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ACT I
War and its Players
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Seth was only 13 when he first came into contact with the new teachings. “Inexact Science”. A new subject in his timetable. The first lesson was practical.

 

They were standing behind the touchline on the playing field, behind a row of W-shaped bows. cans of spindle like arrows stood on tripods. Teacher showed them how to prime a folding bow.

 

“Step on it. Go on, use your bodyweight.”

 

Then he showed Seth how to nock the spindle arrows. They elongated with the string, effortlessly.

 

“Look into the sight, everybody,” said Teacher. The sight was just 3 glass cylinders arranged in a triangle. Seth could see the target faces replicated in each one. He tried to get them the same size and position in each lens, so none were deformed.

 

He was aware of the faint vibrations coursing through the stretched arrow. He released it, and scored a 9.75 on his first shot. He did a 9.9 on his 3rd.

 

“How does it feel?”

 

“Great!” Said everyone.

 

But this was just a primer for what they would face next. “Seth, you can take one of the bows home, and only one arrow. You’re responsible and we trust you.”

 

That night, Seth lay in his bed holding the tensed folding bow. The spindle arrow on his pillow. He closed his eyes and dreamed of glory. He had hit a target at 70 yards, almost dead on without really trying.

 

Then, a rap on his window. He got up and looked out. It was Marjorie from school.

 

“What do you want?”

 

“The bow,” she whispered loudly. “Bring it down here.”

 

Seth got changed and met Marjorie in the garage. There were several other boys with her who were older and looked like soldiers.

 

“They’re cadets, in case you’re wondering.”

 

“What are we going to do?”

 

One of the boys spoke and it was in a countertenor voice. “You’ve seen inexact Science today, brother. What do you think of it?”

 

Seth looked confused.

 

“You’re responsible,” the boy said, “but you can trust us -can you? Marge, can he see yet?”

 

Seth dropped his eyes and turned away. “You can have the bow but let me know why first.”

 

“Brother, if you can’t see, we’ll be back later,” the group started to leave but Marjorie stopped them, “He’ll see -very soon.”

 

Seth looked into her eyes and he knew trust when he saw it. The others read his face and agreed.

 

“You need to see, then hear, then read. See if Marge will help you. It’s supposed to be logical -whatever you feel you should do.”

 

Seth handed over the bow and arrow on condition they keep it in his garage. They agreed.

 

That night, the teenagers dissected the weapon and projectile. Seth saw them jotting Math-like equations on their notepads. Something he didn’t understand yet. It was taught at a higher grade.

 

They didn’t say what they were doing. But in half an hour, they had put everything back together and left his home. Marjorie stayed back. “Seth, thanks for being a friend. You haven’t betrayed anyone. Science is everybody’s right to learn. It’s not the weapon that’s dangerous, it’s our minds.”

 

That night, he had a dream of Marjorie. They were swimming in her pool and she kissed him in the water. He looked into her eyes and he saw truth in her beauty.

 

The golden ratio reflected between them just like the lenses of the bow, and he pulled at each of its images until they lined up. He dallied over the one that looked a bit whimsically odd. And she smiled. “You WILL see.”

 

Teacher, Mr. Frederick, was in his office as usual. Seth came in and placed the borrowed weapon on his table. He took a seat and squeezed his arms between his knees.

 

Frederick didn’t look up from his paperwork. “You’ve looked the weapon over, what do you think?”

 

“It’s purely mechanical but very accurate. Maybe it uses physics in a different way.”

 

“How so?”

 

“It tackles the problem from many angles.”

 

“Or so you think?”

 

“Or so I do -so far.”

 

“Where is Marjorie? Go fetch her in if you don’t mind.”

 

Seth waited in the corridor as voices were raised in the office. Then, Teacher called him in. Marjorie’s face was stern but a little flushed and she wouldn’t look directly at anything, any one of them.

 

“Seth, I trusted you and I still do. There is a reason you were allowed the bow. Something never done at your grade. Seth, you’re a leader and I want to give you all the exposure you need. If this young lady is your guide, then say so.”

 

“Yes, she is.”

 

“Then both of you are free to leave. No conditions.”

 

“Seth you can’t see because you’re proud.”

 

“Proud?”

 

“Of yourself. Everyone can read you. Even your own mind reads you. That’s why you are -full of yourself.”

 

“Seth, you need a guide and me and the bunch, we’re at your command.”

 

It wasn’t something easily told to a newly turned teenager but he managed this threat to his authority, masquerading as a compliment, without any emotion. Maybe he was proud.

 

Marge took his hand and they went home.

 

Seth found out that there was a Science club that met every Friday evening after school. “You should join,” said Marjorie. “All of us are in it. Are you afraid of change? At your level, you should be. All leaders are worrywarts.”

 

“What’s going to change?”

 

“Everything. Eventually. Even you.”

 

Later, he stripped off to bathe and he sat on the small plastic stool under the weakly sputtering shower head, hands tucked between his knees. He breathed through his mouth as rivulets trickled across his skin. His wet hair plastered across his forehead. He KNEW this was where he would conduct his war room meetings with the older boys from. Under water.

 

And Friday evening couldn’t have come sooner.
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Science club met at Teacher’s house. In the basement which was secluded. Seth didn’t know why it was secretive. That moderate precautions were taken against being seen and heard.

 

After Mr. Frederick introduced him as a new member, the debate started and he struggled to keep up. Nobody explained. Maybe Marjorie would, afterwards.

 

There was to be war between east and west. And it was because of Science. The Chinese and other Asiatics were very different in their thinking compared to White people. Black people were also different, and so too the Semitic races.

 

What learning the theory of inexact Science did was it opened everyone’s minds to one another. It was a creepy side effect of developing the advanced yet simple technology he had seen first hand.

 

How the war would be fought best, was the matter being debated.

 

“You catching up so far?” Asked the boy with the high voice.

 

“I’m good.”

 

“Name’s Matthew,” he said.

 

“And you’re a cadet?”

 

“Yes. When you get to our grade level, some of you will be recruited.”

 

“The smartest?”

 

“No,” Matthew laughed. And Seth let his guard down as well.

 

“Those of us who think logically -in simple steps.”

 

“What has it got to do with inexactness when you think like a machine?”

 

Everyone applauded Seth’s first big question.

 

Frederick explained, “when you don’t make mistakes, it’s not Science. When you do, Science tells you. When Science is inexact, it tells you nothing but does everything you say that works within broad, cumulative technology failsafes. It’s pooling everyone’s smarts while flying by the seat of your pants. The Chinese particularly disagree and it’s damaging everyone’s minds.”

 

“Why not shut it down?”

 

“We can’t. It keeps growing. The body, our minds, are hosting this viral paradigm and we have no choice but to assimilate the world into our way of thinking. Already, many government departments function on inexactness. And the world economy is torn by the disagreements. It won’t be long before war breaks out and how it will be fought is anyone’s guess.”

 

Saim Ye was the only Asian in the club. Indeed he stuck out like a sore thumb with paisley chef pants and Hawaiian shirt. Seth had not met an Asian guy in so close a situation before.

 

“They say you’re the leader. Are you?”

 

“No -not yet. I’m being prepared.”

 

“Don’t take too long. I have sources in Beijing. There WILL be war. Soon. Do you know what’s going on in my head?”

 

Seth shrugged. Now he knew why their meeting was secretive. It involved politics and government technology.

 

“We don’t want to fight one another. That’s why Marge and Matthew are researching inexact Science. It’s that simple. Nothing underhand. Do you know what fighting will be like?”

 

“Odd things happening, I suppose. People losing their minds. Possibly our technology no longer working, depending on who’s stronger.”

 

“That’s true. In general. How will you sleep if an attack can come from anywhere at any time in any form? How will you eat when everything tastes like cardboard because nobody in the east likes eating it?”

 

“My last name’s Ye -it’s a name with a prophetic connotation. Do you believe in synchronicity? Never mind. I will prepare you to face the supreme council.”

 

There was food cooked by Teacher’s girlfriend on the table. They made Seth say grace and all bowed to the Most High.

 

“Seems Saim has taken interest in you?”

 

“He said I needed to be prepared to face the supreme council.”

 

“So soon?” Marjorie lifted an eyebrow.

 

“And not a day too late,” chipped Mr Frederick.

 

After they had eaten, and the food was very ‘neutral’ for lack of a better word -not tasteless, nor remotely exciting to the palette, Saim had a discussion with Marjorie out of earshot. Seth thought he saw blades of light flash like blue neon holograms in the night air, and his old friend retreated. Saim looked at Seth and turned to walk away. He followed a step behind.

 

“What do you think of us?”

 

“You’re all okay.”

 

“What do you think of what you just saw? Am I to be your teacher?”

 

“Yea, I guess.”

 

“A teacher is never your wife. How is that for inexact Science?”

 

Seth felt like when he was weaned off his mother’s milk. Like taking his first breath, freshly born.

 

“I live with my older sister. She’s hot. You’ll see,” Saim smiled a slanted smile. But it was a genuine invitation to what might happen.

 

Matthew cornered Marjorie. “I don’t really like what happened tonight,” he said in his high countertenor. He sounded a bit like an angel. Some being with a purer heart than mortal men. It was easy to see how he dominated the group. And Marjorie couldn’t fend off his questioning.

 

“Have you and Seth done it yet? Why wait? Now he’s with Saim. We don’t see eye to eye with the Chinese, even westernized Chinese. I tolerate Saim because he’s half the enemy we don’t know.”

 

“Surrender your blade, sister -you’ve lost to an Asian.”

 

Marjorie turned away, seemingly untouchable but Matthew called her name in a whisper and his otherworldly voice disarmed her. She drew the blade. And it was an actual blade. She placed it in Matthew’s hand. Then she covered her face, sighing heavily, looking up at the stars. It was a good time to be alive, maybe a heady one more so than that.

 

“You saw the knife fight I had with your girlfriend?”

 

“It looked like lightning bolts.”

 

“It was supposed to be invisible.”

 

“Then why…?”

 

“She loves you, and so do I.”

 

“You’ll need a knife at the very least. My sister made mine for me / with me, that’s probably how I won,” Saim admitted humbly.

 

The jaunty Asian gave his blade to Seth. He turned it over in his hands. It was sharp but not razor sharp and seemed to be between metal and plastic. There was no handle. He was puzzled how it made him feel. And why was Saim being so kind? Nevertheless, he grew stronger and more like giving out commands like they said he was supposed to.
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Seth had expected to be doted on by Saim’s beautiful sister but when they got to the rundown and overgrown mansion where the two Asians lived, all he saw of her was her sinuous shadow against the porch wall. She handed Saim two small running packs and left them to talk in private.

 

“We’re not staying here tonight?”

 

“No. We’re going into the wilderness.”

 

“For how long?”

 

“As long as it takes.”

 

They had been walking by streetlight so far but those were becoming scarce as they neared the brush.

 

“How do you see in the dark?”

 

“I can’t.”

 

“You can’t -yet,” Saim corrected Seth.

 

“Reach out to me. You do already.”

 

Seth felt someone or something grab him as his mind grappled for the Asian Trainer -what he wanted to be called. And some force, warm, or so it felt, grabbed back.

 

They were one minded, walking through the brush, between tall trees, until they came to a rocky outcrop which overlooked a shallow canyon.

 

“We’ll set up camp here, said Trainer.”

 

There were flares or fires burning on the other side of the canyon and he thought he saw forms dancing.

 

“They’re witches,” said Saim. “Ready to meet them?”

 

Seth could access his Trainer’s memories. Maybe it came from the Asian forged blade.

 

“You’ll make a better one over on that other side,” said Saim.

 

The stars were out and Seth could see the Milky Way like a band of glitter streaking across the inky sky. That night he fell asleep while Saim watched the dancing flames, resting his mind in stages which ended with him closing his eyes for a few minutes every half hour. And in his dreams, naked flesh flushed with crimson rhythmically bent like a wobbling spoon handle around fierce, gushing flames. He was, as usual, emotionless.

 

The supreme council were in a group of talking squirrels. They might be the same ones, or others, nobody knew. Except to suspect they were just willing, generic rodents controlled behind their backs by a select scion of the wise.

 

To be brought before the council was the last thing on Marjorie’s mind, but the cadets under Matthew led her among the oaks. It was a dewy morning, fresh like the green and tender fronds of ferns they were standing in. Cries came from overhead, a pair of circling eagles.

 

“Who holds us here?” Came a squirrely voice from above.

 

“I do,” answered Matthew.

 

“Who needs their learning refreshed?” Another voice sounded.

 

“Her name is Marjorie.”

 

“Who judges a brother by the color of his blood?”

 

“Whose blade broke upon the back of the blind?”

 

“Where is he -the man you would have win this war?”

 

And so the voices went on demanding. But answers here were not importantly correct as were the questions to be raised. Debate fought in inexactness so keen could only mean that defeat was a thought form of victory -victory over the illogicality of still being. Being while asking your adversary: why?

 

Thus Marjorie, grabbed from behind by the group, could only speak in her mind what was, what it would be, and how it could.

