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Chapter 1

T he emergency exit out of which he’d unceremoniously
slipped clicked closed, reducing the fire alarm’s blare to
background noise. The eighth-grader moved quickly

away from the school auditorium. He did not stop, or give in
to the impulse to run, and quickly reached a nearby tree-lined
street with plenty of shadows for him to hide in while gathering
his wits. From this vantage, Luke studied the slow, stupid chaos
behind him.

A crowd of maybe sixty gussied-up teenagers unhappily ambled
around in front of the building’s main entrance. Several parents
who’d apparently been waiting in their cars for the dance to end
had come running when the alarm went off, and a couple of
these were frantically grabbing kid after kid shouting the name
of what child they sought. One of the older students backed
into an arriving fire truck, prompting a stern-faced cop to
break off whatever she’d been saying to the school’s frowning
principle, and jog across the parking lot to take charge of the
minor accident scene.

Luke didn’t know who had pulled the alarm, but it was a
small school so he could guess which fellow student was behind
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the prank. And he was happy for the excuse to get out of
there. Before the alarm went off, he’d just been standing alone,
watching kids he didn’t fit with dance to music he didn’t like,
feeling sad about the recent loss of a few classmates he’d got on
well with. Now, headed towards home, and in no hurry once
clear of the unhappy dance and false-alarm panic, he leaned
heavily against a big maple tree, let a few silent tears fall for
what remained of the sadness he’d stifled during the event,
reset his thinking by briefly considering the current Dungeons
and Dragon’s campaign, then slowly put everything except the
cool evening air out of his mind.

After a time, Luke chanced a look up into the tree against
which he leaned. And in one of the tree’s lowermost branches,
not four feet above, was the strangest thing. An animal unlike
any creature seen. Or heard of. Or, before that moment, could
have imagined. It had very short fur over most of it and a
sturdy, dark tail that could’ve belonged to a monkey. Longer
tufts of fur stuck out at weird angles from the thing’s face, back,
neck, and wrists. It was not small, nor large, but somewhere
in between, measuring perhaps thirty inches from end to end,
with the black-and-white coloration of panda bears and skunks,
but an overall shape that reminded him of a koala.

A faint glow like foxfire emanated from the creature’s visible
skin. The face – like a lemur’s but with much larger eyes and
different specifics – appeared friendly enough, but seemed
unreasonably intelligent for an animal. And the thing was
looking right at him, with an expression Luke interpreted as
saying, “hey you there, I know you can see me so don’t pretend
that you can’t.”
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CHAPTER 1

Although Luke did not avert his eyes, for the animal was
fascinating, he did take a big step back in case the critter
perched on the branch above where he stood decided to poop.
“I’m not going to poop,” the creature’s expression said, as if in
response, which prompted Luke to wonder aloud, “Are you an
alien? What are you?”

The creature just looked at him.

“No,” Luke continued with the gentle tone he’d learned to
use with livestock on the edge of getting spooked. “No, you
look made by this planet. But what are you? Are there more of
you?”

Sometime after asking the question, as the sun went down,
still within sight of his school, Luke found himself on the
block where he lived, in full night, walking towards his house.
While it was clear that more than a few minutes had passed,
he suspected it was not yet late. And he wondered at the
mysterious animal he’d come upon during what should have
been an uneventful walk home.
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Chapter 2

A s usual, Traha stood with her family. They were all
still as trees, sunk deep in a state they called the share-
trance, attending to the warm glow of a star known

on Earth as Gliese 667 C, their minds intently focused on other
worlds. Traha, in a late stage of the long exploratory learning
phase of her kind’s life-cycle, was studying.

Of all the planets Traha had investigated directly, the Lagu
world was by far the most interesting. Half a million years ago,
when Traha’s ancestors began clumsily attempting to initiate
contact with intelligent life beyond their own star system, the
Lagu had been among the first to respond with a greeting.
And as Traha’s people further evolved the psychic capacities
which all space-faring species understood to be a prerequisite
for interstellar travel, various Lagu had freely shared their
knowledge, and even helped with the great Tree explorer Nrix’s
physical visit to their planet. But all of that was ancient history.

Presently, the Lagu world was interesting to Traha mostly
because her best friend was a Lagu. Strictly speaking, the
Lagu had neither names nor titles, but Traha called her friend
Burblehoot – after its hallmark exclamation – and Burblehoot
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CHAPTER 2

didn’t seem to mind. They’d started to communicate because
both of them had been looking into the way small changes
in solar activity might impact the distribution of nutrients
carried by a planet’s trade winds. After several months, sharing
information on this subject gave way to sharing information
about their lives in general, and they’d kept the habit up. The
connection had made Traha one of her kind’s foremost experts
on the Lagu – which Traha took pride in, but no one else much
cared about – as well as provided Burblehoot with great insight
into how best to go about locating places where nutrients might
begin accumulating if certain celestial events were to occur.

Today’s chat began in typical fashion. “Traha? It is I, in this
place,” said Burblehoot. “Today was an exciting day. I found a
sick bee! And one of the Copy Manglers found me. A young
one physically saw and greeted me!”

“Hi Burblehoot,” Traha greeted. “What of your local
atmosphere? Did your star’s recent minor flare impact airborne
particulates in your region?”

“Oh lets see.” Then, after a brief pause, “There’s a bit less
sulfur and a bit more phosphor in the air than usual.”

“Could that difference explain the sick bee?” Traha asked,
leaping at the chance to learn something of the Lagu world’s
bees, which she knew almost nothing about.

“The difference is small,” Burblehoot answered thoughtfully.
“It would not itself cause the illness I saw, which appeared
as a systemic immune issue caused by nutrient deficiency,
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combined with a parasitic infection which could not have
taken hold in a healthy bee. But there may be some less direct
relationship between the creature’s illness and the tiny change
in our local air chemistry. I will have to pursue the matter
further.”

The last was her cue to change the subject. “And what of the
Copy Mangler? That’s what you call those invasive monkeys,
right? I thought you shared the planet with this species; that
the Lagu had been in communication with them for ages. And
aren’t at least some of my people seeing things through those
animals’ eyes right now, having learned from you that they are
safe to learn from directly? So why is it important that this
young one saw you?”

Though just making conversation, Traha could tell the friendly
inquiry had struck a sore spot. Hints of dismay and confusion
colored Burblehoot’s end of the psychic link in an unmistakable
way.

“Much has changed since you and I last spoke of this species.
It is true that some of them can communicate with the Lagu,
but these are fewer and fewer,” Burblehoot answered. “And
even of these, almost none know us in physical form. To them,
we’re just disembodied spirits. As are any of your kind who
might be in communication with them. The Copy Manglers
see us as imaginary, and their own imaginary spirits as real,
and are too primitive to hold both kinds of spirits alongside
one another in their thinking. If they ever found out where we
live they’d wreck our habitats, and then try to force us to live
in mangled copies of our habitats, or worse – mangled copies
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of their habitats. Of course, they are interesting enough, and
we’re happy to share the planet with them. But they’re also an
invasive species as bad as any of the intelligent blights which
once plagued your world. And one of them saw me! It is a
cause for great worry.”

Traha had never sensed this level of intensity from her friend
before. While it was a little frightening, it was also intriguing.
To focus her thoughts while hopefully soothing Burblehoot,
Traha introduced more of her sun’s warm glow into the
communication channel before proceeding. “If all Copy
Manglers are not the same, and you say this one greeted
you? Well if it greeted you then perhaps it is capable of real
communication, and you could find it in i-space and discover
its intentions?”

“Thank you for the generous glow,” Burblehoot responded,
acknowledging her gesture. “However, it is too risky for me
to interact further with this animal at this time.” Then, after a
pause that could be read as mild embarrassment, “The problem
is that in the excitement at having been greeted by this Copy
Mangler’s mind directly – the young thing stood before me,
and could see me, which was very novel – I may have given it
somewhat more information than was strictly necessary. In
theory, it has all the information it needs to contact me directly
now. So even if I avoid the thing, it may yet cause me trouble.”

This was all new territory for Traha. Though she’d glided
alongside the perceptual centers of many of the Lagu world’s
large mammals – primates included – at one time or another,
she could not recall having ever given this Copy Mangler

7



RAINBOW LULLABY

species much thought one way or another. Based on what
Burblehoot was saying, this would have to change if she was to
be prepared for their next conversation.
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Chapter 3

T hroughout the walk home, the encounter held Luke
in reverie. But the spell was broken the moment his
hand pulled open the front door, when the discord of

televisions going in multiple rooms reached his ears and ruined
his attention. Tonight, this familiar noise was blended with the
equally familiar commotion of younger brothers and cousins
playing upstairs, while the dishwasher and dryer thumped
out competing mechanical rhythms on the house’s main floor.
Without thinking about it, Luke turned off the tv in the empty
kitchen before heading down to the basement.

At the bottom of the stairs, he saw mom and dad dozing
off on the couch in front of their second favorite procedural
drama with an empty box of fancy cookies evidencing their
relaxed status. Mom glanced up. “Hey how was the dance?”

“Okay,” Luke lied, carefully keeping the emotional upheaval
triggered by recalling the event from spilling over into his voice.
“Just ended early because someone pulled the fire alarm,” he
added over his shoulder – to paper over his lie with a layer of
truth – while heading back to his bedroom.
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After locking the door behind him, Luke took a deep breath
and tried to get his bearings. But upon entering his room,
something felt off. The DnD notebooks appeared untouched,
but when he extracted his stash of smokes from its hiding
place in an unfinished wall, there were two packs missing.
Obviously, the theft was the work of his younger brother –
anyone else would have taken the whole stash – so he spent
the next hour crafting a long skinny box he could secret in
the air vent above his bed without blocking the airflow, and
transferring his several remaining little boxes of generic-brand
cigarettes to their new home. Then he taped a set mousetrap
to the former, now-empty stash box and carefully replaced it
in the unfinished wall, as a reminder to his brother not to mess
with his stuff.

Having completed this essential task, Luke was finally able to
return his thoughts to the bizarre experience with that peculiar
animal. The thing was like an alien. A cute, friendly, psychic
alien. For sure that was the weirdest part. The thing had talked
to him. They’d had a big long conversation. Luke couldn’t
remember the creature actually talking, but he recalled their
conversation vividly. Somehow, everything the animal had
conveyed made perfect sense. Only, they’d never really talked,
had they?

Reflecting on the matter, Luke found he readily accepted
the existence of secret psychic koala monkeys. Their existence
seemed far more plausible than many of the things he’d learned
about the world. But he couldn’t really make clear sense of
his meeting such a creature. Nor, when he thought about
what to do now, could Luke think of any good way to explain
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the creature to anyone else. Fortunately, he was comfortable
with secrets. And this secret, being entirely unbelievable and
generally irrelevant, would be easy enough to keep. So even
though he had no idea what to do about the encounter with
that mysterious being, at least he knew he had to do it quietly.

Continuing to mull over the situation until late that night,
Luke was struck by a bizarre realization. If the creature
wasn’t a visitor from some far off galaxy, and if its kind had
somehow stayed unknown despite mankind’s colonization
of every inhabitable part of the planet, then these little koala
monkey-whatevers were in a similar class as fairies, unicorns,
and bigfoots. But the creature he contemplated seemed
unambiguously, physically real. So Luke wondered just how
many other weird magical or mythological things could be real,
too. While drifting off to sleep, he resolved to find out.

The next morning, Luke was waiting outside the local library
when it opened. The normally-dour librarian smiled when she
saw him rush past her towards the card catalog, then scowled
mildly when he left less than twenty minutes later, having
discovered nothing substantive on supernatural creatures or
temperate arboreal koala monkeys. But Luke hadn’t really
expected much from the barely-literate small town’s public
collection. He’d had slightly higher hopes for one of the big
suburban libraries, and persuaded his mom to drop him at one
for a few hours that afternoon while she combed an outlet
mall for good deals. But a single book on debunked bigfoot
sightings was the extent of that library’s cryptozoology section,
its metaphysics and mythology books were disappointingly
conventional, and he passed most of the afternoon reading a

11



RAINBOW LULLABY

dusty old tract on evolution.

That night, after his parents had gone to bed, Luke got on the
family computer and brought his friend maggiethatcher21
on chat up to speed on everything, including the new
magical creature, then asked where on the world wide web
to look for info on ‘supernatural animals, but like for real’.
maggiethatcher21 pointed him to a list of ‘alt’ newsgroups, and
there Luke hit paydirt. Sort of. There was tons of stuff on
mythical creatures. And whole collections of poorly-scanned or
manually-transcribed books on meditation, hypnosis, religious
cults, government psychic research, the summoning of angels
or demons, paganism, magic spells, ufos, and all manner of
other stuff. Obviously, most of this material did not pertain to
the mystery at hand in any meaningful way. But it took him
awhile to figure that out.

Spring ended. Summer came and then started to fade. Luke still
hadn’t found anything in writing onmagical koalamonkeys, but
the occult subjects he was delving into were interesting enough,
and he began doing experiments to test some of the wild claims
he came across. He tried pronouncing supposedly ancient,
supposedly magical words with too many consonants. He
tasted bits of roadside weeds and learned which ones provoked
nausea or delirium. He poured over antique depictions of
creatures with wings and horns and multiple heads. None
of it seemed applicable, nor any big deal, but he liked the
pictures and arcane symbols. Eventually, inspired by an old
yoga diagram that looked mysterious and important, one
night found him attempting to copy the posture this diagram
illustrated while simultaneously breathing a certain amount
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into and out of one nostril at a time.

After ninety seconds, Luke was sweating profusely. A minute
later, there was a tremor that started at an unbalanced point in
the posture and grew into unbearable shaking from the strain.
On the whole, the exercise seemed poorly suited to deliver on
the promises implied by the diagram’s depicted figure’s blissful
expression. So, giving up, Luke muttered, “fuck this,” and
stretched out to relax and catch his breath. Yet, laying there and
thinking about nothing in particular, he noticed something odd.

Whenever he’d called up the memory of that strange creature
he’d encountered – which he’d done quite often, these last
months – usually what first came to mind was the sight of the
thing clinging to a tree in front of him. Although it was perhaps
the size of a big raccoon, it appeared friendly in the majestically
dangerous sort of way that much larger animals like horses
sometimes looked, while the lightly-furred, dexterous clawed
hands it had where cute little animal paws should have been
gave Luke the distinct impression of alien intelligence.

Yet for some reason, after months had passed, he now recalled
more of the experience, beginning with the emotional upheaval
he had felt fleeing that awful school dance, then proceeding
to where he had paused by that big old tree to pull himself
together. And then, somehow, he rememberedwhat came next.

Luke had not stopped walking only to pull himself together,
exactly, but rather because he’d sensed a presence and feared
someone might be watching him. He’d paused, on instinct in
the fading light, and turned his attention towards the presence,
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expecting to see a person or maybe a big feral cat. But when
Luke’s attention met that of the presence, there was nothing
familiar to see. Instead, his senses were briefly overloaded.
There wasn’t any pain, and he didn’t fall down or anything,
but there was definitely a flash of jolting disorientation, as if
he’d been dealt a smack to the head by the practiced hand of a
grown-up uninterested in backtalk, or received a sucker punch
with no weight behind it by one of the scooters – which was
his private term for bullies and insecure jerks, derived from the
name of a goat who’d been Luke’s nemesis over the summer
he’d spent helping out at the petting zoo up on the highway –
while engrossed in a book.

Recalling the event now, Luke realized that he could remember
more details of the interaction if, and only if, he stopped trying
to bring it up in the same way he brought up other memories. It
was like the conversation happened, he imagined, but as a place;
as a world unto itself, with believable internal consistency
but unfamiliar physics and slippery logic. This place refused
to make sense if he held it alongside other things that did
make sense. It would just slip behind some other thing and
stubbornly remain hidden. In that way, it was sort of like a
dream. And when he treated it more like dream, like a fictional
place he could go into and explore without worrying about
things like how a koalamonkey had learned to speak English,
more of the interaction’s details were forthcoming.

For starters, the koalamonkey didn’t need to speak English,
because it communicated telepathically, with raw images and
feelings and ideas, in a way that eliminated the need for any
language at all. Like that, the creature had started with the
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peculiar greeting, “Hello young Copy Mangler! It is I, of the
Lagu, in this place!”

Naturally, Luke wondered what was happening, and what
exactly he was seeing. But before he could give voice to the
wonder, the animal responded, “You, Luke, of the CopyMangler
species are meeting me, in this place, of the Lagu species, for
the first time. This is a surprise, because it is very rare for one
your kind to be able to see one of my kind, and to be capable of
direct communication as you seem to be.”

“Uh huh,” Luke replied, wondering whether he should try to pet
the critter to keep it calm, as well as where the animal had come
from, where it lived, and what it could possibly be talking about.

“It would be impolite for you to pet me, as this would leave
scent which I would have to remove before resuming my
activities,” the Lagu said in response to Luke’s unvoiced
curiosity. “However, there is a place at the center of my spine
where a small amount of static electricity has accumulated in
my fur. I can not easily reach this place while holding on to this
tree, and it itches. You may pet me there to discharge this static.”

Recalling how ornery cats became when they got all static-
charged and relieved by the prospect of having an action to
take, without further prompting, Luke furtively reached out
towards the indicated place on the Lagu’s back, then quickly
pulled his arm back when a tiny crackling of sparks startled
his fingers as they contacted the longest, wiry strands of the
animal’s fur. Apparently delighted, the creature made a noise
somewhere between a dove’s coo and a crow’s cackle. From
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then onward, Luke recalled, it had felt like he and the animal
were old friends. Like they’d talked for ages, about anything
and everything, even though the whole encounter couldn’t
really have lasted for more than a few minutes.

Of course, when the thought of how long the conversation
had lasted entered his mind, his memory lost all of the
conversation’s specifics. Which was frustrating. But now
he at least knew that it was possible to recall more, and
that there was far more to recall. So he imagined that the
whole thing would begin making sense very soon. And sure
enough, though he never recalled more of this initial encounter
than some pleasantries about flowers and trees – plus some
singsong nonsense about sand made of rainbows after trying
a self-hypnosis trick he found online, which he discounted as
gibberish – Luke’s next breakthrough did come quickly, and
within a week he began devising a plan to meet this Lagu again.
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A s it happened, their next conversation did not take
place for several months. In that time, Traha had
learned far more about the Copy Manglers than she

would’ve thought possible. And, even so, she feared she had
only just scratched the surface. After some initial inquiries, it
had quickly become clear that most of what her people knew
about the alien race consisted of general anatomy, habitat,
reproduction habit, and life-cycle data from old surveys and
compendiums. Almost none of this data was collected more
recently than two thousand years ago.

There had been a General Council finding, a few hundred
years ago, that a small observed irregularity in the Lagu planet’s
weather planets could be attributed to a change in the migration
routes of Species Primate 889. An addendum to this finding,
added fifty years later, stated: “After consulting with Lagu
observers, we find that varietal minor changes in Primate 889
have combined to constitute a speciation event resulting in the
creation of a new species from Primate 889. This new species,
known to the Lagu as Copy Manglers, is hereby officially
termed Primate 890.”
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There had also been a General Announcement less than a
hundred years ago specifying how to correct for ‘light and
other electromagnetic interference emanating from the Lagu
planet due to the activities of Species Primate 890’ whenmaking
astronomical observations. And, unofficially, a comedic story
going around that featured a monkey getting into a cage to
which an explosive device had been fastened. After the monkey
in the cage is flung a great distance, it is surprised to discover
that it is still in the cage and can not get out. The story was
very funny, and Burblehoot had mentioned in one of their
earlier conversations that this funny story was about the Copy
Manglers, and was mostly true. But, for anything like recent or
accurate information, Traha wanted to find someone actively
studying the obscure species.

Fortunately, Traha found an alien mammals study grove
with two scholars actively researching Primate 890’s, and
a transplant was seasonally appropriate, so she was able to
embed herself near enough to the scholars in just a few short
weeks. In data-rich direct communication, they brought her
up to speed on the Copy Manglers. With their encouragement
and some basic instruction, Traha learned how to identify this
species’ relatively few contactable minds in i-space, and how to
initiate communication with those she found. And, the more
she learned about Primate 890s, the more she felt concern for
her friend, and for all of the Lagu trying to share a planet with
those bizarre primates.

When Burblehoot finally contacted her again, Traha was
relieved and worried in equal measure. But, however unusual
the circumstances, the conversation started out with the
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customary greeting.

“Traha? It is I, in this place,” said Burblehoot. “Today was
an exciting day. The Copy Manglers have been planting grains
that do not die when poisoned, and then pouring poison all
over! It’s screwing up the web of life and the ferns all taste
bland! Also, I saw a pig feeding an eagle.”

“Burblehoot, that’s terrible,” Traha sympathized, even though
she couldn’t really imagine trying to make a life where poison
was being dumped. The thought of doing so was perverse.
Contemplating the matter for a moment, she asked, “But
they’re not poisoning the whole planet, right? How could they
– your world is huge! Will you migrate to another region?”

“I can not,” her friend replied sadly. “We Lagu are not nearly as
mobile as your kind. We can not just transplant ourselves to
another patch of friendly soil and put down roots. Not without
dying, and transforming into the unknown. For, as Lagu, our
places are the largest and most important parts of us.”

Burblehoot paused, then continued when Traha had nothing
to say. “No, we can not move, and choose not to force the
Copy Manglers out. Instead, we have decided to hibernate. It
will likely be safe for us to emerge from hibernation in eight
hundred years, and we will reassess the situation at that time.”

Traha was shocked. “That’s shocking,” she said, trying to
process too much too quickly. “All the Lagu? For eight hundred
years? But that doesn’t make any sense – why would you do
that? And who will I have to talk to for all that time if you’re
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hibernating? Burblehoot, you’re my best friend!”

And then ... nothing. Burblehoot closed the connection. And
Traha, for reasons she only vaguely understood, made a decision
that she would never under any circumstances have considered
making until that day.
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O nce Luke had pieced together enough of that
mysteriously half-forgotten conversation with Lagu,
he was able to devise a scheme for tracking the

mammal down again. Using details of the encounter that
he now recalled – the animal’s enthusiastic praise for the
the taste of the tips of ferns on which pollen-laden bees had
briefly rested while heading back to their hives, in particular
– Luke considered all he knew of the surrounding area from
his comprehensive boyhood exploration of the terrain. Then,
by adapting to this pursuit a method he’d used to track down
lots of other wild animals, he identified all of the places within
biking distance where the Lagu’s favored food might be found.

In some ways it was just like hunting, which Luke had done
plenty of. Though he hadn’t worn them since discovering that
the forest he ran around in with his homemade bow was being
paved to make parking lot for a big box store, Luke still had the
right cloths and the moccasins for the Lagu hunt. If he wanted
to get close enough to the creature to look it in the eyes, he’d
have to smell just right, like something that belonged with the
forest, so he let the garb hang from a tree for the time it took to
work out where exactly to go.
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While consuming no sugar, peanut butter, or anything that
would leave a person pungent in the ways that attracted bugs
or frightened mammals, and bathing with only hot water, Luke
worked out that he had over seventy square miles to cover. That
was an intimidatingly large number, but there was a scarcity
of places where ferns grew between wildflower patches and
beehives, so there wasn’t that much territory to investigate. Of
the two patches of marshy forest Luke identified, one proved
clearly unsuitable – as someone had recently staked a little
sign warning against consuming the water coming from the
natural spring which fed the marsh there, and Luke figured no
self-respecting invisible animal would miss that warning – so
he went to the only other possible feeding grounds he could
locate and waited to bother the Lagu.

In truth, he did not actually expect to spot the creature. And
after perching on the rotting stump of a large crumbling elm
tree for what felt like forever, Luke stopped worrying about
having forgotten to bring a camera, and started laughing at
himself for standing there, his visible edges blended with
the background by long fringes and bits of dangling cloth
mimicking the forest debris when set to motion by changes in
the breeze. It was pretty funny, really, when he thought about
it, which he did until his amusement’s intensity threatened to
break the carefully cultivated silence.

Then, just as the sun was setting, the Lagu appeared.

He didn’t see which direction it came from, but caught sight of
the final moments of its descent from up high in one of several
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nearby fallen trees. The Lagu moved in short, swinging bursts
down the moss mottled log, till it hung, upside down, within
reach of a fern. Luke watched the thing extend a careful paw,
then nip off a selection of leaf tips without disturbing at all the
plant on which it was dining. In a curiously dainty manner, the
Lagu held the fern tips to its nose with curved, pointy claws,
extended a cute little pink tongue, and set its food on its tongue
before closing its mouth.

It was the coolest thing he had ever seen, Luke thought. Well,
cooler than the bobcat, but maybe slightly less awesome than
the moose, he mentally clarified. At that point, the Lagu turned
its head in his direction. They were perhaps a dozen feet apart,
and the fern-eater shifted attention to the boy. Luke knew
he was caught when the creature exclaimed, “You? No, we
shouldn’t be talking.” Whereupon the Lagu simply vanished.

The incident, although a breakthrough any way he sliced
it, was disconcerting. Luke had worked very hard to stay quiet
and still for all those hours, and refused to accept that his prize
could so unceremoniously vanish. Plus, he was fairly certain
that medium-sized mammals didn’t just disappear into thin
air, and was loathe to end the adventure on such a note. He
repressed the urge to go barging off towards home, or to try
determining conclusively whether or not he’d imagined the
whole thing by attempting to inspect fern tips with only the
day’s nearly vanished sunlight to guide the process. So, not
knowing how to proceed, and comfortable enough perched on
rot-softened elm, he just waited.

After something more than five minutes but less than fifteen,
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Luke saw the thing again, in very nearly the same place as
before, daintily shoveling fern tips into that hairless-lipped
maw. It didn’t seem surprised upon noticing Luke for a second
time. Nor did it try again to vanish, or scamper away.

Instead, the Lagu turned to Luke again and said, “Hello, young
Copy Mangler. It is I, in this place. Today was an exciting
day! I spent it preparing my den for hibernation. Why are you
perched in that tree, watching me eat my evening meal?”

Mystified, Luke wondered why the thing had done the
vanishing act at all if it was just going to keep munching
those fern tips in the same exact place while he stared at the
spot. Aloud, he blurted, “Hibernation?”

Recognizing no distinction between the question in Luke’s
thoughts and the question he had voiced, the Lagu answered,
“I was hiding from you, using the basic survival tactic
of psychically insisting that you do not see me. It was
embarrassing for me to have been seen by one of your species
as happened last springtime, for it is our custom to interact
with your kind only telepathically, in a layer of psychic activity
known tomany as i-space. Also, all Lagu on this planet will soon
enter an eight hundred year hibernation, so it will soon become
customary for my species to have no contact whatsoever with
yours.”

Trying to work it out and coming up short, Luke pressed
for more, “Uhh ... why?”

“Because you Copy Manglers screwed up the web of life, and
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now the ferns taste bland,” the creature helpfully explained.
“The increasing blandness of fern tips is just one of many
indications that it would be unsafe for us to remain active
in this world’s habitat. The planet will of course remedy the
situation eventually, and we Lagu estimate that that process
will take eight hundred years.”

As the explanation made its way through Luke’s thinking,
he found it increasingly distressing.

“Wait ... what? You’re going to go to sleep for eight hundred
years? All of you? And just how many of you are there, anyway?
Over ferns or whatever?”

There was no way he was going to let this Lagu go away
for basically forever after he’d just found it. It was so cool! And
he hadn’t even remembered the camera!

So Luke tried to argue. “But you’re magical. You can turn
invisible and you’re psychic and who knows what else! There
must be something you can do about it,” Luke demanded,
showing his age. “Like, whoever is causing the problem,
whichever people – er, Copy Manglers – are ruining things,
just make them stop with some psychic koalamonkey magic
spell or whatever. I mean, if they’re really screwing up the web
of life, isn’t that a big deal? For us at least as much as for your
kind? So why not just tell us who the problem is and we’ll make
them stop! Tell me and I’ll do it myself!”

Luke felt his temper getting the better of him. And found
himself powerless to prevent the bizarre injustice of it all from
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boiling over into a raging tantrum. Fortunately, before he could
pull together another tirade, the Lagu intervened.

“Little creature, my kind knows better than you ever could what
our best course of action is,” it said with calming, measured
patience. “Yet you are right that the actions of some Copy
Manglers have created a problem that affects you too, all of
you, and many other species as well,” the creature continued.

Feeling namesake affinity with a character from a popular
movie, Luke wondered, “Is this my Joda moment?”

“According to your memories, it is not,” said the creature
who hung from a tree. Although Luke would always recall the
Lagu as a psychic koalamonkey, he would later discover that
the Lagu more closely resembled a slow loris, with those large
round eyes, but with a slightly more human nose and mouth,
uniquely different fur and paws, and remarkably efficient claws
for how nonthreatening the things looked.

