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  Foreword


  

              Some cultures believe that we must dream in order to keep the heavens from falling. Others believe that we must dream in order to create a new reality.


              For me, I labor at dreaming so that others may dream too. For in the twilight of our days, it is to dreaming that we return.


              No matter what we write, the writer labors as a dream-spinner, as an evoker of what could be, what should be, what might be, what many of us in our inner hearts wish life really was. And sometimes, we write of dreams that contain madness and horror that are more real than today’s truth, for the very fact that their unreality catches the core essence of what we all fear.


              We are indeed the new shamans.


              This world of horrors, hopes and epiphanies needs its shamans. More so now when we think ourselves too civilized to need such reassurance against the things that whisper in the night, the fears that echo deep, the disappointments that make us shudder. Once, scientists were seen as the new shamans, as those who finally understood the Eleusinian Mysteries. No more. Scientists have their place, and I have been one of them and enjoyed it. But science, though honorable, is as fallible as any human endeavor.


              So it falls to the writer to dream, as shamans dream.


              Lastly, for those readers who may be curious about the stories included here, six are set on Earth and peopled mostly by humans; the remaining nine are space-based with Aliens for sure, but also people as human as you or I. Three of the stories have not been published before. Both groups include stories that some might call horror or dark fantasy.


              But what is true about all of them is… they are all dreams that wanted to be real.


  

  T. Jackson King


  Silver City, New Mexico, USA


  May 2009


  http://www.sff.net/people/t-jackson-king
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  ON EARTH


  

  JUDGMENT DAY AT JOHN’S BAR


  

              Long after midnight, the lonely souls poured out of John’s Bar and onto the sidewalk.


              Earlier, inside, the jazz singer with long frizzy hair, Roman nose, distinctive voice, and doleful look had caught his attention—with her eyes. They were hot eyes. Like fire agate or tiger’s eye. Never mind that she was backed up by the jazz band from hell. The piano player, drummer and electric guitarist were inspired improvisationists. She was more. She was divine. Just what he needed.


              The Hindus had a sitar player able to split notes down to single phonon levels. The Chinese had a flute player able to make the lilies of the field weep. The Muhammadans had weighed in with a kohl-eyed belly dancer who could beat a tambourine fine enough to shake the foundations of Creation. Only the Christos Brigade was holding up the show.


              He’d already found a suitable guitarist, clarinetist and drummer, while the trumpet player job was claimed. The only thing the Brigade still needed for The Boss was a singer. A jazz singer. With a voice to wake the dead—quite literally.


              Her voice was unusual. A throaty, whiskey wail like Janis Joplin on a Monday morning after a three-day gig. But crossed with a gauzy dulcimer sound as sweet as a rock-fed country spring, and a tonal range from contralto to alto. Like a Valkyrian honey mead, it called to him. Filled with timeless screams and cries from all the women who ever loved a man, only to see him walk off into the sunset, or melt into a bucket of lard with nary a care for the soulful dedication poured out by the women who loved them. She poured it out. All of it. The hope. The need. The desire. And the anger. Oh, but her fire burned ever so brightly!


              And until he recruited this woman, this special, unique woman, the play would not close and the stage lights would stay lit.


              In, of all places, Ashland, Oregon. A small town nestled against the foot of the Siskiyou Mountains, flanked by jade green firs, piquant yellow pines, and hogback wooded hills, it lay on the southern edge of the Rogue River valley in prime timber-cutting country. Sixteen thousand people. Their only claim to fame was a notable Shakespearean theater, lots of actors, a four year state college, and now—her.


              Seated in the darkened rear of John’s Bar, in a fake leather cushion chair with his untouched beer a lone pedestal on the platter-top table, its frosty green glass shimmering under a candle lamp that glowed a weak amber-yellow, he considered whether a sawbuck would suffice to entice her over to sit, smile and have a drink opposite the friendly-looking customer with the disarming gaze. In the old days, it might have. Now, a hundred spot probably. He waved over the waitress covering his part of the floor, money raised high.


              She bustled up, deftly balancing a tray on one hand, in a hurry despite covering only half the crowd of thirty customers. Men. Women. The regulars. She’d know he wasn’t a regular just by his look, let alone the way he dressed. Too rich for this crowd. She was just a girl, really. A young girl with long straight blonde hair, slim figure, quick feet, and a hollow voice, slightly askew in time. She smiled, maintaining a skeptical look as she tried to guess the denomination of the bill in his hand.


              “Drink, mister?”


              He shook his head, then nodded at the platform stage up by the frosted-glass front doors, where the small combo was stepping down for their between-sets break.


              “Nope. Got one. I’d love to talk to the lady singer, though.” Blondie turned impassive. “Here’s twenty for you to take a message to her. Willing?”


              She grabbed the twenty, stuck it in her blouse, and shrugged, look now skeptical. “Sure. No guarantees though. Jayne don’t drink with customers.”


              He nodded, pleasant and unthreatening. “Won’t ask her to drink. I just like her singing. And her voice. Especially her voice. Tell her there’s a hundred waiting for her to just come sit with me for awhile. For talk.”


              Blondie jumped to a shout from John as taped stereo music burst out from the bartender’s island, overlapping humming-bird conversations. She ignored John and focused on him.


              “You rich?”


              “Not really.”


              Blondie turned, glanced past John at winter’s midnight rain mist and gray fog, hovering like a ghost on the other side of plate glass front windows, then at the combo members as they left the stage for the band table. She looked back to him.


              “Gotta go—I’ll give your message to Jayne. Bye.”


              “Thanks.”


              Blondie scurried away, deftly avoiding the few drunks lounging at the bar bannister between him and the elevated stage up front. Giving the finger to John with a grin, she hurried up to Jayne the jazz singer as she reached for a glass of water. Blondie whispered in Jayne’s ear, thumb-pointed back at him, shrugged, and bustled away, tray raised high above the head-clumps of seated regulars.


