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	This is the story of Philo Hergenschmidt. By now, the whole world knows what he did, although many people don’t believe it. This is the story of how he did it. It was compiled from original research, contemporary news accounts, and interviews with the man himself. It ranges from the apocryphal, to the questionable, to the impossible. But every word of it is true.

	The story begins long ago, when Philo was a boy. He had never seen a television set, or flown in an airplane, or been outside of the valley where he was born. But it was there that he took the first steps of his journey.

	



	




	
		1. THE HIGH PLACE



	

	A boy of twelve sat atop the Devil’s Throne.

	It was a bare outcropping of volcanic rock, topped by a single gnarled pine tree. The rock formed a vaguely throne-like shape that gave the peak its name. It was the highest point in the hills that ringed the valley. It was supposed to be inaccessible. He had accessed it.

	The smell of sun-baked earth and green growing things, the sound of rustling leaves and distant traffic, and the feeling of sweat and grime on his body, proclaimed the advent of summer. From his vantage point, he could see the entire town of Porterville, home to upwards of twenty thousand souls. Every building, every street, every tree, every automobile, every railroad line was laid out before him like a fantastically detailed model train diorama. But he wasn’t there for the view.

	“Randall!” he called out.

	“Philo! What do you see?” came back a voice from somewhere below him.

	“The whole town! Every inch of it!”

	“You know I can’t get up there!”

	“I’ll send you a postcard!”

	“Ha, ha.”

	“I’m coming down!”

	Philo grabbed the rope that trailed down the side of the peak and descended through the trees, half-climbing and half-sliding. Fifteen minutes later, he rejoined his colleague.

	Randall was six months older and half a foot taller, blond-haired and stocky, with a broad, genial face. “How does it look?” he said eagerly.

	“It’s perfect. It’s more than perfect. It has a direct line of sight to every part of the valley.”

	“So what kind of transmitter do we need?”

	“Nothing too big. Thirty watts will be plenty.”

	“Thirty watts?” said Randall in dismay. “How are we going to reach the whole town with thirty watts? 7J6 has thirty thousand watts! That’s a thousand times more powerful!”

	“No, it’s only eight times more powerful. Wattage adds up logarithmically. And the location of the antenna is a lot more important.”

	“Well, if you say so,” Randall said doubtfully.

	They had to get down off the mountain while there was light enough. They strapped on their army-surplus packs and canteens, consulted their hand-drawn map, and set off.

	“I wish I could have seen it,” Randall said wistfully.

	“Once we start building the station, we’ll have rope ladders and pulleys and all kinds of stuff.”

	“Say, did you happen to look on the other side?”

	“Yep. It’s just like the map says, nothing but mountains and more mountains.”

	“Do you think we’ll ever get a signal to the next valley?”

	“Well, it’s possible. The boys in that valley would have to find a peak just like this one and put up a repeater, and then we’d have a network.”

	Randall smacked his forehead. “Hold on. How’s anybody going to reach this place? Who’s going to climb a mountain just to be on the radio?”

	“Well, they don’t have to. We’ll find a spot somewhere below the peak that’s easier to reach. That’s where we build our shack. Then we just have to get our hands on about five hundred feet of coaxial cable.”

	They retrieved their bicycles and descended from the mountain, following the bed of a dry creek. It was a strange property of the mountain that you could never come down the same way that you came up. The landmarks were unrecognizable in the other direction, or the branches of the trees bent the wrong way, or you plain got lost. This oddity was well known to the people thereabouts, and the boys found nothing remarkable about it.

	Finally, they reached a footpath. They raced down the slope, hitting the bumps at full speed and momentarily taking flight. On the turns, they braked by backpedaling their fixed-gear bicycles and skidding their rear wheels in the dirt. They didn’t slow down until they reached the edge of town.

	They turned onto Main Street, a two-lane road that cut a straight path through the town and onward to the Western Gate, a high and narrow notch cut into the rock at the lowest point of the hills. The notch was thirty feet wide, a hundred feet tall, and a hundred fifty feet deep. The setting sun blazed through the gap.

	Great piles of rock were poised on either side of the notch, massing thousands of tons, ready to be rolled down to close off the gap in the event of invasion or civil disorder. It would take a construction crew a month to move that much rock, and they’d have to dodge boulders while they were doing it. Meanwhile, the mountain folk would travel the secret paths they had used for centuries before the highway was built. The most hazardous of these was the legendary Eastern Pass, which climbed up so high that on a clear day you could see the far-off glimmer of the ocean.

	It was said that the mountains could never be invaded, because the mightiest army would be scattered and lost, diverted into a thousand gullies and crevices. Only the people who were born here, who felt the land in their bones, could navigate it. Even the forces of nature were thwarted. A hundred thousand years ago, when the glaciers came down from the North, the mountains had turned them back. This valley, and others like it, served as refugia, providing shelter to numerous species of plants and animals. While the surrounding lands were a frozen waste, hidden forests grew in the deepest valleys. When the glaciers began to thaw, the forests spread outward and reclaimed the land. Some eighty thousand acres of the original cove forest still stood, being too inaccessible for logging. 

	The mountain people still remembered the time of the wars, when peace-loving people fled to the places where no one would follow. They were more settled now, but they weren’t domesticated. They knew how to hunt and fish, how to build a shelter from logs and mud, how to grow crops on the steepest mountainside, and how to defend their land.

	They even had their own youth organization, the Survival Scouts. The Survival Scout Handbook was a wonder to behold, eight hundred pages long and packed full of information gleaned from the toughest mountain men and a variety of experts. Every summer, boys in uniform could be found up in the hills, building shelters, foraging for edible plants, trapping game, and toughening their bodies. They had to work to earn their merit badges, unlike certain other organizations we could name.

	Philo and Randall discussed which merit badges they ought to try for, once the radio station was operational. “It’s too bad they don’t have a merit badge for Piracy,” said Randall.

	“There’s one for Guerrilla Warfare,” said Philo. “But you have to earn Rifle Shooting first. I’m just about the worst shot in the whole troop.”

	“You’re a wiz at Sabotage,” Randall said helpfully. “You’ve broken more stuff than anyone I know. Radios, windows, collarbones…”

	Philo snorted. “Doing it accidentally doesn’t count.”

	



	




	
		2. THE ADVENTURER



	

	It all started a month previously, when Randall returned from his travels.

	Randall Quinn spent the first two weeks of every summer at his grandparents’ house in Iburakon, five hundred miles to the north. There was only one Iburakon: cultural and financial capitol of the Republic, home to an astonishing two and a half million people, the largest and tallest city in the civilized world.

	To the boys aged nine to thirteen who lived in the neighborhood bounded by the elementary school and the river, Randall was something like Gilgamesh. Every summer, they eagerly awaited the return of their King, to hear wondrous and possibly invented tales of Iburakon and its godlike inhabitants. His descriptions of the City of Cities evoked images of dizzying structures that scraped clouds out of the sky, futuristic trains that sailed through the air on cushions of electricity, and a deep-water harbor guarded by a colossal metal soldier, sword upraised and eyes fixed on the horizon.

	This time, he brought news of a fabulous television show that was watched eagerly by millions in Iburakon and the surrounding cities. The name of the show was Xenotopia. It was produced in-house by a long-established television station, first to lay claim to the coveted lower reaches of the VHF band, with an audience of millions and a budget to match. It was a fine example of the alien invasion genre, with all the old tropes and several new ones.

	Not a single person in Porterville owned a television set. The valley was too deep and too remote to receive a signal. Repeater antennas were voted down as a waste of municipal funds. Home videotape machines were unheard of. Most people had a car radio or a stereo with a built-in tuner, but all they picked up was distant AM stations at night. The FM band was a wilderness of static.

	Randall’s breathless descriptions of alien intrigue were the most entertaining thing the boys had heard in months. The neighborhood games turned into battles between collaborationist “Philes” and rebel “Phobes,” complete with laser-beam weapons, alien mind-control powers, and elaborate rules governing the use thereof.

	One morning in June, the telephone rang. Mrs. Quinn picked it up. “Randall! Telephone!”

	Philo Hergenschmidt was on the line. “You still have that transistor radio? The two-band model?”

	“Sure.”

	“Tune it to 44.7 FM.”

	“What for?”

	“You’ll see.”

	Randall hung up and sauntered upstairs. The radio, a portable model with a handle and a four-inch speaker, took a moment to warm up. He spun the dial with the patience of a master safecracker.

	And then—a voice in the wilderness! “This is Station X, broadcasting to Mulberry Street and regions beyond. The temperature is eighty-two degrees Fahrenheit, with a fifteen percent chance of flaming bolts of wrath. In the news, a bill in the state legislature to raise taxes was vetoed by angry farmers with shotguns. In sporting news, the Minnesota Heathens defeated the New England Skraelings, with running baseman Nose Frozensen stealing the forty-yard wicket for the win. In financial news, Dow Jones was up at five AM this morning to milk the cows, and Wall Street is closed for business after a gang of robbers stole all the money. And now, some exciting music.” This was followed by the scratchy sounds of a military band on a cheap turntable.

	Radio in hand, Randall raced out the door, down the street, and around the corner to Philo’s house. He found Philo in the garage, surrounded by his usual electronic debris. “How did you do that?” said Randall in amazement.

	Philo grinned. “I built a transmitter.”

	“You mean—from scratch?”

	“Sure. It’s project number 26 in that old book I found in the attic.”

	The book was 101 Radio Projects For Boys by Forrest C. Felix. The cover illustration showed a boy holding a control box with an antenna, a model zeppelin sailing down the street, and a policeman blowing his whistle while a dog barked madly and a shopkeeper scratched his head.

	The book was a gold mine of information. Every project included a schematic, a list of parts, historical and scientific background, and suggested applications, some of them not exactly legal. The back cover listed other books by the same author: 101 Electronic Projects, 101 Aeronautics and Rocketry Projects, 101 Simple Machines, 101 Atomic Energy Experiments, 101 Secret Merit Badges, and so forth. Philo could only imagine what was in them.

	Philo showed Randall a small circuit board in a wooden box. “It’s pretty simple. Two ceramic capacitors, one electrolytic capacitor, one trim capacitor, four resistors, three transistors, and an inductor coil. It puts out about half a watt.”

	“You mean just anyone can build one of these?”

	“Well, you’re supposed to hire a lawyer and a signal surveyor and file an application with the Register of Frequencies in FedGov City. But I can’t afford all that, so it’s technically illegal.”

	“Say! What happens if you’re caught?” said Randall, eyes alight.

	“According to the book, the maximum penalty is a thousand-dollar fine and six months in prison. But that’s for willful interference with another station. For running an unregistered station, you get a warning the first time, a ticket the second time, and you might get arrested the tenth or twentieth time. The trick is to move around and evade the authorities for as long as possible, so they can’t write you a ticket. That’s what pirate stations do.”

	Randall boggled. “You mean pirate ships have their own radio stations?”

	Philo burst out laughing. “It’s a figure of speech. They’re not really pirates. It’s more like trespassing.”

	“Is that all?” Randall said, disappointed.

	“Sure, unless you want to take up bootlegging.”

	Randall got a thoughtful look. Philo knew that look. It usually preceded some wild scheme that dragged in half the boys in the neighborhood and got them grounded or worse.

	“What if it was really dangerous?” said Randall with a grin. “What if the government was taken over by aliens from another dimension, and we had to do everything in secret, and if we were caught we’d get our brains turned into mush by their telepathic powers?”

	“But none of that stuff is real. It’s just a TV show.”

	“Who says it’s not real? Countries get invaded all the time. The first thing the invaders do is take over the media, so they can prevent the truth from getting out. We need a method of mass communication that can’t be controlled or shut down, in case the worst happens. Radio is perfect. All you need is a portable transmitter and a microphone, and you can reach millions of people. It’s a lot easier than trying to hide a printing press in your basement!”

	Philo stared at Randall in surprise. He’d known Randall since they were little kids playing in the dirt and staging elaborate war games with green plastic army men, but he never realized that it had a purpose. “You know, that actually makes sense.”

	“So let’s do it! We need a transmitter that’s powerful enough to reach the whole town, and a secret location that’s impossible to find. Other boys in other towns will hear about it, and want to get in on the action, and pretty soon we’ll have pirate stations all over the Republic.”

	“I can build the transmitter,” said Philo. “The hardest part is the antenna.”

	“Why’s that?”

	“Porterville doesn’t have a single building over two stories, and a tower would be too conspicuous. We need a place that’s high up, with a clear line of sight to the entire valley.”

	“You mean up in the hills?” His eyes lit up. “Someplace like the Devil’s Throne?”

	“That would do it,” said Philo reluctantly. “But nobody’s ever been up there. It’s impossible to get to.”

	Randall gave him a slap on the back, and the kind of grin that had sent lesser boys to their doom. “I bet you and me could figure out how to get to it.”

	For the next month, the two boys spent every day tramping about in the hills, searching for a path to the top. At every turn, they were stopped by an impenetrable thicket, or a vertical wall of rock, or a hundred-foot gorge. They took notes, drew maps, and ruled out possibilities. Until one day, they traversed a crevice that only a boy could fit through, emerged into the open, and looked up to see the peak itself, directly above them.

	They returned the next day with a rope and grappling hook. Randall warmed up his pitching arm and hurled the hook upward with all his strength, dozens of times, until his muscles were about to cramp up. Finally, it caught on a ledge about twenty feet from the top. The smaller and lighter Philo made the final ascent. He stopped at the ledge and tossed the hook the rest of the way up. It was slow going. By the time he reached the summit, the western end of the valley floor was already in darkness.

	They had found their antenna site.

	



	




	
		3. THE SCIENTIST



	

	The wooden sign hung from chains above the doorway of a small, two-story brick structure that was once a pump-house.

	COOPER’S ELECTRIC REPAIR

	Cooper (for he only had the one name) was a young man of twenty-six who had gone off to the state technical college for two years and come back with a working knowledge of anything that was electric or electronic in nature. He was known thereabouts as the man who would fix it the first time and fix it right. He was tall and thin, with penetrating dark eyes and an unruly shock of hair.

	Philo had started hanging around the shop a few years ago. After months of pestering, Cooper had finally conceded that some jobs would be easier with a second pair of hands. Philo assisted with repairs and did odd jobs, in return for access to the Fabulous Attic of Junk. The second floor was crammed with coils, motors, circuit boards, and electronic devices of every description, both household and industrial, accumulated over ten years or more. Philo could usually find whatever he needed for his latest project, instead of saving up his allowance for weeks to buy it from a mail-order house.

	Cooper had a habit of talking out loud when he was fixing something, out of one side of his mouth, with a cigarette in the other side. He said it helped him think. By this method, Philo acquired something of an education.

	The two boys entered the place of the electrons and made themselves known. “Who’s the kid?” Cooper said, not looking up from his work.

	“Oh, this is Randall. He’s helping me with the secret project.”

	“Is he trustworthy?”

	“As the day is long.”

	“Is he up on the safety protocols?”

	“He will be,” Philo promised.

	Cooper waved a hand. “Knock yourselves out.”

	The boys went to Philo’s corner of the shop. He had a small workbench, various tools neatly arranged on hooks, a soldering iron and voltmeter, and boxes of assorted electronic components.

	“That little transmitter is just a toy,” Philo explained. “It’s not powerful enough or clean enough. A real transmitter with high-fidelity sound is a lot more complicated. I’ve been working on it in secret for almost half a year.”

	“Say! You’re the close-mouthed one!” said Randall in admiration.

	“My Dad says, if you go around talking about what you’re going to do, you’ll never actually do it.”

	“So let’s see it!”

	Philo pulled aside a tarp and unveiled his masterpiece. It consisted of three separate units, each about the size of a large book. Each unit consisted of a wooden enclosure, various knobs and input jacks, and a circuit board populated with a miniature city of electronic components: resistors, capacitors, diodes, inductor coils, transistors, op-amp chips, crystal oscillators, and heatsinks.

	“The first unit is the audio processor,” Philo explained. “It does the filtering, pre-emphasis, limiting, stereo multiplexing, and subcarrier generation. The second unit is the exciter. It generates the RF signal and modulates it with the audio signal. The third unit is the amplifier. It amplifies the RF signal and sends it to the antenna.”

	“How did you figure this out?” Randall said in amazement. “Are you some kind of scientific genius?”

	“Not really,” Philo admitted. “I got everything from the book, 101 Radio Projects. It has schematics, diagrams, parts lists, legal advice, and everything. It’s almost like the author was trying to start a whole network of pirate stations. But I think we’re the first to actually do it.”

	“But even with a book…”

	“Well, if I didn’t understand something, I asked Cooper. He doesn’t mind answering questions, as long as I do the work myself. And he lets me borrow his tools and test equipment.”

	“But how did you afford all this?”

	“I salvaged most of the parts. Cooper has so much broken junk in the attic that you can find almost anything. I had to substitute a lot of things and improvise other things. It’s impossible to find output capacitors that can handle the voltage, so I made my own by bending little bits of copper sheeting around chunks of mica. Cooper showed me how to do it.”

	Philo had worked up to the grand project by building a lot of smaller gadgets from the book, ranging from motion sensors to telephone amplifiers to noisemakers. He learned how to solder, and measure voltages and resistances, and read a schematic, even if he didn’t quite understand how it worked.

	First, he had collected the parts. He disassembled broken electronics and carefully unsoldered the components he needed. Aside from the electrolytic capacitors, most of them were still good. The best sources were radios, stereo equipment, and a broken-down electronic organ. All the jacks, potentiometers, switches, and knobs were recycled. For the enclosures, he built rough wooden boxes with copper shielding around the more sensitive parts of the circuit.

	He wasn’t about to try fabricating a printed circuit board. That would mean drawing the traces by hand with permanent marker, using an iron to transfer the ink to a copper sheet, etching the copper in a chemical solution to leave only the traces, and drilling the holes for the component leads by hand. He didn’t see how it could possibly work.

	He would have to hand-wire the boards. He mounted the components on perfboard with copper eyelets, and ran hundreds of thin wires along the underside to connect them. He tested and re-tested every connection with a voltmeter. He knew a single mistake could blow up multiple components and cost him a lot of time and money. After soldering for two weeks straight, and re-doing the first board from scratch because it was a mess, he wished he’d printed the circuits instead.

	“Does it work?” said Randall, examining the boards critically.

	Philo shook his head. “Not yet. It’s missing the most important parts, like the power transformer and the output transistors. It might get expensive.”

	“We could always rob a bank,” Randall said contemplatively. “That’s how the Bolshies got started. They robbed a whole bunch of banks to finance the revolution.”

	“Yeah, and their whole army was driven into the Volga and drowned, and the leaders were burned at the stake.”

	Randall shrugged. “All right, bank robbing is out. So what do we do?”

	“There’s a huge electronic surplus store in Monument City. You can buy almost anything dirt cheap, if you know what to look for. But I’ve never been there. And I know what my Dad would say if I asked him to drive me somewhere and wait around for hours and hours while I find all the parts.”

	Randall grinned. This was right up his alley. “So? We have bikes, don’t we?”

	“It’s fifty miles away!” Philo protested.

	Randall clapped him on the back. “Philo, buddy, you and me are going on a road trip. And I know just the man to talk to.”

	



	




	
		4. THE MECHANIC



	

	They found Pete Collins in the back of his father’s sporting goods store, the only one in town. It sold sports equipment, camping equipment, and bicycles. Most of the kids in town got their bikes there: a ten-speed Schwinn from Chicago if they were lucky, or a refurbished mountain bike if money was tight.

	Pete was doing a repair job for a customer, replacing the bottom bracket and re-packing the bearings. “Randall!” he said with a grin. “This is my last bike for the day. Hand me that wrench.”

	Pete was a better scholar than Randall, but he couldn’t read a schematic at a glance like Philo. He was more athletic than Philo, but he couldn’t casually toss around tree trunks like Randall. He was reasonably good-looking, did pretty well in school, and was above-average at sports. He was solidly competent at any number of things. “That Pete, he’s a real brick,” Randall would say approvingly.

	If Pete were a President, he would be Grover Cleveland, unloved and unmemorialized because he wasn’t a Great Leader. A Great Leader is the kind who mounts an expedition to Lemuria, or declares war on the Chinese, or rips out a child’s heart and eats it on live television, like the Serpent King of the Mexica did. Then again, a common saying in the Republic was, “God save us from Great Leaders.”

	At last, the repair job was done. “So what’s the latest conspiracy?” said Pete.

	“What would you say,” said Randall, “to a three-day bicycle trip, with tents and sleeping bags?”

	“That sounds like a blast. But how do we get our folks to OK it?”

	“We’ll say it’s for a merit badge, and get the Scoutmaster to sign off on it.”

	“OK, another question. Why are we going on a three-day bicycle trip? Is there someplace we have to get to?”

	Randall nodded to Philo. “Tell him about the transmitter.”

	 

	The preparations were almost as fun as the trip itself. They spent a week consulting maps, drawing up lists, and collecting equipment. The store didn’t have a Fabulous Attic of Junk; but it did have a basement, crammed full of equipment that was damaged, worn, incomplete, or unsalable for one reason or another. The mountain people never threw anything away if they could help it. The smell of oil, metal, and canvas invoked visions of adventures in far-off places.

	The boys’ bicycles were inspected and overhauled. Randall had outgrown his, so a larger one was assembled from a stripped frame and pieces from six other bicycles, under the condition that he do the heavy hauling. A trailer was constructed from thin plywood, the wheels from a child’s bicycle, and a hitch made from random hardware. The hitch required a few redesigns, until they had something that wouldn’t go into mechanical oscillation and shake itself to pieces. Flashing red lights were affixed to the rear of the trailer and the bicycles.

	The boys sorted through piles of equipment, and selected the following: an old canvas tent with aluminum tubing, guylines, and stakes; army-surplus ponchos, sleeping bags, cookware, canteens, flashlights, and tools; a pair of hunting knives capable of cutting down a small tree; a first aid kid with bandages, disinfectants, and painkillers; and for the bicycles, spare tubes, tires, patch kits, chains, rivet tools, and an extra rear wheel. The final items were a change of clothes each, extra socks, clasp knives, toothbrushes, and the all-important Survival Scout Handbook.

	The equipment was carefully stowed and secured in the trailer. The heaviest items were the three-gallon water jug and the cache of canned food. After a test run revealed that the trailer was overloaded, some of the gear was transferred to Army-surplus backpacks.