“The movies and books you recall were set in a time and
place unlike this one. This world, at this time, is much more
difficult to navigate than the world depicted in those stories
you recall,” it explained, which caused Luke to look around
and poke at a large puffball mushroom that was well past its
snowy-white edible prime with his foot, so as to to make sure
he wasn’t dreaming. Everything seemed to check out. He
did not believe this Lagu for a second, given the quality of its
manner, but there was something he had been thinking about,
and he just had to ask, “Why do you call us Copy Manglers?”
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Switching which arm it was hanging from with a tumbling
acrobatic maneuver that reminded Luke of an otter for
some reason, presumably to get more comfortable, the Lagu
obligingly conveyed, “Those are just the words in memory
which you associate with the basic activity of your species at
this place and time. The basic activity of my species is to Lagu.
The basic activity of a Joda is to Joda. The basic activity of your
species is make copies of things, but each in your own way,
so the copies you make are different from the originals, and
therefore mangled. The next nearest term would be ‘imperfect
copiers’, but because it is possible for the things you create
to be perfect for their time and place, yet imperfect in the
resemblance of their manner to the manner of the thing from
which they’ve been copied, this term is less accurate than ‘copy
manglers’.”

Having no idea what the creature had just meant, Luke realized
that this Lagu must have been telling the truth before, when it
denied being a Joda. He still didn’t really trust it, because Luke
knew better than to trust animals, but he knew he didn’t want
the thing to disappear for basically forever, because he was tired
of cool things disappearing forever. So he shifted his approach,
saying, “Okay Lagu, if you have to go into hibernation because
of my species, fine. But I really don’t see what the big deal is.
You’ve got your ferns right here, don’t you? There can’t be that
many of you, and you’re way smarter than any other critter I’ve
talked to after perching on a tree stump all day. Can’t you just,
like, go somewhere better?”

“No Luke, we can not. We Lagu are the same thing as our
habitats,” the animal responded. “If our habitats become
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uninhabitable, all we can do is withdraw into hibernation until
these are regenerated by time.”

To Luke, this sounded fishy.

“Although our situation does bear similarity to that of the
fish on this planet at this time,” the Lagu responded, as if Luke
had spoken the accusation aloud. “Nearly nine tenths of the
fish population that this world had four hundred years ago no
longer has habitat on this world. We Lagu are more fortunate,
in that our numbers have not been impacted in this way, and
we are going into hibernation to ensure that our well-being is
not negatively impacted during the time when our habitats are
not habitable.”

This was the weirdest thing Luke had ever heard. Were there
nine tenths of the fish really gone? He’d never had a problem
catching fish, and couldn’t really imagine there being that many
more fish, not anywhere he’d ever been. And how did these
Lagu hibernate, anyway? Did they dig big underground tunnels
or something? And, if they could live for eight hundred years
in underground tunnels, why couldn’t they just stop the habitat
loss in the first place?

Luke had many questions, but none of them were very clear,
and yet all of these questions combined to form a need for Luke
to better grasp whatever problem was making the Lagu want
to hibernate.

The creature flipped around again, to hang upside down
from a leg rather than from an arm. “If you would like,” the
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creature said, “I will give you all the information you need to
truly understand the problem here and now, before I leave, so
long as you are aware that solving this problem is very far from
possible at this time, for me, or you, or anyone else.”

That wasn’t quite what Luke had been hoping for, but it seemed
better than nothing, and his curiosity easily overcame his
misgivings. “Uh, yeah okay,” he said, expecting the critter to
make a long-winded speech rich with more of that gibberish
from earlier. Or to start some dialog whose details would later
prove ridiculously hard to recall. But that’s not what happened.
Instead, Luke jumped from his stump onto the forest floor, and
walked cautiously towards the Lagu, who just looked back at
him. Suddenly, Luke felt very tired, and sat down a few feet
from the creature, intending only to get more comfortable for
the Lagu’s explanation.
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B efore he knew it, Luke found that he could not keep his
eyes open, and he laid down on the dark forest floor’s
cool damp soil, never taking his eyes off the now-

unmoving Lagu. Laying there next to the fern patch, resting
on the twigs and cobwebs, what began as a blink accidentally
became a deep sleep. Within this sleep, a dream took control of
Luke’s mind. And he slept, his awareness bound by this dream
to a series of journeys through twisting corridors of cause-and-
effect, each starting with a scene he recalled from his life. From
a single, simple, everyday memory, the dream’s perspective
would zoom out in many directions, each taking Luke, by turns,
through all of logical implications of the memory’s contents.

The first such journey began with Luke’s still-recent dismay
at watching the forest he played in become a big box store
parking lot. From there, this dream wound its way through
all of things that must be true in light of this newly paved
forest. Luke saw the things that were true for the plants and the
critters; the things that were true for the soil. And with these
facts established, the dream then zoomed out to all the paved
parking lots Luke had ever seen, and then to all the pavement,
and then to all the cars, and then to all the other places he knew
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were paved, and finally, to a comparison of all of this with
how few slabs of concrete or asphalt he’d actually seen being
unmade by the living places they covered over.

Watching this story of pavement unfold was not fun at all.
But as big and unhappy as this dream sequence was, Luke was
given no time to recover. The Lagu, it seemed, was a creature
who gave complete explanations. So on and on these journeys
went, each one precisely detailing a bit more of the reason for
the Lagu’s withdrawal into hibernation.

After the story of pavement came the story of sod, which
began with noticing that a neighbor who hated dandelions and
fussed around with chemicals in his yard every day had one
or more counterparts on every block in every neighborhood
Luke had ever seen. The third began with Luke’s discovery that
many animals got sick or nasty when confined to cages, and
proceeded to describe what this implied for all of the animals –
including people – forced into uncomfortable artificial habitats.
Another began with looking out the window of his parents’
car, seeing the garage where one of his friends had died by self
immolation the year before, and noticing the soot stain high
on on the building’s exterior wall above its door which had not
yet been scrubbed off. And another began with the time he’d
found a weird dead deer.

They just came and kept coming, these vastly sad dreams.
Each one left Luke with another grim piece of a larger grim
puzzle. Again and again, Luke tried to wake up and could
not. Not until he’d been taken through sixty-four of these
journeys. When he finally woke up, he’d slept all night, then all
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day, then through one more night. But Luke did not know it in
the moment he woke, having opened his eyes curled up in the
dirt, cold and sore and watching a spider crawl across a fern-
suspended web, looking up just in time to see the Lagu, hanging
from that same fallen tree, swing like a circus performer into
what looked like a poolside prankster’s cannonball, tumbling
through the air to land amongst the ferns.

For a while, Luke just laid there, gazing at the clump of greenery
into which the Lagu had vanished. He did not move for several
minutes, waiting there, in the secret, futile hope that the
creature would reappear again in the same way it had earlier.
Luke would have continued laying there, with nothing better
to do, feeling itchy and grubby with his face in the dirt. But his
stupor was interrupted by what felt like a bug flying directly
up his nose.

That abrupt, bizarre sensation, which he was all too familiar
with from riding his bike through the landscape, got him up
and stomping around in no time. Luke looked into the fern
patch, hoping to see some kind of hidden critter hole into
which the Lagu could have gone, but found only regular forest
floor beneath the freshly-trimmed green fern tops, and was
comforted, however mildly, by sight of tip-less fern tops, as this
provided clear, seemingly irrefutable evidence of that magical
animal’s existence.

32



Chapter 7

U pon departing, the purpose of Traha’s journey to
Earth seemed clear enough. The Lagu’s reasons for
entering into a great, prolonged sleep were obvious in

light of the research she’d carried out, so her job was simply to
address the problems underlying their decision. Transforming
her tree body’s matter into the beam of directed energy which
would spend over twenty years traversing the void, she’d felt
entirely sure that her plan to reduce the duration of her friend
Burblehoot’s Lagu hibernation from eight hundred years to
three hundred years or less would prove successful. And she
was certain that – though they’d be inaccessible by traditional
means while resting – Burblehoot’s kind would somehow know
when it was safe for them to re-emerge in their world, and
would awaken at that time, whatever year it happened to be.

Her mission, then, was to get the Lagu planet back into a
state which accommodated the Lagu, and to do so as quickly
as possible. That was all there was to it, and then Burblehoot
would wake up, and she’d be able to talk with her best friend
again. Of course, all paths to the mission’s success depended
in some way on the primitive Copy Mangler species that was
causing so much trouble for the Lagu. And it would not become
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clear which of these paths Traha should follow until until long
after she’d left her home world and all but the barest remnant
of her tree body behind. But after finding a geographically
suitable Primate 890 in i-space who was willing to prepare for
her arrival as instructed, assure her a safe landing, and even
to help her become acclimated to the foreign biosphere and
society, she left Gliese 667 C feeling as if her mission’s success
was a foregone conclusion.

Even so, there were doubts buried deep in the details she
had learned about the Copy Mangler species and how they
were organized. Like the Lagu, her own species, and every other
advanced people in the universe, this species – these Humans
– had evolved to communicate psychically in information-
space, though their capabilities in this regard were still very
rudimentary. But these humans had also, several hundred years
ago by her best estimate, diverged from the standard path of
evolutionary advancement, by making it customary to ignore
psychic communication. There was, Traha found, something
about that that bothered her.

There was a logic to the species’ divergence from evolution’s
norm, she saw, because processing all of the information
necessary to coordinate a rapid increase in planetary population
density requires prohibitively massive decision-making
resources. It was customary for most intelligent species
to advanced slowly and carefully due to this information
processing constraint. But Traha understood how it might
seem expedient for an undeveloped species, unaware of this
custom, to train their exclusive attentions on a narrow range
of explicit communication procedures, while allowing other
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i-space interactions to proceed unconsciously, in an automated
fashion, so as to conserve decision-making resources when
allocating conscious attention. In fact, as long as there were
people monitoring i-space to note problems in these automated
networks of psychic interactions as they inevitably arose, Traha
did not see why the novel strategy should be a problem. And
yet, this human custom of ignoring the timeless and subtle
worlds to focus solely on the material world nagged at her
mind, and this nagging became all the more pernicious when
she realized that this species did not even acknowledge the vast
majority of data structures encoded in the physical material
constituting this world on which they exclusively focused.

However bothersome all of this was to her purposes, if all
else failed, Traha knew she could just psychically insist that
the humans accommodate her actions, for these were in
alignment with the natural order governing the biosphere
within which they lived. Unless matched by an opposing
insistence that reality’s natural order judged to be of higher
priority, psychic insistence would ensure cooperation. But her
research suggested that securing cooperation in this manner
was likely to be regarded as taboo where she was going. And
when she’d mentioned insistence to the human with whom
she’d struck a deal, he had argued against it with what she took
to be uncharacteristic passion.

What could she do, then, except transform herself into a beam
of light, and fly from her home star to the Lagu world, which
she would have to get used to calling Earth.
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A fter dusting himself off, while stumbling back out
of the forest and through the marsh, Luke grappled
with his experience. The Lagu was still the coolest

thing he’d ever seen, but as he stepped through a fence and
into a cornfield, the world appeared terrifying. Though the
morning was perfect, with the sun just starting up into a clear
blue sky, as Luke brushed up against a cornstalk much taller
than himself, it brought to mind the role of corn in the dream-
journey which had grown out of his memory of a weird dead
deer, and he recoiled from the plant that had always seemed so
friendly before that. Stepping onto the field to walk between
the uniformly planted rows, he noticed the texture underfoot
and felt nauseous, his thoughts dwelling on the details of that
particular dream-journey, which had expanded to include the
uniform sickly-gray color of the earth in the nearby fields.

Making his way back to his house, every step brought another
barrage of details from that prolonged, bizarre dream. As the
weight of these details grew, Luke recalled again and again
the Lagu’s wordless, psychic admonition to remain aware that
there there was no solution to the problem forcing the Lagu
into exile; that all Luke could do about what he was seeing was
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try to understand.

There hadn’t been any hostility in the Lagu’s demeanor. Luke
had felt barely a hint of the primal danger which usually lay just
beneath the surface of anything wild. In fact, the Lagu seemed
less threatening than a possum, and intelligent enough to be
interesting to the boy whose intellect rarely seemed to fit with
the worlds into which he was thrust by circumstance. But the
information This Lagu had given Luke was heavy.

By the time he reached home, Luke had seen it all twice.
Once in his dream, then again in his thinking. In doing so, he
learned why the Lagu were leaving, and could find no fault
with with their reasoning for it. They were going to their deep
hibernation, and he could see precisely why they were doing
this everywhere he looked.

Was this the prize he had hoped for, setting out to find the
Lagu? Not exactly. In truth, he had hoped the elusive and
magical Lagu would grant him a wish or teach him to use the
force or lead him to treasure in the extremely unlikely event
that his fern patch stakeout bore fruit. Or even, if all else failed,
simply give him a good story to tell, he lamented. And this last
thought brought bitterness.

For who could he tell, Luke wondered, parking his bike in
its usual spot. Not his parents, or his friends. Or anyone else,
he realized, heading up the front stairs to his door. No, a species
of medium-sized psychic arboreal fern tip munchers was not
the kind of thing people believed, or cared about, or wanted to
hear. So, he thought, turning the door’s handle and opening
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the door, he would just have to keep the whole thing to himself,
and do his best to keep people from ruining the world in all of
the ways that this Lagu had described to Luke using nothing
more than the contents of his own mind.

If this was what those big-eyed creatures were all about, Luke
thought, it was no wonder he’d never heard of a Lagu before he
met one. And, he added ruefully to this insight, having never
heard anyone explain this manner of creature before, it was
no wonder he’d hadn’t thought twice before tracking this Lagu
down. Well, he concluded, if that’s the way it is, the least I can
do from now on is tell anyone who mentions seeing a psychic
koalamonkey what’s what.
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N ear the top of the tallest hill around, twenty minutes
past the last house on the outskirts of the village, a
man known to most only as Taavi sat at a specially-

prepared table in the cleared center of his large, mostly-edible
garden. Although well into his seventies, this man did not
appear infirm, and his garden was well-tended. Taavi knew no
one would bother him there, as the townsfolk were all afraid of
bandits rumored to live in these hills, and his granddaughter
was not expected again for several weeks. So he took his
time with the preparations, singing his song to keep himself
company.

Was all of this foolishness worth it, he wondered. He knew
that making deals with spirits was always a bad plan, and that
good rarely came of it. Sure, they’d oftentimes honor some
or even all of their side of the bargain, but the bargain itself
put hooks in a person, and once these hooks were in, all real
negotiating power belonged to the spirit. Taavi understood the
term ‘devil’s bargain’ all too well, and his granddaughter Abi –
despite reluctantly agreeing to cooperate – had passionately
opposed the idea of him doing this deal with the tree spirit
Traha on principle alone. After all, such sorcery was not taboo
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for no reason.

Still, Taavi was going through with it, as this devil’s bargain
would grant him a longer life, enough money to enjoy comfort
in his retirement, and seemed, on balance, like the right thing to
do. So he stood, slowly rotating his body until it was precisely
aligned as per the spirit’s instructions, enacting the correct
procedure, and turned his attention to connecting with a spot
very high up in the sky. Soon, the presence of Traha the tree
spirit, who’d been anticipating his contact, met Taavi in i-space.
And a deal was done.
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N ot long after his encounter with the Lagu, Luke
came to believe that the whole thing had simply
been imagined. Without a doubt, that was the only

explanation for what he recalled that made any sense at all. He
had just fallen asleep in the forest and dreamed it all up. And
life went on.

A couple of years later, with winter fast approaching, Luke
stashed his bike, and recounted his coins with the hand in
his coat pocket to make sure he had enough while walking
towards a hot beverage. As usual, he was going to the coffee
shop, having made it a habit to sit there and study. Or study
and ruminate. Or just ruminate, sometimes.

Today, he sat down with a pen and paper, and worked out
the logic behind a computer simulation that one of his teachers
had shown to a few of the older students at the tiny rural art
school he’d recently started at. Working this out didn’t take
long, so he read fifty pages of a book, and then daydreamed
briefly about the girl he’d fallen in love with at first sight,
who he’d actually thought was a boy for a while, which she’d
found hilarious and delightful. Once these critical tasks were
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completed, since the afternoon remained wide open, Luke
eventually went back to his mainstay activity of just sitting
with quieted thoughts, trying to capture and draw or write
down all the things that came into his mind while thinking
about nothing.

On this day, the exercise went as it usually did. First came
the idyll fantasizing, then the fragments of conversations, and
the scenes from movies he’d seen recently. Then, parts of
some of his more vivid dreams started coming up, bringing
with them bits and pieces of memories – from life, fiction,
other dreams, and who knew where else – joined together
in improbable ways. Here was where Luke usually found the
good stuff to jot down, like spaceships made of dragons, and
car engines that ate banana peels instead of gasoline like in
that one movie. But today, there wasn’t much of interest there.
Just a weird ornately-outfitted chapel improbably housed in a
rustic cabin, towers made of misshapen boulders that did not
tumble over despite their seemingly-delicate balance, abstract
shapes that never quite became solid – that sort of thing.

As none of this imagery would make for a good poem or
drawing, Luke’s thoughts slowly drifted back to ruminations
on that Lagu’s dream of progress as horror. The passage of
time had not made this dream any less vivid, and in fact had
begun to reveal the disquieting truth that all of the problems
Luke had seen in this dream were quite real, and widespread,
and growing larger every day. Today, Luke reflected on the
dream of the weird dead deer. Whatever unnatural rot had
taken the life of that deer he’d found in the swamp was not
some unique thing, because now people were finding more and
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more deer carcasses in that condition every year, and Luke had
started hearing people name something called wasting disease
as the culprit.

No one, of course, blamed the new dent corn, even though
that was all most deer ate anymore, and the stuff could give
you a rash if you messed with it on certain days. Just as no one
blamed the pavement and endless lines of prefab buildings and
scooters and new medications and shitty future prospects for
the school student shooting rampage he’d seen on the news
attributed to gun laws and video games. And everyone was
tired of hearing Luke talk about how wrong the world that
people were building looked to him. So what could he do,
beyond ruminate, and try to imagine better things for the
future than he felt certain were on the horizon?
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L eaning against an exposed wooden beam, a giant
corn-husk-wrapped cigar burning in his hand, the
stocky, wrinkled man watched the miracle unfolding

in the middle of the building’s single room through half-closed
eyes. Two lightly-swaying, exposed incandescent bulbs lit the
proceedings well. From his vantage in the shifting shadows
on the room’s edge, dampened by mist coming in through a
window he’d unshuttered before this cigar was lit, the elder
could see by the expression on the midwife’s face that the birth
was without problems, as he’d known it would be.

So he watched, and sang the song, waiting for the moment
he’d been anticipating for a very long time. Though nearly a
hundred years old, his voice remained strong, but its volume
was insufficient to reach even his own remaining good ear
amidst the thunderous tumult enveloping the space. The young
mother’s panting howls and countless raindrops striking the
corrugated steel roof, the sputtering mechanical roar of the
generator just outside, and the occasional boom of thunder
from the night’s unusually turbulent storm all added their songs
to his.
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At the center of the action, the midwife and a couple of helpers
handled their business. Observing from a respectful distance,
the father-to-be stood, clenching and unclenching his hands
every so often, next to the clear-eyed woman with rigid posture
whom the government had sent to observe and record the
birth. No one paid any attention to Taavi until it was time for
him to do his job. Then, having reduced his song’s volume to
something barely audible in the relative calm following the
child’s delivery, Taavi walked resolutely to the center of the
room, spread a small worn canvas blanket on the floor, gestured
towards the afterbirth and soiled towels, and exchanged nods
with the midwife.

When Taavi stooped to gather up his precious bundle, the
young mother glanced up from her new, perfect baby and over
his way. He met her eyes, flashed her a brief, toothless smile,
stuck his cigar into the smile, and winked while deftly lifting
the squishy mass of solids in one hand and a bucket of used
wash water in the other. Then he was gone, out the door and
on to a muddy stone path through the rainy darkness. His feet
knew the way home better than he did, and as he walked he
began gently reaching out with his subtle sense to investigate
the afterbirth swinging alongside him to the rhythm of his pace.
By the time he’d reached his garden, Taavi knew that the plan
had been successful. The spirit, as promised, had arrived.

Setting the bundle down on the place he’d made for it, Taavi
unbound its edges and allowed the tarp to fall open. “Hello
spirit. Are you well? It is me, Taavi, and I have made it safe
for you here,” he said aloud. Then, despite the enormity of the
event, Taavi didn’t really feel like standing around in the rain
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all night, so he went inside to stoke the fire and heat some soup.

An hour later, sitting in the flickering light of an oil lamp
at a plastic table half as old as he was, tears of joy and relief
sprung to Taavi’s eyes as contact came from the presence he’d
struck a deal with before the turn of the century.

“Taavi? It is I, daughter of Traha,” the spirit greeted. I am
very pleased with you and weary from my long journey. May I
have some soup?”

Just then a perceptible noise and minor tug at the cuff of
his pants caught his attention. Looking down, Taavi saw
what looked like a tiny person with faintly glowing green skin
waving its arms as if it had just spotted a ship after being stuck
on a desert island with nothing but coconuts for company.
In response, Taavi laughed with childlike wonder and very
carefully scooped the embodied apparition up off the earthen
floor. “Of course you may have some soup, daughter of Traha –
and anything else you may require! The first thing you need is
a name. I will call you Edwina. Welcome to my world, Edwina,”
he said.

Edwina grew quickly. Around the barest scrap of
consciousness-imbued matter, her form, once removed from
the body of the spirit-mother Taavi had found for her, became
approximately one centimeter taller each day. Her skin
remained the color and texture of healthy banana leaf, over
which a layer of chalky phosphorescence gradually thickened.
For his part, Taavi left her to her own devices, and she spent her
first weeks as one of Earth’s hominids eating, making waste,
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and blundering around trying to find her balance.

When Edwina was two months old and something more than
knee high, even while maintaining the psychic connection with
her spirit-mother, she began silently following Taavi around
while he worked in the garden, and helping out by doing near-
to-the-ground jobs like pest removal and inspection of leaf
bottoms. Taavi, though perpetually marveling at the power
and mystery of the spirit before him, and now thankful for the
temporary reprieve from having to stoop down and get back
up so often in the garden, wondered for the thousandth time if,
perhaps, he had bitten off more than he could chew.

It was true that honoring his side of the deal he’d struck
had been his life’s secret purpose for many years. And he
greatly enjoyed the job, especially after the spirit he’d cut the
deal with proved her power by leading him to a fortune in
unclaimed opals. But when a beam of light actually did come
upon that wild graboo berry positioned just-so on the alter at
the appointed time of the appointed day, Taavi couldn’t quite
believe it. Still, he’d followed through and done his part.

After the prophesied beam of light did its work, he’d fed the
yellow, newly-blessed graboo berry to the expectant mother
chosen for the task, told her of her child’s great importance in
the future, and convinced her that her child’s health depended
on him keeping bad spirits at bay immediately following the
birth by removing uncleanliness from the place where the
newborn would spend its first moments in the world. It was
only now, fostering an awkward tree child sent to earth from
beyond by an ancient, benevolent spirit, that Taavi began to
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suspect that this whole venture was overly ambitious.
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A s Edwina developed, the pair fell into a routine of
chores and meandering telepathic conversations.
The remnants of Traha’s wise soul took comfort in

the familiar presence of this friend she’d gotten to know in
preparation for this journey, while her newly-forming human
mind vaguely distrusted everything that Taavi said. It wasn’t
that she distrusted the man, who was obviously honest, but
rather that his answers to her questions seemed too far fetched
to be reliable. So, together, they planted then tended the garden,
each weighing their own doubts about the wisdom of their
unprecedented collaboration.

When Edwina reached what was to be her approximate final
size, she dug a shallow pool, lined this with leaves forest debris,
filled it with water, added buckets of mineral-rich clay and
carefully-prepared bits of vegetative debris, then submerged
herself in the muck for several days. When she first emerged,
coughing and sputtering to begin breathing atmosphere, she
was awake just long enough to rinse off using a nearby water
basin, wrap herself in the large blanket hanging on a clothesline
that’d been strung up overhead, and lay back down on a bare
patch of earth to sleep for another six days. Upon rising again,
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she donned the large, shapeless cotton dress and coarse wool
shawl that Taavi had left for the occasion, and slowly made her
way through the densely-planted garden towards the house.
Overwhelmed by unfamiliar sensations, she lost her balance
more than once.

“Taavi, I think there’s something wrong with this body,” Edwina
called out, her voice uneven, as she was using these new vocal
chords for the first time. “I may have to make another one.
This one feels all wrong. It won’t even let me call home, and I
need to tell everyone my arrival has been successful.”

From behind a screen formed by densely-packed, hanging
bundles of coarse leafy plants and long dangling strands of
flowers, Edwina saw a woman emerge. This woman appeared
mature, though far younger than Taavi, and was wearing a
simple cotton dress very much like the one that Edwina had
found to wear when she’d awoken. As this woman smiled and
waved a greeting, it dawned on Edwina that her own dress
seemed to have been put on very incorrectly. Upon becoming
aware of this small mistake, Edwina found herself facing a tidal
wave of unpleasant new feelings, the sum of which drowned
out all clear thought.

She froze, hopelessly conflicted. Whatwas the proper response?
Should she remove the garment and try again to put it on right?
Or head back to the place where she’d awoken and attempt to
correct the error herself in the relative privacy of the garden
shrine? Or just rip the thing off, declare it not to her liking, and
demand another dress? Or, maybe, do nothing at all and act as
if the dress was perfectly fine – because really, for all Edwina
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knew, this garment could have been designed to be worn in
more than one way. And just who was this woman, anyway?
Though her smile appeared friendly, Edwina couldn’t properly
sense her mind – nor Taavi’s, since waking up – and, upon
consciously registering this disturbing psychic silence, became
suddenly and irrationally afraid that the whole thing was some
kind of Copy Mangler trick.

But the unfamiliar woman did not wait for Edwina to make
a decision. Instead, responding to the newborn creature’s
increasingly obvious distress, she efficiently closed the small
distance between them, caught Edwina in an iron grip, and
pulled her into a near-smothering embrace. Not speaking, she
held the embrace until long after Edwina’s frenzied thinking
relaxed. And then, by procedures that were yet impenetrably
mysterious to her newly-formed mind – with its unique
mingling of tree and human sensibilities – Edwina found
she could sense this woman’s actual presence as if through its
fleshy shadow. Which was relieving and confusing in equal
measure.

“Be still, child,” the woman softly murmured. “Grandfather
Taavi’s a damn fool, but we’ll get this worked out all the same,”
the woman’s presence added underneath the spoken words.

Becalmed for the time being, Edwina used her week-old vocal
chords to ask, “can you help me fix this confusing garment?
Also, why is Taavi a damn fool?”

Still holding Edwina’s arms, the woman stepped back half
a pace to inspect her person with exaggerated deliberateness.
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“Well now,” thewoman saidwhen her smiling eyesmet Edwina’s.
“Taavi tells me he’s calling you Edwina. My name is Abi. The
problem with your dress is that your legs are in the arm holes.
Don’t worry, that will be very easy to fix once we untie the knot
you’ve made to keep the thing fastened over your shoulder. But
I’m not sure if even the gods know why Taavi is so foolish.”

At this, Taavi burst into laughter. He’d been approaching
the pair from the house, being careful to avoid interrupting
their exchange, and had just gotten close enough to hear what
was being said. “It’s true,” he wailed in mock despair. “I’ve
begged and pleaded with the gods to tell me why I’m so foolish,
and they swear they know nothing about it!”

The outburst dissolved whatever tension remained in the
moment, and soon they were all laughing. Suddenly, inspired
to mischief, Edwina stood tall, and loudly proclaimed, “Fear
not, oh faithful Taavi. For my wise mother Traha has sent me
across the vacuum sea of darkness to help. You see, before I
arrived, the question of your abiding foolishness was as great a
mystery to the trees of my planet as it was to your own people.
But when I awoke in your form, wrapping the garment your
planet provided to me around my soul, and presented myself
to your people, I too felt foolish.”

Here, whether by instinct or some new and dawning
understanding, Edwina paused for dramatic effect.

“But,” she went on, “possessing the unmatched intelligence
of my tree ancestors, I was quickly able to discern the reason
I felt foolish upon joining with your two-gendered species,
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which is also the reason for your foolishness, kind Taavi.”

With both Taavi and his granddaughter hanging on her every
word, neither quite clear on what was happening, Edwina
surprised the pair by abruptly jumping from an erect posture to
a pose with her feet spread greater than shoulder-width apart.
Then, with a flourish, she took hold of the upside-down dress’
neck hole, which was hanging between her thighs, and shook it
around lewdly, declaring, “It’s this! I feel foolish because I can’t
stop thinking about this awkward clump swinging between
my legs, and I’m certain that anyone who sees me will know
me a fool for wearing such a silly thing and thinking about it
constantly!”

Abi set her misgivings aside and burst into a laughter with
sufficient force to prod her grandfather’s wry chuckle into
riotous glee. The trio laughed until their vision blurred. Taavi
bellowed so hard he lost his cigar, then clownishly allowed
himself to fall over. As Abi, who stood a head taller than her
grandfather and half a head shorter than Edwina, moved to
help him up, Edwina found she could now sense each of their
minds as clearly as she could hear them with this body’s ears.
And it occurred to her that maybe this freshly-grown alien
form was not defective, after all. It would just take some getting
used to.
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B rook Hoffenbrenner grew up in a waterfront mansion
in Grosse Pointe City. While getting her bachelor’s at a
small private school in Ohio, energized by a three day

social justice activism retreat, she resolved to dedicate her life
to ending all forms of discrimination. Following grad school in
Arizona, she changed her name to Nneka, headed off to teach
in Maine, distanced herself from her past on social media, and
took it upon herself to broaden the horizons of all her new
students. Her two children were the only people of color in
the neighborhood she moved to, and the school’s faculty was
entirely comprised of white people.

