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SHOT BY SNIPER

Lieutenant Grale crawled through the ashen slop beneath 
and behind the slanted billboard that’d half-fallen from 
the roof above, its Arabic advert made all but illegible, even to the 
locals. The machinegun fire crackling through the air was back-
ground and indistinct. If one were careless, the sound would become 
ambient, like the bustling traffic in New York or the steady hum of a 
computer.

A shot kicked up dirt in front of Grale’s face. He pulled himself 
backward, back to the dubious protection of the fallen sign.

A sniper. “Shit.”
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He looked across the road. His men hadn’t noticed yet.
“Sniper!”
Everyone moved at once, except for Paula. She was green, and 

waited just a second too long. She turned to face Grale, and as she 
did, she staggered backward, blood f lying from her arm. Gearhead 
leapt out, grabbed her, and pulled her behind the cover of the still-
standing wall of a long-destroyed hotel.

The sniper waited, silent.
Across the street from the fallen billboard, Grale’s men looked at 

him, pasty-faced and wide-eyed. One of the men—Simmons—signed 
for him to stay put.

“No shit, Simmons.”
A panic swept through the men as they crouched behind the 

wall. They were reacting, damn it, not thinking, and Paula’s cries of 
pain were rattling loose what little cohesion they had. Grale needed 
to cross the street and reach them, and he needed to do so before 
the SNAFU became FUBAR.

But those three little words on that tiny slip of paper kept him 
from dashing across.

The focus of the panic shifted from Paula to Grale. They knew 
she’d be fine, after all. But the eyes on Grale hadn’t the slightest 
shimmer of hope. No. They all knew Grale would die here. God 
damn that machine.

It’d been a week ago, back when the insurgency seemed stoppable. A 
couple of rookie privates had found the machine in the wreckage of 
a casino. (Well, Grale called it a casino. The locals insisted it wasn’t. 
The locals insisted a lot of things.) The machine still worked.

Grale had said to throw the damn thing out, but most of the 
platoon kicked up a fuss. “It’s one of the newer models,” Gearhead 
had said, looking at it. “Forty different languages. Takes a pinprick 
of blood—less than most blood-sugar machines—and it’s supposed 

to be the wittiest model yet. Come on, Lieutenant? What harm will it 
do?”

Machines weren’t infallible. That was Grale’s sole understanding 
of computers, and even Gearhead (reluctantly, at times) agreed with 
him. So let the boys (and girls, Grale, you can’t forget them) have 
their fun. Right?

“Says I’m going to drown.”
“That blows.”
“Paula—What’s yours?”
“Uh—car accident.”
“Oh, what the hell? Mine says ‘Killed by cow.’”
“A cow?”
“Always knew you’d amount to great things, Simmons.”
“Blow me. Hey, Lieutenant!”
“Lt. Grale! You gotta try this.”
“I really don’t,” Grale said.
“He just doesn’t want to see the words ‘old age’ in print.”
Everyone laughed. An explosion and the sound of wrenching 

metal pealed through the open windows, a distant and painful real-
ity check.

“Gearhead,” Grale said, “Take ten men and go see who killed who.” 
“Yes, sir!” the skinny youngster said, snapping gum that’d been in 

his mouth since morning.
The rest of the men kept joking about the machine’s one-line 

fortunes, and Simmons, with a half-smile plastered on his face, said, 
“Come on, Lieutenant. It won’t hurt you to see what it says.”

“Yeah, Lieutenant, come on.”
A chorus of “come ons” and “yeahs” broke out, and Grale 

couldn’t see the harm in a little fun.
He stepped up to the machine—it was such a humble thing—

and Paula showed him how it worked. It reminded Grale of a slot 
machine. Maybe that was why it’d been in a casino.
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A tiny slip of paper curled out.
Grale ripped it free, read it, stared at it for a moment, and then 

let it fall to the f loor with a shrug. Like jackals, Grale’s men fell on 
the scrap and gaped at it, horror-struck. By nightfall, everyone on 
base knew how Lieutenant Grale was going to die.

The change came the next morning. Some of the men wouldn’t 
talk to Grale unless they had to. Overnight, he’d become the most 
beloved and still (somehow) least-popular man on base. And anyone 
with something bad to say about Lt. Grale: Watch out!

Everywhere Grale went, his soldiers looked at him with wide, wet 
eyes and the color would swirl out of their faces. They’d utter “yes, 
sir,” as if the post had arrived with a thousand pounds of Dear John 
letters.

What harm could a little fun be? Grale snorted at the thought. 
Aside from bringing morale to an all-time low? Not a goddamned thing.

