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			His name was the Phantasm; his power, to move discontinuously through space. Most people, he liked to explain, advanced through space along an unbroken line, interval by interval, but he, the Phantasm, retroceded into space, as if through a thousand tiny holes, then emerged from behind it again, either nearby or far away. It had not always been so. Growing up, he had moved through space like everyone else: by walking, running, occasionally bicycling or roller-skating. But ever since his days as a young subnuclear scientist, when a trillion-to-one accident bathed him in a torrent of lambda radiation, he had come and gone from space instantaneously, like a ghost. Accordingly, he had become a superhero. Not the most formidable superhero, he had to admit, nor the most effective, but a superhero nonetheless. The problem was that in order to progress from place to place, he had no choice but to use his abilities, vanishing from one point and reappearing in another even if the location to which he was traveling was only a fraction of a millimeter away. When, for instance, he wanted to flip a hamburger, he was required to disappear from his position beside the grill and rematerialize in a position that substantially overlapped with it, one in which little to nothing had changed except for the angle of his hand and the spatula—upended, the both of them. In order, however, to maintain his grip on the spatula and ensure that the blade remained underneath the patty, he had first to pivot a single degree or, rather, to issue from space at a point so close to the one from which he had originated that the arrangement of the handle in his palm showed only a single degree’s disparity, then a second degree’s, and then a third degree’s, until he had successfully overturned the spatula and along with it the patty—so many incremental motions, so rapidly achieved, that to an outsider he must surely have looked like an ordinary man, flipping a hamburger with no superheroics whatsoever. Alternatively, if he chose, he could travel across the world in the blink of an eye. His archenemy, the Statue, was a victim of the same subnuclear accident that had created the Phantasm, but unlike the Phantasm, the Statue moved through space inflexibly, adhesively, to all appearances not at all. On his concrete plinth he stood with the same air of straight-backed malevolent boredom he had displayed ever since the lambda rays overtook him, surveying parks and bazaars, college quads and cemeteries. His powers immobilized any person careless enough to touch him. No one but the Phantasm could set those people free. Once, and only once, had the Phantasm come into contact with the Statue himself. The Statue activated his superpowers, the Phantasm activated his, and all at once the two of them, archenemies, found themselves together in the spaceless everywhere of the underverse, that strange blizzard of electrons that lay between all places, where no point was different from any other. For that bare instant, neither of them could have said which of them was stationary and which was in motion, nor which the hero, which the villain.
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			This story is a parable. You may have heard it before. Once there was a man who was part giant, part ghost, and part magician. So remarkable was his enormity, so strange his otherworldliness, and so profound his mystic ability that those who knew of him fell to their knees when he came into sight, trembling and hiding their faces. Around him swirled waves of worship, fear, and adoration. The world would have been his toy if not for the fact that he lived in a constant state of antagonism with himself. After all, he thought, how mysterious, really, was a magician the size of a fortress? How menacing was a giant who passed harmlessly through walls and fences? And didn’t spells and enchantments demean a ghost? The problem, he believed, was that he was one person rather than three, or three inside of one. This indivisibility, it was a burden. This terrible gumminess of being. And yet, for all his power, there was nothing he could do about it. He should have been three great men, and instead he was a single tri-part man, irredeemably damaged and compromised. The thought of it, the imperfection, stung at and bedeviled him. Again and again over the long years he attempted to wrench himself in three. The more frustrated he became, the harder he struggled, but though his exertions ravaged everything around him, to his body they brought only sweat and bruises. The part of him that was a magician traced symbols in the air to cast out the part that was a ghost, recited incantations to raise up and unfasten himself from the part that was a giant, but this was one spirit he could not dispel, one mountain he could not lift. Instead, if only by accident, he stripped trees of their branches, hefted boulders into lakes and hillsides. The part of him that was a giant battered at his chest and yanked at his limbs, trying to beat out the ghost and the magician, but in his clumsiness he only toppled schools and barns and churches. The part of him that was a ghost twisted one way and then another, hunting for some doorway out of his body, but the cage of his bones was far too tight, and all that sprang loose were his rage and desire, which blew from him like an awful wind, tearing down forests and dividing rivers. So it was that the man who was part giant, part ghost, and part magician wandered the earth in his agitation, trying desperately to cleave himself in three. He cared for nothing else. Behind him along the shore of his life, as far as the eye could see, stretched three sets of footprints, and wherever they passed lay obliteration and ruin.
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			By the time the spaceships arrived, a series of microorganic accidents had stripped the earth of life, leaving only the bare rocks, the ashy water, and a throng of human ghosts. The aliens spent little more than half a morning exploring the planet’s surface before they entered the record in their log—“no signs of life”—and departed. They were several solar systems away before the second assistant engineer noticed a small reality imbalance in the lead vessel’s structural field. He was loath to risk the hectoring of the first assistant engineer, his all-too-predictable insults and comminations, for what was probably, after all, just a diagnostic glitch, so he sent a query to the fleet’s thousand-some sub-engineers, asking whether their scans had detected anything unusual. Immediately the responses cascaded in: “Ship 0113 is point-six degrees off the reality standard,” “Ship 0272 is reading a spike of eleven—no, make that twelve units in our nonbeing metric,” “Ship 1091 here. We’ve got some kind of wave malformation in our tangibility drive,” and then, from Ship 0837, “Oh, no. What’s happening? They’re coming from the floors, the walls, they’re everywhere.”

			The second assistant engineer was not reassured. With each message, the traffic of unlikelihoods increased: power losses and temperature drops, pounding and rasping noises, fainting epidemics. Seeing no alternative, he left to report the matter to the first assistant engineer, who contrived as usual to blame him for the chaos. “Molecular distortions! Authenticity blurs! You’ll fix this and you’ll fix it now, or so help me, I’ll yank every antenna from your head.” Though the second assistant engineer attempted to defend himself, he had little time to formulate his reply. He had squeaked out only the most tentative “Sir” before a hollow buzzing noise passed through the air, the sealing panels detonated from the walls, and a thousand dark forms flowed wobbling into the room. From outside the door came screaming, moaning, the sound of breaking equipment. The rest happened more rapidly than anyone could have predicted: the pools of ice and shadow, and the captain’s evacuation order, and then the second assistant engineer slithering alongside the first assistant engineer through a dozen narrow hallways of airborne debris until the two of them reached an escape pod, which dropped at once through the dilating lips of an ejection portal, joining the thick litter of other spheres the fleet had jettisoned into space—ten thousand bobbing life capsules. The stately silver vessels that abandoned them to the vacuum were not empty, not exactly, but from then on the crew that haunted their cabins was bodiless, wistful, and only half real. At last mankind had reached the stars.
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			Discover more at PenguinRandomHouse.com
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