Everything was fine, it seemed. Until the scandal broke. It was
not Nneka’s scandal, though she lived it as her own. Pouring
over the web-based tabloid stories and social media arguments
surrounding another woman’s ‘outing’ as being descended
from Europeans, watching her secret fears come to life, Nneka
began to feel a creeping dread. Over days and then weeks of
consuming the public spectacle of outrage, rumor, speculation,
and nonsense surrounding the issue at hand, she was shaken.
Walking around in a stupor of disbelief and terror, going
through the motions with her classes, she began to catch herself
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just freezing and staring at the people around her. Was it
possible, she wondered, zoning out due to the intensity of her
puzzlement? Could it be? Do any of these people not know I
was born white?

This was not a question she wanted answered. Watching
the drama unfold on the other side of the country, seeing how
quickly it turned into a mean, polarized, shitshow, Nneka
wanted very much to never learn the answer to this question.
But she had to know, because she’d checked the box marked
‘other’ on the form she had filled out before she got hired,
and had only been offered the position after two in-person
interviews. If a name, hairdo, garb choice, and tanning-
bed complexion had given anyone the impression she was
pretending to be someone she was not supposed to pretend to
be, she knew there’d be trouble, living in call-out culture. So
Nneka devised a plan, and brought her children with her to
class.

Standing at the front of the classroom after her students had
taken their seats, Nneka held her young son in one arm and
placed her other hand atop her standing daughter’s head. She
mentioned only that her kids were in her care for the moment,
and began the class in the usual manner. Then, she asked the
question.

“Alright,” she began, steeling herself for the worst. “Who
can tell me how many people of color are in this room right
now? Only put your hand up if you’re sure you know the right
answer.”
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No hands went up. Although this was not uncommon in
her class, Nneka gave it a minute. “I’m waiting,” she prompted.
Looking from student to student, that sense of creeping dread
washing over her, she finally met the eyes of the only student
looking bored in a way that suggested she should just get to the
point. “Sam,” Nneka inquired in a somewhat more demanding
tone than she had intended to use, “Do you want to tell us?”

“Three,” Sam said. “So what?”

All of the other students who were paying attention swiveled
their heads her way, expecting her to confirm or deny the
correctness of Sam’s answer. “Thank you Sam,” Nneka
confirmed, nodding curtly, with her best neutral face covering
the inner, twisting grimace. “Want to tell your classmates why?
I get the feeling some of them aren’t getting it.”

With a characteristic shrug, and voice muted by sympathetic
embarrassment for everyone, Sam explained, “Uhh, people
she’s white. Seriously? Can’t any of you count?”

Holding her offspring a bit closer, Nneka steeled herself for
what she now knew would come next. She watched the lights
come on and the dots connect in her students’ minds as written
on their expressions. She watched the things they thought they
knew combine with the necessity to prove themselves to be on
the right side of the line which had been drawn by invisible
forces through the politics of the moment. After a long pause,
one of her students began to burst. “But that’s. It’s. You’re ..,”
the student blurted before getting coherent and summing up
thoughts and pointing an accusatory finger at her. “But that’s
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cultural appropriation - You’re trying to pass for black!”

And that was that.

Nneka had done her best to work through the accusation
in the classroom, and to use it to encourage critical thinking.
Standing there, with her kids, utterly befuddled, she had kept
it professional, asked the student to say more, then listened to
several minutes of poorly articulated circular logic. She had
spent the rest of the hour getting the class caught up on the
regularly scheduled material, but could see a troubling change
in a couple of her students.

After receiving a handful of anonymous complaints from
students, the school’s administrators quietly forced Nneka to
resign. She half-heartedly attempted to fight it, and even paid a
lawyer to begin taking legal action to keep her job, but she knew
it was futile. Nothing she could say could make it better. Only
worse. And as she watched a change come over the way people
look at her, Nneka considered that other woman’s scandal, the
one that had trended on twitter only recently, and knew she
had to leave her job and rented home before people started
sticking a camera in her face.

So she moved to a suburb of Des Moines, because no one knew
her there, and because she imagined most Iowans to be too
polite to do more than raise an eyebrow if they recognized her
as having been the subject of a widely-distributed, unflattering
meme comparing a somewhat-doctored picture of her from
ten years ago with a more recent, similarly-doctored picture,
over which was scrawled ‘cultural appropriation in action’.

57



RAINBOW LULLABY

No one in academia would hire her again, she feared, and
her friends from grad school seemed to just get weirder and
weirder about the whole thing the more she talked with them
about it. Not wanting her kids to have to deal with the reporters
or documentary film interviews that other lady’s kids had had
to deal with, she resolved to create a new life, and to steer clear
of the politicized toxicity which seemed to have engulfed the
professional environment she had worked so hard to become a
part of.

Still, she could not give up on her passions entirely, so Nneka
blogged prolifically about her ongoing fight for justice and
equality while working as the assistant manager of a sunglasses
kiosk at the mall. Over time, she adjusted her manner to attract
less attention. Again and again, she came up with ways to
prove to herself that she had learned whatever life lesson she
was supposed to learn from watching her hard-earned career
evaporate in a tangled mess of fear and miscommunication.
And, for a time, she was just glad to have almost enough money
to keep food on the table and cloths that fit on the kids.

But Nneka wanted more from her new life than it had to offer.
And she found the prospect of experiencing the conditions of
working poverty indefinitely to be horrifying. Three months
in, her new career at the mall kiosk reached the pinnacle of
its potential, and she watched while a series of dude bros and
mean guys and happy guys were promoted out of the mall
and into desk jobs at one of the company’s regional offices.
Meanwhile, every quarter, her superiors told her there were no
positions open for someone with her qualifications.
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Within a year, one of the happy guys she had recently trained
showed up as her new boss. To Nneka, who was certain that she
was a better paper pusher than any of the others who appeared
to be sleepwalking up the staircase of corporate hierarchy, the
casual unfairness of this and every other thing she looked at
became like a force. Like a great, gusty wind that threatened
to blow her composure away. Like gravity, with her stuck in
the ocean, prevented from getting out of the water by great
masses of deeply confused people, being herded like cattle
along the shore by faceless men and women in business suits
and uniforms.

Nneka tried to vent her job frustration in constructive ways. Yet
she viewed it as bald faced gender discrimination nomatter how
the circumstance was rationalized, and just plain did not get
why some people saw it differently. She channeled the outrage
she felt into a steady stream of moralistic yet perspicuous essays
on how her position in society as a woman intersected with
her position in society as a person who had been discriminated
against after being accused of cultural appropriation, which she
posted to her blog. Although Nneka suspected that few people
read her blog and fewer still understood it, she did nonetheless
attract a small audience of devoted fans.

She tried to just be grateful for this blog, and to see those
page-views as minor redemptions of her reputation. She tried
to hold the twenty-nine hours a week of guaranteed paid labor
available to her at the sunglasses kiosk in a light of gratitude. To
focus on the blessing of no one on the internet starting a fight
or smear campaign against her while she clarified her position
in painstaking detail, which proved a minor but cathartic relief.
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She learned to turn her focus towards all of the little things that
she had to be thankful for, when she caught herself attracting
the vacation brochures kiosk guy’s attention, such as with the
muted sobbing breakdowns that occasionally overcame her
while sitting in the company folding chair between customers.

But, no matter how hard she tried, Nneka just could not
put her past behind her, nor could she set aside the generalized
sense of betrayal she felt, as if all society’s implicit promises
about hard work and opportunity and justice had been broken
in ways that could not be mended. This all-encompassing
sense of betrayal became the macrocosm to her microcosm
of personal turmoil, which, in her mind, all came back to one
thing. That slow, silent, invisible scandal surrounding the
accusation of cultural appropriation.

ToNneka’s way of thinking, only a combination ofmonumental
stupidity, miscommunication, and malice could possibly be
responsible for what had befallen her. Still, she replayed what
had happened in her head many times each day, scrutinizing its
every aspect, as if compulsively performing a self-flagellation
effected by a riding cropmade of indignant despair. For starters,
living as a young widow with two children of color, she had
never tried to pass for anyone but herself. In her mind, the
out-of-season tan and braids and style had never been anything
more substantial than a superficial mask. This mask had never
been designed to pass inspections, nor was it worn like a child’s
costume. It was just her.

She recalled these details in a thinking loop that felt, more
and more, like the hold music to which she was subjected
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while some phone in her life’s unattended office rang and
rang. Obviously, Nneka ruminated, her late husband had never
taken her mask for a serious attempt to appear as someone
who shared his ancestry, nor had he accused her of laying
claim to his experience of life. He had laughed at her about
her appearance, with a resigned amusement and uninhibited
fun-poking that had helped them build trust. And been mean
to her about it too, sometimes, when they were bickering from
exhaustion. And one day, after coming home from work, he
had flown into a rage about it over dinner, screamed loud
enough to wake the baby that she was mocking him with her
‘fake hair fake skin color fake politics fake everything’, shattered
his plate against the wall, and stormed away.

Then he had stormed back in an hour later, looked at her
and the swollen belly, stopped in his tracks and started to cry,
and explained how he had noticed yet another confederate flag
sticker on a truck in their building’s parking ramp when he’d
arrived home for the evening. It was the one and only time he
had ever become upset with her in this way, and afterwards
they had talked through the way her appearance had worked
like a lightning rod for broader political frustrations he’d been
feeling constantly reminded of, that day.

With him, she had come to see her choices of hair style and
clothing and jewelery to be an outsider’s attempt to fit in with
the people most important to her. At the time, when she was
honest with herself, Nneka saw this mask for exactly what
it was, even as it came into being through a series of tiny
experiments and delicate revisions. It was the mask worn by
someone who wakes up every day, looks in the mirror, and does
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not understand why the person she sees is so very different
from the person she expects to see – who also happens to be
the person she has taken great care to become.

In this way, sometimes, it was a mask worn to protect her
from the ongoing threat of that primal, jarring confusion
looking back at her whenever she caught a glimpse of her
reflection without having first done a minor inner ritual of
self-consolation. She wore the mask not do deceive, nor to
hide, nor to play. Rather, Nneka wore it to dim the volume
of what she saw reflected in the faces of others, when they
accidentally picked up on and reacted to traces of the identity
conflict she’d long ago resolved in herself. Twice. And, as her
mask eventually became as much a part of her as any of her
other parts, she had come to love and accept it.

Now, in her best moments, which usually spanned the period
between the moment she saw that her paycheck had gone
through to the moment she watched that paycheck vanish into
an abyss of financial hardship, Nneka quietly noted the many
subtle ways that her mask had helped her face motherhood,
reminding her that childhood timidity had been left behind,
which had given her confidence in her ability to care for
her offspring. And when she caught herself sliding towards
hopelessness in time to do something about it, she thought of
the new name she had given herself to catalyze her transition
into the woman she knew she had to be when she had set off,
still reeling from the loss of her husband, for the new life she’d
intended to create.

It was her one true act of cultural appropriation, adopting
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this name from the woman she most admired, anticipating
the secret pleasure her future self would take in knowing that
some of the people of Maine might google the name, then find
the singer whose music was an ongoing inspiration to her. To
Nneka’s face, of course, she knew no one would ask after her
name or its significance, but she knew what it meant to her, and
intended to tell whoever might ask to find out for themselves
directly, from the singer she’d stolen the word from, if they
really wanted to know.

Nneka dwelt on these things, turning them over and over.
Then, as always, it would be back to the perpetual grind of
Bam! Shades Sunglasses Company, inc.. Locked in this cycle,
dreading each day while strengthening the resolve to face it
with every new thought of her children, Nneka met the Bam!
Shades customer who would change her life forever.
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I t happened just as Nneka was about to lock everything
up and wait for her happy guy manager to stop by to pick
up the night deposit money and supervise her count of

tomorrow’s change before this was placed in a lock box. She
was preparing to fish out the kiosk’s coverings and maneuver
the display modules into a shell around the register counter. In
almost every way, the fifty-something man who approached
the kiosk looked like one of her usual last-minute customers.
He was of average height, balding, with a thick, rounded body,
and wore the blue jeans and shapeless sweatshirt she’d come to
associate with aging, working class men on their day off in this
part of the country at this time of year.

While Nneka watched this man approach, however, she was not
focused on these qualities of his appearance. She was focusing
on his skin color, which appeared to be something approaching
cobalt blue. Having never seen a blue person, she did a double
take, then froze up in the anxiety of not knowing how to act.
Was it wrong to tell a blue guy she was closed, just because she
didn’t feel like selling another pair of sunglasses this near to
closing? Was it wrong to voice her curiosity about what his
deal was? Had he been born that way? Was it makeup? Did he
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have little blue kids at home?

As this blue man strode confidently towards her across the
mall plaza floor, then came to a stop before her expecting to be
waited on, Nneka found herself unable to ask her questions, or
show him what Bam! Shades had to offer. Instead, she felt a
great upwelling of raw, unformed emotion take control of her
awareness. Tears began streaming down her face, air seemed
hard to come by despite drawing a massive breath, and she
pulled the man into a clinging hug which he did not resist.
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H aving never been to a Bam! Shades kiosk before,
in this or any of the other malls in the area, Scott
had not known what to expect when he walked up.

Usually, he got his sunglasses at the gas station, but had been
disappointed by recent changes in gas station sunglasses styles.
Today, when he’d asked the clerk at the gas station he’d just
been to, Scott was told that they did not have any of the old-
model shades he was after. Not under the counter, not in back,
nowhere. Scott was out of luck.

For some reason, instead of shouting, “Fuck this,” and
stomping out of the place like he usually would have in such
a circumstance, he’d paused for ten seconds to get calm and
centered, like he’d been practicing with the therapist. Then,
he opened his eyes, looked back to the kid behind the counter,
who seemed weirded out enough to call the cops any second,
and calmly inquired, “What about that mall I passed a few miles
back? Do you know if they have any place that sells regular old
sunglasses, not these ugly things?” When the kid muttered and
nodded in the affirmative, Scott gave him a wave and a nod,
then set out on his new mission.
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Finding the kiosk turned out to be a somewhat more difficult
thing than he’d hoped it would. He’d spent the last fortyminutes
hiking across a vast, full parking lot, circling much of the mall’s
perimeter on foot to find an entrance that looked promising,
then locating the map which would lead him to his destination.
At this point, he’d been ready to leave for nearly twenty minutes,
but had stuck it out because he did not want to face the sunset
on the freeway without a pair of good sunglasses. His choices
were to wait for an hour until it was dark enough, or to press
on, and he chose the latter.

When he’d caught sight of that Bam!’s sign, and seen that
he’d made it just in the nick of time, Scott had felt his growing
consternation with the whole adventure melt into relief. Then,
as he’d approached the kiosk attendant and seen the look on
her face shift from annoyance to confusion to a look he’d
seen before and recognized, he met the woman’s emotional
onslaught with a solid, protective hug. And, when he’d felt the
woman recoil mildly upon realizing that the brochure kiosk
guy nearby was staring, Scott just held the hug, told her, “it’s
fine. I’m good. And whoever you lost, you owe it to them to to
take a minute off,” and gave that gawking fellow a tiny shake
of the head to convey that the situation was a private matter
which was under control.

Nneka had not consciously imagined herself to be crying
for anyone, but the blue man’s words touched something deep
within her spirit, and a hidden place of unprocessed grief
opened like a geyser from this place. “My husband,” she sobbed,
hearing the sound as if it were coming from somewhere else.
“My husband is dead, and my kids have no father. He’s gone
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and I’m all alone.”

“I know,” said the blue man, who had seen the signs, “I know.
He knows, too, wherever he is. You’ll find a way to get through
it.”

After the right amount of time, Scott and Nneka parted, holding
each other’s hands for a few seconds, tears formed but not fallen
in the blue man’s eyes. Nneka, becoming aware that every part
of her face had just leaked big feelings all over her makeup
and this stranger’s shoulder, emitted a small laughter, pulled
a long breath in through her teeth, slowly said, “Sorry, I just
got makeup all over your shoulder.” Her voice carried a hint
of exasperation, and embarrassment, and amazement, but was
overwhelmed by relief.

At this moment, happy guy manager walked up, and his eternal,
seemingly-unforced smile appeared unmoved by the raw
emotion radiating from the spot where they stood. “Hey Nicks,”
he said, incorrectly imagining that they were chummy, and that
his use of the nickname proved it. “Why aren’t you done yet?
It’s just – I’ve got three other locations to supervise, and if you
aren’t done in time it means the other assistant managers at the
other stores have to stay late.”

Nneka and Scott turned slowly in unison to look at happy
guy manager. With a mild, sarcastic chuckle, Nneka answered,
“Yap. Sure thing happy guy. I’ll get right on it. Just had a last
minute customer here, and you told me just the other day that I
was never to turn away last minute customers, even if it meant
I would get out of here late. So ... ?”
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Looking Scott over, Nneka said, “Perfect, I know just what you
need. Here, let me show you.”

For the next fifteen minutes, Scott remained unimpressed
by the many pairs of sunglasses she showed him. Although
Scott wanted to like the sunglasses he was being shown, he
knew that none of them were right. After doing nearly all the
closing stuff, which was everything but stashing the shades
being shown, happy guy attempted to step in and manage the
sales pitch, but Scott was not having it. “You know,” he said,
sighing, “I think I’ve seen everything you have and none of its
what I’m looking for. Sorry I made you stay late.”

Scott then turned and walked over to lean against the escalator
base some thirty feet away. For a change, he didn’t mind that
his shopping mission had failed. He didn’t know what was
going on, nor who that poor tanning bed addict was, but she
clearly needed a shoulder to cry on, and perhaps something else
from him, too. Scott’s plan was to stand there until her boss
was gone, silently gloating over how he’d tricked the guy into
doing the cleanup work he clearly felt was beneath him. If this
grieving woman approached him looking for something else,
he’d invite her out for a root beer float and a grilled cheese at
the truck stop diner he knew was nearby. So the blue man just
stood, leaning against the escalator, out of earshot but within
sight, gloating on the inside, content with his current mission,
for a change.
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N o matter how many years passed, the details of what
he’d seen in that Lagu dream remained as fresh
in Luke’s memory as yesterday’s weather. On the

doorstep ofmiddle age now, walking through his neighborhood,
Luke noted the contents of the residential garbage cans he
passed on each corner, and sentimentally recalled a time when
there was better stuff to be found in these city-maintained trash
cans. Of course, he recalled, these cans had never been where
the best stuff was. But once upon a time, they had been good
places for the truly desperate to scrounge for not-quite-rotten
half-sandwiches, or dollar bills carelessly discarded among the
scrunched up paper waste passersby cleared from their pockets.
Just steer clear of the gum and the partly-full paper cups and
you’d be okay, back before all the new condos got built.

These days, however, every such garbage can seemed to contain
one thing and one thing only. Individually packaged dog
turds, wrapped in tiny plastic bags of varying colors, such
that the turds would not be transformed into soil by nature’s
usual procedures, filling these trash cans to overflowing. Luke
did not like that these little gifts had become so abundant
in his neighborhood, but found them vaguely amusing,
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and considered them a far more welcome addition to the
neighborhood than the used syringes which had also started
showing up next to the sidewalks he walked.

Coming to a halt to wait for the light to change at a busy
corner, Luke knew that much had changed in his lifetime, and
that greater changes yet were on the horizon. Considering
the recent passing of an indi journalist who’d been looking
into some strange high-security complexes popping up in the
southern Arizona desert – which the media had reduced to
a single sentence in an article about the other driver, a well-
respected Air Force someone or other, who’d been killed in
the same accidental traffic collision – he tried to avoid grim
speculations on the possibility of foul play. Glancing at a bus
shelter currently advertising some credit card thing, Luke
wished the world would stop spiraling into dystopia in so many
boring ways.

Turning away from the bus shelter ad because the cars had
stopped and the sign now said it was his turn, Luke had to
dodge an inattentive driver to avoid being hit in the clearly-
marked crosswalk, and wished for perhaps the millionth time
that people would just pull their heads out of their asses. Then,
reeling in his unhelpful grumpiness, Luke recalled that he
himself had briefly believed in an imaginary creature called a
Lagu back when he was a kid, and forgave the driver’s piss-poor
judgment. Jogging the last few steps of the crosswalk to clear
the road before the cars started moving again, Luke paused
to rest against a fencepost, because he had to get his bearings
before proceeding, and get his depth perception adjusted to
compensate for the swollen eye.
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These days, that whole imagined Lagu episode was an ongoing
source of mild embarrassment seasoned with wry amusement.
But his Lagu had, in its way, become more and not less when
he’d realized the creature had been just a dream. To Luke,
who needed to spend a few moments choking and hacking out
phlegm being overproduced by pressure from swelling blood
vessels in his head before pulling himself together and entering
the grocery store, the mythical creature he’d dreamed up at
fourteen had evolved in its status to that of a secret personal
mascot.

At first, upon realizing that a Lagu wasn’t really a thing, and
grasping the fact that no, neither were fern tips, really, Luke’s
childlike frustration with having mistakenly taken the creature
so seriously brought him anger and shame. He’d been mad at
the Lagu for that awful dream, then mad at himself for wasting
time on such nonsense. But the memory remained, dream or
no, and a memory that won’t go away becomes an anchor for
thinking. And now, with nearly a quarter century passed, he
still felt that Lagu as a powerful symbol.

For a time, it was all that was wrong in the world. The medium-
sized mammal driven out of its habitat. The wily creature who
showed him a nightmare. A totem to conjure when the going
got tough. But Luke’s life wasn’t easy, so he’d called it up often,
the totem gained power, and the symbol evolved. Then one day,
after some ten years had passed, Luke’s symbol transformed
into something quite different. Like a double edged sword
that in part gave him comfort, but in far greater measure gave
him something much harder. The comfort Luke felt at the
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thought of the Lagu, just nibbling fern tips, then sleeping for
ages, until things were okay again. But the other half of Luke’s
now time-tested mascot came to feel, in the bad times, not
unlike a very small Lagu was trapped in his skull.

Luke could feel this creature even now, while perusing the
grocery store’s aisles. The pain of those tiny razor claws
clamped down on an eye from behind, giving the thing good
purchase for raking at his nose and jaw from within his
noggin. He breathed deeply, wiping the tears from his face,
and selected a bag of the only brand of granola he could still
digest properly from the shelf. Having experienced many
thousands of these miniaturized-Lagu attacks, Luke had grown
adept at performing basic tasks like grocery shopping while his
personal mascot caused him jaw-clenching pain. ‘Go back to
sleep, little Lagu,’ he thought. ‘Everything is okay, there’s no
need to thrash about,’ he pleaded, in his mind to the imaginary
creature, knowing full well that his Lagu, his fetishized torment,
was only a symbol for his headache disorder.

In its way, his Lagu companion had saved him, or at least
played a part, in those hardest first years. When those falls to
the ground in agony while pressure from swelling in his brain
distorted his face were yet of uncertain origin, and doctors
repeatedly misdiagnosed him, the Lagu had been there, making
Luke’s fear seem smaller. Through the blood tests and brain
scans and failed medications, the magical creature had not
given up. Through the diets and cleanses and snake-oil cures,
the journaling, therapy, all of that stuff, Luke took comfort in
seeing a clawed little friend instead of a diagnosis condemning
him to decades of torment.
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When finding that cluster headaches had no known cure,
and learning their cause was a medical mystery, Luke relied
on the Lagu to make things seem simple. It was stuck there,
forever, just trapped in his skull, the headache attacks nothing
more than the thing getting ornery, and Luke’s only job was
to keep his pet calm. This was better than spreadsheets of dos
and don’ts, and its effect was the same for managing symptoms.
If he worked with the Lagu and ate what it wanted, slept well
enough to give it plenty of freedom in dreamtime, avoided the
noises and chemical scents that offended it, kept his feelings
clear, and his thoughts mindful, then the Lagu relaxed, and
thrashed much less violently. And it was definitely easier to
think of a small Lagu napping than it was to dwell on the
unknowns of remissions, and to dread their inevitable passage,
and the return of the torturous symptoms.

Indeed, Luke knew, while eating his one hot meal for the
day in the grocery store cafeteria, that carrying his magical
animal and all-purpose symbol with him had eased the pain of
watching an incurable brain disorder completely wreck his life.
It had inspired him to haul compost, by hand, by the bucketful,
twice a week from the coffee shop, to begin a garden. To start
healing the soil on the small patch of garbage behind the old
house where he rented a room. To make a safe place, his only
place in the world, to sit still with the Lagu and calm the thing
down. Then, Luke’s Lagu made it possible to watch without
loosing his mind as, in time, his only sanctuary was disrupted,
so equipment could pass, and so more cars could park. For
who better than a Lagu to sit there with Luke, sympathizing
with the loss of a sanctuary as a result of this culture’s fixation
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on parking more cars? No person, Luke knew. Not a soul.

As he made his way home after getting his groceries, and
eating, he felt the cute Lagu begin to relax. About time, he
complained, to himself for no reason. What a thing, Luke
thought, as he walked past the people who crowded the corner.
What a symbol, he marveled, coming now to a side street,
growing his stride just to feel his heart thumping. Brushed his
hand on rough tree bark and paused at a flower, as a hug to his
Lagu, like a sweet reassurance.

Did Luke pity himself, knowing well his own plight, having
lived through enough to see all of its impacts? The unending
poverty and toll on relationships, that look people got when
they started to get it, the countless irrelevant recommendations,
that look people got when they helped then gave up. Sometimes
he did pity himself, for who wouldn’t? But, more and more,
Luke decided against it, electing instead just pity the Lagu.

As his nose hairs grew faster and his forehead grew wrinkles,
breezing past the gross trashcans and overpriced condos, Luke
watched out for cars that misunderstood stop signs, and pitied
the Lagu, and laughed at its plight. For what could be worse
than to be a great Lagu, an ancient and powerful fern loving
mammal, wanting only to hibernate through mankind’s lunacy,
living trapped in Luke’s skull, just along for the ride?
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A lthough Nneka had no desire to eat at a truck stop
diner on purpose, nor did she understand why the
thought of grilled cheese and root beer floats seemed

to please this blue man so, she did accept Scott’s offer to go for
a bite. “On one condition,” she told him. “Try these puppies on
before we leave.”

As soon as he saw the crispy, somewhat torn cellophane on the
sunglasses Nneka fished out of her purse, Scott knew. These
were the ones he’d been looking for. Just like the ones he’d
accidentally broken earlier in the day. Taking them in a hand,
squeezing the package in that familiar way and giving it a shake,
watching the hilariously cheap packaging fly off, descending
slowly to the linoleum, he knew they were right. “They’re
perfect,” he said. “How did you know?”

Nneka rolled her eyes slightly at the question. “They’re what
all the guys who look like you want, coming in in your day-off
cloths and getting here right before I’m supposed to go home.
I took all of ‘em off the display racks months ago and put ‘em
in a bag under the counter so they’d be easier to find. When
I saw you were headed here, I grabbed this pair for you, then
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stuck ‘em in my purse without thinking just before my little
breakdown when you walked up.”

Taking in her words, nodding slowly while pocketing this
successful accomplishment of his previous mission, the blue
man got her drift. “So ... you knew I was just killing time to
annoy your boss? Ha!”

“Uhh, duh. People like you hate shopping. You just want
to get your stuff and get out of there,” she explained, giving
voice to something she hadn’t ever thought about, because
it seemed so obvious. “I mean, there was ... well, you know,
something came up with me, like somehow you triggered it,
so there was a reason for you to hang around. If I was you I’d
want to know what was going on. But still, no way a guy like
you can stand more than two minutes of looking at a bunch of
sunglasses you know aren’t what you’re looking for.”

The blue man, smiling, shook his head in slow, impressed
contentment. “Huh. Well now I guess that makes sense,” he
remarked. “What do I owe you for the shades?”

“Soup and a sandwich, while you drink your root beer float?”

As this worked for the blue man, the pair traded names and
were soon sitting at a truck stop diner, watching the last of the
day fade into the artificial illumination of the big rig fueling
area, their faces half reflected in the window both glanced at
occasionally. After their orders were placed, there were no
words between them for a few minutes. For once, Nneka’s
thoughts felt quiet. After resting in this quiet for long enough,
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she gave voice to the first question that came. “Scott, were you
born blue, or did something happen?”

The blue man shrugged. “No, it’s a recent thing. I did it
to myself, on purpose,” he said, matter-of-fact and casual. “Not
so many years ago, I was just Scott, and then I saw a guy on a
talk show who had turned himself blue accidentally, by making
a home remedy wrong and then using it on himself over a
period of months. So I thought – hey do you know what would
really piss off the wife? Having a permanent bluish gray tattoo
covering me. Transforming from Scott into blue Scott – and I
spent the next few months soaking in silver water, which is by
far the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.”