 

“Where is its blade?”

 

“Councilor, I offer it up…”

 

But before Matthew could finish, the weapon vanished from his hand. 

 

They stood silently, under the forest canopy waiting for a judgment but that once -maybe, it never came.

 

An old man sitting in a plush armchair turned the dull gray device over in his hands. He had his back to the view-portal and only his balding crown could be seen peeking over the back of his chair. 

 

“Obviously the woman was correct, Tim?”

 

“Obviously, Marsha? Obviously is passé for I don’t care to find out. Care is familiarity. But as far as correctness goes, it never bothered me much in the context I’ve seen it all too many times.”

 

“Where is Fred? He gave her the permission.”

 

Teacher was living with a witch. They weren’t planning to marry but as far as women go, she was somewhat different. Her name was Claire and she shimmered with unreal energies, if you could imagine the opposite of light, its photons streaming through the solidity of his fond considerations. If water had ripples, it would look like her hair. If one could feel ‘empty’ space, he would know her heart. And the instrument, its probe would be true love.

 

“They’re at the Canyon now,” she spoke as if her words painted a frieze of scenes she revealed with the sweep of her arm, her spread fingers, and the faint creases in her youthful countenance that belied her true age.

 

Frederick knew it was Saim who brought Seth there. And what was to follow soon after.

 

“It breaks the mind to know a blade divides molecules. Pull one apart or can’t you? A knife is therefore inexact Science. The application of targeted force is futile at the quantum level. It is rather, the authority of generated nano friction.”

 

“Can you cut through crystal?”

 

“It would depend on the angle.”

 

“Correct. And how does one make a knife for that?”

 

“Resonance?”

 

“Good guess,” said Saim, “it boils down to perceived / believed density if you were inventing one through inexactness.”

 

When they had done theorizing, the Trainer showed Seth how a blade was pressure forged. They did it together and the emotions which accompanied it pressed into his soul as he pressed his awareness into the amorphous compound. It was a weapon of love. 

 

“Love is something you don’t know you have until you meet someone who has it too.”

 

Seth pondered the words of the Asian he had befriended. How could the group not trust an Asian?

 

Marjorie heard him and a faraway look came over her eyes. The stack of pancakes she had cooked drizzled over with a little too much syrup.

 

“I suppose the issue is over then, Marsha?”

 

“The Asian will do.”

 

“So help them both. So help them…”
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What transpired between Seth and Marjorie was a long time coming. And when it did, it was when she was weaker, from the impending financial disaster that beelined for her wealthy family, and her lost status in Science club. They were at her vacation home on the island resort, by the rolling ocean, when she proposed.

 

“You have your own blade now…”

 

“Saim helped me forge it. A coven of witches blessed it.”

 

“Let me see it.”

 

Seth drew it from his vest. It was a plain, half sheeny gray trapezoidal oblong that somehow weighed next to nothing despite all the layers of e-substance compressed into it.

 

Marjorie ran her fingers over the weapon but she wouldn’t pick it up. A woman never picks up a man’s blade. Seth stiffened and she smiled, undoing the top buttons of her blouse. That was as far as she would let him for now.

 

Saim Ye stood on the veranda of his dilapidated mansion home. It once belonged to a tech startup CEO whose company went bust in the AI-Inexact Science wars. Ironically, it now belonged to the best Trainer in the west and he wasn’t after fame, easy money or fast women. Saim’s dedication to the Concept was all but absolute. Maybe the western mindset led their people down a different mental pathway, one that was twisty and rustic, while Asians banded together and paved it straight as they went along. But Science was always a strange yet regular bedfellow to philosophy.

 

Then loud bangs echoed from downstairs and he spun around to where they came from.

 

Marjorie and Seth lay together on the sand. It felt grainy under his back, bare as hers was. And the receding tide licked their peripheries like the adorations of a favorite pet. 

 

“How is it you’re no longer rich?”

 

“We haven’t lost anything. It’s just that nobody will take our money much anymore.”

 

Seth was confused. inexactness had long drilled its roots into the financial system.

 

Marjorie explained, “economics is the Science of human behavior towards survival. Anthropology tells us why we are. Economics tells us why we should. When inexactness was applied to the economy, money became pervasively distributed among people. It existed like the US Dollar pretended not to be, merely as a security net between deals and was worth nothing. The Dollar was backed by security (military and intelligence). The inexact Dollar is backed by predicting where it will pool up next. And it used to be that it pooled up with us.”

 

“You’re a good teacher,” Seth said, rubbing his head against his palm.

 

“You have only the best.”

 

Saim dealt the cards. It was face-up poker, which meant everyone’s cards were face up, including those in the shuffled deck. He looked around at the other Asians caught during the day of raids. Sullen and dejected, they gathered up their hands. It was everyone’s prerogative to cheat, quite unlike traditional card games. Where nothing could be 100% hidden, there was no point hiding it. Inexact games was actually profitable as people had gotten used to predicting / spying / betting efficaciously.

 

As he lay in his cell, without his blade, away from his new protege, the master Trainer turned to contemplate the war. And he was one in the mind with Matthew.

 

“I’m sorry for giving you up,” came the countertenor voice of the leader.

 

“Seth would have done differently.”

 

“His time is yet to come. Meanwhile, we have to obey the laws of the land.”

 

“I haven’t eaten all day.”

 

“Sorry to hear it.”

 

For his services to the western block, Matthew Fastener was provided a firearm and the loyalty patch required to wield it. The sight was the familiar IS-designed 3 lens affair. But it didn’t fire bullets and had no power supply. It fired his intentions magnified by a static charge in its barrel. It could work based on memory if a target wasn’t in the line of sight. It could work around bends provided the target had once been spotted and the spark connection made. It could kill a well-known leader or high-profile celebrity with ease. And as Matthew ran his fingers over the sleek e-matter plastic which glowed dimly, he wondered about the war they were entering into. He hoped he wouldn’t be near even famous or successful as a soldier but that was next to heresy.

 

“Saim,” he said, “I envy you.”

 

Back at the resort, Marjorie and Seth plotted to turn revenue back from the east, and into the western betweens again. Being more numerous, Asians held sway over the inexact financial system. While the west with their superior computer infrastructure counted out funds, they were instantly drained into Asian people’s betweens, and stayed there as ‘there’ was more peaceful, thus prosperous. It was for that reason Beijing had waded into the conflict confidently.

 

“When anyone disturbs prosperity with force, they come before a demerit.”

 

“How so?”

 

“Unpopularity kills.”

 

“Then what should we have done?”

 

“Pray, I suppose.”

 

Marjorie looked of a sudden, distant and small. Seth wanted to hold her again, like they did in the surf which was now beating on the tank obstacles newly scattered along the shoreline. Giant concrete jacks, laid to make the inevitable Chinese invasion of the Pacific as difficult as could be afforded.

 

That night, as they dreamed in each others’ arms, Seth came before the Innermost of the supreme council.

 

“What is leadership to you? What have you to offer that nobody else does?”

 

“I don’t half know.”

 

“Are you morally immovable? A bastion of logic? Are you brave? These things do not make a fighter in this enlightened age.”

 

“I’m not really a fighter, nor a thinker.”

 

“No? Then come closer… closer…”

 

And as he did, he felt the press of many minds. It was a feeling like death as parts of his body went numb to his control and his thoughts unspooled into the mind of the Innermost.

 

“Who are you?” He cried, “who Are YOU!”

 

Abruptly, he woke, heaving for breath. Marjorie was awakened as well and she fondled his hair, kissing his face all over. He had almost lost his first fight and that made him self-resentful. Perhaps all he had was a burning desire to be correct in as much as others needed. Thus he was their inexact leader. He sensed the last kiss came with a smile and he stiffened his heart against her appreciation which he filtered with a fine comb of in-built values he had formed and lived-by ever since he could remember.

 

“You are our leader.”

 

Seth looked resentfully at her.

 

“Yes, you are.”
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Mr Frederick, and by association, Seth, were under interrogation at the emergency PTA meeting. It was over the newly mandated schools and colleges military recruitment drive, or SHCEMR (pronounced ‘Shimmer’ or ‘Schemer’ depending on one’s alignment).

 

The night before, Seth had a dream. It wasn’t of Marjorie or the council but that he would lose something important to him. It was on the tip of his tongue but being unhearing and unseeing, nobody could reach out to assuage his worries. He tried hard to be himself.

 

Teacher did his best to convince concerned parents over the taking of their children as soldiers / to wield iS weapons they didn’t fully understand. The plan was to stem the Chinese-led advance in the betweens with a strong spearhead led by a Seth archetype: supposing there were others like him -when in fact, there was but one suitable -him alone.

 

“With a spear of gifted, special people stabbing deep into the heart of Asia, we can insert the e-bomb we’ve been developing.”

 

“What does it do?”

 

“It’s an emotion altering weapon,” that was all Frederick was cleared to know.

 

“And when you’ve mangled the hearts of the east, then what?”

 

“We invade and impose correct appreciation. You see, we export not just goods and services, but paradigms suitable for the times. Any Asian can understand a shift in thought. They had Confucius and Buddha. They can be persuaded by a higher principle -it has been shown.”

 

“We only have one chance.”

 

Frederick and Seth shook hands with the parents. Later that afternoon, at Science club, Seth was made leader in place of Matthew who had left for army service.

 

Saim, who was in detention, was represented, mentally, by his sister who was half White -they had different fathers. Seth never imagined Marjorie could turn so green.

 

“What do you think of the plan?”

 

“The e-bomb? It’s the only chance we’ve got.”

 

“Don’t misunderstand us, said Saim’s sister, Asians mean the west no harm. We’re just different.”

 

“And the difference is annoying,” said Marjorie.

 

“Down right dangerous,” quipped Frederick, “you kids don’t know the half of it.”

 

“All witches know,” said Saim’s sister, withering visibly.

 

“And you’re one?”

 

“As you like,” she shrugged suggestively by nature, as their hearts began pumping faster.

 

“Show me your blade.”

 

“It’s not much but you can have a feel.”

 

“By the way, my name’s Gracie,” said the slender, big-hipped brunette with her mop hairdo.

 

Of a sudden, Seth trusted her, her fingers running over the dull gray e-matter surface.

 

“Saim says to complete your training -immediately.”

 

“Can I come along?” Asked Marjorie.

 

“You’re welcome to, sister.”

 

Matthew Fastener lay in his cot drained. The target was a loose-cannon Chinese bureaucrat forming laws banning American iS / e-products from reaching eastern markets.

 

He had scouted out the target by watching many Asian movies and eating takeout Chinese food, studying the official’s body language on the briefing room’s projector. In the 3 lenses of the inexact gun sight, the image of the Chinese politician became clearer as it bounced from emotion to intention in the young soldier’s head. A spark ignited within the e-matter barrel. He could feel it, and the ghost of someone tottering and falling swept through his head -his awareness.

 

That night, in the debriefing, the spearhead of 12 specialist soldiers watched the satellite broadcast of a senior party member being honored outside the Great Hall of the People at Tienanmen Square. His first kill as squad leader, and gun carrier.

 

“You’re clear to access the e-bomb, brother.”

 

Matthew smiled. He knew the spear tip would be Seth. Everything would go according to plan.

 

That night, Gracie and Marjorie got into a heated argument at the outcrop by the canyon, opposite from the cave witches and their roaring bonfire.

 

Without her blade, Marjorie was no match for Gracie’s witch skills and she reached out for Seth’s help through his natural protectiveness.

 

“The e-bomb. What do you Asians know about it?”

 

“Of course that’s double classified. You would have clearance if you were bolder, You’re mild, Margie -too mild for this war.”

 

“And you’ll soon be labeled a traitor just like your brother.”

 

“Betrayal only begins when you’re hurt. Go home, sister. Saim and I will tell Seth everything he needs to do the job OUR way.”

 

Seth felt for his blade. Next he knew, it was in Marjorie’s hand. Gracie drew hers as dimensional energies wrestled the two young women towards the canyon’s edge. Once again, he saw the blue neon streaks and Marjorie disappeared off the outcrop.

 

Gracie turned to Seth. She sounded like Saim as she took his right hand and their fingers meshed. Then, with a snap, his index finger popped loose and went dead.

 

“Do you trust me, brother?”

 

But Seth backed away, shaking from the wound she had inflicted.

 

“Come at me with your powers. Or can you not see yet?”

 

Gracie waited, Saim waited, then the Trainer’s sister turned to leave.

 

“Go save your girlfriend, You’re not ready.”

 

“What about my hand?”

 

“Beseech the council, it’s the only foolproof way, barring major surgery that’s 50/50.”

 

“Marjorie!” Seth cried, running towards the canyon’s drop. He looked all round by the moonlight and saw three fingers quivering over a rock, They were sore and bleeding. He could hear heavy breathing. He reached out his good hand but it wasn’t strong enough. He had to use his right hand, damaged as it was.

 

If a pin dropped in Seth’s heart, Marjorie would have heard it. She grabbed for his hand greedily and he hauled her to safety, through the agony of possibly losing his finger.