              The jazz singer squinted into the darkness of the bar’s back wall territory, trying to make him out in the dull pink lights of the nearby booths, his table candle-lamp, and the weak backscatter from the stage spots up front. Dressed simply in beige slacks and gold lamé blouse, her plain looks belied the extraordinariness of her voice. Between them, bow-tied John moved in his bartender’s well, aware, attentive, attuned to the between-sets tempo, wiping the counter, racking glasses overhead, emptying ashtrays, always moving with a purpose. Dark-eyed John was Latin, quick as a snake, and friendly as a teddy bear, but like a tuning fork he still resonated to an ancient hurt. In the darkness, he barely saw John give Jayne a thumbs-up gesture, shrug, and turn aside to a regular wanting a refill of his kahlua with rum. Slowly, Jayne waved to her combo, said something he couldn’t hear over the blare of taped music, and walked over to him. She stopped on the other side of the table, standing with hands on her hips, tiger eyes searching his.


              “You like my singing?”


              “Yes.” Her eyes burned into him, searching for falseness. “You’re better than Ella Fitzgerald. Better than Billie Holiday. As good as Janis. And more distinctive than anyone I know.”


              Her lips quirked. “Do you use that line often?”


              “Never used it before tonight. Have a seat?”


              Long thin fingers gripped the chair back, but she didn’t sit. Instead, she leaned down a bit, letting her low-necked blouse hang open some, giving him a look at suntanned breasts.


              Red lips smiled quietly.


              “This what you wanted for your hundred bucks?”


              “Nope.”


              She stood up, looking exasperated. Jayne glanced over her shoulder at her long-haired drummer friend, then back to him, considering.


              “Are you for real?”


              He laid out the hundred dollar bill on the tabletop, beside the candle-lamp, moving the lamp to weigh it down. Then looked up at her. “This says I am.”


              She smiled that quirky grin again. “Fine. Just don’t bullshit me that you didn’t get a hard-on when I flashed my tits. Now. What’s your name?”


              “They call me the Trumpet Player.”


              Pulling back the chair, she glanced under the table, then back. “You got a trumpet in that case down there?”


              “Yessss.”


              Waving for Blondie to bring her glass of ice water over to his table, she sat down opposite him, bare elbows on the table, leaning forward like men do when they have a business deal to discuss.


              “I’m Lady Jayne. That’s Jayne spelled with—”


              “A ‘Y’—I know.”


              Jayne scowled. “Don’t interrupt. This is my winter gig place, and all the regulars know me. They look out for me. So talk to me—it’s your money.”


              This was it. How to convince her? Focusing hard on Jayne, shutting out the rumble of other voices, the wail of a trumpet on the stereo tape, the scrape of bar stools as earlies left, and the watchful gaze of Jayne’s combo members as they sat on the opposite side of the bar, engulfed in hidden conversation with John, he began.


              “I’m looking for a singer. A jazz singer. The best. For my own band.”


              The professional look stayed there, overlaid by caution.


              “Nice. I’m complimented. Where’s your band?”


              “The drummer, clarinetist, and electric guitarist are in New Orleans—they’re working a Red Light place in the Vieux Carré, just behind St. Louis Cathedral.”


              Surmise dawned in her tiger eyes. “You from New Orleans?”


              “Nope. Just play there. Got a major gig. And I need the best jazz singer alive. That’s you.”


              Slowly, Jayne unthawed a bit, her wan cheeks dimpling slightly. Sitting back, relaxing, she closed her eyes, soaking in the ambiance of John’s Bar. Happy. At home.


              “Why should I leave a place like this, with friends like this, and a righteous bunch of side men of my own?”


              He followed her jerking thumb. It took in the regulars of John’s Bar.


              The bemused girl with the black beret.


              The forlorn guy with the black wool macintosh coat, pea soup fog still clinging.


              Another guy with pony-tail hair, gawky look, and ageless eyes.


              A special girl with short hair, fast mouth, nervous twitch, and hopeful look behind horn-rim glasses. Always talking. Then there were the lovers.


              The girl regular, perched with her feet rocking on the low wooden rung of her boyfriend’s chair as she leaned into his side, entreating, seeking, hoping that after the sex she would awake to find someone warm and caring still beside her. Dressed in jeans, sweatshirt, ponytail and old hope, she leaned closer to him, her face earnest. Below the countertop she gripped and rubbed his leg, demanding, anxious that he might leave her behind. She sought the touch, the contact. The need. The boyfriend sat still, pretending macho indifference, staring straight ahead out the front door while she hungered beside him. The boyfriend. Afraid of the pursuit but needing the caring, the loving, the devoted heart. Not sure. Tempted. But shallow in his expectations. She deserved better. But she would settle for him—as long as he stayed beside her when the sunrise pulled them from dreamland into the harsh light of her assembly-line job at the fruit-packing warehouse, and he to his job as a greenchain-puller at the log mill. Even though he might end up with a bowie knife through his kidneys after one too many drunken arguments outside some bar. Was settling for a half-full glass the meaning of mortal existence?


              “What do you mean—a half-full glass?”


              He started, coming back to Jayne, now inspecting him quite seriously with wide-awake tiger eyes.


              “What?”


              “You mumbled something about life being just a half-full glass?”


              Sitting back in the comfortable chair, enjoying the warmth of the bar and its exotic smells, he considered how to convince, and yet not draw attention. “I could get that demo tape you’ve got stashed in the glove compartment of your Chevy before a producer in Nashville.”


              Jayne looked suddenly frightened. “Bastard! How’d you know—”


              “Hold on!”


              John’s barrel-chested body stiffened but didn’t turn. Only one of his hands disappeared from view. Partly hidden by his bulk, the drummer, the pianist, and the guitarist all sat up, looking their way sharply. He showed empty hands to Lady Jayne.


              “Sorry. Didn’t mean to shake you up.”


              Her gaze now burned piteously. “Who gave you the right to follow me home, watch me, search my car, and bug me at my own bar?”


              “No one.” She made to rise. “Wait. I’m for real. Let me show you my trumpet. Please?”


              Anger made her beautiful. Curiosity made her tender.


