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Praise for
Idlewild

“A genuine page-turner. Absolutely fun, like a roller-coaster ride of fusion fiction: starts out like Amber meets The Matrix, and as it goes on, it turns into several something elses.”

—Neil Gaiman

“Sagan has a ferocious imagination, and he knows his field; I caught echoes of Gibson, Egan, Stephenson … and he can tell a great human story: The sentence he gave to Voyager 1 isn’t the last of his words to touch human hearts.”

—Stephen Baxter

“Sagan provides plenty of suspense and perfectly captures the angry adolescent solipsism that makes kids into hackers and superheroes.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“The author’s compelling tendency to interweave mythology with his story sets him apart from less gifted writers in this literary niche.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“Riveting. … Nick Sagan both embraces and contests his famous father’s vision of the universe.”

—Popular Science

“Reading Idlewild is an intriguing, sometimes baffling experience, but somehow never confusing or frustrating. A stunning twist of plot brings all the threads together. … Idlewild is a real page-turner: an engrossing, exciting debut, an excellent summer read.”

—NPR

“Idlewild builds, not just in tension but in what it demands from the reader, ending up as a dark exploration of hidden realities.”

—The Guardian (UK)

“A fun but frightening place, something like Disneyworld seen through a Hieronymus Bosch filter … wonderful.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“Aimed at the audiences of The Matrix and Minority Report and fans of Neil Gaiman, Orson Scott Card, and Mark Danielewski, Sagan’s novel … is a fine debut … and fans of those same authors will enjoy this.”

—Library Journal

“The tension is palpable from the first page. … Sagan captures perfectly the voice and actions of a rebellious, extremely intelligent teenager … mesmerizing.”

—Booklist

“Nick Sagan produces a dark and imaginative first novel. … Idlewild is a strong debut that should make readers eager for the next entry in what is expected to be a trilogy.”

—BookPage

“Idlewild is an entertaining and suspenseful science fiction novel. … Nick Sagan’s devious mind moves events in unexpected directions … an impressive debut.”

—Rambles

“This is an absolutely stunning novel and a great entry for Sagan onto the scene. The text is packed full of dark humor and wonderfully evoked settings. … Sagan’s characters are well defined; each has a unique personality that is striking and memorable, resonating in my mind long after the book was finished. … It is rare for an SF novel to pack so much into so little space. It’s what you’d get if you took all the best bits of Buffy and stirred in a healthy dose of philosophy and seasoned it with some grade-A postapocalyptic pepper.”

—SF Crowsnest

“Keep[s] you on the edge of your seat … a futuristic novel that is full of mystery, intrigue, and human spirit.”

—Movement Magazine

“Mankind has always strived for immortality, and Nick Sagan exploits this idea and entertainingly explores some possible philosophical, ideological, and religious consequences. Nature and science go head-to-head in Idlewild, with some surprising results.”

—Punch Magazine

“Bloody good. Fusing elements of cyberpunk with the high-tech crime novel, Idlewild is taut, edgy SF.”

—SFX Magazine

“The lure of this page-turning tale rests in Sagan’s condensed style and humorous dialogue. The language is smart and funny. He doesn’t tip his hand too soon, and so the reader is pulled along by the mystery of this virtual universe, and the dangers that arise from the ability to create any reality one wants. … Idlewild is a murder mystery and an unrequited love story set in a Matrix-like universe where everyone’s a suspect.”

—Rain Taxi

“I found Idlewild challenging, intriguing, and right on the pulse of today’s technophilic youth. … Sagan has penned a smart, hip, entertaining puzzle. You won’t want to put it down until it’s solved.”

—Dark Moon Rising

“[Nick Sagan] captures a disturbingly paranoid tone and delivers a mystery that gathers pace nicely as the pages turn and his alternate realities mess with your mind … a very promising literary debut that hints of wonders to come.”

—Starburst

“This is a gripping, fast-paced novel. The prose is incredibly lean and concise. No word dares to be there without reason to be, and resultingly, it is a crisp, fresh, exciting read.”

—Scifantastic

“An excellent novel that nicely brings together different genres and ideas into what is basically a well thought-out ‘whodunit.’ I really enjoyed this book and it has taken its rightful place next to Greg Egan and Richard Morgan on my SF bookshelves.”