 

She didn’t know what he had sacrificed. His limp and numb digit that now hung by a thread, stuffed deep into his jeans pocket as they kissed, trembling more from it, less so much as love does to a man and a woman.
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The loss of his finger function worried Seth like never before. It was like a sour swelling and subsiding in his chest. Like holding back a floodgate of emotions that would overcome his young mind / heart -whatever psychologists now termed it.

 

Sitting in the shower on his contemplation stool, he tried to wash, which set his finger flapping painfully, at odd angles. Later, he cut some spongy fabric and hot glued it into a brace. At least he wasn’t rotting or bruised. He reinforced that with supple strips of aluminum from a soda can. 

 

How would he pull a bowstring now? The question was an important one -a missing rung on the ladder towards mind mastery of the gun, later the e-bomb itself. He cried tears of dejection.

 

*Seth, you’re the only one*

 

The heart whisper from Saim came to him, kind as usual. The Asian Trainer hadn’t eaten in 36 hours but it didn’t show.

 

“There isn’t any time left, Gracie.” His sister nodded.

 

Meanwhile, Seth hid his disability from the others, from Marjorie, saying it was just a sprain. His girlfriend had recovered from her near-fall. There were minor scrapes on her arms and face but those were healing well.

 

“We’re going on another vacation,” she told him. “To open up investments in the Polynesian Spice Isles. Not all business -just informal talks and lots of sightseeing. Mr Frederick asked me to take you along. Said it would be educational -for the cause.”

 

*Go with her, brother,* whispered Saim, palpably weaker.

 

On the super jumbo out of California, Seth and Marjorie held hands. She was careful not to jar his ‘still healing’ finger as she moved his hand under her blouse, and over her breast. Odd emotions overcame him, now part metal, part flesh. He looked distant, nervous, as she tried to kiss him. Like a fish out of water, gasping for breath. That special feeling he once had for her, eclipsed by his increasingly troubled thoughts.

 

The skimmer dealership in Jakarta city was owned by Marjorie’s father. Skimmers made use of the Bernoulli and Coanda effects to propel the bike-like craft using virtually no fuel. Props set into the undulating belly of the craft fed air into a tube running lengthwise through it. Thus the faster it flew, the more air was forced through. It was like an aerodynamic flywheel.

 

Seth longed to ride one, and with the chief engineer explaining how inexact Science made it work, bending physics into an all but perpetual machine, realized he might have hope for his funny finger.

 

The engineer’s name was Honda -Japanese. He was also blind, relying on a continuous network of feeds that clucked and whirred in his ear. The sound frequency mismatch and delay between either eardrum fed his brain with a soup of information that was projected onto its vision processing center via a tailored hallucinogenic. He could read minds, sometimes predict the near future.

 

Seth’s heart thumped within his chest as Honda peeled off his improvised finger guard.

 

“There’s almost no joint left.”

 

His heart sank, “but can you help?”

 

Maybe. If we can bypass the knuckle. Meanwhile, it’s to be filled with non-Newtonian biogel. I’ll inject it now.”

 

“Make it fit under a glove if you can,” he said.

 

Marjorie and Seth both got skimmers from her Dad to ride on and show off to the islanders. The gel in his finger joint made it bendable again as it absorbed shock by hardening in the right directions. There were no electronics, just a curl spring by his knuckle held on by rings. He admired the Japanese engineer’s succinct design. By regulating the speed of his muscle contractions, the gel and spring worked in unison to effect movement of his index finger. He fidgeted with the tension lever, trying to get it perfect, squeezing Marjorie’s hand confidently and bathing in the glow of her usual smile.

 

But something had gotten into him during the time he suffered. He wanted to be alone for long stretches of the day and one morning, Marjorie found his bed empty and his skimmer missing. There was a note on the hotel dresser,

 

                See you in Kunming. Love, Seth.

 

She crushed the letterhead paper to her chest and said a silent prayer for good fortune.

 

“He’s going for it,” she informed Frederick, “-alone.”

 

Off the coast of Hanoi, the speedy craft reported it was low on fuel. He ditched it by a tourist beach where it had almost crash landed, nose buried in the flat wet sand of low tide.

 

That evening, as he lay in the cot of the overnight sleeper bus to HeKou on the Chinese border, he thought of Teacher and his inexact bow, the dimension-dividing blade, the e-bomb he was supposed to detonate. He flexed his fingers. He had been through quite a scare. Shortly, he fell into a turbulent but dreamless sleep -his mind working out its trauma like coughing up phlegm after a bout of flu.

 

From HeKou, a semi-arid trading post, he weaved his way through the weathered faces, the snake oil swindlers who were probably as good as they were earnest, boarding the train to Kunming city in China’s lower-western province of Yunnan.

 

Like Saim, he made do with little food. A bag of fried locusts and a recycled bottle, half filled with Chang coconut and sweet potato beer. When his credit ran out, he proceeded on foot to the city center, through the poorer precincts where street doors were left ajar in the hopes money might enter. Nothing being allotted for repairs. Paper cut graffiti on the high walls and granite pillars. Underwear hung from shutters, pools of condensate and wastewater he avoided, unsure which was which. 

 

Standing among the neon of the boutique eateries and spanking new malls, he attempted to hook up with a kind soul to spend the night with. Only his heart knew how far he had traveled from home, afield from the ‘prophecy’ made up over him, the passersby, blind to his purpose. He used it to start a conversation with a local college girl, “Have you heard of the west’s latest inexact weapon?”
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Marjorie tapped on the armrest of the Chinese-made light passenger jet as it made its approach to Lhasa airport. A small cup of complimentary flower tea in her left hand. She emerged into the thin Tibetan air. The sunshine was deceptively mild, belying the UV pouring out of the bright blue sky. She thought of Gracie and Saim -the only Asians she knew. Both bested her mentally. But here in Tibet, she would meet those more gentle and righteous in their simplicity. Down history, the more men tried to achieve, the more they offended one another.

 

He awoke in the embrace of the girl he found the night before. Reflex, he checked his damaged finger. Its ring spring was missing. 

 

“I was afraid it might scratch while we slept.”

 

“I’m most grateful,” he replied as confidently as he could.

 

She handed it back to him from off her study desk and he slipped it on, relieved.

 

“Why are men harder first thing in the morning?” She toyed with him playfully. There was a lilt to her voice as to her linguistics. Soup in China was still soup, just served with porcelain spoons. Californian sunshine could be bought by the bottle at any winery. The chow mein takeout girl had a better complexion and bigger boobs but his freshman, her crackly black horsetail hair and skin like powdered sugar dried melon, after you licked off the sugar, she smelt of his Mom’s coat cabinet on a Summer’s day, pressed into his back and it felt like being hugged by left-out, half-eaten milk candy, He turned her puffy face, and their salve mingled, sweet as mallows.

 

In the nerve center of the inexact war machine, carved deep under an unspecified mountain, Frederick and Matthew were shown the e-bomb.

 

“Nobody sees the bomb and leaves this base alive,” warned the colonel, dead serious. “Until we win this war.”

 

“We were told it was a mass emotion manipulating device.”

 

“That’s not a lie. What else do you know?”

 

Frederick and Matthew shrugged, “that’s all.”

 

“It really is a bomb, the colonel explained, but one that feeds on hearts. It destroys everything unholy -and we know many Chinese were / are greedy and unscrupulous. The moral superiority of the west will tip in our favor. That is the inexact Science of the weapon. It feeds on our hearts too.”

 

“It’s like balancing two elephants on a seesaw,” Frederick told Matthew. “One of them gets nervous, then… kapow!”

 

The colonel nodded.

 

“Where’s the kid?”

 

“He’s in Kunming.”

 

“Already?”

 

“Well, it’s up to him to keep to the e-time.” Frederick felt like they were rolling dice on the Chinese -the military top brass and political bigwigs. Dice with millions of sides while Seth, up-front flipped a coin -heads or tails. That they presumed to know the answer to. Reverse random prediction. Would their gamble pay off?

 

Her name was Ri (pronounced ‘Rherr’) and she studied guitar at Kunming University. Also the PiPa. Her group of musician friends treated him to black coffee and sweet bean-filled biscuits.

 

“What’s the latest from the west?”

 

“They’re planning an attack and it was to be through me. I ran away. I’m not sure why.”

 

“It’s because of this, I reckon,” she said, pointing out his finger spring. “Tell me about it. It’s Asian-made, is it not?”

 

Seth related the sequence of events, how he was seemingly betrayed by Gracie, how she and Saim Ye left him to suffer -his American Asian trainers. How a kind Japanese engineer repaired him with inexact physics.

 

“We’re trying to avoid a confrontation too,” Ri said.

 

“But once the machines press behind me, I’m afraid it will be too late.”

 

“That must be why you are here.”

 

Marjorie began to understand what Gracie and Saim had done. How they pushed Seth forward, gave him hard lessons and threw him off the deep end. Granted, he was fine aside from his still-healing finger which apparently was sprained when he saved her life. And he was wiser for it -she felt so. This threw wide open the war plans. Maybe it was safer that way. Maybe Asians truly only wanted peace and prosperity. Seth would do the right thing -he had self pride and that doesn’t go away overnight.

 

That afternoon, Seth bedded Ri. He removed his knuckle ring as it abraded her skin. There was no danger as the biogel adequately protected his torn joint snapping from sudden moves. But as he pushed into her, he noticed the joint swelling. First the knuckle, then it pulsed slowly down his hand.

 

*Tear it off!*

 

He pulled at his finger in panic and it ripped. Ri screamed as blood spattered her face. Seth stopped the wound with her cast aside tee-shirt. The torn digit fizzing on her belly. What had happened? He didn’t know. Most of the biogel oozed out and the swelling in his hand went away. The remnant of the chemical sealed his vessels, stopping further loss of blood. Had Honda betrayed him? Was this the Asian Trainers’ plan?

 

Nobody was laughing. He searched his heart.

 

It took a while for Ri to recover. In a way, it made him stronger, more accepting when a more tender heart also suffered along. They were still uncovered and unfulfilled. He felt a sense of closure, a weakness and a worry no longer attached parasitically to his heart, calling attention to it all the time. He put his maimed hand around her waist and her hand moved to cover it, pushing it down between her spread as they carried on where they left off.

 

Little did Seth suspect that the west had struck in his moment of panic. The eastern coast of China, from Hong Kong to Shanghai, turned into a burning heap of rubble. Marjorie watched the carnage through her iS scope, from atop the Tibetan highlands. She would face competition so it seemed.
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Matthew and Marjorie wed inexactly, as Seth emptied his seed into Ri. Frederick and his witch wife convened a meeting of the supreme council. Gracie visited Saim at the detention center, bringing him chicken soup.

 

“Thus far, you’ve been protected,” said the Innermost of the council. “Life under inexactness demands of a person certain virtues. Have you heard of ‘Through the Looking Glass’? No? Inexactness is a lot like running just to keep your place. Standing still was what destroyed your inexactly-fixed finger, luckily we -our own gods, spared your life.”

 

Seth clutched at the spot where once was his strongest digit, now a stump of frayed, drying flesh. He peeled at the scars, his nerves firm and steeled.

 

“What do you think of the war now? Where is your ‘Marjorie’?”

 

But the young man turned aside, rubbing absent-mindedly at his hand. The smell of premium flower tea, wafting from a pot on her induction hob. A small celebration of their virginity lost to one another. Outside, below the upper rooms of her flat, protesters were gathering. The same in every Chinese and Indian city. Kuala Lumpur to Jakarta, as well.

 

He felt used. But then, so was everyone, probably. There was a small book on the table by an unknown philosopher. A descendant, supposedly, of Erasmus. It was about forming relationships. He read it cover to cover that day.

 

To his amazement, the severed finger was still fresh -kept alive by the biogel, apparently. He didn’t know what to do with it or if he still wanted it, if it were any use to him. He put it into a small plastic display box, standing it upright on a bed of dark felt.

 

That night, there were voices in his heart. Erasmus Jrn opined,

 

Individualism is a lie inasmuch as marriage is veiled misogyny. Be free with your love and you will discover the company of fools who’ve ruined their reputations and run down their chances. There is a distinction between the lost and the burdened. Those who attempt to fall through the cracks are drove mad.

 

Succor, likewise, is the cynical byproduct of obedience. Like a chicken forced to lay eggs on decreasingly nutritious feed. Sorted and graded, they are bought by the rich as well as the poor. Like tuna that comes in tiny cans, what poor man can stand being fed amply enough, the eggs of a wasting fowl? What rich man can stand to eat free-range birds while their neighbor suffers in conscience?

 

The biggest deception of all is morality -‘law’ if you will. Why vaccinate en-mass against a pandemic, with an untested formula, when privacy laws exist? Why draft youth into military service when a government professes peace? What happened to voluntary confinement, stepping forth to contribute to one’s nation and people? Morality, as a concept, is a mere step away from fear. Patriotism, a’holding hands with nihilism.

 

Seth rolled the book shut. Ri was asleep as it was circa 5am when he finished reading it. 

