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  THE EDITOR’S WORD


  by Mike Resnick


  Welcome to the twenty-fourth issue of Galaxy’s Edge. This issue marks the conclusion of four successful years, which is probably about three and a half more than knowledgeable insiders gave us when we started.


  This issue we present new and newer writers Paul Eckheart, Marina J. Lostetter, Nick DiChario (who’s a little less new than most), Edward M. Lerner, Liz Colter, Fabio F. Centamore, Neal Peart, and Larry Hodges. Plus old friends Mercedes Lackey, Kevin J. Anderson, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, and 2016 Worldcon Guest of Honor Michael Swanwick. Also included are book recommendations by Bill Fawcett and Jody Lynn Nye, Greg Benford’s science column, Barry N. Malzberg’s column on literary matters, and the Joy Ward interview this month is with a true giant in the field, Robert Silverberg. Hope you enjoy all of them.


  We are also exceptionally proud to begin serialization of Robert A. Heinlein’s Hugo-winning Double Star with this issue.


  * * *


  I told this story during my Worldcon Guest of Honor speech back at Chicon 7 in 2012. A number of people have asked me to commit it to paper (which I had done decades ago in some fanzine), so here it is again: “Me and the High Priest.”


  I first met Anton LaVey, the founder and high priest of the Church of Satan, back in August of 1968, long before I was a full-time science fiction writer. I’d sold a pair of pretty awful Edgar Rice Burroughs pastiches, but basically I was just a kid starting out, editing a couple of men’s magazines and tabloid called The National Insider, which was like The National Enquirer only worse. The Worldcon was in Berkeley that year, and of course we planned to go.


  Carol and I had never been to the Bay area, so I decided we’d go a few days early, spend them in San Francisco, and I’d line up a story or an interview each day to cover the expenses. During those four days I interviewed Carol Doda (the first topless dancer), the Low Moan Spectacular (a brilliant comedy group), and Anton.


  I still remember taking a cab to his house, which was an old Victorian monstrosity painted black from top to bottom. There was a hearse parked in front of it, a lion roaming the (fenced) back yard, and Anton answered the door dressed exactly like a priest, with one exception—instead of a cross, he was wearing a tiny coffin on a chain around his neck.


  For some reason we hit it off. He had a huge collection of Arkham House books. I’d read a batch of them, and had actually known a handful of the authors, so we had something to talk about besides Satanism. After awhile I pulled out my camera, one of the girls shed her clothes, and Anton presided over a black mass.


  It was dull as dishwater, and it’s really difficult to be dull when you’re chanting obscene spells over a gorgeous naked girl on a makeshift altar. I explained that the Malleus Maleficarum and the Compendium Maleficarum were fine textbooks, but he was sitting on hundreds of wonderful (and occasionally Satanic) poems by Robert E. Howard, Clark Ashton Smith and H. P. Lovecraft in his Arkham collection, poems that had beat and meter—and eventually he did incorporate some of them into his ceremonies. (You can hear the The Satanic Masses, an LP/vinyl record he released a couple of years later.)


  He was our guest at Baycon’s masquerade, and I commissioned a regular weekly column from him for the Insider. We became friends, in spite of the fact that I used to drive him crazy by calling him Anthony Levy (which seemed more likely to be his real name) and he was our house guest whenever a book-plugging tour brought him to our area.


  Do I believe in Satanism? Of course not, no more than I believe in anything else. But let me tell you a little story, which happens to be true.


  I used to phone him from the office whenever one of his columns came in, just to go over changes and corrections (this was many years before faxes, scans, and e-mails), and once I phoned him just after lunch on December 24. He mentioned that he’d forgotten to buy me a Christmas present (said the Satanist to the Jewish atheist), and was there anything he could get me? I said that it was starting to snow, and I’d sure love for him to use his Satanic connections to get me the hell out of there in the next ten minutes, since the city figured to be in gridlock by quitting time. It was just a thing to say, honest. I never expected what came next.


  He mumbled some incomprehensible chant in an unknown language and told me it was taken care of, and I could go home in ten minutes. Then he hung up.


  And thirty seconds later the power went off, and when it didn’t come on again in five minutes, the publisher sent everyone home and closed up shop for the day.