              Quirking her mouth, she whiskey-growled. “This had better be good.”


              “It will be.” Bending down, he grabbed the trumpet case, lifted it up, shoved the candle-lamp to one side, and laid the case down facing Jayne. Reaching over the form-moulded polystyrene, he flipped the hinges and lifted the lid. Jayne gasped. From the bar, the drummer’s sunken eyes glittered with reflections from what lay within his instrument case. The drummer whispered. Swarthy-faced John finally turned, looked at him with dark Latin suspicion, then leaned back with wipe towel in hand, watching. Jayne looked up, eyes little-girl tender.


              “Where… can I hold it?”


              “No.” He reached around, touching it softly, his body jerking suddenly to the spirit within the metal. “Only I can touch it. But I’ll be happy to show it to you. Here. Look.”


              Lifting it up carefully, he palmed the mouthpiece and wipe rag, then held it suspended before Lady Jayne, right hand gripping the bell mouth, left hand the mouthpiece tube. In between shimmered a creation of iridescence, ecstasy, and yearning. It shone with its own brilliant honey-yellow glow, surpassing the bar’s overhead spots. Jayne inspected it critically, then looked up, puzzled.


              “What’s it made of? Not brass, for sure.”


              “Electrum.”


              Her face squinched tight. “What’s that?”


              “An ancient mix of gold, silver—and a touch of copper.”


              “That’s solid gold?”


              “Mostly.”


              She whistled, shaking her head. “Carol sure had you pegged right—you are rich. And weird. Hey—that’s got four piston tubes. Every trumpet I know—”


              “Has three. And is longer in the main tube. I know. This one’s special. Has a four octave range.”


              “Bullshit.” Lady Jayne’s business look was back.


              Wiping it slowly to remove the minute trace of rain mist from it, he thrilled to its touch, feeling it echo within to his own hunger, his own yearning, his own need to—


              “Play it?” Jayne said suddenly. “Play it. It’s near closing—John won’t mind.”


              “No.” Trembling, he laid it in his lap, trying to hide its luminescent quicksilver sheen from the gradually diminishing bar crowd that was starting to wonder when the jazz band would begin their next and final set. “Jayne—go on and do your last set. The guys are waiting. Finish your gig. Then come back to my table. We need to talk.”


              Jayne sighed, then stood up. “You may need to talk. Me—I work for my keep.” Bending down she flashed him again, smiled, grabbed the hundred, and stood swiftly upright. She headed away, hips rocking seductively under her slacks. He called after her.


              “We need to talk about Martha.”


              She froze. Stock still. Against the quieting of the stereo tape as her band tumbled up on stage, looking back at her with expectation, Jayne turned and faced him. Angry. Furious, actually.


              “Who the fuck are you?”


              He licked suddenly dry lips. “A friend.” In his lap, Trumpet jumped, shuddered and quaked with its need. “Truly. I have a message from her.”


              Pasty whiteness filled Jayne’s finely molded cheeks. She shivered. Then she turned and strode purposefully onto the stage, snapping her fingers, tapping her feet, synching into the flow of her band. A band of inspired improvisationists who deftly mixed the old “Jungle Style” with the newer “City Blues” of hard syncopated rhythms. Their change progressions, chase passages, and flattened blue notes were impeccable, and artistic, while the guitarist’s shake vibrato reminded him of old times in Storyville.


              The combo was simply excellent. Better than Bix Beiderbecke and the Wolverines, not quite as classical as King Oliver’s Creole Jazz Band, they held their own distinctively. A band almost good enough, really, for the Christos Brigade.


              Except all the spots were filled—save for the jazz singer.


              Jayne lifted her fierce eyes into the spots, dulling them, clenching her fists as she glanced his way, then swirling round to link up with the percussion downbeat of her drummer.


              “In the summertimmmme of my soullll—”


              On his lap, Trumpet tried to sound.


              It couldn’t.


              Holding it firmly, he watched the pianist with quicksilver fingers, hangdog look, music in his bones, and a soft heart. He could understand why she loved him. But some things came before lovers. Music for one. Duty for another.


              She raged.


              She swept her arms out, bending at the knees, seeming to move like Mariah the wind. Or, perhaps, Billie in her effervescent glory. He remembered Billie. And the Billie before her in the little bistro on the northern outskirts of Vienna before the Battle of Austerlitz filled the town with wounded, dead, and dying. There seemed to be many Billies. But in truth, they were few. How many can sing with passion enough to raise the dead?


              All too soon the set ended. Trumpet stilled atop his legs.


              Long after all the wine glasses had been washed, hung from the ceiling rack, and the cash till counted by John, who glanced his way emphatically, the silent moan of the aquarium fish still echoed to the voice of the jazz singer. Her voice still penetrated the dark gloom, raising chill bumps on his neck. As she reached for her long overcoat, getting ready to leave now that the band had finished break-down, he called out.


              “Lady Jayne—I really do have a message from Martha.”


              She froze, not looking his way. Almost, almost, he heard her whiskey sigh from across the nearly quiet bar, all the regulars now gone except for Blondie, Talker, Ponytail, Black Beret, Macintosh, and the Two Lovers. John made to say something, but her piano player Quicksilver was faster. Scowling, he stomped over.


              “Hey! Leave Jayne alone! You got your hundred bucks worth and she doesn’t need—”


              “Any grief from me?” he said, sitting patiently.


              Quicksilver frowned, irritated when he didn’t fit the usual barfly pattern. He seemed stumped. Then he spied the sheen of Trumpet in his lap. A calculating look filled his eyes.


              “Jayne says you run a band. And wanted to hire her. You a trumpet player?”


              “Sometimes.”


              Quicksilver grinned. “Right up there with King Oliver, Dizzy Gillespie, Miles Davis, and Louis Armstrong?”


              “I’ve shared a few riffs with them.”


              “Bullshit!” Anger flared. “They’ve been dead at least thirty years. You may be rich but Jayne doesn’t like bullshitters.” He paused, obsidian black eyes studying him. “Prove you’re really a jazzman. Play that trumpet. Now!”