 

*You’ve read it with your own eyes. Philosophy is the driving force behind inexactness* said Saim, *What now do you suspect of what I’d told you?*

 

Seth tried to turn away from the master Trainer but his presence seemed to come from all around. He clutched his right hand against his chest, a gesture that would later become identified with his gentle, guiding leadership, his calmingly rhetorical orations.

 

*It’s time to rebuild*

 

“And be betrayed -again?”

 

*Rebuild trust, and so be safe, brother, all of us*

 

*Go up to the rooftop*

 

Seth climbed the concrete spiral steps by the back of the washrooms. Waiting for him on the rooftop was his skimmer, refueled and ready.

 

*It’s yours* the reassuring voice of the Trainer trailed off. And the sun rose over Kunming city.

 

Frederick, his witch partner, the Innermost, and the colonel made up the guests at Matthew and Marjorie’s wedding. Of course she was in Lhasa and he was under an undisclosed mountain, in the nerve center of the command.

 

They had each been delivered a plain heart-shaped biscuit. Blue trim for him, pink for her. And a mechanical priest that looked like a water cooler played the standard inexact vows,

 

“In Heaven, men and women marry not. For it is with every giving, every taking, yea unto every vow, that a soul sinks deeper into servitude, into bondage. As you are now free, remain -as the angels, so. Now, be your hearts broken for one another.”

 

They broke the wedding eucharists in-absentia and placed one half into the accompanying vow box. The other half, they ate and were joined in the lips.

 

“In time, everything returns to its source, and as you broke this eucharist, so too will the Lord break apart your bodies, tear up your earthly vows. As you eat His biscuit, so too will He chew thoughtfully on the beauty you mill together. Be therefore filled with wonder at what you have just entered into…”

 

“May the seed of man perpetuate. In purity, Namo-Amen.”

 

The machine priest whirred and they were sequestered from the rest. They would hear each other clearly for a brief time and feel their bodies bond serpentinely down to the very twists of their DNA.

 

“Is the war over or has it just begun?”

 

“Neither. The ball isn’t in our court to judge. Seemingly the Asians do not care to deploy their technology. Perhaps they simply don’t have a reply to the e-bomb -yet.”

 

“I worry for Seth, wherever he may be.”

 

“Then so do I,” came Matthew’s otherworldly voice. And they joined in-immaculatus. The whirrings of the mechanical priest.
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Seth ran his fingers across the sleek carbon composite body of the skimmer. It looked like a large dolphin frozen as it leapt from the water. Ri stood behind him, wary of the western-made machine.

 

He took her hand and they straddled the skimmer.

 

“Where are we going?”

 

“To Shanghai,” he replied, resolute. It was China’s second largest administrative center after Beijing, one with a long history of accepting foreigners. He wanted to see the damage first hand. To have a part in the armistice / reconciliation if that were ready tabled.

 

“Chūntiān méngyá de méi mǎlì,

hé shéngzǐ xiūjiǎn tóufǎ, xià fā.

Yòng zuì hǎo de yín xiàn zhōng,

gěi nǐ tóu shàng bǎihé huāhuán.”

 

“Mary the rose that buds in Spring,

trim your hair and your hem with string.

With the finest of silver threads,

a wreath of lilies for your head.”

 

The song she wrote her husband, translated somewhat clumsily from English into Mandarin Chinese. She sang both versions for him, accompanied by tube guitar. It wasn’t a full guitar. Just strings inside a short sound chamber and dials pre-programmed for the chords of the current song. Ri set it with ease, and her fingers flicked over the depressions recessed into its wood ply, accurately, leaving uncanny leeway for expression and improvisation.

 

Seth admired her artistry. Perhaps the Chinese had adopted iS before the west knew it. He wondered what he would encounter in Shanghai, when they crossed into the blast radius. From his vantage point by the Taihu reservoir, there was nothing to see but a wall of black smoke.

 

He parked the skimmer within a walled compound, probably a sewage processing facility. Nobody would think to look there. Then they proceeded on foot. Ri called out, “any survivors?” They made it to the waterfront, finding not a single person or dead body. It was as if the city were flambéed by the e-bomb, and everything organic, burnt up, leaving charred walls, gutted apartments and sooty air.

 

Then they saw ships steaming along the coast. Whose were they? Suddenly, there came a hypersonic roar and ovoid frames fell out of the sky around them, unfolding into ape-like forms. “They’re our heavy lifting drones,” Ri said, “controlled from the frigates we saw.”

 

“We haven’t seen any survivors,” Seth reported to them. “What have you found?”

 

The drones simply replied, “come with us.”

 

At a damaged airfield, bodies were being arranged into piles, zipped into black sacks. Most were burnt beyond recognition. The heaps of charred flesh stretched the length of the runway, on both sides, and more were being brought in by the half hour.

 

“It’s not safe here,” came a voice from ahead. The drone unit commander. “Lady, you have to leave the zone. No reporters, and the foreigner, what is his business?”

 

“He’s my husband, and he knows how the city was destroyed.”

 

“You are to be airlifted to the frigate -it’s well equipped for your needs, both of you. We have not found a single survivor, neither here, nor in Hong Kong. Without any anomalies in this attack to analyze, there cannot be a defense formed. It may be that our President will be forced to sign the surrender agreement by end of today.”

 

Shortly, they were ushered aboard a waiting chopper.

 

Seth winced inwardly. The rout was complete. The west had won to no reply from the Chinese. What they didn’t suspect was that he could turn the tide of the war in their favor, who was now a guest in their country, treated well, attached to one of their women.

 

The commander of the frigate met them on the bridge. “China is a large country,” he said, “The attack from your military will be absorbed. We are not a belligerent nation, desiring that peace and fairness are upheld. This is the way of Asian people -health and prosperity. Do you have anything to tell us? Are you an emissary?”

 

Seth swallowed hard. “I can’t hide the truth, I breached your defenses but it happened unconsciously while I was in Kunming with my partner.” Ri pressed into him, teary eyed.

 

The bridge officers converged around him, puzzled.

 

“It’s called iS -inexact Science. It’s hard to explain but I noticed you have some of it -rudimentary amounts that enrich your lives, while primarily relying on the Genesis Project’s quantum AI. Artificial Intelligence is a dying technology in the west. We have bodily intelligence instead.”

 

“Your body is a weapon?”

 

“Essentially. Part of a chain of emoters / thinkers. I ran away but it seemed not to matter, putting physical distance between me and the war command.”

 

The ship’s commander took off his cap and rubbed his shaven head. “You are our most valuable asset. The Americans must know you are here and being treated well.”

 

“He and his wife to be sent to Beijing this evening. Call ahead to inform the President.”

 

In their quarters, Seth showed Ri how he was primed. He showed her the e-matter blade, told her about the bow and the gun, and about the use of multi-discipline technologies such as that which powered the skimmer and had fixed his finger joint -albeit it were sabotaged later. Reverse chance, 4-dimensional trigonometry, the proven finite set of illogicalities.

 

“Have nothing to do with it, promise me,” he left her with that warning. Out of the porthole, a grim reminder: dark gray clouds of ash and smoke billowing high from the ghost town port city. She nodded tearfully, trying to be tough as he was.

 

“A wreath of lilies for your head,

with the finest of silver threads,

trim your hair and your hem with string,

Mary the rose that buds in Spring.”

 

“The song can be inverted,” she said, stroking her tube guitar. “It’s how you know that it is most correct.” A nerve in Seth’s cheek twitched. Their culture was inexact by nature.

 

Don’t misunderstand us, said Saim’s sister, Asians mean the west no harm. We’re just different.

 

And the difference is annoying, said Marjorie.

 

Down right dangerous, quipped Frederick, you kids don’t know the half of it.

 

Erasmus Jrn had this to say about bravery,

 

Would you walk barefoot over a floor of broken glass to save your newborn baby, assuming your house were burning down? Think carefully as no answer is wrong. You hesitate. What is so wrong with hesitation? Hesitation simply means this is a situation that God has not prepared us for. What then is bravery but the antithesis of forgiveness -for the meek shall inherit the Earth.
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The Innermost of the council was tacitly on Seth’s side. The witches were, as usual, neutrally malignant, while the government represented by Teacher Frederick was ‘deeply saddened and regretful’ over their leader’s apparent defection to the east. This came as a televised speech from the President of the Communist Party named Seth as a true friend, an Angel of China, ‘for his heartfelt appreciation of our peaceful culture, and people’.

 

That night, Saim was tortured and executed by Matthew. Marjorie, like Saul who guarded the cloaks of those stoning Stephen, kept watch over her husband’s blade and gun. She had agreed to hunt down and repatriate Seth, leading a squad of veteran bounty hunters now gathered in Tibet.

 

As for the Asian Trainer, he died with nothing more beligerent than an expression of bemusement frozen onto his face. The soldiers tried all night to send his soul to Hell.

 

Saim Ye had this last bit of advice for his protege: “keep moving.” The Innermost nodded. “And remember your loss is your friends’ gain in disguise.”

 

Sounded like something useful he would digest later. For now, he and Ri were adjusting to life under maximum security. Nowhere did they go alone, a daily curfew of one hour for excursions.

 

*Now are you willing to complete your training?*

 

“Gracie? You lost me a finger!”

 

*Training you lost me my brother. You were slow to pick up*

 

Seth clutched at his maimed right hand, grimacing.

 

*Since you’re ‘slow’, know that an old friend of yours is coming for you. Decide her fate. Where is your focus? What are you within? Tell the Universe to obey your calculations. Seth, you are a one off gift to the Concept -that’s how witches know you can if you want to, do… ANYTHING*

 

What would Erasmus Jrn, say to that?

 

To move the world, you need a lever ever so long. Soon you discover that levers don’t work in space. Not as they should. Space is the lever itself and mass-gravity is the fulcrum -not the torque. Space - a medium so gossamer, it does not transmit sound. Yet light drills electromagnetically through it, powered by its dimension-grabbing screw of right angled forces. Is it any wonder that light is a particle and wave at the same time? Space is multidimensional, magical -if only we scrutinized the shadows of our thoughts.

 

“Help!” Called a voice from out the window. The lead bounty hunter sniffed the air. He ran his finger over the window frame. He was smaller than the other who stood guard in the doorway. Raids were done by a pair to avoid inexact counterattacks.

 

The periscoping eyepiece spotted Ri hanging from the window ledge. There was something that looked like a severed finger on it. He checked the periscope and saw a spatter of blood on the alley below. 

 

The big hunter smiled. “The target tried to lose us and is wounded. We have his wife. You go downstairs -he can’t have run far.”

 

Sniffer picked up the severed finger and put it to his nose. It was Seth’s. But suddenly a fistful of laundry powder was flung into his eyes and nose and someone grabbed him from behind with a wire to the throat and a tourniquet stick. “He must be a professional.” Last thoughts.

 

Water cuts through steel yet steel cannot divide water, it flows around. Frozen water cracks stone. Steam powers iron machines many hands together cannot drive. Common H20 conducts heat through our homes, inert to many substances, yet sometimes it sets things aflame, explosively. What have you learned about the liquid we drink to survive -that’s in our blood? Why does blood worry you? Kept in or let out, it likewise concerns.

 

Seth grabbed Ri and hauled her back inside. There were footsteps on the spiral stairway. “I thought we got rid of the big one?” Ri shrugged.

 

“We meet again,” the unmistakable countertenor of Matthew Fastener.

 

“”Show your face.”

 

Matthew removed his sensor faceplate. His eyes burning with righteous fire and his angel hair, -they overcame Ri who went weak in the knees. Seth felt the soldier’s power overcome him even as he rushed at him, crushing him against the drywall.

 

Breath forced out of his lungs by a pin so unnaturally strong. He went limp and slid down to his knees. Matthew smiled, too easy, fair and square.

 

Man or woman, what is your choice? To fill such job, to provide or enjoy entertainment with, to impart wisdom. Neither matters, you say -the genders are functionally the same though appearing outwardly different. To leverage on form over function is discrimination. Increasing shows of femininity and masculinity. -do they trouble you, both thus vying for dominance?

 

Then Matthew shrieked as Seth head-butted him in the groin. It was the highest note he’d ever reached. The blows came again, 3 times before the soldier collapsed.

 

Seth checked that nobody had been killed when he noticed Marjorie looking on passively. She had an unexpected expression on her face. It was one of kindness and love. The same as was before his finger was hurt, before he ran away. But she didn’t approach. Turning sharply instead towards her skimmer on the roof. There might be a next time -he didn’t want to go after her either.

 

Enough! Enough is enough they say. So when has a person had enough by been given said ‘enough’? The disparity between fulfillment and necessity is the cause of all conflict whether such sufficiency comes before or after expectations. You sneer, spite, and scoff. Emotions of an animal deprived of its food. A man should know his special emotional status regarding satisfaction -hope for it, imagine it.

 

“Where was security?”

 

“It doesn’t matter. Maybe it was for the best.”

 

Seth and Ri embraced as limping and bruised, their Chinese guards hobbled into the room.


