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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This collection is dedicated to Robin Scott Wilson, for holding the first Clarion Workshops; to James Sallis and Vonda N. McIntyre for holding subsequent workshops at New Orleans and Seattle; to Joanne Russ, Samuel R. Delany, Harlan Ellison, Kate Wilhelm, Damon Knight, Avram Davidson, Ursula K. Leguin, Robert Silverberg, Terry Carr, and Frank Herbert; their encouragement, criticism, and wisdom were beyond peer. Were it not for the selflessness of these individuals, the author would no doubt be extolling the virtues of Edmund Spenser in a dull university somewhere in the bowels of Virginia. Obviously the author owes a debt to Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, but he would also like to extend this thanks to Basil Rathbone, Nigel Bruce, Peter Cushing, Samuel Rosenberg, Nicholas Meyer, Vincent Starrett, and Dennis O'Neil, whose homages to the Master aided and abetted his own. And, as if that weren't enough, the author would also like to thank Robert Lilly, Gustav Hasford, Russell Bates, Edward Bryant, David Wise, and Jeff Dowden, who allowed him to borrow ideas when he needed them the most. Take a bow, guys.

If an American should wake up some morning and discover that his existence was unnecessary, he would think himself excessively ill-used and would declare himself instantly against the Government of the Universe.

—Journals, 1845,

Ralph Waldo Emerson

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Cavil Lecture

[image: ]


It is suggested that the reader not attempt to read this book at one sitting. The intellectual, content of these stories, taken without break, may cause brain damage. This note is intended most sincerely, and not as hyperbole.

—A.B.C.
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INTRODUCTION TO PLATYPUS OF DOOM & OTHER NIHILISTS
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Actually, it started out as "Other Funny Nihilists" but the late Ed Byrant convinced me that the reader would take that as a challenge.  I've struggled to figure out what to say about this book that departs from what I've said about the other two in this set, and it all boils down to another installment reflecting the mind of someone trying to figure out what the hell he's doing here and what he's supposed to do.  At the very least, most modern folk live, laugh and love, but usually that's not enough for the modern joe who already has enough to eat and a place to sleep.  People strive to find meaning every day like they strive for that first cup of coffee.  It's a prerequisite to existence.

As a young man, I found meaning in none of the traditional places.  Still don't really, though the vicissitudes of existence of have this way of focusing you, eventually, on the more practical side of things.  So today after years in retail, I find a sliver of meaning in bank statements and a day when there are no bills in the mail, but so far as meaning goes, it's pretty meaningless.  All that was ahead of me when I wrote Platypus.

The concept of a Platypus of Doom came from an off-the-cuff remark by a friend of mine named Robert Lily.  I haven't seen or heard of him since, but I've always been grateful.  Gus Hasford and I thought of the others, though Gus was particularly proud of the Clam of Catastrophe.

The principal inspiration for the title story was Italo Calvino's Cosmicomics, or rather, my visualization of Cosmicomics, which was terribly inaccurate.  A first draft, as it were, is the story "In Between Then and Now", which Harlan Ellison thought was peculiar.  

The rest of the book includes nods to detective fiction, a bridge from Autumn Angels to An East Wind Coming, and references to Monty Python, Alexander Korda's production of The Thief of Bagdad, a Japanese show called Ultra-Man, and a Commando Cody serial called Zombies of the Stratosphere. 

I should probably comment on the Kennedy Assassination scene.  Back then various conspiracy theories were centered around the assassination, most of which required the complicity of tens if not hundreds of people.  This at a time when the most speculated upon conspiracy of the day included the secret behind the identity of Deep Throat, which was then known to either one person or three, tops.

Platypus had something of a life on the bookstands for a while.  The proprietress of the local sf bookstore said that when people saw the cover (a drawing by famed artist Neal Adams) and read the title, they laughed.  Usually they bought it.  It was probably the only place, but I take solace that in those days, both Barry Malzberg and R.A. Lafferty had books pulled completely off the stands nationwide after having been there a mere two days.  Lafferty's – a novel about an Indian named Okla Hannali – really is a masterwork.  What can I say? Show business is tough.

