

 
 



[image: 1]
[image: 9781599904177_opt_0001_001]
John Hulme and Michael Wexler 

illustrations by Gideon Kendall





[image: 9781599904177_opt_0001_002]


To Everyone Who Believed 



Contents 

Preface

0. High Pressure

1. The Best Job in The World

2. When Duty Calls

3. The Mission Inside the Mission 

4. The Slumber Party

5. Thibadeau Freck

6. Back in The World

7. Your Worst Nightmare

8. Ripple Effect

9. A Glimmer of Hope

10. The Glitch in Sleep

11. Ripple Effect (Reprise)

12. A Dream Come True

14. A Good Night’s Sleep

Epilogue

Appendix A

Appendix B

Appendix C



DEPARTMENT OF LEGAL AFFAIRS, THE SEEMS 

Non-Disclosure Agreement (NDA) 
[Form #1504-3] 

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN:

I. THE FOLLOWING INFORMATION TO BE REPRINTED HEREIN, WITH REFERENCE TO OR INDEMNIFICATION OF THE SEEMS, ANY OF ITS DEPARTMENTS, SUBSIDIARIES, ACTIVITIES, MACHINERIES, EMPLOYEES, EFFECTS UPON THE WORLD, OR PECULIARS OR SPECIFICS HEREIN, IS THE EXPRESS WRITTEN PROPERTY OF THE SEEMS, AND ANY REPUBLICATION, RETRANSMISSION, RECONVERSATION, REPROMULGATION, REGURGITATION, OR RECAPITULATION ENACTED BY ANY READER OF THIS TEXT IS HEREBY PROHIBITED, RECOMMENDED AGAINST, SEVERELY DISCOURAGED, OUTLAWED, BANNED, AND FORBIDDEN. IN OTHER WORDS, KEEP IT TO YOURSELF.

II. THE FOLLOWING INFORMATION TO BE REPRINTED HEREIN AND IN FACT IS REPRINTED HEREIN ALBEIT PRIMA FACIE A PRIORI TRUE, IS, CAN, AND WILL BE SOLELY INDEMNIFIED BY FACT OF THE SEEMS AND ALL SUBSIDIARY RIGHTS ARE SUBJECT TO DEFINITION REQUIRING THE EXPRESS WRITTEN CONSENT OF SEEMS SUBSIDIARY OR THOSE THEREIN REQUITED. ALL AND ANY INFORMATION REPUBLISHED HEREIN IS AND WILL BE MUTUALLY DENIED OR REMANDED BY FORCE AND RECOGNIZES ITSELF TO BE SUCH. AS FORBIDDEN UNDER RULE 643B, CODE 7, PARAGRAPH 4, LINES 8–15 OF THE RULEBOOK, COPYRIGHT SEEMSBURY PRESS, XXMBVJII.

III. ALL DEPARTMENTS, TOOLS, NAMES, LOCATIONS, DIRECTIONS, CAREERS, JOB CHOICES, INFORMATION ABOUT THE WORLD AND THE FUNCTIONING OF THE WORLD, THE INNER WORKINGS, FIXERS, BRIEFERS, THE SEEMS, THE TRUE NATURE OF THE UNIVERSE, THE POWERS THAT BE, THE RELATIVE BENEVOLENCE OR MALEVOLENCE OF THE PLAN, ANY HISTORICAL INFORMATION, PAST MISSIONS, FUTURE IMPLICATIONS, AND EXPLANATIONS OF THE WAY THINGS WORK ARE HEREBY INTENDED AND RELEASED ONLY (!) TO THE UNDERSIGNED INDIVIDUAL WHO POSSESSES THIS TEXT.

SIGNATURE OF THIS DOCUMENT BINDS THE SIGNATOR TO THE UNBRIDLED CONFIDENTIALITY OF THE SEEMS OR, SHOULD THEY REPEAT THE INFORMATION BARED HEREIN, ANY AND ALL RETALIATION BY THE POWERS THAT BE AND SEEMSIAN ENTITIES MAY BE ENFORCED. SUCH PENALTIES FOR THE UNSPECIFIED RELEASE OF SENSITIVE SEEMSIAN INFORMATION INCLUDE, BUT ARE NOT LIMITED TO, REMOVAL OF L.U.C.K., CEASING OF BIG IDEAS, WITHHOLDING OF SLEEP, DENIAL OF CERTAIN PUBLIC WORK SPECTACLES, LACK OF OVERSIGHT BY CASE WORKER, DOWNGRADING OF THREAD IMPORTANCE WITHIN CHAIN-OF-EVENT CONSTRUCTION, ETC.

IV. THIS DOCUMENT IS DRAFTED BY THE LEGAL AFFAIRS DEPARTMENT OF THE SEEMS AND IS VALID UNDER THE LAWS THEREIN. BY AGREEING TO THIS DOCUMENT, YOU WILL BE PRIVY TO INFORMATION NOT PRIVY TO OTHERS, HOWEVER NO OTHER GOVERNING BODY, COURT, LEGAL SERVICE, STATUTE, WRIT, OR CERTIFICATE OF HABEUS CORPUS WILL BE ALLOWABLE IN THE COURT OF PUBLIC OPINION. TO MAKE A LONG STORY SHORT: THIS DOCUMENT SUPERSEDES ALL LAWS OF THE WORLD FOR NOW AND IN PERPETUITY UNTIL THE END OF TIME, SHOULD IT OCCUR, OR NOT.

V. THESE INCIDENCES, SHOULD THEY OCCUR, CARRY WITH THEM DOUBLE PENALTIES INCLUDING, BUT NOT LIMITED TO, TIME SERVED IN SEEMSBERIA, COMMUNITY SERVICE IN THE FLAVOR MINES, OR COMPLETE REHABILITATION, PER ORDER BY THE COURT OF PUBLIC OPINION, ESQ.