Nneka felt her eyes start to laugh, and would have allowed her
mirth to proceed no further than this lest it sadden or offend
the blue man, but then Scott said, “I know. Right?” And burst
into laughter at the thought of one of his buddies saying the
same thing to him, and Nneka joined in. “So ... you just wanted
to piss off your wife?”

“Well, late wife now. But yeah. It was like a political statement,”
said Scott, which Nneka appeared vaguely shocked to hear.
“See, Patty had always been a big-R republican, and I was more
of an independent. Truth is, I never much cared about politics
one way or another. I fought in the first Gulf War, way back
when, and was proud of that. Then I was a cop, for a while,
until I started seeing all the new equipment we were supposed
to start using, especially after 9/11. Then, I was a tow truck
operator, which is how I could tell you’d lost someone when we
met. Anyway, I didn’t care about politics one way or another,
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but I hated the thought of all that military equipment being
used for policing over here, because that stuff’s for war and
nothing else. And I hated the thought that we were going back
into Iraq with some half-assed mission, when Saudis were the
ones who attacked us. Everybody knew it, too. It wasn’t a
bunch of Iraqis who hijacked those planes, so what the hell?
Then, some of the people I served with were getting sick, and
just got sicker until they died. I was always okay, for whatever
reason. But not them, after a while.”

Nneka, having secured the sitter’s blessing to take her time via
text, listening closely, nodded an encouragement for Scott to
go on.

“Well,” he continued, “The thing of it was, the whole time,
my wife Patty just keeps getting more political. And more
patriotic. She puts up this giant flagpole up in the yard, like
our regular porch flag wasn’t good enough anymore. She’s
going to more and more breakfasts and dinners. Praying for
the president before dinner at home. Next thing I know, she’s
writing letters, making phone calls, volunteering. Meanwhile,
I’m watching those fuckers in Washington screw up again
and again, and wondering which of those idiots thinks war
stuff should be used for peacetime policing, and watching my
buddies get the run around from the VA whenever something
serious or complicated comes up. So when Patty took off on
a tour to hand out those stupid red hats for some Wall Street
hooha who just wanted to keep doing what the last few did but
with even more war and even less knowhow, and her and all
her friends were wearing red and white and acting like blue
was the enemy, well – I just lost it! I thought ‘I’ll show her’!
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And I made myself into blue Scott, just to see the look on her
face when she got back!”

Although it was obvious from the blue man’s rant that he
had not spent much time involved in two-way conversation
lately, Nneka found she didn’t mind listening. Actually, she
realized, after checking her phone to make sure of the time,
this was the most fun she’d had in a while. And really, while
slurping the first spoonful of soup that had arrived, finding
it’s taste unimpressive, she was almost on the edge of her seat,
waiting to hear how Scott’s wife had reacted. “Please,” Nneka
said, watching him drop a straw into the tall malt glass filled
with soda pop and ice cream. “Go on. I mean, what did your
wife do when she got home?”

Scott poked at the misshapen orb of sugar and dairy in his
glass with the straw. “Well, at first she tried to get me to the
hospital. The look on her face right when I first saw her was all
worry, which is when I started to realize what a stupid mistake
I had made,” he began, with more introspection than before.
“After she got calmed down enough for me to explain what
happened, and I started telling her the whole thing, she started
grilling me on all the details. By the time I got to the part about
filling the tub with gunk I made in the shed and bathing in it
every day, she’d started teasing me. Then, she was cracking up,
slapping her knee laughing at me, and couldn’t even talk she
was laughing so hard.”

The blue man paused, not so much for effect as to savor a
large bite of fake cheese wrapped in toast, and then went
on. “Then she really let me have it. I’ll never forget those
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words,” Scott continued, his voice approaching wistfulness in
its sentimentality. “She looks right at me, gives my arm a good
slap, and says ‘You dummy! I was doing all that stuff for you!
For all you gave to this country. For how much you loved it!
And if you didn’t like the big flag, why’d you set alarms for
raising and lowering the thing? Oh, hell, Scott – I was showing
you how much I cared, too. How good of a soldier’s wife I could
be, and how proud of you I was! And didn’t you even notice all
of the other wives with me, on the volunteer tour? We all went,
except Stacy ‘cause of Tom, you know. But we were all there,
and all for you and your buddies!’”

At this point, the blue man’s words stopped, and he bowed
his head for some half a minute, closing his eyes. When Scott
looked back up at Nneka, she noticed a couple of silent tears
making their way down his cheeks and into his facial hair. She
reached out and put her tanning-bed-orange hand over his
large blue one, holding it there while saying nothing aloud for
as long as he needed.

“After that, well ... ,” Scott began again, upon regaining focus.
“After that, after she let me have it, she gave me the biggest,
strongest hug I think she ever gave me. And I felt like just the
biggest idiot in the world. Here I thought I was making some
great political statement, and that Patty was so wrapped up in
all that politicking, that painting myself blue would push her
buttons or teach her some kind of lesson. Ha! I didn’t care
who was in office, they were all idiots. The only president I
ever voted for was Ross Perot! Ha! I wasn’t even good enough
at politics to make Patty mad – God, she thought that was so
funny. She never let me live it down. Right to the end. Her
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favorite one was, whenever we’d be talking about something
in the news with someone else, usually one of the other wives,
she’d say ‘well we all know where you stand on the issues, Scott.
All blue, all the way, all the time’.”

As Scott had talked, it was to Nneka as if a large spool of tension
was being unwound in him, and she felt something beginning to
uncoil within herself, to. As he trailed off, they continued eating,
each savoring their own portions of this chance encounter
along with these low quality, perhaps microwaved foodstuffs.
As the blue man vacuumed the last of his preferred sandwich
accompaniment through the disposable plastic straw, a new
awareness dawned on his face, and he again focused his eyes
on Nneka. “You know, it felt really good to say all that out loud,
but I’ve just talked the meal away, and here you’ve barely said a
word,” he said. “There is one more thing I want to say, though.
It’s something I’ve never told anyone, and I feel like saying it
out loud.”

Nneka, transfixed by the moment while absently wondering if
the hair in her mouth was her own or if it had arrived with her
last bite of tuna melt, nodded an encouragement.

Scott took a deep breath, teetering on the edge of sharing
one of his most precious truths. But, for him, it was the most
important part of the story of his last year with Patty, his first
year as the blue man. So he had to finish this. “When Patty
gave me that huge hug, and I just stood there feeling like a fool,
she held me close and told me something. She said, ‘You know
Scott, there was no way I was voting for that man after hearing
how he talked about women in private, and there was no way
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I was voting for that woman we’d all been fighting against, so
I voted for you as a write in. And now I come back and find
out you’ve gone and turned yourself BLUEEE. Jerk.’ Then she
laughed in my face and pushed me away. And I just started
crying for how much I loved her right then.”
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W hile living as Traha, she had never felt impatient.
Now, as Edwina, in the unique tree-human hybrid
body whose finer points had to be improvised

every step of the way, impatience apparently came with the
territory. At first, Edwina imagined this sensation to be an
unanticipated side-effect of carrying around a beating heart,
and always having the thing thump-thumping blood through
this continually-mobile body. And when she’d voiced this
suspicion to Taavi, he’d chuckled and said, “You’re probably
right.”

In that moment, Edwina had taken the comment as a
confirmation of her suspicion. But, having noticed that Taavi
said the exact same thing whenever confronted by a certain
variety of unimportant ignorance, she had come to understand
it to be his way of politely refusing to correct an obvious error
in thinking.

Today, Edwina was feeling very impatient, confronted – for
the first time – by the indignity of standing in a very long, very
orderly line that was hardly moving, and was not finding the
experience at all to her liking. In the months since waking in
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this new form, she’d tried to honor this world’s local customs
wherever possible. Although these customs varied widely with
geography and social caste, one thing that all of these humans
seemed to have in common was the belief in imaginary spirits.
These imaginary spirits each had their own domains of power,
governed by sets of labyrinthine rules, and interacting with
these imaginary spirits’ domains of power according to their
rules often involved a standing-in-line ritual. Consequently,
Edwina had stood in many lines of varying lengths, rates of
movement, and degrees of orderliness since leaving Taavi’s
place. But this one, with seventy people still ahead of her after
nearly two hours, took the cake.

To either side, people who were clearly nutrient deficient
stood under lights that would have starved her previous tree
incarnation’s body, looking at their phones. Edwina, who was
waiting for her turn at the store’s single working self-service
checkout device like everyone else, was not looking at her
phone. According to local custom, the phone in the colorful
cardboard box she was holding and not looking at would only
be appropriate to open after both the standing-in-line and
payment-authorization rituals had been completed. Perhaps,
she reflected, Taavi was playing a joke on her by insisting she
obtain one of the devices so someone claiming to represent an
imaginary spirit called the US State Department could get back
to them. But, as many of the other equally-unbelievable things
he’d told her had turned out to be true, she just kept standing
in the line.

While accidentally getting a good long look at a fellow
shopper’s sore-riddled backside before remembering that
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closely examining such things was frowned upon here, Edwina
did her best to ignore the blathering din of psychic nonsense
swirling around these other line-standers. While she had long
since gotten the hang of working with this unfamiliar body
type’s psychic capacities, there was no good reason to interact
with any of these people, so she likewise ignored the impulse
to force them into psychic silence.

It was not their fault that they did not know their own
minds well enough to understand how much of their
communication happened on a psychic level, nor how much
of that psychic communication was disjointed, repetitive,
ultimately ineffective, and generally annoying. From what
she’d so far learned, despite having evolved to do most of
their communication with each other and other species at this
unconscious level, most of them had trained since childhood
precisely to ignore this manner of communication. Edwina
thought it strange, but let them do their thing.

Soon enough, Edwina knew she’d probably offend local custom
in a much bigger way than she already had. But not today.
Today, she would make her regular report via i-space to the
small team of scholars gathered for the purpose on Gliese 667
C, tell them about the line, and not have to mention that she’d
interrupted the human ritual for reasons of impatience. After
all, every member of the team awaiting her rare first-hand
account of life on this alien planet was a tree, to whom a year
was very small, and so would undoubtedly find fault with
her if she had to tell them she’d had enough of the line ritual
after a mere three hours. And Taavi was – even now, their
psychic bond confirmed – intently studying video transcripts
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of unboxing rituals, to better assure the success of her plan’s
next phases, he’d told her. Compared to the tedium of that
undesirable task, her correct performance of the standing-
in-line and payment-authorization rituals was nothing to
complain about.

Later, from a plastic table on the patio of a rent-by-the-day
house forty minutes outside D.C., the pre-paid phone whose
number they’d left with the State Department rang. Taavi, his
mind politely silent, looked at Edwina to see if she’d answer it.
Edwina, suddenly and irrationally afraid that she’d reach into
the mind of whoever was on the other end of the phone and
force tell her how to get a straight answer out of the imaginary
spirit they spoke for, just looked back at him blankly. So Taavi
answered, then held the phone away from his head and warily
eyed its screen while replacing his smoldering cigar between
the fantastic new teeth Edwina had produced for him. “I’m on
hold until they bring a Spanish speaker,” he explained, verbally,
in perfect English.

As much as he dared to, Taavi had pleaded with Edwina to just
do her thing here on Earth and leave the officially recognized
authorities out of it. Unfortunately, Edwina would not be
dissuaded from notifying all involved parties of her intentions.
She claimed to want to foster good relations between the
humans of Earth and the trees of Gliese 667 C, and Taavi didn’t
doubt the benevolence of her motives, but he was pretty sure
she fundamentally misunderstood the whole concept of human
institutions like governments.

When the successfully-unboxed device beeped softly and a
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voice came back on the line, Taavi held the phone briefly to his
ear, said, “Yes. Yes. No. That would be acceptable,” and hung up.

“We are to appear at their offices next Friday at ten in the
morning,” he announced. “Their department head will not
attend. Instead, a clerk will record your statement.”
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B ryce Hapsburg had heeded Dr. Lizzi’s advise. For three
whole semesters, he’d sat in Dr. Lizzi’s office twice a
week, answered all of her questions, and done all of

the stuff she’d told him to. He’d taken the pills whenever his
phone said to, dutifully reported when each medication they
tried, in turn, produced unpleasant side-effects, and done all
the reading and journaling Dr. Lizzi recommended. But he
still hated himself, and could no longer talk to anyone about it,
because Dr. Lizzie’s time was reserved for students only, and
he was graduated.

Even though Bryce continued with the medication, worked out
at the gym for an hour each morning, and kept going to the
twice-weekly yoga class Dr. Lizzie had recommended when
he’d first mentioned how impossible it seemed to meet girls,
the process of looking for a better job than his part-time gig
consisted almost entirely of waiting around to hear back from
companies and recruiters, so he suddenly had too much time on
his hands. Much of this, he filled with old romantic comedies
from the eighties and nineties. And beer. And lots of crying.

He cried for many reasons. First among these the impossible
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wish to have been brought up in an era when showing a woman
you were attracted to her wasn’t against the rules.

The way these old rom-coms told it, asking a fellow undergrad
out on a date used to be as normal as tying your shoes. But
when he’d gone away to college and, three weeks into classes,
finally worked up the courage to ask the girl he thought for
sure had been checking him out if she’d let him buy her dinner,
her eyes got big and she stormed away, obviously upset. And
when he’d seen her a few days later at his first real keg party,
waited until she wasn’t talking to anyone else, then approached
her to ask what the problem was and if she was okay, her face
paled, her eyes darted back and forth like a frightened animal’s,
and she shoved him aside before bolting away from the hallway
where they’d been standing and into the main room’s thick
crowd.

The next day, someone anonymously posted on Bryce’s
facebook account that they’d ‘heard about the rapey move’.
A few days after that, two guys he didn’t know came up to him
in the cafeteria and told him they were creating a ‘safe space
for addressing what had happened’ and that ‘Candace wants to
talk, and give you a chance to own up to your behavior. We’ll
help you get help if you’re willing to accept it’. Having little clue
as to what they were talking about, Bryce had followed the pair
to an out-of-the-way student lounge area, where the girl from
the other night – Candace, presumably – was waiting with two
other women he’d never seen before. Standing there, the girl
he’d so foolishly asked to dinner told the worst story he’d ever
heard, about how she’d been sexually assaulted by a popular
athlete in high school, and how no one believed her because
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she’d spent the weeks leading up to the attack telling everyone
how much she loved and wanted to marry this classmate.

Candace went on to talk about how the event impacted her life:
the sleepless nights, the eating disorder, her parents’ divorce
and father’s estrangement in the wake of the thing. She then
further proceeded to say how she’d been doing really good until
some man who wouldn’t take no for an answer cornered her at
a party the previous weekend and brought her right back to the
feeling of being powerless in the back of that car. Now, she was
back to reliving that time, obsessively revisiting that experience
and everything that came with it. Even so, Candace said, she
was determined to use her experience constructively; to do
whatever she could to change the culture that had produced
her assailant.

Although she didn’t use his name, or point a finger, Bryce
was sure he was now considered the guy who ‘wouldn’t take
no for an answer’ that had ‘cornered her’. When all attention
turned his way, he began to believe that everyone there expected
him to confess to having sexually assaulted Candace, which
he had not done. Although slow on the uptake, Bryce was
not an idiot. He saw the trap for what it was before blurting
something stupid like, “I didn’t mean to,” or “sorry,” or – god
forbid – “sorry, but I didn’t do anything wrong.” Honestly, he
felt horrible for Candace, and for having any part in triggering
her obviously-real trauma. There was nothing he could safely
say, but he clearly had to say something. So he very slowly
confessed, “after hearing all of this, and really hearing it, I just
really feel terrible about being a man. Terrible. I’m ashamed.”
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Although Bryce’s confession seemed to him to have served
its intended purpose, the members of this group just exchanged
glances with each other, and refused to get off his case until
he made two promises. First, he was to never again sit in his
car outside of Candace’s building, wait for her to leave, and
follow her until it looked like a good time to talk to her alone.
Apparently, they’d get the cops involved if he was ever caught
following Candace or anyone else like this again. Bryce didn’t
see what the big deal was, but they were adamant about this, so
he made the promise. Then one of the guys handed Bryce Dr.
Lizzie’s card, and made Bryce promise to give her a call and set
up an appointment. Bryce left committed to following through
on both promises, but was deeply sad to have learned that it
was now against the rules to ask someone out to dinner.

Beyond the abstract longing for a bygone era when dating
experiences were cute and funny and sexy, Bryce cried from
self loathing. He didn’t hate himself, exactly, but he hated what
people saw when they looked at him. A straight white man. The
only time he’d had sex was when he’d spent his whole savings
flying to Nevada to visit a prostitute, hating every minute of
it, knowing from several class lectures that the woman he
paid three thousand dollars to screw was terribly oppressed,
recalling the whole time that men who paid for sex were the
worst. So he cried. And drank. And got to thinking.

More and more, without Dr. Lizzi to talk to, Bryce thought that
if he could just change what people saw when they looked at
him – what women saw when they looked at him – then maybe
he’d finally be able to meet someone. Maybe he wouldn’t be
alone forever. He’d tried everything Dr. Lizzie had said to
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try, and knew no amount of ‘style makeovers’ or ‘fun group
activities’ or ‘role-playing it out’ would really change what
people saw when they looked at him. But then, standing next to
the vacation brochures kiosk at the mall where he worked, he
had seen a blue man walk into the mall plaza, and had watched
as the Bam! Shades girl just threw herself at this man, and out
of nowhere, too.

Bryce couldn’t believe it, but a quick search on his phone
turned up a popular talk show interview with a different
blue man, who had actually turned himself the color of this
confident chick magnet he was seeing in front of him in the
mall plaza. And a new hope began to rise up in Bryce. If he
just kept going the way that he had been, Bryce knew, he’d be
stuck in his rut forever. But if Bryce turned blue, people would
see him differently. Women would see him differently. He was
sure of it. So, over the next few days, he forwent the old movies
in favor of internet searches, and formed a plan.

Although Bryce didn’t know a thing about chemistry, nor about
the interactions between electricity, silver particle size, and
light which would develop his exterior like an old photograph,
he had no problem hooking a couple of car batteries together,
and clamping leads to a couple of collectible silver rounds he’d
bolted to the inside of a five gallon bucket of water. And even
though he hadn’t been able to find anything warning him of
the possible dangers of contracting argyria, he suspected there
would be side effects. But the thought did not stop him from
beginning a thrice-daily ritual of sponge-bathing in murky
grayish-yellow silver water, for he was used to side-effects from
all the medications, and figured they’d be worth it if turning
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blue meant that he’d become a whole new person and could
finally ask someone out on a date.
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A fter telling the clerk from the US Department of
Agriculture much the same thing as she’d told the
clerk from US Department of State and every other

executive branch department with a cabinet seat, Edwina began
providing more agriculture-specific details to the attentive
young man sitting before her. Although he nodded and said,
“I understand,” she could see that he was not getting it. The
incomprehension of Kevin, for that’s what he said she could
call him, had no bearing on her plans. Yet it bothered her,
and the bother inspired a creative solution to this problem of
misunderstanding. “Kevin,” she said, “among my people, it is
customary to directly transfer information, telepathically, from
mind to mind, when discussing complex subject matter such
as this. Although I understand that this is not customary here,
would you be offended if I just sent you all the relevant details
using such a telepathic transfer and then fielded any questions
you might have afterwards?”

Kevin looked across the yellowing white tabletop at her, then
shifted to look at Taavi in the chair next to her, sitting stone-
faced. The low level government clerk, having been told he was
coming down here to record some kind of unsolicited policy
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recommendation, then turned his attention briefly to the boxy
round clock on the wall, focused again on the articulate-but-
probably-crazy woman whose statements he’d been sent to
record, and said, “Sure. Telepathic transfer. Why not?”

“You understand this is best with skin contact, and that I
will hold your hand?” she clarified.

Kevin responded by shrugging resignedly in the affirmative.
Taavi’s eyes narrowed slightly, his thoughts placid despite
obvious disapproval of all things governmental. Needing
nothing further, Edwina placed her right hand over Kevin’s left,
closed her eyes, and directly communicated her message to the
man.

With nothing else really to do, Kevin kept his eyes closed
throughout the minute-long telepathic exposition as well.
When it was done, he at first said nothing, and stared down at
the worksheet on his clipboard for several awkward minutes.
When he looked back up, glancing from Edwina to Taavi and
back again, it seemed clear that he’d made a freeing decision
after weighing grave matters. “I think that just about does it,”
he said dismissively. “Will there be anything else?”

Edwina, mildly puzzled and showing it, wondered aloud,
“Are you serious? Don’t you have questions, or some kind of
official response? I have to make a report, same as you – do I
have to tell my people your department ignored these matters?”

Taavi, his granddaughter Abi, and everyone else Edwina
had explained the plan to along the way had told her in no
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uncertain terms what to expect from those who claimed to
speak for the imaginary spirits, the so-called entities of ‘state’
and ‘corporation’. But she still found Kevin’s non-response
disappointing.

“You tell your people whatever you want,” Kevin said slowly.
“My office doesn’t handle this sort of thing. Maybe try the EPA?
Or go through each state’s offices?” There was no trickery in
his voice, nor the faintest glimmer of curiosity. In unison, his
words and mind sent the same simple message. He did not
know what to do, so whatever this was, it wasn’t his job, and he
was moving on.

Watching the small, broad, aged man and disarmingly casual
woman exit the no-frills meeting room, the aspiring bureaucrat
who hoped to have a long career of keeping his head down
ahead of him, decided to write the meeting up as a request for
general policy clarification, which he’d provided by referring
the inquiring party to regional authorities.

Sitting in the backseat of a phone-summoned car on their
way back to the rented house, Taavi worked up the courage to
ask, “how much do think that man back there understood?”

“On some level, everything. Everything relevant to agriculture,
anyway,” Edwina replied. “He now knows how my actions may
change growing and harvest conditions. I told him everything
he needs to do to ensure that food production is not negatively
impacted.”

Taavi knew digging deeper would not be reassuring, but
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nonetheless sought specifics. “You think the meeting was
a success, then? That you successfully provided fair notice of
your intentions to the proper authorities?”

“Diplomatically, it was a success,” she responded thoughtfully.
“I think we are done here in Washington. According to this
territory’s imaginary hierarchy of government spirits, we
can now continue providing fair notice of my intentions as
necessary at the local level.”

“You know, even though you warned them, they’re still going
to be mad,” Taavi told her for the umpteenth time.

“So you’ve said,” she said. “And of course you’re right,” she
allowed. “But I know we both understand how important the
Lagu are to this world, and want to see at least some part of it
kept up nice for them while they hibernate. And I know you
have long wished for some power like myself to come along and
gently remind this planet’s human inhabitants that behaving in
an unneighborly way towards all other species is unwise. What
I don’t yet grasp is why their anger should be of such concern
to you? I’ve given you all that you’ve asked for, and extended
protection to you and your domain. You’ll not come to harm
as a result of their anger. And any of them who heed my advise
will be fine. Some will be far better off in the end than they are
now. So what exactly is the issue?”

Taavi, not so much complaining as talking for the sake of
talking, responded.

“They will not change, Edwina. Many will become even crazier

98



CHAPTER 20

than they already are. They’ll blame you, and each other,
and probably start killing one another, with the worst of the
violence visited upon those least able to protect themselves
from it,” Taavi predicted, again for the umpteenth time. To this
– for a change – he added, “Unless you also plan to somehow
get them to go along with it, peacefully, without relying on
insistence to force their hands.”

Although he’d said the last bit in an offhanded, halfway-to-
joking manner, once Taavi’s idea was in the air, the statement’s
implications set both of them to thinking.
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T o Luke, the forest felt like home, though it was a very
long day’s drive from where he lived. Having set
camp and walked headlong into the dense summer

growth while his friends were otherwise occupied, Luke had
waited until he was alone to start moving more quickly, and
found himself running this hilltop’s natural obstacle course
at top speed before he’d even realized what he was doing. It
had, apparently, been too long since he’d been in real forest.
Although this landscape was new to him, and his usual running
routine consisted of little more than an occasional dash across
a busy street or down a block to catch an impatient bus, Luke
sprinted through the trees and underbrush in bursts of relaxed
abandon. Like riding a bicycle, learning how to run through
these hilly hardwood forests was not the sort of thing that a
body forgot.

Shedding momentum on a waist-high fallen oak, Luke cleared
a sluggish creek and eased himself to a walking pace on his way
up the hill of the creek’s opposite bank. With nothing in his
mind but the moment, he passed dogwoods and poplars and
some kind of tree he didn’t know before coming to the edge of
a small clearing. Just then, some large healthy ferns caught his
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eye, and Luke bent down to inspect their tips to poke a bit of
well-intentioned fun at his wildly imaginative childhood self.
But when he straightened up to resume his jaunt through this
out-of-the-way place, Luke felt a mighty sneeze come on.

This was one of those sneezes that took time to gather, and a
few tries to really get right. But with no need to stifle the thing
or cover his face, Luke let the sneeze fly at full volume, feeling
his head clear starkly in response. Closing his eyes for a few
long breaths, he re-centered. And when he looked again at the
world, he almost burst into laughter, for there was that Lagu
again, just like Luke remembered it, eyes deep as any bison’s,
with those dainty little claws, next to this new, minor fern patch.

“Hello, young copy mangler. It is I, in this place! Today was
an exciting day. You brought me here to sample a whole new
variety of fern tip!”

Luke did laugh, then, watching the creature very carefully
prepare a sliver of bright green lacework from the snipped-off
tip of one of the ferns. “Aww, come on, Lagu, I thought you
were supposed to be hibernating,” he teased.

“Yes, Luke, most Lagu are hibernating,” the creature responded,
in that peculiar way he’d often recalled. “Most sleep very
soundly in the dendritic arbors of the neuron forests of their
habitats. But after seeing you on the day you perched in wait
for me for hours, and after looking into your future, I took pity
on you, and could not bring myself to join them.”

With a shrug and no better way to spend the afternoon than
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talking to a Lagu, Luke decided that worked for him. “You saw
the future in my dendritic arbor?”

“Yes,” the magical animal replied. “The branches of tissue
that loosely couple your neurons together are more numerous
and far more subtle than the synaptic junctions where neurons
connect more directly. In that habitat, even when you were
quite young, I could see the first signs of the headache disorder
you would later develop.”

Considering the notion, Luke smiled, saying, “Hey, that’s a
good one. But then, why didn’t you just warn me?”

“But I did,” the Lagu said, holding another fern tip up to its nose.
“I could not find anything in the vocabulary of your experiences
at that time that was suitable for conveying the warning directly,
so I showed you sixty-four analogies that each conveyed an
aspect of the headache disorder you would later develop. This
helped you begin the process of preparing for these aspects
of your disorder before its physical manifestations arrived
and began demanding your full attention. These analogies, all
together, also explained why the Lagu had decided to hibernate,
as you seemed quite curious about that subject.”

Considering this explanation, Luke could see it. He didn’t
much like it, but he could see it. “A bunch of visions of the
world’s tilt into dystopia, eh? While all I could do was stand
by and watch while everyone everywhere kept doing the stuff
that was making everything worse and worse? Now that you
mention it, that does remind me of living with the cluster
headaches,” Luke conceded. “So thanks, I guess. But then, why

102



CHAPTER 21

pop back up now? If it’s to give me some kind of warning about
some new stupid thing that’s going to make my life even more
impossible than it already is, well – I’m not really up for that
right now.”

“No Luke, it’s nothing like that,” the Lagu assured him. “I
saw these delectable fern tips here, and decided it was time
to come out and enjoy this forest before returning to your
dendritic arbor.”

As that made perfect sense to Luke, he decided to get
comfortable, and found a large tree root on which to sit while
the Lagu got its Lagu on. Resting there, amidst lush greenery
somewhere south of Traverse City, he felt satisfied with the
choice to have taken a week off of work and spent all his
bitcoin on the necessities of travel. Out here, he could forget
about the machinations of the horrid on which his regular
work was focused. In a forest like this, he could experience
a cluster headache or not, as nature determined, without
having to answer any questions or accommodate anyone else’s
unconscious territorial claims on space he occupied. Sitting
there on that tree root next to that fern patch, Luke just let the
Lagu do its thing, and did not worry too much about it.
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M andy Wallace had urged her boyfriend reconsider
his bizarre plan to copy old Scott the tow man and
turn his skin blue. She’d urged Todd to at least go

and find this Scott person and ask him about the the process
directly, instead of making a plan based on nothing but rumors
and stuff on the internet. But Todd wouldn’t listen. He just
kept talking about how it wasn’t about skin color, and wasn’t a
race thing. For them, turning blue would just be about them.
About who they really were, on the inside. About teaming
up to take on the world together, starting a whole new life,
and making a permanent commitment that the whole world
could see. Even if there were side effects, and even if people
did assume they were wackjobs, Todd insisted, he and Mandy
would get through it together.

Mandy, who was deathly afraid of losing Todd, could not
bear the thought of her love doing this thing, but could see he
wouldn’t be deterred. And, as much as she hated the idea of
permanently dying herself blue, she hated more the thought
that some other girl would be willing to turn blue with her love,
and would take him away. Eventually, Mandy relented. And
they began washing each other twice a day with the solution
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Todd made in a big plastic bin in the trunk of his car. At first,
nothing happened, but they continued ritually applying the
normal-seeming silvered water every morning and evening.

