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Prospero:  Thou most lying slave,

Whom stripes may move, not kindness!  I have used thee,

Filth as thou art, with human care, and lodged thee

In mine own cell, till thou didst seek to violate

The honour of my child.

Caliban:  O ho, o ho!  Would't had been done!

Thou didst prevent me; I had peopled else

This isle with Calibans.

William Shakespeare, "The Tempest"

––––––––

Wild, dark times are rumbling toward us, and the prophet who wishes to write a new apocalypse will have to invent entirely new beasts...

Heinrich Heine, "Lutetia; or, Paris"

––––––––

Who knoweth the spirit of man that goeth upward, and the spirit of the beast that goeth downward to the earth?

Ecclesiastes 3:21

––––––––

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world...

William Butler Yeats, "The Second Coming"

Prologue

For seven days I wandered the forests of the foothills, drinking plenty of clear clean ice cold water but eating nothing.  The first two days hunger gnawed at my belly.  After that passed, the next two days unutterable weariness oppressed me.  That passed too.  On the fifth and sixth days great fear assailed me; darkness and random noises sent my imagination into nightmarish regions of terror.  Then that passed.  After the hunger, the weariness, the fear, I trudged onward numbly, uncertain whether I would live or die.  

Just before twilight on the seventh day, I climbed a steep slope to a rocky summit fringed by pine trees.  

Exhausted, I collapsed onto a granite slab.

I knew that I was safe, at least for the moment, from my nemeses, the half-human, half-beast hybrids that had haunted me after the collision of the worlds.  The pure beasts of the wilderness did not suffer them to enter their domain.  As for the beasts themselves, it was them I sought, or at least one of them.  Only one, in fact.  

If a savage creature tore me apart before I reached my goal, I failed.

If I starved to death, I failed.

If I lost sight of my purpose, I failed.

The price of failure was death.  There was no alternative, no hope of rescue to return to a semblance of normalcy and live a compromised half-life.  I had gone all-in.  Nor would I have it any other way.

As I turned onto my back and faced the sky, I realized I had no strength to go farther.  I had reached the end, for good or ill.

The sunset tinged the landscape with orange and rose.  The wind sifting through the branches of the nearby trees sang a soft song.  The rock was cold against my back, the breeze cold on my face.

I composed my thoughts.

Come, my friend, in my time of need.  Come to me as worlds shatter and reshape themselves.  I send forth my call upon the wind, into the vast open spaces, the expectant wilderness.  If you do not respond, I will die.  I do not fear death, but I do not believe it is my destiny at this time.  I believe I have come here for a purpose.  I have staked everything I have, everything I am, upon it.  Do not fail me.  Do not disappoint me.  Do not allow the desolation to consume me.  Come to me.  COME TO ME!

My breathing calmed.  The sky turned deep blue in prelude to night.  Innumerable stars appeared, beautiful brilliant diamond-like specks, immeasurably far away.

I listened for a long time, and then sighed.  I had failed.  I composed myself as best I could to die, to release my spirit to wherever it would go and leave my wasted body behind on the cold rock.

It was then that I heard, from somewhere high above, beyond my line of vision, a loud, piercing shriek.

The Haunted College

I

Is it worth telling you the name of the college if it keeps changing?

For a time after my father left I sat alone in the room, my belongings around me on the floor, waiting for my roommate to show up.

I waited in vain.

Boxes and bags full of the detritus of the life I had lived until that moment with my parents surrounded me.  Everything - the books, the clothes, the odds and ends I had no idea why I had brought - stank in my sight as I contemplated my past and my future.  Here I was in an empty dorm room, with empty walls, two empty single beds - and I was empty as well of ambitions, of dreams, of hopes, of loyalty to whatever had been in my past.  I wasn't even in a state of confusion; I was in a state of lassitude.  I hadn't a clue how to proceed.  I had expected to be greeted by a roommate and I suppose I had expected the roommate to know what the fuck was up.

So I sat in the pale afternoon light that came in the window's beige semi-transparent curtain and waited.  When nothing happened and no one came I left all my accoutrements and odds and ends on the floor and went to look for...  Well, hell, I didn't even know what to look for.  But I went next door.