  Was it Anton? I sure as hell doubt it. Did it happen? Absolutely. Can I prove that it wasn’t Anton? Nope. Did he take full credit for it for the next ten years? Of course. Could he do it again? I don’t know. I decided never to ask for another favor. I mean, hell, if I was wrong and he did shut off the power from 3,000 miles away, I knew what church I definitely did not want to be beholden to.


  Anton died twenty years ago. We’d lost touch with each other by the late 1970s, and in truth we were never very close friends. But when I think back on all the colorful people I’ve known, he ranks right up there near the top.


  Larry Hodges has sold more than seventy stories, including seven to Galaxy’s Edge. His third novel, Campaign 2100: Game of Scorpions, was recently published by World Weaver Press.


  ZOMBIES ANONYMOUS


  by Larry Hodges


  A zombie has no moral compass. That’s why I had no compunctions about eating David, my best friend, and his tuna fish sandwich. Apparently there’s something morally wrong with this, but I’m not sure why. When I was cornered by zombies in front of his house, David let me in and saved me. We discussed the situation while eating lunch. We didn’t realize I had been bitten until after I turned. Perhaps it was wrong for me to eat his tuna fish sandwich, since it was his, but I was really hungry.


  I was a little full when I cornered his daughter Suzy in her bedroom. She was screaming like humans do when faced with a zombie. I don’t know why. Her mom had also been screaming when she ran out the front door. There seemed something wrong about this, but I’m not sure why—shouldn’t moms and daughters stay together, like mashed potatoes and gravy? But gravy is good, even à la carte.


  I figured I’d eat only some of Suzy and leave the rest for later. Or maybe not—even zombies can overeat, and I had a lot of David in me. She was eighteen, with pale, juicy skin, dressed in a red polka-dot party dress. Spattered blood would ruin the aesthetically pleasing white dots. I remember many years ago my mom making smiley faces out of my food on my plate, and I still ate it, so I guess that’s the price of eating.


  “Why aren’t you eating me?” asked Suzy as I paced about, figuring how much of Suzy I could fit inside of me. I was once a math professor—David and I were colleagues at the university and we were both still wearing our tweed jackets with the elbow patches—and being a zombie didn’t dull my three-dimensional geometry skills. Any more than an arm or a head and I’d burst. Of course, that would just let out some of David, allowing me to eat more of Suzy, so there was that. I continued to pace about, opening and closing my jaws in silent calculation. Every time I used pi in an equation it only made me hungrier.


  “Professor Wills, I’m guessing you ate so much of my dad that you don’t have room for more,” she said, trembling slightly. “Am I right?” A smart child. Her long blond hair would be convenient for holding her when I ate her, like a stick on a lollipop.


  “I’ve known you all my life,” she continued. “I don’t think you want to eat me.” Perhaps not so smart after all. For what possible reason wouldn’t I want to eat her just because I’d known her a long time? Would she avoid eating canned tuna just because the can had been in the pantry a long time? I didn’t see the logic. Even zombies digest food, and soon I’d have room for her to join her father. V=4/3πabc doesn’t lie.


  “There’s a program for people like you,” said Suzy. “Zombies Anonymous. It’s a step-by-step program for zombies to recover and stop being zombies. Would you like to learn more about it?”


  I vaguely remembered hearing of this, but only as a joke spread at horror conventions. After the Zombie Apocalypse, it might have been taken more seriously, but most of us were fixated on avoiding zombies and staying alive, though I don’t remember why. It sounded like Alcoholics Anonymous. I stared down at her, my head tilted slightly sideways like my dog when she wanted a treat. I wonder what canine tastes like. I held up ten fingers, and then two.


  “No, it’s not like the twelve steps of Alcoholics Anonymous,” she said. “Those steps rely on God saving you. If there were a God, there wouldn’t be zombies running around eating people, would there?”


  That did raise an interesting question. A benevolent God would have hobbled people so we could catch them more easily. But this raised a separate question. Was there any reason why I wouldn’t want to continue being a zombie? I couldn’t think of any.


  “There are only three steps to Zombies Anonymous,” continued Suzy. “First, you must admit you are powerless over being a zombie.”


  I could agree to that. After all, I was a zombie. Does a tuna have to admit it is powerless over being a tuna if it wants to stop being a tuna? Did you know human brains taste like tuna? Yum.


  “The second step,” Suzy said, “is to decide that you don’t want to be a zombie.”