Their transformation happened slowly. Over the course of
six weeks, a silvery-blue complexion gradually replaced their
natural skin tones. Although she knew what was happening,
and where it was leading, Mandy was still shocked to wake
up next to new blue Todd on that first, particularly bright
morning they’d marked as the day their transformation would
be complete. Half asleep, upon seeing that the love of her life
had gone a nearly uniform shade of muddy cobalt, Mandy
reached over on instinct to check his pulse, which woke him up.
They’d spent the whole morning in each other’s arms, crying
and talking about how things were going to be different, now.

For the first few days, spent paying attention only to each
other, not going to work or to class, they were happy. But
their friends and families did not take it well. Neither did their
professors, or classmates, or anyone else. Then, a week after
Todd woke up as new blue Todd, they were walking from his
car to their apartment when an unfamiliar vehicle pulled up
alongside of them and three guys jumped out. One of these
guys punched Todd in the stomach and shoved him to the
ground. Another grabbed Mandy in a bear hug from behind,
while the third bellowed, “Gocha, smurf,” and pulled a battery-
powered electric clippers from his pocket. He proceeded to use
the clippers to shave Mandy’s head, then Todd’s, all the while
muttering things like, “let’s see what color you are under there,
freak,” and, “how do you like your new life now?”
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The 911 operator talked to Mandy for fifteen minutes,
confirming again and again that no ambulance was necessary,
then told her to follow up by filing a report with the police,
which her and Luke did together. On their way back from the
police station, where no one seemed at all interested in finding
out who’d assaulted them, Todd was fuming. After pulling back
into their lot, he turned to Mandy and said, “I can’t believe
you made me do this. I can’t believe I listened to you. You
ruined my life. How could I not see it? I’m so stupid! Arrrgghh.”

As Todd said these words, his voice became louder and louder
until the boiling-over rage became just a snarl. Mandy, still
very shaken up from the earlier drama, and now afraid of Todd,
cried and tried to make herself small against the passenger
side door. Time stood still for a second like that, Todd leaning
towards her, his face a mask of anger and despair, Mandy
backed up as far as she could be in the tiny space. Then, getting
her courage up, thinking about their bizarre appearance and the
fresh jagged buzz cuts, she met new blue Todd’s condemning
gaze, screamed, “Get off me, Todd! This is all you. You did all
of this, the least you could do is be a man about it!” Slamming
her car door behind her, the last thing she’d heard Todd say
was, “Yeah? Well fuck you, Mandy. You make me sick. I don’t
ever want to see you again!”
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S miling to herself at the sight of the little free library she’d
convinced Scott to install in place of the big flagpole
he’d casually complained about too often when they’d

first met, Nneka checked herself again in the mirror, and
steeled herself against whatever chaos may lay in store when
she walked in the house. In truth, the property upgrade had
not been too hard to convince the blue man of. All it had
really taken was one conversation, which began with her first
question upon seeing the pole Scott talked about as if it was the
bane of his existence. She’d simply asked, “Why don’t you just
put a light on it like a normal person, if you hate messing with
it so often?”

The blue man squinted at her. “That’s exactly what Patty
used to say,” he grumped. “And I’ll tell you the same thing I
told her. There is no way I’m putting one of big stupid lights
in my yard. There’s a reason God made stars, and it wasn’t so
we could hide them behind the glare of bright spotlights just
because we’re too damn lazy to keep things running properly
without them.”

Considering the surprisingly passionate reaction, Nneka asked,
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“So you liked just leaving the porch light on before to keep the
flag lit? Why not just go back to doing it that way?”

“Oh I would,” said Scott, immediately more relaxed. “I think
about doing that, but whenever I see this big pole sitting in that
foundation I poured while Patty sat in her sun hat drinking
sweet tea, I just don’t want to dig the concrete out and fill the
hole in.”

Having adjusted to the blue man’s ways, Nneka prodded.
“What if you put something else there, in the same spot? A bird
house, maybe? Or one of those nice little free libraries?”

Within three weeks, Scott had built and installed this little
free library, which was proportioned and decorated like a
perfect miniature of the blue man’s house – right down to the
tiny porch flag lit with an LED that he’d wired to turn on and
off with the main porch light.

Opening the tiny house library, Nneka saw that someone had
replaced the cookbook she’d left last Sunday with a different
cookbook. Great, she thought, closing the little door and
heading to the house, where Scott and their friend Stacy were
waiting with her kids. “I got the paperwork, Stacy” she called
from the doorway after entering the house. “Hope you saved
me a pancake.”

Things around the table were far more subdued than she’d
feared they might be. The kids weren’t causing trouble, and
their church cloths appeared unsullied. Still, after trading
eye communications with Stacy to clarify the situation while
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handing the older woman the stack of paperwork in her hand,
she had to ask, “Scott, since when are root beer floats part of
Sunday breakfast?”

“Uncle blue man said we’re his buddies now,” Ray, her boy,
responded, coming to Scott’s defense. “I said ‘prove it’, and he
made us these.”

Nneka couldn’t help but laugh. “Okay, but just this once,” she
granted, sliding a little stack of pancakes from their warming
pan onto a plate and sitting down.

Stacy, who had finished eating, efficiently flipped through
the stack of papers, sorting them into five manila envelopes, to
which she added corresponding printed address labels. “That
should be it,” she said to Nneka, holding up the stack of thick
envelopes. “Just get these out tomorrow, and in a few months
the Air Force should start paying out.”

“So that’s it then? Just like that? You’re a miracle worker,”
Nneka replied, grateful but still not quite believing the Air
Force would send her anything but more denials and requests
for information.

“Should be,” Stacy assured her. “Once they get your name
change processed correctly, you and the kids shouldn’t have to
worry about any more snags with Ray Sr.’s benefits.”

“Now,” the older woman continued, in vaguely conspiratorial
tone, “Your turn. Did you look over what I sent you?”
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“Sure did,” Nneka confirmed, mildly amused by this subtle
change in her friend’s manner. “The therapist’s credentials all
check out, and my friend in that field says that’s just one of
the ways they’re doing it until the regulators catch up with the
science.”

Mild relief replaced the whiff of scandal in Stacy’s voice. “Well
okay then,” she said. “I’ll let Tom know, and he’ll be glad to hear
it. You hear that, Scott, looks like you and Tom are going to be
able to do something for those youngsters after all. Just you
promise me to keep him out of trouble while you two’re on
the road, and call me first thing if he starts having one of his
episodes.”

“Yes ma’am,” the blue man said, swallowing his last bite of
pancake and looking her way, carefully keeping the excitement
of starting this new mission out of his voice. “We’ll keep each
other out of trouble, and get everybody back safe.”
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A lthough Lukewas a couple of years andmany hundreds
of miles away from that Michigan fern patch where
he’d last seen the Lagu, and while he’d yet to see a

single fern in the densely-wooded hills where he was presently
camped on the edge of the Boundary Waters, he’d come across
enough wildflowers and bees and mushrooms nearby to begin
wondering if the wily critter had stopped paying attention. But
this wonder was more of an idyll thing than a serious question,
pondered, as it was, from the dry comfort of a small lean-to,
nestled amongst fallen logs blanketed in thick mosses, on a
hillside sparkling with birch and fruiting fungi, in the mist of a
tapering-off rain shower. Blinking the midmorning nap from
his eyes, Luke flicked a little slug from his water canister, and
imbibed half a liter of the cold refreshment before setting a
similar volume of the liquid on a butane flame to boil.

Emerging from his woolen bedroll, Luke made small
adjustments to the tarp and cordage keeping his supplies
dry, resetting the tension on a couple bits of rope so as to
allow pooling water to dump itself down the hill whenever
too much began accumulating on his roof. As he finished this
minor chore, feeling his age slightly when cinching a knot with
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one hand while dangling from a branch with the other, Luke
let a long pee fly into the rain-soaked brush, then turned the
now-boiling water into fresh strong coffee for his afternoon
thermos. The sleeping guard dog at a nearby camp and distant
murmurs from perhaps a dozen dozen other souls scattered
across a half-mile swath of wild were muted by the drops of
cold water irregularly falling through the forest, so Luke’s
solitude was uninterrupted.

If I was a Lagu, I’d want to come out and play around here, he
reflected, pulling on his boots and swinging on a small pack.
Then again, he reconsidered, glancing towards the excitable
dog he knew slept twenty paces away, maybe I would just stay
asleep if that were the case. In any event, a soundly sleeping
Lagu was fine by Luke, for it meant no cluster headache was
likely. Picking his way between closely-spaced trees, he made
his way out of the forest and onto a trail wide enough to be
canopy-free. The rain, he found, had fully stopped.

Strolling down the steep trail, Luke considered his options
for the task which lay before him. With five pounds of coffee
beans to grind and no electricity, his options were constrained
by the throughput of a single manual coffee grinder, which
could grind just a quarter pound of beans every ten minutes.
Fortunately, in a forest like this, Luke doubted it would be
overly difficult to enlist help. And sure enough, when he sat
down amongst a double handful of people lounging around a
big camp kitchen, he found several coffee enthusiasts willing
to take a turn. So, for the next few hours, he sat, trading stories
with everyone, and they got through the grind.
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Towards the end, a woman Luke had not met before shared a
poem, which came along with a logic structure for re-wording
or expanding this poem. She said she had learned the poem
from someone else, and had remixed it with others plenty. At
first, this poem’s words seemed almost nonsensical, like just a
bunch of mismatched terms arranged by sound into lines of
some twisted nursery rhyme. But as these lines became stanzas,
and these started working together, each part of this poem fell
into place as a point of clear meaning in a much larger and
self-evident pattern.

Playing around with this verse while getting through the
grind, Luke began to sense that he’d heard something like
it before. Not the same poem, but one of like cadence and
measure, set to a melody, with different words but kindred
points of meaning. And, finally, Luke knew what to make of
that Lagu’s song, from that seemingly-unproductive meditation
exercise, still floating in his memory after all those years. That
song was just the Lagu’s rainbow lullaby, sung to pass the time
while getting through the grind.
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O n reflection, Bryce considered while reading yet
another rehashed version of the incomprehensible
political drama endlessly churning on facebook,

quitting his job to give himself argyria was by far the worst
thing he’d ever done. With pale silvery blue pigmentation
abnormality covering his body, every moment was a reminder,
to him and everyone else, of his own profound stupidity. He
now had to cover his face in public or risk being singled out for
ridicule by strangers. People pointed and took pictures. More
than one person had just walked up and started shouting at
him for no reason. Cops pulled him over whenever they saw
him – just to give him shit and brag about it to their buddies
later, he was sure.

Beyond these routine indignities, the vacation brochures kiosk
wouldn’t rehire him, nor would anyone else. He’d defaulted
on his loans, his car was about to get repossessed, and his
dad tried to have him kidnapped and forced into a specialized
cosmetic surgery that sounded pretty unpleasant. Approaching
any woman for any reason was basically asking to be maced or
tazed – never mind his fantasy about surprising a sweetheart
with flowers and whisking her away to eat cotton candy on a
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ferris wheel. The whole thing was awful, and there was no way
out of it.

These days, the only people who would even talk to Bryce
were others lamenting their own sad lives on social media.
A few had even become good friends. Well, good facebook
friends, which was all there really was for Bryce these days.
Eventually, on this afternoon, he lost interest in what which
journalist had said about what one lawyer had said to another
lawyer in some hotel a few years ago, and saw that he had
a new direct message. According to this message, a number
of his online friends were going bowling for real at an alley
nearby. Eying the bouquet of used instant noodle packaging
threatening to tumble from his kitchen garbage can, Bryce
replied to the group that he was in, but only if someone could
spot him the funds. A few others replied to the same effect.
Twenty minutes later, a girl whose online friendship he’d only
just accepted said not to worry about it, any of them, the costs
were covered.

The exterior of the bowling alley looked deserted, which
was normal, and the place was open. Inside, the sight of more
people than he’d lately seen at once, all just bowling and acting
normal, made Bryce dizzy. Unsure about who exactly was
footing the bill, he was relieved to discover that the lighting
in the place would make it almost impossible for anyone to
see his unusual skin color, and sheepishly crept towards the
bowling alley person handing out shoes. Bryce mentioned
his group affiliation, said his size when asked, and was given
smooth-bottomed shoes along with a lane assignment. Then,
for the first time in a long time, he had fun.
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After bowling a few games with three others who’d likewise
been sent to this lane, and even flirting with one girl by trading
outrageous dances when lining up their shots, the lights which
had been set to ‘disco’ by the venue suddenly came on. Everyone
looked around, bewildered for a moment. While many realized
it was time to go, and went about their business, many others
turned to stare directly at Bryce and the girl he’d been flirting
with. Who was also argyria blue. Bryce looked to the bowling
alley people, then to a peculiar figure looking intently his way
– a small elder with a broad, silky white mustache, wearing an
old fashioned brown suit – and for a moment Bryce became
convinced that this whole night had been some complicated
ruse for reality tv.

Taavi, wondering if renting all the lanes at a bowling alley
so as to clear out the place early meant it was okay to relight
his cigar inside, couldn’t believe Edwina was actually going
through with this. It was like a devil’s trick right out of the old
days. But he wasn’t going to argue the issue. Edwina just plain
wouldn’t get it. And she did have a point about how much help
these poor kids obviously needed.

While the rest of the customers got a move on, including
the actors they’d hired to bowl with the targets, their targeted
pair appeared caught between the desire to flee and the urge to
demand an explanation. Taavi watched Traha’s embodiment
approach the couple. “Amanda. Bryce. Hello,” Edwina began,
calling to the blue ones from the carpeted stairs which led down
to their lane. “My name is Edwina, and I invited you here under
false pretenses,” she announced, taking these argyria-stricken

116



CHAPTER 25

bowlers entirely off guard with a quality she added to her voice
for the greeting.

“You see,” she continued, drawing the young adults towards
her, powering through the looks of fear and confusion which
met her casually intense, searching gaze, “I am a sentient tree
from a planet twenty-three light years away, reborn in this
human-shaped body to carry out an important mission here
on Earth.”

“Uhh, you’re still paying for the bowling and beer and stuff,
right?” Bryce responded nervously.

“Yes, of course, tonight is on me,” Edwina confirmed. As
no more questions were forthcoming, she continued, “Now,
the reason that I brought you here was to offer each of you the
chance to have your argyria cured, painlessly, tonight, at no
financial cost,” she informed them. Then, before either blue
one could react she explained, “So if you want to go back to
looking the way you did before contracting argyria, I will be
in the arcade room for the rest of the night. Please forgive my
deception, and consume as much food as you want.”

Having watched his once-vast opal fortune reduced yet again,
Taavi found himself doubting if Edwina really understood how
important money was to the people of Earth. Relighting his
corn-husk-wrapped cigar – which smelled neither strong nor
foul, and only tended to raise ire when ire was too near to
an observer’s mood – Taavi did the math on his dwindling
retirement plan, coupled with Edwina’s gift of longevity,
adjusted for the increasing cost of living, which was equal
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to about seven times the published rates of inflation. Although
Taavi was proficient in this manner of calculating his future,
Edwina had been reluctant to pin down exactly how much
longer her magic would enable him to live, and he’d been
half-convinced that the global economy was on the verge of
collapse since the age of sixty-two, during the big recession in
the ‘eighties, so his margin for error was uncomfortably large.

Half an hour later, noting the tear-filled astonishment in
the eyes of these stupid kids after their self-inflicted burdens
had been lifted in the game room by a tree spirit, Taavi could
not deny that this undertaking was important. More and more,
he felt humbled and deeply grateful to be playing even a small
part in what was unfolding. Yet the sneaking suspicion that
he’d soon have to pay black market prices for any variety of
unadulterated tobacco grown in actual soil factored into his
math to undesirable effect, and he doubted Edwina was sincere
in her purported respect for his time-honored ritual.

Did these wayward youth have any idea what they were into
here? Could they even grasp what they were agreeing to? As
these newly-healed made their way towards him on Edwina’s
instructions, Taavi could see that they did not. And yet, even
if the whole of the bargain they’d made had been spelled out
to them in painstaking detail, Taavi got the feeling they’d have
remained clueless as to what the deal was, and would have
gone through with it all the same. So he played his part, and
prepared to say his lines.

The approaching pair stopped shy of the untended bar where
Taavi stood. The male, a tall, muscular fellow, stepped forward,
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bowed his head as Edwina had instructed, then walked over to
present himself. Taavi asked, “What is your name?”

“Bryce. Bryce Hapsburg, uhh, sir. Your holiness.”

Despite the gravity of the moment, which this kid would
no doubt remember very clearly given the strength of his
emotional activities, Taavi laughed, and could not help himself.

“It’s okay. It’s okay,” Taavi said. “Call me whatever you want
to, but I am not the pope, and my name is Taavi. Call me
grandfather Taavi, if that makes this easier. Have you thought
about why you did what you did? Why you gave yourself the
ailment?”

“It’s all I’ve been thinking about. I realize now that I just
made a mistake,” Bryce said, heartfelt sincerity clear in his
voice. “And I feel really, really bad about it. Just terrible. Really
terrible.”

Although it was unnecessary, Taavi slowly looked the kid over
as if assessing his worth. Those fitness center muscles, designed
not for heavy labor but for showing off. That repressed strut of
a waddle, evidencing his strong desire to show how chastised
he feels. The particulars of poise and manner, telegraphing this
young man’s strong desire to show the young woman waiting
patiently for her turn just how much more chastised he feels
than any other guy would. The readying for action of knees and
hips that had already dismissed Taavi due purely to the senior’s
small stature and peaceful demeanor. All of these things and
more showed Taavi the person of Bryce, as clear as day, with
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no sorcery required.

“You’re probably right,” said Taavi. “And I’m sure that’s all
there is to it.”

Then, Tavvi gently placed a leathery hand on the much larger
man’s arm. “I can see that you’ve got it really rough, so I will cut
you a break,” he said solemnly. “All you have to do to keep your
argyria symptoms from returning is to put the needs of others
before your own needs, unless you find yourself in immediate
danger of being physically harmed, in which case feel free to
defend yourself.”

Bryce, glad to have the hard part over so he could get on
with his life, silently bowed his head for a moment. Then
looking Taavi in the eyes with a relaxed, grateful smile, he
promised, “I will. Thank you.”

As Bryce moved on, Taavi wondered if he’d even make a minute
without blowing it. Taavi hoped so, butwould not have bet on it.

The next subject was the green eyed young woman with very
short brown hair and inquisitive determination on her face.
Although appearing outwardly deferent, she walked up to Taavi
like she owned the place.

Taavi asked, “What is your name?”

“Mandy. Mandy Wallace.”

“Have you thought about why you did what you did?”
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This one just looked at him, saying nothing. Taavi prompted,
“Well..?”

Mandy nodded. Then, frowning, she elaborated, “I let my
boyfriend talk me into it.”

Taavi inspected her person carefully. “I can see you’ve got
everything under control,” he said.” All you really need to do
to keep the argyria symptoms from coming back is to keep the
problem that caused it out of your life. If Todd is the problem,
just avoid contact with him and do not speak his name.”

Mandy, still frowning slightly, asked, “So how exactly is this
supposed to work?”

“The tree spirit from another world can remove your symptoms,
but only you can remove the underlying cause of your illness,”
explained Taavi, just like they’d rehearsed. “If you try and fail
to rid yourself of this cause, you can contact us at the number
we’ve given you and Edwina will try again to help you, but
there will be a cost.”

Thinking that the cost couldn’t possibly be as high as specialty
laser surgery, Mandy’s regular frown turned into a resigned
frown. Standing there, looking down at her forearms and
hands, her features relaxed. Digesting the thought of returning
to non-blue status, she wondered what was really going on
here – an unsanctioned medical trial, maybe, she surmised –
Mandy was glad to be rid of Todd and glad to be starting over.
“Thank you,” she said, and moved on.
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Although he knew it was wrong, Taavi had done his part,
telling these confused people who presented themselves to
him to do a thing they could not possibly do. There was no
malice involved. Indeed, Taavi’s job – though neither of them
knew it – was to find a thing they could not do, but which was
possible, and to ensure that doing this thing would also be of
great benefit to the concerned party.

Taavi didn’t like it, but it sure beat Edwina’s original plan, which
was to telepathically insist that people aid in her endeavor.
Having also recently persuaded the benevolent tree spirit to
reduce the scope of her ambitions – so as not to ruin the lives
of tens of millions of people, he’d argued – Taavi wondered if
asking Edwina for a magical cigar that never stopped burning
would be pushing his luck. Perhaps, he figured, watching the
pair depart.

Although Taavi knew this next part could play out in many
different ways, both of their current subjects appeared to
be fixed well to a state between amazed gratitude and utter
disbelief, and the man also seemed a little drunk from the
free beer courtesy of Taavi’s shrinking retirement fund. So
when they walked down to the lanes and picked up their balls
to resume their game, Taavi was not surprised. Now, fifteen
minutes after the last of the alley’s regular customers had
wandered away, he watched the couple make their way back
towards him, having already reverted to their former states.
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R esting on a stool, sipping an ice-free glass of water,
Taavi adjusted to look at them blankly. He could
see clearly enough what had happened. But Bryce,

apparently, did not understand. “What the hell? We were just
having a good time and then bam! What is this?”

Taavi did not say a word, or judge either of them in any way.

“I said ‘Todd’,” Mandy said, having become acutely aware
of her mistake even as she was making it. “Fucking Todd!”

“What? What do you mean?” Bryce inquired, fishing for
way to take her side.

“Like I told you,” she answered, half-glaring at Bryce. “My
thing was that I was supposed to keep my boyfriend – ex-
boyfriend – out of my life. He was the cause of my problem,
and all I had to do was get rid of him and think for a while.
Just be on my own, for once, which I was planning on doing
anyway. It was so easy. But then we were bowling and talking
and I just forgot and said his name and poof. Fucking Todd!”
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Bryce, trying to work it out, appeared unready to grasp the
implications of her statements. “But I-,” he sputtered, as if
taking issue with Mandy. Then, recalling Taavi’s presence and
catching himself, he turned to the older man and objected, “But
I was doing it! I was really doing it, just like you said to.”

Taavi, too tired to argue, responded, “well then it’s probably a
mistake. I’m sure it has nothing to do with you. What other
person’s needs were you putting in front of your own?”

Hints of relief disrupted Bryce’s argumentative befuddlement.
“Hers,” he said, pointing an accusatory finger. “I was putting
Mandy’s needs ahead of my own. We were really hitting it off,
and she told me about her asshole ex. So even though we just
met, I was gonna be there for her. Drop everything for a while,
to put her first. Like, really listen to her and give her a shoulder
to cry on if she needed it. And with me around, there’s no
way that guy Todd was coming back into the picture. I could
protect her from Todd-the-asshole. He doesn’t sound so tough.
So I was really helping her with her thing.”

As Bryce spoke, Taavi could feel cracks form in Mandy’s
composure. So Taavi silently communicated to Edwina that it
was her turn with Bryce, and spoke up before Mandy disabused
Bryce of his notions. “Edwina is still in the arcade, Bryce. Go
and find her now. Just tell her what you told me, and I’m sure
she’ll clear this whole thing right up.”

“Taavi, my man,” Bryce said, bestowing the highest praise
he had to offer, “You’re the best, bro.” Then, giving Mandy his
most genuine ‘I’ll be thinking about you’ look, Bryce turned
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and hustled away towards the arcade.

Mandy, having somehow kept her cool, noted the look of
detached sympathy on Taavi’s face while they watched Bryce
leave. That look bothered her, for it confirmed her suspicion
that something was amiss. “He’ll be okay,” Taavi said to her.
“Edwina won’t hurt him or anything. And she’ll fix you right
up, too. Don’t worry about it.”

Having been told the same thing in situations when worrying
about it would have, in hindsight, been the proper course of
action, Mandy deafened her ears to Taavi’s conciliatory tone.
“So ... what? Am I supposed to just sit around and wait for her
high-ness to see me?” Although some outrage entered Mandy’s
tone, her line of questioning was reasonable, and deserved an
honest answer.

Looking at his half-glass of water while considering his options,
Taavi glanced around to be certain that the Bowling alley people
were not handling any business within earshot. This young
woman Mandy had met Bryce’s hogwash with patience, and
shown sincerity in both her desire to understand the evening’s
events and to carry out the impossible assignment Taavi had
contrived. “Edwina is not a queen. But she is a powerful spirit,”
he said while causing the water in his glass to form a slow
whirlpool. “She is powerful enough to make is so neither of
you ever again sees the symptoms of argyria in the mirror. But
she will never do that.”

Taken by surprise, Mandy moved closer to better hear Taavi’s
words, and prodded him to continue. “So, what, she’s for real
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then? You’re for real? I guess .. I guess I just thought this was
some kind of secret drug trial, or something,” she chanced after
a prolonged silence. “And the two of you were actors putting
on a show?”

Despite the long day, or maybe because of it, Taavi chuckled.
“What do you take me for, child, I’d never be involved in
something so sinister as that,” he said with mock indignation.
“Edwina may be a powerful spirit, but she is not the devil.”
Then, in a more somber tone, he clarified, “she is trying to do
something very good in this world, but it is a thing that people
will not understand, and she – for all her wisdom and power –
does not yet understand people very well, which is a problem
because there are a great many people standing between her
and this thing she is trying to do.”

Mandy looked at the pile of returned bowling shoes waiting
to be sorted back into their places. It gave her secret pleasure
to realize that Todd would have been deeply offended by that
shoe pile, owing to his curious fear of shoes which had been
worn by strangers. But her amusement was short-lived, as it
highlighted the fact that she was again thinking about the man
she still loved, and hated, and knew was no good for her. So,
more to fill void than to elicit a response, Mandy penetrated
the reflective exhaustion that had settled around Taavi, asking,
“... so, where does all of that that leave me?”

Taavi blinked slowly, and set down the glass with which he’d
been idly toying. “The way it’s supposed to work is for me
to give you a new impossible task to perform. Then another
and another, demanding more and more of you each time
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Edwina makes the symptoms of your illness disappear. Her
undertaking is big – you understand – and she wants your help,
as well as to help you. Eventually, she hopes to add you to the
list of people we can call on when work that neither she nor I
can reasonably do needs to get done.”

“But,” Mandy objected when the gist of his words became
clear, “But why all that stuff about finding the root cause of
our illness then? Why the whole dog and pony show? And
what’s with the stuff Edwina said, and the stuff you told me? It
sounds to me like you just want a couple of slaves. Like you’re
just getting us hooked. Addicted to what Edwina can do. Like
junkie slaves to do her bidding.”

Taavi nodded sagely. “That’s fair, but not quite right. See, no one
is making you do anything, or threatening you with violence,
or causing bodily dependence upon Edwina’s treatments.
Actually, Edwina doesn’t even grasp the concept of property, as
you understand it, well enough to think of anyone as belonging
to her. She doesn’t want to enslave you, exactly; in the larger
scheme of things, she just wants to help. True, she demands
that we cooperate with her, but what she is trying to do is very
important.”

“She can heal us forever but won’t,” Mandy responded flatly.
“Instead, she temporarily heals us and makes us need her? She
wants to make us junkies. Then she uses that need to make
us do stuff we wouldn’t do otherwise, stuff we’d never even
consider doing, if how we used our time were completely up to
us? So she wants to make us slaves, too. You’re telling me she
wants to make us into junkie slaves.”
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Taavi kept facing forward. His shoulders drooped. “I
understandwhy youmight see it thatway. But she is a spirit, and
her priorities trump ours. I’m here because I made a deal with
her many years ago, against the wishes of my granddaughter.
Don’t let her appearance fool you; I watched her grow that
body she wears in my garden, its surface qualities copied from
someone else. Back where I live, there’s a woman who looks
almost exactly like Edwina, just slightly smaller, who Edwina
copied her appearance from, as if copying from a template.
Before that, I watched Traha grow other bodies for herself,
almost like melons, next to the squash in one of my mound
plantings. No. Traha the tree is over ten thousand years old,
and from another planet, and Edwina is Traha made flesh.”

Taavi swiveled his barstool to face Mandy’s mix of abject
confusion and warranted incredulity. “My deal with her was
that I got a longer life, and fancy new teeth, and was led to a
treasure that seemed enormously valuable at the time. All of
this, just to help her do something I would have helped with
anyway, for free.”

Taavi nodded as if that cleared everything up. But Mandy had
questions. Her eyes found the blue hue of her arms that had
vanished and then mysteriously reappeared. The strange man
sitting before her. The arcade room where Edwina was doing
god-knows-what to that poor, stupid guy who’d also somehow
managed to give himself argyria. Eventually, she considered
the possibility that Taavi was just some old confused fool being
taken advantage of. Although it disturbed her to think that
this Edwina – whoever she was – would be manipulating a
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vulnerable senior to cover for an illegal trial of some new
argyria treatment, that was the only possible explanation she
could think of for what seemed to be going on here.

Settling on the notion, she decided to play along for the
moment, so as not to upset the delicate sensibilities of this
vulnerable senior. “Okaayy,” she said in the same tone she’d
have used with a feverish child. “Well then what exactly is it
that Edwina is trying to do?”