	Early on Monday morning, they set out. It was the first time Philo had ever been out of the valley. They had mapped out their route carefully, avoiding roads with high traffic. On the curves and hills, they devised a system of spreading out to warn each other of oncoming cars, and pulled onto the shoulder when necessary.

	They were mountain boys; their legs were accustomed to tramping or cycling across hilly country. Still, they had to stop for half an hour’s rest every five miles or so, and they had to stop several times to re-pack the trailer and shift the weight of their backpacks. Occasionally, they would switch bikes, and Pete or Philo would haul the trailer for a few miles.

	By the end of the day, they had only made twenty miles. It took an inordinate amount of time to find a dry place under the trees and set up the tent in the dark. They elected to skip the fire, and ate a cold dinner out of cans.

	They awoke in the morning, too sore too move. They spent an hour lazing around and another hour stretching their legs before they were ready to get back in the saddle. They weren’t too worried just yet. On the advice of Mr. Collins, they had allowed for a few extra days. And of course, they hewed at all times to the Survival Scout Motto.

	Be Prepared.

	



	




	
		5. THE SKYWAY



	

	They rounded a curve and emerged from the hills, and found themselves overlooking a breathtaking landscape.

	The two-lane highway stretched downward for about a mile, where it joined a much larger and busier four-lane highway. In one direction, the highway curved south and west until it met a pass in the mountains. In the other direction, it joined to a massive steel bridge that spanned a chasm. The chasm was about a mile across. How deep it was, they couldn’t tell. They couldn’t see the bottom, because it was full of mist. It was like a swirling, nacreous ocean, with the bridge floating on top of it.

	On the near side, a thickly wooded slope led down into the mist. The far side rose up in a vertical wall of rock, like a fortification built by giants, extending left and right as far as the eye could see.

	“Biking up and down hills is easy,” Randall said with a grin. “See that bridge? That’s the hard part.”

	They coasted down the hill, applying the brakes every few seconds, with the gorge and the bridge across it growing ever closer.

	A sign came into view. It said: 

	YOU ARE ENTERING THE VIRGINIA SKYWAY

	NO PEDESTRIANS OR BICYCLES ON BRIDGE

	The boys looked at each other. “What do we do?” said Pete. “Sneak across in the dead of night?”

	Randall shook his head. “Too much traffic. There’s semi trucks going across it day and night. We’d probably get arrested. But I have a plan.”

	They pulled off the road and stopped behind a stand of trees. Randall unhitched the trailer. “We have to get under the bridge and onto the catwalk as quick as possible without anyone seeing us. Follow my lead.”

	There was a gravel path that led underneath the bridge. The three boys walked their bikes down the path and across a narrow walkway. At the point where it joined the bridge, they were stopped by a locked gate.

	Randall stepped over the railing and clambered around the gate, and Philo and Pete passed the bikes around. The trailer was retrieved, unpacked, and the packs and containers passed to Randall. The trailer itself was last. It was bulky but lightweight, and the three of them managed it.

	Philo and Pete climbed around the gate and joined Randall. The trailer was placed on the catwalk and re-packed, with Randall’s bike on top. They set off, Philo and Pete walking their bikes, and Randall pulling the trailer behind them, with his own bike laid across it.

	The catwalk was just wide enough for the trailer, with a chest-high railing on each side. Far ahead of them, it disappeared into the mist. It was like walking into a void of nonexistence.

	Randall looked back. “There’s no signs of pursuit. It’s safe to talk.”

	“Say, this is jolly,” said Philo. “How high is this bridge, anyway?”

	“Oh, about the height of the tallest building in Iburakon,” Randall said nonchalantly. Philo rolled his eyes. Randall was always exaggerating.

	As they made their way down the catwalk, a hawk flew out of the mist and alit on a crossbeam. It examined them dispassionately, wondering what they were doing up here in the sky. Then it flew off.

	The day was growing warmer. A wind sprang up, and the mist began to clear. Below his feet, Philo caught occasional glimpses of a river. It seemed very small. As the mist continued to dissipate, he could see a narrow road snaking along one side of it. A tiny car drove along the road, and suddenly he acquired a frame of reference and realized how high up he really was.

	Then he remembered where he’d heard the name “Skyway,” in a half-forgotten geography lesson. The Skyway was the longest and tallest bridge in the Western Hemisphere. At the center point of the gorge, it was a thousand feet high.

	The river under his feet was one of the oldest rivers in the world, as old as the mountains themselves. Only the Finke in Australia and the Meuse in Europe were older. Over millions of years, it had worn away the bedrock and carved out a gorge that sundered the mountains from the flatlands, until a business consortium raised fifty million dollars to build a bridge across it.

	Philo had never been in an airplane, or a building higher than two stories. The Devil’s Throne was pretty high, but it was surrounded by gradually rising foothills. This was completely beyond his experience.

	He turned around and looked at Randall. “I thought you were exaggerating!”

	Randall put his hand over his heart. “Me? Exaggerate? I’ve never spoken aught but the plain and sober truth.”

	“All right, let’s do this,” Philo said grimly.

	“Can you imagine what kind of guts it took to build this thing?” Randall said cheerfully. “I’ve seen ironworkers putting up skyscrapers in Iburakon. They walk along narrow beams, one foot in front of the other, with nothing but thin air to grab onto, like it’s nothing!”

	Philo took a step, then another, while mounting terror turned his muscles to water. He dropped into a semi-crouch, shuffling his feet along the catwalk. His left hand ached from gripping the handrail. He tried closing his eyes, but it only heightened his awareness of the roar of the wind, the rumble of the traffic, and the creaks and pings of the girders as they adjusted to the weight overhead.

	“Philo!” came Randall’s voice, as from a great distance. “Are you OK?”

	“Couldn’t be better,” he called back. “Maybe tomorrow I’ll jump off a cliff just for fun.”

	The sun was now directly overhead, and the underside of the bridge was in deep shadow. Philo peered ahead, trying to see the catwalk. Something was wrong. It didn’t look the way it was supposed to.

	A hundred feet later, his worst suspicions were confirmed. The catwalk came to an end. There was a forty-foot gap, precisely at the center-point of the bridge. The authorities had removed a section of the catwalk, to stop people from doing exactly what they were doing.

	Randall and Pete came up behind him. They started silently at the gap for a long time.

	“Well, that’s it for the radio station,” said Pete.

	“Hold on,” said Randall, with that infamous grin of his. “We have ropes and tools, don’t we?” He hoisted his bike off the trailer, and started untying the ropes that secured the cargo.

	“What are you going to do, build a bridge?” said Pete.

	“No, ya melonhead. We’re gonna swing across like Errol Flynn!”

	“There’s gotta be an easier way,” said Pete.

	“Easy? What fun would that be? If we pull this off, we’ll be legends!”

	“Yeah, the kind of legends parents tell their kids so they don’t get killed like we did!”

	“Philo, you’re the brains. Tell this melonhead it’s perfectly safe.”

	“W-well…” Philo stammered. “It’s a type of pendulum, so we need a pivot point that’s right in the middle. We should double up the rope to be safe.”

	After consulting the Survival Scout Handbook, Chapter 10: Knots and Lashings, they used double fisherman’s knots to tie three shorter ropes into a single long rope, and tied a half-empty canteen to one end as a weight. Randall tossed it over the beam on the second try.

	The canteen hung straight down in the center of the gap. Now they had to pull it in. Once again, Randall’s pitching arm came to the rescue. A dead-center hit with a can of mixed vegetables sent the rope swinging across the gap, and Pete reached out and caught it as it swung back. They doubled up the rope and tied two large knots, a foothold at the bottom and a handhold a few feet higher.

	“Who’s first?” said Randall.

	“Who do you think is first?” said Pete.

	“But I’m the heaviest.”

	“So much the better. If you don’t fall to your death, we know it’s safe.”

	Moments later, Randall was sailing through the air, a thousand feet above the earth. He reached the other side, seemed to hover for a moment, then swung back.

	“You’re supposed to grab the rail,” said Pete.

	“I forgot.”

	“Well, try it again.”

	This time, Randall started further back and pushed off with his legs to get more speed. He swung over the opposite end and landed on the catwalk with a reverberating clang. He sent the rope back. Pete had to lean out a bit to grab it.

	“Send over the bikes one at a time!” Randall called out.

	Pete looped the rope through the frame of each bike, tied an overhand knot, and sent them over. The trailer was more difficult. They had to unpack it and carefully tie the bundles to the rope, three or four at a time. They lost a few cans of food and other odds and ends in the process. Philo counted a full ten seconds before they hit the river below with a tiny splash.

	It was Pete’s turn. More cautious than Randall, he tested the knots and got a firm grip. He pushed off, swung across, and landed on the other side.

	The cradle came swinging back to Philo. He caught it and took a deep breath, trying not to think about where he was.

	A convoy of 18-wheelers roared over the bridge overhead, setting the whole structure thrumming with deep vibrations. The horizon seemed to tilt, until he was certain the bridge would go flying off into space and take him with it. He dropped the rope and threw himself flat. He desperately wanted to crawl back until he was on solid ground, and never let his feet leave the earth again.

	Randall got a worried look. “Come on, Philo! We’ll grab you when you swing over!”

	“I can’t do it!”

	“Think about the station!”

	“W-what about it?”

	Randall rubbed his chin for a moment. Then he had an idea. “You ought to teach us how the transmitter works. What if you’re not there and we have to fix it?”

	“W-well, it starts with the power supply. That’s the part that turns AC into DC.”

	“How does it do that?”

	“With a transformer and a couple of bridge rectifiers. And zener diodes to regulate the voltage.”

	“Hey, we’re not putting any alien technology in this thing!”

	“I said zener diodes.”

	“Got it. Now get up and grab the handrails. So what’s the DC for?”

	“It powers the transistors. But there’s a couple of different kinds, and they need different voltages. That’s why you need a multi-tap transformer.”

	“Okay, I’m sending the rope over. What else do we need?”

	“About five hundred feet of coaxial line.” Philo caught the rope.

	“Is that the wire that goes to the antenna?”

	“Yeah, but not just any wire. It has to be shielded in a certain way, and have a certain impedance, or it won’t work.”

	“What’s the impedance? Now get a firm grip and push off!”

	“Seventy-five ohms!” shouted Philo as he sailed across the gap. Pete and Randall caught him on the other side.

	“Hey, that was easy!” he said in surprise. “What’s so funny?”

	“Philo, you’re something else,” said Randall.

	The rest of the way to the city, Pete and Randall entertained themselves by calling back and forth, “What’s the impedance?” “Seventy-five ohms!”

	They approached the city along one of the smaller roads. It ran parallel to an elevated superhighway, four lanes in each direction, divided by a ten-foot concrete barrier with trees growing on top of it. The crossroads ran underneath, between the massive concrete pylons. The superhighway continued across the river that formed the city’s eastern border.

	One catwalk adventure being sufficient, the boys rode a few miles upstream to a smaller bridge that allowed pedestrian traffic. They walked their bikes across the bridge so they could admire the view.

	The river was a quarter of a mile across, broad and deep. It was thickly lined with trees on both sides, with bridges of various types every few miles, and there were scattered boats upon it.

	One of the boats wasn’t exactly a boat. It was a tiny house, floating right down the middle of the river. The boys couldn’t imagine what it was doing there. Perhaps it had been washed away in a flood.

	When it got closer, they could see that the house was built on the deck of a tiny barge-bottom flatboat with a small outboard engine. It was a proper house, complete with a peaked roof of galvanized steel, chimney, windows, front door, porch, a bicycle tied to the back, and a medium-sized dog. Rubber tires hung from the four corners of the boat to guard it from collisions. It looked as though every piece of it had been scavenged from wrecks, ruins, and junkyards; but it was built with skill and care, painted and stained against the weather, and immaculately maintained.

	“It’s just like the wheeled houses back home, but on the water,” said Pete. It was common for bachelors to build tiny houses on trailers, hitch them to a pickup truck, park them at some out-of-the way spot, and live cheap while they saved enough money to have a chance at finding a wife.

	There was plenty of unclaimed land up in the hills, and no authority to tell them it wasn’t allowed. Hardly anyone was homeless in the mountains. There was no danger of overcrowding; the mountain folk married late and had small families, a tradition that went back to the old country.

	The dog caught sight of the boys, perked up his ears, and barked in a friendly way. As the boat passed under them, the dog ran around the house and barked at them from the back, until he was distracted by a passing bird and barked at that instead.

	“Now that’s the luckiest dog in the world,” said Randall. “He gets to see new sights and meet new people every day.” The other two agreed.

	They entered the downtown area. It was a place of ten-story buildings crowded right up to the sidewalks, throngs of people, unceasing traffic directed by impatient policemen, and constant noise. As the boys navigated the bike lanes, Philo had a growing sense of claustrophobia and agoraphobia at the same time. He fervently wished he were back in the woods.

	The public library was on the way there, so they stopped in. Philo badly wanted to get his hands on the other books by the enigmatic Forrest C. Felix.

	It was a majestic, pseudo-Roman building that dwarfed the library in Porterville. It was large enough to have a computerized card catalog, with a glowing green monitor and keyboard, upon which the librarian typed search commands.

	“We don’t have anything by that author,” she said. “I can send a teletype inquiry to the state library, if you like. They’re hooked in to the national system. If any library in the Republic has it, I can put in a loan request.”

	“Could you?” said Philo eagerly.

	The answer came back in minutes. The librarian read the sheet, frowning. “There’s only the one book. If I had to guess, I would say that the publisher went out of business, and the other volumes were never printed.” The boys left the library in disappointment.

	It took them two hours, and several consultations of the map, to find Benton’s Electronic Surplus. It was in the warehouse district. They locked up the bikes and left Pete to guard the trailer. They walked through the automatic sliding doors, and into the cool air of a cavernous, brightly lit space.

	Just inside the entrance was an old rocket engine the height of a man, with Cyrillic letters painted on the nozzle. The metal was pitted and discolored. It looked like it might have actually been to space.

	The store was bigger than anything in Porterville. Row upon row of massive steel shelves towered twenty feet into the air. Philo and Randall slowly walked the length of the store, marveling at what they saw. There were thousands of different electronic components, in bags, boxes, and bins. There was a stack of computer terminals, and a mainframe that was missing most of its tubes but still had its magnetic core memory. There was an entire section of scientific equipment, ranging from centrifuges to electron microscopes. There were shelves full of test equipment, seventeen different models of oscilloscopes, and soldering irons of every description. There were spools upon spools of wire of varying size, type, and condition.

	The store had a card catalog in a massive wooden cabinet, where customers could look up items alphabetically and be directed to the relevant aisle and shelf. Philo got out his notebook. Using Cooper’s shelf of reference books and catalogues, he had written down a list of parts and substitutions. He delved into the card catalogue and wrote down aisle, shelf, and bin numbers. Then he went off in search of the parts.

	The most expensive item was the transmission line. He had to keep it under a hundred dollars. He searched through endless spools of wire. When he had just about given up, he found a large wooden spool of black cable about a quarter of an inch thick. The spool had an adhesive label filled out in permanent marker.

	“I found it!” he called to Randall. “75 ohm coaxial, one thousand feet. That’s more than we’ll ever need!”

	Randall looked over his shoulder. “It says ‘Used cable, no continuity.”

	“That’s what Cooper said to look for. You locate the breaks with a high-frequency pulse and oscilloscope, cut out the bad spots, and splice it back together.”

	“You can really do that?”

	“Yep. I tried it on a spool of telephone cable. The math is pretty complicated, but it works.”

	Randall hoisted the spool with one hand. “It’s heavy.”

	“We’ve eaten up half the food, so there’s room on the cart.”

	Philo went to the bins to search for the other components. Randall wandered off to look at the rocket engine, with its fascinating tangle of tubes and wires. It was the first time he had seen Russian technology up close.

	To his surprise, he heard a familiar bark from the other side of the store. A dog came into view, with a tall, bearded man holding the leash. It was the owner of the houseboat!

	For several minutes, Randall made a game of following the man while keeping out of sight. The dog’s senses were more acute, and he let out a warning bark and pulled on the leash. “Rufus! Settle down!” said the man.

	The man collected a cartload of electrical parts and pushed it to the front. “Big project?” said the clerk.

	“Yeah, the generator needs a rebuild,” said the man. “Motor’s good for another season.”

	Randall went in search of Philo. “The guy from the houseboat came in with his dog.”

	“No kidding? What’s he buying?”

	“Electrical stuff,” said Randall. “He’s rebuilding a generator.”

	“Wait, did you say—”

	“What’s the matter?”

	“I was so wrapped up in the transmitter, I never thought about how we’re going to power the darn thing!”

	



	




	
		6. THE LOST COSMONAUT



	

	Three days later, the boys rode their bikes into Porterville, tired but feeling like they’d grown a foot taller. They were still in one piece, aside from a few flat tires and bruised shins. Philo had the novel experience of walking into the house where he’d spent his whole life, and marveling at how small it was.

	The moment he was recuperated, he rode his bike to Cooper’s Electric Repair. He stood around awkwardly for a while, then blurted out: “Say, would you happen to have a busted generator?”

	Cooper looked up from his bench. “I’d ask what it’s for, but that would make me an accessory.” He stood up and stretched. “Let’s see what’s in the shed.”

	When Philo saw it, his heart sank. It was rusted all over, with the housing eaten clear through in spots.

	“A farmer brought it in,” said Cooper. “The motor runs, but the coil is burned out. The repairs would have cost more than the price of a new one. If you can fix it, it’s yours.”

	“How do I fix it?”

	“Scrape off the rust, get your hands on some enameled wire and wind a new coil, and replace all the switches and connectors. It’ll take you at least a week. Luckily, this model is dead simple. Your biggest problem is dirty AC.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“A power station puts out a pure sine wave at exactly 60 Hertz and 120 volts. A generator is a different matter. It can play havoc with your electronics, everything from noise and hum to burned-out components. That’s why you run everything off a battery.”

	“Like a car battery?”

	Cooper shook his head. “No, you need a deep-cycle battery. Two of them, so you can charge one from the generator while you’re using the other. They cost about a hundred dollars each.”

	“I can’t afford it,” said Philo in dismay.

	“Well, you might be able to run directly off the generator. First, you have to match the output to the expected load. Then you need some heavy-duty filtering and regulation in your DC power supply. If that doesn’t work, you’ll need a power inverter to provide complete isolation.” Cooper grabbed a sheet of paper and began sketching out circuit ideas, while Philo tried to keep up. 

	It took considerably longer than a week. The generator was so deteriorated that Philo had to fabricate a new housing with a drill and hacksaw. He usually gave up after a few hours, and resumed the next morning.

	When he wasn’t working, he entertained himself by listening to Cooper’s shortwave radio set, equipped with headphones and a twenty-foot mast on the roof. He was sternly forbidden to broadcast anything, although his finger sometimes itched to press the transmit key. But there was plenty to listen to.

	The mystery of why the valley could receive shortwave, but not radio or television, was explained by a section in 101 Radio Projects. Higher frequencies (television and FM) rely on line-of-sight propagation. Medium frequencies (shortwave) bounce off the ionosphere, a layer in the upper atmosphere that reflects radio waves. Lower frequencies (AM and military communications) are conducted by the surface of the Earth. Medium frequencies can travel the furthest when atmospheric conditions are right, but reception varies greatly with the season and time of day.

	Philo picked up transmissions from all up and down the East Coast, from every state in the Republic and its dark twin to the south. He learned the call letters of other hobbyists, and the personages and events of their home towns. He listened to the mysterious sounds of the heavens. He tuned in to the frequencies used by the military for coded communications, and spent weeks writing down alphanumeric sequences, trying to discover a pattern. When atmospheric conditions were right, he picked up transmissions from the Regnum, and marveled at the strange, barbaric, orgiastic music, played on a travesty of European instruments, and sung in a dialect of English so alien that he couldn’t understand a word of it. Once, he picked up a rhythmic chant in a non-European tongue, from the forbidden lands west of the Mississippi.

	Occasionally, Cooper would drop some nugget of arcane knowledge. When Philo mentioned   the coded messages, he said, “Oh, that’s a numbers station. The code they use is uncrackable, unless they get lazy and start re-using the keys, like the Russians did in the Pan-European War.”

	“Russians!” Philo said, as if Cooper had mentioned little green men. “Have you ever met one?”

	“I met a few in college. The Feds give out a few thousand student visas every year. They’re very different from us, you know. Highly disciplined, accustomed to privation and harsh conditions, absolutely loyal to the Church and the royal family. They undertake vast projects and endure terrible sacrifices that a Yankee would rebel against. That’s probably why they have a space program and we don’t, although I reckon we’ll get there in our own time.”

	“You mean the Vostok program? I thought they landed a man on the moon, but he didn’t come back alive.”

	“According to the rumors, they’ve accomplished far bigger things in secret. They’ve been all over the solar system, using technology borrowed from the Germans, and mental and physical disciplines borrowed from the Chinese. They can train a man to slow down his heartbeat and control his metabolism, and send him out with half the amount of air and food that a normal man would need. There’s no margin of error, none at all. But if he does everything right, he has a fighting chance of coming back alive. They’re a Christian people and they don’t condone murder nor suicide. Now if it were the Chinese, they’d send out a thousand men in a thousand flimsy spaceships, either criminals or conscripts, and half of them would burn up and the other half suffocate, and they’d do a lot of flag-waving about the heroic sacrifice of the patriotic space martyrs, and they’d claim ownership of Mars and Venus on the grounds that they killed the most people getting there.

	“Us ham operators have a tape-trading network. We mail each other cassette tapes of the strangest transmissions we’ve received. I got my hands on a copy of a tape all the way from Italy, on the 32-centimeter band. The person who made the tape claims it’s a dying Russian cosmonaut who went off course and ended up at the edge of the Solar System, the heliopause, where the solar wind runs up against the interstellar medium. His ship went off at right angles and his course took him far above the plane of the ecliptic, where it’s so dark and lonely you couldn’t stand it. It’s a series of brief transmissions, recorded over several days. I played it for a Russian girl I met at the university, and she translated it for me. She said it’s garbled and difficult to understand, but the dialect and vocabulary sound like someone with a military background.”

	He dug out a typewritten sheet and handed it to Philo. He played the tape while Philo read the translation.

	 

	I approach the border of the sun’s influence.

	There is a sudden reversal of the dials. I have crossed into interstellar space.

	I grieve for my lost home, but I remain strong.

	I carry on for the glory of Mother Russia, the blessed Czar, and the Holy Church.

	What are they? Do they know that I am here?

	They sing with a voice like the storms of Jupiter.