  Hold the tuna sandwiches! Why wouldn’t I want to be a zombie? What were the alternatives? Going back to being a human chased by herds of zombies? Feeling pain? The constant constraints of a moral compass? I’d managed to navigate life as a human right into adulthood, but it hadn’t been easy. Getting my PhD in math would have been a lot easier if I’d been able to cheat on exams and eat the bad professors. But for the sake of argument, I’d conditionally accept the idea that I didn’t want to be a zombie.


  “The final step,” Suzy said, “is to stop acting like a zombie.”


  No eating people? Learn a moral compass? That was a bit much. Would you ask a tuna to stop acting like a tuna? Would that change the fact that it was still a tuna?


  “You won’t eat me,” Suzy said. “I know it. You’ve been a friend of the family for years. You only ate my dad because you were in a zombie frenzy, but you’re over that now. Before you turned, you were the nicest person I ever knew; you were my hero. You even inspired me to get this.” She held out her arm, showing me that tattoo on her forearm of the famous math equation, eπi+1=0.


  I had been a nice person, though of course “nice” is just part of that moral compass thing. But I remember being proud of being nice. I could still be nice. And so I took Suzy’s arm in mine.


  And took a big bite out of it. It was all part of Humans Anonymous, that one-step program I’d just invented to introduce weak, moralistic humans to the freedom of zombiehood. In just minutes, Suzy would stop screaming, and then, together, we could hunt down her mom (mashed potatoes!) and the neighbors, and if we still had room, maybe get a tuna sandwich.


  Copyright © 2017 by Larry Hodges


  Nick DiChario is a multiple Hugo nominee, a Campbell nominee, and a World Fantasy Award nominee, as well as the author of two novels. This is his fourth appearance in Galaxy’s Edge.


  GIOVANNI’S TREE


  by Nick DiChario


  The dark-skinned stranger was a poor man who wore threadbare sandals and a robe made not of silk but of yarn from a pauper’s handloom. He held a staff not of fine, finished wood, but of a coarse and gnarled olive tree. When I met him, I was the village magistrate, a dubious distinction that fell to the oldest man in town, like it or not. I’d already lived almost fifty years and had no right to ask for more, but I had every reason to be nervous about strangers. Many a magistrate before me had fallen to the sword, slain by the Greeks, the Phoenicians, and the Carthaginians, just to name a few.


  After I introduced myself, and the man made no move to kill me, we sat on a stone together, and everyone gathered around, curious to know who he was and where he’d come from. He spoke in Latin and said his name was Giovanni Cristo, and he’d traveled far and wide. He asked me for news, and I told him what little I knew such as I’d heard it. He wanted to know the name of our village. “Umbra in Mare,” I answered in Latin. Shadow on the Sea.


  He nodded. “I’ve heard of it.”


  “Not many have,” I replied.


  “You’re too modest. In many cities I’ve visited, your wine is known as the best.”


  “Yes,” I agreed, “I suppose it is.” There was no point in denying it.


  He pushed his long, tangled hair off his shoulders and held me in his gaze. He had thick, intimidating eyebrows, but soft eyes that seemed to light his smile. He pulled a tatty rag out of his pocket and mopped his face. “I’ve come to warn you of an advancing storm.”


  The sun beat down so hotly I was sure my chest hairs were burning under my tunic. I called my wife, who’d been watching and listening nervously, and asked her to bring us a pitcher of wine and some bread. I turned to the others and told them to leave us alone, and then I spoke quietly to Giovanni. “We’ve seen many storms. We’ll survive another.”


  “You’ve not seen a storm like this. This storm is the Roman storm. You can’t stop it.”


  “We haven’t stopped any of them. Why do we need to stop this one?”


  He smiled a knowing smile. “So that you can hide your wine, of course.”


  I couldn’t help but laugh. “We have too much wine to hide. It fills every home and every storeroom in the village. We bury it along the shores of the sea to keep it cool during the summers. Huge casks line the walls of every cave on the hillside. When visitors come, friend or enemy, we give it freely and invite them to take as much as they want. Our wine has outlasted all the conquerors before the Romans. What makes you think Rome will be different?”


  My wife returned with a loaf of bread, a pitcher and two cups. She knelt before us, filled the cups, and placed them at our feet. She backed away slowly, hoping to hear more of our conversation. A nosy cat, that one. I wish I could remember her name.