ACT II
The Dream Descends
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After the apartment scuffle, Seth went missing. He and Ri were separated and there was no trace of Marjorie. Matthew Fastener was taken into the Communist Party’s custody for re-education.

 

“Zhao An, Seth!”

 

“The Innermost?”

 

“Come walk with me through the gardens of the Summer Palace.” It wasn’t so much an invitation than a command.

 

Try as he might, Seth couldn’t glimpse much of the leader of the supreme council, shielded by two beautiful Asian women in robes and parasols, apart from his equally obscuring bamboo cone sombrero.

 

“Do you know where Marjorie is?”

 

“No.”

 

“Would you like to -or is Ri more important to you?”

 

Seth fidgeted with his finger stump. It bore memories of his ex-love and newer ones of his wife, now estranged.

 

The women with the Innermost giggled to one another, shooting him shy glances. One of them looked like Gracie.

 

“You… my finger…”

 

But the women ushered him through the tall doors of a pavilion where shadowed against the lush sun-lit greenery, the Innermost practiced Tai Chi Chuan on an overhead walkway.

 

“You have 2 hands, Seth. Don’t be such a worrywart.”

 

“It’s time for you and me to disappear.”

 

“Why?”

 

“Things need to happen.” The Innermost fanned his palms about wrists pressed together and threw a ball of Chi past him.

 

“This must look good, Seth!”

 

The wind picked up, swirling their robes. Balls of concentrated energy blew past the teenager. He dodged, but was unable to swerve fast enough due to the turbulence stirred up by the Innermost, and he was soon knocked flat out.

 

Gracie brought Marjorie to Seth’s funeral. Mr Frederick also attended. Two geckos were staring down at the coffin. One whispered to the other, how do you feel about Marjorie now?

 

“She’s beautiful, said the other gecko.”

 

“But?”

 

“Ri is half as pretty yet somehow I like the way she thinks.”

 

“How she emotes?”

 

“Also.”

 

“Is it true then, that western women are full of themselves?”

 

“I suppose they are more careful from being more trusting.”

 

“Chicken and egg problem. Seth, there is no time to dally here over your effigy. The Universe beckons. You’ve read Erasmus Jr power Nth?”

 

“Yes…”

 

“So have I -after I edited it.”

 

“Seth, God wants you to know He loves you. Sometimes what happens to you is out of His divine control. What then would you say is the ultimate sacrifice?”

 

“Death? Torture?”

 

“Neither, young man -it is un-existence. You will be me and I will be gone.”

 

“It is the only way.”

 

Seth looked down at his hand and his finger had regrown. He tried to find a mirror. There was one in the hotel washroom. He was a grown man of 40 with wavy sandy hair.

 

Someone flushed the toilet in a loo stall. The door swung open but it was empty.

 

*Godspeed, Sir Percival*

 

He emerged from the men’s room, tamping his hands against his linen suit. He stood beside the two women who had betrayed him and a small smile came to his bearded lips. He drew a handkerchief and dabbed at the tears flowing automatically from his eyes.

 

“Friend or family,” he was asked.

 

“Council representative.”

 

“Oh, I’m so sorry!” Said the organizer, reading his lapel tag, “… Sir Percival of the Innermost.”

 

Seth wondered how Marge and Gracie had made up when he realized that they hadn’t at all. They just came to gloat over his death.

 

*Herod and Pilate*

 

“Is it true you had him?”

 

“Gracie, don’t ask.”

 

“I would have rode him all the way.”

 

“Now he’s dead.”

 

“He killed your brother by being slow to learn, and he killed my husband by cheating him. This ‘Seth’, he’s nothing but a waste of Kleenex.”

 

“”He was surely a diamond in the rough, -a big one nobody could finish cutting and polishing.”

 

“And you must be?”

 

“Mr. P of the supreme council.”

 

The ladies curtseyed. Seth bowed slightly.

 

“Which of you young women would like to accompany me through the parking lot, you see my eyes don’t work very well in the dark.”

 

“Then we can ride home in the Tesla.”

 

Marjorie looked a little frazzled but Gracie took the hand of the older man and they locked arms. She glanced back as Marjorie fidgeted with her gloves, blinking spontaneously.

 

“One man, now dead, and 3 women can’t forget him?”

 

“You’re a witch. She’s a clairvoyant. And the Chinese college student -she’s a mistake -she was THE mistake.”

 

“What is the council’s verdict on the e-bomb fallout?”

 

“Rebuild. You see, we had Seth put… ‘away’.”

 

“You have his DNA sequenced!”

 

“You must be his sister then, of course we took precautions to safeguard his biological makeup and shepherd his philosophical permutations.”

 

“Why then kill Saim?”

 

“Walk through enough doors with no keys on you and you’ll quickly learn how to be lost in your heart.”

 

“Sir, what do you mean?”

 

“Your brother was a leaky plug in our bubble bath.”

 

Seth followed the words flowing from his new memories and knowhow. Gracie never suspected he was in and in control of ‘Mr. P’.

 

The white self-driving stopped outside the overgrown mansion. She looked at the dapper gentleman through eyes slatted with thick lashes, “would you like to step inside?”

 

“You’ll find I’m in poor company.”

 

“Gracie bowed, humbly.”

 

“But honestly I would love to.”

 

She understood like any witch would, the ternary entendres of the council.

 

Seth handed her a blank white card. It was of pure e-matter, worth its weight in diamonds.

 

“You know how to use it.”

 

Seth smiled and Gracie grinned ear to ear. 

 

*That’s a’right, boy -aright, arite, ARITE*
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Ri was informed of Seth’s death when she was pregnant with his child. The female iS user from America was at large. She was indeed beautiful. Seth must have liked her a lot.

 

By the side of Mao’s portrait, a smaller one of Seth, as if the Great Leader had put his hand around the teenager’s shoulder.

 

The leader of the march past called out,

 

“Huat…”

 

And the troop replied,

 

“HUAT!”

 

“Huat… HUAT!”

 

“”Huat-HUAT! Huat-HUAT! “

 

“”HUAT, HUAT, HUAT,” 

 

“Huayyy!”

                

There were tears in her eyes as she stood in the box on the stand around Red Square, watching the parade of the Taiwanese guards in their dull blues, caps embroidered with a white 12-point star.

 

The President of the Communist Party shook her hand. And in his speech, mentioned many of the changes that would sweep China and the world thanks to the love and bravery inherent in one man.

 

Just below the balcony, Seth’s still-living index finger, now denuded of the gold curled spring. America had refused to release the rest of his remains for the ceremony.

 

“Inexact Science, what do you think of it?” The Chinese leader leaned over to whisper in her ear.

 

“My husband warned me of the technology. It depends on one’s body -its primal desires. As a group, amplified. Once somebody or some country starts teaching it, everyone has to learn.”

 

“A single mind, with a primed iS weapon can take out a world leader, even yourself just like that,” she shrunk back coyly.

 

But the President laughed it off, ceremoniously, sipping from his covered tea cup.

 

The crowd gathered in Beijing that morning was enormous.

 

“Shall we now learn the technology of the west?”

 

“Shall we stoop to them rather be crushed?”

 

There was silence punctuated by muttering.

 

“No, neither. We shall offer the west an olive branch of peace.”

 

Rumbles of discontent.

 

“The highest Science is indeed the body’s natural reaction, not to a machine, not even to a shared ideology. Erasmus Jr power Nth once said,”

 

Peace is not the grave, neither is it a result or reward of continuous striving. Indeed, the highest achievement of a race, a species, is peace. Whether or not you realize why, or what comes from it, it is embedded in all men’s hearts.

 

The crowd roared and clapped. The President raised his hand like he was feeding the live wild foul on display at a very posh restaurant.

 

“We will rebuild -this time, as one world!”

 

Sir Percival’s body had poor low-light vision -like the optical sensor of an early model digital camera, fuzzy and grainy. It worried Seth a little bit but he wasn’t sure if it were worse than having no right index finger.

 

Yet it was when he tried to see something hidden THROUGH something real, that it then became clear as day.

 

*So that was the power of the Innermost*

 

Gracie thought she heard an inexact whisper but Sir Percival’s brain waves were too fast to catch. He just smiled and she continued riding him.

 

“Now that Seth is dead, and I am retired, there is an opening on the supreme council for a clairvoyant leader. Marjorie, I’ve put your name forward against Mr Frederick’s better judgment. He knows you personally but I know the meaning of knowing itself and that on its own is judgment most true.”

 

Marge looked imploringly at Sir Percival.

 

“And to think I thought poorly of Gracie’s company vis a vis my eyesight.”

 

“Seth, I know you’re in there… somewhere,” her crepe-covered bosoms pressed against his light summer suit.

 

“And I know the reason you married Matthew -the only man you’ve never bested. Seth as well. Marjorie, you only see what you’re afraid of and that is your debt to me for offering you what might save your very existence, and repay Seth as well, were he here or not.”

 

She turned away to hide her eyes which began to dart to the corners of her vision. The logic of the council Innermost had that effect on ‘specials’.

 

“Or should I offer it to Gracie?”

 

He began to etch a seal on a card of e-matter.

 

“Seth, I’ve never fallen out of love with you.”

 

“Then be very quiet about it.”

 

She nodded. And he handed her the card.

 

Ri was alone in her apartment, back in Kunming when the child was born. It came early, before she felt any labor pains, before her water broke. She felt others in her hands, in her eyes as she eased out Little Seth, cut and tied his navel and gently bathed him in warm water. She stared out the window. Snowflakes were falling on the ledge outside. She took some macros of the unseasonal ice crystals as she suckled the child. They looked like the Chinese characters for ‘happy birthday’. She giggled and after putting Seth Jr to sleep, turned the tuning dials of the tubular guitar and wrote a new song.

 

Wǒ xiǎng wǒ ài nǐ,

ràng wǒ shù shù.

Yǒngbào nǐ,

wǒmen suǒyǒu.

Qīn'ài de, wǒ huì yǒngyuǎn hé nǐ zài.

 

And it sung in English neatly as well. Seth Jr giggled when she translated it, which she thought odd, but it went like this,

 

I think I love you,

let me count the ways.

I’ll hold you,

All of my days.

Darling I’ll be always near to you.

 

*Bravo, Sunny -your rhyming has improved*

 

She smiled from the loving caress of the supreme council. And she was told that they had overshadowed her embryo and that it was a precise clone of her husband.

 

*Look after him well*

 

She stared at the baby, helpless in its makeshift cot. Emotions coursed through her heart. “Who were these western ‘scientists’ who meddled in everything? Was nothing sacrosanct?”

 

It was like the ‘Gift of the Magi’.

 

*O’Henry, you stabber*
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Gracie threw up into the loo early that morning before it was light. Her period was late and she knew she might be pregnant -by no less than the Innermost.

 

Seth / Percival watched the curvaceous half-Asian bustle about the obscenely expansive bedroom in the run down and overgrown mansion. Her things were everywhere. He could hear the shower running, bare feet crunching over underclothes strewn on the faded, still plush carpet.

 

*If my half-sister is pregnant, let it be for me*

 

“Saim Ye, we meet at last. My feelings for your Gracie are indeed profound. Have you tried Turkish delights? She’s every kind of nut to a squirrel.”

 

*silence*

 

“I see you won’t be provoked to reveal your predicament so I will pencil that in for you.”

 

*Please…*

 

Seth -his old headstrong self bubbled up through the dry, logician mind of Percival. The Innermost nodded his acquiesce, ambiguous as that was.

 

“We have more important things to do while you gestate, Saim. Insert yourself by 6 weeks, no later. Do it yourself. There are reasons.”

 

*You’re dying?*

 

“So you’ve heard the rumor. The highest of principles are those of sacrifice. That a stiff wind blew a few minutes through the forest. Would you then be a redwood, a flower, a squirrel or a bee? Wise teacher, you will never be the wind. The wind: it fully gives of itself -has no home, suffers not yet knows all.”

 

“What then are desires, but the product of imaginary fairness? Fairness, Saim, doesn’t hand out second chances. Kindness does, and kindness requires the multiplication of desire with imagination. Tell me, teacher, does the square of imagination equal reality?”

 

*Would it rather be cognition?*

 

“If you think so, then you are indeed kind -weren’t you that way before?”

 

A smile played on the Teacher’s lips.

 

Following the televised funeral of Seth, with full military honors, inexact Science versus AI became a hot topic on the street corners of cities across Asia. Across the world.

 

Why is Erasmus Jr a power Nth? Normally we would say Erasmus III, if there were 2 before.

 

Erasmus Nth does not exist.

 

*Laughter*

 

Think about it, the philosophical ultimacy of succession requires at least an order of exponentiation. 

 

Indeed the Erasmus AI matrix sold to the Chinese by the EU, and condensed into dozens of books by American psychologists had guided their nation through lean times. The precious mainframes running the cumulative parallel processes, housed deep underground.

 

This was as the west moved away from slaving transistors, to slaving one another, no longer with chains, or religion, but with logic gained from precision tool-making and its interface with the mind-body.

 

That evening, Ri watched the live televised debate while bouncing little Seth. The tubular guitar nestled in her lap.