X ____________________________ 

SIGNATURE OF READER 



____________________ 

DATE 




[image: 9781599904177_opt_0006_001]


Preface 

Ever since the beginning of Time, people have endeavored to understand what makes The World tick. How does it work? Where did it come from? And most of all, who built it in the first place?

Charles Darwin had a theory, which he called “evolution.” Plato told his students it was just a play of shadows on the wall. And Buddha said that life is suffering, so you might as well have fun.

Confucius, Galileo, Black Elk, Einstein, Jung, Al-Kindi— prophets and visionaries all—each of whom contributed to the greater understanding of The World we live in today.

Unfortunately, all of them were wrong.
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 High Pressure

Village of Covas, Minho, Portugal

The sun beat mercilessly on Alvarro Gutierrez as he reached down and let the parched earth slip through his fingers. All around him the soil was dry and lifeless, his crops browned and withering.

“Dame la barra que adivina, Sancho.” (Give me the divining rod, Sancho.)

Alvarro’s six-year-old son handed him the ancient twig that was naturally the shape of a fork. The farmer gripped the ends and held them close to his body, then extended the stem outward and performed the time-honored ritual of divination. He knew in his heart that the rumors of an underground spring were just that—rumors—but he had to try something. Or else . . .

“Nothing.” Alvarro tossed the stick aside in disgust. “There is nothing there.”

Sancho’s eyes fell to the ground.

“What are we going to do, Poppa?”

Alvarro gathered himself, for he knew it scared Sancho to see him so beaten. He still hoped to pass this land on to the boy someday, as his father had done to him, and his father before that. All told, this farm had been home to the Gutierrez family for nine generations, but if another harvest was lost, the shared dreams of his ancestors would come to an end with him.

“Don’t worry, Sancho. The rain will come.” Alvarro forced a smile. “You’ll see, the rain will come.”

But the sky was clear and blue.

Rain Tower, Department of Weather, The Seems 

Becker Drane had barely stepped onto the roof of the skyscraper, when the Station Chief was already in his face.

“You’re late.” The supervisor’s tie was undone and sweat beaded off his brow. “Didn’t they tell you to get here ASAP?” 

“I’m sorry—there was nothing I could do.”

This was the truth, but the details were too embarrassing to share. Becker had been stuck at Rachel Adler’s bat mitzvah at The Pines Manor and there was no way to get away without being spotted by a rabbi or chaperone. But that was no excuse, especially at a time like this.

“Is my Fixer here yet?”

“Already up top, with three of my best men.”

Becker glanced skyward. An elevator shaft led high into the air and ended at the top of a gigantic wooden water tower.  Stenciled on the side in fading blue paint was the hallowed symbol of this department—clouds parting in front of a radiant sun.

“Hurry up, kid,” begged the Chief. “If we don’t get this back online, we’re gonna have another Gobi on our hands!”

Without a second thought, Becker was locking the cage of the rickety lift and pushing the lever toward “Up.” At twelve years, six months, and eleven days, he was the youngest Briefer on the Duty Roster, but that did not exempt him from the rigors of the job. Today, he had been called into Weather because a large amount of Rain Water earmarked for the Iberian Peninsula had failed to reach its destination, and the cause remained unknown. In situations such as these, a specialist was called in—a member of an elite corps, who could get the job done when no one else could.

They were known as Fixers.



The lift arrived with a rusty clank and Becker stepped onto the top of the Tower. He was not yet a Fixer by any means, but being a Briefer was the next best thing. It required two years of Training in and of itself, and gave one the distinct honor of being a Fixer’s right-hand man (or woman).

“Over here!”

Up ahead, four figures stood huddled in the mist. Three were Weathermen—crack meteorologists wearing Badges with the same insignia as the Tower—and the fourth, a twentysomething girl, with double-braided pig-tails and flip-flops on her feet.

“Glad you could make it, Briefer Drane.”

Great. If matters weren’t bad enough already, the Fixer assigned to this Mission was Cassiopeia Lake.

“Yes, sir. I mean, ma’am. I mean, sir. Sorry I’m late.”

Back in The World, “Casey” worked at a surf shop in Australia, but here in The Seems, she was practically a living legend. Becker had only met her a few times before, but he had studied her career in great detail—all Briefers had, because most of them either wanted to be Casey Lake or had a major crush on her. (Or both.)

“Stuck at White Castle again, mate?”

“Yessir—Sliders were tasty.” Becker breathed a sigh of relief because she didn’t seem to be pissed. “What’s the 411?”

“Not sure yet. The boys were just filling me in.”

At the feet of the Weathermen was an open manhole that led into the cavernous tank below. This was the same Tower that held all of the World’s precious Rain, and it was closely guarded to ensure the water within was kept both safe and clean.

“At first we thought it was just a Dry Spell . . .” Weatherman #1 tried to keep his cool. “But when we ran a diagnostic, the sensors reported nothing was leaving the tank.”

“This is bad, man. This is really bad!”

Weathermen #2 and #3 were younger (and hipper) than the more straight-laced #1, and though they had big ideas for the future of Weather, they were not as experienced in the clutch. 

“If we don’t fix the problem soon,” shouted #3, “Sectors 48 to 60 could be parched forev—”

“Relax,” said Casey, taking control. “How far down to the water?”

“Could be a ways,” reported #1, “we’re almost at the end of the Rainy Season.”

Casey reached into her messenger bag, which was embroidered with the logo of the Fixers—a double-sided wrench inside a circle. Inside that bag were all the Tools one would ever need, but all she pulled out this time was a small black stone. A few long seconds later, a distant splash could be heard in the darkness below.

“Never a dull moment.” She smiled mischievously at Becker. Only Casey Lake could be psyched about making a free-fall jump of this magnitude, with no clue of what was waiting at the bottom.