  Giovanni and I broke bread, and I gave him a cup of wine and took one for myself. He had strong hands, I noticed, and knuckles like chestnuts.


  “The Romans will be worse than all the others put together,” he said. “They’ll strangle you with taxes, divide your property among their aristocracy, steal every grape you grow on your vines, pillage your land, and whip you like dogs while they do it. Everything you know will wither and die. They’ll make you slaves in your own land. For three hundred years you will suffer.”


  I thought Giovanni was crazy. How could he know such things? And yet he spoke with such calm certainty, and his voice held so much compassion and melancholy that I felt a maggot of doubt squirm inside me. We drank our wine in silence. Giovanni relished every sip. When we finished our cups, he said that he was delighted to have finally tasted the wine he’d heard so much about, and it was indeed the finest he’d ever had.


  “Is there really a way to hide it?” I asked, on the off chance he knew what he was talking about.


  “Bring me a twig,” Giovanni answered.


  I found a short stick and handed it to him. He carried it to the center of the village and stuck it in the ground. Then he took what remained of our pitcher of wine and poured it in a circle around the stick. Much to my surprise, I saw the twig grow a finger taller and a finger wider.


  “An illusion,” I said, and asked my wife to fetch another pitcher.


  Giovanni poured the next carafe around the twig, and as the wine disappeared into the ground, the stick grew again. My wife gasped, her beaky nose poking over my shoulder.


  More people came to look, and they brought more wine, and soon all the villagers had gathered around the stick to see what they were already calling a miracle. As Giovanni took each gourd of wine and poured it in his circle, the stick continued to grow until it was as tall and wide as a young, healthy tree.


  “The tree will become a giant,” he said. “It will grow as tall and as wide as you have wine to fill it.”


  “How do we get the wine back out of the tree?” I asked.


  “Bring me a mallet and spout.”


  Someone brought Giovanni the wooden tools; he pounded the spout into the tree, and wine came spilling forth. He filled his cup, removed the tap, and the bark closed around the hole as if it had never been there. Giovanni handed me the cup and grinned. When I drank of it, the wine tasted even better than it had when it went into the ground, and then I, too, was convinced of a miracle, because no wine was as good as our wine, let alone better.


  I turned to my people, held the cup over my head, and shouted, “Giovanni says the Romans are coming to conquer us! Go, all of you, and take every vessel of wine from your homes, each bottle buried by the sea, every cask from the hills, and bring them here. Let’s not give the damned Romans a drop of our wine to call their own!”


  By then my gabbing wife had spread what little she’d overheard of our conversation concerning three hundred years of Roman servitude, and no one was much pleased about it. The wine came out bottle by bottle, flagon by flagon, jug by jug, cask and barrel by cask and barrel, with each man, woman and child working tirelessly for three days and three nights until there was not a single whiff of wine left in the village, and the tree had grown ten thousand lengths and ten thousand widths.


  Giovanni tapped the spout into the tree again, and wine erupted like lava from a volcano. We cheered, and the wine flowed freely all night long. We slayed and roasted something—a lamb or a fatted calf or a black boar, I can’t remember now what it was—and we smoked fish and olives and apricots over the smoldering peat of the fire—and we played music and sang and danced and drank feverishly until dawn as if it were our last night on earth.


  In the morning, I had the worst hangover of my life. I sat on a stone next to Giovanni, who could hold his wine tenfold better than the rest of us, apparently. I draped my arm around him and sobbed quietly into his shoulder. He patted my back, told me not to despair, and kissed my cheek. Then he led me to the tree, where he asked everyone to gather. All those who could stand, and many who couldn’t, circled around him.


  Giovanni spoke these words: “Those who have drunk of the tree will have good health and live one hundred years. If you wish to live one hundred more, drink of the tree in another one hundred years. As long as you drink of the tree each hundred years on the anniversary of the first drinking, you will live another century. This is my gift to you for sharing your food and water, your wine, music, and laughter with me.”


  We asked him a few questions to make sure we understood exactly what he meant. Were we to drink again one hundred years from now, or when we turned one hundred years old? My wife asked something about which calendar we should use—Hebrew, Roman, Egyptian—or if we should just count the days. Someone else was curious to know if the exact time of day or night mattered. A little girl said she hated the taste of wine and begged to be allowed to drink the milk of a goat instead (etc., etc.).