Years later, the American Book Exchange on line included Platypus as one of the weirdest books of all time.  It's picture was posted right next to a book called The History of Hanging, which sounds like something every writer should read.
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PROLOG: In Between Then and Now
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I was sitting in the desert. The sun would have blinded me if I were not immune to such things. My throat would have been dry and thirsty if I could not manufacture water when it pleased me. I had been there, leaning against a pyramid of my making, for a few hundred years, I think. The wanderlust was building in me again, and I was getting ready to move to another galaxy. The Milky Way is a boring place, where I go for peace and relaxation and nothing else.

Then she attacked me. It was almost a playful attack. Just boulders and windstorms and rains, all hurled at me while I was off guard. I became angry; she had not bothered me for an eon or so and I was used to the loneliness. I became part of the desert and it was easy to find her because she can never hide her beauty. I swallowed her in sands and she became air and slid out from under me. She flew to the stratosphere and laughed at me. The bitch. Then she became a great weight and plowed right into me, trying to cut me into a million pieces. That was dumb of her. I was nothing but sand anyway.

"Will you get off my back?" I demanded.

"Never," she said.

"Oh well." And I fled.

Now you have a good idea of how it was. If she didn't attack first, I did. Neither of us knew why we hated each other so much, why we got such a kick out of annoying the other. Maybe there wasn't a reason, but since shallow intellects claim everything has a reason, then there might have been one. Who am I to argue with billions upon billions?

Once I flung a galaxy at her. An unimaginative attack, to be sure. She dodged it with ease and flung three or four back at me to show me that anything I could do, she could do better. I shudder to think of what happened to the puny life-forms of those galaxies. What did the fish-men say as their world passed too close to a sun and their seas evaporated? What did the plant-men say as the soil was torn from their world? What did the just plain old men say as their navigational charts mapping routes between worlds became hopelessly outdated in a matter of seconds? I'm sure neither of us gave a thought to it. Our one concern was our skirmish.

Another time she sent whirling space-storms at me and tried to tear the fourth dimension out from under my feet. Now that was a beauty, because it might have been dangerous if she had caught me off guard. But I got back at her. She was the one who was off guard and it took her an eon to set things right about her. Still, I couldn't help but admire how she handled herself in the jaws of her own trap. She even added colors to space to make life more interesting.

Well, any more of that sort of thing would be redundant. I hope you have the general picture now, because the complications are yet to come.

For a few eons it had been bothering me that we hated each other so much. Why couldn't we be friends? There are only two of us and we rarely tried to kill the other, despite appearances. So why not be friends and do things together? Why not make love and have kids, like any other normal couple? Why not at least call a temporary truce and ponder the error of our ways until another way of life came to us?

When I saw her at the fair I decided to ask her. That was a mistake; she created a vortex when. I was riding the ferns wheel and I was sick for a week. However, I did not lose my resolve. I still wanted to ask her. I was afraid my questions would have all kinds of allegorical connotations and that her answers would too. It would be demeaning to talk at such a retarded level, but I couldn't see any way out of it. I saw her at the rodeo and was about to ask her when she changed into a horse and ran away to the convention. She knew I wouldn't follow her there because I hate conventions.

The look in her eyes was beginning to bother me. She has such lovely eyes, no matter what form she takes. I was appalled to see fear in them. It was as if she knew my questions and was afraid to answer them, even to hear them. Maybe the same thoughts I had were plaguing her.

Conventions are transitory affairs and it was not long before I saw her again, in another galaxy, swimming the deep of a black ocean. She was laughing with a monstrous fish with twenty gills and a hundred fins and a brain the size of a house. I don't know what the fish said to her, but whatever it was, I was jealous. I cast the fish into the sun and said to her, "I want to talk to you."

She ran away.

Then I wondered: Why in the world would I be jealous over her? We are two of a kind, there are no others like us, why would I become angry at a fish? What did I have to fear from it? I felt ridiculous. Why did I even bother to kill it? I suppose I have already answered my own questions when I said I was jealous. But how could I ever hope to understand her and the reason why we hated each other if I could not understand my most barbaric emotions?

There was only one thing to do and that was to search her out again. I found her leaping from meteor to meteor and she was almost enjoying herself. When she spied me she tried to burn me up, which is a hard thing to do considering the fact that there isn't any oxygen in space. I encased myself in ice before she remedied her oversight and I asked, "Why was I jealous of a mere fish?"

She asked, "Why did you kill him? He was doing a great impersonation of Alexander Hamilton. And he promised to do Ralph Waldo Emerson next."

"Because I was jealous of him."