	An angel with a flaming sword? Or a song of welcome?

	Too weak to rise from the acceleration couch… I will keep the circuit open…

	Can you hear them? Listen.

	 

	The cosmonaut fell silent, and Philo listened with all his might. Buried beneath the static, beneath the random interference, beneath the buzzes and hums of the cockpit, he heard music.

	On Earth, there is something called the “dawn chorus,” produced by electrons in the Earth’s magnetosphere. It sounds like a chorus of ascending whistles, plaintive or inquisitive, against a background of static. Philo had heard it himself, in the Very Low Frequency band, where the radio waves convert directly into audible frequencies.

	This was far more complex. The voices, hundreds or thousands of them, followed each other like a flock of birds who keep formation even as they zig and zag through the air. To Philo’s ears, it sounded like something that was clearly alive, and clearly not human. The strangeness of it made his hair stand on end.

	“What is it?” Philo said in awe.

	“I have no idea. But I don’t think we’re hearing all of it. Speech transmitters have limited bandwidth, around 300 Hz to 3 kHz. It’s like listening to a symphony through a steel pipe.”

	“Hey!” Philo said in excitement. “What if we built a space probe with a better transmitter, and sent it to the same spot?”

	Cooper shook his head. “Too expensive. Nobody is going to put up that kind of money. Most people think it’s a hoax, anyway.”

	“Do you think it’s a hoax?” Philo said with disappointment.

	“Well, I don’t know. When I was at Virginia Tech, they had an electronic music laboratory with an IBM mainframe that cost half a million dollars. They’ve done some pretty far-out stuff, but they’ve never done anything like this. I don’t think that music came from Earth.”

	



	




	
		7. THE SECRET COTTAGE



	

	At last, the generator was complete. Philo and Randall returned to the Devil’s Throne to scout out a location for their transmitter shack. The peak itself didn’t have a flat place to speak of.

	Philo stood atop the peak and peered hither and yon, using a pair of binoculars borrowed from Collins Sporting Goods. Then he saw something unexpected.

	Far below, nestled among the trees, was a cottage. It had a peaked roof covered in wooden shingles, of a type that hadn’t been used in a hundred years. A narrow brick chimney thrust upward at one end.

	“I see a cottage!” Philo called down to Randall. “An old one, built solid and still in one piece. It’s about halfway up the mountain, on the eastern slope.”

	“You’re kidding me!”

	“I think it’s abandoned. The trees are growing right up to it. They’re so thick that you couldn’t even see the place from the ground.”

	“Say! If it’s really abandoned, it would make a swell headquarters!”

	Philo came down from the peak, and the two boys set off through the woods. It took quite a while to navigate the tumbled rocks, deep ravines, and tangled undergrowth. Finally, they pushed their way through a wall of interwoven branches, and there it was.

	It was like a gingerbread house rendered in wood and stone. It was tiny and neat, ornately carved, and altogether too beautiful for a house in such an inaccessible spot. It had survived over a century of weather, and at least one fallen tree, without any major damage.

	Behind the house, up the slope a little, was a small plot of ground with headstones half-buried in the grass, a large one and three small ones. The inscriptions were eroded and moss-covered, and only a few letters were legible.

	The doorframe was made of heavy timbers, carved with an intricate pattern of vines and flowers. The door itself was carved with a stylized representation of trees and rocks, in straight lines that contrasted with the frame. In the exact center was a small windowpane of multicolored glass. The brass doorknob turned easily, and the door swung open. Philo had a moment of unease, remembering an old fairy tale about what happens to children who go into gingerbread houses.

	The cottage had a great room, a kitchen with a stone floor, and two bedrooms. The boys marveled at the construction. The entire house was built like a piece of fine furniture, of many different kinds of wood, carefully sanded and varnished, with seamless joints and alternating patterns of light and dark. A number of stout beams ran from one end of the cottage to the other. A rope was knotted around one of the beams. The end was frayed, as if it had been cut with a dull blade.

	The furniture was gone, but there were a few odds and ends in the kitchen cabinets. They found an old newspaper, printed in German in an ornate font, dated over a century ago. There was a Bible, also in German, with a family name inscribed on it. Philo recognized the name; it adorned some of the streets and buildings in town.

	“Look at the dust,” said Randall. The floor was covered by a thick and even layer of dust, disturbed only by their footprints. “Nobody’s been in here for years and years. It really is abandoned.”

	“The owners might still have relatives in town,” Philo said reluctantly. “We should tell somebody.”

	“Who’d want to live out here? They’d probably tear it down and cart away the stones,” Randall said with disgust.

	“Could be.”

	“I say we use it, until somebody says we can’t.”

	“All right, you sold me.”

	“Let’s sleep here tonight and walk back in the morning.”

	They inspected the fireplace and determined that the chimney was miraculously clear of obstructions. “You clean up the place, and I’ll gather some firewood,” said Randall.

	Philo found an ancient broom, moistened the bristles with water from his canteen, and did a passable job of sweeping out the dust. He uncovered a trap door that led down to the cellar, but he left it alone for the time being.

	He lay on his back, looking up at the ceiling and enjoying the feeling of possession. Then he heard the voice.

	It was a man’s voice, speaking in a low and desolate tone. The words had the cadence of a prayer, repeating the same phrase three times.

	It was so quiet that Philo wasn’t sure he had really heard it. It might have been a weathervane swinging in the wind, or tree branches rubbing together, in a repetitive pattern that resembled speech.

	The voice spoke again. This time, the words were unmistakable. Mein Sohn, mein Sohn, mein schöner Sohn. The tone was desolate, carrying the weight of years of grief and loneliness. Philo was frozen with terror, unable to move a muscle.

	The voice was coming from underneath the floorboards.

	Now it all made sense. The house in the middle of a trackless forest; the hidden graves; the frayed rope.

	A heavy pounding came from the trap door. Philo leaped to his feet. On the third blow, the catch broke and the trap door flew open. A large object rose into the room. It was an axe, made for felling trees, with a hand-forged iron head and a curved wooden handle. The head had a blacksmith’s mark with three crescents and seven stars. It swung back and forth, blindly seeking. Suddenly, it flew across the room. Philo raised his hands instinctively—and the axe-handle smacked into his palms.

	He tried to shake it loose, but it stuck to his hands like it was glued to them. The front door flew open, and the axe pulled him across the room and out the door.

	Some invisible force took control of his muscles. He raised the axe, though it was too heavy for him, and began chopping down the trees that crowded up to the cottage.

	“Randall!” he shouted at the top of his lungs.

	Randall came running, carrying an armload of sticks. When he saw Philo, he dropped them on the ground. “What are you doing? Have you gone crazy?”

	Philo kept chopping, with his arms aching and sweat pouring down his face. “I can’t stop! It’s like one of those German fairy tales!”

	Cautiously, Randall approached Philo. Philo raised the axe, and Randall grabbed it before he could strike the next blow. It writhed in his hands like something alive. He held on with all his strength. Finally, the axe released Philo. Now it was Randall who was caught.

	That axe should have picked somebody else to mess with.

	Randall raised the axe over his shoulder and struck the nearest tree with a mighty blow. The axe-head wedged itself deep into the wood. He planted one foot on the head and pulled on the handle. Philo joined in, grabbing the handle and planting his foot atop Randall’s. The handle pulled loose from the head, spilling the boys onto the ground.

	They dropped the handle and stared at the axe-head as it buzzed angrily, trying to work itself loose from the tree.

	But the danger wasn’t over. A whole collection of antique tools came flying out of the cellar: shovels, rakes, saws, hammers, chisels, and most terrifying of all, a hand-cranked drill.

	“Run!” Randall shouted. They took off running down the mountainside as fast as they could go, leaping over rocks and dodging trees.

	One by one, the flying tools fell behind. The shovel was distracted by an inviting patch of dirt. The rake couldn’t resist the temptation of a waist-high drift of leaves. The saw found a dead branch that needed pruning. The hammer and chisel went to work on a fallen log. Only the drill managed to keep up, its handle cranking madly and its bit spinning as it sailed through the air.

	Randall picked up a sizeable tree branch. He stood his ground as the drill came flying toward him. At the last moment, he raised the branch. The drill bored into the wood, hit a knot, and ground to a halt.

	The boys leaned against the trees, gasping for breath. “I’ve heard of haunted houses, but haunted tools?” Randall exclaimed.

	“Whoever built that place is still there,” said Philo, “just waiting for somebody like us to walk in the door, so he can put us to work!”

	“My old man gives me chores enough,” Randall said ruefully. “I wouldn’t go near that place again for a million dollars.”

	When school resumed the following week, Randall caused a sensation by telling the story in class. Some of their classmates organized an expedition to the site of the haunted cottage. They found nothing but a stone foundation, weathered and moss-grown. No house had stood atop it for fifty years or more.

	Far from disproving Randall’s story, the discovery confirmed it. The house itself was a ghost!

	



	




	
		8. THE ANCIENT MARAUDER



	

	Philo’s electronic explorations had led him to devour every book on basic science he could get his hands on. The town library had a whole series of them, written in a lucid style suitable for young people. In school, he sailed through the physical sciences with ease, although mathematics made him work a bit harder.

	His grades weren’t so good in history and literature, where his mind tended to wander. It was hard to think about intangibles, when the world was full of atoms and electrons and universal forces to be studied, and mastered, and put to work.

	On Thursdays, Philo had Bible class. This week, the children were learning about one of the founding myths of their culture.

	This myth was the reason their country ended at the Mississippi River. There was only one bridge across it, constructed 150 years ago and never repaired since then. Only the feet of the accursed ever walked that bridge, or the ruined highway that lay beyond it.

	“Open your Bibles to The Book of Jasher, chapter seventeen,” said Mr. Blevins.

	The children had been hearing this particular story since kindergarten, albeit in a simplified version. It was right up there with the Deluge, or the parting of the Red Sea. But in this story, it wasn’t water that drowned the wicked.

	“Jasher, by the way, is not the name of a prophet,” Mr. Blevins explained. “It’s a Hebrew word that means ‘just’ or ‘upright.’”

	Philo had the honor of being chosen to read the verse aloud. He didn’t mind, since it was one of the more poetic books of the Old Testament. It was especially so in the King Alfred Version, renowned for the stark beauty of its language and still comprehensible after eleven centuries.

	Philo read:

	 

	The way of the farmer is life; but the way of the conqueror is death. As one sows life, so shall he reap. And as the other deals out death, so shall he receive it.

	Said the Ancient Marauder: My strength is that of the mountain, and my power is like unto the sun and the moon. These things will never perish.

	From the unknown lands beyond the sun, his armies came. They were more numerous than grains of sand, and they rode upon swift horses, and they wore armor of leather and wood. Into the land of many peoples they came. And they slew every man they met, and enslaved every woman and child, and devoured the substance of the people. And they built an empire of death, ruling over multitudes; and the land no longer brought forth grain, for it was soaked with blood.

	It was said that the Ancient Marauder was filled with the power of dark and sinister gods, and could not be killed. The hand that was raised against him would be stricken with palsy; the blade that struck him would be turned aside and broken; the arrow that sought him out would go astray; the cup of poison that was offered to him would crack and spill its contents upon the ground.

	One day, the Ancient Marauder became sated of his vile pleasures and fell into a deep sleep: whereupon the LORD sent him a vision. He did not know that it was a vision of his death.

	He awoke and said to his generals: Our gods have sent me a dream of a golden city, adorned with jewels of many colors, and watered by mighty rivers, in a green and abundant land far to the south, like unto the paradise of our legends. Therefore let us gather our armies and depart this land; for we have stripped it to the bone, and there is nothing left to devour.

	And so they traveled to the south for many weeks, and they marveled at what they saw. For the plains stretched beyond the horizon, and the grasses made a carpet as far as the eye could see, and all manner of beasts thronged upon it, and the spring flowers made a garland.

	Surely, we have found paradise, said the soldiers. But the Ancient Marauder commanded them to travel on. For his eyes were blinded by the vision of the golden city, and the lust of his heart to possess it.

	For many months they traveled onward, until it was too late to turn back. The plains seemed to go on for ever, and there was no end to them in any direction, and even the stars were strange. And they knew themselves to be utterly lost.

	And then did the LORD make a miracle. The hot winds came, and the rains fled. The grasses died, and the land became barren. In the space between one breath and the next, the plain was made into a desert. The winds raised up a great sandstorm that lasted for a year and a day, and the soldiers perished, and the sand swallowed their bones.

	 

	“Very good, Philo,” said the teacher. “What was the sin of the Ancient Marauder? Tommy?”

	“He conquered and occupied the homeland of another people.”

	“Yes! Not just one people, but many peoples, throughout the ancient world. His armies came from somewhere in Asia, riding small but swift horses. The creation of the Ancient Marauder’s empire brought about the death of fifteen million people. A small number by modern standards, but it represented one-fourth of the world’s population at the time. His armies conquered, devoured, and moved on. When one land was exhausted, he moved on to the next. He swept through the ancient world like a prairie fire, or a plague of locusts. How did the Ancient Marauder meet his demise? Joe?”

	“He traveled south into the land of open plains, and it was a thousand miles from one end to the other, and when he was halfway across, the Lord turned the entire land into a desert, and his armies perished, and the sand swallowed their bones.”

	“And why do we call him the Ancient Marauder? Bethany?”

	“Because the Lord took away his name.”

	“Not just his name, but his very existence. His armies were wiped off the face of the earth, leaving nothing but the memory of great evil. We don’t know anything about their origin, their language, their religion, their culture, or their technology. We can’t even recover their DNA, because it’s mixed up with the DNA of all the other invaders who swept through that part of the world in ancient times.”

	“Then how do we know they really existed?” said the boy who habitually sat in the back.

	“Because,” Mr. Blevins replied, “the time, place, and manner of their destruction corresponds exactly to the creation of the Sahara Desert. You see, the Sahara wasn’t always a desert. About five thousand years ago, at the beginning of recorded history, it was a green and fertile land. It had prairies, rivers, lakes, and even forests. Then the winds changed, or the orbit of the Earth, or some other factor we don’t understand. It took about three centuries for the entire region to become a desert. But in the western part, it happened within a single generation.”

	“But isn’t the Ancient Marauder just a myth?” said the boy in the back.

	“Perhaps,” said Mr. Blevins. “But the important thing is the meaning of the story. The prohibition against conquest is deeply ingrained in our culture. No one in his right mind is going to bring down the wrath of God and man on his head by defying it. Everyone knows what happened to the last President who tried.” This elicited a wave of rueful laughter from the class.

	“Now, the sin of the Ancient Marauder is known as the First Abomination. Many people mistakenly believe it’s one of the Ten Commandments. It’s not, but it’s more fundamental in some respects. What is the Second Abomination?”

	The class was silent. “I’ll give you a hint. It’s closely related to the first, and those who commit this sin are consigned to the deepest level of Hell according to Dante.”

	“Treason,” said Tommy.

	“And what is the definition of treason?”

	One of the girls answered. “Helping an invader against your own people.”

	“Yes! Under the Constitution, it’s considered the worst of all crimes, with the heaviest punishment. Now, we’ve heard plenty about sin. What is the corresponding virtue?”

	“Defense of homeland,” said the girl.

	“That’s correct. Many cultures throughout history have upheld martial virtues such as bravery, loyalty, and obedience. But only in Christendom are these virtues wholly subordinated to defense of homeland. We do not glorify conquest. We oppose it with our entire body and soul. If not for this virtue, the history of the West would have gone very differently indeed. Just imagine if William the Bastard had succeeded in conquering England. We’d probably be speaking some unholy crossbreed of French and English, instead of the honest Anglo-Saxon tongue we know and love.”

	



	




	
		9. THE PRANKSTER



	

	What the students called “Bible class” was more comprehensive than the name would indicate, covering the entire field of moral philosophy. On this particular Thursday, the lesson was on the classical virtues.

	“The classical virtues are prudence, courage, temperance, and justice,” said Mr. Blevins. “The one that we learn in early childhood is temperance. Now, I’m not talking about taking the pledge. Temperance is another word for self-mastery, the rule of the intellect over the emotions. Who can give me an example of an emotion?”

	“Fear?” said Angie.

	“Is that a question?”

	“I mean, fear.” Mr. Blevins wrote FEAR on the blackboard.

	“Anger,” said Jim. The teacher wrote ANGER.

	Randall raised his hand. “Ah, yes. The Mighty Quinn, lately returned from his travels.”

	“Betrayal!”

	“Young man, betrayal is not an emotion. It is an action.”

	“But didn’t Robin Hood feel betrayal when the Prioress drained all his blood?”

	“No, he felt anger and sadness,” said Mr. Blevins impatiently.

	“Well, I still think it’s an emotion.”

	“I would say that you have a bright future in the mines, save for the fact that they are notoriously devoid of light. Who can name an actual emotion?”

	“Annoyance,” said Ralph.

	“Very good. Annoyance is a word that can refer either to a state of mind, or to a person or thing that produces such a state.” He sighed. “Yes, Randall?”

	“If annoyance can be both, why can’t betrayal?”

	“That is quite enough. Another word and you’ll spend a week in detention.”

	But that wasn’t the end of it. For the next month, Randall went out of his way to use the word “betrayal” at every opportunity. Each time, the punishment grew heavier, and Randall’s triumphant grin grew broader. At the end of the semester, Mr. Blevins conceded defeat and changed Randall’s grade from a D to a C+ just to get rid of him.

	The science teacher was forewarned, and therefore forearmed. He devised a strategy to torture Randall by choosing him to read aloud the most embarrassing passages from the textbook.

	As every teacher knows, there are certain words in the scientific lexicon that reliably induce fits of laughter in twelve-year-old boys. Today’s lesson, on the reproductive strategies of plants, was a masterpiece of unintentional comedy. Good taste forbids us to reproduce it, but we can report that it had the intended effect.

	The teacher waited in deadly silence while Randall struggled to finish the chapter. The children watched in fascination, wondering if a person could actually die from laughter. They had never seen a person’s face turn that red. Five minutes later, the longest five minutes of Randall’s life, during which he suffered additional eruptions of suppressed laughter, he read the last words and collapsed on his desk, gasping for breath.

	But the teacher wasn’t finished with him. Every extinct hominid, whale species, or South American lake with an embarrassing name made its appearance, until Randall half-suspected that the authors of the textbook were doing it on purpose. The coup de grace was a passage about the danger of gaseous eruptions emanating from the bowels of the earth, which left Randall half-dead on the floor.

	Woe to those who underestimated Mr. Mendelssohn.

	The teachers did their best to impart a basic understanding of math, science, and history before sending their charges out into the world. But the finest education to be obtained was on the playground, where Randall held court every Friday after lunch. From his throne atop the jungle gym, he dispensed the most astonishing myths and legends to a credulous audience, having had all week to invent them.

	The teachers despaired of the children ever learning anything. What they didn’t know was that at least half of Randall’s tales were true.

	



	




	
		10. THE HUNDRED AND ONE TALES OF RANDALL



	

	If a man falls into a vat of molten pig iron, the iron can’t be used for anything. They have to let it cool down, and they end up with a chunk of iron that weighs three hundred tons, and they haul it to the graveyard on a special flatbed truck that takes up the entire road, and they bury it and say prayers over it just like it was a person.

	 

	In ancient China, it was against the law for anything to be above the Emperor. The Emperor always traveled in a bamboo tower carried on the back of an elephant, and anything that was higher than the tower had to be chopped down. Everyone had to pretend that the Sun was the Emperor’s golden crown, and the Moon was the silver ring on his finger, and the clouds were the smoke from his pipe, and if you asked what the stars were, they’d chop your head off.

	 

	Fifty years ago, there was a coal mine disaster in Pennsylvania. The miners were trapped by tons of rock and there was no way to reach them. They had tools and air and lights, so they decided to dig deeper. They dug for two weeks, until they broke through into a giant cavern that was full of computers, with blinking lights and tape drives and vector screens. A bunch of soldiers came running and arrested all the miners, and marched them down three miles of corridors, and they were locked in a dungeon and interrogated for weeks. Finally they were let go, but they had to take new identities and never talk about what they saw under pain of death.

	 

	I knew a man who had a dog with two heads. The heads fought each other and finally one head bit the other in the throat and the dog died.

	 

	An agave cactus blooms once every thirty years. It sends up a giant stalk, a hundred feet high, and then it dies. The sap is full of tiny shards like pieces of glass, and they work their way into your skin until they reach your heart and you drop dead. They use condemned murderers to collect the sap, and they ferment the sap for three years and filter it seventeen times, and they turn it into tequila and sell it for a thousand dollars a bottle. It’s the most dangerous drink in the world, except for absinthe.

	 

	Absinthe is made from wormwood, like the star that turns all the waters of the earth bitter in Revelation. If you drink it, you’ll have visions of the Apocalypse and probably go crazy. All the greatest poets used to drink it.

	 

	Your birth certificate is worth millions of dollars, but you can’t put it up as security because it’s against the law to own a white man.

	 

	The Pope owns all the land in the world, because of the Donation of Constantine and the laws of conquest and discovery, and he’s mad at us on account of we’re heretics and we owe him billions and billions of dollars in back taxes.

	 

	King Englebert the Fourth had a grizzly bear that he raised from a cub after he killed its mother, and he trained it to sit at the table and eat with a knife and fork, and he dressed it up in fine clothes and made it a royal advisor.

	 

	When the Queen of France had her coronation, a stray dog ran up to her and stuck his nose under her dress, and they were going to execute the dog for lese majeste, but he looked so forlorn that the Queen gave him a royal pardon.

	 

	You can’t tell if somebody’s a golem, because they look and act just like real people.

	 

	If you meet the Devil on the road, you can put salt on his tail and he won’t be able to move until he grants you three wishes. But it’s better if you don’t.

	 

	In Italy, they make a special kind of cheese that’s full of live maggots, and they jump in your face and spit acid when you try to eat it.

	 

	The Russians built a mechanical soldier with a human brain, but they forgot to give it the ability to sleep and it went insane.

	 

	Never give a goblin your baby tooth.

	 

	If you gave a monkey a typewriter, it would take him a hundred octillion years to type a single line from Vortigern and Rowena, which wasn’t even written by Shakespeare.

	 

	When the first Indians came over the Bering Land Bridge, there was already somebody living here.

	 

	Perfume is made out of whale barf. You don’t want to know what artificial vanilla flavor is made out of.

	 

	There’s a Wicked Bible that tells you to hate your wife and commit adultery, and the printers were fined a million dollars and all the copies were burned.