—BookLore

“With clever, fast-moving writing, the energetic take-no-prisoners attitude of wild youth, and an intricate, involving plot, Idlewild serves up more than enough story to accommodate a three-book undertaking. But even on its own, it’s an unsettling, scary, and affecting look at what might be waiting in the future—and what most certainly lurks in the subconscious of the human collective. A convincing combination of dream and potential reality, Idlewild will twist and tease you until you give in.”

—Wigglefish

“Idlewild is Nick Sagan’s first novel, but he writes like an old hand. This is just a great story, [with] slick writing and believable characters. Oh, and the science is pretty good too. Tight and suspenseful, this is a glorious debut and leaves me eager for more.”

—Concatenation
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Edenborn


PROLOGUE

DAY 1

I’m not dead.

A dim realization but an important one, because I should have died. The shock of whatever just ripped through me was strong enough to do it—some kind of electrical overload lighting me up from head to toe like a fireworks display. But my brain kept repeating the mantra: “not dead, not dead, not dead,” and pretty soon I had to believe it. One eye popped open and then the other, and consciousness (if you can call it that) slowly returned.

Cold and dark. Orange. Harvest. A damp, musty smell; sound of crickets; the bite of a monster headache. Yes, I was trapped in a pumpkin patch, twisted and tensed, taking shallow breaths like a newborn kitten.

Clarity did not follow consciousness. My mind felt sluggish, and all attempts at coherent thought made my temples ache worse. Why? What had happened to me?

I remember the shock and …

… and nothing. Just the shock. Disturbing doesn’t even begin to cover it.

Sitting up seemed like a bad idea, so I tried to grab my hornet’s nest of a head. Simple. Left hand, up. Right hand, up. But nothing happened. My arms won’t move, I realized.

I tried to wiggle my legs, fingers, hips, toes, nose, ears and neck. They didn’t answer the bell. I’m paralyzed.

I could feel my pulse coming faster now and I wondered what would happen if my breathing stopped. No mystery there, eh? My brain would atrophy like a wilting flower and the consciousness I’d fought for would be hideous as I spiraled down the path of no return. Panic hit me hard. I started making desperate deals with phantom deities I invented on the spot. Please, I thought, don’t let me die. Whoever you are, if you can hear me, get me up on my feet. I’ll do anything. I’ll give you anything … well …

Well, what? What did I have to offer?

Nothing. I know nothing, and thus I have nothing. I don’t even know my own name. Puzzles have pieces, don’t they, so why can’t I remember?

A new theory came to me: brain damage.

Two words I didn’t want to consider, but they made frightening sense. The paralysis didn’t need to stem from a broken vertebra, after all—I could have simply forgotten how to move, the way I’d forgotten everything else.

Let’s not jump off that bridge just yet. If you forget something, surely you can remember it, given enough time. That’s me—looking on the bright side, like always.

I clung to hope and faulty logic and waited to remember. And waited. And waited some more. Words came to me in my senselessness, another mantra from the dim recesses of my jigsaw mind: “There is no pain. Keep control. No pain in the house, just keep control.” But I didn’t have control, damn it, it hurt like fire and I just stayed sprawled there, useless and pathetic, for who knows how long. I’m not a control freak, mind you—not per se—but deprive me of something basic and I begin to go stark raving mad. The possibility dawned on me as I lay there. Stark, yes. Mad, possibly. But raving? Was I raving?

Hysterical paralysis, they used to call it. Hysteria: a psychoneurotic condition characterized by violent emotional and sensory disturbances, by paroxysms in the motor functions, and by changes in consciousness that are symbolically or psychically determined. Hysterical, sure, but somehow I didn’t feel like laughing.

Could I be dreaming, I wondered? Half awake, eyes open, body still asleep, dreaming my paralysis—a hypnogogic state? I was, perhaps, a prisoner of my unconscious mind …

Friction of the forewings; the crickets kept pissing me off. There’s a formula for crickets, just like there’s a formula for everything. I don’t mean their genetic formula, but rather their thermometric formula. Crickets chirp less often as the temperature drops, so you can estimate heat by timing the chirps: (chirps per minute / 4) + 40 = # of degrees Fahrenheit. I counted a chirp per second, making it a slightly nippy fifty-five degrees.