  Giovanni seemed amused by our questions and answered each one patiently, explaining all the details until we were sure we understood, and then he wandered off, leaving us to our ineffectual hangover remedies and whatever god-awful historical events awaited us.


  * * *


  As Giovanni had forewarned, the Romans were an engine of destruction. Our people suffered as never before under their rule. My wife and I kept careful track of the days and years. In those times, there weren’t a lot of people in the village. We were few in number to begin with, but the handful of us who weren’t enslaved or slain or imprisoned went to the tree together under cover of darkness on the one hundredth anniversary of its tapping to drink of the wine and live another hundred years. I think most of us just wanted to see if it would work. It did.


  Unfortunately, on the bicentennial of the first drinking, more of us had been sold, indentured, or outright killed, while some, I imagine, had simply grown tired of living—including my wife, who’d walked off after one of our spats decades earlier only to take up with a Roman senator and never return. Sadly, I was the only one to drink of the tree a mere two hundred years after its planting.


  Sometime later, I heard about a prophet named Jesus Christ who was crucified in Jerusalem for performing miracles, and I couldn’t help but wonder if it was Giovanni Cristo nailed to the cross. The names were similar enough, and languages had come, gone, and changed considerably in those early centuries. It was possible a violent death had finally caught up to him. But the Giovanni I knew seemed too savvy to become ensnared in the kind of political games that would have cost him his life at the hands of a government lackey. I much prefer to think he still walks among us, wandering from town to town, warning people of impending doom, and planting trees of life.


  The Romans left our land eventually. As did the Goths, Byzantines, Arabs, Normans, French, Spanish, and I’m sure I’m forgetting a few. I’ve lived so many lives I’ve forgotten my own name. I have almost no memories of the wives and children and nieces and nephews and grandchildren I’ve left behind, having given up families centuries ago during the Black Death, as the pain of outliving them had become too great for me to bear. But I won’t ever forget Giovanni. I’ve not seen or heard from him since the day he walked out of the village, but I can still feel his kiss on my cheek from that morning long ago as if it had happened yesterday, and perhaps this alone is the reason I go on living.


  I suppose someday I’ll die. During the next century my life might be taken by a bullet, a bomb, or a natural disaster. (I was in Pompeii a mere fortnight before Vesuvius buried it in ashes, and I was lucky to escape the earthquake of 1693 that ripped across Sicily and southern Italy, taking the lives of sixty-thousand people.) Or, just as curiosity killed the cat, I’ll want to find out if there’s really a better life after this one, and I’ll put the spout and mallet down for the last time and join all those who have gone before me. But for now, I continue to slip out quietly in the night every hundred years to tap the tree, using the same tools Giovanni used, which remarkably have not aged either.


  Today, the small village is known in Italian as il villaggio di Ombri, the village of Shadows, and you won’t find it on a map. Life has not changed much since the early days. People still farm, fish, harvest olives, tend grapevines on the hillside, and make the best wine. You’ll see cars on the roads these days, although most of them drive past without stopping. A few wireless networks have cropped up in the cafés where young people sometimes go to browse the news of the world. Pretzels, Coca-Cola, American movies and romance novels have become popular, but otherwise we live a simple life sheltered from the ravages of time.


  It’s almost as if the tree has protected the village from the outside world with such quiet, godlike dignity, with such a giant and impenetrable shadow, that no one has noticed, and I can’t help but think this was the true purpose of Giovanni’s tree all along. Although, for the life of me, I can’t figure out why.


  Copyright © 2017 by Nick DiChario


  Mercedes Lackey is the author of the wildly popular Valdemar universe, has written a seemingly endless series of bestsellers, and has also collaborated with Andre Norton, Anne McCaffrey, and Marion Zimmer Bradley. This is her third appearance in Galaxy’s Edge.


  THE WATERS AND THE WILD


  by Mercedes Lackey


  Morning in Bosnia. They aren’t going to be making any breakfast commercials around here.


  With the oddly comforting sounds of clattering cutlery and subdued voices around him, Nigel Peters nursed his coffee, curving his hands around the comforting heat of the mug. The coffee was the only thing warm in the mess tent on a day like today—bleak, gray, threatening to rain though it probably wouldn’t. Bosnia in the spring was no tourist spot.


  Though the part of Bosnia that he and his team were in was never going to be a tourist spot—or indeed, a spot for anything living—until they got done clearing it. It had already claimed more than its share of lives—and limbs. Mostly the lives and limbs of children.