              “I’d rather not.”


              The drummer lumbered up behind Quicksilver, laying one hand on his friend’s shoulder. “What you got here? A faker?”


              Quicksilver turned away, looking disgusted. “Yep. Come on. John can get rid of him. And Jayne doesn’t like fights.”


              He stood up, holding Trumpet carefully, mouthpiece still not inserted. He caught Jayne’s concerned look at him as her side men headed back to where she and Tie-Dye the guitarist stood, up by the front door.


              “Jayne?” he called softly. “Martha says not to worry—the suffering was worth the reward.”


              Quicksilver swung round fast, his fist curled up, pure anger flaring. “Bastard. Leave her mother out of this! I’ll—”


              “Jayne—put your hands over your ears. Now!” he yelled.


              Jayne did, looking at him queerly.


              John looked up, alert, worried. The regulars began turning his way, seeking him out in the gloomy darkness. Tie-Dye raised his guitar warningly. Quicksilver and Drummer moved forward, fight-ready.


              He fitted the mouthpiece, licked his lips, puckered, and put the trumpet to his mouth.


              It was the smallest, smallest gust of air he could manage.


              More than enough.


              Trumpet ninneyed like a horse, freed at last.


              The A note blew out the front windows.


              Ceiling tiles fell.


              Lightbulbs popped from overpressure waves.


              Across the street, plate glass windows fronting a corner bakery shop shattered, the shards spearing into the bakery’s back concrete wall like spikes into a railroad tie. Milliseconds later the shards from John’s Bar joined them.


              At the bar, John and the regulars grimaced with pain, clasped their ears, then collapsed, slow-motion like, to the floor or against the bar bannister. Eyes rolled up in each one’s head. Out cold. Between him and Jayne, Drummer and Quicksilver staggered, eyes bulged, mouths opened and tongues lolled, then they too collapsed, the soft carpeting dulling the sound of their fall. Against the stage, Jayne staggered as she grabbed the falling body of Tie-Dye. She screamed at him.


              “Murderer!”


              “No!”


              Running, he leaped tables and chairs, Trumpet held far away from his body, other hand outstretched, reassuring her.


              “They’re alive! Just stunned. I… I tried not to play.”


              Slowly, as she lowered Tie-Dye’s jello-soft form to the stage floor, head lolling among the amp cords, transformer boxes, and cordless mike pickup boosters that had also been knocked over by the A note, she raised her face.


              Tears dripped down auburn cheeks. Body shaking, she shook her head, confused, hurting, feeling what she felt when she sang.


              “Why? Why hurt them?”


              “They’re just stunned. They’re okay. Understand?” He squatted down opposite her, Trumpet resting on his knees once more, marveling at the way she filled her show costume of beige slacks, gold lame blouse, bangle earrings, and single string pearl necklace that set off the hummingbird flutter of the pulse in her throat. She was a real woman. Alive. Hard. Physical. Solid. Not a memory. He sighed, eyes closing. He forced them open, meeting her gaze.


              “Lady Jayne, I was telling the truth about Martha. She’s happy now.”


              More tears rolled down her cheeks. “Who are you? And why—why the fuck did she have to suffer six months from that damned cancer that ate her guts out!”


              He flinched away from her burning tiger eyes, shaking his head and staring out into the midnight gloom of gray fog, wet rain mist, and the quiet tinkle of loosened glass shards tumbling down onto rain-sodden concrete sidewalks. Not a soul stirred in their part of Ashland—except for themselves. All were home. With someone. Or dreaming of someone.


              “I don’t know, Jayne. Truly, I don’t know.”


              Her hand grabbed his shoulder harshly. “Look at me!” He looked, seeing fury, understanding it, remembering it from times past. “Who are you?”


              “A trumpet player.”


              She tightened her grip, consumed with her need. “No good! Not nearly good enough. Who?”


              “Sometimes, I’m called The Herald.”


              She shrank back against the bar’s inside wall, watching him like a ferret watches its titmice prey. “Herald… of what?”


              “Judgment Day.”


              She blinked. “The Judgment Day?”


              He nodded. “Yep.”


              “For whom?”


              “For all humankind, of course.” Inside, he remembered the feelings, the despair, the anger, the outrage. Time after time. He couldn’t blame them. He’d felt it himself. He’d also felt far, far more than simple outrage at the injustice of Creation. And for its opposite coin. But for that other wondrous feeling, there were, truly, no words. Her booted toe prodded him.


              “What’s your name?”


              He smiled across at her, seeing the young vulnerable woman who at 14 had left home for the road with only a five-string banjo, a map of Tennessee, and a picture postcard of the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville, determined to learn rhythm and blues and jazz, mix them uniquely, and blow her audience into the back bleachers. He wondered at her determination. He caressed her pureness of purpose. And he yearned.


              “They call me Gabriel.”


              She gulped. “What’s the name of your band?”


              “The Christos Brigade.”


              Bravery controlled her voice. “So what do you need a jazz singer for?”


              He sighed. Now, she would understand. And, he hoped, join him.


              “To lead the greatest Lenten Wake street band that ever strolled the cobblestones of La Nouvelle Orléans.” The historic name made her sit up a bit straighter. “You’ve been there, Jayne. Remember the minstrels, singers, and impromptu bands that lead all the old funerals in the city? We need something like that for Judgment Day.”


              Her chin firmed up. “Whose Judgment Day—some weird sect or—”


              “Nope!” He shook his head firmly, looking down, toying with the cold electrum of Trumpet, then looking up, his pain clear for her to see. “No. Everyone’s invited. The Hindus. The Chinese. The Muhammadans. The Africans. They’re all joining up. We’re all set. My band’s ready—I just need a jazz singer with a voice fit to wake the dead. Literally. Understand now?”


              Wonderment stole through her drying eyes. “Truly? Meee?”


              “You. In all the years, in all the world that lives now, you are the best.”