I could remember that, but not my own identity? Or how to move?

A strange organ, the brain.

As the crickets mocked me with their love songs, I began to hear another sound—a distant whine—faint but getting clearer. And then, like a thunderbolt, the rules suddenly changed.

I heard a loud toc and my body could move again, just like flipping a switch—or having a base-two zero snap over to a one. I jumped to my feet. My body wasn’t stiff. There was no soreness. My nerve endings felt alive and open. Little flowers of pins and needles bloomed along my spine and down my arms and legs, but the pain was already beginning to fade.


CHAPTER 1

HALLOWEEN

“Dropping like flies,” drawls the first Gedaechtnis employee. He is a Southern Gentleman who has never quite been able to kill his West Memphis accent. He has defeated both the poverty of his youth and the inherent racism of twenty-first-century America, but the twang remains like a stubborn mule. As his red felt-tip pen highlights the latest casualty figures, the gentleman tries not to wonder about his own condition. He finds he can’t help himself and reluctantly places two fingers to the side of his neck to hunt for signs of swelling. There is no swelling, but this does not reassure him. His doctor has informed him that he will be dead within the year.

“What do you expect? A last-minute reprieve?” This is the second Gedaechtnis employee. Her English is harsh and clipped, much like her hairstyle. She had hoped for something like a pageboy cut but the stylist botched it and she is making do as best she can. She is part of the Munich contingent. Gedaechtnis corporate headquarters is in Munich and she is a very important cog in this machine.

The Southern Gentleman does not like her and would not be working with her if their task were less important. She reminds him of a poster child for Aryan eugenics, she with her blond hair and piercing blue eyes. Blue was once a heart-breaker, he thinks, but now her looks have faded.

“I expect the worst. I’m still hoping, though. Hoping for a miracle.”

“There are no miracles. Not for you, certainly not for me. Not for any of us.”

“No, not for any of us,” he repeats, thinking of his wife and daughter. “But what about all of us?”

Confusion set in. I imagined a thought bubble floating up from my head with a question mark on display. In actuality, a meter above my head, a rapidly blinking light hovered in place. It flipped back and forth between two colors—red-green-red-green-red-green, bright like a fantastically annoying firefly. Was it a firefly? I couldn’t see any wings. I took a step back. It floated forward.

I thought: I am on some terrible drug.

“Go away,” I said and my voice sounded strange to me. I cleared my throat and took another step. “Go away,” I repeated. The twinkling sprite didn’t respond, but it moved forward again, recovering the lost ground. I took my jacket off, rolled it up, and lashed out, but it passed through the light without affecting it at all. Red-green-red-green-red-green, over and over, an optical siren. And then another popped into existence next to it, this one yellow-blue-yellow-blue-yellow-blue.

I ran for it.

The lights matched my speed.

A hollow voice billowed up from all around me at once … what little I heard, I couldn’t understand. It kept fading in and out, loud-soft-loud-soft-loud-soft. It sounded like: “EX … EE … ERE SEE … UNCT … URGE … RE SKREEEEEE!”

Nonsense, I thought.

I don’t know how far I ran. Half a mile, maybe. I tried not to look back. When I did, the sprites were gone. I stood there, panting, trying to catch my breath.

“This stops right here,” I warned whoever was listening—Providence, the crickets, the phantom deities who had given me back the use of my limbs. No one answered. Worse, with the sprites gone, it was dark again. The bad, inky kind of dark—the dark that makes you think you’re about to be surrounded. The moon was all but eaten by gathering clouds. Storm on the way.

Cursing, I fished through my pockets. I came up with a stainless-steel lighter and a half-empty packet of clove cigarettes. The smokes seemed awful familiar, so I shook one out and tasted the end. Sweet. Spicy. A good thing. A piece of sanity. I lit up and took a few puffs, forcing myself to relax. I like cloves, my brain managed to assert. Okay, that’s something I know about myself, something real that can’t be taken away. A few more epiphanies like this and I might have something to go on.