But that’s why she was the best.



SPLASH!

When Becker’s stomach returned to its rightful home, he was submerged in icy-cold rainwater. Fortunately, both of them had brought along their standard-issue wetsuits, which kept them warm as they prepared to dive below.

“You okay?” asked Casey, spit-cleaning the window of her mask.

“Yeah, that was awesome,” claimed Becker, but in truth, he was still shaking from the plunge. He had to pull himself together, though, for there was still a body of water beneath them the size of a lake. “You hear that?”

A vibration rippled through the Rain, along with a mechanical thrum from somewhere down below.

“Sounds like the Regulator Pump,” surmised Casey. “We’d better get down there quick.”

Becker nodded, and bit down on his mouthpiece hard. Though he had been on sixteen Missions before, this one  had come through with a Degree of Difficulty of 8.2 and the Dispatcher had mentioned the distinct possibility of foul play.

“Stay frosty,” warned Fixer Lake before she dropped beneath the surface.

“Staying frosty, sir.”

With flashlight in hand, he followed her down into the murky depths.



By the time they reached the bottom, the pressure was intense, yet that was the least of their concerns. The Regulator Pump— a hydraulic turbine built into the floor—was doing its best to churn out Rain, but the water wasn’t going anywhere. And it wasn’t difficult to see why.

Someone had jammed a giant cork into the drainpipe that led to The World.

“Maybe we should call for backup?” asked Becker over the intercom.

“No time,” said Casey. “Recommendation?”

Back in the Day, Briefers had merely been in charge of delivering the Mission Report (“briefing” the Fixer), but since then, the job had evolved. Now they also handled small repairs, Tool recommendations, and general assistance in all its various and sundry forms.

“Corkscrew™1?” Becker suggested.

“Agreed.”

From inside her Toolkit, Casey pulled out a metal contraption, which unfolded to become nearly six feet tall. It was the old-fashioned kind, silver, with the two extending arms (not the newfangled kind that do all the work for you) and it took all of their combined strength to manually drill the bit into the cork. But with each grunting twist, the screw sank deeper and the mechanical arms rose higher, like a swimmer preparing to dive.

“Slow down,” said Casey, when they’d reached the halfway point. “The minute this thing comes free, the water’s gonna move pretty fas—”

“Did you see that?”

A large chunk of cork had broken off from the screw, and Becker thought he’d caught a glimpse of something that broke away with it. He swam over to take a closer look, and sure enough, there it was—a tiny glass capsule bobbing along the bottom of the tank.

“What do you got?” asked Casey.

Becker picked up the tube and looked inside. There was a piece of paper, rolled up like a scroll.

“Looks like a note.”

As he cautiously removed the rubber stopper, the first hint of concern spread across Casey’s face.

“Be careful. Somebody put that there so we would find it.” 

In all truth, Becker should have seen it coming. Yes, he’d read the memo about an increase in Booby Traps and no, he didn’t miss the slight tingling on the back of his neck, but on that night he was still a Briefer and not as in tune with his 7th  Sense as he someday would be. So it caught him completely by surprise when he unwrapped the message to see what was printed inside:



BOOM.

“Casey, look out—”

But it was too late.



“What was that?”

Back at topside, the ground was still shaking, and Weathermen #2 and #3 had begun to freak.

“The whole Tower’s gonna blow!”

“And once that happens it’s game over, man! Game over!” 

But Weatherman #1 had been through a number of Tropical Depressions, Winter Storm Warnings, and other hard nights like this (which is why he’d been promoted to Weatherman #1).

“Don’t worry, Freddy. They’ll Fix it.”

He placed a reassuring hand on #3’s shoulder.

“They always do.”



When Becker came to, the first thing he saw was his Briefcase, floating aimlessly a few feet out of reach. His head was still spinning, and he felt as if he were stuck in a Dream—the same horrible nightmare he had had so many times in Training, where he had blown a Mission that cost The World dearly. But  when he saw the shattered wood on the bottom of the tank, everything came back in a flash.

The cork had been packed with explosives, cued to detonate after the capsule came free. The force of the blast had sent Becker tumbling, while Casey and what remained of the cork were driven straight up toward the surface, where they had vanished in the gloom.

“Drane to Fixer Lake, come in! Drane to Fixer Lake!”

Nothing but static.

“Casey, you okay?”

Still nothing. Even if she had survived the explosion, chances were she was out of commission. But there was no time to go in search of the Fixer, for the Mission had taken a terrible turn.

Just as Casey had predicted, the removal of the cork combined with the buildup in pressure had caused a devastating whirlpool. Water was rushing down through the drain, straight toward Sectors 48 to 60, and though that might seem like a good thing, it was in fact quite the opposite. With nothing to control the flow, the entire World’s supply of Rain could be dumped on southern Europe in a single burst—unleashing a deluge that hadn’t been seen since the days of the Great Flood.2 There was no one left to stop the disaster other than Becker Drane, and he had to do it now.

But how? The mouth of the pipe had been torn asunder, and there was nothing in his Briefcase designed for this task. The only remnant of their earlier efforts—the Corkscrew—had  been nailed to the floor by the force of the current. And yet . . . something about the way its arms extended over the drain triggered a vague idea. An image was coming into focus—a picture of simple but masterful engineering—that he must have seen somewhere in Training. Or maybe in his own— 

Becker was swimming toward the whirlpool before he’d even formulated a plan. From inside his Briefcase, he produced two odd-shaped items, neither of which seemed appropriate to the operation at hand. The first was a section of chain about six feet long—excess slack from a Gear of Time he’d greased a few weeks back—and the other, a lid from a Barrel of Fun. When clamped to the leverlike arms of the ’Screw, it added up to a makeshift version of the same remarkable device he’d seen with his mind’s eye: the inner workings of a toilet bowl.