              A shadow crossed her face as she rubbed tear tracks away. “What about them?” she asked, nodding past his shoulder to the slumped bodies around the double horseshoe of the bar well. Turning, he saw she meant the Two Lovers. They were slumped, arms around each other, the girlfriend’s long black hair mostly covering their faces. But not their memories. Or their hopes. He turned back to Jayne. She searched his face, her purpose unsparing. He answered honestly.


              “Maybe they’ll be together later on. Like Martha and your dad.”


              Her face fell, eyes turning inward to the memories, then seeking, slowly, outward to him. “Why did she suffer?”


              “I don’t know. I’m not the quarterback—I’m just a wide receiver for The Boss.”


              Dogged anger filled her again as she pointed at the Two Lovers, finger shaking. “What about them? What about the millions upon millions of hopeful ones like them? What about me and Joey? Don’t we deserve a chance?”


              It seemed fitting that Quicksilver’s name was Joey. He lifted Trumpet, resting his chin on its cold, cold metal bell, not caring whether its mirror-sheen reflected the past, present, or the future. He tried again.


              “You do. All of you deserve a chance. But it’s Time.”


              “But the millennium won’t be here for a few more—”


              “Years?” he interrupted, finger tracing the ivory tops of the piston keys of Trumpet. “I know. Doesn’t matter. Who do you think keeps track of time? Who controls even the hydrogen atomic clock at the Naval Observatory outside Annapolis? The Boss.”


              She frowned. “So Judgment Day is this immediate, exact, and only second?”


              She was so very, very smart. “Not really. A few centuries plus or minus will do. But it is set. Like I said, I’m just a wide receiver. And with all Eternity to play in, we don’t punch time clocks where we’re going.”


              Honest guile showed in her triumphant look. “There! I can refuse, the world won’t end, Rainie and Mike and Joey and I—we can have a chance. Right?”


              “Right.” So the Two Lovers were named Rainie and Mike? How quaint. And how touching. Inside him, something ancient ached and yearned. “You have free will. You always did, always will, Lady Jayne. It’s your choice.”


              Jayne shivered as the silvery-gray night fog seeped into John’s Bar. She reached out, grabbed her long overcoat, and pulled it around her shoulders, huddling inside it, face downcast. Finally, she looked up, focusing on him. And on Trumpet.


              “You really are a jazzman. Aren’t you? And your heart aches to play that thing. Doesn’t it?”


              He felt dizzy. On his knees, Trumpet’s siren call echoed through his substance, reverberating down to the angstrom level. Singing. Singing its song of love, its ode to joy, its messianic call to lead one, last, wonderful street band down the cobblestones of eternity. He slumped down, wondering at the novel feel of carpet atop concrete slab exposed to a wintry blast down off of Mt. Ashland. Her hand, her warm, solid, alive hand touched his. The one holding Trumpet. Her hand turned rigid, locked in place. She gasped. He looked up.


              “Yes to both questions, Jayne. I’ve played jazz and the blues for over two hundred years. Searching. For the right jazz singer. You aren’t the first I’ve found.”


              Eyes staring at her rigid hand, as if the outstretched member had suddenly become an alien snake with a life all its own, Jayne whispered. “I can’t let go. It won’t let me.”


              “Trumpet is hungry. I’m hungry. We need to bugle boogie the night away. Can you understand?”


              Her auburn cheeks paled. Her eyes shifted to his. Her voice trembled. “Will you force me?”


              “Never.”


              “Can you never really play—unless it’s Judgment Day?”


              “Yes.” The memories, the people, the good times—they stole over him, warming him, easing the electric hold of Trumpet. She jerked back, one hand grasping the other, rubbing life into stunned flesh. “I’ve used other people’s instruments. But you know what that’s like, don’t you?”


              “Yeah,” she croaked. “Like using someone else’s voice to sing my own songs that I wrote.”


              “Exactly.”


              Silence. Long silence. He listened as the air molecules of the gray, ground-heavy fog scraped along the nape of the burgundy red carpet, depositing minute water droplets about the seeds of minuscule dust motes. Just as, in far distant space, the body of a star began in the cold whispering nursery of a gas cloud light-years across. All it took was time. Her hand grasped his chin, pulling his face up, forcing him to meet her eyes. Again, he flinched at the nova-hot purity of her purpose.


              “Play me a riff. A short riff. A three, maybe four-note riff. Let me… improvise. It won’t hurt, will it?”


              He laughed. “The bricks in the building opposite will fissure-crack. The pavement will buckle. The church steeple four miles downwind will topple. But no one will be hurt. Of course—the whole town will hear us.”


              Jayne grinned, wide lips quirking with her special humor.


              “Let them! Let this whole damned town hear us! And know that a true Trumpet Player finally played a gig in Ashland!”


              She took his hand.


              Leading him, not fearing his touch, not fearing even the cold star-heart metal of Trumpet, she led him out onto the sidewalk, fog-dew glimmering on its gray whiteness. Looking up, they saw the white pearl-scatter of the Milky Way, its lambent gas clouds, its dark matter, its searing soaring hopes circling about millions of tiny suns. They saw so many things. She turned to him, tiger eyes questioning.


              “Where do I stand?”


              “Beside me, and just to the rear. That way, you won’t have to cover your ears. Much.”


              She joined his laugh with a full belly guffaw.


              Then she sounded a pure, corn-lik’er whiskey C note. It drifted over the rooftops, up the heavily treed hillside behind town, and south, over the Siskiyous, and down into Northern California. Maybe as far as Yreka. He didn’t care. Her voice… it was her voice that awakened him. That warmed him. That touched him in a way no woman had touched him in far, far too much time.


              Lifting Trumpet, feeling its quiver in his hands, he held it away from his lips, tapping the piston-keys lightly, making sure to miss the fourth and last piston-key. That one could be played just once. Forever. And only when the entire Christos Brigade band was assembled, with its overseas guest players. That rule had come down straight from The Boss. He never even thought of doing otherwise.