When I felt calmer, I tried sifting through the rest of my thoughts, but no memories rose to the surface. So what did I know? I knew (1) I was young. Just shy of or just past eighteen years old. And (2) I was a student—or something like a student. I had to know things, important things, and I had to know them by rote. What was I doing here? So murky. So much lost to me.

I also knew (3) Lazarus was dead.

Lazarus? The name vexed me. Details were fuzzy, but no, I didn’t like him. In fact, I was pretty sure I hated his guts. So maybe his being dead wasn’t a bad thing.

Except it was. It was a very, very bad thing indeed.

Stubbing the smoke, I wiped my hands on my pants and started moving again. Past a cornfield, through the woods, down a desolate road. I used the lighter as a torch. The rain finally came, gently at first, then like drops of falling steel. It made me think of baptisms.

And then a flapping sound made me think of leather. I whirled round, but I could only see the lighter’s glint.

“Who’s there?” I called, straining my eyes.

Again, no response. No one here but us paranoid amnesiacs.

I hurried off in the other direction. Cold, wet, looking over my shoulders—what a miserable picture I made. I followed the road down a slope to a cul de sac. Lightning flashed and Gothic cathedrals came to mind. But by the time the thunder hit, I realized I was looking at a mansion wrought from stone and stained glass, magnificent and dreadful and yet somehow … familiar.

I know this house, I thought. I don’t know how I know it, but I know this house.

Impish gargoyles sneered down at me like I owed them money. I didn’t have any on me, so I focused my attention on the heavy wooden door. It was a thick block of oak with a colony of locks running up the side. Upon it, dead center, a tiny relief—an anthropomorphic sun chased an anthropomorphic moon: Helios and Selene. Ornamental or functional? I noticed there was no keyhole, which didn’t stop me from looking under the mat.

I could burn the door down, I thought. (A testament to my befuddlement. You try burning a wet door with a pocket lighter.)

I touched the moon along the side, and pushed it nice and gentle. Gentle didn’t cut it, so I pushed a little harder. It slid counterclockwise on a thin circular track, swiveling up to cover the sun, where it settled neatly into place. An eclipse. The door unlocked with nine hollow clicks.

Nine locks. Nine, for a reason.

I grabbed the doorknob. Halfway inside, I wondered if I should’ve knocked.

The ashlar exterior gave way to a soft, comfortable interior. Plush couches, tapestries, paintings, a rocking chair. The ominous façade had been just that, designed strictly for show. I felt my teeth itch. I thought of turtles. Chelydra serpentina. Penetrate the shell and you get to the meat, but most turtles are defensive creatures, prone to snapping off fingers at the slightest provocation. I succumbed to a morbid daydream, seeing myself running blind through this mansion, trying to open doors with ten bloody stumps.

Seeing myself, eh? The hell do I look like?

I needed a mirror.

Room by room I went, looking for lights to flip on. Switches flipped, but light didn’t follow. An electrical system seemed in place. Someone needed to change the fuse.

My lighter was sputtering; I clicked it off. Pitch black. I tried not to bump into things, or at least not bump into things with pointy edges. One coffee table later, I was clutching my knee and biting my lip. And in the kitchen, I stumbled. Grabbing the counter saved me from a nasty fall.

I righted myself and took my bearings. Then I fished. Rifling through drawers: no, no, no, yes. A knife. Serrated. I gripped it hard. I jabbed the air. It felt good in my hand, but I still didn’t feel safe.

A spiral staircase corkscrewed up to the top floor. I took it and peered down the hallway. Now where would the master bedroom be?

A bead of sweat rolled down my forehead and trickled into my eye. My stomach flip-flopped. If I had no choice—if it meant my survival—could I kill?

Hang on, I thought. Kill who? You’re creeping through someone’s house with a knife? Are you crazy?

That’s when I understood.

Question: Why is Lazarus dead?

Answer: Because I killed him.

From somewhere, a mental image had been summoned up. I could see Laz falling back and collapsing because I’d perforated some of his favorite arteries. He bled to death and I let him die. But I had to. It was him or me.

But is that what actually happened?

Or just what I’d wanted to happen?