Appearing relieved by Mandy’s changed affect, Taavi played to
the sympathy. “There is an animal she cares about who has a
threatened habitat,” he said sheepishly. “She wants to restore
and protect this creature’s habitat. Clear the pesticides out,
clean the water, that kind of thing.”

While Mandy absorbed the enormously puzzling statement,
they were interrupted. During the conversation, the bartender,
the shoe master, the cook, and the server had gathered at the
other end of the bar, having seen to their respective duties.
They’d poured beers, and the bartender wandered over, holding
the card he’d been given and a receipt for Taavi to sign.
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T he cars passed and passed and just kept passing. Luke
stood there, minute after minute, wondering if he
would soon become the kind of guy who writes letters

about where the city should install crosswalks. Probably not, he
decided, reflecting on the last few conversations he’d had with
local officials about the need for a crosswalk at this intersection.
So he tried to think about something else while he waited for a
gap in the cars.

For a moment, Luke recalled that the crypto markets were
moving in ways he didn’t understand, and had started crashing
again. Then he saw a gap in the cars, started to run for it,
and had to quickly double back when one of the approaching
vehicles turned out to be going twenty miles per hour over the
limit. And then it was back to watching cars pass. He pictured
them as bulls, confined to a narrow track, running like they
weren’t happy.

While these bulls ran by, Luke thought again about the crypto
markets, reflecting on their function as affordable points of
access to basic financial services. As far as Luke was concerned,
any cost over 0.01 percent for things like sending, receiving
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or storing funds was highway robbery given the minuscule
computing costs involved, but his only actual options for
accessing such services carried costs equal to solid percentage
points of his low income.

Luke did not like having to pay a tax to the financial services
industry for the right to exist, but until the crypto markets came
along, he had seen no way around giving in to this industry’s
extortionate demands. Then, for a brief time, he had seen the
potential for decentralized global exchange networks to loosen
the financial sector’s economic stranglehold on low income
persons like himself. And now, Luke was watching the markets
go haywire while a bunch of fools endangered this potential,
and was wondering if he was really going to have to walk an
extra two blocks just to get to the other side of this intersection.

Resigned to his fate, making his way down to the light, Luke
considered what the Lagu might say about the dismal economic
climate, and envied the creature’s ability to hibernate through
the ruin of its habitat, though he granted that it would probably
be inconvenient to have to wake from hibernation and move to
a new forest every however many years a host-life lasted. All
things considered, Luke figured the Lagu would do little more
than remind him that the economy was just a mangled copy
of the way resources moved through natural systems, which
wouldn’t have helped.

But Luke didn’t hold the Lagu’s imagined unhelpful economic
perspective against the creature, as its role was not to advise,
but rather to console him through the eight-hundred-or-so
hours of physical torture his headache disorder blessed him
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with each year, and to help him navigate all the time between
attacks without succumbing to the abject dread accompanying
the certain knowledge that they’d soon return. So, making his
way back up the block from the light, Luke took what solace he
could in the awareness that the Lagu was only pinching his eye
a little at the moment, and was not gouging into his sinuses too
deeply.

Casting a glance at the poorly-controlled intersection he’d
just gone around, Luke recalled again the explanation he’d been
given when he’d pestered his city government representative
about the insane absence of a crosswalk here. Apparently, by
whatever Kafkaesque procedures determine such things, it had
come down to a choice between putting in crosswalks at this
and a few other ridiculously dangerous intersections in the
residential neighborhood, or upgrading a handful of existing
crosswalks with audio and new controls so as to make them
usable by visually impaired persons.

While Luke supported the singular decision, the fact that
some committee or whatever had turned the problem into
a winner-take-all contest between two basic and obviously-
important upgrades to neighborhood traffic controls seemed
absurd. The city routinely shoveled money into the accounts of
megacorps and behaved as if facilitating the construction of for-
profit stadiums constituted an appropriate use of public funds.
Any city that could afford to do such things was obviously not
hurting for cash. So why was basic pedestrian safety treated as
a negotiable thing?

Such absurdities sometimes led Luke to imagine that the
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government’s total decision-making process was little more
than an elaborate smokescreen, designed to hide and legitimize
the wholesale reduction of public assets into privately-held
wealth. But he did not indulge such thoughts today. Nor
did the busy intersection call to Luke’s mind any recital of
contemporary governance’s many other obvious failings, or
provoke irrational grumpiness over the popularity of cars.
Instead, it reminded him of a gay pride day street fair in
Brooklyn.

On this particular pride day, an elderly man with big dark
glasses and a long white cane had sharply tapped Luke on
the leg a few times while probing his way down the sidewalk.
When Luke had casually responded, “Yes, there’s someone here,
but there’s an opening in the crowd just a bit to your right,” this
man had reached out, clamped a wizened talon onto Luke’s
shoulder, and commanded Luke to take him through the fair,
which Luke did. At the time, the event had not seemed any
more or less remarkable than any of the other oddities which
had always popped up around Luke like mushrooms after a
cold snap. But as the years passed, the thought of that guy,
determined to attend an intensely noisy and chaotic street fair,
took on its own distinctive quality in Luke’s memory.

So, turning from the pedestrian-hostile intersection to resume
his day’s errands, Luke found himself smiling at the courage it
must have taken for that fellow to go aroundwhacking strangers
with a cane, the acumen it must have taken to correctly discern
from these strangers’ reactions who would make a suitable
guide, and the confidence it must have taken for this guy to
reach out and force Luke to lead him through the crowd. Luke
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was still reflecting on that curious incident as he entered the
bodega, which no one in this city called a bodega, to buy a
lighter to replace the one he’d bought just three weeks before,
which had ran out of fluid.

Carrying on with his errands in the icy urban desert, Luke
wondered if he would soon become the kind of guy who
writes letters about the bic lighter company’s sharply declining
product quality. Probably not, he knew. But if he ever found
himself in a room with whoever had decided it was a good
plan to put less and less fluid in the iconic lighters while
having their valves manufactured to standards of decreasing
exactness, presumably to increase profits at the expense of
end-use consumers and the environment, Luke knew he’d
probably make a scene.
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A lthough she carried the essence and memories of
Traha, a 13,000 year-old tree, and had grown this new
body with hybrid capabilities, Edwina had copied

her body’s way of being from the young Panamanian woman
who had unknowingly carried her as a spirit mother when
she came to this planet. Edwina’s choice of this form had
been largely determined by expedience, for if she had wanted
something different, it would have taken months of closely
studying another person to copy the template. But, in truth,
she loved this form, even it was somewhat larger than her
spirit-mother’s. And, by now, she had found that most other
humans also liked this form, and many paid attention to her to
a much greater degree than they otherwise would have, purely
as a consequence of their enjoyment of its shape.

Edwina had grown to enjoy this special attention, and found
it useful for advancing her agenda. Now, in the room in the
back of the bowling alley that was filled with large amusement
machines, she watched as the one called Bryce approached the
space which had been her improvised office for the evening,
and prepared her thoughts for creating the hypnosis which
would be required. Bryce stepped into the game room, covered
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in the symptoms of his cosmetic illness, and declared, “My man
Taavi said there was some problem with the treatment you gave
me. Like, you didn’t do it right, and it didn’t stick.”

Watching this young man while he spoke, Edwina noticed the
most peculiar thing. Even as Bryce spoke, his posture changed
ever so slightly, as did his voice’s pitch. And he began, without
even realizing it, unsuccessfully attempting to psychically insist
that she back up, such that her body’s position would grant her
far less maneuverability then his body’s position would grant
him. Bryce mangled his copy of this insistence, of course, as
most of this planet’s population would have. But his insistence
did replicate whatever instance of insistence he’d witnessed
and was now unconsciously trying to effect with fair amount
of accuracy – enough that Edwina had been required to meet it
with her own insistence.

The psychic insistence she effected in response to his action
reduced the moment to a single judgment from the natural
order – a decision on whether it would be Bryce’s mangled copy
of insistence or her own perfectly rendered insistence which
reality would manifest in that moment. Since the procedures
for effecting insistence were well known to Traha, the 13,000
year old tree, who had traveled as a beam of light for twenty
three years to reach this planet, to alight on a wild graboo berry,
which was consumed by an expectant mother, Traha’s daughter,
Edwina, had no problem insisting that the natural order of
physics determine that her body’s position more accurately
represented the natural order in that moment as it manifest.
But Edwina nonetheless found it peculiar and disturbing that
she had been required to call for such a judgment from the
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natural order in that moment.

Bryce, who had not even been aware of unconsciously
replicating an instance of insistence he had witnessed, and
who mangled the copy of insistence – as humans are famous
for – appeared stunned by the judgment of the natural order
of physics with regard to his body’s position. His response,
in another unconsciously replicated copy of behavior he’d
witnessed, was to modify his body’s position and manner,
so as to give the impression of submission. To this, Edwina
responded by saying aloud, “do you understand that the natural
order of physics that governs this biosphere determines the
position and range of motion of these bodily forms?”

In that posture of submission, itself a replication of a posture
and manner he’d seen as behavior in response to a judgment
by the natural order with regard to bodily position and
comparative mobility, Bryce received the information, but
his awareness was such that processing it consciously was
out of the question. He just nodded, in another unaware,
inexact replication of behavior he’d witnessed in response
to insistence regarding bodily position and comparative
mobility. The degree of perfection in his replication of
insistent behavior suggested to Edwina that these instances of
insistence he’d apparently witnessed and consequently stored
as imperfect copies in his memory were actual instances of
physical insistence, and not another person’s mangled copy of
witnessed insistence.

Edwina proceeded to ask, “Then why did you attempt to
insist on positioning your body in relation to my own form in
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such a way as to alter my bodily position and limit my range of
motion with respect to your own form?”

Bryce could not answer, or process the question in his conscious
awareness. All he could do was continue to copy the submissive
behavior he’d witnessed by accessing the information written
into his memory in the moment he’d witnessed whatever
instance of insistence he was unconsciously drawing from.
The part of Edwina that was Traha attended closely to Bryce’s
behavior, paying careful attention to the degree of perfection
and the specific quality of manner evident in his unconscious
mimicry of this instance of insistence that he’d evidently
witnessed. For Traha knew that this information, as presented
by Bryce’s unconscious behavior, and consisting of the degree
to which this behavior accurately replicated whatever instance
of insistence he’d witnessed, when combined with the specific
quality of manner evident in the behavior, could be used as a
vector in an equation combining many such vectors, which
would allow her to identify the parties involved in the specific
instance of insistence that he’d witnessed and consequently
stored in his memory, as well as to identify the locations within
networks of human interaction of the parties involved in this
act of insistence that he’d witnessed. The trees of her home
world would be pleased by this new data, as identifying and
locating overly-insistent humans was useful to their agenda.

The part of Edwina that was fully Edwina, the natural person,
who had been born in the customary way, and been given the
name Edwina by Taavi, the man who had cared for her for
twenty-three years, after each of them witnessed the emergence
of the child that Edwina’s body’s former self had given birth to
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at the age of eleven, just let Traha do her thing. To Bryce, for
whom she harbored only compassion, she said, “Bryce, please
note your attempt to position your body such that my body’s
free range of motion would be greatly reduced in comparison
with yours.”

Edwina’s voice remained calm, and her mind was disciplined
while she spoke. Her inner world, although shaken ever-so-
slightly, held its shape perfectly. She had only to feel the masses
of scar tissue she walked upon – the soles of her feet where
most people had unblemished skin – to be reminded of the
importance of comporting herself in a manner that served the
aims that she, and every other person who was Traha, and all
of the other people who were trees from her home world, were
committed to.

“Because you were not consciously aware that this was what you
were doing, I respectfully suggest you consider your attempt
to occupy space that was not yours to occupy an opportunity,”
Edwina said, pausing to place her hand on Bryce’s arm with
firm yet caring pressure. “If you can understand what you just
did, without being aware that you were doing it, then perhaps
you can learn to avoid interacting with others in a manner that
suggests you harbor a desire to violate their bodily sovereignty.”

Bryce, largely absent now despite standing right there, with
skin that remained very much blue, nodded slowly. His manner
made his hypnotic trance evident.

“Now,” Edwina instructed, “please describe to me in detail the
last one hundred times you saw your father use a computer.”
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W hile the bill was being taken care of, a thought
had occurred to Mandy. Giving voice to this
thought, which quickly settled into cold certainty,

she waited until her and Taavi were alone again, and quietly
exclaimed, “Oh my god. This is a race thing, isn’t it? How else
could you have known my boyfriend’s name before I told you?”

Taavi made a motion that wasn’t quite a shrug, “In part, yes.
But Edwina does genuinely want to help you, too. She actually
wants to offer you a job.”

Putting small facts together, Mandy began to freak, but worked
up the courage to ask, “Of course - duh! Why don’t you have
an accent?” Then, a moment later, “Is ... did something happen
to Todd?”

“No. Well, not that that we know of. He’s back doing the
races, up in Chicago now, but we think you can help us,” Taavi
told her, relief at having shed all pretenses evident in his voice.
“We want you to tell us about the people Todd was working for
when he got into that crash last year.”

140



CHAPTER 29

A mild dismay played across Mandy’s perplexed expression.
“So you can’t help with the argyria?”

“Not with the physical symptoms, no. I’m sorry,” Taavi
responded with mild sympathy. “But Edwina is an incredible
hypnotist, and can turn down your awareness of a thing like
that until you’re better able to process it.”

With few other options, Mandy just waited for him to elaborate.

“The thing is,” Taavi obliged. “We think you might be in danger,
because of what you know about Todd’s street racing gang’s
bosses. And Edwina just absolutely refused to leave you out of
it when she heard the recording of your 911 call after the two
of you were attacked. She wants to help you, and that Bryce
fellow too, for other reasons. And I’m not sure any of us could
stop her from doing that even if we wanted to.”

“What,” Mandy asked, her voice rising quickly, “What does
that even mean?”

“We think Todd’s friends are testing software designed to
remotely take control of cars,” Taavi said. “We think these
people used this software to cause Todd’s crash.”

“But that’s, I don’t know, crazy? He was – er, is – only still
driving for them because he owes them for crashing their
best car,” Mandy argued. “Why would – oh, oh fuck no. No,
this whole thing is nuts. Youmean? Do you think Todd knows?”

“I think he knows enough to want you far away from what he’s
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into,” Taavi said. “But I very much doubt Todd knows who he’s
really working for.”

Mandy looked long at Taavi, hoping her next question would
clear things up. “So what, are you like cops, or something?”

“Cops who set unreasonably elaborate schemes into motion
so as to draw out people who painted themselves blue with
silver? No. Not at all,” Taavi clarified. “I mean it when I say
Edwina wants to help. I actually argued against it – our focus
has nothing really to do with you or Todd, you understand –
but she’s adamant about helping you if at all possible.”

Taking it all in, Mandy cast a sidelong glance towards the
other end of the bar where the off-shift workers were cutting
loose. “Okay,” she said slowly. “You want to offer me a job, I’m
all ears. But nothing illegal. And I want to learn that hypnosis
thing.”
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“H e’s here,” Bryce said, peeking his blue-as-ever visage
through the stationary RV’s door. As the group filed
out of the camper, parked deep in an industrial park

that appeared to have been forgotten about by the rest of the
world, Luke walked casually across the final quarter mile of
desolate parking lot to the coordinates he’d been given. Taking
in the blue people, the small wrinkled man, the woman wearing
a sun dress despite the cold damp spring air, and the rickety
camper vehicle, Luke looked right at Taavi. Acknowledging
the string of all-caps texts from three different numbers which
had brought Luke here for the day’s business, he confirmed,
“MaggieThatcher? You look way less creepy than I thought you
would. We doing this in there?”

Luke closed the distance to the curious crew, started with
introductions, and was stopped by Edwina. “You,” she
exclaimed, pointing at Luke as he approached, to everyone’s
surprise. “There is a Lagu in your head. Come here, I think it’s
my friend Burblehoot!”

Taavi rolled his eyes slightly. Bryce and Mandy exchanged
a questioning glance. For lack of a more reasonable option,
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Luke started laughing, but didn’t argue when this strange
woman spread her fingers wide and gently placed her hands
on either side of his head. “Burblehoot! I thought you were
hibernating,” she said to no one, right in front of Luke. And
then, to Luke, she said, “Burblehoot is eager to taste the next
variety of fern tip you come across.”

“Of course, of course,” Luke responded agreeably. “What
kind of habitat would I be if I ignored that creature’s insatiable
desire for fern tips?” Then, as this stranger’s hands remained
where they were, he followed up with, “but would you mind
just letting the little Lagu sleep, for now? I don’t really like
when it starts scratching around.”

Edwina did move her hands, slightly, but kept them at Luke’s
head, and changed the locations of her fingers around his ears
and face. Her expression was a still concentration, which slowly
transformed into concern. Finally, removing her fingers, she
told Luke quietly, “This – I can understand. Burblehoot is a
good friend to have with you through such a thing.”

“Burblehoot, huh? I don’t get it,” Luke admitted. “I thought they
didn’t have names.”

“They don’t,” Edwina replied. “But Grandfather told me that
I could call my imaginary friend anything I wanted. So when
I was little, I named it after the noise the radio equipment of
Taavi made whenever a call was coming in from other parts of
Traha, the ancient tree spirit I came from.”

Having come all the way across town to this quiet sea of
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industrial parking lot purely for a good deal on a used
specialty laptop he’d spotted in an online classified ad, Luke
felt somewhat unprepared to continue this oddly cathartic
exchange. Especially while standing there in the cold wind.
“Look, I don’t mean to be rude,” he said. “But if you’re not going
to sell me a computer, and you’re not going to mug me, can
we at least do whatever this is somewhere more comfortable.
And, just so I know what I’m getting into here, can you start by
telling me what a Taavi is?”

In response, Edwina giggled mildly. “Taavi can tell you what a
Taavi is himself,” she answered, turning to glance in the senior’s
direction.

Luke followed her eyes, shrugged with eyebrows only, and
said, “Pleased to meet you, Taavi. I think. But if you want me
to stick around, you’ve got some explaining to do.”

Having watched Edwina’s exchange with the tired-looking
man they’d lured here under yet another set of false pretenses
closely, Taavi found himself again thinking of Abi’s half-teasing
prediction that he’d end up stuck in some lunatic wasteland if
he ever had to actually follow through with his part of the deal
struck with those Traha people. Thinking of this, he smiled,
eyeing the old RV parked next to a long grubby row of gravelly
ice, and contemplated telling Abi to postpone her trip north
until they secured more luxurious accommodations. “Will do,
sir,” Taavi replied to Luke’s conditional greeting. “But only if
you can tell me why a clock box is like a sandbag that’s used like
an hour glass,” saying the first line of his song without singing
the usual melody.
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In response to the unusual challenge, Luke froze, squinting at
the enigmatic gentleman for a bit before answering, “Sorry sir.
No can do. No way howdy. Not unless you tell me first why a
clock box is like a dust devil that’s used as a database.”

At this, following a brief pause, both Taavi and Luke laughed,
having established sufficient rapport to move forward,
regardless of the blue peoples’ incomprehension.

After following the group up the little staircase into the rv,
Edwina told Luke to recline on one of the long, boxy cushions
lining the vehicle’s main compartment, and to rest his head
between her hands on her lap – so she could talk to her Lagu pal
Burblehoot, apparently. Normally, Luke didn’t take kindly to
being ordered about, and only allowed his most trusted friends
to cradle his delicate head, but he’d seen no harm in acquiescing
to this strangely familiar stranger’s inclination, given the gentle
sincerity of her manner. Actually, he reflected, the situation was
far more comfortable and only slightly weirder than many of
his previous adventures in buying used computing equipment
through internet classifieds had been.

“Nice place you got here,” Luke said, relaxing into the early
eighties decor of the house-on-wheels.

“It’s shit,” Taavi replied flatly. “But it runs, the controls can’t be
hijacked remotely, and it’ll do for now.”

Once Luke was prone, the young blue man, Bryce, who was
sitting crammed between the seats in the front of the vehicle
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facing backwards towards the group, inquired to no one in
particular, “Is he, like, hypnotized now? Is this how we summon
the dark one?”

Wondering what would inspire such a question, Luke chuckled.
“Pretty sure it doesn’t work like that,” Luke answered. “Why –
is that what they told you they had planned?”

“I don’t know. Guess not,” Bryce admitted, noticing that
everyone there found the question funny. “But that’s how they
got me. Edwina hypnotized me in a bowling alley and made
me tell her about my dad’s internet girlfriend.”

Although his eyes were closed, Luke could sense the others
politely holding back mirth. After a few seconds of that, he
heard the young blue woman, Mandy, lose patience with the
silence. “Seriously, Bryce? Your dad was sending bitcoin
to Boko Haram,” Mandy explained, more in patient jest than
exasperation. “Your dad just couldn’t tell the difference between
a long-distance facebook-only girlfriend and a terrorist group.
Duh. Oh, and Edwina and Taavi didn’t ‘get you’ with hypnosis.
They just felt sorry for you, and invented a job for you to do.”

Although Luke was fully comfortable, and in no hurry to
head back into the cold in search of a bus back home, he
remained unclear on what the deal was with these people.
Since he doubted any kind of complete explanation would
be forthcoming from any of these enigmatic characters, and
since he was also disinclined to puzzle out the broad strokes
of whatever this was from bits and pieces of their seemingly
idyll banter, he spoke up. “Excuse me. I have a question,” he
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began, with a good humored tone. “Anyone want to tell me why
you tricked me into coming all the way across town? I’m easy
enough to get a hold of by conventional methods. So if you
wanted to talk or whatever, why all the nonsense? Why not just
call me up and introduce yourselves, or meet me somewhere
easier to get to if you wanted to be all cloak-and-dagger about
it?”

“Call it an abundance of caution,” Taavi answered. “Our plans
could put us in the crosshairs of some well-resourced unsavory
types. We want you to be able to walk away free and clear
after hearing us out if you don’t like what we have to say,
without having to worry that any of these unsavory types might
interpret this meeting as something more than it is.”

Considering this statement, Luke kept his eyes closed in the
relaxed posture, and gave voice to the first question it naturally
gave rise to. “Okay. So just what exactly are you people into, if
that’s the kind of thing you’re looking at?”

Feeling only the faintest change in finger pressure, Luke heard
Edwina say, in almost a whisper, “Traha, the ancient tree spirit
I carry, and am a part of, sent me here to more quickly restore
the habitats of this region to a state suitable for the Lagu, to
bring them out of hibernation, for my best friend is a Lagu, and
I feel their kind has as much right to this planet as any other
creature. But Traha is made of many people, and she is but
one of many tree spirits in the world I come from. So Traha
also sent me here to help with the tasks being undertaken by
her other branches, and by the other trees in her grove, and
by other trees, still, from elsewhere in her world. And Taavi
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agreed to help us, many years ago, after his granddaughter
helped to rescue me and many other children from a wrong
situation.”

Taking in the words, attempting to use the speaker’s quality of
manner as a key to unlock these enigmatic statements, Luke
asked, “How ... ancient is Traha? And do you know the average
age of her people?”

With the same quiet certainty as before, Edwina answered,
“Traha is over thirteen thousand years old. The average age
of her sons and daughters is perhaps fifteen, with very few
younger than three or older than sixty, for the young and the
aged ask for care beyond what comforts she provides.”

“Thank you,” Luke said, his eyes still closed, digesting the
words. “But is it possible that your imaginary Lagu friend and
my imaginary Lagu friend are different? Like maybe the Lagu
in your imagination have different habitat needs than the Lagu
I’m thinking of?”

“Fern tips on which bees have briefly landed, or more usually
ferns they’ve just brushed up against, while flying between
wildflowers and their hives,” Edwina said mildly. “The Lagu
like clean water, variety, and quiet places where the world’s
small things work together. Oh, and they avoid direct contact
with people, as they find it awkward to be seen by their habitats.”

Taavi made his ‘here we go again’ face, seeing both Edwina and
this scruffy new guy smiling at the thought of the explicitly
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imaginary medium-sized mammal they both seemed to know.

“And,” Luke continued, “Assuming your modification of the bee
part is accepted and you haven’t changed the alignment, when
you said ‘region’, what exactly did you mean?”

“A few hundred miles of North America surrounding the
Great Lakes, to start,” Edwina clarified. “Traha aims to reduce
the duration of the Lagu hibernation from eight hundred years
to three hundred years.”

“Hmm,” Luke commented. “That sounds good, but somewhat
infeasible.”

At this, Taavi crossed his arms and nodded his agreement,
though only Bryce and Mandy seemed to be paying him any
attention.

“Oh Taavi’s been saying stuff like that the whole time,” Edwina
chided. “But the people here are all backwards, and would be
unable to resist if I telepathically insisted they cooperate.”

In spite of himself, Luke chuckled darkly, “You do know that
people here have a way of life that depends almost completely
on doing the kinds of stuff that made the Lagu decide to
hibernate in the first place? I mean, the Lagu hate pollution,
right? Well North Americans love polluting, and are very
serious about it. The Lagu like large corridors of undeveloped
land, right? And monarch butterflies? And bees? And peace.
Well, North Americans like sulfide mining, toxic agriculture,
parking lots, and making war on everything.”
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Although Luke intended no rudeness, he saw no reason to
sugarcoat his skepticism.

“I don’t see why that should be a problem,” Edwina replied
evenly. “The trees will be psychically insisting on a great
many things, these next years. And very few Primate 890s are
positioned to counter our insistence.”

“Uhh, North Americans scent themselves with endocrine
disruptors, coat their cloths and building materials with
chemicals that impair brain function, and add industrial
waste to their food on purpose,” Luke replied, just as evenly,
his eyes still closed. “They systematically destroy the
social and biological structures on which healthy decision-
making depends, and kill, imprison or enslave anyone who
meaningfully interferes with this process. I guess I don’t see
how psychically insisting they do things differently will have
any effect.”

“Oh,” Edwina said, her voice peppered with surprised giggle.
“Burblehoot has just shown me the issue. Even though Taavi
taught me very good English, we have a language barrier. My
use of terms like ‘psychic’ and ‘telepathic’ is intended differently
than you’re understanding. Burblehoot suggests I give you an
example to help clear things up.”

“Okay, let’s hear it,” Luke agreed.

“Here’s an easy one,” Edwina said. “Some years ago, when Taavi
was away from his house, some people from a nearby town
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came with shovels, and started digging around in his garden
looking for opals he was rumored to have buried there. Traha
saw them begin to interfere with an important planting area,
where melon seeds were germinating. So Traha telepathically
insisted these intruders stop what they were doing, by sending
psychic signals to her nearest branches, which caused these
branches to physically position themselves in relation to the
intruders in such a way as to prevent the intruders hearts from
continuing to beat.”

Here, Taavi interrupted, clearly upset. “Wait, what? When
was this? How many people? What did you do with the bodies?
Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

Without varying the pressure of her fingers’ supposed
communication with the Lagu in Luke’s head, Edwina turned
to Taavi, and reminded him, “Oh Taavi, Traha did tell you about
helping those twelve bandits change their ways. And don’t you
remember that this was the year when all those families woke
to find large bundles of flowers on their doorsteps?”

Taavi appeared as if he were about to say something in response,
but instead he just grunted slightly, and gave blue Mandy a look
which she had come to understand meant, ‘you see what I’m
dealing with here?’.

“So you see, Luke” Edwina continued softly, turning her
focus back to communing with the Lagu, “even though
Taavi keeps telling me it would violate local custom here
for Traha to psychically insist that the North Americans begin
accommodating the Lagu’s habitat needs, there is no rule in
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the laws of physics governing this biosphere preventing me
from psychically insisting that your people cooperate with me
in my endeavor. And as I carry the essence of a tree with many
branches, from a grove of many trees, from a vast and forested
world, I do not see how such insistence could fail to produce
the results I intend, should it come to that.”

As Luke finally caught the gist of her words, he doubted their
truth, and wondered again what he was doing there. “Ha. Well,
I guess that does cast your aspirations in somewhat different
light,” he said. Then he asked, “Mandy, is it? How did you
happen to meet these fine people?”

After seeing Taavi nod an encouragement when she looked his
way for guidance on whether to answer the stranger’s question,
Mandy explained, “My boyfriend was driving in street races
for some people who were testing a computer program that
can run cars off the road. Edwina and Taavi offered to protect
me from these people, and gave me a new job after the last one
fired me because of the blue thing. The argyria.”

“Huh,” Luke said, opening his eyes. “I’ve got to say, even if
I set aside my ethical qualms with your proposed methods –
which I’m not going to do – your idea of ‘insisting’ your way
through the tens of millions of people who would surely object
to your plan still seems ... mechanically infeasible. But I’m
guessing you wouldn’t have gone to all the trouble of luring
me here without finding out enough about me to know I’d
hold such an opinion. And I’m guessing you’ve got something
specific in mind. But as a poor man with wretched brain
condition and dubious prospects, I can’t see at all where you’ve
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figured me into your plans.”

“So I’m curious,” Luke continued, slowly sitting up, before
anyone could respond. “And I’m happy to hear you out. But
only if you’ve got a decent meal to offer for my time, and can
get me back to my neighborhood more reasonably than the city
buses, which can take up to three hours from here depending
on how the transfers go.”
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S uddenly, Edwina sat more rigidly, then maneuvered
her way to standing just inside the rv’s door. “Hush,”
she said, in a sharp quiet tone that was not a whisper.