              The metal felt cold on his lips. The mouthpiece fairly jumped from the contact. The bell of the horn vibrated visibly—Trumpet knew what was coming. It loved the music as much as he. Which was why it hurt, too. Just like an alive thing. It hurt when it could not be played. But it understood, somewhere deep down inside its molecular heart, it understood. All Creation understood in one way or another. Pursing his lips, choosing the next smallest gust of air, he blew.


              She sang.


              Four notes in all.


              An A. Two Cs. And a deep D note. Allegro in between.


              Pleasure filled him. Indescribably.


              Her wondering gasp as the last of their melody faded away reminded him of the mortal world. And the effect of their combined music.


              In front of them, the black pavement buckled, humping up like the spine ridge of a monitor lizard.


              Across the street, the old, Gold Rush-era red bricks of the corner bakery spider-webbed, fissured, then the entire frontage tumbled down in a pile of broken bricks, red dust, and the wail of torn wood beams. Fortunately, no one was inside.


              Beyond the bakery, roofing tiles flew off store-tops at a speed just under Mach One.


              And up on a hillside slope, a copse of oaks that had looked down for ages at the nearby Elizabethan theater, collapsed like a venetian blind. In a fan-like windrow. Their leaf-bare crowns pointed away from his four-note rif.


              Rumbling sounds beat back to them. The church steeple had gone down four miles away. The screech of rubber tires on wet pavement sounded harshly from the nearby town of Jacksonville, 10 miles to the west. At least the intervening hills buffered the nearby town.


              On the lower Siskiyou foothills just above town, and to the south where the rich Californians had bought houses, every third home’s plate glass windows cracked and fissured. None blew in. They’d only taken a side-blast. Just like the cars on the rainslick interstate miles to the north—where the sudden gale had blown headlights and car horns now yowled. But no one was hurt. He wanted no one injured by his joy.


              That would take away from its purity. And betray his trust. And his mission. Turning, he lowered Trumpet, reached out to touch Jayne’s shoulder, and pulled her away from staring at the visible signs of their music-making. She turned, eyes filled with wonder, shining with admiration, joying like a little girl might enjoy her first game of jacks, rubber ball, and pick-up-sticks. His look sobered her.


              “What’s the matter, Gabriel?”


              “The city police and the county sheriff’s patrol cars will be here shortly. Finding an epicenter is easy when you can backsight along a line of fallen trees.”


              “Oh.” She looked past him at the still stunned shapes of Drummer, Tie-Dye and her Joey, all still inside John’s Bar. “What now?”


              “Will you change your mind? Will you join my band?”


              Her tongue flickered over full lips, tasting salt left by her tears, experiencing physical sensations most sublime. She saw his pain. “You told me the truth earlier—you really couldn’t get turned on by a flash of tits. Could you?”


              “If I thought about it—deeply—I could. I don’t.”


              “Why not?”


              “I have my music.”


              She stared at Trumpet, fascinated by more than its silvery-yellow color. She must have seen his hands trembling. “But you are fated to never play it—really play it—until Judgment Day. Aren’t you?”


              “Yes.”


              “That’s cruel.” Her tiger eyes held him, allowing no turn away. In her gaze, his heart burned.


              “To some, it is. Martha’s fate was cruel. She’s happy, now.”


              She shook her head, angry, confused. “Why? Why, Gabriel? I thought there was no more suffering in Heaven!”


              “Martha didn’t say that—she only said the reward was worth the pain.”


              Understanding, full, complete understanding, finally shook her. Her fingers unclenched. Her hands dropped to her side. Inside her long overcoat, she looked like a little girl lost.


              “Sooo. Refuse you, and give a chance at love to Mike and Rainie. And Joey and I. Agree, give you your heart’s desire, your one chance to really be your music, and the world ends. With all the loves yet to be, ended. Right?”


              He nodded, unable to say a word, but unable to look away from her stabbing, pure gaze. Tears filled her eyes once more, forming a sheen of sad loving atop the fire ember glow.


              “Ohhhh, what a price is happiness.” She turned away, finally, gaze turning to the sound of oncoming fire engine wails. She spoke over her shoulder. “Will the world ever know me for the jazz singer I am?”


              “Maybe.” Around them, the gray fog began lifting as the false dawn from the east pinkened the cloud-covered sky high above. “Maybe not. All is not fixed. That much I know. The end is coming—but no one ever knows when the thief enters their home. Only afterwards. So it is now.”


              “I yearn for what you have—the certainty. The knowledge of my mom and dad.”


              He shivered in the cold night air, body reminding him that this gig was almost over. Reaching backward, he flexed fingers, grabbed the floating instrument case, and cozened Trumpet home into its blue velvet lining, slowly snapping the latches shut. He finally answered her. “Lady Jayne, what I have you can’t know. What you have, I can only wish for. Forever.”


              She bit her lip, nodding abruptly. “Always hope. Always wishing. Hard life, ain’t it?”


              “Yes.”


              She turned, facing him directly, eyes burning bright through the tears. “I’ve made my decision.”


              “And?”


              “I can accept being an unknown, a has-been—as long as there’s hope for me and Joey. And for Mike and Rainie. I’m sorry, Gabriel. I loved your playing.”


              “They all do.” He turned away, hugging boxed-up Trumpet to his chest, their mutual aches resonating and resounding beautifully. “Be happy. Be loved. Goodbye.”


              Stepping up, he climbed the air molecules into the sky, enjoying the feel of weightlessness after so much bodily dross. And yet—for a brief moment, he’d felt something with her. Felt it. And lost it.


              Below him, just before the fire engines and patrol cars pulled round the corner to John’s Bar, she called up to him. Voice carrying. Ohhh, how it carried. Like being in a lounge chair next to him, mere inches away.


              “Goodbyyyye, Gabriel. I could have loved you, too. See ya.”


              Love?


              How cruel. And yet, how exquisitely mortal.


              He cried.


              For the first time in a long, long eternity, he cried. And he rejoiced.


              All over the city, they poured out more souls onto the cold, dank, early morning sidewalks.


              And all of them were filled with hope.