	 

	There’s a movie where Jimmy Stewart plays a psychopathic killer, but he blocked the release because it was bad for his image. It’s the scariest movie ever made.

	 

	The old school building was closed down because they found a hole in the wall of the basement and it led to a cavern with thousands of snakes living in it.

	 

	The gym teacher has an artificial foot.

	 

	A famous science fiction writer wrote a book called VORINEX THE MAGNIFICENT. It’s about a superintelligent space blob made out of collapsed neutrons who comes to Earth and eats one of every animal, and the military blows him up with a secret weapon, and his neutrons are absorbed by all the living things on Earth, and the neutrons become more concentrated as you go up the food chain, and Vorinex is reborn as a King. It’s the craziest and funniest book ever written. The writer was sued because he used a bunch of characters from other books without permission, and the book was recalled and most of the copies were destroyed. The state university has a copy in their Special Collections department, but nobody is allowed to read it.

	

	The longest war in history lasted for 335 years and nobody was killed. The two countries didn’t even know they were at war, until they looked in their archives and realized they declared war back in the 17th century and never signed a peace treaty.

	 

	The shortest war in history lasted for 38 minutes and killed 500 people.

	 

	The Suzerain of Elelonia turned his enemies into household appliances. He turned one guy into a telephone by hooking up his auditory nerves to a telephone line.

	 

	A man in Austria was both a dwarf and a giant. He got a tumor on his pituitary gland and he grew from four feet to eight feet.

	 

	Lots of places have redundant names. Eas Fors Waterfall in Scotland means “Waterfall Waterfall Waterfall.” Bredon Hill in England means “Hill Hill Hill.” There’s a place out West called “Lake Lake Lake Lake Lake,” and it dried up millions of years ago, and there’s a rock in the middle that looks like a castle.

	 

	The Wilsons down the street had a kid who went crazy. He used to watch an empty television channel at the same time every day. He said the White Clown was on. If you made him miss the White Clown, he would throw a fit. He would scream that the White Clown has ears like caverns and eyes like whirlpools and teeth like jagged rocks. Pretty soon, other kids were seeing the White Clown too. Finally, the kid was taken away by government agents and locked up in a secret facility for people with contagious insanity.

	 

	There’s an old Pontiac that can do 300 miles per hour if you remove the governor. I got to ride in one. The whole body started vibrating at 230 and the front end started slewing and we almost crashed.

	 

	When you fall into a black hole, you get stretched into a piece of spaghetti a million miles long.

	 

	Something is modulating the radio emissions from the planet Neptune, the same way your mouth modulates the sound from your vocal cords, but nobody can understand what it’s saying.

	 

	There’s a town in central Illinois where the whole population disappeared overnight. Some travelers passed through, and the whole town was empty, with all the doors open and the lights turned on and dinners left on the table.

	 

	Astronomers in Russia discovered a black hole five light-years from Earth. It has so much gravity that it bends the light coming from Earth and sends it back. When they focused their telescope, they saw an image of Earth, but the land was on fire and the seas were full of ashes. They swore off science and destroyed their equipment and joined a monastery.

	 

	There’s a strip of land between North Carolina and Tennessee, three miles wide and twelve miles long, that isn’t part of any country. There aren’t any laws and you can murder someone and get away with it.

	 

	There was a street gang in Chicago called the Flaming Gaylords. They were so tough that they fought off fourteen other gangs and the police and the FBI for thirty years before they were finally brought down.

	 

	The shop teacher got that scar because he was in a knife fight and killed the other guy. He did twenty years and he had to move to a small town where nobody knows him.

	 

	There was a famous Baroque painter who painted all his subjects in the nude before he added the clothing. You can see it with ultraviolet light and special goggles.

	 

	Kandy Pops used to have seven flavors, but the seventh flavor turned your teeth blue and it was discontinued.

	 

	If you grew up eating bugs and worms, you’d think it was normal and you wouldn’t even touch regular food.

	 

	Gene Autry was kidnapped at age three and raised by wild Indians and didn’t come back to civilization until he was a grown man. He was the nicest man you could ever meet.

	 

	If you wear an earring on your right ear, it means you’re a sailor and you can get into all the private sailor clubs.

	 

	Andrew Jackson was called “Old Hickory” because he always carried a hickory cane and he used it to beat the tar out of people.

	 

	There’s a hunter in Alaska who lived with a wolf pack for a year and learned all their secrets. He can go into a trance that lets him run for days and days without eating or sleeping.

	 

	Charlie Chaplin entered a Charlie Chaplin look-alike contest and came in last place because he left his hat and moustache at home.

	 

	The Flash played a baseball game against himself. He was the only person on the field and he played every position on both teams. The game lasted for six milliseconds and it went into 426 extra innings and it would have been a double shutout if he hadn’t fumbled the ball.

	 

	In Siam, the King has a positive electrical charge and his feet aren’t allowed to touch the ground for as long as he lives. If you were standing barefoot in a mud puddle and you accidentally touched the King’s hand, you would drop dead.

	 

	There isn’t any Old Zealand. There used to be, but it was swallowed up by the ocean.

	 

	All the rightful kings of countries that don’t exist any more belong to a secret club, and they meet once a year and talk about how to get their thrones back, and they sing old songs and drink a lot of wine and settle old wars by fighting duels. Being a rightful king is a swell job, because you get a sinecure from your loyal supporters, and you’re invited to all the best parties, and you’re paid to do endorsements. Hardly any of them are poor, except for one guy who lives in a shack way back in the mountains and chases people off with a shotgun.

	 

	There was a man in Iburakon who declared himself Norton the First, Emperor of Europe and the Americas, and took out ads in all the newspapers, and issued a decree abolishing Congress and dissolving the Republic, and settled disputes with the wisdom of Solomon, and issued his own currency with his picture on it, and passed out thousands of toys to poor children at Christmas, and everyone liked him so much that they bought him a jeweled crown and a royal cloak and called him “Your Highness,” and when he died they named a bridge after him.

	 

	I knew a kid who claimed that he was the youngest ever FBI agent, and he built a hovercraft in his garage, and there were assassins all over the world looking for him, and one time he accidentally chopped off his own head and sewed it back on. I’m pretty sure he made up the last one.

	 

	There’s a lying contest that’s held every year at a pub in the North of England. One year, a man from Scotland won by telling a story about how he single-handedly captured a German submarine during the war and took it apart and buried the pieces in a potato field, but he was disqualified when they found out he was telling the truth.

	 

	The most delicious dessert in the world is made from the seeds of a poisonous tree that grows in the Amazon. It’s only sold in the most exclusive restaurants, and it’s illegal to buy more than one piece, because two pieces would kill you.

	 

	The hottest possible temperature is two hundred million million million million million degrees.

	 

	When God created the Earth, the whole universe was full of water, with gigantic sea monsters living in it, and God slew the monsters, and he made the firmament to divide the waters of space from the waters of the earth.

	 

	If you were the son of the Devil, you wouldn’t know it until he showed up at your door and taught you the family business.

	 

	IBM had a ghost employee who was paid a million dollars over thirty years and never showed up for work. They finally caught him because he asked for a raise.

	 

	In Iburakon, there’s a railroad bridge called Hell Gate Bridge. If go there at night, you might see a ghost train carrying the souls of the dead to you-know-where.

	 

	The capitol of the Regnum was flooded or burned down seven times and rebuilt each time. If you dig up the street, there’s a whole buried city underneath it, and six more buried cities underneath that.

	 

	London is built on top of thirty-seven buried cities, going all the way back to the Stone Age.

	 

	There’s a desert island off the coast of Canada that’s not on any map because it keeps moving around, and nobody lives there except for five hundred wild horses, and the sand bars have wrecked hundreds of ships, and the masts are so thick that it looks like a drowned forest.

	 

	There’s an island further north called the Isle of Demons. There was a French noblewoman who had an affair with a common sailor, and her uncle marooned both of them on the island, and the demons tormented them day and night for twenty years until they were rescued by Basque fishermen.

	 

	Sailors from Australia discovered an island in a part of the ocean that’s too deep to have any islands. It was half a mile long and it had soil and trees and animals. They landed on the island and started a bonfire to keep warm. The ground started shaking, and they ran for their lives and got back on the ship. The whole island rolled over and it was a giant sea monster that had been asleep for hundreds of years. It gave them a dirty look, and it swam to the bottom of the ocean where nobody would bother it.

	 

	The Russians captured a depraved serial killer, and they punished him by locking him in a sensory deprivation tank and using special drugs to speed up his time sense, so it seemed like millions of years. He learned all the secrets of the universe by logical deduction, and he developed telekinetic powers, and the entire prison was swallowed up by a ball of energy and transported to another dimension, and when it came back, everyone was either dead or insane.

	 

	There was a 50-year-old man who remembered having a baby sister, but his parents died years ago, and the records said he was an only child. The police went to the house where he grew up, and they used ground-penetrating radar to search the yard, and they found the skeleton of a two-year-old girl.

	 

	The federal government has a secret maximum-security prison on an island off the West Coast. The Indians gave them the island because it was haunted by evil spirits and the only people who lived there were outlaws and exiles. Only three men ever escaped, in a raft made from sewn-together raincoats. The raft sunk and their bodies were never found.

	 

	There’s a vintage Coca-Cola machine in the teachers’ lounge that sells bottles for ten cents.

	 

	Back in the 10th century, they added three hundred years to the calendar. That’s why there aren’t any historical records from the Dark Ages.

	 

	The worst traffic jam in history happened in China. It was fifty lanes wide, sixty-two miles long, and lasted for twelve days.

	 

	Bowling balls have a uranium core to make them heavier.

	 

	There’s a Museum of Unfinished Works in Argentina. It’s housed in a half-constructed building and it’s full of half-written novels, half-built machines, unfinished symphonies, incomplete mathematical proofs, partially filmed movies, canceled television shows, defunded research projects, unsolved problems, unpaid debts, unfulfilled prophecies, and dreams that people woke up in the middle of.

	 

	The Dictator of Venezuela has a dead-man switch implanted in his body, so if his heart ever stops, it sends out a radio signal that triggers incendiary devices in all the country’s oil fields. He’s been on life support for the past twenty years.

	 

	If you stand at the South Pole, every direction is north.

	 

	A single atom of hydrogen contains two billion volts of energy, but nobody knows how to get it out.

	 

	The oldest fire in the world is a coal seam fire in Australia that’s been burning for six thousand years.

	 

	There’s a desert in Russia that’s full of hundreds of shipwrecks. It used to be a lake before they drained it.

	 

	The longest word in any language is the chemical name for a giant protein. It has 189,000 letters and it takes three and a half hours to say it.

	 

	If you stand at the center of the earth, every direction is up.

	 

	My Granddad is bald because he was scalped by wild Indians, and he’s broke because his stock certificates were stolen by bandits, and he walks with a cane because a German soldier shot him in the leg.

	 

	There’s a monastery in Tibet where the monks know how to kill with sound. There’s a certain spot on the mountain that amplifies your voice. If they see somebody coming, they get together all the monks and sing a secret chord, and the attackers start bleeding from their eyes and they fall down dead.

	 

	Shaolin monks harden their bodies by punching trees and sticking their hands into fires and walking up mountains with heavy rocks and sleeping at the bottom of a river with a bamboo stalk to breathe through.

	 

	The tribesmen of the Brwhi Plains believe that if you drive an iron spike into a man’s shadow, he won’t be able to move until you pull it up, but he can go home for dinner in the evening when his shadow gets long enough.

	 

	An inventor built a flying car by combining the worst plane ever made with the worst car ever made. They were going to use it in a James Bond movie, but it crashed.

	 

	My Granddad knows where Jimmy Hoffa is buried, but it’s a secret he’ll take to his grave.

	 

	There’s a shipwreck at the bottom of Lake Michigan full of luxury cars from the 1920's.

	 

	A Russian engineer built a jet-powered locomotive for the Czar. It made the trip from St. Petersburg to Moscow in ninety minutes.

	 

	There’s a country in Europe that’s been ruled by hereditary regents for five hundred years. They’re supposed to pretend the King stepped out for a walk and he’ll be back any minute.

	 

	Two city-states in Italy fought a war over a bucket. Greece and Bulgaria fought a war over a stray dog.

	 

	The richest man in Germany guarded his house with Rottweilers who were trained to kill anyone who wasn’t him. Somebody put a chemical in his food that changed his smell, and his own dogs tore him to pieces.

	 

	There’s a purple gemstone that’s a million times more rare than diamonds, but it’s dirt cheap because nobody wants it.

	 

	The Emperor of China used to execute people by giving them bamboo wings and making them jump off a tower.

	 

	Letters to Santa are delivered to the North Pole by zeppelin. Letters to Satan are thrown into a bottomless pit.

	 

	The world’s biggest corporation built a fake town in the middle of the desert with barbed wire around it, and they paid people to live there so they can test out new products on them.

	 

	On April 11, 1954, nothing happened.

	 

	There’s a species of shark that devours its siblings in the womb.

	 

	A man in France ate an entire airplane. He broke it into pieces and washed it down with mineral oil. It took him two years.

	 

	The Republic is the only country in the world that recognizes allodial title, except for parts of Scotland that are still under Norse law. That means your land is yours and the King himself can’t tax it or set foot on it.

	 

	When Congress declares war, they have to elect one of their own to be a sacrificial victim, and they all line up and stab him with their pocketknives, so they understand the gravity of killing people. That’s why they haven’t declared war since 1812.

	 

	A mule, a rhinoceros, a goat, a turtle, three cats, and fifteen dogs have been elected to political office.

	 

	Dolphins sleep with half of their brain at a time, so the other half is always awake.

	 

	There’s a spare Earth on the other side of the Sun, in case the original Earth is destroyed by an asteroid. They’re identical in every way, except the magnetic poles are reversed, and all the good people are evil and vice versa.

	



	




	
		11. THE TRANSMITTER



	

	On Sunday, the boys had church, which they liked rather better than school. It was mostly poetry and music, and a good fiery sermon with a moral in it. The precentor lined out the hymns, and the congregation repeated them back, bending the notes into strange and haunting melodies that defied any attempt at notation. This style of hymnody was a holdover from the days when most people couldn’t read or afford books. For much of the congregation, it was the first music they ever heard. The style carried over into the popular music of the region, played on banjos and fiddles, guitars if they could afford one, and occasionally an upright bass.

	This was not the kind of “folk music” cultivated by urban intellectuals, rigidly faithful to the instruments and techniques of eighty years ago. This was a living tradition, changing from one decade to the next, with a hundred local variants. It was the sound of the mountains and streams, with the artless beauty of hands and voices who learned what they could from whoever would teach it. There weren’t any rules about what instruments it could be played on, as long as the player could carry a tune. Brass, reeds, percussion, and even instruments that had to be plugged into the wall might make an appearance. If it sounded like something, they might go professional and play all the taverns and meeting-places in the neighboring towns. The music was either sad with a touch of gaiety, or rollicking with a touch of sadness. The words were about pain and hardship, love and heartbreak, salvation through faith and the narrow path, and the promise of a better life in Heaven.

	The big-city elites didn’t have much use for it; any and all music that didn’t come from the centers of high culture was lumped together as “country music.” Then again, the mountain people didn’t have much use for the symphonies and operas that were broadcast out of the big cities. They couldn’t pick up a signal out in the hills, and they didn’t have any radio stations of their own, due to the geography and the expense.

	But that was about to change.

	The burden of schoolwork not being grievous, the boys had plenty of free time on the weekends. The first order of business was getting the transmitter fully operational.

	Philo installed the missing output transistors and other components, assembled the power supply, and powered up his creation for the first time, fully expecting it to burst into flames. To his amazement, it survived. He connected the output to a dummy load (a large resistor with the same impedance as the antenna and a heatsink to dissipate the power), ran various test tones through the transmitter, and carefully measured and fined-tuned the voltages.

	He installed oversized heatsinks to keep the components cool, and gradually raised the power, until he got it up to 50 watts. The power transistors could deliver up to 80 watts, but he wasn’t going to push his luck.

	Now they had to do a real test. This involved hooking up an auto-reverse cassette player to provide continuous music, erecting a small antenna on the roof of Cooper’s shop, and spending an entire weekend riding their bikes around town with portable radios, testing the signal strength. The results were satisfactory. 

	The next step was to build the antenna. “We’ll be using a directional antenna up on the Devil’s Throne,” Philo explained. “Instead of broadcasting in every direction and wasting power, it focuses the output into a narrow lobe. It’ll boost the effective radiated power from 50 watts to about 300 watts.”

	Randall and Pete showed up at Cooper’s Electric Repair, and watched in fascination as Philo measured and cut lengths of aluminum tubing, attached them to the crosspiece at precise intervals, and explained the function of the driven element, the reflector element, and the director elements. The finished antenna was five feet across, with a nine-foot mast.

	This was followed by an overnight trip to the studio site, a flat place on the mountain about five hundred feet below the peak. They hauled the transmitter, the new antenna, and the generator on the bike trailer. After the epic journey to Monument City, it was a walk in the park.

	Philo set up the antenna on a temporary base a little ways below the peak, and ran the coaxial line back to the tent. He played cassette tapes and kept an eye on the generator, while Randall and Pete biked off in the direction of town. They returned at nightfall, and reported that the signal was strong and clear all the way to the other side of town.

	“We’ve got ourselves a radio station!” Randall enthused. “Did you ever think we could do something this amazing?”

	“There’s still a lot of work to do,” said Philo. “We need some kind of permanent building, and not just a shack. It has to keep us warm and dry in all kinds of weather. And we have to get up on the Devil’s Throne and anchor the antenna base in the rock so it won’t blow over.”

	“I’m on it,” said Randall. “Now that we proved we can really do it, we’ll have plenty of help. Pete, tell him what we did in town.”

	“We stopped at the houses of all the kids we know, and told them to turn on their radios, and watched their eyes fall out of their heads from amazement,” said Pete.

	Randall grinned. “Before you know it, we’ll have a whole gang of kids ready to haul wood and hammer nails, just for the chance to have their own radio show!”

	



	




	
		12. THE OLD RELIGION



	

	After all their hard work, the boys needed a break. They scraped up their nickels and dimes and spent a Saturday afternoon at the local movie theater.

	It was said that the mountain region was always twenty years behind the rest of the country. In fact, it was a point of pride with the mountain folk. But the boys weren’t twenty years behind. They were fifty years behind.

	Their map of the world was drawn by the local movie theater, in Technicolor vistas more thrilling than any textbook. It was a second-run theater, small and shabby, playing the latest releases from Jerseywood a few months after the big theaters got them. By the time it got the 35mm prints, they were scratched and faded. But to the boys, it was a palace of wonders.

	In the afternoons, the theater held matinee showings of older films from fifty or sixty years ago, with an emphasis on the weird and fantastic. One of these films was called Prisoners of the Iron Star.

	A massive object is approaching the Solar System, visible only in the infrared. Spectroscopic analysis reveals it to be a cold star, made entirely of iron. An eminent scientist explains that an iron star could be created by a process of cold fusion and radioactive decay, by which light elements are transmuted into heavy elements. But the process would take an inconceivably long time, many times greater than the age of the universe. Therefore, the star must have originated in a different universe, an incredibly ancient one, a place of utter cold and darkness.

	A spaceship is sent out to intercept the iron star. The crew underestimates the iron star’s mass, and the ship is caught in its gravity. Trapped in orbit, they discover that the iron star has a planet, as cold and dark as itself. They land on the planet to explore it, and are astonished to find the ruins of an ancient city, the buildings worn smooth by the slow erosion of interstellar dust.

	But they are not alone. The city is prowled by a nameless entity, the last of its kind. To such an entity, born of a lightless universe, the Sun and its planets are an abomination. The entity murders several crewmen and steals the atomic power source of their spacesuits, in order to activate a vast generator in the heart of the planet, for some nefarious purpose of its own.

	What really set the film apart was the music, created on a mysterious electronic instrument called a Magneto-Thermion. It was a type of synthesizer based on the principle of controlled chaos, producing sounds of its own volition, in wild sweeps and pulses that evoked the loneliness and terror of outer space. In fact, some of the waveforms were based on the radio waves emitted by quasars and pulsars.

	The Magneto-Thermion was believed to be lost, sold for scrap long ago. But it wasn’t. It was sitting in a forgotten storage room in the basement of a legendary radio station. It plays a part in our story, but not until much later.

	The screenplay was inspired by Europe’s oldest myth, older than the first cities or the invention of writing. It was lost for thousands of years, until it was reconstructed from the traces that it left in the folk beliefs and customs of the common people.

	There was a Dark God who came from the dark place, and a Bright God who came from the earth. One walked in the lands of ice, and the other walked in the green places. One slept while the other woke, each following the other, in a circle with no beginning and no end.

	For many years, the Old Religion was little more than a theory. But all that changed with the discovery of the Knivskjellodden Stone.

	It was a great stone the size of a house, standing at the northernmost tip of Norway, overlooking the Arctic Ocean like a sentinel. It had sunk into the earth over the millennia, until the lower half was buried.

	The stone was excavated to reveal a series of petroglyphs, far older than anything else in the region. They still held natural pigments in orange, red, and black, preserved by the permafrost. They depicted a landscape of mountains and rivers, abounding with deer and fish; a bright figure who was human; and a dark figure who was not. The bright figure was presenting some mysterious object to a group of smaller figures. The dark figure stood apart, the spires of his head suggesting a crown, king of his dark domain.

	The boys staggered out into the October air, their minds reeling from the events that had unfolded on the screen. “When the Entity got inside the ship, I thought they were goners!” Randall gasped.

	“Remember when the scientist tried to communicate with the Entity, and it burned him to a cinder?” said Pete.

	“I wouldn’t want to meet that thing in a dark alley,” said Randall. “How about you, Philo?”

	“Well, if he wanted everything cold and dark,” said Philo, “he could just wait a few billion years until the stars ran down, and he could have all the cold and dark he wanted.”

	



	




	
		13. THE CELEBRATION



	

	At 9 PM, Randall came tapping on Philo’s window.

	“What is it?”

	“Shivaree!” said Randall, eyes alight.

	“Good shivaree or bad shivaree?”

	“Aw, what’s the difference? Either way, it’s good-natured, and everyone has a jolly old time.”

	“It used to be considerably more rough, so my Dad says.”

	“Could be again, if folks get wind of a wrongdoer. But I reckon the worst they would do is interrupt his sleep every night until he can’t take it any more and leaves town.”

	“I’m not supposed to go. It’s no place for a boy.”