I cracked a door and gave it a gentle nudge …

Fluorescent lights, burning wax candles and lava lamps. I squinted from glare and spun around, hunting for the occupant. Here? There? No one in sight. Pulse still pounding, I relaxed my grip on the knife, filled my lungs with air, and took a look around. Master bedroom, all right, and the room screamed carnivore. Animal skins. Fur rugs. Big leafy plants. A jungle motif with flamboyant tiger stripes, a cavalcade of orange and black.

My gaze shifted to the mahogany four-poster bed. It was impressive, but rumpled. Gothic letters had been carved fiercely into the headboard, like a proud declaration. Nine letters, one word: HALLOWEEN.

I’ll confess to a certain chill upon reading the inscription, but it wasn’t a chill of recognition. If the bed was mine, it didn’t look any more familiar than the rest of this place. I felt like an intruder. I felt like Goldilocks in hell.

Halloween. What, the holiday? I doubted it. A name? A statement? A threat?

A philosophy?

I touched the covers, half expecting them to be warm. They weren’t. A perverse urge hit me to tuck myself in for a catnap. Just slip on in and sleep this place away. Instead, I hit the adjoining bathroom, ran some water over my face and stared up into the mirror.

There was no reflection.
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CHAPTER 2

SOLSTICE

Numbers escalate, the threat keeps rising. From countries across the world, reports keep coming in: people are taking this badly, which means killing themselves or their loved ones before it gets any worse. In some instances this is merciful.

Others are taking it well. “Well” means banding together in a spirit of cooperation, love, trust and harmony. The Southern Gentleman thinks it’s as if the greater part of humanity has finally agreed on something and found a common voice. Making the most of it. He also thinks this is a day late and a dollar short. Where was this spirit when it really mattered?

Blue believes the harmony to be motivated by self-interest. There is a resurgence of faith these days, a growing belief in organized religion, grace, damnation, heaven and hell. People treat each other kindly now, thinks Blue, because they hope to escape God’s wrath. Blue does not believe in damnation and has trouble empathizing with those who do. In her fifty-two years she has found no hard evidence, no scientific proof to convince her of God’s existence. She considers herself an atheist.

The Southern Gentleman likes to think of himself as agnostic with Pentecostal tendencies. His mother was Pentecostal and devout; his father was Baptist and not. He hasn’t gone for years and years, but he remembers liking church as a kid. Safety there. It felt big to him—profoundly so—and peaceful. Friendly even. But at home there were times when his mother would grab him and hold him and start speaking in tongues, talking spirit-to-spirit to the demonistic force she said she knew was inside him. That didn’t feel peaceful—it felt downright scary. She’d talk nonsense with that quiet voice and he’d see that look in her eyes and even though she never hit him he could tell she was close to it, close to going somewhere from which there might be no return.

Every time, all those times, he never once thought she was truly possessed by the Holy Spirit. If God existed, he wouldn’t approve of this behavior. And the Southern Gentleman never believed that he himself was possessed by anything more than an inclination for mischief.

Demon inside me? he’d wonder. Then why love me?

Love the sinner, hate the sin, she’d said. She’d said it a lot.

Looking back, he realizes his mother had never come apart at the seams, not completely; perhaps that small mercy is proof of God’s love. And he’d love to believe in God—these days more than ever. But every time he tries to open that part of himself, his skepticism sidles up like a white blood cell come to foil an infection. Careful skepticism has served him so well all his life—he’s made wise choices, sane choices. It’s literally impossible for him to shut that part of himself off now.

Still, there’s no getting away from that old-time religion—these days it’s a dark frenzy of Revelations; breaking the seals; stories of brimstone, h-e-double hockey sticks and stones and lakes of burning fire. He doesn’t respond to these. They’re threats and they hold no sway. No, the story he likes is simpler—the story of Lazarus. Jesus Christ brings a man back from the dead. Beautiful. It’s a better magic trick than any Van Caneghem pulled, or Houdini before him.

Gedaechtnis keeps him busy but never too busy to wonder. He wonders: Where is my savior? He wonders: Where is my eternal life? Is the Second Coming coming—or is Lazarus dead for one and all?