"You are a fool."

She tried to burn me once more before she fled.

I was more perplexed than ever. True, she had hated me since before I could remember, but she had never been angry at me before (there is a fine line of distinction between the two). Something was afoot and I still needed to talk to her. I even wanted to touch her. I felt hideously aglow and banal. Perhaps running around with so many lower life-forms had corrupted me. Maybe I was only a shadow of my former self. I knew, even as I considered it, that I still had all my intelligence, my power, and my confidence, but also that that was not enough. I asked myself: How many eons will it take before we are both mature? A strange question and, in other times, a meaningless one.

If you haven't guessed by now, I was extremely confused. An embarrassing situation for one who has never been confused before. Then it occurred to me that maybe I had been confused all my life and was just now coming out of it. I wanted to call out to her, asking her to come back, but she had no name, just as I have no name. I searched for her in silence.

And found her transformed into a world. I landed on her and touched her flowers and she quivered, trying to shake my balance. She almost made me bash my head on a rock. Not that it would have caused any damage, but it would have smarted for a second. I said, "Listen, I want to talk to you."

"I gathered that," she said in the booming voice of an entire world.

I covered my ears. "Why don't you change? I feel like a fool."

"You should be used to that by now."

"Very funny. Why don't you change before I have to repair my ears?"

"I don't feel like it."

"Bitch."

That insulted her and she changed. I made the mistake of not flying off into space and was all shook up when she appeared in her true form. I licked my lips and wondered what kind of change had occurred in my emotional make-up.

"All right, turd, what do you want to talk about?"

"You can't call me a turd," I said. "We don't even have waste products."

"I don't. You do."

"Don't be coy. We're both the same."

"No, we're not. We're different."

"We're different, but we're the same," I said. "For that reason I don't hate you anymore. I feel differently toward you."

"I don't care."

She did care, I know she did. She just didn't want to admit it. So why was I pressing the issue? Why couldn't I wait until she saw things my way? I was in the process of swallowing my pride for some unfathomable reason and somehow I knew she would eventually. I had all creation to wait, so why did I want her to change right now?

"You do care," I said for want of knowing how else to react.

"Care about what?"

A damn good question. I wanted to flee.

"Care about what?" she repeated.

"I don't know. I can't think right now."

I almost reached for her. She was standing there in the middle of space and she looked so beautiful. She was wearing yellow hair at the moment and she was tossing it about her, playing with it. It assumed the form of a clock, then of a square, then of an animal I saw once on the Dog Planet. She was what was wrong with me, but she had always been what was wrong with me. In some way or another she had always been the cause of my discomforts. And this time the real cause rested somewhere in me, though she was involved in a way I could not and cannot describe, ever.

"Don't worry about it," I said. "It's not your fault."

She sighed. "I don't understand you. For eons piled upon eons it has been all my fault and now suddenly it's changed."

"I'm glad you figured that out."

"But I haven't changed. I still hate you!"

She was lying. I knew it and she knew it. But I didn't have the guts to tell her.

"Why do we hate each other so much?" I asked. "Can't there be something else?"

She looked away. "It's been like that since the birth of creation. Why should it be any different?"

"We've seen the universe change a thousand times," I said. "What makes you think we're immune to change?"

"We're not," she said just before she ran away.

I sat there in the middle of space and watched her dwindle in the distance. Then I increased my powers of sight and watched her run for an election. She lost. I haven't let her out of sight since and she knows it, though I haven't approached her.

And that brings me up to date. Now that I'm con­vinced she feels the same way I do, I know it's only a matter of time before we erase the games and habits of old and start playing something new. I don't know yet what form our games will take, but that doesn't bother me. The emptiness I now feel will be replaced by another emotion which will make it all worthwhile.

I can wait, and so can she. The universe will contract until it is like it was in the beginning, a single point in space. We will both be there in that single point and we won't be able to run away from each other.
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I pretend to sleep with the others, lying in the deepness of space, far away from the light of the brightest sun. There is enough involuntarily created air around me so I can hear the sounds of others: two lovers trying to groan as silently as possible while they reenact their repetitious and, ultimately, meaningless gestures of eternal love; my pompous brother snoring near me; a stranger talking in his sleep, mumbling his reactions to dreadful and incomprehensible events of his childhood. I wish that I could sleep, but sleep has become abhorrent to me. I must remain awake and listen to the sounds of these people so near me, but not close to me.