When I opened the door of my neighbor's room roiling smoke puffed out.  I coughed, and entered.

He looked up from what he was doing.  In appearance he was somewhat like a marmoset with a shock of frizzy hair, full-sized and dressed in human clothes.  "Who the fuck are you?" he said.  But then he smiled and went back to his business.

On a huge flat table in his room he had constructed a city.  He had used balsa wood and cardboard and bits of cloth and toothpicks and bottle caps and cartons and about every bit of scrap you can imagine.  But... And this was the big but...  It looked realistic.  I was convinced it was a real place.  Where it could be I had no idea, but I was instantly convinced it was real.  There was the central area of dilapidated tall skyscrapers and the outlying suburbs, the shops and malls and gas stations and then around the edges a hint of fields and farms and wild woodland.

"Wow," I said.

"You didn't answer my question."

"Oh, sorry.  I'm your next door neighbor.  I just got here."

"Well why the hell didn't you say so?"  And without further word he packed a pipe full to overflowing with death weed, lit it up, took a long, long pull on it and passed it over.

As soon as the pipe left his hand he got back to his work.  He had glued together an infinitesimal red barn and was placing it in a field in a corner of his creation.

Not wanting to appear inhibited, I took a long drag myself on the pipe.  The thick, viscous smoke expanded in my lungs, overwhelming me, causing me to choke and cough; snot dribbled from my nose and tears filled my eyes.

"Yeah," said my new neighbor.  "That stuff can do it to you.  My name's Jordan.  I'm studying civil engineering.  Kind of.  You?"

"Ethan.  My name's Ethan.  I don't have a major yet.  I just got here."

"You just got here.  Shit.  You just got here."  Jordan didn't laugh, but he smiled and shook his head like he thought it was a private joke but at the same time the funniest thing in the world.  "I just got here once.  God, how the hell long ago was that?  A billion, a zillion years ago?"

Then there was silence, as Jordan worked and he and I passed the pipe back and forth and I wondered where the hell I was and what I had gotten myself into.

"What is this place?" I finally asked.

"Hmm," he mumbled, took a long pull on the pipe, frowned, tapped out the ashes into an ashtray, and refilled it.  "This place is a bastion of learning, a citadel of wisdom, a fortress of deeper understanding.  As you can see."

He had obviously misunderstood my question.  I was referring to his sprawling work of art; he was talking about the college.

"But I mean..." I began.

"Shhh..." he said.  "I need to concentrate."

And concentrate he did, as thoughts roiled through my mind like the smoke filling the room, one after another.  My father had told me to beware.  He had told me to concentrate on agriculture, or construction, or financial management - anything concrete that might be of use when I came back and tried to make something of myself.  He had warned me of all the distractions and deviations of the outside world; people left their families and returned with all sorts of maladies, said he, both physical and mental.  You had to be sharp; you had to be on guard; you had to be wary of strangers and strange drugs and strange ideas.

Oh yes, my father had warned me.

But who the hell listens to their father anyway?  At least after a certain point.  We all want to find out for ourselves.

So there I was, finding out for myself.

Only I wasn't.

I hadn't a clue.

I was wasted, to tell you the truth.  Yes, I had accepted the dread death weed - which unbeknownst to my father I had accepted countless times before - and my mind was numb and my thought processes had slowed down and I had no idea what the fuck was happening.

Into this impasse burst a stranger.  A stranger to me, that is, but not to Jordan.  This person opened the door, stepped in, closed the door, and began to chuckle, as if he knew the funniest joke in the world but it was a private joke that he couldn't tell you.  Then he reached over my shoulder and grabbed the newly lit pipe out of my hand and took a long, long drag on it.

"Oh yeah," he said.  "Oh yeah."

"Hi Manahan," said Jordan.

Manahan exploded in a paroxysm of coughing, but somehow without losing his sassy, self-confident grin.

I was shit-faced and clueless, drinking in the action.

"We got a gig," said Manahan.  "We got a gig out at the go-cart track."

Jordan chuckled but didn't look up.  "They going to run over your ass."