Then he goes back to work. The work is his salvation.

I wanted to throw up.

I kept staring and staring, and the mirror kept on calling me invisible. I wasn’t, mind you—I could see my hands and clothes and boots plain as day—but to the mirror, I simply didn’t exist.

There had to be a reasonable explanation for such a thing.

Yeah? How’s this one: You’re dead.

That’s silly. Corpses have reflections. Besides I didn’t, repeat—did not—feel dead.

How do you know what “dead” feels like? You’re some kind of ghost now, welcome to your haunt.

I couldn’t walk through walls.

Then you’re a vampire, consigned to walking the earth forever.

A vampire? Me? Ridiculous. I’m as red-blooded as the next guy.

You murdered Lazarus.

I couldn’t deny it, but I couldn’t confirm it either. It was a feeling of terrible guilt crushing me down, memories all fuzzy, fact and fantasy merging. As pleasant as I imagined myself to be, there was also, it seemed, a madman inside me.

And still, some part of me insisted that I was innocent.

I filled the sink with water, cupped my hands and splashed my face again. Droplets slipped off my face and back into the sink, making ripples as they rejoined their mates. But above the ripples, I watched, fascinated …

In the mirror, the drops appeared from nowhere. As soon as they rolled off my face they became visible, but not a microsecond before.

I took the knife by the point and tossed it up. Visible, as soon as it left my hand. I caught it smoothly. Invisible again.

It seemed I wasn’t a very reflective person.

I held the knife up to the light.

I stared into the water.

Nothing reflected my image.

“I’d kill for some déjà vu,” I muttered out loud, and listened to the strange timbre of my voice. No thanks to the mirror, I was able to determine that I was male and fair-skinned. From my scalp, I plucked a strand of conspicuous orange hair.

A start. But my face was still a mystery. I ran my fingers lightly over the merchandise. Up, down, left, right, around. I discovered two eyes, a nose, lips, teeth, tongue, chin, ears. No surprises. I hunted for scars and didn’t find any—not physical ones, anyway.

A hollow voice started up again, from everywhere and nowhere, oscillating loud-soft-loud-soft-loud-soft:

“WOU … IS B … CONVE … IME T … ISCUSS … Y…”

Reflexively, my muscles tensed. “Shut up!” I growled.

And miraculously enough, the voice shut up.

Maybe this should have pleased me; it didn’t. Such maddening, capricious jailers—why should they listen to me now? Letters began to roll across the mirror, forming smoothly like stigmata:

IS THIS A MORE AGREEABLE FORM OF COMMUNICATION?

Furiouser and furiouser.

“Leave me alone,” I said.

IF YOU’RE BUSY, I CAN GIVE YOU YOUR SPACE.

I smashed the mirror with my fist. I smashed it until I didn’t see any more stigmatic letters, until my knuckles felt like they were raw, until the sink was full of blood and shards of glass. Until I’d made my point clear. The ensuing silence was deafening.

My hand was dripping. I saw blood. I felt sweat. I made a concerted effort not to add tears to the mix.

There was nothing behind the mirror, incidentally. I’d hoped to find a crawl space to another dimension. I would have settled for a bottle of tequila.

I searched the medicine cabinet for a first-aid kit, and wrapped my hand in gauze. Stupid, I thought. I just sat there staring at my bandaged hand for a minute or two, wracked with self-pity, before heading back into the “safari room” with its huge mahogany bed.

No identifying forms or papers. No diaries. Precious few staples of identity: some clothes (differing cuts and styles, most black, some orange, only a few other colors), some trinkets, and some artwork that reminded me of Schiele or maybe Tranh. Nothing juicy though; nothing of any real use to me.

I tried on some clothes and they fit. It was hard to check without a mirror, but they felt comfortable. And yet, the fact that they were comfortable made me distinctly uncomfortable…

Orange hair on a pillow. Another bad sign.

In a drawer I found twenty-two silver medallions, each hanging from a silver chain, each representing a different Major Arcana card of the tarot. From “The Fool” to “The World,” I recognized them. I took the one marked “The Magician” and slipped it around my neck. I don’t know why I did it; it just felt right.