  

  THE TOTEM


  

              In the still quiet of early morning, something woke me.


              Mary now stood watch over our high desert campsite. Inside the dome-tent, I heard nothing. Not even coyote howls. Nor the sighing rustle of the wind, which tends to die down just before the false sunrise. What had awakened me? Saying goodbye to the warmth of my bedroll, I pulled on my jacket, put boots on and laced them, rubbed at my beard stubble, then stumbled out of the tent, searching the darkness.


              Where was Mary? She had relieved me on the midnight watch with a kiss, a comforting hug and a push to the tent. Kate, our Mormon prophetess hitchhiker, had earlier bedded down inside the golden barge of our two-door sedan, comforted by a couple of quilts. The darkness near the car was empty, as was the rest of the dry arroyo we’d pulled into. Where was she? I sniffed the cold night air, searching for her scent.


              Somewhere nearby stood Mary, guarding our sleep as we sought refuge in the desolate New Mexico countryside of sagebrush and cinder cones. Still early in our trip to rescue my three children from social chaos in Virginia, we had camped in this place of dry arroyos and slumbering volcanos, not far from where the extinct Bison antiqus had been hunted by Folsom man. We had thought ourselves safe from the National Guard, other travelers, the Time of Changes. Safe from the earth magic raised by Mary’s charmbag, wards and wand. Safe from fearful people who did not understand why satellites fell from the sky and electronics had failed as the Solar System entered a different kind of galactic space. Safe even as Gaea turned over in her sleep, mumbled to herself, and the rule of science gave way to rule by the spirits of land, water, mountains and sky. We were fools to believe in safety.


              It was still black as soot outside. No street lights. No Northern Lights—not this far south, at least not yet. The moon had set earlier. The fire was long dead. Shivering, my breath puffing whitely, I looked around again.


              And froze.


              Eyes.


              Thousands of eyes surrounded me. Surrounded the tiny camp of the tent and the car. In pairs they ringed the upper edges of the arroyo, nearly motionless, looking down at us. At me. At Kate in the car. At Mary, wherever she was. But where was that?


              Bending down, I felt for a pebble, found one and tossed it back at the car’s windshield. It took three before the window rolled down.


              “Whassa’matter?” Kate growled.


               “Shhhh,” I whispered. “Look around us.”


              Silence. There came the faint hiss of indrawn breath, the muffled sounds of movement inside. Then the car door opened with a slow clank. Kate moved up beside me, quiet in her walk. “Where’s Mary?”


              I spoke softly, hesitantly, not sure if loud noises would make them stampede, attack, retreat, whatever. “Don’t know. Should be at the far end of the camp. Where I sat on the flat rock.”


              Beside me, something glowed in the night’s satiny blackness. “She’s that way.” Kate’s own charmbag glowed pearl-white in her palm, brightening as she fixed on Mary’s location. “Coming, Thomas?”


              “Of course.” I followed long-haired Kate into the moonless dark, trying not to trip over my own feet, one hand resting on her jacketed shoulder.


              She chuckled softly. “You know, for an archaeologist, you sure don’t have much night vision.”


              “Funny, funny.” The cold of the high desert night made her teasing unwelcome. And I was worried by Mary’s absence. “Slow down,” I said as I stumbled again.


              Kate’s shoulder tensed under my hand. “Shut up. Please. I’d rather not irritate them.”


              Them? What were they? The eyes seemed to follow us wherever we went. They made the night unlike any I’d ever experienced.


              Nights in the high desert of the Southwest have a distinctive character all to themselves. There is a dryness not found in the South or the East. There is a dustiness, of course. A dry earth smell that mixes with the sage aroma of sagebrush, leavened by the occasional tincture scent of cacti, so effervescent it can hardly be smelled. Unless you spend enough time in arid lands, where the odor of water is that most distinctive of elixirs. An elixir whose honeyed scent draws all life to it. To the tinaja waterholes in sandstone rock formations. To the hidden seeps below cliffs where water hits an impermeable layer, travels horizontally for miles, and reappears in a place where the march of time has cleaved open the multi-banded pillars of frozen stone. The night carries many messages. The pounce of predatory hunger. The sudden squeaking of rodents on their way to digestion. The sinuous slither of snakes towards the infrared warmth of prey, or to the enclosing insulation of their burrows when winter draws nigh. The sharp snap and crackle of leafy branches against each other as a wind gust dips out of the starry night sky. And distantly, one can even hear the thundering roar of small pebbles rolling down arroyo slopes, trailing sand behind, as temperature fluctuations cause minor frost-heaving and bulging, disturbing the neatness of a place between heaven and earth where most things are basic. Like survival, hunger, and thirst.


              Ahead of us, a nimbus of white light glowed. No, it flared. Flared like a highway torch might burn. Except this one was white, not red or yellow.


              In the white light of the Healing Wand, Mary stood before something incredible. She stood, pillar-like, before the largest, most massive bison I had ever seen. With both arms outstretched before her and her back to us, she gripped the Anasazi shaman’s wand and just stood there. The bison looked only at her, its shaggy shoulders towering over Mary’s blond head. Its obsidian black eyes seemed fixed on the pearly-white glow of the wand held by my wife.


              Stopping only a few feet behind her, with Kate at my side, I whispered. “Mary?”


              The quartz crystal tip of the wand, barely visible inside the milky-white glow, wavered slightly. Mary’s head jerked. “Be still!”


              Monster bison flickered a glance at me. Around us, on the arroyo rims, thousands of other eye-pairs seemed to drill into us. Kate’s dry, cold hand sought out mine. In the corner of my eye I noticed her charmbag glowing brightly as it hung from her neck, resting atop her jacket. Monster swung its head toward me, nose sniffing, tiny ears twitching within its dark black mane.


              “Thomas, step forward,” Mary said softly. “But slowly.”


              Letting go Kate’s hand, I did as directed. “What, who… who is this?”