Becker tentatively extended the lid, attempting to use it like the flapper in his commode, but he badly underestimated the strength of the rushing water. It yanked him off balance, then quickly pulled him under the lid and into the drainage hole. Somehow he managed to keep a vicious grip on the chain, but with the weight of a million gallons of water bearing down upon him, it was only a matter of time before the Briefer was sucked down the sluice pipe, and into the In-Between.

It’s true what they say about that moment before you die— a flood of images passing through your mind—and Becker was no exception. He thought about the Mission and how at least he could take some solace in the fact that as soon as he let go, the rubber lid would close above him and surely save The World. He remembered Training, and what a bummer it would be that after everything he’d been through, he would  never make it to Fixer. But most of all, he saw the faces of his family. He wondered how they would be notified and if they would be okay.

Becker’s arms had finally given out when from nowhere, a hand appeared on his wetsuit and started pulling him from the hole. It was connected to an arm, which was adjoined to a shoulder, which was the property of a girl with double-braided pigtails that he was more than happy to see.

“Somebody call a plumber?”



“You did it!” cried #3, helping to pull the Briefer and Fixer out of the water. “By the infinite wonder that lies at the heart of the Plan, you did it!”

Sure enough, Becker’s contraption had restored control of the Rain Tower to the Weathermen, who were already jerry-rigging a way to operate it via a host of ropes and pulleys.

“It’s not over yet, mates,” reminded Casey, as she tended to the burns on her shoulders and arms. “We’ve still gotta cross our i’s and dot our t’s.”

She finished wrapping a bandage, then turned to Becker, who was still on his knees coughing up water.

“How you holdin’ up?”

He nodded, then held something up in the air.

“Take a look at this.”

In Becker’s hand was the glass tube that had been hidden in the cork. It was empty, save for a strange image etched onto the side—the image of a cresting wave—and Casey nodded solemnly, for she knew exactly what it meant.

The Tide had struck again.

Village of Covas, Minho, Portugal 

“Papi!”

Alvarro Gutierrez turned to see his wife, Maria, walking toward him from the house, their infant daughter in her hands. 

“Mr. Ramirez from the bank just called again. He wants to know if we’ve come to a decision?”

Alvarro looked to his son and to the baby, who giggled and cooed, too young to understand—then finally back up to his wife. In the eyes of his beloved, he was searching for hope, but all he found were tears instead.

“Tell Señor Ramirez that we will never sell this land!” He grabbed his family and pulled them close.

“Never!”



On a hill overlooking the farm, two mysterious figures gazed down upon the scene. Their hair was soaking wet.

“Isn’t it a little suspicious?” asked Becker.

“Don’t you believe in Miracles, Briefer Drane?”

Casey pulled her Receiver™ off her belt. It was orange, with a retractable wire. She dialed #624.

“Lake to Weather Station, come in.”

The voice of Weatherman #1 came back.

“Weather Station here. We read you loud and clear . . .”

“Okay, then let’s start it slow.” Casey scanned the surrounding countryside, the cloudless sky above. “Vague but palpable, volume 4.”

“Vague but palpable, 4.” The way he yelled it, you could tell #1 was shouting directions to someone else, and a moment later, a faint rumble could be heard in the distance.

“Nice,” said Casey, psyched. “Now roll it this time, with a slight clap on the end.”

The Gutierrez family was trudging back to their house when the first rumble froze them in their tracks. Now they stood together, as a second sound sent chills down their spines. 

Thunder, rolling toward them, with a slight clap on the end. 



Casey nodded her head in satisfaction. For her, this is what Fixing was all about.

“Cue the clouds!”

The sound of a few switches being thrown piped over her Receiver, before #1 echoed the command.

“Cue the clouds!”



As the family looked up in wonder, a dark shadow moved across their faces. Somewhere in the distance, a dog began to bark, and a flash of lightning split a tree.



The flash had just faded when Casey shouted into her Receiver, “Another one! And don’t hit anything this time!”

“Georgie, the yellow lever, not the blue!”

High above, another bolt streaked through the blackening sky.

“Now?” asked #1, ready to deliver the goods.

“Stand by.”

“Standing by.”

If there was one thing Becker admired about Casey, it was her patience. She never seemed in a hurry to get anywhere, which is probably why she always got there right on time.

“Annnnnnnnddddddddd . . . HIT IT!”



A thick drop of water landed on the arid ground, just missing the foot of Alvarro Gutierrez. And so did another. Maria and Sancho held out their hands, unable to believe their eyes, but it was true. Rain began to fall in buckets, showering every inch of the thirsty land.

As the water dripped from their faces, the family burst into tears, hugging each other as one.



Amid the torrential downpour, Becker and Casey looked down upon the farm below. The dog had joined the family, jumping around and barking, and it was hard not to share in the joy.

“Nice work, boys.”

“She says nice work!” A tumult of cheers piped through the Receiver.

“Now low pressure for at least a week and then it’s up to you.”

“My pleasure!” shouted #1 with satisfaction. For him and his crew, this was what Weather was all about.

“Lake, out.”

Casey hung up and sat down beside her Briefer. All around the hillside, there were other farms and other celebrations.

“Do you think there’ll be a Rainbow?” asked Becker.

“I don’t know. That’s up to the Department of Public Works.”

Becker nodded, pretending to act like he already knew that. There were so many departments and sub-departments in The Seems, it was hard to remember who did what sometimes.

“Slim Jim?”

He offered Casey his traditional post-Mission treat, and she looked at it curiously before taking a bite.

“Nice maneuver down there by the cork.”

“You saw that?” Becker tried to conceal his pleasure. (You have to understand, Casey Lake was like “the man.” Except she was a girl.) “It was just L.U.C.K.3”

“The residue of Design.” She laughed, and he couldn’t argue with that.