	“We’ll hang back and keep out of sight. We don’t have costumes, anyway.”

	Philo considered. “I’m in.” He hauled himself out of the window, and the boys went tramping into the night.

	A few miles into the woods, they came upon an eerie sight: a multitude of half-human figures, moving stealthily through the woods, none of them speaking a word.

	Every man had a mask, and no two alike. The masks depicted all manner of beasts: living, extinct, mythical, and a few that were not of this earth. Some were carved of wood; others were made of cloth; others were nothing more than paint. Each was as ornate as the participant could manage, allowing for time, resources, and artistic talent. The men disguised their voices and wore old borrowed clothes. You might recognize a friend or a neighbor on occasion, from his gait or mannerisms, but it was impolite to say so.

	To each man comes a vision of an animal, either in dreams, or when he walks the woods in solitude. This animal is his soul made visible. He carves a mask in the image of his soul-animal, and keeps it hidden, known only to himself. It is worn only on the most solemn occasions, under cover of darkness. When he dies, the box containing the mask is buried with him, unopened.

	Philo knew his father had a mask, but he had never seen it. When the time came, he would carve a mask of his own.

	The flamboyant costumes were accompanied by noisemakers. Any object that made a sound of any description was allowed. The object could even be a musical instrument, as long as it was played in a comical and unmusical manner.

	The figures gathered in a clearing, around a small but solidly built cottage. A tall elk-man stepped forward and raised his arms. There was expectant silence. He brought his arms down, and set loose the sound of the Apocalypse.

	Now, this wasn’t your ordinary, run-of-the-mill cacophony. Exempting the rare unfortunates who are deaf to both rhythm and pitch, everyone in the valley learned to play a musical instrument. If they were too poor to buy one, they built one. If they couldn’t build one, they learned to sing. If they couldn’t sing, they learned to put words together in a pleasing way.

	If cacophony had its John Philip Sousa, he might have written something like this. It had a wild, whirling rhythm, and a wailing, skirling melody, and even a sort of harmony and counterpoint. The sounds were as individual as the contraptions that made them. It was a veritable orchestra. It stirred the blood and made you want to prance about gaily.

	The front door of the cottage opened, and Tom Markman came out. He was a tall, rugged man, and he held the Staff of Proving. It was thick and heavy, carved of solid oak, and at least two hundred years old. It was capable of doing quite a bit of damage, if not for the fact that it was covered in thick quilting.

	“You jackals and vultures!” Tom bellowed. Indeed, there were several such beasts in the crowd. “I’ll teach you to disturb a man on his wedding night! There’s no ten of you I couldn’t whup with my bare hands, and no hundred I couldn’t whup with a good oaken staff!”

	This was followed by much hilarity, as Tom chased the revelers through the woods, delivering a solid thump to the chest or backside every time he caught one. A thump put the man “out,” and he had to lie on the ground and miss all the fun until the festivities were concluded.

	Finally, Tom caught the last reveler. “Do you yield?” he demanded.

	“I beg your mercy!” cried the masked man. “We had taken you for a weakling, but now we see that you are strong and brave. May you father many children, so that our people may survive and flourish!”

	Then all the “dead” revelers came back to life, and Tom’s wife served them ale and cakes, and old songs were sung. Around midnight, they wished the newlyweds long life and health, and made their way home.

	Randall and Philo agreed that it was the most entertaining thing they had ever seen, like a football game and a circus rolled into one.

	“The shivaree-mask of the mountain people,” an eminent scholar had written, “is a paradoxical object. It conceals the face of the wearer, while revealing his inner self. It is the most private of possessions, but is brought out on public occasions. It is an instrument of chaos, but is used to maintain order.

	“The mountain people acknowledge hardly any law whatsoever; and yet they have a highly moral and peaceable society. Their folk customs, as quaint as they may appear to outsiders, have a serious purpose. According to local histories, there were many occasions when families of criminals or degenerates were confronted by the terrifying spectacle of masked beast-men howling and shrieking in the night, and either repented or fled. Many a former bandit showed up in church the following Sunday, and hewed to the narrow path thereafter. Thieves, bums, and grifters avoid the region, terrified that they, too, will end up reformed.”

	



	




	
		14. THE BROADCAST



	

	Philo rode his bicycle up the trail and stopped at the foot of a twenty-foot cliff. From the top came a voice.

	“What is the direction of an electric current by convention?”

	“From positive to negative!” Philo called back.

	“What is its true direction?”

	“No one knows, no one knows.”

	“You may pass.”

	The password was changed once a week, and it always involved questions of scientific fact. The penalty for disclosing the password to unauthorized personnel was “a fate worse than death,” the nature of said fate yet to be determined.

	A rope ladder snaked down. Philo left his bike chained to a tree, and climbed up the ladder. At the top of the cliff was a grove of trees, and hidden in the trees was a shack, built of wood so weathered and gnarled that it blended with the trees. Fifty feet behind the shack, a small electric generator chugged away, outfitted with a small canopy to keep off the rain while allowing for ventilation and cooling.

	He entered the shack. It was rough but serviceable, sufficiently weatherproof for the region’s mild winters, and large enough to hold eight or ten people. It was the work of two dozen boys. They had spent weeks hauling scrap lumber up the cliff and nailing it together, under the supervision of Ralph Enderby, a rangy youth who assisted his father in the construction trade.

	The ladder was the fastest way to the top, but it wasn’t the only way. There was a trail, half a mile long, that snaked around to the other side. The boys had worn the trail with their own feet, hauling equipment and materials on various bike trailers, unhitched and pulled by hand.

	Ralph himself was seated at a wooden desk. There was microphone and a small mixer in front of him, a small pair of loudspeakers behind the mixer, and a turntable and cassette player at his right hand. An electric clock, a floor lamp, and a small electric fan completed the ensemble.

	The microphone, donated by a local church, was the most expensive thing in the room. It was an original Unidyne, a heavy object with a chrome-plated grille, made fifty years ago by a company in Chicago. It was known as the “Elvis mic,” because of its close association with a singing radio preacher who was famous throughout the South.

	“Advertising Department, status report,” said Philo.

	Pete replied, “We put up two hundred posters all over town, and put twelve hundred flyers in mailboxes. We would have made more, but the mimeograph ran out of ink.”

	“Good job. Programming Department, status report.”

	Randall replied, “We have forty disk jockeys trained and signed up for one-hour shifts. That’s enough to cover our planned broadcast schedule, four to nine PM seven days a week.”

	“Fantastic. Engineering Department, that’s me. I report that all equipment is functioning properly, several test broadcasts were successfully carried out, and our signal meets expectations for range, signal strength, and sound quality. This was personally verified by the Chief Engineer, that’s me again, by riding my bike all the way from the mountain to the other side of town, carrying a portable radio.”

	Randall checked the clock. “We go live in five minutes.” They silently counted down the seconds. Ralph put on the headphones and positioned himself in front of the mic. At the appointed hour, minute, and second, he turned up the fader.

	“This is Radio 9X9, 44.7 FM, broadcasting in stereo to Porterville and outlying areas. This is Rambling Ralph, your friendly DJ, and for the next hour I’ll be, uh, playing a bunch of records and telling you what I know about them, which isn’t much, other than what’s printed on the jacket. Seeing as how it’s a Saturday, we thought we should start out with some fiddle music that you can dance to, or just listen if that’s your style. This one is by Lawless Jeff and the Rogues, who hail from Steamtown.”

	A 45 rpm single was already cued up. He started the turntable and deftly raised the fader, while turning down the microphone. The sounds of a foot-stomping fiddle reel went out over the air.

	Philo motioned to Pete and Randall. The three of them went into the other room, which it pleased them to call the lounge, and closed the door. It was a tiny room with a battered couch and a pair of speakers hooked up to an AM/FM receiver, so they could monitor the signal and make sure the transmitter hadn’t blown up.

	“We did it,” Philo said wonderingly. “We built an honest-to-God radio station with our own hands.”

	“We’re just getting started,” said Randall. “Playing records is easy. But a real station has things like news, weather, sports, radio theater, live music…”

	“We have to get sponsors, too,” said Pete. “Then we can start paying the DJ’s something.”

	“That part is tricky,” said Philo. “According to the law, you can play music for free if you don’t charge for it. But if you’re making money, you have to pay royalties to the songwriter.”

	“No fooling?” said Randall. “I thought radio stations could play records for free.”

	“They used to, before the law was changed. Making money off someone else’s work and not paying for it is the same as stealing. We’ll have keep track of the songs and add up the royalties.”

	“You mean we have to send money to each and every songwriter?”

	“No, we send it to their agency. It’s printed on the record right under the songwriter’s name.”

	“We’d better do it, then,” Randall said resolutely. “We may be pirates, but we aren’t thieves!”

	Philo went outside to inspect the transmission line. Five hundred feet of coaxial cable, artfully hidden among the trees, led from the shack to the antenna, high above them on the Devil’s Throne.

	A rope with knots every few feet led up to the peak. Philo ascended the slope with the ease of long practice. He sat down beside the antenna to enjoy the view. He was careful not to touch it; the wattage wasn’t enough to kill, but it would give you a nasty RF burn.

	As night engulfed the valley below, and the lights of the houses came on, he was awestruck by the thought of his little hand-built transmitter sending out a signal that could be picked up by a hundred radios, or a thousand, without losing a single watt of power. It reached all the way to the other side of the valley, ten miles away. If enough people tuned in, and turned up their radios all the way, the sound might even reach up to the mountaintop where it started.

	



	




	
		15. THE SUNDAY SERVICE



	

	Randall’s talent for leadership worked its magic. Soon, there was an army of kids tramping or cycling all over town on an astonishing variety of errands.

	The head of the News Department was Bettina Marsden, who was going to be a newspaper reporter and infiltrate secret conspiracies and probably have to go into hiding. Her great ambition was to work for a newspaper in Chicago, where three of the last five mayors had gone to prison. Sadly, the only crimes perpetrated by Porterville’s mayor were crimes against fashion.

	People will answer the most absurd questions, when they’re coming from a charming young lady with wide blue eyes and an innocent expression. Farmers talked about the recent harvest and their plans for the spring. Policemen talked about the most unusual crimes they had seen, the infamous double murder of thirty years ago, and the tricks used by bootleggers to hide their cargo. The Mayor talked about his experiences as a young lawyer in the nation’s capitol, and the trials and tribulations of a public official who is expected to spend as little money as possible.

	An hourly traffic and weather report was instituted. A boy was sent up to the Devil’s Throne once an hour, observed the conditions and called down his report to the DJ, who repeated it over the air. What it lacked in scientific rigor, it made up for in entertainment value. Eventually, Philo got his hands on a spool of four-conductor telephone cable, and a two-way intercom was installed between the peak and the studio.

	A local tape recording enthusiast donated a pair of reel-to-reel machines: a home unit with sound-on-sound capability, and a smaller battery-powered model for portable use. This led to a weekly show called “Sounds of Porterville,” with field recordings of everything from live music, to old folks reminiscing about the good old days, to dogs barking and train whistles blowing. The raw tapes were carefully spliced and cross-faded into a sort of avant-garde sound collage. 

	A weekly radio drama was created, combining the detective and sci-fi genres. It was called “Vince Manning, Scientific Detective.” Every week, Dr. Fiend invented a new death ray, killer robot, or shrinking machine, and Vince Manning thwarted his plans with fabulous inventions of his own, including an underwater car, a flying submarine, and a steam-powered airship. These inventions were brought to life with a variety of electronic noisemakers, field recordings of machinery, and sound effects records.

	Robot and alien voices were provided by a primitive voice scrambler circuit that Philo had built the previous summer, during his “spy” phase. It was originally intended for secure communications, but the sounds it made were so entertaining that Philo had never gotten around to building the de-scrambler.

	With only two tape machines, layering the sounds was a laborious process. Philo and a boy named Ray Hauser labored for hours over the tapes, dubbing in layers of music, ambience, dialogue, and sound effects, creating a vivid soundscape that was almost as good as a movie. (In a strange quirk of memory, longtime residents of Porterville distinctly remember watching “Vince Manning” as a movie serial, even though no such serial ever existed.)

	When Randall discovered that radio stations get records for free, he set a team to work writing letters to all the record labels in the state, and a few of the major labels in Iburakon. Soon, Philo was receiving an astonishing number of packages at his home address, which had him racing home from school to intercept the mailman and avoid inconvenient questions from his parents.

	They knew about Radio 9X9, of course. But they didn’t know that Philo was the brains behind it.

	The minister of the First Presbyterian Church had no doubt that Randall was involved somehow. After the Sunday service, he motioned the boy over. “What would you say to an hour-long Sunday program?”

	Randall was puzzled. “But everyone’s in church already. Who would listen to it?”

	“Many of our members are elderly and can’t get around, and some are bedridden. What if you made a tape recording of the Sunday service, sent it up the mountain by bicycle messenger, and broadcast it the same afternoon?”

	“We could really do that?” said Randall in surprise.

	“Well, it’s easier than bringing the whole congregation up the mountain.” Randall looked horrified, and the minister laughed. “Don’t worry, I know you don’t want any adults up there.”

	“We’ll get the equipment together and start next week,” Randall promised.

	“One more thing. Be discreet about it. The equipment should be out of sight.”

	“Oh, that’s easy,” Randall enthused. “Philo knows how to build all kinds of spy gadgets, like an inductor coil that picks up telephone conversations, and a hidden microphone disguised as a transistor radio, and a tracking beacon that clips onto a car battery…just for fun, not to spy on people,” he added hastily.

	Randall was as good as his word. The Engineering Department came in to hang microphones from the ceiling and run cables to a cabinet behind the organ, and the program was on the air the very next week.

	“Now, I don’t wish to alarm anybody,” said the minister, “but we’ve arranged to make a recording of today’s service so the folks at home can hear it on the radio. We’ve donated an old microphone that was a bit too flashy for the pulpit, but there’s no money or advertising involved. It won’t be heard outside of Porterville, and rest assured that your minister has no plans to become the next Billy Sunday.”

	The town’s oldest resident, a frail woman of ninety-eight who rarely left the second floor of her house, tuned in on a tabletop radio. To her astonishment, the familiar sounds of her old church came forth from the speakers, as natural as life, with the great old hymns she had been hearing since she was a little girl. She closed her eyes and sang along.

	In the interest of ecumenicism, the local priest who served the small German Catholic community was persuaded to do a weekly feature where he answered theological questions. Randall took this to include questions about life on other planets, to which the priest listened with bemusement and gave a surprisingly serious answer.

	“If we were to meet the inhabitants of another world, and they had language and purposeful behavior above the level of animals, we would presume that they have souls. On the other hand, they might have a form of intelligence that’s so different from ours that we wouldn’t recognize it as intelligence. Would such beings require salvation? That isn’t for us to say. We know that our Savior died for the sins of the whole world. But Scripture doesn’t say anything about other worlds. They wouldn’t necessarily have a Savior, or a Devil for that matter. Some worlds might exist in a state of grace; others might be fallen, much as ours is; others might belong wholly to the powers of evil. In the event that another world required salvation, God would accomplish it in his own time and manner. It would be a grievous sin for us to interfere with their development, or try to force them to accept a form of salvation that wasn’t intended for them.

	“In all likelihood, we will never have to confront this question. God in his infinite wisdom has separated the worlds by a vast gulf of space, and set an absolute limit on the velocity of any form of matter or energy. Even sending a radio message across such distances is nearly impossible. Our galaxy is one hundred thousand light-years across. To send a message across one percent of that distance, and receive a reply, would take longer than the time from the birth of Christ to the present day. The odds are against us ever establishing communication with other worlds.

	“In a similar manner, the homelands of the various peoples of the Earth are separated by vast oceans, deserts, and mountain ranges. When I think of the tragedies that have resulted from the collision of different cultures, even closely related ones, I’m grateful that God fashioned the Earth as he did.”

	



	




	
		16. THE CALL-IN SHOW



	

	Winter had set in. The view from the peak was a wasteland of ice and snow under a cold gray sky. The only hint of color was the muted green of the fir trees. The winter seemed to be a little bit longer and colder every year, until you wondered if this year’s winter would be the one that lasted forever.

	The climb up to the station became considerably more hazardous, necessitating gloves and boots, knobby bike tires, and an electric heater and coffee pot for the station. Most of the girls dropped out, until 9X9 was left with the hardiest and most reliable boys. Something kept them showing up, day after day, in all kinds of weather. Maybe it was the romance of the airwaves. Or maybe it was the fun of showing up the snooty teenagers who heaped scorn on the “junior science club” and their “make-believe radio station.” Now the same teenagers were tuning in to 9X9 in their parents’ cars, at dance parties, and on transistor radios smuggled into school. Hearing the latest records before they were available in the shops proved to be irresistible.

	Now that the schedule offered a full range of programming, the boys set to work selling the station to potential advertisers. The first step was to gather data on just how many people were listening.

	At the top of every hour, the DJ on duty asked listeners to mail in a postcard with a list of their favorite programs. For reasons of secrecy, the address given was the old Baxter place, a dilapidated one-story house behind the retail district, abandoned for so long that the owners were known only from a weathered nameplate on the mailbox. Pete questioned the mail carrier and determined that there wasn’t any rule against delivering mail to an abandoned house, so long as somebody emptied the mailbox once a week. Over the next few weeks, they received a few thousand postcards, but Pete was sure a lot more people than that were listening.

	They tried a new strategy. Every evening, the DJ asked the listeners to flash their house lights. The flashing lights could be seen clearly from the mountaintop. Between each record, the DJ waxed eloquent about the importance of keeping your favorite station on the air, and the number of lights redoubled. A group of boys manned the peak, dividing the town into sectors, and counted approximately twelve hundred lights over the course of an hour.

	But the greatest innovation was the call-in show. There wasn’t a single telephone line for miles around, but that didn’t stop Philo. 101 Radio Projects had a chapter on something called a spark-gap transmitter. It was primitive, capable of sending only Morse code, but powerful. Nobody had built one for a hundred years, because it sent out a wideband pulse that interfered with the entire AM band. Philo raised the frequency to avoid the one or two AM stations that reached the valley at night, so they wouldn’t be breaking any more laws than they were already. He built the transmitter over a single weekend.

	One of the DJ’s obtained permission to monopolize the family telephone for one hour a week. Half a dozen boys were set to work learning Morse code, and the most proficient of them were assigned to the transmitting station. Philo himself manned the receiving station, writing down the code and reading the messages on the air. It was rather like sending a telegram.

	The star of the show was Randall. He told rambling stories, analyzed the week’s news and proclaimed everything to be bunk, and answered questions from listeners. If he didn’t know the answer, he made something up. Soon, the show became a competition to see who could ask the most ridiculous questions and elicit the most entertaining answers.

	Armed with extensive listener data, the Advertising Department printed out an ad rate sheet and took it around to local businesses. The rates were low, enough to cover the cost of generator fuel, equipment maintenance, a small salary for the staff and DJ’s, and the royalty payments set by the songwriting agencies.

	“There’s nothing worse than having more money than you know what to do with,” said Philo, when Randall suggested raising the rates. “You should hear my Dad go on about it. He says down South, where they have state lotteries, nine times out of ten the winner ends up worse off than before. Heck, the reason we have such a good station is because we were flat broke. You couldn’t buy a transmitter like ours off the shelf, not for a thousand dollars!”

	 

	The next time Philo visited Cooper’s Electric Repair, he found Cooper unpacking a large shipping crate. It was packed full of battery-powered transistor radios, half of them blue and the other half red.

	“I had a few thousand dollars saved up, so I put in an order from a company in Chicago,” Cooper explained. He put one of them on the workbench and unscrewed the back, revealing the densely packed electronic components inside. “These are a triumph of Yankee engineering. The headphone drivers are made in Illinois, the printed circuit boards in New Jersey, the transistors in Michigan, and other parts in Wisconsin, Indiana, and Ohio. It’s the first really affordable radio with high-fidelity stereo sound. And it’s built to last forever. The case is rubberized plastic, and the construction is better than military spec.”

	Philo boggled. “Can I hear it?”

	“Knock yourself out. There’s a box of batteries in the bottom of the crate, and another box of headphones.”

	The headphones were unlike any Philo had ever seen, small and light, with elliptical foam pads that rested directly on the ear. The sound quality was astonishing, compared to the tin-can military surplus headphones he was used to.

	“I took out an ad in the paper,” said Cooper. “I expect these will sell out pretty fast. And the company is working on bigger and better things. I visited their showroom in the city, and they showed me a prototype of a portable radio-cassette combo with super-efficient speakers and every bell and whistle they could come up with. Mic inputs, overdubbing, graphic EQ, LED displays … they practically crammed a whole recording studio into it.” Cooper laughed. “Can you imagine somebody walking down the street with one of those? He’d probably get arrested for being a public nuisance!”

	



	




	
		17. THE STORM



	

	After an eternity of snow and ice, spring was on the way. But Old Man Winter never relinquished his throne without a struggle. The season of storms had begun.

	When Philo heard the distant growl of thunder, he realized he had forgotten to put up a lightning rod.

	He was manning the station alone, as one of the three founders did whenever there was a hole in the schedule. He played records and pre-recorded programs, interspersed with idle talk about whatever came into his head.

	He put on a record, and walked out to the edge of the cliff to survey the situation. Ten miles away, on the other side of the valley, a bank of dark clouds was moving in over the mountains. Lightning played over the face of the clouds. The thunder arrived about fifty seconds later.

	For a moment, he felt anger that nature dared to interfere with his work. He would stay on the air, defying the storm, right up until the moment a surge of lightning raced down the transmission line and burned the station to a crisp! He would go out in a blaze of glory, broadcasting his defiance to the heavens, a Captain Ahab of the airwaves!

	He felt a mixture of apprehension and excitement, knowing the nearest adult supervision was miles away. “I am invincible!” he shouted into the teeth of the storm. 

	Then he had a better idea. He found a reporter microphone, wrapped it in cloth to keep the wind and rain off it, and went out into the storm to ascend the peak.

	He checked the time on his wristwatch. When he estimated that the last record had run out, he plugged in the microphone and proceeded to deliver a live weather report.

	“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said solemnly, “I’m broadcasting live from the very top of the Devil’s Throne, during the biggest thunderstorm in years. I’ll be describing every moment of Nature’s majesty, braving wind and rain and lightning, for as long as I can.”

	That’s when he realized he didn’t know very much about lightning. What if a stray bolt decided to arc across ten miles of space in an instant?