“Someone is coming.”

At this, Taavi and the blue ones froze, startled. Luke paid
them no mind, held a ten dollar bill out towards Edwina, and
said, “Nothing to worry about. Just give him this when he
knocks and tell him thanks for looking out.”

Edwina looked at the money, then at Luke’s sincere face
to confirm he was serious, and took the bill just as a great
thumping on the side of the vehicle caused everything inside
to shudder slightly. “Y’all good in there? Ain’t no one come by
out here,” a man’s voice bellowed outside.

Seeing Luke nod her an encouragement, Edwina opened the
flimsy door, and saw a large, bearded man who reeked faintly
of soured fruit and urine standing there, balancing a bicycle on
the asphalt next to him with one hand. “Why thank you ma’am,”
this man said when Edwina extended the ten dollar bill to him,
bowing theatrically as he received the money.
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“Yes. Luke says to tell you ‘thanks for looking out’,” Edwina said,
completing her part in this strange new ritual.

“Anytime. Anytime. Happy to be of service,” the man said,
casting a sideways glance behind Edwina at the out-of-place
rv’s interior, then hopping on the bicycle to pedal away.

As Edwina closed the door and retook her cushion, all eyes
were on Luke. Bryce voiced his thoughts first, by asking, “Was
that guy homeless? And why’d you give him ten bucks?”

In response, Luke smiled and shrugged. “Homeless? My
guess is that he’s got a spot or two to sleep, but isn’t on any
lease. Just a guy I met at the bus stop, who was fixing to get
a cheap bottle of wine, and was willing to spend half an hour
playing lookout for me, which I asked him to do because the
people you work for seemed sketchy as hell,” he answered. “So
I gave him ten bucks because his time is worth something.”

“Sketchy,” Edwina asked after Luke’s explanation settled. “What
does this mean?”

“It means your communications suggested that you might
not be trustworthy,” Luke said. “Your texts were all caps from
multiple numbers, you sent gps coordinates instead of a regular
address, you wanted to meet in an out of the way parking
lot next to some loading docks at an old warehouse, and you
signed all your texts ‘maggiethatcher’. All of this would be
entirely normal if I were back doing ebay item pickups out by
Coney Island in Brooklyn. But here, something about it seems
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untrustworthy.”

“And yet,” Taavi said, now smiling, “here you are.” At this,
the elder found footing, brought his seemingly-out cigar back
to life with a few careful puffs, conspicuously moved his phone
from a pocket to the cushion where he’d been sitting, and
silently gestured to Luke to follow suit and join him outside.
Which Luke did.

Once the door had closed behind them, Luke just had to
ask, “So ... is this you trying to recruit me into some stupid
cult? I mean, I’m sure it’s not stupid to you, and you’re doing
a better job than the last guy who tried recruiting me into a
cult. But I’ve got to be honest here, I’m not really open to cult
membership at this time.”

“It’s not a cult,” Taavi said, wishing he could put more conviction
into the words. “Although now that you mention it, I’m more
than a little worried that that’s how this will start looking, if
Edwina keeps picking up strays.”

“Okay,” Luke fished. “So ... what’s the deal with Edwina’s
whole Traha helping the Lagu thing? I seriously thought I
made that Lagu up when I was a kid. Never even played it in a
campaign. And I never once told anyone about it. So ... ?”

Here, Taavi just looked at Luke, waiting for it.

“No way,” Luke exclaimed. “I thought for sure that was just a
coincidence. What the hell were you doing chatting with a kid
on the internet, back then?”
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“Actually,” Taavi replied, pleased the connection had been
made so quickly. “I was using someone else’s handle, chatting
with you and all of this person’s other friends, because I was
collecting evidence about this person’s online habits. I just
happened to be who you were chatting with when you had the
idea for a new Dungeons and Dragons game creature called a
Lagu. At that time, Edwina had just come to me, and was in a
bad way. So I told her about your Lagu and she loved it. She
made up a whole big story about it, and started talking about
the thing as if were real. She knows it’s not, it’s just ...”

Not knowingwhat to think about that, Luke just muttered, “You
know I never played the Lagu because it was too peaceful for our
campaigns, which is why I decided they were all hibernating,”
and waited for more.

“You have to understand,” Taavi explained, “These Trees –
Edwina’s Traha group and many more like it – came out of
gangs of half-feral survivors of some of the worst imaginable
situations. By the time the girl who later became our Edwina
was in the picture, the trees were well-organized, and had
already created a world apart for themselves in parts of
northern South America and West Africa. When I took this
little girl and dozens of others in, letting them do their thing
on my property in Panama, I agreed to get her back up here
to the States when the time came. From what I gather, Traha
and the others had set a plan into motion to put a stop to the
people who were creating the kinds of bad situations they’d
come out of. Now I don’t mean politically, or symbolically,
or with companies or programs or anything like that. I mean
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physically stop their activities, one person at a time, over a
large swath of the world. Since Traha knows this will put some
pressure on North America, Edwina and I don’t know how
many others are here to do what they can to keep that pressure
from translating into a greater damaging of the natural systems
here than has already taken place.”

“Sorry, but this sounds exactly like a cult,” Luke said, after
some consideration. “Even if I take what you just said at face
value, and forgo comparisons with the unhappy consequences
of similarly motivated groups across history, I’m not sure I like
any of it. And I’m still not at all clear on what you’re actually
trying to do.”

Feeling the wind’s chill, Taavi produced a hat from somewhere
and pulled this down over his ears. “As I said, Edwina started
describing the world in her own terms when she was still
a nameless, wounded little girl. Because of her personal
circumstances, she was selected to come here, to the States,
by what I think of as Traha’s group mind, which Edwina will
always be a part of. Then, as now, she found it easier to talk
about her purpose here as a mission to help restore Lagu habitat
than to talk about her purpose as the mission of an intelligence
operative for a non-state network of global order separatists,
or whatever it is she’s really doing here.”

Luke gave Taavi a squint which said what it needed to.

“I know, I know,” the older man agreed. “It’s probably not
healthy. But you have to understand, these trees are almost
entirely uninterested in what happens in this country, or in
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this part of the world. They’re aware that stopping rainforests
from being cut, oil from being drilled, minerals from being
mined, slaves from being traded, and all the rest might cause
some problems up here. They want to make some effort to
keep the things that are still good in places like North America
and Western Europe good, but their focus is really elsewhere.”

“Near as I can tell, it’s just Edwina they’ve positioned to run
damage control on everything north of I80 and east of the
Rockies,” he complained. Sure, she has some serious tricks up
her sleeve, but so what? I don’t even know what they expect her
to do, and I doubt she does either! These groups, they – well
– they don’t even believe that governments are real. They call
them ‘imaginary spirits’. Same goes for corporations. They’re
not interested in money or or power or status or justice or
vengeance or any of that stuff. All they care about is living
places, which to them includes people in exactly the same
way as it includes other life forms. It’s like they’re fanatically
committed to the Gaia hypothesis. And the truth is, I can’t
really blame them, seeing what they’ve been through, but what
they’re capable of scares me.”

As this played on his thinking, Luke chuckled slowly, and
teased, “... says the aspiring cult leader.” Then, to further
clarify the situation, he asked, “So ... what? You’re some has-
been spook fixing to redeem yourself, with an out-of-control
adopted relative who maintains active ties to some extremist
network, and you thought, ‘Hey – you know what we need to
do? Let’s track down the grown man who as a kid thought up
the magical critter on which one of Edwina’s imaginary friends
is based, and recruit that guy into our cult, whose headquarters
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is a shitty old rv’ Am I getting close, here?”

Taavi took a turn at askance squinting, saw that the younger
manwas enjoying himself more than these wordsmight suggest,
and decided to lay some more cards on the table. “Sure you’re
close. And way, way off too,” he said. “I never worked directly
for the Company, so technically I might never have been a
spook, depending on how you define the term. And it never
occurred to me that Edwina would peg you right away as the
source of her imaginary friend – I was actually planning on
watching you tell her about that when she first mentioned her
mission to make the world habitable for the Lagu again. Which
she would have. Seriously, she tells everybody about the Lagu,
and I’ve just got to sit there like its a real thing, no matter who
we’re talking to. My hope was to use that ‘amazing coincidence’
of Lagu understanding to help the two of you establish trust,
because I heard one of your talks and thought you might be
able to help me get through to her. Ha! Leave it to her to make
a perfectly normal situationweirdwith hermind-reading stuff!”

Parsing the revelation, Luke pressed for more. “Okay.
Assuming you’re not really an aspiring cult leader, nor the
paranoid hobo your digs and phone habits make you out to be,”
he said, “and further assuming that this Traha group is what
you say – so possibly not a terrorist group, owing purely to the
technicality that their aims are not designed to influence policy,
and their actions aren’t intended as signals for manipulating
public opinion – I’m still very much at a loss as to what I could
possibly do for you. The only clue I’ve got to work with is your
rainbow reference. But having heard that poem doesn’t mean
much, and you must know – having been knee deep in my
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business and everyone else’s too from the sound of it – that my
involvement with the family was never extensive, and has been
almost nonexistent for a dozen years or more.”

At this point, almost too quickly, Taavi asked, “And why is that?”

“Seriously? The rainbow family of living light? Because that
whole scene is screwy,” Luke replied. “Has been since the last
Colorado national, in my opinion, when some sleezebag crew
brought beer kegs right up alongside main meadow after the
prayer on the Fourth and started selling plastic party cups for
five bucks a pop.”

Although Taavi received this answer with an acknowledging
nod, he did not find it at all to his liking. “Well, shit,” he
said, sadly. “Has the family really changed that much? They
were my big plan for convincing Edwina not to write off this
whole society as too far gone for Traha to bother taking into
consideration.”

Seeing forming tears held back in this elder’s eyes, Luke
apprehended the man’s genuine sense of bewildered grief
at the loss of this apparently-long-carried hope. So he did
not laugh, or scoff, or question Taavi as to why any observant
person would believe any part of society wasn’t ‘too far gone’.
Instead, Luke softened his tone, saying, “Everywhere’s different.
In the regions, things have gone both much better and much
worse, depending on the place, and the year. The hungry still
get fed at circle, of course, and the most vulnerable still eat first.
The calm medics and peace keepers and bigfoots keep showing
up. When there’s a major disaster – a big hurricane or fire –
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kitchen buses sometimes still go out to provide on-site relief.
But the national scene as a whole is obscenely factionalized and
over-policed, which might just be more reflective of the general
state affairs in this country than of anything rainbow-specific.
But yeah, you bring someone like Edwina to a big gathering,
it’s probably not going to help your cause any.”

Taavi slowly exorcised some disappointment by transforming
this into a feigned dislike of his cigar while he listened. “My
challenge is to find a way for Edwina to fulfill her obligations
to her tree peacefully, and to do so before she becomes too
aware of how things really work here,” he thought aloud.

“Sounds like the kind of ominous hoohaw an aspiring rusty rv
cult leader might spout,” said Luke, finally seeing a solution to
the described problem. “But if that’s really your challenge, just
get connected with the water protectors. I’m sure they’d love
your crew, and put you to work somehow.”

“Could be something,” Taavi granted, mulling it over, appearing
more settled but still unsatisfied after stubbing out the faux-
offending cigar. “Right now, though, I think we should go back
inside. The food’s about to be ready. Mind if I sing my version
of the song first, though? It helps steady my thinking.”

Luke shrugged, nodded, and waited politely while Taavi sang:

A clock box is like a sandbag that’s used like an hourglass.
Your body is a clock box and so is your mind.
The sand in your clock box is your contribution.
It looks like a rainbow and there’s only so much.
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When the sand from our clock boxes gets intermingled,
a pattern is formed and a new world created.
The selection and placement of your sand in the pattern
is the one sacred duty carried out with your clock box.

Every life in the universe has its own sacred clock box.
Every sand grain in your rainbow has its own sacred purpose.
Correctly selecting and fitting your sand grains
to the big mingled rainbow is your only real job.

The clocks in your clock box keep track of your sand grains
to assist your performance of work for the pattern
by giving you guidance on selection and placement
of sand grains from your clock box into life’s sacred pattern.
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T he stew-like grain paste with seaweed and sweet potato
was fine, Luke found, wondering why on earth the blue
ones were eating microwaved cup noodles. Edwina,

thankfully, didn’t try to touch his head again, but did ask, “You
and Taavi talked? Did you tell him to stop worrying so much
about imaginary spirits?”

“Well, his concerns may be warranted,” Luke said carefully.
“People take their imaginary spirits very seriously here. Each
one is like a hornets’ nest, sitting underneath every person who
serves it. And doing something that these imaginary spirits
object to is like kicking every one of those hornets’ nests all
at the same time. But I did mention to Taavi that you might
consider getting in contact with the water protectors, if water’s
your greatest concern.”

Edwina found this information surprising. “There are water
protectors here?”

“Of course,” Luke affirmed. “There aren’t nearly enough of
them, and I’m pretty sure protecting the water is important to
restoring Lagu habitat.”
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Looking to the blue ones, and then to Taavi, Edwina announced,
“Good. Then we will go to the water protectors, and protect
the water.”

Bryce and Mandy looked at each other, groaned silently, then
turned as one towards Taavi. Bryce asked, “You’re going to keep
paying us, right?” Mandy added, “With the health insurance
plan that we talked about. Or no deal.”

“Of course we will keep paying,” Edwina said quickly. “Traha
provided Taavi with a vast fortune. Meeting our needs is this
fortune’s purpose.”

Taavi looked to Luke, unsure if he was seeking an ally or
just a minor respite from his ongoing struggle with this group’s
financial misconceptions. Luke smiled and shrugged, blissfully
unable to relate at all to the problem of having any kind of
fortune to worry about.

Once the food had all been eaten, Luke was starting to think
about going home after the interesting but unproductive outing.
But before he could ask about getting a ride to a bus line that
went directly back to his neighborhood without transfers, Taavi
interrupted his thoughts. “Now that everything is settled, I
should tell you why we got you here.”

Luke was all ears, though he was quite sure nothing had been
settled, given how much of his time these people had wasted.

“We brought you here because of MK ULTRA,” Taavi said.
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On the inside, realizing he wasn’t getting out of there anytime
soon, Luke said ‘fuck!’. Outwardly, he said, “I’m listening.”

To everyone’s surprise, Edwina then exclaimed, “Burblehoot
curses the MK ULTRA!” Which lightened the mood
considerably.

“For the last several years, you worked for a crowdfunded
nonprofit started by a former state department whistleblower,”
Taavi said. “You focused on things like corruption in business
and government, clandestine mind control programs, and
organized child abuse networks.”

“True enough,” Luke confirmed.

“At the same time,” Taavi went on, falling into what seemed
a well-practiced interview style, “you were writing python
scripts to identify the connections between news stories on
corruption of the sort you were working with, and you started
publicly posting interactive maps of these connected stories
online.”

“Just a hobby,” Luke said. “The client organization funded
a bit of the initial work, but wasn’t interested in anything more.”

“And while you were pursuing this hobby,” Taavi said, “you were
also becoming involved with cryptocurrencies and new web
technologies, and formed a company advertised as providing
information services for the emerging decentralized economy.”
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Looking at Taavi blankly, Luke just waited for something
relevant.

“And now,” Taavi said, apparently ready to finally get to
the point, “you are using this company to organize a crowd-
sourced manual transcription and annotation of declassified
government documents, including tens of thousands of pages
of records from MK ULTRA, for the express purpose of using
modern data science techniques to map out the content of these
documents.”

“Yes,” Luke said, wondering if this guy was in the habit of
quoting websites word-for-word, deciding to attempt to
convince himself that themeetingwasn’t a total bust byworking
on an elevator speech. “That’s part of what I’m up to. I’m of
the opinion that there are giant holes in the average person’s
perception of the world. This makes many people obscenely
easy for predators to manipulate – whether for financial profit,
political gain, the maintenance of criminal enterprises, or the
furtherance of ideological agendas such as religious zealotry.
My thinking is that filling in the huge, gaping holes in the
version of history accessible to the general public will help
shrink these perceptual holes through which people are so
easily manipulated.”

At this, Taavi stopped looking so serious, and inquired, “That
sounds like a big project. Who is funding this?”

Laughing at the patronizing concern Taavi had peppered the
question with, Luke answered, “Ha! Funding it? I’ve been living
hand-to-mouth for years and barely surviving. My business
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partner’s not much better off. Neither of us have the time or
inclination to raise money by traditional means. In fact, just
the simple fact of how precarious my life is means pretty much
everything I work on is a lost cause. So no one’s funding this.
No one at all. And both the company and this pet MK ULTRA
project are almost guaranteed to fail.”

As he finished the explanation, Luke noticed blue Mandy
and blue Bryce give each other a ‘here we go again’ look.
Edwina just smiled and nodded, though he couldn’t tell how
much she understood. At this point, Luke realized the whole
conversation might be no more than a contrived lesson for this
ramshackle crew as Taavi asked another leading question, “If
no one’s funding it, and your situation is as precarious as all
that, how do you plan to pull off the project at all?”

Aha, Luke thought, of course the weird cult that spied on
people and hung out in an old rv in a vacant-looking industrial
park wanted to talk about cryptocurrency. “Aha! You could’ve
just asked me about Rstory,” he said.

Taavi wrinkled his eyebrows in a way that asked Luke to
please not skip ahead.

“Sorry,” Luke acknowledged. “Well, the basic idea is to fund
this and other projects that serve the public good with a
cryptocurrency made from our company’s utterly worthless
corporate gratitude, which we call Rstory.”

Blue Mandy frowned, but Luke could not tell if this was a
response to his words or to the distraction created by blue
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Bryce’s opening of a bag of some kind of crunchy neon-colored
snacks, which he began crunching with one hand while using
the other to mess with his phone.

Content to allow Bryce the space to carry out whatever crucial
work was being performed with the device, Luke just sat there,
fully accustomed to people who had important tasks to perform
on their phones. Neither Edwina nor Taavi seemed to mind
the prolonged pause, as both saw immediately that Luke would
not say or respond to another word until Bryce was finished.
But Mandy found the interruption increasingly bothersome,
and threw a spoon at Bryce after just two minutes.

“Hey,” Bryce complained, having received the spoon on the hand
fishing around in the snack bag. “What? What’s your problem?”

“Put your phone away,” Mandy ordered.

Appearing somewhat angry and genuinely mystified, Bryce
responded, “What? Why?”

Having reached the limit of her willingness to indulge her
coworker’s obliviousness, Mandy made a noise of frustration,
and looked to the others for help.

“If I had to guess,” said Luke, “I’d say she wants us to get on with
it. And as long as you’re here, if you’re doing something other
than what we’re doing, I’m just going to wait until you’re ready
to rejoin the conversation.”

“But I’m being quiet,” Bryce argued. But then, after thirty
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seconds of silence, he relented, made a noise which told the
world how unfair he felt it was being to him, and put the phone
away.

Refocusing, Taavi asked Luke, “How do you pay for work
with worthless corporate gratitude?”

Calibrating his explanation to the audience as best he could,
Luke said, “There are a few steps involved. First, by establishing
the company as a legal entity, which is like making up a new
imaginary spirit and then telling a priest of imaginary spirits
about the one you’ve made up in a paperwork filing ceremony.
Second, by describing one of this imaginary spirit’s essential
properties – which we call brand components – to be the
corporate value gratitude. Third, by publicly detailing the
qualities of the imaginary spirit’s gratitude property in a very
specific way, such that the gratitude has a known upper size
limit, and is measurable in discrete fractions of this limit, each
of which is, itself, indivisible.”

“Like charge quantization,” Edwina added enthusiastically.
“We trees love charge quantization!”

“Yes, Edwina,” Luke said, amused by the surprise interjection.
“The lower size limit is a bit like charge quantization. For us,
this means that there can never be half of a gratitude, or six and
two thirds gratitude, or gratitude equal to an irrational number
like pi.”

The daughter of Traha was smiling and looking dreamily
at no one present. “Does your imaginary spirit’s corporate
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gratitude twirl like the nothings? Does it have up twirls and
down twirls and maybe-both twirls for doing Traha’s favorite
dance? The memory dance of the nothings?”
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S eeing that the blue ones were lost, and that Taavi
appeared to be merely tolerating Edwina’s interjection,
Luke wanted to bring the conversation back to a place

where everyone could follow along. But he was too intrigued to
do so hastily. “I’m not sure,” he said. “Our tokenized gratitude
can act like a tude or act like a rusty or act like a maybe both if
both are sitting together in the same bucket.”

Abruptly, Edwina’s expression changed to something sharper.
“Do you make them dance in the bucket?”

“Nope,” Luke said, not sure how to interpret that one. “They
just sit there, in the bucket, until they move to other buckets.
Whenever a gratitude custodian acts as if our worthless
gratitude is or might be worth something, the tudes they
designate as perhaps having trade value are transformed into
rustys. Rustys are gratitude units that can absorb what we call
social capital, which is value produced by works done in service
to the public good in such a way as to warrant our gratitude’s
conferral. As more and more people visibly serve the public
good in our estimation, and receive our gratitudes, and as more
and more people endeavor to support these informal public
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servants financially by acquiring a useful form of tokenized
wealth from them, rustys come to be regarded as valuable.
This new value may be transformed by trade procedures into
financial value by any holder of any rusty at any time according
to their preferences.”

“So ... the Rstory dance happens as our gratitude tokens
move around, and transform from tudes into rustys and
back, depending on how people treat them,” Luke went on.
“We keep track of where each portion of our gratitude goes,
because each one is an important part of of our company.
If anyone anywhere misuses our gratitude, it is a problem,
which we try and correct by a three step process. We first
seek an explanation in case there has just been some simple
misunderstanding. Next, if the problem of the gratitude’s
misuse isn’t resolved, we seek assistance from every designated
keeper of our gratitude, to help resolve this problem. If that
fails to produce acceptable results, we then all together reassert
that our gratitude is worth nothing so long as our network’s
social capital is being misused. We do this by showering the
market with great quantities of gratitude for informing every
gratitude keeper of our collective failure to create a trustworthy
network. So any who misuse our gratitude will find it very
challenging or impossible to effectively employ our misused
gratitude in financial transactions, because we can make our
gratitude’s financial value disappear arbitrarily, according to
our preferences.”

Noting that Edwina was following closely, Luke asked, “Is
that like the memory dance of the nothings?”
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“It might be,” she said reflectively. “But it sounds more like
an imaginary spirit’s mangled copy of the first dance of the
nothings.”

In response to Luke’s please-say-more head tilt, Edwina
recounted, “When we were very small, we were nothings,
and they made us dance in a huge bucket with coca leaves that
ate our feet. They would move us around to different buckets,
and play the same cassette tapes over and over again. Bette
Midler or Bob Marley or Guns-n-Roses or polka or anything
they had, to make us dance. Sometimes we would die, or be
sold, or rented out. So we learned the dance of the nothings to
begin keeping track of each other, by telling each of our stories
to each other all at once, in every bucket, with every dance,
with up twirls and down twirls and maybe-both twirls.”

“When we had done the dance of the nothings for long enough,
enough nothings got out of the buckets to create the memory
dance of the nothings. The memory dance was to remember
each nothing’s history, and find buckets where other nothings
who had not learned the memory dance remained. Eventually,
there were enough nothings free of the buckets to do bigger and
more complex memory dances – to start finding the nothings
who had been sold or had disappeared. And we brought many
of them back to memory dance – to begin finding more things
that were all of our things. More pieces of our histories, and
lives, and futures. This is how Traha first contacted Taavi.”

“At a ranch at the edge of an on-fire part of the forest in Brazil,”
Edwina continued, “Traha found a tool that could talk to the
spirits. So she used a memory dance to translate the language of
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the spirits – the language of numbers, and nonsense squiggles,
and the language of theres and not-theres underneath – and
started using the spirits to talk to other spirits, and to look for
helpers. The spirits helped her meet Abi, a nurse and relief
worker, and Abi helped her meet grandfather Taavi. I was
pregnant when Taavi received the group of nothings I was in,
by someone very important here in North America, and my
feet were too badly damaged to keep joining in the dance of the
nothings. So I learned to hold the dances in my imagination
for Traha, and began preparing to leave home and come to this
land.”

As Edwina spoke, Luke set aside his unpreparedness for such
detail, and felt his heart going out to her. And to all of her
siblings, and to Taavi, and even to the blue ones. They all felt
something just as big, it seemed, as her words landed. In Bryce,
this welled up into a great, uncontrollable sob, during which he
blurted, “I paid a woman in Nevada three thousand dollars to
have sex with me!” In Mandy, the emotional tsunami radiated
more quietly, like protective warmth from a stove made of
compassion. In Taavi, it rose like the cool dark water in a deep
pool being filled by an incoming tide, further hardening the
soil packed solidly around cedar roots drawing life from rock
formations.

“When grandfather Taavi told me of the great Lagu, invented
for a game of imaginary adventures by the boy in the north,”
Edwina continued, in a calm and kind but chillingly clear tone,
“who was sad at the dance because his friends had died, Traha
made the Lagu her friend also, and started counting the boy
and his gone friends as part of my story in her memory dance
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of the nothings. Eventually, I stopped being one of the nothings
and transformed into an Edwina, to bring our ancient tree to
the places where great Lagu hibernate, and to help the nothings
here transform into the named, or find trees of their own, and
to keep the great dances of many trees together, which are
beginning now, from accidentally creating more nothings in
this part of this world.”

“But now, meeting you and Burblehoot again after so much
time,” she proceeded, in a voice which became smaller, a bit
more playful, and a great deal less sure, “I realize that I have
an important question. It may be too much to ask of you, but
there is something I would very much like you to do for me.”

Transfixed, Luke could do little more than nod.

Edwina met his eyes and placed her hand on his, asking,
“Can you please give the gratitudes of your imaginary spirit
comfortable baskets instead of uncomfortable buckets to sit in?”

As this question played upon Luke’s sensibilities, he began
to softly laugh. “I can bring the request to the company,” he
agreed, slowly exhaling a breath he hadn’t remembered drawing
and holding. “I can stop the company from operating until the
request is granted,” he said, his voice rich with uncompromising
certainty. “I’m sure the company’s other member will agree, we
will call them baskets and not buckets.”

The statement lent the atmosphere resolution enough to jostle
them all free of the fog left in the wake of their shared emotional
churning. As if to punctuate this lifting of fog, Edwina turned
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to Bryce and offered a consolation born from her consideration
of his emotional outburst. “It will be okay, Bryce,” she told him.
“You may have overpaid – I do not know the customary amount
here – but you are still young, and could not have known any
better.”

Smirking slightly at Edwina’s brand of kindness, Taavi looked
long at each of the others in turn. Coming lastly to Luke, he said,
“You’ve got the broad strokes of our situation now. Part of why
I brought you here is to ask if you’d include the COINTELPRO
and S.I. documents in the dataset you’re trying to create. I know
there was some overlap between what the company was doing
and what the bureau was doing to the general public here in the
States, and I think people need to understand that history now,
before those sorts of manipulations become a million times
more problematic by the world’s becoming computerized.”

“Already in the initial plan,” Luke said, mulling the strange
request over.

“Thank you. But there’s more,” the elder admitted, not quite
sure how to phrase his next question. “How could Traha
become a keeper of your gratitudes?”

“Hmm. I think Traha can not do this at this time,” Luke
said, after due consideration. “Unless and until we make
other arrangements, only entities legally recognized by our
jurisdiction of residence can receive custody of a tude basket
from us. However any person so qualified who receives custody
of a tude basket according to a formalized conferral of gratitude
procedure, and who maintains records of their basket and the
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tudes it holds according to that basket’s conferral’s terms ... any
person like this may at their own discretion confer their basket
or some of its tudes upon any other party, by any procedure
or none at all, so long as this person also continues holding to
their basket’s conferral’s terms.”

Although Taavi evidenced some understanding, Lukewondered
about the others. So he bottom lined it. “In short,” he said.
“Should we choose, we can agree upon and then perform a
ceremony which confers tudes upon Taavi – or whatever your
legal name might be – and Taavi can freely share some or all
of these with anyone, including Traha maybe, provided Taavi
keeps track of the transferred tudes as he did when he held
custody of them, and Traha also keeps track of these in a similar
and compatible manner.”

“This is good,” Edwina announced. “It is perfect. With Traha’s
protection, we will protect the water, and the imaginary spirit
Luke works with will be very grateful, and confer the worthless
tude baskets on Taavi, who has a prior agreement with Traha
that he is very grateful for.”

“While the water is protected, we will also share many other
things, and maybe your company will be grateful to us for some
of these too,” she decreed with some finality.
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L uke looked around slowly, reappraising the situation
in light of these bizarre pronouncements. Were they
attempting to shake him down for tudes, he wondered.

Was this a tude shakedown? However humorous, the prospect
did not track, as the tokens really were worthless. “Since I
assume you described Traha’s memory dance of the nothings to
me in personal confidence, and even then only as a folk story,
I will not consider the potential data security implications of
this sacred dance in my assessment of the arrangement you’ve
described,” he attempted to reason. “But I have to ask, when
Traha uses theres and not-theres to talk to spirits like you said,
did you mean she talks with other trees only?”