Below them, the screen door to the Gutierrez home swung shut and the jubilation had begun. Their farm had been saved . . . and their future along with it.

“Let me ask you something, Briefer Drane.”

“Yeah?”

“How many Fixers are there in The World?”

Becker thought it might be a trick question, but he couldn’t figure out the trick, so he gave the answer that everybody knew.

“Exactly thirty-six, if you include Tom Jackal.”

Casey waited just long enough before smiling again and delivering the news that every Briefer dreams to hear . . .

“I think I’m looking at #37.”
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1. All Tools copyright the Toolshed, the Institute for Fixing & Repair (IFR), The Seems, XVUIVV (All Rights Reserved).

2. For more on “The Great Flood,” please see: Classic Blunders of The Seems (Or Were They Intentional?) by Sitriol B. Flook (copyright XVIUJNN, Seemsbury Press).

3. See Appendix A: “Glossary of Terms.”
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The Best Job in The World 

Becker Drane’s life wasn’t always this exciting. Before he got his position in The Seems, he was just a regular kid in a regular town with a pretty regular life. Every day he attended school at Irving Elementary, rode his bike to practice for the second-to-last place Deli King Soccer team, and spent the rest of his time as the (mostly) dutiful son of Dr. and Mrs. Dr. F. B. Drane, who lived at 12 Grant Avenue, Highland Park, New Jersey.

It really wasn’t a bad existence. He had lots of friends and a good skateboard, and all the video games / comic books / baseball cards that anyone could ever want. Yet even though everything was fine and he wasn’t an orphan or anything like that, Becker couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something . . . missing.

Until that day in Chapter 1.

Chapter 1 Books & Café, Highland Park, New Jersey—Three Years Ago 

“BD—your hot choco’s up!”

Becker looked up from his homework to see his mug of piping hot cocoa sitting on the counter.

“Be right there, Rick.”

Rick was working the counter today, which was always a good sign. “You want some whipped cream on that?”

“Yeah, make it a double.”

As the barista put the finishing touches on the towering mound, Becker was thankful for the break from biology. While the inner workings of a paramecium were fascinating to some, he didn’t have plans to be a scientist or a microorganism anytime soon, and the spring weather outside beckoned for kickball or a further exploration of the Cleveland Avenue woods.

“Can you put it on my tab? I think I’m a little bit short.”

“You got it, man. Just get me back next time.”

That was the great thing about Chapter 1. There was a Starbucks just a few blocks away, but Chapter 1 just had a special kind of vibe. It was located practically in the living room of someone’s house and was generally frequented by grad students, writers, artists, and local personalities, all of whom Becker considered his friends.

The third grader grabbed his hot chocolate and reclaimed his favorite window perch, which gave views of both outside and inside the shop. Big Mike and Kenny were sitting at their usual table, locked in another epic battle on the chessboard, while on the plush velvet couch, Eve and Efrem were still in their ongoing two-year debate about the films of some guy  named Tarkovsky. This was par for the course, but over on the announcements table, something caught Becker’s eye that he had never seen before.

Wedged between the self-published poetry chapbooks and the schedule for open-mic night was a small, nondescript white box, with a piece of paper taped to the front. It said:

APPLY HERE FOR THE BEST JOB IN THE WORLD 

“Hey, Rick! What’s that box all about?”

“Who knows? People put all kinds of stuff on that table.”

Becker finished the last dollop of whipped cream and headed for a closer look. Next to the box was a Dixie cup filled with miniature No. 2 pencils, along with a stack of applications. Though he was only nine years old at the time and not in dire need of employment, Becker couldn’t resist picking up the form.

SEEMSIAN APTITUDE TEST 

This questionnaire will test, in shape, size, and dimension, your aptitude for a position in The Seems.

Becker had no idea what The Seems was nor what this job entailed, but unlike most tests, this one seemed kind of fun. So he began to fill it out.



Name: F. Becker Drane 

Address: 12 Grant Ave., Highland Park, NJ, 08904 

Telephone (optional): (Becker never gave out his cell) 

Other than that, there were only three questions on the exam: 

Question 1: Are you a little bored with life? Not that you’re unhappy, but have you always had this nagging feeling in the back of your mind that maybe you were meant to do something more?



That was weird. This is exactly what Becker had been feeling lately, but he had never really put it into words. The answer was either:



_______ YES or ______ NO 



Question 2: If there was a Tear in the Fabric of Reality and you were called in to handle the job, which Tool would you employ? 



A. _______ A Rounded Scopeman 4000™ 

B. _______ A Boa Constrictor XL™ 

C. _______ A needle and thread 

D. _______ I have no idea 



Next to each of the tool suggestions were diagrams, as if they had been reprinted from a technical manual. And last but not least:



Question 3: Pretend The World was being remade from Scratch and you were in charge. What kind of world would you create?



Any normal person would have put this test down right away, assuming it was a lark or an experiment for somebody’s  psychology dissertation, but Becker had always been the kind of person who thought about such things. He scribbled his answer to Question #3 and by the time he was finished, the entire thing was a mélange of pictures, arrows, and charts. But as he folded it up into a square and dropped it in the slot, he never imagined it would amount to anything at all.



Eight months later, Highland Park was hit with what came to be known as “the Blizzard to end all Blizzards.” Unbeknownst to the locals, this was actually an offensive by the Department of Weather, which had been under a great deal of criticism for having “gone soft.” So to prove they still had the moxie, the giant red button on the Snow Blower had been pressed for the first time in a long time, and their pride and reputation were promptly restored.

Meanwhile, Grant Avenue had been transformed into a winter wonderland, the perfect setting for the age-old blood feud between the Drane/Crozier clan and the loathsome Hutkin boys. Snowballs had been hurled. Trees shaken to cause avalanche. And many precious lives lost in a cause worth fighting for. (Not really.)