	In the minutes that followed, the dark clouds rolled across the roof of the valley, covering it from edge to edge, like an inverted ocean that seethed and roiled with sinister life. The lightning grew more frequent, and the pause between the flash and the roar grew shorter. Philo described everything for the audience, accompanied by Nature’s own sound effects.

	He remembered stories he had heard from the older folks. They said that strange creatures came out in this kind of weather, creatures born of wind and lightning, with archaic names half-remembered from the old country. They were ancient and wild, and the whole earth was theirs once, and they’d as soon strike you dead as look at you.

	A bolt flickered across the sky, and the thunder reached him a moment later. The storm was dangerously close.

	Without warning, a tree on the neighboring peak exploded with a bright flash and a sound like a gunshot, sending shards of wood flying. His first thought was that someone had set off a bomb. He hadn’t even seen the lightning bolt.

	His hair was standing on end, and it wasn’t from adrenaline. It was actually lifting off his head from the electrical charge in the air. The microphone in his hand was vibrating, and so was the metal band of his wristwatch. He yelped and dropped the mic.

	He grabbed the knotted rope and descended from the peak as fast as he could. He half-slid down the muddy ground and reached the flat place in record time. He had to cut the power and disconnect the antenna, in that order. If he ran the transmitter without a load, the reflected power would burn up the output stage.

	He reached the generator, killed the motor, and unplugged the power cable. He looked around frantically, and found the coaxial cable angling down from the trees. He located one of the splices, put his foot on the cable, and yanked on it with all his strength. The splice gave way and he tumbled onto his back.

	He looked up at the peak, just in time to see a bolt of lightning lash down from the sky and wreathe the top of the mountain in streamers of electricity. A few tufts of grass caught fire, only to be extinguished by the rain. He shouted with excitement and terror, his voice lost in the roar of the thunder.

	For ten or twenty seconds afterward, the mountaintop held a remnant electrical charge, like the blue-violet glow of a vacuum tube. It flickered over the face of the rock, flowing downward and changing shape as it did so. It coalesced into a sphere, or a rapidly spinning hoop, and drifted free of the rock. A moment later, it imploded with a miniature thunderclap and flickered out of existence.

	Philo stared in amazement. It was ball lightning, a phenomenon so rare and so elusive that scientists couldn’t explain it. (According to the latest theory, it was an illusion caused by magnetic stimulation of neurons in the visual cortex.) To Philo’s eyes, it looked like something alive, some alien life form cast up on the shores of Earth. A steady diet of science fiction had imbued him with the conviction that outer space was full of strange creatures: sentient clouds of electrons, giant brains made of crystallized metal, single-celled organisms the size of planets…

	The antenna looked a bit scorched, but it wasn’t melted into slag like he half-expected. He got inside the shack, bolted the door, and waited out the storm. The rain battered the tin roof like a hail of buckshot, and the wind caught the south face of the shack and made the timbers creak. When a particularly strong gust hit the shack, it felt like the floor was rocking under his feet. Occasionally, he heard a loud crack followed by a crashing sound, as the wind tore loose a limb from one of the trees.

	Hours later, he descended from the mountain. He had only been gone for half a day, but he felt like he’d returned from an eighteen-month ocean voyage, and seen wonders that were forever denied to ordinary men.

	When he returned to school the next day, he discovered that he was famous. Most of his classmates heard every minute of the ominous approach of the storm, the wind and rain, the thunder growing ever closer, and the sound of the exploding tree. For the next week, he dethroned Randall as the center of attention.

	At the dinner table, his father gave him a funny look. “I heard you were out in a thunderstorm.”

	“Yes, sir,” said Philo nervously.

	“You put up a lightning rod yet?”

	“No, sir.”

	“There’s some left-over copper pipe in the basement. You’d better get to it.”

	



	




	
		18. THE SINGERS



	

	Some things you never knew you needed, until you get them.

	One day in early spring, the station was visited by such creatures as had never been seen in these parts: three teenage sisters from age 17 to 19, dressed very ladylike, each more lovely than the other.

	“We’ve heard all about your radio station,” said the youngest with a smile, “and we think the station ought to have its own song. We’ve been singing three-part harmony for years and years. It was no trouble at all to borrow an old melody and write some new words for it. We’d like to sing it for you right here. If you like it, you can use it royalty-free, so long as you mention our names once in a while.”

	Philo, Pete, and Randall looked at each other with astonishment. They couldn’t believe these nearly grown-up girls would notice their existence, let alone write a song about them.

	“Well, let’s hear it!” Randall exclaimed.

	The broadcast day wouldn’t begin for another hour. The girls came into the soundproofed DJ booth and gathered around the trusty Unidyne, and Philo patched it into the tape machine.

	One girl or another sang the verse, and all three harmonized on the chorus. The lyrics could be described as quaint, with an irregular rhyme scheme that would drive an English professor up the wall. A lot of the local music was like that.

	All in all, it was a lovely song. Nobody ever told them that advertising jingles are supposed to be as annoying as possible.

	 

	When the channels were all empty and the frequencies were dark

	And the static was the only thing to hear

	He did raise him up a tower on a lonely mountain top

	And the signal never was so loud and clear

	 

	Where the mountains circle round

	You can listen to the sound

	And the weather’s always fine, 9X9

	 

	Like a beacon shining bright

	In the forest of the night

	It’s all yours and it’s all mine, 9X9

	 

	When Philo played back the tape, the boys were yet more astonished. It sounded like a professional record. The limitations of the equipment didn’t matter at all.

	This was only the beginning. The girls came in once a week and recorded advertising jingles, theme songs, and original music. Their distinctive harmonies became the hallmark of 9X9. The station had found its voice.

	In later years, the Von Linden Sisters were signed to a label in Iburakon and toured throughout the Republic and parts of the South. And they weren’t the only ones. You would be surprised to know how many producers, technicians, writers, and musical groups got their start at a pirate radio station in a small town in the mountains.

	



	




	
		19. THE BRIGHT BIRDS



	

	“Guess who’s coming by this evening?” said Randall.

	“The King of England?” said Philo.

	“Even better. The Frozen Fell Boys!”

	Philo gaped. “How did you pull that off? The Frozen Fell Boys are the biggest group in the whole state!”

	“I told them about our radio station, that’s all,” said Randall. “How it reaches twenty thousand people, and it’s up on a cliff, and it’s a bit of a hike but there’s plenty of boys ready to haul the equipment. They should be here any minute.”

	“Are we going to interview them?”

	“Interview, nothing. They’re going to play us a concert live on the air!”

	“Play us a…” Philo gasped. “I’d better get the equipment ready.”

	The prospect of broadcasting live music had already been discussed, and Philo had built a primitive microphone mixer with separate outputs for the broadcast console and the PA system. Philo plugged in the equipment and made sure it was working, and the boys went out to the edge of the cliff to watch for the band.

	Presently, they saw headlights coming up the dirt road below them. It was a large van, colorfully painted with the name of the group. It was followed by three sedans and a pickup truck, all of them packed with teenage boys and girls.

	“How did you get all these people up here?” Philo said in amazement.

	“With a famous group like that, all you have to do is spread the word, and a hundred people show up,” said Randall.

	The vehicles parked on a flat spot, and the whole gang tramped up the half-mile trail. In the lead were two boys hauling equipment on bike trailers, and another three carrying instrument cases. Next were the group themselves, resplendent in white suits and cowboy hats. Last came a group of two dozen teenagers, about two-thirds of them girls, talking and laughing excitedly.

	Randall introduced everyone. “I’m the Program Director, and Philo here is the Chief Engineer.”

	“So you’re the mad scientist who made a radio station out of rusty nails and baling wire,” said the singer. “When we heard about it, we just had to come up and see it.”

	After some discussion, they elected to play out-of-doors, under the trees. It was customary for the band to gather around a single microphone, amplified through a small PA system, with the quietest instruments the closest. Philo set up the Unidyne, with a clean sock stretched over it to keep off the wind. A floor lamp plugged into an extension cord provided the illumination.

	The Frozen Fell Boys sang dark, sinister songs about madness, obsession, violence, and the inevitability of divine judgment, with a touch of the weird and fantastical. They were the biggest musical stars of the tri-county area, if not the entire state, and they were about to undertake a national tour.

	There was a rule to this kind of music, not imposed by any authority, but generally agreed upon. You can have a colorful villain, so long as he gets what’s coming to him. Radio dramas and television shows followed the same rule, for the most part.

	The light was turned down low and the audience drew close in rapt attention, especially the younger girls, whose fathers would have reached for their shotguns if they had known what kind of feelings the handsome singer inspired.

	“This here’s what they call a murder ballad,” he said with a roguish grin. “It’s based on a true story, and we know the name of the man who done it, but we’ve sworn to never tell.”

	He sang a sinister melody in a deep baritone:

	 

	Bright was the sun in her red-gold hair

	And her eyes were the green of the sea

	Vows never keep, she’ll forever sleep

	And my home never more will I see

	 

	I loved her well, but she ne’er loved me

	Though she smiled so merry and bright

	For her heart belonged to the woodland king

	And things that prowl in the night

	 

	She bade me come to the dreary wood

	And a secret she would tell

	That laughing voice did lead me on

	To the very depths of hell

	 

	While the band played, Philo ran inside to the broadcast mixer and put on the headphones. It was coming through loud and clear, but it seemed a bit flat. Then he had a brainstorm. He collected both of the interview mics, took them outside and hung them from strategically located tree branches, ran the cables to the shack, and patched them into both sides of the spare input. He put on the headphones and slowly raised the fader. The sound expanded until it was bigger than life. He had created stereo!

	The band went into the next song, “This Cold Heart.”

	 

	Down in Richmond by the river

	There’s a fortress made of stone

	But the turrets all face inward

	On a yard that’s white as bone

	There in Richmond will I tarry

	By the laws of God and man

	For I’ll never get the blood from off my hands.

	 

	Cold is the fate

	That set me wandering

	Cold is the path

	That I traveled for so long

	Cold is the heart

	That keeps this man alive

	And it’s only growing colder til I die.

	 

	The next song was “The Deepest Hole.” It told the story of a Void Captain, consumed with revenge, who pursued his enemy across space and into the gravity well of a collapsed star that no ship could escape. The mortal enemies fell down forever, never reaching the bottom, and they are still falling to this day. It was followed by “The Beast That Spoke My Name,” “Wraiths of the Lonesome Forest,” and “The City More Ancient Than Man.”

	They closed the set with a traditional song that went back four hundred years or more: “The Bright Birds, The Terrible Birds.”

	Everyone knew what this song was about, and awaited it with anticipation and dread. It was inspired by a dream that came to almost everyone at some point in his life. Nobody knew what it meant, but everyone had the dream.

	They were the height of a man, or taller. Their feathers were a living flame, shot through with colors that waking eyes had never seen. Their limbs were numbered six, having two each of arms, legs, and wings. They had a single jeweled eye in the center of the forehead, and two lesser eyes on each side of it. They carried staffs made of light. What they did with the staffs was hard to describe, but it had an aspect of tuning or directing. There was music, of a kind that seemed to bypass the ears and act directly on the brain, coming from every direction at once.

	In the great central eye, there was a reflection of—something. The dreamer would draw closer, trying to discern it. It seemed to be a vast, glowing structure. The skyline of Iburakon at night might be a pale approximation. Then, the eye would slowly turn, to fix upon the dreamer himself.

	At this point, the dreamer always awoke. No mortal could withstand the regard of the great eye, or the vast intelligence behind it.

	Neither the scientists, nor the psychologists, nor the folklorists, nor the preachers had any explanation for it. Maybe it was a figment of the collective unconscious. Maybe it was a glitch in the wiring of the brain. Or maybe the birds were real, and we would meet them someday.

	The dream, or this particular form of the dream, was unique to the English-speaking peoples. Other peoples dreamed it differently. In Africa, a world-spider spun a web made of stars. In Asia, a forest grew from the roots of a single tree, and a fox with nine tails darted among the trunks. In Polynesia, a vast structure like a coral reef enclosed the waters of an ocean larger than the world.

	The music was the kind that is only heard in dreams, and vanishes upon waking. Every attempt to reproduce it on earthly instruments was a failure. Some anonymous minstrel in the sixteenth century came close, devising a sequence of notes that evoked a faint echo of the emotions felt so vividly in the dream. The song was passed down from one musician to another. It was never written down, never transcribed, never recorded in any form.

	Some time after the events of this narrative, the chain was broken and the song was lost. Those who knew it are long dead; those who listened remember the title but nothing else. Around the same time, the dreams stopped and never resumed, like a phantom transmission that wasn’t meant for us.

	Long before Philo’s time, a musicologist from the state university traveled through the region, documenting the local music with a portable tape recorder and notebook. He collected hundreds of songs in this manner—but not “The Bright Birds.” Years later, when a student asked him why, he showed him a page of closely spaced writing. It was glossolalia, words and letters that imitated the form of language but not the meaning. “It made perfect sense at the time,” the scholar said with a shrug. “And the tape?” said the student. “Completely blank,” said the scholar.

	If you could travel back in time to that moment, you might see a circle of mountain folk sitting in eerie silence, gently swaying to music that isn’t really there. You might chalk it up to hypnosis or mass hysteria.

	But if the skeptics are correct and the song never existed, what did the radio audience hear?

	



	




	
		20. THE MARATHON



	

	The school year would be ending soon, and the young people of Porterville would enjoy three glorious months of freedom. The heads of Programming, Advertising, and Engineering held a meeting, and resolved to take full advantage of the opportunity. Radio 9X9 would graduate to an expanded summer schedule, 10 AM to 10 PM daily. The new schedule would be kicked off with a 24-hour broadcasting marathon and a boost in output power, from 50 watts to 80 watts.

	The town was blanketed with flyers, the event was announced on-air for two weeks, and a full day of special programming was put together. Radio receivers were connected to loudspeakers and placed in strategic locations, so the sounds of 9X9 would be heard throughout the town.

	A dozen local bands signed up to play live on the air. A feature-length episode of “Vince Manning, Scientific Detective” was scripted, with enhanced sound effects and a suitably epic plot. A local musicologist signed up for a two-hour show to play selections from his collection of rare hillbilly music records, going back seventy years.

	The marathon began at 10 AM with an hour-long news program. It featured a special guest, a veteran reporter from the Porterville Dispatch, who read off the last week’s stories and filled in the details that the newspaper left out. He hated having his stories cut to the bone by the parsimonious editor of the little ten-page daily, and he relished the opportunity.

	This was followed by Randall’s call-in show, You’d Better Believe It, a Fortean mixture of myth, rumor, and cold hard facts, now with its own research staff who spent their afternoons at the public library. Randall always inserted at least one outright falsehood, and invited listeners to win a free ticket to the movies by spotting it, courtesy of the local theater.

	The live music ran from six to ten PM. The first group on the bill was The Highland Rangers. They were bearded, weather-beaten men with a vast repertoire of the oldest and rarest songs from the craggiest parts of the mountains, where strange, isolated cultures had flourished for centuries. They had never made a record, but they consented to play on the radio so long as Philo kept his tape machine unplugged.

	They were followed by the Rivermen, a sort of rustic barbershop quartet, who sang all the old songs that everybody knew. “He Raised Up a Ladder” was one such.

	 

	The roots of the tree seek the waters below

	The branches take hold of the stars

	So broad is the bole and so high does it stand

	Such a mighty protector is ours

	 

	He raised up a ladder

	What hand could have shaped it?

	He raised up a ladder on high

	So well did he make it

	The storm could not break it

	He raised up a ladder on high

	 

	The towers and steeples shall drop far below

	And the summits of mountains all covered in snow

	The birds of the air never flew up so high

	As the glorious bridge from the earth to the sky

	 

	In rivers and oceans the water is flowing

	Through caverns no eyes ever see

	He knows every secret this old earth is holding

	And he knows a poor sinner like me.

	 

	The Von Linden Sisters enthralled the audience with celestial harmonies for twenty minutes. The Frozen Fell Boys were a hundred miles up the coast and couldn’t make it, but they sent a package with an advance copy of their latest record, which wouldn’t be released for another two weeks. 9X9 had the honor of being the first to play it.

	At the appointed time, Randall hushed the audience. Philo raised the gain on the microphones, and the radio audience could hear the distant sound of a brass band, coming up the mountain from miles below. They came into view, riding in the back of a pickup truck with four-wheel drive and off-road tires.

	They played antiquated instruments from a hundred fifty years ago, not from any preservationist impulse, but because it was all they had. Soprano and alto cornets; a tenor horn that resembled a miniature tuba; a full-sized tuba with a bell that fired backward over the shoulder; and a rope-tensioned wooden snare drum. The brass instruments had rotary valves instead of pistons, and most of the finish was worn off. It wasn’t the blaring, stentorian tone of modern brass; the sound was softer and more muted. It took finesse to play those instruments. 

	The band kept on playing, as the truck drove right up the side of the mountain and ascended the trail. It pulled up next to the station, and the brass band descended from the truck to wild applause.

	They were the final act. Nobody could top that entrance, or the half-hour of sonorous hymns and marches that followed, with some of the other groups joining in on banjos and guitars.

	As the concert came to an end, the boy who was assigned to monitor the air signal came running. “Philo! There’s something wrong with the transmitter! The sound is all distorted. It happened just as they were finishing the last song.”

	His stomach knotting with dread, Philo dashed inside and unscrewed the lid of the RF amplifier. Randall and Pete looked over his shoulder.

	One of the matched pair of output transistors had burned out, leaving scorch marks on the perfboard. Philo had flown too close to the sun, and gotten burned.

	“I just had to push it to 80 watts,” he said mournfully.

	“Can you fix it?” Randall said anxiously.

	“Yeah, I have a whole box of spare parts…” Philo smacked himself in the forehead. “I left it back at the shop!”

	“What do we do?”

	“We can’t run the transmitter unbalanced like this. Get on the mic and tell the audience we’re having technical difficulties, and we’ll be back on the air by eleven o’clock. And tell them to keep their radios on! I’ll shut off the transmitter and get a ride back to town.”

	The situation was explained to the owner of the pickup truck, who was happy to be of assistance. Philo disconnected the RF amplifier, and they raced back to town and reached the shop just as Cooper was locking up for the night. Cooper warmed up the test equipment, and together they traced the circuit and replaced both output transistors, along with a few burned-out resistors. The power was reduced to 70 watts, and some last-minute circuit changes were made to reduce the chance of another failure. Philo got in the truck, this time remembering to bring his spare parts and his soldering iron and voltmeter. They reached the station with minutes to spare.

	The RF amplifier was put back into service, and they returned to the airwaves at precisely 10:59 and fifty-nine seconds. Randall got on the mic, working overtime to get the audience back. “Tell your family, tell your friends, tell the whole world that 9X9 is back on the air! The station where anything can happen, and usually does!”

	With disaster averted, they settled in for a long night, armed with sandwich fixings and a 24-pack of caffeinated soda. Philo couldn’t relax. He kept putting his hand on the transmitter to make sure it wasn’t overheating.

	



	




	
		21. THE BIG GAME



	

	In May, the greatest event in decades came to Porterville. The high school baseball team, the Porterville Pirates, would be playing their ancient rivals, the Bensonville Brigands, for the state championship.

	If we were talking about professional baseball, the Brigands would be the Yankees, and the Pirates would be the Cubs. The first was the most successful and loathed team in the state, winning the championship fifteen times in the past twenty-five years. The second was the least successful. The last time the tattered flag of victory had come to Porterville was over a century ago.

	According to legend, the rivalry between Porterville and Bensonville went back to the 18th century, when John Porter challenged Frederick Benson to a duel that left Porter dead and Benson with a permanent limp. For decades after, raiding parties would cross the mountains at night to commit vandalism and arson. Eventually, it was toned down to harmless pranks and petty theft of municipal property, which was held for ransom and eventually returned.

	The Pirates had finished the regular season at 6-17, barely squeaking into the finals. That’s when things got interesting.

	“We know we’re going to lose,” said the team’s star pitcher. “So I say, let’s go down fighting. Let’s give the other teams a game they’ll never forget. Let’s make them fight for every hit and every run. Let’s run them ragged until they’re ready to drop dead. Every time they think of us, they’ll get the cold shivers.”

	The Pirates lost the first three games, as expected. But it was how they lost that got people’s attention. Their opponents took the field with apprehension, not sure what to expect from this gang of short, skinny, grim-faced boys.

	Slowly, the Pirates began to win. Determination won out over talent and skill. They beat the Corsairs; they beat the Bootleggers; they beat the Highwaymen. Until at last, they faced their ancient enemy, in a contest that would send one of the teams to the national playoffs.

	Of course, even the mighty Brigands always got trounced in the nationals. But it was a great honor nonetheless.

	(All the high school teams in the state had an outlaw theme, as you may have deduced. Other states had their own themes. One had Lions, Bears, and Panthers; another had Steelmen, Machinists, and Electricians; another had Hessians, Vikings, and Centurions; and so on.)

	“Philo,” said Randall one day, “we have got to get this game on the air. People are expecting it.”

	“It won’t be easy,” Philo said with a frown. “I’ll have to build a second transmitter. It doesn’t have to be quite as good as the main one, but it’s a lot of work.”

	“I know you can do it, buddy. Pete has been talking to the owner of Kaiser’s Supermarket. Did you know that his son is the star pitcher?”

	“Is he?”

	“Mr. Kaiser says if we do a live broadcast, he’ll sign up for a year’s worth of advertising. We’re talking thousands of dollars!”

	Philo scrounged up whatever parts were available and set to work. This time, he wasn’t quite as careful or quite as meticulous. He was pretty sure he had the art of building transmitters down to a science by now. It took him about a week to build a simplified, all-in-one unit, just good enough to get an FM signal up to the main transmitter site, using a separate frequency.

	When he switched on the unit, there was a sudden electrical surge, and half the circuit board started smoking. He jumped backward with a yelp, yanked out the power cord, and just stood there for a while, staring at it.

	He showed the corpse of the transmitter to Randall. “It’s completely fried,” he said mournfully. “There’s not enough time to build another one.”

	“What about the Morse code transmitter? 

	Philo shook his head. “It doesn’t transmit sound, only dots and dashes.”

	“Dots and dashes…” Randall got a thoughtful look. “What if we had a kid at the game, and he used it to send a running tally up to the station?”

	“I guess we could announce the score in between records. But it’s not the same.”

	“No, he’ll send everything. Players, hits, runs, balls, the works. Another guy receives the transmission and writes it out on a scorecard, and I’ll do the announcing. I’ll imagine the whole game and describe it, just like I was really there.” He grew more enthusiastic. “And we’ll have sound effects! The roar of the crowd, the crack of the bat, everything!”