The lovers, in particular, anger me. I concentrate and hear the sounds of other lovers. Whatever happened to the concept of privacy? There's no such thing. Custom dictates that we do almost everything together.

I'm extremely jealous of all these lovers. Whether or not they've found the fulfillment, peace, and satisfaction I've lost does not concern me. They think they have, and that's enough for me to hate them. And I must lie alone, here, surrounded by blackness.

I don't want to think back to the beginning, but I must because all my thoughts inevitably lead me to the beginning. And to my love, who died while gleefully dancing through a meteor swarm flying toward a green sun. She laughed at me when I told her to be careful. From a distance I watched her brown eyes glisten. Her teeth were stained yellow because she wanted them that way. She had removed her navel, not only to be different, but to bolster her belief that she had been born outside of society, that she didn't have to obey our trivial laws. I loved her because she embodied everything I wanted to become. Name it: kindness, love, self-respect, consideration of others. If it was banal, she could have taught it to me. But most important of all, she could have taught me how to bend the rules so I wouldn't be suffocated by my existence. She could have taught me how to skirt dangerously close to the boundaries of the socially unacceptable, and how, to duck away just before I was ostracized by the unthinking council which wants to run my life. She was quite a catch, and she was all mine. I wasn't jealous of lovers in those days, because I was too busily engaged in repetitious, meaningless, and incredibly pleasurable gestures of eternal love which. I considered to be unique and unprecedented.

Anyway, I relaxed, causing a meteor to spin away from the swarm and to stop still so I could sit upon it. I crossed my legs and wiped silver dust from my red trousers. I repaired a hole in my brown leather shoes. Creating a mirror which made me look handsome, I combed my shoulder-length orange hair. Mostly, I watched her. As she danced to her silent song, she altered her clothing, from a turquoise formal gown to a skater's uniform, from baggy slacks and a loose blouse to brightly colored cowgirl's clothing, from nothing to a shimmering, skintight gold outfit which accentuated every curve, an outfit which she died in. While I pondered the moment when she would tire of her little game and would return to my arms, a meteor the size of her tiny fist struck her on the back of her head.

I couldn't even warn her, it was so sudden. I didn't hear a sound. As the meteor began to penetrate her skull, her graceful gyrations became the horrible, rickety gyrations of a falling puppet with broken strings. The force of the meteor yanked her head forward, breaking her neck. As it passed through her head, destroying beyond recognition her lovely face, taking most of her skin and hair and muscles with it, smashing her eyeballs, she landed heavily on a much larger meteor and laid there, unmoving, her lifeless hands clinging to the meteor as if it could have offered her protection.

Her death had taken but a moment, but it seemed to be instant piled upon instant. Naturally I rushed to her, the vision of her death running through my mind again and again. I tried not to look upon what was left of her skull. Except for the broken neck and some bruises on her bare hands, the rest of her body was intact. A sea of blood, instantly frozen by the coldness of space, covered the meteor.

I was too shocked to weep. I gazed upon her with a frightening, inhuman objectivity, as if I had been fascinated by corpses all my life, and this was a new thrill to add to my list.

I couldn't restore her to life because that's one of the limitations of our power. As death embraced her, her soul fled. My power could not bring it back. I repaired her face, hoping that it looked exactly as it had before, but knowing that I had made it even more beautiful, knowing that I had always considered it perfect and wouldn't allow it to retain any imperfection. I could have forced her body to move and speak; I could have made it warm; I could have entered her one last time. But even as the thought and the need swept over me, I was revolted. As I physically lifted her, I concentrated intensely so that I wouldn't accidentally bring her back to life without a soul. Far away from the meteor I caused her blood to burn with a brilliant red flame which flared for a moment and then quickly faded forever.

I brought her body, to the council. I could have caused it to float beside me; it would have been easier, my muscles would not have undergone such a strain, but I couldn't bear to release her. I couldn't bear to do so even as I gave it to a frowning council member, an old man near death himself, disguising the fact by wearing long black hair and tremendous biceps (his face was wrinkled; his legs were thin and brittle). He carried her body to a flat oak slab the council always had float nearby for such occasions and callously (to me) laid it there.