"After hours, dude.  After hours.  We are going to make a million dollars, I tell you.  A million dollars."

"On a go-cart gig?"

"No.  Big picture, man.  Big picture."

Jordan chuckled.  He was shaping a road out of the farm that connected with some sort of highway into town.  I knew that town.  I knew it.  Almost.

"Who are you?" said Manahan.

"His name is Ethan," said Jordan.  "He's from next door."

Then Manahan started talking to me as if he'd known me all his life.  "I'm going to make a million dollars, man.  You just have to know how to do it.  You just have to be in on the right gig.  You just have to be focused - you know, centered."

"That's bullshit," said Jordan, without looking up.

"I know what I want," said Manahan.  "And I know how to get it."

I kept thinking I should add something to the conversation but I had no idea what.  I felt it was on some sort of level above me that I could almost reach but not quite.  So I kept my mouth shut and listened.

Jordan said, "So how soon is that million dollars going to pour in?"

"It doesn't matter, man; it doesn't matter."  Manahan chuckled and strutted around the room as if he already was in possession of the wealth.

Jordan's room, I neglected to mention, was surrounded by shifting shadow.  A desk lamp with a flexible neck was trained on the center of the model, on the tallest buildings, illuminating them with a surreal glow.  A few candles burned on shelves here and there.  Posters adorned the walls, but I could not clearly make out their subjects.  I supposed they were of rock musicians, and in the flickering light they seemed to move, tune their instruments and even play.  The impression was heightened by the music Jordan had playing,  Deep Pain doing one of their endless jams, melody over melody, solo guitar, solo organ, solo drums, then all together again in a subtle weave that, like everything else, I couldn't quite figure out.

Manahan said, "Do you know what he is?"

At least that's what I thought he said.  But it didn't make any sense.

"Not yet," said Jordan.

Manahan must have said "who," not "what."  I supposed he wanted to be sure I was trustworthy, death weed being ostensibly illegal.

"I'm Ethan Anderson," I said.  "My father is an optometrist; my mother is a housewife.  I have two sisters, one older and one younger than me."

Manahan chuckled.  "He's too much."

I was starting to think it a bit rude that they were talking about me, not to me.

"He's new.  Give him time," said Jordan.

Their bizarre conversation, coupled with my fascination with the architecture and landscaping of the model city, was beginning to get too much for me.  I decided to take off, but for some reason I didn't move.  For one thing I was stoned and my head was spinning and my nervous system was in disconnect mode, but for another I dreaded going back to that room and being all alone wondering what to do next.

Manahan and Jordan stopped talking.  Manahan appeared absorbed, as I was, in the city Jordan was building, but for some crazy reason I got the impression that they were still communicating with each other, either through telepathy or infinitesimal gestures or signals of some sort - and worse, that they were still talking about me.

It was an intolerable state of affairs.

Somehow - I don't know how, as I didn't think myself capable - I pulled myself to my feet.  I stood there a moment, swaying slightly.

Jordan and Manahan seemed not to have noticed.  They continued staring at the city.  I felt myself getting sucked back into it too, as if I were in a rowboat in a maelstrom.  I wanted to walk those roads, marvel at those towers from the perspective of someone far below, wander through the woods at the edge of town.

I shook my head, as if awakening, and managed to stumble out into the hall.  As I did, I felt Manahan and Jordan concentrating upon me, though they did not so much as acknowledge my departure, let alone say goodbye.  I sensed they were weaving a spell around me, something binding, something complex and inescapable.

It couldn't have been anything but crazy paranoid drug delusions.

Right?

II

My father believed in a good old-fashioned work ethic and so, though he could have afforded it, there was no free ride for me.  He signed me up for a work/study program to help pay for my books and miscellaneous expenses.  It could have been worse:  I could have ended up in the cafeteria washing dishes or bussing tables.  Instead, I was assigned a job at the main library.  It was situated at the base of a grassy knoll, a solid three-storey dark brick building with such traditional university architecture, columns and arches and echoing hallways, it might have been transplanted from the Ivy League.  But I was not disappointed.  I loved books and could think of nothing better than to spend a few pleasant hours a day whiling away the time wandering through the stacks.  The work was not strenuous.  Students came now and then for a bit of specific research, but few checked out books.  There was a janitorial staff to dust the shelves and mop the floor.  Mainly I perused sections in my areas of interest and brought books back to the desk to read while I served my time.

