of Plutos code dictated, among
  other things, how much gold was in each wheelbarrow of ore dug out by Dwinn miners. Zula had not been hired to work so much on the precious-metals part of the systemher job was computational
  fluid dynamics simulations of magma flowbut she had to touch those security measures every day, and Peter was forever posing hypothetical questions about them and how they might be
  breachednot by him but by hypothetical black-hat hackers that he could be paid to outwit.


  That got them awake and alive to Abbotsford, still something like an hour outside of Vancouver, but grazing the U.S. border, and in some ways a more logical place to cross. They stopped, not for
  gas, but because Peters bladder was full, and the stop turned into a long one as Peter used his PDA to check the waiting times at various border crossings. Meanwhile Zula went in and bought
  junk food. When she came out, he had the back of the vehicle open and was fussing with something back there. She heard zippers, the rustle of plastic. You want to drive? he asked
  her.


  Ive been telling you for six hours that Id be happy to drive, she pointed out mildly.


  Just thought you might have changed your mind or something, but I would really like to rest my eyes and might even go to sleep, he said, which Zula did not intuitively believe
  since to her he seemed to have a pretty serious buzz on. But something clicked in her head to the effect that he was dodging again. The act of driving across the border was triggering his dodging
  instinct. It had happened as they had neared the fork in the road at Elphinstone and was now happening again. She agreed to drive.


  Its the Peace Arch, he said. We want the Peace Arch crossing.


  Theres one, like, two miles from where we are now.


  Peace Arch has less traffic.


  Whatever then.


  So she began driving them the last few dozen kilometers west, to the Peace Arch crossing, which was actually right on salt water: the farthest they could go, the longest they could delay the
  crossing. Peter, after a few minutes, leaned his seat back and closed his eyes and stopped moving. Though Zula had slept with him more than a few times and knew that this was not his pattern when
  it came to sleeping.


  The electronic signs on the highway said that the so-called Truck Crossingjust a few miles to the east of the Peace Arch crossingwas actually less crowded and so she went that way.
  Only two cars were ahead of them in the inspection lane, which probably meant a wait of less than a minute.


  Peter?


  Yeah?


  Got your passport?


  Yeah, its in my pocket. Hey. Where are we?


  The border.


  This is the Truck Crossing.


  Yes. Less wait time here.


  I was kind of thinking Peace Arch.


  Why does it matter? Only one car to go. Why dont you get out your passport?


  Here. You can give it to the guard. Peter handed his passport to Zula, then settled back into a position of repose. Tell him Im asleep, okay?


  Youre not asleep.


  I just think that were less likely to get a hassle if they think Im asleep.


  What hassle? When is there ever a hassle at this border? Its like driving between North and South Dakota.


  Work with me.


  Then close your eyes and stop moving, she said, and he can see for himself that youre asleep, or pretending to be. But if I state the obvioushes
  sleepingits just going to seem weird. Why does it matter?


  Peter pretended to sleep and did not respond.


  The car ahead of them moved on into the United States, and the green light came on to signal them forward. Zula pulled up.


  How many in the car? asked the guard. Citizenship? He shone the flashlight on Peter. Your friends going to have to wake up.


  Two of us. U.S.


  How long have you been in Canada?


  Three days.


  Bringing anything back?


  No, Zula said.


  Just a bag of coffee. Some junk food, said Peter.


  Welcome home, said the guard, and turned on the green light.


  Zula accelerated south. Peter motored his seat back upright and rubbed his face.


  Want your passport back?


  Sure, thanks.


  Its like two hours to Seattle, Zula said. Maybe thats long enough for you to explain why you have been fucking with me all day.


  Peter actually seemed startled that she had figured out that he was fucking with her, but he made no attempt to protest his innocence.


  A few minutes later, after she had merged into traffic on I-5, he said, I did something hyperstupid. Maybe even relationship-endingly stupid, for all that I know.


  Who was that guy in the tavern? He had something to do with it, right?


  Wallace. Lives in Vancouver. As far as I can tell from his trail on the Internet, hes an accountant. Trained in Scotland. Immigrated to Canada in the 1980s.


  Did you do some kind of job for him? Some kind of security gig?


  Peter was silent for a little while.


  Look, Zula said, I just want to know what is in this car that you were so nervous about taking across the border.


  Money, he said. Cash in excess of ten thousand dollars. I was supposed to declare it. I didnt. He leaned back, heaved a sigh. But now were safe.
  Were across the border. We


  Who is we in this case? Am I some sort of accomplice?


  Not legally, since you didnt know. But


  So was I ever in danger? Where does this come from, this were safe thing? Zula did not often get angry, but when she did, it was a slow inexorable
  building.


  Wallace is just a little weird, he said. Some things he saidI dont know. Look. I realized I was making a mistake even while I was doing this. Hated every
  minute of it. But then it was done and I had the money and we were on the road, headed for the border, and I started to think about the implications.


  So you wanted to find a border crossing that was busy, she said.


  Yeah. So theyd be more pressed for time, less likely to search the car.


  When you checked the crossing times at Abbotsford


  I was looking for the crossings that were busiest.


  Unbelievable.


  She drove for a while, thinking through the day. Why did you do it at the Schloss?


  It was Wallaces idea. We were trying to match up our travel schedules. I mentioned Id be there. He jumped at it. Didnt seem to mind driving all the way out from
  Vancouver in the winter. Now I realize that he didnt want to cross the border with the cash. He wanted to saddle me with that little problem.


  What kind of an accountant pays for security consulting services in cash?


  Peter said nothing.


  Zula was working through it. Hundred-dollar bills. One hundred of them would make ten thousand bucks. That would be a bundle roughly how thick? Not that thick. Not that difficult to hide in a
  car.


  He was carrying more than that. A lot more. Shed seen odd behavior connected with his luggage. Rearranging something at Abbotsford.


  Hold on a sec, Zula said. You charge two hundred bucks an hour. It would take fifty hours of work to add up to ten thousand dollars. My sense, though, is that you are
  carrying a lot more than ten thousand. Which means a lot more than fifty hours of work. But you just havent been that busy lately. Youve been fixing up your building. You just spent a
  whole week hanging drywall. When could you have logged that many hours?


  And so then the story did come out.


  ZULAS PREDICTION WAS right. It did give them something to talk about all the way back to Seattle.


  Peter was right too; it was a relationship termination event. Not so much what hed done in the pastthough that was pretty stupidbut what hed done today: the
  ridiculous drama about crossing the border.


  The real kiss of death, though, was that he invoked Uncle Richard.


  It happened when they were somewhere around Everett, about to enter into the northern suburbs of Seattle. He sensed that he had ten, maybe fifteen miles in which to plead his case. Which he
  attempted to do by bringing up all the weird stuff that Richard Forthrast had done, or was rumored to have done, in his past. Zula seemed to get along just fine with Uncle Richard, sothe
  argument wentwhat was her problem with Peter now?


  It was then that she cut him off in midsentence and said that it was over. She said it with a certainty and a conviction in her voice and her face that left him fascinated and awed. Because
  guys, at least of his age, didnt have the confidence to make major decisions from their gut like that. They had to build a superstructure of rational thought on top of it. But not Zula. She
  didnt have to decide. She just had to pass on the news.
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