  That was the hellish thing about mines and UXOs—Unexploded Ordinance. They almost never got the “enemy” they were intended for. They almost always claimed civilians.


  Mostly children.


  Someone in khaki brought a tray over and sat down beside him as he waited for his brain to wake up along with the rest of him. “Long day ahead of us.” That was the new bloke—Nige searched his memory for the name. Kyle, that was it, Kyle Lawson. American. Friendly enough chap, and said to be very good on the new, mostly plastic stuff.


  “It always is,” Nige replied, taking a comforting sip of his brew. “You get that shite tucked away in where we can’t take it out the easy way, and—” he shrugged. “No worse than London.”


  “I’d heard about that,” Kyle said, a curl of dark hair making a comma above one eye. He sounded eager. Well, good. Could be he’d caught the fever, the hunger to do something, not just sit there and watch disasters happen. Only the ones that caught the fever stuck it out. Not that he blamed the others; this was a humanitarian effort, and their budget was a fraction of that of police and military UXB squads. But that was an advantage as well as a disadvantage, what with robots and remote detonators, a lot of his skills were going unused on the Special Unit, which was why he was here now. “I’d heard you were something stellar on the Special Bomb Squad on the police force in London.”


  Nige shrugged, though he felt secretly flattered. “I wasn’t bad. Heh. Obviously.” Obvious because if he had been bad he’d have been long dead by now.


  “How long? I mean, how long were you with them?” He was a good-looking kid, too. Strange. Good-looking kids were rare out here. Hopefully he wouldn’t take a blast to the face to change that.


  “Thirty years. Since the seventies. Retired, couldn’t sit.” That was a long time for a bomb-man. Kyle whistled.


  “What made you start?” he persisted. “I mean, not too many people wake up one morning and decide, ‘Hey, I think I’ll make my living defusing live bombs!’ now do they?”


  Nige had to laugh; the guy had a sense of humor too. Another good point; the humor might get mordant, but you had to have it if you were going to stick. “Put it that way, no—and I guess I’d have to say it was because—because of something that happened to me.”


  And someone.


  If he closed his eyes, he could see her, as if she stood before him now.


  Tariniel. Oh, Tari—


  Then he opened them as something occurred to him. New guy. Good-looking and young. Hadn’t seen him out in the field yet—


  He grinned. “You’re the new headshrinker, aren’t you? Oh, excuse me. Stress and trauma counselor.”


  Kyle spread his hands and grinned back. “Busted. Though you know how the budget is. I am as good in the field as they say I am. So when I’m not doing eval and trauma counseling I’ll be out there with the rest of you.”


  “I ought to be asking you how a headshrinker got into this business,” Nige responded with a lifted eyebrow.


  “Army Corps of Engineers,” Kyle said promptly. “You know how the Army is; you go in saying you want to do one thing, they send you out to do something else. Friend of mine was a communications specialist, fluent in six languages, they sent him out with a radio and no training on it. I had half a psych degree, I said Intel or Counseling, I got mine-clearing, got out, finished my degree, and this came up.” He shrugged. “I’m a type A anyway, and I can’t know there’s a need and not do something about it. Who wants to sit in an office and listen to Dinks whine about how they aren’t fulfilled?”


  “Dinks?” That was a new racial epithet on Nige—if it was racial.


  “Double Income, No Kids,” Kyle supplied promptly. “So, let’s keep this evaluation informal, shall we? No office, no stress tests, just talk to me. Your file says abusive parents?”


  Nige shook his head, but was still smiling. “Only when they could catch me.”


  * * *


  Nige had run away from home again; the old man was drunk, and mum was off with some posh boy from the West End. As soon as the old man found out about it, he’d take it out on Nige. So Nige did the smart thing; hopped a random train at the tube station and took it as far as it would go. He’d get off and kick around until it got dark, or he figured the old man would have passed out, then he’d go home again.


  He’d been doing this to get away since he was old enough to get on a train or a bus by himself. At first he’d stuck to the ones he knew so he wouldn’t get himself lost, but he got tired of ending up in the same old places. He saved things like the museums and other public buildings for days when the weather was too wretched to be outside; for good days like this one, he’d go exploring. A surprising number of lines ended out in what was the next thing to countryside, places an East Ender like Nige would never get to, usually. An adult might find himself under the eye of coppers out here, but a kid, no matter how scruffy, was usually ignored so long as he stayed out of trouble.