As a novice librarian I was assigned to a corner of the second floor which was all but empty of patrons.  Nobody seemed to give a damn about history anymore, and I could hardly blame them, with all the strange recent fluctuations and disturbances.  You might memorize a whole list of dates and names for a test and then find out the next morning it had all been altered, suddenly shifted.  Not blatantly, no.  Something subtle would have happened and there was new data to assimilate.  Most people just ignored the discrepancies.  It's a survival mechanism I'm sure:  the amazing ability of humans to brush off whatever doesn't fit into the rut of the accepted mindset as if it doesn't exist.

Be that as it may, apart from a few die-hards who thought they were studying things as they used to be, not realizing that the very data in the books was changing as relentlessly as the continuum itself, I sat alone during my work hours and read fiction.  Strange, isn't it?  The only books that stayed as they had been were those that were lies in the first place.

I don't know why the college administration even bothered with the library, but that wasn't my call.  I just did as I was told.

And then there was Alice.  She worked on the ground floor at the main desk.  She was a southwestern girl through and through, with long shiny straight blonde hair that went all the way down to her ass, a long lithe figure (she was almost as tall as I was) and a friendly disposition.  The only discrepancy was the large round black-framed glasses she wore.  She could have worn contact lenses as I did, and I wondered sometimes why she didn't.  But glasses or no glasses she was just fine as fine could be, and so of course I was too inhibited to talk to her.  That's the story of my love life.

But one day the unexpected, nay, the un-thought-of occurred.  She showed up at my desk while I was reading one of Heinlein's interstellar space adventures that I'd pilfered from the juvenile section, showed me a pipe packed with death weed, and said, "You want to come up on the roof and smoke this with me?" 

What could I say?  I was a slow starter.  I had hardly done any dating, let alone further activity.  Girls both fascinated and terrified me at the same time.  I mumbled something she rightly took as assent.

"Come on," she said.

"What about the help desk?" I said.

In an exasperated tone she said, "Honestly, how many people come here asking for help?"

I nodded.  "Good point."

She headed for the stairway, which was just off the central aisle separating history from politics.  The door made a loud screeching noise when she opened it, and I was sure that we would be busted for taking an unauthorized break.  

I almost turned around and returned to my post.

"Come on," Alice repeated, holding the door for me.

Her hair hung loose, some of it draping over her arm.  Her blue-green eyes were accentuated by the large lenses in her glasses.

No contest.  Sorry, job.  I followed her into the stairwell.

Climbing upwards, Alice's bobbing ass in tight beige pants directly in my line of vision, I hypothesized possible scenarios on the rooftop.  Not that I would have the courage to make the first move.  However, if things developed...

It was not to be.

We had just finished one flight and rounded the corner for more when we heard voices above us and the rattle of the rooftop door handle.

Alice turned.  "Down," she mouthed without sound.  

As fast as we could tiptoe we descended, past the second floor exit, past the first floor exit, all the way to the basement, where I had never been.  The light was dim; just one small fixture on the ceiling illuminated the dank, moldy landing.  There were two doors, one to the left and one to the right.  The right one was locked.  The left opened into a dark closet into which we quickly ducked.

Footsteps approached.  I couldn't quite make out what was said, but it sounded like two men were conversing.  Then I heard the scratch of a key in a lock and a door opening and closing.

I cracked open the closet door and listened.  After we crept out I was just about to dash up the stairs when Alice whispered, "Wait."

"Come on, let's get out of here.  We're probably not supposed to be here."

"So what?  Aren't you curious about what's behind the other door?  Come on, let's find out."

"No!  They just went in there."

"So what?  If they're near the door we can make a run for it."

I stood there for a moment a few steps above the landing.  I was curious, yes, but back then I wasn't the type to take risks. 

"Are you going to make me go in there alone?"