	“What are you, crazy?”

	“We can do it. I know we can. We’ll make people think they’re hearing the game, and we’ll get that advertising contract, and nobody will be the wiser!”

	“Oh, man…” Philo groaned. “I’d better get to work. I think we taped a few games for ‘Sounds of Porterville.’ I’ll have to make a bunch of tape loops and hook up every machine we have.”

	“And don’t forget the national anthem!” Randall reminded him.

	Back in the 1960's, an inventor named Charley Douglass had a near-monopoly on the creation of laugh tracks for television. He accomplished this with a device of his own invention, which he kept under lock and key. It was about two feet tall, mounted on wheels, with four rows of oversized typewriter-like keys and a foot pedal. Inside the box was a playback mechanism with 32 tape loops, containing laughs, chortles, giggles, guffaws, titters, and chuckles of every description, along with oohs, ahhhs, rustling of clothing, and applause. The machine was skillfully played by the operator, producing a result that was arguably better than the real thing. It was the golden age of canned laughter.

	Philo had to accomplish the same thing with two tape machines, three cassette decks, and a box of amateur field recordings.

	 

	By long tradition, the game opened with “Hymn of the Fallen Empire.” The high school marching band played it on their horns, and the crowd sang the words. It was written by the men of the Second Rebellion, in answer to an earlier song that claimed the blessing of God for an unjust, murderous, and tyrannical war.

	It wasn’t the only national anthem to swear defiance against a long-dead foe; several countries thus memorialized their history. Nor was it the only one born from the dissolution of a country; when Czechoslovakia was peacefully divided between the Czechs and the Slovaks, their anthem was split in two and each side got half. Nor was it the only one sung to a country tune; the island of Saint Helena, site of Napoleon’s final exile, has an anthem written by a country music DJ from its nearest neighbor, a mere 800 miles away.

	What set this anthem apart was its sheer disdain for earthly power in any form.

	 

	For to break the chains of our fellow man

	He would forge a chain for every hand

	And despoil the earth and burn the land

	From the mountain to the shore

	 

	But the waves will go on rolling

	And the sun will go on rising

	And the words have been erased that spoke the glory of his name

	 

	Let the idols break and the priests atone

	For the pow’r belongs to God alone

	With the Lord of Hosts on the highest throne

	He will reign forevermore

	 

	And the stars will keep on turning

	And the rain will keep on falling

	And the Tyrant’s dead and gone but this old world is still the same.

	 

	In a hastily constructed press box atop the bleachers, Frank Fichte of 9X9 followed the game and narrated the events to Jay Carson, who manned the radiotelegraph and tapped furiously on the keys. Up on the mountain, Joe Meyers received the transmission and wrote down the results on an oversized scorecard, while Philo manned the faders and tape loops.

	At the top of the hour, Philo took the mic. “You’re listening to Porterville High Baseball on Radio 9X9. In just a moment, we’ll switch over to our man on the scene, Randall Quinn, as he announces the game live and in person.”

	Philo switched over to Randall on a hand-held reporter mic. Philo faded up a tape loop of crowd noises, and gave Randall the thumbs-up.

	“It’s a beautiful day here on the Porterville diamond,” Randall enthused. “I’m looking down on the field from the 9X9 press box. I’ll be describing every minute of the final game of the state championship, as our very own Pirates take on the toughest team in the state, the Bensonville Brigands. The stakes couldn’t be higher, and I couldn’t be more thrilled to be here.

	“Kaiser takes the mound…first batter up is McCoy…strike one! He swings early and misses by a mile. The pitch…and it’s a hit! Line drive to left center…Tackett runs after it…Potter makes the catch!

	“It’s the first of the seventh, no runs scored. Stephens is up. And the pitch…it’s a high ball…Kaiser throws it again…Strike one!…A line drive, and it’s foul! McCoy tries to steal second, but he thinks better of it…It’s a bouncer over Lawson’s head, down the left field line for a base hit!”

	As he announced the game, he paced back and forth and gesticulated with his free hand, working himself into a state of excitement until he was declaiming like a country preacher. Philo wondered how long he could keep it up.

	They had practiced this routine for the past two days, filling out scorecards with cryptic numbers and symbols, and Randall translating them into a running commentary. He had been following the Pirates all season, aspiring to be a star pitcher himself someday, and he knew all the names and positions. Philo had to learn something about baseball, so he could fade in the crowd’s reaction to the events of the game a split second before Randall announced them.

	Between innings, Randall collapsed into a chair and mopped his brow, while Philo read off a commercial or two. Then they were back on. It was relentless, like juggling live badgers. Hungry ones.

	In the middle of the fourth inning, the Morse code receiver fell silent. Something had happened at the other end. Philo stammered something about technical difficulties, and put on a record. In a few minutes, the remote transmitter was back on, with the message Unplugged wire all ok.

	They made it to the seventh-inning stretch, and played a few records while they tended to their stomachs. “I think we’re going to make it,” said Randall. “Unless you manage to blow something up.”

	“Me, blow something up?” Philo said innocently. “That would be like you stretching the truth.”

	“Touche!” Randall said mock-seriously.

	At the bottom of the 9th, the score was 2-2. This was no ordinary game. They were in it for the long haul, until one team or the other came out ahead.

	The late afternoon DJ showed up, and was a bit miffed that his show was getting pre-empted. He was soon caught up in the drama of watching Randall and Philo holding down the fort, creating an imaginary soundscape for a game that wouldn’t end.

	“Ladies and gentlemen,” Randall croaked, his voice about to give out, “we’re here until the bitter end, win or lose, just like our trusty Pirates. And I can tell you one thing. No matter who comes out on top, this is a game that nobody in Porterville is going to forget for a hundred years. Forget the election of ought-six, and the recount that dragged on for three days. Who wants to be President, anyway? But this game, right here and now, this is going to turn Porterville into a name for the ages! When Hardison and Bower and all those guys are long forgotten, people are going to remember the Porterville Pirates!”

	The game dragged on for another four innings, until in a savage burst of energy, the Pirates surged ahead and won the game with a walk-off home run. It was a spectacular ending, the first such in the history of the state championship.

	For one glorious summer, they traveled all over the Republic by bus, earning hard-fought defeats at the hands of the champions of larger and more populous states. It was more than they had ever dreamed of.

	It wasn’t the high point of their lives, not by a long shot. They grew into men, and remembered the lessons they had learned on the field, and many of them went on to accomplish great things.

	Eventually, Jerseywood turned it into a movie. Naturally, they left out the most interesting part of the story.

	

	Philo, Randall, and Pete made a trip to Kaiser’s Supermarket, to sign the advertising contract and bask in glory.

	“You did a bang-up job, boys,” said Mr. Kaiser. “Randall here is a fine announcer. I don’t think any major league announcer could do better.”

	“Gee, thanks, Mr. Kaiser,” said Randall.

	“There’s just one thing that puzzles me. At one point, you mentioned the sun being in the pitcher’s eyes. But the sun should have been behind the pitcher at that time of day.”

	The three boys looked at each other. “Well, uh…” Philo sputtered.

	Then Randall blurted out, “We faked the whole darn thing!”

	“You…” Mr. Kaiser was incredulous. “You faked it? What do you mean?”

	“We couldn’t get the second transmitter working in time,” Philo admitted.

	“Philo blew it up,” Randall added helpfully.

	“We had to use our Morse code transmitter,” said Philo. “We had a boy at the game who transmitted all the hits and runs to the station, and Randall imagined the whole game in his head and described it, and I ran a bunch of tape loops with crowd noises and sound effects.”

	Mr. Kaiser stared at them in disbelief. Then he burst out laughing. “I knew there was something funny going on, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Boys, I salute your ingenuity.”

	“You mean…you’re not mad?” said Randall.

	“Not at all. It shows that you’re willing to do anything and everything to stay on the air. In fact, I think you deserve a cash bonus.” He opened the till, counted out a stack of twenties, and handed them out to the boys.

	They exited the store, looking at the money in their hands with wonder. “Faked the whole thing,” Mr. Kaiser said to himself, still laughing. “Those boys are going places. I just hope it won’t be the state pen.”

	



	




	
		22. THE INTRUDER



	

	The low black sedan moved slowly down the street. Behind the wheel was a man wearing a dark grey suit, blue tie, and dark glasses. His head swiveled back and forth, looking for something.

	Philo had watched enough movies to know a federal agent when he saw one. The FedGov license plates only confirmed it.

	He followed on his bike at a safe distance. The sedan pulled into a parking lot, and the man got out. He opened the trunk and did something that Philo couldn’t see.

	The man set up a directional antenna on the roof of the sedan, and ran a wire from the antenna to the trunk. He put on a pair of headphones. Slowly, he rotated the antenna back and forth. He wrote down some numbers on a clipboard, nodded, and packed up the antenna. Soon, the sedan was in motion.

	A few miles down the street, he stopped and repeated the performance. Philo risked a closer look to see what was in the trunk.

	It contained an oscilloscope with a glowing green display, a box with various control knobs and meters, and an FM receiver with a big red LED display. It was tuned to 44.7 MHz.

	Philo stepped on the pedals and raced down the street like the Devil himself was after him.

	He found a pay phone. He put in a dime and dialed Randall’s house.

	“Randall!”

	“What’s the news?”

	“It’s the Feds! They’re on to us!”

	“Wait…you’re serious, aren’t you?”

	“Yeah! He’s driving a car with federal plates and using a directional antenna. I think he’s triangulating our location!”

	“This is heavy,” Randall breathed. “Get up to the mountain as fast as you can and shut off the transmitter. We can’t let him find it, no matter what.”

	“What if he asks around?”

	“You think mountain folk are going to rat us out to the Feds? Not in a million years. Now get up there! I’ll find Pete and we’ll be there in a jiffy.”

	A leisurely ride up to the station took about an hour. Philo had to make it in 20 minutes. The first two miles were easy, until he hit the foothills. By the end of the fourth mile, his extremities were tingling and he was seeing spots.

	He stopped for a breather before he tackled the last two miles. On the steepest parts, he dismounted and half-ran up the slope.

	He pulled up next to the station, threw down his bike, and burst through the door. He ran to the transmitter and hit the power-down switch. The DJ on duty, Jay Carson, looked up in surprise as Philo leaned against the wall, doubled over and gasping for breath.

	“What’s going on?” said Jay, wide-eyed.

	Philo held up his hand while he caught his breath. Finally, he got out a few words. “Feds…on to us…have to shut down.”

	Randall and Pete showed up presently. “Do you think he found the station?” said Pete.

	“He might know the general direction, but I shut it down before he could get anywhere close,” said Philo. “We have to pack up all the equipment and hide it. The antenna, too. We have to make it look like an ordinary shack.”

	“I’m way ahead of you,” said Randall. “We stopped at Collins Sporting Goods and grabbed shovels and tarps before we came up.”

	Some distance into the woods, the three boys dug a hole and buried the equipment, carefully wrapped in waterproof canvas. The generator was drained of fuel and buried in a separate hole. They replaced the dirt, smoothed it over, and scattered pine needles to hide any trace.

	“What are you guys doing?” Jay Carson said anxiously.

	“If the Feds catch you running a pirate station, they confiscate all your equipment,” Philo explained. “This way, they’ll never find it.”

	“Is 9X9 done for?” said Jay plaintively.

	“Not yet,” said Randall. “We knew this might happen, and we planned ahead. Heck, we’ve got at least seventeen different contingency plans.”

	Jay headed for home, with instructions to phone the next three DJ’s and tell them not to come in. The three boys cleaned up any remaining evidence of their activities, secured the shack, and set off down the mountain.

	They convened in the attic of Cooper’s Electric Repair. “So, about those seventeen different contingency plans…” said Pete.

	“There’s got to be something in the book,” said Randall. “Good old Forrest has never let us down yet.”

	Philo opened up 101 Radio Projects and perused the chapter on pirate radio. “It says here, some pirates use a narrow-beam microwave link from the station to the transmitter, and they use multiple transmitter sites, so they can switch between them.”

	“Is that something we can do?”

	Philo shook his head. “Too expensive. Another idea is a mobile transmitter in the back of a van.”

	“None of us can drive, so that’s out.”

	“We could move it around from house to house.”

	“Too risky. Somebody’s parents would get nosy and ask questions.”

	“Well, that’s about it.”

	“Let me see that book.” Randall eyed the cover illustration. “A radio-controlled airship! That’s what we need! We’ll put our transmitter up in the sky, where the Feds won’t even think to look!”

	“There’s just one problem,” said Philo. “The book tells you how to build the radio controls, but it doesn’t tell you how to build the zeppelin. That’s in the next book, and the next book was never published!”

	“There’s a kid down the street who has a radio-controlled plane,” said Randall.

	“Too small. It couldn’t handle the extra weight.”

	“Hot-air balloon?”

	“There’s no way to control it. It would blow away in the wind and crash.”

	“What else is there?” said Randall in exasperation. “Trained pigeons? Antigravity paint?”

	“Why don’t we just build a kite?” said Pete.

	The other two looked at him in amazement. “You know, that would actually work,” said Philo.

	“Yeah?” said Pete with interest.

	Philo grabbed a piece of paper and started sketching out ideas. “We keep the transmitter on the ground, run the coaxial cable up the kite string, and use the antenna to form the struts of the kite. This time of year, there’s a steady wind coming in from the ocean.”

	“But where do we put the station?” said Randall.

	“What about the Baxter place?” said Pete.

	“Perfect!” said Philo. “We’ll have our station right in the middle of town, under everyone’s noses. And we’ll broadcast at full power!”

	



	




	
		23. THE OPERATION



	

	The boys spent all the next day hauling equipment back from the mountain on the bike trailer and gathering materials for a kite. It was exhausting work, and they still had a hundred more things to do.

	At the end of the day, Philo went home. He was dirty, tired, and hungry. “Hey Ma, what’s for dinner?” he called out as he entered the house.

	He got within sight of the dining room, and stopped short. A strange man was sitting at the table, chatting with Philo’s father.

	Without the dark glasses, he looked younger and considerably less sinister. But the FedGov suit and haircut were unmistakable.

	Philo ducked out of sight, his heart pounding. The enemy had found him!

	He crept around the corner to the phone and dialed Randall’s number. “The federal agent is here!” he whispered urgently. “He’s in my house, sitting at the dinner table like he owns the place!”

	“Oh, man,” Randall said with delight. “This is the real thing!”

	“What do I do?”

	“If he had any proof, he would have clapped you in handcuffs as soon as you walked in the door. You have to play it cool. Just walk in there bigger than life, and ask him a million questions, like a regular kid would do.”

	Philo hung up and approached the dining room. “I’m actually on vacation,” the Fed was saying. “I’m only here for another three days. Then I have to get back to FedGov City. There’s a mountain of paperwork waiting for me.”

	“So, what brings you to the mountains?” said Philo’s father.

	“Well, I heard about a pirate radio station that covers the whole valley. Did you know there isn’t a single FM station in these mountains? The last time anyone tried was fifty years ago, but it didn’t reach enough people. Most of them didn’t have electricity, and the old tube radios couldn’t run off batteries for very long.”

	“Philo, this is Mr. Langer,” his father said. He added helpfully, “Philo here is interested in radio.”

	“Is that so?” said Langer with interest.

	Then Philo had a brainstorm. “Would you like to see the transmitter I built?”

	Mr. Langer’s eyes widened. “I certainly would.”

	Philo ran upstairs, and came back down with the toy half-watt transmitter he had built ages ago. “It reaches all the way to the next block!”

	“That’s very nice,” Mr. Langer said with evident disappointment.

	“Here, let me show you.” Philo plugged a mic into the toy transmitter and turned on the family radio, and soon his voice was booming throughout the house, until his father made him turn it off.

	“I’d really like to meet the person who built the transmitter for the pirate station,” said Mr. Langer. “The signal is phenomenal, one of the cleanest I’ve ever seen. The sidebands are at least 70 dB down, and the crosstalk and distortion specs would make a grown man cry. My guess is that it’s a college student, somebody with a background in electrical engineering.”

	“I think it’s some of the high school kids,” Philo improvised. “Junior and seniors.” His father raised an eyebrow, but remained silent.

	“Do you suppose I could talk to them?” said Mr. Langer.

	“Gee, I don’t even know who they are. The whole operation is top-secret. They move the transmitter every week, and they make you wear a blindfold so you don’t give away the location.”

	“Well, I seem to have spooked them,” Mr. Langer said sadly. “The station went off the air shortly after I arrived in town, and nobody will tell me anything about it.”

	“Help yourself to some bread while the roast is finishing up,” Philo’s mother advised. Mr. Langer cut a slice from the freshly baked loaf in the center of the table and chewed it absent-mindedly. He looked surprised. “Say, what kind of bread is this?”

	“It’s just ordinary bread,” Philo’s mother replied. “We set out the loaves before bed and bake it in the morning.”

	“I’ve never tasted anything like it.”

	“Living in a big city, you’re probably used to bread made with dough conditioners, preservatives, and added sugar. It doesn’t have the same flavor as real bread.”

	The salad was another marvel to Mr. Langer. “These tomatoes and cucumbers are something else. It’s almost a shame to put dressing on it.”

	Philo’s mother beamed. “They’re from our little garden out back. We grow heirloom varieties. Commerical varieties have better disease resistance and shelf life, but they taste like cardboard if you ask me.”

	She brought out the roast and set it down next to the bread. “We usually have wild game, but hunting has been poor this year,” she said apologetically. “It’s grass-fed beef, from a ranch over in the next valley.”

	“Do you always eat like this? Don’t you have grocery stores?”

	Philo guffawed. “What do we look like, bachelors?”

	“Most of us in the mountains prefer to grow our own food,” Philo’s mother said gently. “We do for ourselves as much as possible.”

	“What do you do for education?”

	“We teach the fundamentals at home, and organize co-op schools for the more advanced subjects.” She chuckled. “There was a man from the state capitol who wanted to give us government funding to build what he called a ‘proper’ school, but he was run out of town, the poor dear.”

	“Running a household like this must take up most of your time.”

	“And what’s wrong with that? Do you think I’d rather have a career, like your city women?”

	“No, I suppose not.”

	“By the time a career woman is done paying other people to do all the things she should be doing herself, there’s nothing left. She might as well be paying the boss to let her work.”

	“Well, she might prefer to be independent instead of relying on a man.”

	“Our men would be completely helpless without us, and they know it.”

	 

	The generator was too loud to use in town. Luckily, one of the DJ’s lived two houses down from the Baxter place. In the dead of night, three boys with shovels and hoes cut a notch in the turf, ran a long extension cord through the notch, and closed it back up. It was more than enough for a 70-watt transmitter and a few electric lights.

	The boys surveyed the pile of kite-making materials. “Won’t our kite be too conspicuous?” Pete said skeptically.

	“One kite is conspicuous,” said Randall. “One kite out of a dozen isn’t conspicuous at all. Every time we hoist our antenna, we’ll have a bunch of other kids flying decoys.”

	“This guy’s a regular supervillain,” Pete remarked to Philo.

	A new, lightweight antenna was required. Philo constructed it from aluminum struts, with the cross-pieces bolted firmly onto the mast. It was considerably less complicated than the one on the mountain, since it didn’t have to be directional. The antenna formed the frame of the kite, and the coaxial cable formed the kite string. To provide enough lifting power for the extra weight, the kite was about six feet across.

	The frame was covered with ripstop nylon, in a glorious shade of electric green, courtesy of Collins Sporting Goods. They obtained a can of white paint, and carefully painted the entire length of the cable, twenty feet at a time, so it wouldn’t show up against the sky.

	One bright morning in June, Pete took the kite to the nearest open field and got it airborne. Once it was stable, he screwed the end of the coaxial cable into a hidden terminal inside a buried steel box. A second coaxial line snaked along fences and hedgerows until it reached the Baxter place. Philo tested the connections and powered up the transmitter. 9X9 was back on the air!

	Just as Randall promised, a dozen other boys were flying their own kites at various spots on the outskirts of town. The sky was thick with them, in a rainbow of colors, occasionally tangling their lines or crashing into each other. As distractions go, it was a gloriously flamboyant one.

	They needed a way for station personnel to enter and exit the house without being seen. Secret tunnels were rejected as too labor-intensive. Finally, they remembered the back yard. It was wonderfully overgrown, with the grass chest-high in places, concealing the remains of a wooden shed and the carcass of an automobile. They proceeded to beat a narrow path through the grass, from the cellar door to the wooden fence that marked the property line. Where it reached the fence, they dug out an eight-inch gap. Beyond the gap was a hill that led down to a creek, and the creek led to any place you wanted to go. With the windows of the house carefully blacked out, and noise kept to a minimum, nobody would suspect a thing.

	Randall held down the fort, and Philo got on his bike and went out to check the signal. He rode down the main street of Porterville, with a transistor radio clamped to his handlebars. The signal wasn’t quite as good as it was from the Devil’s Throne. But for a radio station broadcasting from a kite, it was amazing.

	He caught sight of a familiar black sedan, and slowed down. It was parked in the lot of the grocery store. The federal agent was standing next to it, admiring the view of the mountains.

	“Hey, Mister Langer!” Philo called out. He pulled up next the car. “Did you hear? That pirate station is back on the air!”

	“Well, that’s good news!” Langer exclaimed. “Say—how would you like to help me triangulate the signal?”

	“That would be swell!” Philo answered.

	Langer opened up the trunk, and showed Philo how the equipment worked. “I’ll read out the measurements, and you write them down on the clipboard,” he said.

	Langer mounted his directional antenna on the roof, and slowly rotated it back and forth. Philo glanced at the sky, and saw the electric green kite almost directly overhead. This couldn’t be more perfect.

	Langer frowned. The frown deepened. “This doesn’t make sense. It’s like the signal is coming from everywhere at once.” He stood there, deep in thought. “They must be using more than one transmitter. But I’m not hearing any multipath distortion or fading. Do you think you could carry the receiver and the battery pack, while I hold the antenna?” Philo nodded.

	Soon, they were parading down the street like the world’s most conspicuous surveillance operation. Philo carried the equipment, while Langer swung the directional antenna back and forth and listened to the signal on his headphones. They kept it up for almost an hour, attracting curious stares, before Langer gave it up and collapsed wearily on a bench.

	“I don’t know how they’re doing it,” he said. “These guys are either criminal masterminds, or the world’s greatest pranksters.”