All the members of the council pretended sadness at her death, but I could tell by the twitching of their mouths that they were secretly glad, relieved that this troublemaker had expired. Then the women of the council, who had openly detested my love, threw themselves on the slab, pretending to be overcome with a sudden and all-consuming grief. It was part of the required ceremony; they had cried the same way when my parents died, disintegrated in an unexpected nova. The men bit their lower lips, folded their arms underneath their green robes, and allowed their eyes to glisten with the beginnings of tears.

This went on for ten torturing minutes. Then the Big Boss Man, a short individual with shoulder-length blond hair, blue eyes, a dimpled chin, and a wide mouth with large red lips, spoke in his nasal accent. "Come, come, folks, we can't grieve forever, much as we would like to."

I stared at him. He had said the same words when he had heard of my parents' death. I had always hated the Big Boss Man. He was incapable of taking anything seriously but his immense power. He always pre, tended to be sexy, cool, resourceful, and an all-around beautiful and upstanding citizen, but I knew, as anyone with a minimum of perception knew, that without his power and position he was nobody. But you couldn't convince him of that. Even if you did, he wouldn't change on the outside.

The Big Boss Man said,. "We have to check out her soul. We have to find it and we must guide it, if possible, to the Mists of Warmth where it will spend eternity in peace and happiness. And we have many other administrative duties to attend to." He snapped his fingers twice. "Come, come, we must retire and get down to the business at hand." He glanced at me. "Don't you have any friends who can console you? Get to them."

I tried to think of a retort, but I've never been able to think of a retort to the Big Boss Man. I realized that if I ever did, it certainly wouldn't be now. I turned my back on the council and faced the vastness of space. I didn't have any friends, unless you count my brother (which I don't), so I decided that I should be alone.

Just before I sped off, a finger lightly, but without compassion, touched my shoulder. The finger belonged to an elderly lady of the-council, with gray hair, fat pale cheeks, and dried thin lips: She said, "Don't worry about it. You'll get over it sooner or later."

"How do you know?"

"They always do. Grief is a transitory thing. In a few days you'll be busy living and you won't even think about her."

"I'll think about her."

"Boo! You jerk! Look at her! She's not worth grieving over. I suppose you think she was beautiful, but she wasn't. She was ugly, and she wasn't a nice person, either. Look at that nose. And those ears. Yeech! Her ears were much too big for her. And to make sure you won't miss my point, look at those floppy breasts. How could you possibly think she was beautiful? How could you have possibly stuck yourself inside her without wanting to vomit? She must have been the first person you ever had, otherwise you wouldn't have thought she was such hot stuff. You'll find someone else soon enough. Now take my daughter..."

"Please."

"She's a wonderful person. She's witty, erudite, attractive, and she recently told her lover where to cram it. You should look her up. She's a nice girl, nothing like that vamp lying over there. My daughter's just right for you."

"Please stop it! I can't take it anymore!"

And I teleported myself away. Teleporting drains all my energy. When I re-formed in another galaxy, mercifully distant from my race, I was exhausted—too exhausted to even think of my love. I had to wait until my body drew upon its not inconsiderable resources and refreshed itself before I could grieve properly.

I grieved until I heard the telepathic thought from the Big Boss Man, telling me and all of my kind that we should meet together for the nightly conference, when we learned who had been bad, good, and in between. For a moment I was sorry that I had teleported myself so far away from my usual stomping grounds, but only for a moment. I thought of defying the Big Boss Man and remaining exactly where I wanted to be: alone in a strange galaxy. But I didn't have the courage, so I teleported myself to the conference.

"I have two most distressing announcements to make," said the Big Boss Man as he surveyed our race, gathered about him in a circle resembling a crumbling doughnut. People lunged toward him, attempting to touch him, but protected as he was by the bodies of the council members, he could pretend to ignore the passionate gestures of the masses. I don't know why the people didn't scatter and fly toward him from above and below; then they could have touched him easily. Perhaps the people's passions were feigned, as was the Big Boss Man's passion for the masses. I don't know; I was still too confused to think straight; I imagined the content of one of his announcements and my numbing depression, which had already convinced me of the utter futility of life, increased. Positioned at the fringes of the circle, I increased my hearing and my vision so that I wouldn't miss a sound or sight.