  And Nige was often able to get into places that required admission fees just by tagging along as part of a group and looking as if he belonged, especially when kiddies under the age of ten or eleven got in free. Today was no exception. Once off the train, he saw buses and tourists on the other side of a bridge across the Thames. He’d fitted himself into a bunch of red faced American adults off a bus, and found himself inside Hampton Court Palace.


  Pretty groovy place too; he’d always fancied old Henry, though he kept getting that old music hall song that Herman’s Hermits had done running through his head. “I’m Hen-er-y the Eighth I am, Hen-er-y the Eighth I am, I am. I got married to the widow next door, she’s been married seven times before....” He detached himself from the group as quickly as he could, and started to wander, keeping quiet, just looking, making himself invisible. Really posh everywhere you looked; well, the king and all! He wondered if he’d get to see a ghost.


  No such luck, but he did find the famous maze. He studied the key at the entrance, and although there was no guide up on the watching post, decided it couldn’t be too hard to get out even if he did make a couple of wrong turns by accident, and went in.


  Maybe other people might find it claustrophobic, but he was immediately enchanted. With the walls of boxwood rising on either side of him, higher than the head of an adult, cutting off a lot of sound as well as the wind, it was like being in another world, one in which there were no other people. It smelled like old leaves in here, which Nige didn’t find at all unpleasant, though it was a little stuffy. He found the center without any trouble at all, and decided after a moment that he was going to kick around in here for a while. He liked the feeling of privacy, of being in the wilderness, almost. He’d always liked those adventure stories about being out in the forest, and this was the closest thing he’d come to it yet.


  Exploring the dead-end paths seemed like good options, especially when he started to hear the voices of another tour group approaching. The last thing he wanted to do was have a tourist bumbling into him.


  The first few dead ends were hardly more than a couple of turnings, no fun at all, but finally he came to one that seemed a lot more promising. It kept winding around, and there was no sign at all of wear on the thick, green turf. It quickly took him further from those voices until he couldn’t hear them at all. It really didn’t dawn on him that there was anything odd about the path at first, until he began to realize that he had come much further than he should have been able to go without crossing another path. And that it was no longer broad daylight above the hedges, but dusk.


  And that he couldn’t hear anything but birdsong.


  * * *


  “So you got into this because of someone you met?” asked Kyle.


  “Yeah. Bird name of Tari.” He sipped his coffee. “None of that Mrs. Robinson stuff. Kind of adopted me. I suppose in a way you could call her a teacher.”


  * * *


  It was about that time that he realized—more with his gut than his head—that he wasn’t where he’d thought he was. But somehow this didn’t alarm him at all.


  But the appearance of a strange woman around yet another turning did.


  She had long silver-blond hair, down past her waist, with a wreath of leaves on it and a long, gauzy sort of pale green dress, and his first thought was—some kind of hippie. But then he saw her eyes—and her ears.


  Her eyes were the green of leaves when the sun shines through them—but they were slits like a cat’s. And her ears had points to them.


  He felt his jaw drop. No. No, this only happens in the pantos, or the movies.


  “Hello, Nige,” the woman—lady—oh all right, say it, fairy!—said, in the most musical voice imaginable. “My name is Tariniel. I’ve been waiting for you.”


  His jaw dropped a little further. “For me?” he squeaked.


  She nodded, gravely.


  * * *


  “What do you mean by that?” Kyle persisted.


  “Well—she took me places—”


  All over Underhill. Bloody hell, I met Titania. Shakespeare’s Titania! Saw things I’d never even dreamed of. Things you can’t even imagine, me boy—


  “And she taught me a lot. History, but with a twist, you know?” He raised an eyebrow, and held out his empty cup for it to be refilled when someone with a hot pot went by. “Like, not so much who won, but who lost, and what that meant to them. Not from the point of view of whatever emperor or king it was, but from the point of view of the poor bloody peasant who got his crops trampled and his wife and daughters raped.”


  Kyle winced. “Kind of rough on a kid, wasn’t that?”


  “Oh, that stuff came when she figured I was ready to handle it. She did a lot of education on me, without it seeming like anything but fun. And managed to get me to connect with responsibility. At first it was—well—consequences.
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