“I want that damn machine turned into scrap.”
“Yes, sir.”
“You hear me? If it stays on this base, it’ll be reincarnated as a 

locker.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Now! I want to see you do it, Marine!”
That caused some grumbling. Word went out that ol’ Grale was 

afraid of the death machine. “And who can blame him?” they’d say.
What the hell did they know?

Grale crouched behind the billboard and watched the disaster 
unfold across the street. His boys (and girl), the whole lot of them, 
in an instant, decided that they were going to defy fate, to prove 
Grale’s slip of paper wrong. He couldn’t hear what they were saying 
over the gunfire, and they weren’t signaling anything.

A bullet sliced through the sign and sent bits of brick from the 

building behind Grale into the air. The damn thing almost parted 
his hair. He pressed himself against the ground.

He saw Gearhead on the radio. Calling an air strike. Good boy.
Simmons put a new mag in his gun and shifted his legs.
No, damn you, Simmons, stay put. Grale gestured for him to stay down.
He didn’t.

“No!”
But Simmons charged around the corner. Gearhead looked 

across the ruined street at Grale and Grale shook his head. 
Gearhead stopped the others from following. Good boy.

Grale ground his teeth. Once, his daughter had left at seventeen 
hundred hours, back at the base in Germany, and never reported for 
dinner. She’d come home at oh-one hundred, drunk and battered. 
Grale knocked a few heads in that night, that was for sure. But the 
time between seventeen and oh-one hundred hours? That excruciat-
ing wait? That was how Grale felt when Simmons turned the corner 
and charged toward the ruins of the office building.

A crack shattered the other sounds of the urban fighting and 
Grale knew what’d happened, even before he heard Simmons cry 
out. Just like he knew what happened that night, so long ago, before 
his daughter had opened her mouth to start crying.

Grale peered over the sign. Simmons was down, hard. The sniper 
had shot his leg. The bastard was hoping to draw out more.

Grale made a gesture at Gearhead.
Gearhead shook his head.
Grale made ready to spring, putting his back against the sign 

and shouldering his rif le. This was his job, damn it, these were his 
children. Screw that miserable machine and its miserable opinion.

“Covering fire!” Gearhead screamed. NATO rounds poured 
upward toward the office building. Grale turned at the edge of the 
sign and dashed into the street. Throughout, the sniper was silent. 
Good boy, Gearhead.
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Grale reached Simmons, and winced. The boy’s leg was mangled 
badly—he’d be lucky to keep it. Have to carry him, Grale thought.

“Lieutenant?”
“Shut up. You gotta live so that cow can kill ya.”
Grale squatted and hefted Simmons up. Boy could use a meal or 

two extra. Damn, it was hot out.
Grale’s eyes were glued up to the building.
He saw the sniper.
He could see into the sniper’s eyes, all the way from the ground. 

They were like brown glass, and the man behind them—the man 
behind the rif le—hated Grale, hated Simmons, and he’d hate any-
one else that stepped into the street. The NATO rounds weren’t 
keeping him down anymore.

Grale knew what was going to happen. He always did. He turned 
away from the sniper, Simmons curled on his shoulders, and started 
running back to cover. If the bastard was going to shoot Grale, he’d 
have to do it from behind.

A puff of dirt f lashed up between Grale’s legs, as if to say, “I 
don’t mind that.”

But Grale was almost there.
Gearhead and the others were still firing, trying to keep the 

sniper down. But the man behind the rif le had a pair made of brass. 
Another round zipped past Grale’s ear.

Ten yards to go. Not even that. 
But Grale could feel it. The muzzle of the rif le may as well have 

been pressed against his back. The sniper, he knew, wouldn’t miss a 
third time.

A rocket streaked through the heavens. Half of the sniper’s 
building caved in. As Grale turned the corner and set Simmons 
down, he heard Gearhead yelling into the radio.

“Kill confirmed. Repeat, kill confirmed. You got the bastard!”

Simmons looked up at Grale, his eyes beaming with gratitude 
and admiration.

“But, sir, your paper said—”
“Some other sniper, son. Some other war.”

Story by Bartholomew von Klick
Illustration by John Keogh
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HEAT DEATH OF THE UNIVERSE

I met Maggie at a keg party in the back yard of the head 
cheerleader’s house. The cheerleader didn’t know I was there, and 
probably would have objected to my presence. I was a nerd. I didn’t 
earn acceptance from my peers until we were too old and too jaded 
about high school cliques to care. 