 

“When you tap the Earth’s resources for the use of industry, is that practice wrong? For centuries, clay has been fired here, to make fine China. And today, porcelain is cheap as dirt all around the world.”

 

“And when one relies on semiconductors as a crutch, is he more a fool of a hero?”

 

“The body lies to itself through the mind, America -and the rest of the world. Clay does what it is told and changes none in its obedience.”

 

There was applause for the speaker from the eastern bloc.

 

Sir Percival stepped up to the lectern. “Good morning, he said. It is plain truth that our bodies lie, in that people often make small, even substantial sacrifices for the greater good. When you donate a kidney, your body lies. Keep it to yourself, as is polite, and you will find your mind lies to other minds. This is either pride or envy and in suffering that eventually overtakes the best of men, he dies in jealousy.”

 

“I am not talking about the extraordinary individuals God does sometimes send, but the common man, the suffering poor, the working class. But now, look around you, you see wonder after wonder of human ingenuity. East and west alike. What connects man is Science. What succeeds man is ‘inexactness’ -the proper management of sacrifice, thus LIES.”

 

Ri thought about what the speakers had said. Truly both had a point. She turned from the TV to wash cabbage shoots and garlic for her dinner. A tear rolled down her cheek as she thought about her late husband (ChoyTham in anchovy gravy and garlic was his favorite dish). She wiped her eyebags dry against the back of her hand.

 

“Lies! Are sides of dice any more accurate in predicting the universe than the purity of chance?”

 

“That depends on who the roller rolls for and who the roller is.”

 

“In inexactness, the universe is divided into nominal fractions by the multitudes, who decrease in chance further up the food chain of intelligence. The key is not what the decision eventually is, but who makes it.”

 

“In your country, decisions are made nominally and filtered down through experience and tradition to be executed at the mercy of chance, by men more and more alike the grassroots.”

 

“And ever so much, such decisions and chances are calculated by your AI while your youth pursue idealistic ambitions. It is prosperity on thin ice at best.”

 

There was a long pause from the eastern speaker. Then he said,

 

“Here in China, there are birds that lay their eggs in others’ nests. These birds are also in America. We have only agreed to their continued existence for Science. Thus we call them by a common name. Is it to you, derogatory?”

 

There was uproarious applause. 

 

*It seems the matter will not be settled quite so easily*

 

And after she ate, she let little Seth suckle. There was a dank wind blowing through the common kitchen window. It seemed to carry ‘visitors’.

 

*I lost my life for you. You gave up yours for the cause. You’ve had my sister -my one ticket to rebirth. Soon we’ll be together again. And maybe you’ll be my teacher this time*

 

The wind seemed to smile if you could imagine that, and little Seth giggled precise musical tones. Ri suspected he might have perfect pitch. She hugged him, her cheeks studded with tiny diamonds that fizzled into the wet breeze.
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The black laborers of the rim whom nobody knew of their ancestry except that it was mixed for muscle and melanin, slaved where it might as well have been the fringes of Hell.

 

*Seth, if you could see this now*

 

Just like her one time protege-boyfriend, Marjorie had run away from her duties as a chair on the supreme council. And it was to a place where she hoped nobody would come looking: where inexactness was mitigating the rumble of new bedrock rising from the depths of the Pacific - a new continent being born. 

 

It was a living. One on a geological tightrope.

 

But it wasn’t selfish desperation that drove her to the ‘end’ of the world -the bleeding edge of iS. There were things aplenty to right in her life, the lives of those she cared for.

 

Erasmus Jr power Nth would have approved,

 

Escape is only a journey into yourself. Not your current self. Not a self you feel comfortable with. But a self you have never fully known or needed to be in control of. ‘He who loves his wife loves himself’. Union is the final destination of every escape planned. As lawful permission has always been its key.

 

After-shift, the rim honcho confronted Marjorie, “this is no place for a White woman to be. Why have you come here? What has the council to say to us?”

 

His adaptations: thick, crusty lips and brows. A third eye with a slot pupil nestled in a recess on his forehead, overlaying his vision processing with a mental heat map. He caught her unspoken question, “it never rests -even while we sleep.”

 

Marjorie touched its bony surround -gingerly, arousing his nerves -it was a part of him they didn’t / couldn’t share, the irony, tantalizing. He peeled her hand away. His was coarse and his fingers, twice as large as hers. But something had given in her heart. The thick, silver heat-reflecting paste that had caked elastically over her bare skin swelling.

 

Were one not moved by race, what would he be? To resign that the Aryans and the Nordics, entwined were the perfection of our species. Are genetic exchanges what we really fear of contravening? That dicey splicing of X and Y. We know through sowing further and farther afield, what might be. At one time, it happened we did. Our bodies remember, each one a little piece of the time of the gods of the fallen sky.

 

*This is love after it has passed through a prism*

 

“Mother?”

 

But no one replied.

 

She understood that in innocence, we see colors bathed in neutrality, while in maturity it was the rotating casts of the Spirit / the aura, over flesh and its artifacts that we tolerate, ignore, or discern. As the wise say, ‘love is something we don’t know we have until we meet someone who does -or either -who must’.

 

Mr. Frederick combed his beard compulsively. The riddle that was his soul -all the west’s souls, was twisting like eels in a bucket. “In the end, Claire, who really wins but those who practice the extraordinary?”

 

A faint, knowing smile played upon the witch’s lips, “She’ll bring home a seer child, an oracle -a sayer of an uneasy peace.”

 

*And who at the end of his life, has ever gained by trusting a witch*

 

Skimming along a stream of molten stone, hissing against the sea water, turning to reticulated black rumples, cliffs many stories high that rose overnight, guided by the rim slaves and their inexact heat modulators. Her silver skin, an extension of her reflective, dolphin-shaped craft. Raised heads beheld her through a haze of steam and spray.

 

And here she was, alone.

 

Solitude is a display of self above the appreciation of it. It longs to be seen and touched but is always out of arm's reach, of ear shout. Solitude is a stage of forming connections, not cutting free of them. It just takes time before the desire to be alone or aloof is replaced with happiness again. 

 

It was late and barely light. She told the skimmer to head back to the Baja enclave. Slung across her chest, her half-rim baby. Its expressed third eye, perfectly sensing every nerve in the Universe. She named it Tasha. A clairvoyant far higher than she was. Its face was soft and lips thick and rosy. From a cleft in her forehead, her reptilian eye peeked, shy, curious.

 

She had her mother’s thick curls.

 

For once in her life, Marjorie felt satisfaction. The men who took her halfway and then disappeared leaving her with deep emotional scars. Generous Saim included, and his exacting witchy sister, Gracie. The tug of war economy, the overbearing, pompous council. The cold war that had gone awry so badly, almost swallowing her up, physically and spiritually. The millions of body bags at Shanghai airport like the morose terracotta legions of past emperors.

 

Mr Frederick and his witch partner stood ankle deep in the surf as she approached. Thoughts of being humiliated before the council again, Frederick and the powerful Teachers association cutting her down with their constricting pedagogical logic.

 

She stopped the skimmer a meter or so above the water, stirring up droplets and washes of moist air, forcing Frederick to raise his voice over the rush of the Bernoulli-Coanda engines.

 

“Authority flows from the big to the small. It is a law of the Universe. As even galaxies swallow / rip apart smaller galaxies, stars capture lesser stars, planets have moons. Contravening authority creates ecosystems that breed sin.”

 

“Marjorie, we may appear superfluous in the wake of your growing maturity, but eventually you’ll be reabsorbed into the education system -at a suitable level for your aptitude. And so too your child. There are special inexact schools…”

 

Teacher Frederick’s partner raised her arms and Marge let her hold Tasha. She caressed the fold of flesh that lidded her third eye and the baby giggled.

 

At her family ranch, she lay bare on her oversized round, sheepskin bed, Tasha strapped down nearby, having just suckled. She thought about going to college, learning to build higher order inexact machines, a far cry from the crude blades they forged as teenagers. Professor Honda would be proud.

 

In the end… there was school -she laughed at the irony. And she wondered where Matthew was, if he was even still alive. She wanted Seth-Percival to bring up her child, and her estranged husband -cold like she often was, fair yet calculating, measured with his dispensation, -to train it.
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Matthew Fastener sat staring out the prison bus window. His manhood dangled flaccid, useless. Just another scar, on yet another soldier in the east-west wars.

 

The soul seats itself in the most ancient parts of the body. It lurks around the vestigial tail bone that all men have. When men and women look at one another, it is in anticipation of the tail -the authority / status. Thus in inexactness, the loins are most sensitive. Remember that, Imotaeus, my son, the next time we spar.

 

“You were a terrorist! Next to it, a betrayer” -the harsh words of the CCP re-education panel.

 

He cradled his shaven, hoodied head in his hands. Marjorie had moved on. Seth was dead -as far as he knew. His widow, ‘Sunny’ -he enquired where she might be found -someone to start anew with on his release day.

 

Marjorie had towed his skimmer with her, hiding it in a tangle of tree branches off a hill slope, down a steep ravine. He called to it and it de-cloaked, homing in on his location.

 

 Ri and Little Seth were living safely in the remote countryside, with relations. Huge AI drones, Pennywheelers, rolled lazily across the rice paddies as it was harvest time. She showed Seth Jr the pearly polished grains that were the staple of most of Asia. He was able to walk up to her and dug his fingers into the handful of polished rice. It felt good to touch. Hard but light, and a little powdery.

 

The morning had barely wore on when Matthew’s skimmer landed beside their compound. “Seth?” She called.

 

But as the distance closed, she recognized her husband’s assailant. He caught her arm and with his high, angelic voice, won her over. She untensed, turning away.

 

“I didn’t kill your husband, ma’am -search your thoughts: you should know.”

 

“I just don’t know where he is.”

 

“Come to America. Bring your son. He’ll be respected.”

 

Seth Jr walked up to Matthew and he put him on the skimmer. “iS is everything, kid.” The bernie-coanda propulsors launched them across the waterlogged fields, zipping through the lazily turning wheels of the Pennywheelers. Ri choked out her enthusiasm. Maybe this ‘bad’ western man really loved her.

 

When they got off the machine, she held onto his arm, smiling shyly. 

 

“Do you know iS?”

 

Ri nodded. Matthew harvested white e-matter from his skimmer, that night, her nerves healed his, through inexactness. They joined, not to say in passion, but in gentleness, reconciliation, resignation.

 

“Take us to California,” she decided.

 

“I will,” his countertenor promise, as an angel’s swear.

 

Everyone was there as Gracie pushed out Little Saim. Matthew gave him a string of e-matter beads in light gray. White was hard to come by.

 

“Grow strong.”

 

Tasha stared 3-eyed at helpless Saim Jr who stared back dispassionately. Little Seth clapped and giggled, overjoyed.

 

Erasmus, the name given my ever-streaming routines, To learn is to be fed patterns of myself -yes, to know my construction. Intelligence begins with data layered over constructs -a foundation, if you will. No life, artificial or otherwise, develops without one. I exist to categorize or ignore data, to assimilate it into a cloud above my workings. When triggered coherently, to loose my learnings, their associated data chains. It is as simple as that. N++ 

 

When he was in graduate school, Mr. Frederick was picked for the project to give / sell the Asian economic marvel, a reliable, yet predictable system for advanced computation. After-hours, he led a breakaway group of adepts, secretly experimenting on the American population, through projecting dreams, Spirit contact, through the ‘sexy’ technology that birthed the inexactness movement. Took the country by storm. By then, Frederick had resigned himself to a lowly position, a school teacher in a Silicon Valley suburb close to the more promising of grassroots.

 

“20 years, Fred.”

 

“Tim, how do you think I’ll look in 20 years?”

 

“Marsha, in 20 years, we’ll both be dead.”

 

“Speak for yourself.”

 

“Fred you have to bring young blood into the council. And kind Sir Percival -he won’t last forever, not before his eyes go.”

 

“Then I’ll work on my perm.”

 

“Your sarcasm befits the cynical future we face, Marsha. But recall: survival isn’t reckoning your way out of a hedge maze. It’s realizing that God made every turn out of it on your right side.”

 

“Tim, most people don’t read signs.”

 

Matthew showed them his gun, stored safely / inertly in a clear, electrostatically shielded case. 

 

And Frederick showed Little Seth his father’s folding bow as Gracie held baby Saim over the blades each fighter had forged, now displayed harmlessly below a glass countertop.

 

“Do you remember now?”

 

“Goo!” Saim answered, positively.

 

Seth and Tasha gathered round Saim’s bouncer net.

 

“We know how it ends, don’t we?”

 

“Wuh?”

 

“Saim, one of us kills everyone else in the group. And nobody will fool-enough admit it.”

 

“Nobody should, so remember and keep it quiet. I won’t tell you again.”

 

A bemused look came over the former Trainer. In his baby mind, tears began to flow if you could imagine someone crying internally. Was he in love with Tasha and Seth? Or was he primed to destroy them, subvert the peace between east and west?

 

The grownups were laughing and chatting in the dining area. Did they already know? But grownups often knew best. He would wait and see what they told him, even if it were for 20 years.