I sighed, and trudged back down the stairs I'd already climbed.  There was no escaping it.  And to put on a show of bravado, I opened the door myself.

Within was a vast, high-ceilinged room full of shadows, with row upon row of bookshelves crammed with all sorts of books.  It was a maze of bookshelves, one after the other into the hazy indistinct distance.  The books were all hardbacks.  The spines were dark colors of gray, brown and black.

There was no sign of the two men.

"Wow," whispered Alice.

"I never knew this was here," I said.

"Neither did I."

"I wonder what sort of books these are."

"Let's find out."  She turned to the left, walked down a narrow aisle, and pulled out a volume at random.  It was thick, leather-bound and made a slight crackling noise when she opened it.

She turned a page, then turned more pages.  "It's blank," she said.  "There's nothing in it."

"How can that be?  Let me see."

It was true.  Not a word, not a drawing, nothing.

I pulled out another.  This one was taller, slimmer, with a plain dust cover and...  Nothing inside.

We began wandering the aisles, taking down books, inspecting them.

"They're all the same," Karen said.

"No, wait.  Look at this."  I had found one with markings.  They were letters, actually, Roman alphabet, but the strange thing was that they were scattered all over, a letter here, a letter there, isolated or in little clusters, like bugs that had got loose in the pages.  "It makes no sense.  What the hell is this?"

"There are markings on this one too.  Weird.  But then..."

"But then what?  Finish the sentence."

"Well, strange things are happening, more and more of them every day.  Our parents are in a state of denial.  Politicians are too, and the media, so they won't be labeled crazy.  But everybody knows."

"Well, and so?"

"It's not something that seems it's going to pass.  It seems to be getting worse - if 'worse' is the right word for it.  I would choose 'different' myself.  In some ways it's better."

"To me it seems like some sort of drug trip.  You have to ride it out, and in the end you wake up and everything is as it used to be.  I've been waiting to wake up."

Alice shook her head.  Even in the dim light her hair gleamed as it swayed from side to side.  "I don't think that's going to happen.  We are all awake now.  The trip is carrying us along all right, but where it's going I don't think anyone knows.  That's why they're so reluctant to comment on it."

"Maybe."

"Come on, let's look around."

"Haven't you seen enough?  What if those guys show up?"

"Please.  Would you lose the paranoia?  Life is too short."  She returned the book she'd been holding and headed off down the aisle.

The book I had with the pages of random letters was fairly small, not much larger than a paperback.  It had a soft, light brown leather cover and the pages were of some sort of smooth durable paper.  I put it back on the shelf.

The spaces between bookshelves varied in width but there were no central aisles.  It was arranged like a puzzle or a maze, as I said.  Karen wandered along, turning left or right as she came to dead ends, alcoves, walls, and so on.

Finally, at the far end of the vast room, we came to a door, almost directly across from the one by which we had entered.

"Hmm," said Alice.

I said, "They might be right there behind this door.  How can we know?  Don't open it."

Alice smiled.  "Will you give it up?  You know I'm going to, don't you?"

I sighed, and nodded.

III

At first the room we entered seemed a mirror image of the one we had just left, so much so that I wondered if we had somehow turned around and gone back the way we had come.  There were the bookshelves crammed with books, the crazy aisles between with no logical pattern or path, the books themselves which were mostly empty.  But then I began to notice subtle differences.  A few times when I reached for books they seemed to shy away from my grasp, to actually move inward or sideways.  It reminded me of magnets repelling one another when you place them pole to pole.

And there was something about the atmosphere of this new place, something indefinable.  I tried to consider what it was, but I couldn't.  A whisper in the air.  A shifting of shadows.  A live quality to the very room and the books within it.

I had lost sight of Alice.  She had gone on ahead, working her way around the shelves towards the mirror of the door through which we had entered this strange library.

"Come on," I heard her whisper.  "Come on."

I followed, with trepidation.

At the door Alice hesitated for the first time.  I could sense that even she was finally reaching the limits of her resolve.

Voicing her concern I said, "Maybe we should go back before we get lost."

"I know," said Alice.  "But..."

"We don't know the rules here.  The farther we go the harder it might be
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