"My first announcement is that one of the most illustrious members of our race has died; but I presume you know that already." He cleared his throat. He had accidentally allowed gaiety to penetrate his somber manner. He stuck his hands somewhere in his green robes and continued. "We'll miss her a lot. I know I will because she prevented life from becoming boring. She asked questions. Nothing was sacred to her. She was one of our great doubters. But she didn't try to destroy our noble system; she was too smart for that. Eventually she would have seen the light; she would have come around to our way of thinking And our system would have been the better for it.

"Don't doubt doubt. He who doubts is not as bad as people think he is. Those who doubt eventually purify themselves, and those who are pure of heart can see more than most anybody else can.

"But don't die while in doubt. Be careful while in doubt. Watch out for stray meteors. Remember, if you're going to give up your precious life-force, do it while you're pure, not while you doubt. As good as doubt is, it's not as good as goodness."

I thought I was going to die. How long was he going to keep on delaying his announcement? Surely he knew I was listening, otherwise he would not have drawn out my agony as long as possible. Despite the warm bodies and atmosphere surrounding me, I shivered. I decreased my sight, but not my hearing, so I wouldn't have to see his froglike features. Whenever he stared blankly in my direction, it seemed that he stared blankly right at me. That little wimp wanted me to suffer! Finally he got to the point:

"That poor woman's soul has not gone to the Mists of Warmth, but to the Land of Disappearing Waifs. The council and I tried to direct it to the proper course, but it flew away on its own mad path. There was nothing we could do about it. Of course we had examined the soul in detail when it had inhabited its frail mortal shell; we had known all along that it was impure, stained with doubt, but we tried anyway. We never gave up hope, though we knew the cause was hopeless."

If I had a coherent thought at that moment, I certainly can't remember what it was. My numbing depression was overwhelmed by a wave of hatred directed at the council and the Big Boss Man. When they had achieved their illustrious positions, they had obtained the knowledge and the science of our brilliant ancestors. As if bequeathing their children tremendous power wasn't enough, our ancestors had also isolated that elusive metaphysical entity—the soul, the key to intelligent life. I suspected that our ancestors had learned how to guide the soul on its journeys after life; then the Big Boss Man could have guided my loved one's soul anywhere he chose to. He never came right out and said it, but nevertheless I knew. Historically, Big Boss Men wanted the masses to fear them, and the possibility that they really could guide souls to the Mists of Warmth kept most latent revolutionaries firmly in check.

For an instant the stunned populace stopped trying to touch the current Big Boss Man. Their fears were the same as mine. They knew that unless they walked the straight and narrow, they too would spend their eternities suffering. I knew I was condemning myself to the Land of Disappearing Waifs even as I hated the Big Boss Man, but as I saw the populace overcome its fear and once again push toward him, I realized that I didn't care.

Before I could do anything rash, such as heckle him, he said, "I have even worse news for you. I want you folks to brace yourselves. The moment we've dreaded for so long has arrived. Again."

The populace drew away from the Big Boss Man. I involuntarily sucked in my breath and waited for his next words. What could possibly be worse than learning of a new soul trapped in the Land of Disappearing Waifs?

The Big Boss Man stared at his bare toes (the nails were painted red, which enabled me to draw some unfortunate conclusions about his private life). He licked his lips. Then he looked to the vast blackness of space, and for a brief, horrible instant I felt a bond between us. He said:

"Today I received a message from the Black Pirates. Soon, very soon, they will want our champion to play a match with their champion. Some match! Our champions have never won, not once during our long and glorious history! Still, the rules are the same: the losing champion dies, and the winning champion will have the opportunity to gain his most fervent desire. The winner will be visited by the dreaded ... PLATYPUS OF DOOM!"

As the implications of the Big Boss Man's words became clear to me, I should have been seized by uncontrollable terror; I know everybody else was. Instead I was filled with excitement. The Platypus of Doom was indeed the most frightening creature known to our race. Even the Black Pirates were afraid of him, though they couldn't resist dealing with him. They thrived on danger.

Perhaps if my loved one had been alive, I would have been afraid too. I would have joined the others and wordlessly left the presence of the council. Slowly spreading themselves throughout our race's turf, the people huddled close to those they held dear and pondered the events to come. But I wasn't afraid of harbingers of death; I was rapidly becoming familiar with the concept of death; death couldn't become more horrible, not even at the hands of the Black Pirates.

From afar I watched the Big Boss Man speak in low tones to the council. I didn't have to increase my hearing abilities because I could tell from the way council members looked at me from the
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