“See ya later, Con-Man.”

“Later, Drane-O.”

As the survivors straggled home to drink hot chocolate and lick their wounds, Becker lingered for a few extra clicks. There was no telling if hostilities would break out tomorrow, so he wanted to be sure the D/C arsenal was replenished, should battle once again ensue.

“Hey, Becks—heads up!”

Becker turned just in time to see a blob of white smash him in the face.

“Ow! You are so dead!”

Becker picked up a snowball of his own and hurled it (inaccurately) at Amy Lannin, who was laughing hysterically across the street. Amy was the only kid from Lawrence Avenue who was allowed to play on Grant, mostly because she was an incredibly accurate snowball chucker, but also because she was Becker’s best friend.

“Where were you when I needed you? I almost got turned into a Popsicle today!”

“Sorry. Ballet class. I have to be a girl sometimes, y’know . . .”

“Well, not tomorrow, I hope. We need to get revenge.”

“Revenge? I love revenge. It’s a dish best eaten cold.” She chucked another one, purposely missing him by the slimmest of margins. “I’ll meet you at the weapons depot, 11:00 a.m. sharp.”

“Deal.”

As Amy skipped home, Becker staggered back to his own house at #12 Grant. He hoped his mom hadn’t started dinner yet, because after all this hard work, he had developed a craving for a baked ziti from Highland Pizza.

“Mr. Drane?”

Becker turned to see a man in a suit and paisley tie, carrying a briefcase and walking toward him.

“Mr. F. Becker Drane?”

The guy was rather underdressed for winter, with no jacket, hat, or gloves to speak of. Becker had nothing against talking to strangers—how else were you going to meet new people?—but  enough admonitions from his mom, dad, local law enforcement, and school assemblies had made him somewhat wary.

“Who wants to know?”

“Allow me to introduce myself.” The man handed him a business card. “Nick Dejanus, Associate Director of Human Resources.”

According to the card, Dejanus worked for a company called The Seems. The Seems? Where had he heard that name before? But before he could ask, the man started to shiver.

“Is winter always this cold?”

“Not always,” replied Becker. “Global warming’s kind of taken the bite out of things.”

“Global Warming! Don’t even get me started. If Nature doesn’t get their act together, I assure you heads will roll!”

“Ever think about wearing a coat?” asked the boy.

“My wife thought I should ‘fully’ experience The World this time.” The man rolled his eyes, clearly regretting the decision. “But at least the nearest Door is right around the corner.” 

“Door to where?”

“I’m sorry. You’d think after four years on the job I would know how to do this already.” He reached into his briefcase and pulled out a laminated piece of eight-and-a-half-by-eleven-inch paper, covered in scribbles, arrows, and charts. “Is this your handwriting?”

Becker looked at the sloppy mess.

“Yep. That’s me.”

And that’s when it all came back to him. The box at Chapter 1. The Seemsian Aptitude Test and “The Best Job in The World.” But that had been months ago and he hadn’t heard a thing.

“Then on behalf of the Powers That Be, I would like to extend you an invitation to become a Candidate at the Institute for Fixing & Repair.” Before Becker could ask what that was, the man handed him an oversized envelope with the same four-color logo that was printed on his card.

“Orientation begins tomorrow at 8:00 a.m. and Fixer Blaque is very punctual, so I wouldn’t be late.”

Becker stood there in the snow with the packet in his hands, mystified.

“Smile, kid,” Dejanus said, turning and heading back to wherever he had come from. “Your application was accepted!” 



Becker went home, and after a shower and some much-needed R & R, he unsealed the packet and examined the materials within. Packed neatly in bubble wrap were three distinct items: some kind of temporary ID card, a pair of what appeared to be ski goggles, and an offer letter, explaining to him the nature of the opportunity at hand.

According to the letter, The World he lived in wasn’t actually what he thought it was—it was something much, much better. And should he accept the offer, he would have a chance not only to find out what The World really was but to join the team responsible for keeping it safe. To be honest, Becker didn’t believe a word of it, but it did sound kind of cool. There were specific directions inside pinpointing the location of the nearest Door, via which he could attend the Orientation.

As Fate would have it, the next day was a snow day, and with  a few hours to spare before his meeting with Amy, Becker considered the offer more seriously. Of course, there was the prospect of going to an undisclosed location at the behest of a strangely dressed man, which would have sent chills up the spines of every parent and educator in Highland Park. But Becker was his own man, and believed strongly in his street smarts and ability to escape from any potential hazard—though he brought along a little “protection” just in case.

That morning, he got on his bike, picked up a bacon, egg, and cheese sandwich from the Park Deli, and followed the directions to the back of Cleveland Avenue. This part of town was a strange netherworld—a cross between warehouse-type businesses, doctor’s offices, a small chocolate factory, and a marshland of thickets and weeds. According to the packet, the so-called Door was somehow located at the very back of Illuminating Experiences: Becker’s friend Connell Hutkin’s mother’s second husband Bernie’s lighting company, which had gone out of business not three years ago.

“Hello—anybody there?” Becker checked the fresh powder and saw one set of footprints leading to and from the abandoned plant. “You should know that I am heavily armed and extremely dangerous.”

No response except the wind and the tinkling of icicles in the trees.

Becker proceeded with caution, placing his hand on the Chinese star in his back pocket (the one he’d gotten at the Route 1 flea market before it got turned into a multiplex), and followed the footsteps around to the back. There was a stairway here that led down to a single black door, which  looked suspiciously like the entrance to the basement or boiler room.

“If I’m not home in an hour, the police know where I am!” 

Again, nothing but the wind in the weeds.