Then I bumped around the rest of the upstairs. Closets, a spare bedroom, and bingo—the fuse box. Trial and error caused more lights to wink out for a spell, but before long I had electrical power up and running to all sections of the estate.

The house was awkward. Designed for creature comforts but lacking necessities—the kitchen was modern and stylish but almost completely empty of food, the conservatory boasted a fabulous baby grand but no bench on which to sit and play it. Some rooms looked casual and lived-in, and some looked like no one had ever set foot in them before.

The library was vast, stacked with rows and rows of books. No titles on the spines, so I pulled one down at random. All the pages were blank.

A joke, I assumed.

The game room featured a black felt pool table with sixteen balls, all orange, save the cue ball, which was white. I found a crystal ashtray there—the butts were all cloves.

“Popular brand,” I grumbled.

I glanced at the magnificent-looking grandfather clock stationed faithfully nearby. The big hand was near the nine, the little hand was on the six. Dawn, thought I, but it still wasn’t light outside—grandfather apparently needed winding.

A black cat slinked over and rubbed against my leg. A friendly head butt, putting her scent on me. I picked her up and examined the tag on her collar.

WHISPER, it read.

She was sleek, pampered—someone’s prized pet. I scritched her around the ears. The cat purred in response, a warm, happy sound. She seemed to like me. Perhaps we already knew each other—to whatever extent cats and humans are capable of truly knowing one another.

Whisper hungered for something more tangible than affection, so I took her into the kitchen and scrounged for cat food. There wasn’t any. But I discovered a bottle of cream, and Whisper seemed not to mind the change in menu all that much.

I found a piece of string; we played until the sun came up.

DAY 2

Outside.

The rain had stopped but the smell of rain still lingered. I breathed it in, savoring it, then wandered the circumference of the house.

Slim pickings. No generator, no power lines, no solar panels. Not even a wind turbine. Where did the electricity come from? I smoked for a while, thinking, sunning myself in the morning light. Another odd little dilemma: there were no telephones, telegraphs, modems or telecons. No radio, no television, no satscan decryptor. Hell, not even a mailbox out front.

Complete isolation. Why would anyone want—no, not complete isolation, I corrected myself, not with flashing lights and hollow voices and God-knows-what-else.

Scout the area. My best bet. I took a last look in the house to see if there was anything important I had missed. An idiot check. Fruitless. I even took a peek up the chimney. Hello, Santa, are you there?

Christmas came early for Whisper, though; I left her the rest of the cream and an open window. I didn’t know when I’d be back this way—but at least she could hunt for crickets if worse came to worst.

Armed with kitchen knife, my lighter, cloves, binoculars and an old-fashioned compass I found in the basement, I set off on my quest for enlightenment. North, I decided. Enlightenment lay to the north.

One foot in front of the other.

Butterflies in the air.

A pretty day, all things considered. I walked past fields—wheat, barley, corn, squash, pumpkins. A lot of pumpkins. No one was tending the crops, of course. The farmers were as absent as my reflection. I tried not to let that bother me. A tune came to mind; I started whistling. An artless little melody. Was I recalling it or making it up on the spot?

A raucous caw, caw, caw sent my gaze skyward but I couldn’t spot any crow. Caw, caw, caw, again; insistent, louder. There, leaving the safety of the trees: a tan bird with dark tail feathers and eyes like blood-red jewels. A caramel crow. Half albino, I thought. Very rare. She beat the air with her elegant wings, and she screeched at me, flashing a split pink tongue before turning, gliding off. To the cornfields. Had I offended her? An autumn wind threatened to whip up around me, faltered, then died. I quickened my pace.

Weeping willows up ahead, a pleasant, shady locale, perfectly suitable for a family picnic. That is, providing your family isn’t squeamish.

It was a cemetery.

Even rows, two of five—ten graves total.

The Ten.

They were Irish burial mounds—Sidh, I knew they were called—each graced by small white pebbles placed to remember the dead. The headstones were all marked, each distinguished by a single Gothic character. C, F, H, I, L, M, P, S, T and V.

H is for Halloween, I reasoned. And L is for Lazarus.

Nothing special about the L plot, but the one marked H
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