	“What happens to them if they’re caught?” Philo asked innocently.

	“Why—nothing,” Langer answered in surprise.

	“But I thought if somebody violated Federal law, the Feds would send a SWAT team and break down their door in the middle of the night and haul them away in leg irons.”

	“A SWAT team?” Langer said incredulously. “You’ve been reading too many of those dystopian sci-fi novels. SWAT teams are military. They’re forbidden to operate on Republic territory, unless there’s a state of rebellion and Congress declares martial law.” He looked perplexed, then burst out laughing. “Can you imagine if I requested a SWAT team to shut down an unregistered FM station? My God, they’d have my badge. I’d be lucky if I wasn’t sent West.”

	Philo knew what “sent West” meant. It was a form of exile reserved for the most heinous crimes. The wrongdoer was sent across the Mississippi, with the mark of Cain upon his forehead, so that no man would either help or hinder him.

	“So what happens to them?” Philo persisted. “Do they have to pay a fine?”

	“You have some funny ideas, kid. They did away with fines twenty years ago. If you’re the first to use a given frequency in a given area, it’s yours by right, for as long as you stay on the air.”

	“Then…what are you doing here?”

	“I was passing through the area. It was no trouble at all to do a little surveying on my own time. I thought I would map out their coverage area and help them fill out the paperwork, so they’re registered with the Bureau of Frequencies. These kinds of stations should be encouraged. They’re performing a valuable public service.”

	“How much does it cost to register a station?”

	“The usual fee is ten dollars, but it’s waived for low-power stations…What’s the matter?”

	Philo came to a decision. He stuck out his hand. “Allow me to introduce myself. Philo Hergenschmidt, Chief Engineer of Radio 9X9. I’m the one who built that transmitter.”

	“How…” Langer could barely speak. “How are you generating that signal?”

	Philo pointed one finger at the sky. Langer craned his head upward, and saw the oversized electric green kite with thick aluminum struts. His eyes found the white-painted cable, and followed it downward until it disappeared behind the houses.

	He looked at Philo, suitably impressed. “Kid…you are diabolical. With a brain like that, you should be working for the CIA.”

	 

	Philo squeezed under the fence, crawled through the grass, and entered the cellar where the studio was located. Ralph Enderby was sitting at the console and introducing the next record.

	“Have you seen Randall?” said Philo.

	“He’s upstairs,” said Ralph.

	Randall was lounging on the remains of ruined couch. Philo told him the news. “It turns out we haven’t broken a single law. Mr. Langer just wants to help us register our frequency. That way, we’re protected in case somebody else interferes with our signal.”

	Randall considered the implications. “It could be a trick,” he said. “They pretend they’ve legalized piracy, so they can lure the pirates out into the open and arrest them.”

	“Do you think that’s what he’s doing?” said Philo.

	“There’s only one way to be sure. We have to implicate him in illegal activities, so he can’t arrest us without getting arrested himself.”

	“How do we do that?”

	“Bring him here,” said Randall with a sinister gleam in his eye. “I have a plan.”

	Some time later, a bemused Mr. Langer, wearing a blindfold, was led in through the front door and down the cellar stairs. The boys accompanying him removed the blindfold, and he looked around in amazement. “Why…you’ve got a complete radio operation down here!” he said in surprise.

	“We’ve taken a big risk by inviting you here,” Randall said ominously. “If you want to see the transmitter, you have to prove that you can be trusted.”

	Langer turned to Philo. “Is he serious?”

	Philo shrugged. “He’s the program director.”

	“Did you come prepared?” said Randall.

	“I grabbed some classical music cassettes out of my car,” said Langer.

	“We need you to get on the mic,” said Randall, “state your full name and badge number, and declare that you’re taking part in an unlicensed FM broadcast of your own free will, and you’re being paid four dollars an hour as an official 9X9 DJ.”

	Langer nodded. “It’s a deal.”

	This was followed by an hour of the great composers of Europe, as yet unequaled in the former colonies. The boys liked it better than they expected. “We ought to have a regular show like this,” Randall mused. “Just one, so people don’t think we’ve gone highbrow.”

	“Have I demonstrated my pirate credentials to your satisfaction?” said Langer.

	Randall nodded. “We’re all in this together. If we go down, you go down with us.”

	“You know, I did a fair amount of pirating myself when I was your age. Of course, it was all vacuum tubes back then. I’m lucky I didn’t electrocute myself. If you’re ever in FedGov City, I’ll show you my old transmitter. It used a beam tetrode and it put out about twelve watts.”

	Randall was suitably impressed. “Did you ever get arrested?”

	“After the neighbors tuned in to the Dodgers game and got the kid next door instead? You bet I got arrested!”

	



	




	
		24. THE PARTING OF THE WAYS



	

	Radio 9X9 was going legit. It was the best, and worst, thing that ever happened to the station.

	The first application for a mountain FM station in fifty years was newsworthy enough to attract the attention of the biggest newspaper in the state. Philo, Pete, and Randall were interviewed by a veteran reporter, who wanted to know how a gang of boys managed to build a radio station, and what drove them to do it. Randall had a sudden attack of modesty, and he let Philo do most of the talking.

	Now that 9X9 was a community institution, it wouldn’t do for the station to broadcast from the side of a mountain. It needed a new home in the center of town, where anybody could stop in and join the festivities.

	Cooper made some phone calls, and a group of students from the state technical college came to Porterville during their summer break to help set up the station. They built a thousand-watt transmitter from scratch, incorporating the latest developments, far better than anything Philo could build.

	A dozen local businesses pitched in to give the station a new home. A welding shop produced a new, omnidirectional antenna. A hundred-foot mast was erected on the roof of the bank building. The transmission line ran to a small studio in the back of a record store. A four-conductor telephone cable with balancing transformers provided a high-quality stereo feed from the local playhouse, which hosted live music on a regular basis.

	A few weeks later, Philo got a letter in the mail. An anonymous benefactor was giving him a full scholarship to the state technical college. Philo and his father looked into the admission requirements, and discovered that Philo would have to take all the math classes the co-op school offered, and study the more advanced topics on his own. If he buckled down, he could start college at age 16 and graduate at age 18. This would be followed by an apprenticeship at a radio station in one of the big cities. If he worked hard, he might be promoted to Chief Engineer by the age of 20. He wouldn’t have time for any more adventures.

	Philo didn’t know what to make of the sudden legitimacy. “I think I liked it better when we were pirates,” he said to Randall.

	“We had to grow up sometime, I guess. Anyway, the whole pirate thing was just for fun.”

	Philo gave him a sharp look. “What do you mean, just for fun?”

	Randall looked shamefaced. “I talked to the Mayor ages ago, when we first put up the antenna. He used to be a FedGov lawyer, you know. He said we were in the clear, so long as we didn’t do anything stupid, like electrocute somebody or use obscene language on the air.”

	Philo stared at him. “You knew? Why didn’t you tell us? Why did you have us running around like maniacs?”

	“For the glory of it, that’s why!”

	Philo shook his head. “I’m gonna name my first ulcer after you.”

	“And I thought you were a trouper.”

	“I am a trouper!”

	“Good! Because you’re going to thank me one of these days. You’ll be lost in the desert, or caught in a blizzard, or trapped in a sinking ship, with nothing but your wits to save you. And you’ll pull through, because mountain boys are the toughest boys in the world!”

	Philo had to admit, he was right.

	 

	At this point, we should relate that Randall’s family moved away from Porterville the following summer, and nothing was ever the same.

	Pete and Philo came to the Quinn house to see him off. The family station wagon was packed with household items and Randall’s three younger brothers. The furniture stayed with the house.

	“Well, this is it,” Randall said gravely. He shook each of their hands in turn. “Gentlemen, it’s an honor to have served with you. I don’t think any three boys in town could have done what we did.”

	Mr. Quinn honked the horn, and Randall got in the station wagon. As it sailed down the street, he gave them a jaunty wave and a grin through the rear window. That was the last they saw of him.

	History does not record what became of Randall. Did he live a life of adventure, climbing mountains or fighting bandits in the wild places of the world? Did he settle down and raise boys of his own? Or was he a sort of demigod, remaining twelve years old forever, travelling from one valley to the next, stirring up trouble and inspiring new gangs of boys to new adventures?

	Indeed, every town has a Randall. You might even know one. Don’t look to him for great accomplishments, for that is not his purpose. Instead, look to his right-hand man, his closest chum, the sober and studious boy who is inspired to reach beyond himself and transcend the boundaries of the world he knows.

	



	




	
		25. THE OTHER SIDE OF THE MOUNTAIN



	

	At the end of the summer, Philo made a final trip to the old transmitter site, alone. The shack was still there, stripped of anything useful. The rope up to the peak was still there too.

	He climbed up to the Devil’s Throne, the highest point in the ring of mountains that marked the borders of the world he knew. The old antenna stood there on its concrete base, but no currents flowed through it. He hoped the next generation of boys would discover it, and hook up a pirate transmitter of their own.

	He looked down on the valley where he’d spent his whole life. Then he turned around, and climbed onto the back of the thronelike rock formation that gave the peak its name.

	He saw nothing but mountains and more mountains, impassible to anyone who wasn’t a mountain goat, without a sign of human habitation. It looked the way it always had.

	Then he saw something he had never noticed before. Far below, a faint trail cut through the trees and grasses, following the contour of the land. The sun was coming in at just the right angle to make it visible. Any other day of the year, he would have missed it.

	He pulled up the rope, tossed it down the other side, and descended the mountain in search of the elusive trail.

	He reached it some time later. He was certain it was man-made, and just as certain it hadn’t been used in decades. It zig-zagged and doubled back, making its way across terrain that should have been impassible. He followed it with increasing excitement. It had to lead somewhere.

	He walked under ancient trees, and along the banks of stony creeks. He soon lost sight of the peak, along with any sense of direction. Vertical walls of rock rose on both sides of the trail, until the sky was a narrow strip of blue overhead.

	As the trail led ever downward, the composition of the rocks changed. He felt as if he were descending into the depths of Time itself. The sky was obscured by mist, and the sunlight was diffused into an underwater glow. He approached a section of rock that seemed to be ornately carved; as he drew closer, he realized that the shapes were the fossilized shells of ancient sea creatures.

	He turned a corner, and stood face to face with an Indian boy.

	Quicker than thought, the Indian boy jumped backward in alarm. He snatched up a hardwood bow that was leaning against the rock, whipped an arrow onto the bowstring, and trained it on Philo’s heart.

	The boy looked like the pictures of local tribes that Philo had seen in history books, but his clothing was plainer. He wore a deerskin tunic and leggings, moccasins, and short black hair. He was about Philo’s age, but his grim expression made him look older. Philo had no doubt that the boy would kill him if he made a wrong move.

	They stared at each other for a long time, neither one moving a muscle. Slowly, slowly, the Indian boy lowered his arrow. Philo breathed a sigh of relief.

	The Indian boy spoke first. “You’re a white man!” he said in surprise.

	“Well, of course I am.”

	“But you’re supposed to be dead.”

	“Who, me?” Philo said in confusion. “The old men say there used to be a few Indian families way back in the mountains, but nobody’s seen them in years.”

	The Indian boy shook his head. “I must have wandered into the spirit world. I’m talking to a ghost who thinks I’m a ghost!”

	“We’ll see who’s a ghost,” said Philo. Cautiously, he approached the Indian boy and stuck out his hand. After some hesitation, the Indian boy did the same. They shook hands.

	To their amazement, their hands didn’t pass through each other. They were both as solid as the rocks around them.

	“What do you mean, I’m supposed to be dead?” said Philo.

	“The last white men got on a boat and went back across the ocean, hundreds of years ago.”

	“But you speak our language.”

	“That’s our trade language. We use it to talk to other tribes. At home, we use the words our ancestors gave us.”

	“Say—what year is it?”

	“Sixty-eight since the Great Blizzard, and too many to count since the world was made. Why?”

	“I mean, white people years.”

	“How should I know? All I know is, they destroyed their cities with A-bombs and most of them died and the rest went home.”

	“What on earth is an A-bomb?” said Philo.

	“It’s like a ball of fire that comes out of the sky, and it doesn’t leave a single thing alive or a single building standing.”

	“Like Sodom and Gomorrah,” Philo said in awe.

	The Indian boy looked grave. “Listen, I’m not supposed to let you leave here alive. If we catch a stranger on our land, anywhere but the traditional meeting place, we’re supposed to shoot him on sight.”

	“I shouldn’t have followed that trail,” Philo said dolefully.

	“If you give your word not to escape, I can take you prisoner and let the chief decide. Sometimes we adopt strangers if they’re young enough.”

	“I don’t think my folks would like it if I ran off.”

	“Well, there’s another way. You can undergo the trial that every man has to survive before he’s sixteen years old, and you’ll earn your real name and you’ll be one of us.”

	“What’s your tribe called?”

	“We’re just called the People. That’s what everyone calls themselves in their own language. But we don’t speak it in front of strangers.”

	Philo examined the Indian boy’s weaponry. “Say, where did you get arrows like that? They’re not like the ones the hunters use.”

	“I made them myself,” the Indian boy said proudly. “They fly straight and true. I’ve killed three deer already.”

	“What’s your name?”

	“I don’t have one yet.”

	“I have to call you something.” His mind cast around, and he remembered the title of a book on his father’s shelf. “How about Arrowsmith?”

	The boy nodded. “That suits me well enough.”

	“So what’s this trial that I have to do?”

	“Well, it’s not like in the old days. You had to go up on the mountain, in the dead of winter, without a stitch of clothes, and no food or water, and survive for a whole month in the wilderness, and die and come back to life, and that’s how you got your true name. Nowadays, you just have to do something real hard, the hardest thing you can do, so it just about kills you.”

	“I can do that,” said Philo.

	“So says you. What if you turn coward and run off?”

	“Mountain boys aren’t cowards,” Philo said grimly.

	Arrowsmith nodded. “Follow me.”

	He secured his bow to his back and walked down the trail. His gait was different from anyone Philo had ever met. He took short strides, and walked toe-to-heel, as if he were continually falling forward. Philo clomped along behind him in his rubber-soled boots, feeling like a clumsy oaf.

	Arrowsmith scaled the side of a ridge, and Philo followed him with some difficulty. It was an angular projection of rock with barely a foothold, dropping away into mist and darkness on both sides. Arrowsmith walked along the top with ease, as if he were part mountain goat. Philo scrambled to keep up, grabbing the rocks to keep his balance, until his hands were red and raw.

	They came to a broad, flat place, shaped like a shallow bowl. “This is where I lost my lucky coin,” said Arrowsmith. “The thong broke, and it rolled around the edge of the bowl, faster and faster, and it fell into the crack in the middle.”

	Philo got down on his hands and knees and examined the crack. It looked pretty deep, but his head was blocking the light.

	He stood up. Experimentally, he dug a nickel out of his pocket and dropped it. The results were uncanny. It circled the rim of the bowl in a slowly tightening circle, accelerating all the while, until it reached the center and dropped into the crack. A few seconds later, Philo heard a faint plunk. 

	“There’s water down there,” he said.

	“Do it again,” said Arrowsmith.

	The boys watched in fascination as a penny, a dime, a quarter, and a silver dollar were pulled to their doom by some unseen force. “They all do the same thing,” said Philo.

	He examined his remaining coins, and pulled out one that was a dull grey. It was a steel penny, made during a copper shortage caused by an impending war, until the warmongers were thrown out of office and things returned to normal. He dropped it onto the rock.

	Instead of circling the bowl, it fell with a thunk and lay there. He tried it again, and it did the same thing.

	“What makes it different from the other coins?” he wondered.

	“It’s uglier?”

	“No, the composition is different. It’s the only one that doesn’t have any copper in it.”

	Arrowsmith’s eyes widened. “Mishipeshu,” he breathed.

	“What’s that?”

	“Water-panther. There’s a water-panther down there.”

	“What in heck is a water-panther?”

	“He’s the most powerful being of the underworld. He lives at the bottom of lakes and rivers, and he guards all the copper that’s buried in the earth. And he wants it back!”

	Philo was struck by a sudden inspiration. “That’s it! That’s going to be my test. I’ll get your lucky coin back from the water-panther!”

	They half-slid down the side of the ridge, down into the mist. They walked along the bottom, looking for a way underneath. Five hundred feet along, they found it.

	It was natural cave that led into the heart of the ridge. A series of petroglyphs were carved above the opening.

	Arrowsmith pointed to a sign that looked like a cross between a big cat and a dragon. “That’s the water-panther. This is a warning to keep out.”

	“I’m going in,” said Philo.

	“Wait,” said Arrowsmith. “If you take what’s his, he’ll pursue you to the ends of the earth.”

	“There could be anything down there,” Philo said with excitement. “Maybe a new form of magnetism. It could be the scientific discovery of the century!”

	Arrowsmith shrugged. “Go, then. We have a saying, ‘Never stand between a white man and his doom.’”

	Philo pressed his remaining coins into Arrowsmith’s hand. “Go up there and drop a coin every few minutes, so I can follow the sound.”

	He ducked into the opening. It was barely three feet high, and it narrowed as it went deeper. Soon, he was crawling on hands and knees, in pitch darkness. The air was damp and rank-smelling. He hoped he didn’t run into a nest of snakes, or worse.

	The tunnel led ever downward, and the air grew ever more stifling. The worst part was the sensation of tons of rock closing in on all sides. If he got stuck, he might suffocate. He had to stop several times to calm down and catch his breath. At the narrowest spot, he had to expel all the air from his lungs before he could wriggle through. It took him endless, terrifying minutes to do it.

	Finally, the tunnel opened up and he was able to stand. He stretched his muscles with relief.

	His feet began to slide out from under him. A moment later, he was falling through empty space in the dark.

	A dim, wavering light rose up to meet him. His shout of alarm was cut short as he hit the water. As he spun through the abyss, he lost all sense of direction, along with most of his air.

	His eyes picked out a spot of light, and he swam toward it. A moment later, he broke the surface. He kicked off his shoes and shrugged out of his waterlogged jacket, and swam for the shore.

	He sat on a bank of loose stones, shivering with the cold. “Some Survival Scout I am,” he said mournfully. “I didn’t even pack a lunch.”

	As he stared into the darkness, he caught the glimmer of a coin, as it tumbled through a beam of light and hit the water below. He swam for the spot where the coin had landed.

	He couldn’t tell if the water was ten feet deep or a thousand. But he had been swimming in lakes his entire life, and they held no terrors for him. He took a deep breath and dove for the bottom.

	A huge, skeletal form seemed to leap toward him. He had a brief impression of something catlike, with oversized teeth and claws.

	He shot to the surface and swam away in a panic. He clambered onto the shore and peered into the darkness, half-expecting some great beast to burst out of the water in pursuit. After some minutes, he calmed down and started thinking.

	What was a big cat doing down there? He remembered a school lesson about the extinct animals of the New World. One of them was a type of lion, the biggest cat to ever walk the earth. It was a creature of the grasslands, but perhaps this one had wandered into the mountains and gotten lost.

	Whatever was down there had been extinct for ten thousand years or more. He steeled himself and plunged back into the water.

	The skeleton came into view. The shape of the head and the girth of the rib cage were unmistakably those of genus Panthera. The bones of smaller animals were scattered around it. He was glad that none of them were human.

	Then he noticed the great heap of coins that rested between its front paws, like a dragon’s hoard, illuminated by the beam of light that came down from the fissure. There were hundreds of them, copper, silver, and gold. Most were Republic coinage, mixed in with English, Spanish, and French. Some of them might be worth a fortune.

	He reached out to grab a handful of coins. Then he hesitated, and drew back his hand.

	“They don’t belong to me,” he muttered. He tried to tell himself that he didn’t believe in copper-hoarding underwater beasts.

	He had a pretty good idea of how the coins got there. According to the old folks, there were places of power in these mountains, where the right offering would grant your heart’s desire. A place with such a reputation might attract visitors from miles around.

	Going by the dates on the coins, the last offering was about a hundred years ago. Maybe the wishes didn’t come true, or they came true in the wrong way.

	Then he saw it: a silver dollar with a hole bored through it, resting near the top of the pile. He reached out his hand and grasped it, careful not to disturb the other coins. “I made a promise to a friend,” he told the ancient skeleton. It seemed to grin back at him, approving of his choice.

	He stood on the shore and wrung out his clothes as best he could. Hungry, cold, and barefoot, he began searching for the way out.

	Hours later, he emerged from the cave and found Arrowsmith waiting for him. He handed over the coin without a word.

	Arrowsmith’s eyes widened. “You found it! You’re tougher than I thought.”

	He turned the coin over in his hands, making sure it was the one he lost. Then he handed it back. “You keep it. You’re one of us now.” He laid a hand on Philo’s shoulder, and spoke a name in the language of his people. Philo repeated it after him, until he got it right. It was secret, like his soul-animal, never to be told to another person.

	Philo examined the coin. It was a 1921 Morgan silver dollar, a fairly common one. Then he turned it over. “What is this?” he said in surprise.

	“What’s the matter?”

	“The name is wrong. There was never a country by that name.”

	Arrowsmith shrugged. “That’s what the white men called their empire. It stretched from one ocean to the other, and the whole thing was covered in highways, with millions of steel chariots rushing across them day and night. But they’re all broken up and overgrown now.”

	“No, that’s wrong,” said Philo. “There’s only the Republic, and it ends at the Mississippi. Part of the Republic broke off, and it’s called the Confederation. The Tyrant tried to get it back by starting a war, but he was overthrown.”

	“What was the name of this Tyrant?”

	“I don’t know. But he was tall and hideous, like an ogre, and he wore a beard but no moustache.”

	“I think there’s a man like that on some of the old coins.” Arrowsmith searched his pockets and found a copper penny, and handed it to Philo.

	Philo was so shocked that he almost dropped it. It was a bust of the Tyrant, craggy and bearded, looking off to the right with a self-satisfied smirk on his lips. As if in deliberate mockery, the word LIBERTY was stamped next to the bust. On the reverse were two ears of wheat, and that impossible name again.

	“Why would they do this?” he whispered in horror.

	Arrowsmith shrugged. “Why do white people do anything? They’re all crazy.”

	Philo hurled the penny away from him. He felt as if the world had fractured in two and a fissure had opened under his feet. He closed his eyes and grabbed the nearest rock for support.

	When he opened them again, Arrowsmith had vanished without a sound, as if he had never existed.

	Philo stared at the silver dollar in his hand, afraid that it, too, would vanish. But it remained in his palm—real, solid, and impossible.
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