He threw another peek over his shoulder, then started the short but slow trip to the bottom of the stairs. The Door itself was still covered in snow, but when he wiped it off he was shocked to see the same logo that was printed on his packet— except faded and weathered from time. There was a swipe pad next to it and, following the instructions, Becker took out the temporary ID and slid it straight across. For a second there was no reaction, then a loud click emanated from the other side of the door.

Becker jumped and considered making a run for it before managing to pull his nerves together. He was still pretty scared, but now that feeling was mixed with something different: anticipation. He took one last look around the area, this time to make sure that no one could see what he was up to, then grabbed the handle and pulled the door wide open.

“Holy—” but the rest was lost in the roar.

Standing in front of him was the mouth of a blue tunnel, which apparently extended into infinity (as opposed to Illuminating Experiences). The tube itself seemed to crackle with electricity, and the noise inside was deafening. Hands shaking, Becker fumbled through his Orientation packet, but the instructions simply told him, “Put on your Transport Goggles™ and make the Leap!”

“Easier said than done,” he said out loud, but at this point Becker was pretty sure that Amy’s snowball had hit him in  the head much harder than he’d first thought. Soon he’d be waking up on the ground with her and a few concerned neighbors asking, “Are you okay?” and then he’d tell them about this crazy dream he’d had when he was out cold. So he figured what the heck, there’s nothing to lose—and did what the packet suggested.

He jumped.



The In-Between 

The voyage through the vast expanse of electromagnetic blue known as the In-Between has best been described as a combination of “being shot out of a cannon, sky diving, and getting turned inside out,” which is why the experienced commuter never eats a thing up to an hour before making the trip. Unfortunately for Becker Drane, it had only been twenty minutes since that bacon, egg, and cheese.

By the time he hit the first turn of the Transport Tube, Becker was blowing chunks all over his brand-new North Face parka. His knapsack had emptied itself midway through the Big Bend, and not even Carmen (the best barber in HP) could rescue what was happening to his hair. But even though Becker felt like his face was about to peel off from the sheer speed, he couldn’t suppress a “WHOOOOOOAA!!!!” at what was transpiring all around him.

Everywhere he looked were transparent blue tubes much like the one he was traveling through, only what was moving through those wasn’t people. It was packaged goods instead—crates,  bags, even canvases rolled up like rugs—all stacked on giant palettes and stamped with the insignia of The Seems. What was inside the containers was impossible to say (for each item was sealed up tightly), but they were all meticulously arranged and headed in the opposite direction.

At this point in the game, Becker’s grip on reality (and thus his sanity) had begun to slip. There wasn’t much time to worry about it, though, because up ahead a small dot of white was quickly getting closer. It grew bigger and bigger and bigger until everything else in his field of vision was gone save the whiteness itself. There was a burst of cold air, a loud clap, and then . . .

WHAM!

Whatever force had been propelling Becker was gone, and he suddenly found himself on his hands and knees on some kind of soft rubber padding—but he was not alone. A loud burst of applause shot through the air and before he knew it, somebody was giving him a blanket, someone else was shaking his hand and patting him on the back, and still others were telling him how proud they were, what a great moment this was, that they were so glad he had come.

To be honest, all of it was kind of a blur, except the one unforgettable image of a tall black man, with blue-tinted sunglasses and a welcoming grin on his face. Becker figured he must have been somebody important, because the crowd parted as he approached and put a hand upon the boy’s shoulder.

“Well done, Mr. Drane,” the man said in a thick African accent. “I knew you would make it.”

But before Becker could respond, he totally passed out.

Orientation, The Institute for Fixing & Repair, The Seems 

Of the sixty-one persons who’d been tapped by Nick Dejanus, five threw out the packet without ever opening it, eight woke up the next morning with cold feet, ten turned back at the sight of the Door, and fifteen opened the Door but couldn’t bring themselves to walk through it.4 That left twenty-three brave souls who’d placed the strange pair of goggles that had been included with the package over their eyes and summoned up the courage to make the Leap.

“The first thing I want to say to each and every one of you is, ‘Ìkíniàríyöìkí ayö fún àlejò Seems,’ which in my native language of Yoruba means ‘Welcome to The Seems!’ ”

The same imposing figure who greeted Becker on the Landing Pad now stood in front of a lecture hall, still wearing his blue shades, along with a sweatsuit bearing the initials: “IFR.” On the one hand he looked chiseled out of hard obsidian, but on the other, his voice and manner betrayed a deep warmth of spirit.

“I know what many of you must be going through. To find out The World is not what you thought it was can be a very disconcerting thing.”

The group of attendees quickly nodded in agreement. They were a motley collection from every corner of the globe, most of whom still looked white as ghosts from the shock of the journey they had just endured.

“My name is Fixer Jelani Blaque and I will be your guide this day—and hopefully your Instructor for the length of your Training.”

A woman in her mid-forties who had spent the last half hour puking her guts out raised her hand and spoke in German.

“Entschuldigen Sie mich, geehrter Herr, aber Training für, was?”

“Aktivieren Sprecheneinfaches™ Sie bitte Ihr, Frau Von Schroëder,” suggested Fixer Blaque. Frau Von Schroëder affixed a small plastic tip to her tongue and began to speak in a language that everyone could understand.

“I’m sorry, but I was just wondering where we are exactly?” 

“Yeah, yo,” spoke up a med student from south-central LA. “Somebody better tell me what’s going on up in this joint!”

From the sound of the grumbles, the rest of the crowd seconded this emotion, but Fixer Blaque had been expecting this. He simply smiled and leaned forward on the podium.

“Kevin, kill the lights!”

The lights dimmed and a flat-screen monitor slowly descended from the ceiling. It took a moment or two for the projector to warm up before an image of The World appeared—pristine and shining in green, brown, and blue.

“On the other side of The World, through the Fabric of Reality and across the In-Between, is a place we call The Seems.”