“Oh no,” Edwina said. “’Spirits’ is just what we call information
structures that tell things what to do. Your people put them
in some of your machines. Nature puts them in every form of
life, and amongst flocks of her creatures to bind them together,
and in the smallest dancers who taught Traha about theres and
not theres and maybe-maybe-not theres. These are different
from imaginary spirits that people make up and believe in to
tell others what to do without feeling responsible for their own
choices and actions.”
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“Hmm,” Luke pondered, weighing his inclinations against
the imaginary Lagu’s advise. “Fair enough. But you must
know gratitude – even an imaginary spirit’s gratitude – is
not negotiable. You say you’ll protect water? Great. But
our company’s gratitude is reserved for things which have
happened, and for those who actually do whatever work
produced the results we are grateful for. That said, should
nothing beyond my control prevent it, I can firmly promise
to confer this calendar year no fewer than twenty-five million
tudes upon any qualified party or parties who publicly proves
they’ve effectively stopped all new mining and destructive
mineral explorations in the Boundary Waters watershed, and
done so without causing conflict with the people living near
where this problematic activity is currently happening or is
planned to take place. Everyone claims it’s too late, but if Traha
or anyone else proves otherwise, that’s how much gratitude
we’d consider appropriate. Beyond that, I can make no more
promises today, and I trust you to learn from Burblehoot what
other work undertaken in service to the public good would
warrant conferral of additional measures of our company’s
financially worthless tokens of gratitude.”

Watching another person bargaining with the ancient tree
spirit Traha, Taavi quelled the irrational urge to mention that
they’d already rescued, from those who made people into
nothings, seventy-six souls in Des Moines and another one
hundred seventy souls in this city. But burdening Luke with
this news would be unkind at such a preliminary juncture,
and saying such a thing in the presence of any of the devices
used as ears by the silent listener programs would surely cause
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unnecessary trouble for whoever drew this stored information
from these programs in the future. To Taavi’s way of thinking,
it was enough to have heard Edwina tell the listeners that their
assumptions about encryption had perhaps been rendered
invalid, by a dance orphaned children and freed slaves, devised
from desperation and protective love for one another, which
could serve as a socially-computing universal codebreaker.

Edwina did not look quite satisfied with Luke’s terms, and
asked, “Why can’t you make more promises today?”

“I also feel obliged to restate that my company’s gratitudes
are worthless,” Luke replied, dodging the question. “And to
again make it clear that my effort to get a good, mappable
dataset out of the MK ULTRA and other materials will almost
certainly fail due to factors beyond my control.”

At this, Edwina and Taavi shared a glance. “We don’t believe
you,” she said with feeling.

“That’s fine,” Luke said. “I don’t believe much at all beyond what
I can know for certain. And what you believe is your business.”

“But your project is already underway,” Taavi argued. “Rstory
is live, and is being traded on the Waves platform.”

“Mmm hmm,” Luke confirmed. “If you look up
RStory on Waves, you’ve got to search for asset
Fhpgn2Pn2myE5YahvYy7XAeR3pDQTZXmDGmm5c3nKtRp
to discover that there are very few buyers. We’re on Bitshares
too, with the symbol RUSTY, and with comparably few buyers.
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When our EOS product comes out, I expect scant interest there,
as well. So Rstory is probably going to fail due to an absence of
market interest in rustys. And our gratitude is totally worthless
when it is issued as tudes. Like I said.”

“Why do you want these old documents manually transcribed?
That’s a lot of work,” Taavi persisted, taking a new tack.

“To map out their contents, and some possible relationships
between these contents and subsequent events, using computer
programs and crowdsourcing,” Luke said, willing to play along
if it meant getting them to just come out with whatever it was
they really wanted more quickly.

Taavi persisted. “What computer programs, if you don’t mind
my asking?”

“Web stuff. Data science stuff. Bespoke tools,” Luke said
with a shrug, doubting very much that Taavi really wanted to
get into it.

“So you’re a computer programmer? A data scientist? A
hacker?”

“Nope. Not even good enough to call myself an amateur.
And – unlike you, apparently – what I know about hacking
probably wouldn’t even burden a fruit fly in flight.”

“But you wrote python scripts to map out those news stories.”

“Uhh, it takes me forever to cobble acceptable code together
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from stuff other people come up with,” Luke tried telling him.
“And it’s not like I was using assembly or haskell or whatever. It’s
python. Just does what you tell it to. Not exactly rocket science.”

Taavi’s newly-affected playfulness shined. “How do you know?
Did you study rocket science?”

“No. But chemistry and physics are both harder to learn
than python. And doing serious chemistry or physics without
python is like looking up words in a paper dictionary instead
of just using Google like a normal person, or building a python
dictionary to search like some of my friends might be inclined
to do.”

“Okay, when did you learn python?”

“When I needed to start automating tasks useful for my
research.”

“Your MK ULTRA research?”

“That, and other stuff.”

“So you taught yourself?”

“Yup. Just watched some videos and played around for a
while.”

“How did you know what Edwina meant when she used the
term charge quantization?”
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“Uhh, it’s charge quantization. Not exactly rocket science,
either,” Luke replied with another shrug.

“And how did you come up with the numbers you’re basing
your gratitude token supply on? Did you pull them out of thin
air?”

“I may as well have, for how low-quality and politicized most
publicly available data on the global informal economy seems
to be.”

Taavi seemed to be getting excited. He looked to Edwina and
the blue ones, then challenged, “Why does informal economy
data have to do with anything?”

What could Luke do but keep explaining? “The legacy monetary
system is designed to make national currency artificially
scarce, and appears almost totally beholden to the overlapping
interests of banking cartels, the war machine, and mobsters,”
Luke answered. “The global economic order structurally
excludes people who are likely to challenge those interests
from meaningfully participating in politics, and structurally
prevents such people from accessing the resources necessary to
create more equitable situations directly, in part by controlling
their access to and use of national currencies. So I thought
it’d be neat to design a cryptocurrency theoretically capable of
compensating for the artificial scarcity of national currencies in
the informal economy. And I figured it’d be nifty to also make it
so this cryptocurrency could not be easily used or manipulated
by those interests that already dominate the legacy system –
unlike many existing popular cryptocurrencies.”
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“Like Edwina said, we don’t believe you’re going to fail,” Taavi
asserted.

“Taavi thinks you’re some kind of genius,” Bryce chimed in.

“Yeah well that just proves Taavi hasn’t seen all of my medical
records,” Luke retorted, feeling his mood lightened somewhat
by the realization that these people had not dug quite so far into
his life. “My iq is shy of genius, according to the professionals.”

“And you pegged me for an ‘old spook’ right away,” asked
Taavi, not missing a beat. “How?”

“Been around ‘em enough to know one when I see one,” Luke
responded with a more casual tone. “None like you, exactly.
But some close enough. And since you’re no underground
meteorologist and you brought up cointelpro, well ...”

Nodding encouragement, Taavi kept going. “And how’d you
come up with the idea to use the threat of turnkey currency
devaluation as a mechanism for regulating the use of your
token?”

“I didn’t. I’m not that creative,” Luke admitted, explaining
with one of his often-used shpiels. “That idea’s just a mangled
copy of what the banking cartels do. They create worthless
instruments derived from arbitrary valuations of debt they
hold, flood the market with these worthless instruments at
high price points, and hold the threat of dropping those prices
so as to pull great volumes of national currency out of trading
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markets like a hammer over the heads of politicians.

“Sometimes, they wiggle that hammer around, and cause a
liquidity crunch. This ability to arbitrarily generate a liquidity
crunch is probably useful to the sorts of people who endeavor
to prevent the discovery by authorities of a billionaire’s global
child sex slave network from translating into any complete
uncovering or actual dismantling of that network. So I thought,
‘hey, this is a helluva mechanism. wouldn’t it be great if people
who weren’t predatory psychopaths had a comparably useful
tool at their disposal? And wouldn’t it be super if this tool
could be used in ways that kept people fed, and made their lives
better, instead of horribly exploiting them, and making their
lives worse?’.

“Other times, of course, the banking cartels bring the hammer
down, using mechanisms of international finance to fully
collapse any national economy that finds these banksters’
demands unreasonable. I suspect this ability to arbitrarily
collapse a nation’s economy comes in pretty handy, especially
to the mobsters and war profiteers with whom the banking
cartels are allied. Seeing how effective this simple financial
mechanism could be, and noting that the oligarchs who wield
it degrade the entire world’s quality of life, I just copied their
basic idea, but turned it on its head, by considering this idea
as a thing that could be used, or even carefully democratized,
in a system designed to collapse its own financial value if
anyone participating in it turns its use towards inarguably
objectionable activities.”

“My point is that you’ve thought this through,” Taavi pressed.
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“And your project is already underway. Why do you think the
it will fail?”

“Uhh ...,” Luke began, somewhat at a loss for words due to
the obviousness of the answer, “because success is contingent
on everyone involved participating in a fair and honest manner.
And because failure would be guaranteed if even a small
thing started causing problems for us. The ambiguity of
guidance from authorities on specific cryptocurrency use cases
alone implies the strong possibility of insurmountable legal or
administrative barriers popping up at any time, at the whim
of some faceless, unreachable bureaucrat. And then there are
all the people who might be motivated to prevent the success
of an equitable, gratitude-based digital currency for whatever
reason, any one of whom may be able to cause the sorts of
problems for us that would stop us from operating. Hell, my
own life only works at all to the extent that my time and how I
prioritize its use are owned and controlled entirely by me, and
the world is filled with people who act as if it’s okay for them
to mess with this personal property of mine. Of course people
are going to mess with our corporate property just as readily,
and there’s not much we can do about it. Sounds like a recipe
for failure to me.”

Since these bizarre rv dwellers still seemed to be missing
his meaning, he asked Taavi somewhat impolitely, “You’re
paying the blue crew? With benefits? You planning on handing
me the money for next month’s rent or next week’s groceries
before I go, for this time I’ve spent listening to you, not getting
closer to knowing where the money to pay my bills is coming
from? Didn’t think so. How reasonable is it to believe my
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project will succeed when even people who talk like they want
it to succeed meddle in my affairs and then offer too little
for my attention? Surely you understand that the notion of
building a better world with corporate gratitude is laughably
unrealistic? And that creating a token that could make such
a thing technically possible just makes the notion funnier?
Seriously – even if we’re all prepared to transform society
into an ethical, equitable place, I very much doubt we’ll get
anywhere.”

Taavi and Edwina traded glances again. “Everything important
is delicate, Luke,” Edwina chided, but without malice. “Some
things start smaller than germinating melon plants. Traha is
very good at looking after such things when no one else can.
She will help your gratitudes.”

With this, Edwina closed her eyes for a few seconds, and
reopened them with a new argument in her thinking. Then she
asked, “What will you do if this project fails?”

Again, Luke shrugged, finally understanding the shape of
this situation he’d been fooled into happening upon. “You and
I both know that failures just debug the work.”

“Then even failing is success,” Edwina said firmly, nodding
her head for emphasis. “And Burblehoot agrees, so you know
this is true.”

“You’re probably right,” Luke conceded amicably. “Still, there
are a couple of things I would like to know. Can I ask some
questions, since I’ve answered all of yours?”
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Seeing Edwina nod in agreement, Luke kept his eyes on hers
and asked, “Bryce, that man I gave ten dollars to ... did he go
right to the liquor store after leaving here?”

“He sure did,” Bryce answered scornfully. “You believe that guy?”

“I know,” Luke commiserated, having just confirmed a nagging
hunch. “Some people, right? Hey, just out of curiosity, what
did your dad’s internet girlfriend say she did for a living?”

“I dunno,” the blue one recalled aloud. “Some kind of charity
work connected to the UN or something.”

“Cool, Bryce,” Luke praised according to custom. “And Mandy?
Any chance this pair is paying well enough that you’ll be able
to pay off all your debt and buy a home free and clear within –
let’s say – ten years?”

“Ha,” Mandy scoffed. “Good one,” she added, sarcasm and
bitterness vying for control of the comment.

“Didn’t think so,” Luke said, still looking at Edwina. “And
do you really think that messing with traffic with software, or
whatever your boyfriend’s crew is about, has anything to do
with why this pair took an interest in you? Do you believe that
they thought you were in danger and wanted to help?”

“Mmm hmm,” Mandy confirmed. “But I really was in danger.
My boyfriend and I had already been attacked once, after Todd
tried to stop driving for the street racing gang.”
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“Attacked by a gang of street racing software testers? Huh.
Guess fast and furious is a popular way to be these days, and
stranger things have happened,” said Luke. “Where’s your
boyfriend now?”

“Taavi said back with them, driving in big Chicago races,”
she answered. “But Todd’s not my boyfriend anymore. I
haven’t seen him since the day we were attacked and given
rough haircuts. You know that jerk actually had me convinced
we could start a new life free of his racing bosses if we gave
ourselves argyria? He said a guy he knew did it and didn’t have
to keep driving a tow truck afterwards. Like, somehow that
made sense?!”

“So ... no one pays two assistants to do whatever they say
they’re paying you and Bryce for, making you sit and listen to a
guy like me,” Luke observed aloud. “But someone like Edwina
here might well move heaven and earth to keep safe vulnerable
youngsters, if she didn’t think anyone else was doing that –
maybe she even sees you two as vulnerable kids? I mean, do
you honestly see Taavi ponying up paychecks for whatever
they’ve got you doing?”

“Taavi? The cheapskate? No way, but Edwina’s the boss, and I
don’t care why as long as they keep paying,” Mandy replied.

“Fair enough. And Taavi?” Luke continued, still looking at
Edwina, “Just so we’re clear – you don’t actually have that
advertised laptop for sale, right? And tricking me into coming
all the way out here didn’t have anything to do with keeping
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unsavory types out of my affairs, or whatever, like you said?
Don’t worry, I won’t hold it against you – old habits and all
of that. Still, I’m pretty sure you suckered me into this to
send some kind of signal to someone – maybe even Edwina
here, perhaps related to how long you’ve known each other,
and how much that might mean to you – and I’m pretty sure
that whatever you’re really about has at least something to do
with whatever you’ve got going on in the suspiciously quiet
warehouse next door. What I don’t get is this: are you really
so hard up and out of touch that you thought a basket of my
company’s worthless gratitude tokens would help you get the
upper hand over whatever this is? Or get you leverage over
Edwina versus her Traha?”

“There’s ...,” Taavi began before finding the words. “There’s
more to it than that,” he said, heavily.

“I’m sure there is, and Imeant no offense,” Luke replied, meaning
it. “Just trying to help you stay out of trouble.”

Luke let the silence settle, mildly holding Edwina’s gaze the
whole time. “I’ve already made my promise for the day,” he told
her. “And I know it isn’t enough. But what you really need is
actual money if you’re going to keep doing whatever this is.
Maybe enough land to memory dance on, if Traha’s playing
around up here in the US, protecting wayward blue undergrads
or whoever from the buzzcuts of software-testing car racing
gangs and whatever comparably credible threats your obedient
Bryce may face.”

Then, he looked again to each of the others in turn, and stood
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to leave. “But now, my strange new acquaintances, you’ll have
to excuse me. I’ve got other things to do. Thank you for the
meal, and I can make my own way home,” Luke told the group,
while he stepped to the door and opened it to the chill wind
before looking back to the conflicted man wearing a suit and
gnawing on a cigar stub with what appeared to be exquisitely
hand-carved wooden teeth.

“Feel free to stay in touch if you want to be friends. And
I’m always open to offers if you want to do business,” Luke told
them, sincerely. “But Taavi? The Lagu in my head has been
best friends with Traha for a very long time. And after today,
those two’re fully on the same page. So before I go, I’ve got
to ask: You know Edwina brought you up here to give you an
opportunity to do something important that you’re not doing,
don’t you? She doesn’t care about the politics of it – she just
loves you, and knows it’ll lighten your burden to do whatever
this thing is.”

“The way you mentioned COINTELPRO tells me you’re itching
for something specific to come out – something Edwina’s been
concocting increasingly unlikely opportunities for you to
share, perhaps? I’m feeling like maybe she just needed a Lagu
translator to help put that more plainly, and somehow got you
to get me here by exploiting your financial worries, and your
wish for a magical fix for money problems, which you were
all too eager to believe some obscure and utterly worthless
cryptocurrency could amount to. But you don’t seem like
you’ve got time for games or pretense, and it’s on you to do
whatever your right thing is. So you do what you want. But I’m
pretty sure Edwina won’t let up until you do whatever it is she
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brought you here for.”

“Goodbye Burblehoot,” Edwina gushed, grinning and waving,
while Luke nodded and smiled and walked out the door.

There was half a minute of silence in the RV after Luke left.
As was his habit, Bryce broke the silence first. To Edwina and
Taavi both, he asked, “Was that – did that guy make sense to
you?”

Edwina, still smiling, responded, “Of course. And Traha was
right about him. Luke will help us, no matter how negative he
might seem.”

Upon hearing this, Taavi looked lost, but only for a moment.
Then, his expression relaxed, and he released a long sigh.
Looking at Edwina, he asked, “Did you really drag me out to
all those government meetings just to get me thinking about
coming out with what I know?”

Edwina’s glowing, affirmative smile enticed a relieved laugh
from her elder. “Well, hell,” Taavi said. “The only thing that
stopped me from blowing the whistle decades ago was the
threat of blackmail material being released. But maybe that
material’s not so damaging as it used to be.”
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T he blue man stood in front of a large occupied cabin
tent. Though relaxed, he was on watch duty, and was
feeling naked without his sidearm. He knew Tom

was right, that there was no use for it out here, and it was
just unnecessary weight, but he still felt naked without it on
watch duty. Tom was inside, with the nurse, and the therapist,
and the man who’d come back from Afghanistan changed in a
complicated way. Tom’s wheelchair sat outside the tent, next
to the small folding table he and Scott were using to hold their
cribbage game, which was on pause while Tom was in the tent.
The blue man did not know what they were doing in there, but
he knew it was important, and was helping to repair whatever
had happened in Afghanistan.

While he stood there, in the warm afternoon with too many
bugs, he watched a young man on a folding bicycle ride up the
trail towards their campsite. This was one of the things Tom
had told him to be ready for. Scott didn’t know who the young
man was, only that someone would ride up on a bicycle, and
they would exchange cards. Scott’s job was to look at the web
address Tom’s phone was set to view, if Tom was indisposed,
make sure the web address on the card he received matched
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the one on Tom’s phone, and make note of whether or not the
person whose picture was visible at this web address matched
the bicycle rider.

The new arrival hopped off the small bicycle, set it down,
and asked the blue man, “Are you the one I’m looking for?”

“Could be. I’m Scott,” said Scott to the man with the huge
backpack, who was using the opportunity to take a load off.

“Good to meet you Scott, I’m Andy,” said Andy, shaking the
blue man’s hand then handing over the card.

Even though it should not have mattered to the blue man,
he was pleased to see that the picture on the phone matched the
person standing before him, and the web address on the card
he was given matched the one on the phone. Meanwhile, Andy
copied down the code on the card Scott had given him. “You’re
welcome to have a seat, and fill your canteen,” the blue man said
to the well-worn regular sized man with the huge backpack
and small bicycle, pointing out the empty chair where he’d
resume sitting when Tom came back, as well as the large water
container.

“Cool, thanks,” Andy said, taking Scott up on both offers.
Then, after a few minutes, the visitor stood, greeted Scott
goodbye, hoisted that pack again, hopped back on that small
bicycle, and pedaled away.

Later, when they were back at cribbage, Scott described the
visit to Tom. “Thanks, Scott, that’s good to hear,” said Tom.
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“That kid is doing a big bike ride to raise money for a charity
that buys up and cancels medical debt. He rides the smallest
bicycle that will support his weight, and makes hilarious videos
about how hard it is to ride across the country with such a
small bike and such a big backpack. I’ll pull one up for you
sometime. We just helped make sure he’s where he’s supposed
to be today.”

“Is that so? Well okay. Now that you mention it, it was kind of
funny to see him ride up like that, grunting and grumbling the
whole way,” said Scott, taking his points. “How far is he riding
that thing?”

“He’s aiming for three thousand miles this year,” said Tom
mildly, talking his own points.

The blue man cracked first, considering the thought of riding
even one mile outfitted as Andy had been, and erupted into
laughter, which was contagious. “Three thousand miles? That
takes something,” Scott commented.

“He takes video all along, and puts it on the web every hundred
miles or so. He’s alreadymade it over eight hundredmiles,” Tom
explained. “He pisses and moans the whole way. Complains
about every little thing. One video was just him cussing up a
storm at a rock for three solid minutes after one of his tires
popped! You believe that?”

Having been a tow truck operator, Scott could definitely
believe it.
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After a long while spent moving cards and taking points,
it was as if a light bulb flipped on in Tom’s thinking. He stopped
the game, looked intently at Scott, and asked, “You know, did
you hear about that expat who came back to the US after
forty years to blow the whistle on the FBI’s historic trampling
of constitutional rights? And the secret list of activists they
marked for kidnapping and detention in the event of a big
crisis?”

To the blue man, this did not ring a bell. Scott responded,
“Must’ve missed it. Was it on the history channel?”

“Could’ve been,” Tom conceded. “I saw it on facebook. But it
could’ve been there, too. The thing is, it turns out this guy was
gay. And when he started making noises about constitutional
rights in the seventies, his higher ups were going to blackmail
him with that, so he fled the country. Now he’s back, and
naming names, talking about FBI frame-ups and assassinations
and all kinds of stuff that was done to those antiwar and civil
rights people back then.”

“Is that so,” Scott replied, considering it, and retrieving Tom’s
phone from a shirt pocket. “Facebook, you say? You’ll have to
show me.”

But the blue man stopped shy of handing the phone over.
“Hold on, here. This isn’t like the time you tried to convince
me that Uniwhozit’s manifesto was filled with coded messages
to activate terrorist sleeper cells as part of a CIA coup plot? Or
like when you got it in your head that the Earth was flat? If
this is that kind of thing ...,” Scott said, holding Tom’s phone
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hostage so as to give his buddy a hard time.

“Aww, give me that,” Tom said, snatching his phone from Scott’s
hand, chuckling in embarrassment from the good-natured
ribbing. “And I’m still not convinced the world is as round as
everybody says. But do you want to see this or not?”

Pleased with the response his teasing had provoked, Scott
reassured his buddy, who had become wheelchair-bound years
after they’d served because of something they’d been exposed
to in their war, “Oh you know I do, Tom. ‘Course I want to see
it. Nothing I like better than seeing people make those mucky-
mucks in Washington squirm by bringing their chickens home
to roost.”
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M aking his way through the neighborhood while
Burblehoot squeezed his eye to moderately
unpleasant effect, Luke skipped playfully around

the day’s many mud puddles, headed for yet another meeting.
Although he hadn’t had any direct contact with either Taavi or
Edwina since the strange initial encounter many months ago,
after Taavi’s first big whistleblower interview – during which
the aged spy had seen fit to mention Luke’s crypto token Rstory
as a manipulation-proof funding mechanism for truth seekers
– Luke’s schedule had become filled with a seemingly-endless
series of meetings, talks, and public events.

Fortunately, these todos tended to be pertinent and intriguing.
And many were fascinatingly novel. Today’s meeting was no
exception. It was scheduled to take place at solar apex, in a
meadow about a quarter mile from where Luke began skipping
around mud puddles through a neighborhood made of tents
and forest trails. The meeting’s topic, as Luke understood it,
was the potential for Rstory to secure a gift economy against
non-contributing takers. This was a use-case Luke and his
business partner had never envisioned for their corporate
gratitude tokens. And yet, after talking it over, they realized it
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was also a use-case to which Rstory seemed naturally suited.
So Luke went to the meeting, and very much enjoyed the
unconventional path that got him there.

From the edge of the forest, approaching the meadow, he
heard a familiar voice singing in Spanish. As the clearing came
into view, Luke saw Edwina calling out a song while the blue
ones – Bryce and Mandy, he recalled – stood on either side
of a large group of adolescents and young adults engaged in
an elaborate dance. Smiling to himself, Luke did his best to
recognize up twirls and down twirls and maybe both twirls in
the movements of the dancers, though the thought of trying
to translate such co-occurring undulations into the kind of
information Edwina had described in their previous meeting
made his head spin. Or maybe the head-spinning sensation
was Burblehoot the Lagu trying to copy dance moves in his
head. Either way, Luke just watched the beautiful dance reach
its conclusion before approaching.

“Luke! Burblehoot! You have arrived to our meeting,” Edwina
exclaimed when he was perhaps a dozen paces away. She then
closed the distance between them and embraced Luke as if they
were old friends. Which, he reflected, they sort of were.

“Great to see you,” said Luke, meaning it. “So you want to
talk about the theoretical role of a corporate gratitude token
in a theoretical gift economy? And by the way – have you
managed to protect the water yet?”

Edwina, who knew teasing when she heard it, responded,
“No, no. But if I had invited you with only boring truth, our
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meeting would not be so safe. Especially since the war of
trees and sorcerers is about to start.” Then, pausing to wave
goodbye to the younger dancers being led out of the meadow
by Mandy, Edwina’s tone became less casual as the two dozen
or so older dancers approached with Bryce and began lining
up next to their apparent matriarch to form a circle. “For now,”
Edwina declared, “We will hold a council of peace according to
a modified form of the rainbow custom.”

As the circle formed, several small bunches of random people
noticed that something interesting seemed to be going on in
the meadow, and joined the council as it came to what passed
for order at such a gathering. By the time the circle was fully
formed, it consisted of nearly forty people, who all sat down in
the damp grasses and waited for something to happen. While
this was going on, Edwina walked over and had a quiet word
with one of the dancers who had stayed for the council, then
returned to sit next to Luke while the councilors got themselves
sorted out. Eventually, Edwina stood, projecting her voice so
everyone could hear.

“Hello people! Welcome to our council of peace,” she announced.
“During this council, instead of a talking stick or a talking
feather, we’re going to use a talking Matilda.”

While Edwina said this, the dancer she’d exchanged words
with while things were getting organized sprung to her feet and
lightly jogged around the outside of the circle to stand behind
Edwina, who then sat back down before continuing, “Matilda
has promised to stand behind each speaker and listen very
closely, then answer any questions about who said what when
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once the council is done,” Edwina explained. “Does anyone not
want to council this way?”

No one spoke up. After a long pause, Matilda appeared bored
and began dancing in place. Edwina continued, “For those who
do not know, my name is Edwina. An ancient tree spirit from
another world named Traha transported herself to Earth on a
beam of light and created me from this world’s biology to more
easily interact with hominids. My main purpose in coming
here involved helping Traha’s best friend – a particular magical
creature I call Burblehoot the Lagu. But not long after arriving
in your world, I met Luke.” Here, she and Matilda both pointed
at Luke. “And discovered that Burblehoot the Lagu is living
quite happily inside of Luke’s skull, and needs no help,” she said.

“The reason we need a council of peace now is simple,” Edwina
continued. “Traha and many other kindred, ancient spirits have
lost patience with the moth people, the heat thieves, the fuel
sneaks, and the god players among this world’s copy manglers.
These ancient and benevolent spirits are going to begin insisting
these kinds of people change their ways. This insistence will
look to many like war. Like a war that is everywhere. And
everywhere there is war, the peaceful suffer. So today, in this
council of peace, I have asked this person Luke to come, to tell
you how tokens of gratitude can help keep peace among the
peaceful as rituals of money are consumed by this war.”

Having just been blindsided by this information, Luke did
know how to respond to Edwina’s words when the ‘talking
Matilda’ moved to stand behind him. Rather than pretend
understanding he hadn’t yet found, he opted for frank honesty.
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This was, after all, a council, however weird it may be. “I
don’t know what the hell she’s talking about,” he said, nice
and loud so the other side of the circle could hear the words
clearly. “I do hold majority interest in a company that has
a cryptocurrency product called Rstory. This is a form of
tokenized corporate gratitude that could in theory keep track
of many things that money presently keeps track of. That utility,
in turn, could in theory help people make and honor certain
kinds of agreements that are currently made and honored
entirely through the legacy economy’s financial structures. But
I don’t know a thing about war or peace, and have no clue what
Edwina means by the terms ‘moth people’, ‘heat thieves’, ‘fuel
sneaks’, and ‘god players’. So I can’t speak to any of that.”

At this, one of the dancers from earlier – a young man with
a round face and boisterous manner – began waving his
hands around excitedly, and the ‘talking Matilda’ hopped-
then-cartwheeled over to stand behind him.

“Every one of us has experiences that are fuel for our furnaces,”
the young man said without introductory preamble. “A moth
person sees our firelight and tries to smother it with their
attraction. A heat thief takes our fuel or our flames for their
own purposes. A fuel sneak puts their fuel into our furnaces
instead of theirs. And god players play with life forms like
they’re tokens on a game board.”

These words, sinking in to Luke’s thinking, combined with
what Edwina had said about awar of trees and sorcerers, leaving
him wondering if Burblehoot had anticipated these strange
proceedings. Probably, he figured, noting appreciatively that
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his headache had fully disappeared for the moment.
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