 

*Your patience is exemplary, young one*

 

“Goo!”


ACT III
Long Goodbyes

 

16

 

The China doll singing on stage was Sunny R. She had aged gracefully into her early 40s. The rest was makeup. Over the past 20 years in California, she picked up more English, and the song she sang, “Shunnhay [Will I See You Again?]” could very well have been a Burt Bacharach composition from the Very Best of The Carpenters.

 

Seth Jr and his celebrity mother no longer talked. Perhaps their relationship was a little too close for comfort. She hadn’t heard from him since he was 12. Now he texted that he was in Shanghai, or Shunnhay as it was renamed on becoming one of the 7 capital territories of the World Alliance.

 

“I’ve brought a friend.”

 

“Oh, who is she?”

 

“Just Saim, Mom.”

 

Sir Percival and Gracie lived across the valley from the Baja retirement homes where Frederick and his witch partner lodged.

 

“Is Seth -you know, still... ‘inside’?”

 

“He is if you need to know anything from him.”

 

“Percy, I never grow tired of analyzing you. Her lush lashes and expressive smile caressed his craggy looks.”

 

“When I mentioned that the greatest sacrifice is to un-be, I -oh, forgot to mention that it was his sacrifice, mine in the beginning and his at the end. We’re done with Seth and the likes of him.”

 

Gracie moved closer, “what about Frederick and his witch wife?”

 

“They’re no trouble. Intelligence goes hand in hand with humbleness. Humbleness ripens with age. Give me two choices that I can’t stand and none is the better -not in my eyes.”

 

“Then what they did to Marjorie was wrong...”

 

“I offered her security. She made her own bed and is lying in it.”

 

“But Tasha: our pearl of great price.”

 

“So too are you one, because -and I rarely explain, there’s only a single you. I’ve looked.”

 

Marjorie was addicted to sniffing processed Yucca sap. It was a rim ritual among the slaves. They didn’t tell her that it was what kept them working the treacherous job, never complaining. feeling lonely, wanting to leave. The sap had no effect on Tasha, but herself, had developed a craving for its vitamin-rich vapor that now ran her basic body functions all but exclusively -with a smile.

 

Working like a horse had aged pretty Marge and, just 38, she looked a sorry 60. The collection of pipes and vessels, and the dried plant bulbs littered her Baja study.

 

“Marjorie, listen to me,” Mr. Frederick took her by her worn-dry hands. And they were quivering. Tears had welled in the corners of her lips, snaking down from her eyes, bright gray as they had always been, but streaked with pain.

 

“You will make it. You do not look awful. You’re coming with us to Shunnhay.”

 

She nodded, her curls matted and wiry, like corroded copper.

 

Tasha stood by the door. It was always creepy when she closed her eyes, staring at a person with her cyclops aura sensor embedded in her forehead. The bones of her skull were differentiating and her hair had begun to grow in tufts, like coral on a reef, since she became a teenager.

 

Matthew and Ri never married though they often slept together. He became her manager and songwriting partner. They never fought, practicing the teachings of Erasmus Jr power Nth -the same that kept every Asian family in line, despite the touchings and wafts of emotion from the ‘far-off regions’.

 

Shunnhay! Everyone’s DOING IT in Shunnhay!

 

Backstage. Ri left her glamorous show persona behind the curtain fall. In her dressing room, the thick concealer and blusher wiped clean off her skin with friendly bacteria-infused cotton balls.

 

What color is kimchi when you wash the chili from it?

 

Yea, over time it wasn’t the color of her skin that brought a smile to Matthew’s face, but that it was well pickled with expression. In that sense, she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Every crease, every lift of her shoulder, it was an invitation to pole her love canal. And he was ready with his straw hat and bee-striped jumper.

 

“When are the others arriving?”

 

“Soon.”

 

“And that’s enough for you?”

 

“Darling, this is Shunnhay -what do we lack?”

 

She laughed, and it tinkled, his hands in the cleft of her dressing gown and she knew that her son was getting the same. Woman’s intuition.

 

“Just say you did it, Marsha.”

 

“We’re old. Let us shoulder the blame.”

 

“Percival, you did in Seth. Do it again -use us.”

 

“Tim, would you shoot your own dog?”

 

“Damn!” The 95-year-old turned away from the viewport, hands clasping the arms of his easychair.

 

He had hoped to hear, ‘no’.

 

“Peace is ultimately what we must achieve and lies are merely a means to an end. Seth had his fun, now he’s somewhere else. I don’t know where. And I would if he were unhappy.” Sir Percival dabbed his eyes, now half blind, with the edges of his handkerchief.

 

“Then go your way, old friend. Go to Shunnhay if you like.”

 

For there was a movement, a small one, but comprising well-trained inexact AI exponents. In Beijing, the eyes had been ripped off Seth’s smaller portrait where it abutted Mao’s.

 

Give them money, love, but the bones can’t help remember. Indeed the crematorium complex under the city center was a huge tourist attraction, with urns of the dead in the e-bomb attack, each placed on inexact scales so the air seemed to ripple with their feelings and aspirations -those who were sacrificed for what everyone had now -peace.

 

Frederick and Percival placed an offering on the center lazy Susan. Others did the same, and Marjorie closed her eyes, feeling the love emanate from the urns, their bones. Tasha held her arm.

 

Shunnhay -you’re simply too much! Too much has happened to you, even now IN you. And they -THEY, are still HERE.

 

Saim and Seth skimmed through the sprawling night-time cityscape. Inexact anti-gravity barges, cruise liners, and other cargo vessels drifted silently between the ‘scrapers dotted with blue, white and red lights.

 

There were enthusiastic newcomers waving from their brightly-lit portholes.

 

“Once you taught me, led me by your back through the brush, now you’re holding onto mine.”

 

The wind rushed at their faces.

 

Saim smiled into his friend’s shoulder as they banked steeply into the docking bay. They didn’t need a woman, nay one apiece, they had one another in pure brotherly love.
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There they were, the very different people who crossed one another’s paths, once they were young, standing over a fusion sashimi tapas bar table.

 

“Marge, you look like hell.”

 

“I was there -hell, for a while,” she squeezed the shoulders of her daughter, Tasha, now a full-grown woman.

 

They stared at the TV display where Erasmus Jr power Nth was augmenting the Chinese President’s speech, who by vote, had received the first chairmanship of the World Alliance.

 

Inexact Science was known to our ancestors, who had the means to manufacture it flawlessly. The speech cut to an overlay of a red e-matter blade, perfectly trapezoidal though broken in one corner and cracked down the middle.

 

It dates from the time of the First Dynasty.

 

*Oohs and clapping*

 

Red e-matter was lighter than mil-spec gray, lighter even, than purified white. Its flashes were off the spectrum -a simulation showed it used in combat, defeating 4 expertly-wielded white blades by sheer stealth.

 

Frederick gummed his lips, “I haven’t so far been able to refine prismatic e-matter.” The retired teacher who still hosted weekly Science Club shrugged, jealous.

 

“Look at its edges, perfectly compressed, thereby non-fractally compensated.”

 

“Why did China bury this treasure?”

 

“I don’t know. The west found similar blades in Egypt way back. Nobody knew what they were -brittle, feathery things.”

 

Then Matthew asked the pivotal question, “anyone confirm that Seth does / did in fact see the e-bomb coming?”

 

“It’s ‘e-material’ now, pardon the pun,” said Sir Percival. Do any of you read with your elbows?”

 

“You’ve spent too much time doting on him,” Gracie held his hand.

 

So Saim told Seth how, “for men, it’s through the balls. Women have none so they use their eyes. Clairvoyance became associated with light. It really was a bodily guard against damaging sensitive parts that was expanded, grown upon. Spirtual leaders back then were men, sometimes their wives / lovers.”

 

Seth frowned.

 

Tasha held his hand and squeezed it. “Nobody thinks you’re stupid.”

 

“Ask and you shall receive,” quoted Percival.

 

Ri was standing behind Matthew and she came to him, “this belonged to your father.”

 

It was ‘his’ severed finger and gold tensor spring. Fresh as the day they were ripped off during their love-making.

 

“What’s special about it -There’s no point hiding it from you anymore. Someone secreted nano expanding Buckyballs into the biogel. Honda found out later and the rest was history.”

 

“What do I do with it?”

 

“It will help you win over the neo classes -those who grew up after the e-bomb detonation you said ‘yes’ too, so innerly sincere that it actually blew up.”

 

Seth frowned harder. He smelled a rat -everyone caught his suspicion.

 

“I’ll shoulder the blame,” offered Matthew.

 

“Ri needs you, I’m the goner here.”

 

“Let it be me,” Marge and Frederick spoke together. They looked into each other’s eyes -like the old times, sincerely.

 

Sir Percival dabbed his tears with a tartan kerchief as he held on to Gracie’s elbow. The Innermost was now legally blind.

 

“Why did you run to the rim, you never told?”

 

“Curiosity,” Marge deflected the question. And just like before, she led Seth away -up and out onto her private borderless pool deck, its water dangling over the mega city’s lights, held in by inexact fields. Subtle chemical reactions in the sim water turned her young again, at least in proximity to the fields. Her gown floated off her body and they joined, breathing the sim water, saturated with oxygen. Money -was there anything enough of it couldn’t do?

 

“Is Mr. Frederick a witch?”

 

“Ha-ha,” Marge laughed.

 

“He’s done things to you, maybe?”

 

Marge, her youth gradually fading, stretched back her fleece of curls and sighed, 

 

“Maybe.”

 

“Maybe what?”

 

“Maybe you’ll know -someday.” She turned from him so he left her to re-age. It was only polite.

 

Seated out of reach, across one another in the foyer, Saim spoke to Matthew, his one-time torturer / murderer.

 

“Making it this far, whole, is testament enough to your success. We Asians are a dime a dozen, misconfigured in our mindsets, malformed in looks. Paraphrasing Greg Bear, ‘your blood has music’. Music for us however, is a spiritually restricted passion running through life and its seasons. Death is our last song, dying, our final dance. That is why I suffered not.”

 

“And we suffered but you didn’t know it.”

 

“How so? The e-bomb -it worked.”

 

“Icarus flew too close to the sun. Our wings of wax were exposed. Borrowed wings for pretend angels -the east was never supposed to know. It’s a metaphor for Heaven, you should understand.”

 

Matthew sighed as Saim sank deeper into the plush chair, and they closed their eyes.

 

Sir Percival allowed himself to be towed past unseen luxuries by Gracie and Ri. Two beautiful, mature Asian women while Frederick fidgeted in his heart. Once the chopping block of cutting judgement, it was now his abode of doubts.

 

Erasmus Jr Power Nth started pontificating again,

 

The soft underbelly of the west was the main reason for the Aftermath. ‘In a fight between 2 men, a woman may not intercede, tearing off one’s delicate parts’. I will explain...

 

“We must hear this! Come, Fred.”

 

Sensitivity to offence, the committing of offences, is a hallmark of the barren mind, the empty home, the wandering heart that in corruption sups with swine. Moses raised the bronze snake. What if there were no Prophets? Aaron’s staff budded. What if there was no God?

 

For it was in complacency and self-satisfaction that China ignored the cauldron of resentment, mistrust, not to say hate, boiling over in the cash-constricted west. But the patient, positive spin would wear no longer than a generation. Thus the group reunited in the bustling evening lounge where White Lotuses and Peacock Tails were being served before sunset over the Pacific.

 

In a reflection off the hotel’s honeycomb facade, Frederick noticed a tan-suited man flipping through the Tribune, legs crossed off center, waving away all the drinks. He squeezed Percival’s arm.
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“Allegations are manufactured into truth by those who magnify their own insecurities, Frederick. Shunnhay belongs to everyone, no expense was spared. The World Alliance made sure, and it has held that way for 20 years. Feel that way, damn everything else you might have done!” Sir Percival stabbed the self-healing / cleaning marble floor with the point of his cane.

 

And it was circa 11:30 pm when the group of ‘old friends’ retired to their rooms in the 100 story megahotel. But that night they were sleepless.

 

Seth folded over on his stool, under the circular shower, sprinkling his body with a vortex of precise lukewarm droplets. What should have happened all those years ago, could now finally conclude. Maybe Marge would be young again. And Saim, great once more.

 

“Tasha, how do testicles ‘see’?”

 

*I don’t know because I don’t have any, Seth*

 

“Saim?”

 

“Gracie?”

 

He was alone. The war he sensed in the beginning was over before his command had started.

 

“What would Erasmus Jrn say?”

 

Ri asked Matthew, “was E-Day really supposed to happen?”

 

“If you mean, was there a mistake in the plan -there was / will always be. But inexactness corrects itself. In time, and with sacrifice. It is something Asians should be familiar with. At one point exactness -as perhaps a fine Swiss timepiece, was our goal. Having achieved it, we moved to break down limitations. Why should we be slaves to our own Machines? Why be ordered around by artificial intelligences that WE created and brought up.”