Onscreen, an animation kicked in, mirroring the voyage they’d all just taken and ending with a sweeping overhead shot of what looked like a massive corporate complex.

“Here in The Seems, it is our job to build the World you live in from Scratch. From the Department of Weather . . .”

The campus was replaced by images of Weathermen throwing the switches that control the Rain and Snow.

“To the Department of Energy . . .”

A huge magnet was being positioned to ensure that Gravity kept its hold.

“To the Department of Time . . .”

Brass gears were being oiled and cranked by hand.

“Everyone does their best to make The World the most amazing place it can be.”

The image shifted to a conference-room table, where a group of high-level executives pored over complex flow charts and graphs.

“As you can imagine, this is quite an extensive operation, and usually things run exactly according to Plan. But sometimes things go wrong, big things that the people in various departments can’t handle on their own.”

The screen changed to a picture of the sky, which was falling, and a team of ordinary workers who were unable to hold it up.

“And that’s when they call in one of us.”

Up came an exterior shot of the building they were in right now, which was newer and more modern looking than the rest.

“Here at the IFR, Candidates are given a mastery of the very inner workings of The World and trained to repair the machines that generate Reality itself.”

And last but not least, the telltale symbol of a double-sided wrench materialized.

“And though you may not know it yet, each of you contains something within you that has called you to be at this  place, at this moment in Time. It will be my job to take that spark and shape it into what we here call . . . a Fixer.”

As the lights came up and the Instructor shuffled through his papers, the dazed Candidates sized each other up. There was a shepherd from Kashmir, a computer scientist from New Zealand, a mechanic from Azerbaijan, and even a nine-year-old boy from Highland Park, New Jersey—who had thankfully been revived and given a new set of clothes.

“Tu t’appelle quoi?”

Someone elbowed Becker from the seat next to him.

“Huh?”

It was a cool-looking French teenager in a suede jacket and bandanna. He motioned an apology and attached his own Sprecheneinfaches.

“What’s your name, dude?”

“Oh. Becker . . .” Becker slid the translation device over his tongue as well. “Becker Drane.”

“Thibadeau Freck.”

They shook hands, and immediately Becker felt a whole lot more comfortable. Everybody else in the audience was like “What’s this little boy doing here?” but Thibadeau looked at him like there was no question he belonged.

“Pretty trippy, huh?”

“Tell me about it.”

Fixer Blaque cleared his throat and called everybody back to attention.

“Now please leave your belongings on your chairs. There is a lot I have to show you.”

[image: 9781599904177_opt_0040_001]
When the tour was over, the Instructor gathered the shell-shocked Candidates on the Field of Play—a huge green expanse at the center of the complex—and shared with them a few parting thoughts. First and foremost, he explained that most of the people who worked in The Seems were born there. But being from The World made one uniquely qualified for the particular job of Fixer, which is why Human Resources only recruited from the other side.

“Which side is the other side?” asked a weird guy with a Sherlock Holmes hat and pipe.

“Whichever side you’re not on,” quipped Fixer Blaque.

“Oh.”

Becker leaned back in the cool grass and took in the sights. Employees on lunch break were throwing disc and a family unpacked cherries from their picnic basket. As far as Becker could tell, The Seems itself wasn’t all that different from The World— it’s just that the greens were greener and the blues were bluer, and the smell of fresh air was just a little bit fresher. His head was exploding with questions, the first of which was, “Why do they call it The Seems?”—but that’s Another Story.5

“I was exactly like you once,” said the Instructor, adjusting his shades to refract the glare. “Going about my life, trying to survive in what seemed to be a crazy World, yet deep down, always yearning for something . . . more.”

The Candidates nodded in recognition. Whatever that something more was, Jelani Blaque seemed to have found it, for there was an “okayness” about him that each and every one of them yearned to have themselves.

“Then one day, in the heat of the lunch-hour sun, I wandered into the marketplace in Abuja, and tucked inside an empty stall—between the bookseller and the juju man—what did I discover?”

“A box with a sign on the front?” asked a Swedish line cook named Jonas Larsson.

“Fisí lòbèrè sàn Jùlô iÿë Kékeré Ayéaráyé,” replied Blaque. Everybody laughed, remembering the stories of how each of them had found their own box, their own stack of applications and No. 2 pencils. “And let me tell you, friends, ‘The Best Job in The World’ does not begin to do it justice.”

Just then, a blimp passed overhead, loaded with Stars for a new constellation—which only hammered home the scope of the opportunity they were being offered.

“Now, I know this will not be an easy decision for any of you, for you no doubt have families and homes and responsibilities in The World. And there is no shame at all should you choose to decline. But should you accept,” his eyes burned with the pride and love of his profession, “I promise this will be the greatest adventure of your life.”

Blaque waited for someone to speak, for someone to make a move, but the invitees were frozen in silence. The moment of truth had arrived, and no one knew quite what to do with it . . . until a lone hand rose in the air.

“Mr. Freck?”

With his Serengetti eyewear and five o’clock shadow, the teenaged Frenchman was the epitome of Parisian cool. His weather-burned skin spoke of winters at Chamonix and summers hiking the G-5, and he’d clearly heard all he needed to today.

“Count me in, Monsieur Blaque.”

“I already did.” The Fixer smiled.

A buzz rippled through the crowd—especially when the youngest member of the group promptly followed suit.

“Count me in too.”

Thibadeau extended a fist, Becker bumped it, and the rest—as they say—is History.

[image: 9781599904177_opt_0044_001]


4. This was part of the process of narrowing down the field, and a hefty job for The Cleanup Crew—a division of Human Resources responsible for “humanely unre-membering people” of what they knew about The Seems and collecting all hard materials that might leave a paper trail.

5. See Appendix B: “Another Story.”





End of sample
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