              My wife’s arms seemed to shake from the strain of holding the Healing Wand upright, mesmerically emphatic, seeming to hold at bay the hordes around us, and yet also attract them. “This is Black Mane,” she said, her voice sighing through the night, like a dove rising to the sunlight. “He asks why we are here. I have explained about the children. Stand still so he may smell you.”


              Stand still I would most definitely do. No questions asked. No sireee! I felt mild hysteria coming on. Wondered why. Wondered why not. Then I wondered nothing as the massive black shape of Monster, or Black Mane as he called himself, glided up to me.


              I have stood before elephants. They are larger than bisons. But none had the predatory presence of Black Mane. None seemed as intelligent. And none were so… visceral an experience.


              Black Mane sniffed me. Dark pig-eyes squinted at me in the pale white glow of the Healing Wand and the supplemental light of both women’s charmbags, as a faint glimmer of pale blue touched the eastern foothills. Black Mane pawed the ground with one elephant hoof, snorted, then butted my right arm.


              “Touch him, Thomas,” Mary said urgently. “On the forehead.”


              “Touch?” How do you touch a behemoth that towers over you? A behemoth who could, in a second, trample you into a pile of bloody screaming bones? A behemoth whose hoofbeats must make thunder pale by comparison?


              Cautiously, I assumed.


              Black Mane’s forehead felt… different. Like fur. Like curled bristles. Like a sponge, as if it was not quite there. I refrained from scratching behind an ear. This was not some cat. This was a thinking, perceiving, evaluating entity. Not an animal. Whatever it was, this was no animal.


              “He has found you,” Kate said, her voice sounding awed.


              “And you, He,” Mary said tiredly, lowering her glowing wand to waist-level as the strain of calling on her Gaean powers drained her energies.


              “Found me?”


              “Shush,” Kate whispered. “Look up. Look out at his herd.”


              Around me, on the high rim of the arroyo, shapes took form in the pale half-light of early morning sunrise, that light which reflects off distant mountain peaks, which seeps high above, past the eastern horizon. The light which heralds the coming of the sun.


              In that light, my hand still resting on Black Mane’s forehead, I saw about me the shapes of the night.


              Thousands of buffalo stood about us, their massively muscled heads looking down on us, the patchiness of trailing hair scattered here and there on undersized flanks—by comparison to Black Mane—with a small patch on most tails. They are animals that seem all front-end, at first. Animals whose massive shoulder and neck muscles allow them to thunder-gallop along for mile after mile of endless prairie and meadow, roaming their homeland. Only there were no buffalo farms in New Mexico. The nearest was in Colorado near Denver, others up in Montana and South Dakota, none down here. Only their bones had been found.


              Found in Pleistocene kill sites where my Amerindian ancestors had driven them over bluffs to a painful death on rocks and hard earth far below. They were also found in mounds left behind by the buffalo hunters of the old West of the 1870s, who sought mainly the hides, leaving behind much meat, and who decimated entire herds with rifled, .500 caliber big bore thunder-guns. Guns that elsewhere became known as elephant guns. Firing shells almost as long as my hand, my western ancestors had—in twenty years—nearly extinguished the critical food chain of the prairie, a food source upon which many Amerindians had long depended. A food source that gave life in return for special ceremonies, ceremonies which propitiated the life-spirit of that which must be taken for food. For one’s children. For one’s home. For warmth. It seemed as if all those long-dead bison now stood about us.


              They were, I saw, not all alike.


              There were Plains bison, six feet high, nine feet long and over a ton heavy. They had been hunted nearly to extinction a hundred and thirty years ago. There were Woods bison. There were also the extinct bison antiqus, hulking one-third larger still than the modern Plains buffalo. And there were others, brown and black-maned, with broad, wide horns. Others who could not be. Others whose white calcined bones I’d seen during a dig in soil well below the Anasazi levels of the Dolores River valley archeological site I’d once visited. Those bones had dated to 14,000 years ago.


              Musk oxen.


              Resembling the most deadly of Cape water buffalo, the middle-sized shapes of musk oxen moved among their brethren, survivors of a time when moister woodlands must have stood above the banks of the arroyo and nearby foothills, a time when the arroyo had flowed with water, yielding bushy green vegetation suitable for these ancients.


              They surrounded us. A great herd of times before. Many times. Come back now, in the Time of Changes.


              As the night began to lighten before the pale blueness of sunrise, Black Mane snorted, a querulous sound.


              Mary licked her lips. “Do you accept him, Thomas?”


              Accept him? What did she mean? “Of course.” It was a safe answer.


              Mary sighed, her voice exhausted. “Then stand aside. He is joining us.”


              Joining us?


              Black Mane shouldered past me, a moving mountain of sweaty, sinew-bound hide that moved tons of flesh past me on minuet-stepping hooves. I turned to watch.


              Around us, the great herd shimmered in the rising sunlight, turning half transparent. Black Mane also shimmered. Through his form I saw sagebrush, the tent and an isolated boulder. And the sedan, just beyond. He headed for the gold-painted car.


              “What? What’s he doing?”


              “Just watch,” Mary said, moving up to lean against me, her body shuddering with exhaustion and her arms drooping. I gripped her waist and held her close, thankful for her love, her support in my quest to save my children, yet worried by the price she always paid whenever she summoned the spirits of Gaea.


              Kate moved to Mary’s other side, supporting her. “Will he shift?” she said wonderingly, her query directed to Mary.


              My wife nodded slowly. “Yes. Now behold wonder.”


              Black Mane sauntered forward, drawing near to the sedan. I thought he would stop and sniff at it. He didn’t.


              Instead, he passed into the car, his massive towering shape overlapping it, like two photographic negatives placed one atop the other. He turned round and faced me, his massive upcurved horns covering three feet from tip to tip, his body centered in the engine well of the sedan. Then he slumped down on folded-under feet, coming to rest within the car. Became part of the car. But more than the car.


              “Look,” Kate said, nodding at the arroyo rim above us.


              The herd of thousands fluttered, losing form, and seemed to disappear in place. Much like the Anasazi shaman had vanished, after he’d given Mary the Healing Wand
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