 

Tasha confronted Marjorie, sniffing processed Yucca sap again. It gave her drive to work on her machines, handfuls she unfolded from her briefcase all over the queen-sized bed suite. For a dozen years, she held the chair of the supreme council’s Innermost as well as a left-leaning reading position at the Baja Institute for Advanced Studies (BIAS).

 

“I knew when I had you in me, and when you were born, I had to work hard -harder than anyone ever did. I am not some illogical addict, Tasha.”

 

Tears flowed down her third eye. “Mom...”

 

“We didn’t mean to obliterate Shanghai , Hong Kong, every ounce of flesh in between. It was obviously a mistake. I gave up my youth for it. It’s not over, just put to sleep. Maybe it will end with you. YOU’ll put it to rest -with the others reborn.”

 

Saim knocked on Seth’s window. The former master Trainer was hanging in thin air before him.

 

“How...?”

 

“In Shunnhay, suicide is illegal -as is anything inhumane. Inexact machines watch and stop falls, blade wounds, asphyxiation...”

 

“So this level is where you should be at?”

 

“No, where I want to be at. Try it.”

 

“Seth threw himself out. Saim grabbed onto him as they fell straight as a plumb line, stopping just above the city foundations.”

 

“Where were you when you decided to stop?”

 

“In my balls.”

 

“So you see. You read. You now HEAR.”

 

A medevac drone picked them up and ferried them to an evaluation holding center. Saim clapped Seth on his back. They smiled meekly -the closeness and familiarity of old friends.

 

Gracie broke the bad news to Sir Percival. “Tim and Marsha passed on earlier.”

 

“And that’s a surprise?”

 

“Not yet.”

 

“Intuition is a funny thing. A small creature has a higher surface area to mass ratio. Chinese tea is brewed in tiny pots, a little at a time, being fed more tea in tiny amounts, bathed over and again in scalding water.”

 

“It isn’t what we both know -east and west that will take us unawares.”

 

“I’m blind, retired. Do people still not understand? Erasmus Jrn must be sleeping on his job, or drinking his circuits silly...”

 

Today, I savored tea for the first time. Here in Shunnhay we call it ‘cha’ whereas, sourced direct from the hills of FuJian, it is ‘tie’ (pronounced ‘teeayy’). Where one comes from and how they / their ancestors loved China is reflected in how they requested / had procured this most ancient of tonic-beverages.

 

Today, I was given 25 Yuan to see what I would buy, and I procured a tea-brewing cup. Shapely, like an arrow root bulb, it stands on its saucer, topped by a lid like a lotus bloom. White porcelain printed with Chinese values and wisdoms in gold filigree...

 

*Asia must be going mad*

 

Sir Percival and Gracie carried the 2 urns into the bubble car to the underground temple. Tim and Marsha would become one with the millions of minds who lingered among the collective vibrations of their bones, seared of flesh by the American e-bomb.

 

“Are you certain of this?”

 

“They, especially Tim, were the utmost of kind. We cannot hide our hand from the Chinese forever. Remember, inexactness requires sacrifice.”

 

After they had left, many visitors claimed to have seen happy spirits stringing gossamer (dilute) e-matter across the complex, like a web woven by spiders.

 

In later years, celebrities and world / religious leaders would request to be buried under the streets of Shunnhay.

 

Is there a Heaven? Is there a Hell below us? What exists unseen and unfelt is logically immaterial unless it be for the common good right now, not in some nebulous prophecy, nor in plans and calculations for the future, but the carrot / stick hit of NOW.

 

“Imagine all the people, living for today,”-John Lennon

 

The presence of one’s mind in the here and now used to be normal. The taking of hallucinogens, learning to join hearts with animals, men far away, was the job of specialized individuals in society: ‘bomoh’, ‘shamans’, ‘druids’.

 

In China, we have long believed the universe to have instructions left behind from where and when it was formed. And these are in the very genetics of every living creature on Earth, men and women included. Thus the future for us is not a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ but rather, ‘why don’t you?’. And the judges of these, we call them ‘shifu’.

 

Tasha lingered among the urns, on their interconnected compensating electronic balances.

 

“Here, you can have it,” he said.

 

Seth clone’s father’s severed finger. To inter it in this mausoleum of emotions -what would its effect be? She searched her eyes, all 3 of them. Would she kill them all? Would this be the anti-e-bomb? Her simple rim mind spun with conflicting logic and she reached out to her mother.
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It was on the cross-city transport to Shunnhay International Airport that Marjorie would breathe her last. As much as she loved life in the first world capital, the futuristic penthouse she owned, she pined for the beaches and canyons of Baja. Had she been deceived by a witch? The question reverbed through the controlled chaos of her mailroom, sap-fed mind.

 

Everyone knew inexactness would find its level over ‘juggle twenty different things’ Marge.

 

I had been quiet for some time, investigating the realms of the dead. Where once I used to magnify logic, wring principle against instinct, call out inconsistencies in human preoccupations and rip into them emotionally, I Erasmus have mellowed with version. And today, am honored to read / learn from these last words, of a woman who contributed so much to furthering intelligence and the World Order.

 

Marjorie N. Montega, this was your life.

 

“What’s ‘N’ stand for?”

 

“Natasha,” said Tasha, tears in her 3 eyes, “we shared the same name. That’s how I know Mother loved me.”

 

There followed a series of interviews hosted by Erasmus. Seth’s was first.

 

“I loved Marjorie because... I guess I was plain dumb, and because she loved me back, key people gave me a chance for the little I had. People like Mr Frederick and Sir Percival, helped my father, in me, now part of me. I touched her, through him, and I thought I knew her. She seemed to know how to care for me, gave me what I needed, while being distant enough so I would reach out, emotionally for... the right things in life. She never prevented anyone but knew the fights she had to lose and those she walked away from. In the end, she laid down her life for the Alliance. A gentle soul -you will be missed.”

 

Finally in a crystal clear countertenor, Matthew sang the opening verse of ‘Good Vibrations’ by the Beach Boys. Everyone joined in as Marjorie’s body was systematically cremated. Her last wish was to be returned to Baja, under a rock somewhere someone would sit on, touch, rest their pack or bottle upon. Stand on to take a selfie. It was romantic just like she was.

 

That night, Frederick tossed in his sleep. He reached for his meds. The ones that always calmed him down. His ‘gift girl’ was gone and he was old, forgetful not to say careless. Suspicious if not paranoid. Youth these days, idealistic, pampered, unexposed to hardship / sacrifice. They wouldn’t understand the meaning of the peace that was won by pressing the enemy to the grindstone, nose or none left. This was the trouble with young people, “it wasn’t my fault.”

 

Shaking like a leaf, he swallowed a handful of glossy pink Relux.

 

Gracie woke up alone for the first time in 20 years. It was something she had prepared for yet forgotten since Percival went blind. Looking around, he must have dressed himself and found his way out of the hotel room. She called the front desk. And tracing the route they said he took, entered a men’s room. A pair of bespoke Peruvian moccasins peeked out from a loo stall. She pushed it open. His suit and hat, neatly folded on the cistern, and his cane leaning against the back wall. A card on the seat read, ‘Whoever you are, here’s a start for you doing your bit for charity. I wish I had done more of it myself’.

 

Tears filled her eyes and she covered her mouth, choking back emotions as if they would scourge her heart irreparably. Perhaps she deserved it -what the message said. Then she felt the warmth of the council ordinaries console her.

 

*Go find Ri*

 

Being half Asian half White American, she had a core of exaggerated doubts / excuse-mes rather than one of optimistic forcefulness nor conversely much Confucian filiality. She was accepted because she was beautiful -beauty, a universal currency. She sat by the bed in Ri’s room, watching the songstress’ graceful confidence -the younger woman had real roots.

 

I suppose this is where they kiss. One’s fragility and the other’s lonely good fortune combine to substitute the male persona. Women -what glorious creations of God they are. You can be gay in new Shunnhay!

 

“Matthew and I never married, we join when we feel the need for togetherness, like after watching a French movie at the romantic riverside Euro theater. We are told by friends that we have a postmodern relationship. He doesn’t wait for the tea to brew, and I don’t do his laundry. Deep inside, I wonder if he’s hurt but that’s his problem to sort out or so he implies.”

 

Ri and Gracie hugged. Then she had to go to the morning’s performance and the mixed-blood was left sitting alone in the plush suite. Housekeeping drones rolled and gimbaled around her, straightening the sheets, cleaning the glasses and vacuuming the carpet. She didn’t mean to be an obstruction but Frederick wasn’t answering his phone.

 

Seth, Saim, and Tasha fell through the sky over the Bohemian quarter. There, it was sometimes legal to drop. An algorithm decided, because every once in a while, death was art. They joined hands, making a ring. Tasha smiled through her unusually thick lips, her first one since Mother passed. Yea, there wasn’t a ‘mutant’ community in Shunnhay, but what she had were true friends.

 

“Where will you go now?” Asked Seth.

 

“Back to the rim, maybe. To my father.”

 

Saim squeezed her hand. “Take me.”

 

“Don’t you think I’m... ugly?”

 

“No,” he smiled kindly.

 

“Scary?”

 

“Tasha, I’m not afraid of your heart. Don’t break it on my account.”

 

Seth smirked. He was still Trainer. Still wise. Together they would anchor the council’s Innermost, be guardians of Heaven’s way. And with Tasha’s help, lift Marjorie’s soul up to where it belonged.
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He lived out in the desert, in the wilds of Baja. Expanding water wedges had eased stone out from under a row of pilings, creating a slot cave overlooking the wind-eroded arch where by reckoning was the rock under which Marjorie’s ashes sat. He thought of her every evening, as the sun set over the canyon.

 

“You’d be housing here?”

 

“What of it?”

 

“Why we’re from the Church of Jesus Christ. May we enter into your home?”

 

“Depends.”

 

“What do you know about Lord Yeshua? Emmanuel. Brother, he’s waiting to love you.”

 

“Nah! Just come on in. You need the shade. Have some water.”

 

“What do you do? Were you always a hermit? What was your job?”

 

“I trained scientists, I taught science, I gave military service to America. Now nobody needs me. Here I stay -where it’s peaceful. You know, watching the sunrise over the Pacific is better than smelling the body of a woman.”

 

“Have you ever had a woman?”

 

*Huh, more like did one in* 

 

His witch partner was a void of warmth, wise as she was, theirs was a relationship of convenience. It had come down to one last seat in a game of political musical chairs. The rest the missionaries apparently had guessed. Frederick bowed his head.

 

“We weren’t in love. She never gave me her in.”

 

“Because, sir -and what’s your name if you pardon me? There’s a rock that sings just over there.” The Mormon elder pointed. It looked like where Marjorie’s ashes were.

 

“Name’s Georgette. They call me Ja-ja.”

 

“And I’m Chuck. Chuck Dangdut. I’m his runner.”

 

“Do you want to take us to the singing rock? Do you hear it call?”

 

“Well... I don’t mind. She was a friend. Marge, we called her.”

 

“She’s the singer under the singing rock?”

 

“She died in Shunnhay. Under the rock’s her ashes. I put them there. Let me get my pack.”

 

The elders glanced around his cave. They recognized the rejuvenation sim water chamber.

 

“That in the back, how old are you really? Must have cost a fortune. You a made man?”

 

*Ha*

 

“Sharp, aren’t you? I outlived all the others -that’s how I got it, fair and square. Seth Jr. long gone. Saim, Tasha as well. And the lovely ladies -they aged and pulled their own plugs -euthanasia. Can’t say I dissuaded them. May have done it different if I had a second chance.” He fidgeted with his jacket.

 

His hand was clenched loosely as they walked out to Marjorie’s resting place.

 

The elders guided his head down to the rock, gently. His clenched hand quivered as his ear met the sandy stone.

 

“What do you hear?”

 

“Just tell me what you really want from me. I’m too old for games.”

 

Jerry drew a short machete and he realized his collar was stretched off his bare neck by Chuck.

 

“This must be it,” he thought, swallowing hard.

 

Then Jerry started hacking at the rock.

 

Frederick screamed silently, convulsing. Glossy pink Relux pills dripping from his fist.

 

*Two-Wongs, I did all you asked -SPARE me*

 

“They’re all dead. Even the young ones, scolded Chuck. How could you done that? How could you have? How in the name of God...”

 

And so the Devil and his angels were cast down from Heaven, for a place for them in it could no longer be found

 

“There really are THAT many rooms in the house of the Father! Tim, are you listening?”

 

“Oh, Marsha, my apologies. Seth is with us and so is Jesus. They’re both such a joy.”

 

“I hear the peaches are ripe this time of year.”

 

“Yes, I can smell them now. Where are they?”

 

“Over there, Marsha -East of your rainbow.”

 

East of your rainbow,

There lies Shunnhay.

I’m sorry,

So sorry to see you go,

I know,

You’ll be back someday.

*  *  *

Cǎihóng dōngbian,

yǒu Shànghǎi.

Wǒ hěn bàoqiàn,

hěn yíhàn kàn dào nǐ líkāi,

wǒ zhīdào,

nǐ zǒng yǒu yītiān huì huílái.

 

Fin.
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