 Maggie and I had been at the same school since junior high, 
but we had never really met each other before. She was a name on 
a roster, another face in the background noise. She was tall for her 
age, and had knobby knees and a f lat chest, and a nose that was 
a little too big, but I thought she was beautiful. Seeing her at the 
party again, in different and unusual circumstances, was like wak-
ing up and everything seeming smaller than it was before. I had seen 
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Maggie every day for years, but suddenly she was the most wonderful 
girl I had ever seen. Before that moment, before I saw her laughing 
over the rim of a red plastic cup, I don’t think I even noticed girls. 

 We got off to a good start. We talked awhile, and shared a 
drink or two in the freshly-cut grass, giggling. Later, I held 
her hair back while she puked in the kitchen sink. Maggie had 
too much Jagermeister, drawn by its sweet smell and licorice 
taste. She had always liked licorice. Between bouts of gut-twisting 
heaves, Maggie cursed the liquor companies for making the stuff 
taste exactly like her favorite candy. Childhood to adulthood, 
things don’t change as much as they used to. Maggie blames 
commercialism and the corporations. I think I agree with Stephen 
Hawking. 

 I read his book during my sophomore year. The other kids 
would have made fun of me if they hadn’t gotten that out of 
their collective system in junior high. They were too busy getting 
laid and trying to get laid, and trying to get into good colleges. I 
had already been accepted with a big scholarship because I’d dis-
covered a new kind of algae in the stream near my grandparents’ 
house. It was just a science project to me, but to college admis-
sions departments, it was as if I had rushed for a million yards last 
football season. 

 I had scholarship offers, and ended up going to the school that 
Maggie was going to. I told my parents that I had picked the state 
university because I had read that graduate programs matter much 
more than undergraduate programs, and that I should go to a big 
state school for undergrad because I needed the social acculturation 
that happens at those kinds of places. They agreed with me, or at 
least let me have my way, because that new kind of algae made them 
think I was smarter than they were. 

 I’m not as smart as everybody thinks I am. When I tell peo-
ple that I’m not as smart as they think I am, they think I’m being 

modest. I keep expecting to wake up one day and know that 
I’m that smart and be comfortable with it, and be able to think 
my way through any problem and come to the right conclusion 
every time, like there’s a door locked in my mind and if I could 
unlock it, everything would be fine, and I would be a modern-day 
Mozart. I’ll never be Mozart, though. I played the baritone tuba 
in junior high band, and faked my way through it. I never even 
learned how to key or read the music. I just pretended. I wonder 
if Stephen Hawking tells people that he’s not as smart as people 
think he is. 

 According to Hawking, all this certainty is going to be bad for 
us. We spent the first few billion years of our collective existence 
scrabbling through a random universe full of uncertainty, pain, 
suffering, and unpredictability. Hawking thought that if you put 
a little bit of order in the chaotic soup of human existence, then 
the order will crystallize and spread itself throughout the whole 
human experience. Life will either get very boring or very inter-
esting, in the Chinese sense. There’s some debate about what this 
would look like, because nothing like it has ever happened. Some 
people think Hawking is wrong and that a little bit of order in a 
whole lot of chaos is no more effective than an ice cube dropped 
in a lava f low. Others believe that it’s going to be the social equiv-
alent of metal fatigue, simultaneous across the whole planet. 
Civilization will shatter like an icicle. Too much order is worse 
than too much chaos. We evolved in chaos. We survived chaos. 
Life thrives in chaos. 

 I thought about that a lot during our senior year. The chaos of 
high school and all the politics of it and the cliques sort of dissolved 
and became more permeable. Nobody cared about that stuff any-
more. They cared about college, and their new lives: High School 2.0. 
It was a kind of order of its own, though I thought it was kind of tem-
porary. Maggie and I visited a few colleges together and it seemed 
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pretty chaotic to me. 
 Maggie and I had sex for the first time right before our birth-

days, on December 31st. No liquor for us, no wine, no champagne. 
We hung out in the treehouse in her back yard, which had over-
grown with spidery ivy and creeping, snaking tree branches. Her 
father was a contractor, so while it was in a tree, it was pretty well 
insulated, and two bodies in it warmed the place up pretty well, 
especially if those bodies were humping. I had heard that sex for the 
first time was always messy and weird and gross, but it wasn’t for us. I 
had researched it a lot on the Internet, but Maggie wasn’t interested 
in the technicalities. She just wanted to be close to me. 

 “I’m scared,” she said, after we did it, and we were spooning on 
the f loor of the treehouse, wrapped in the blanket I had brought 
from my house. It was blue and white, in a pattern like a summer sky 
with clouds on it. It was wool, and scratchy and soft at the same time. 

 “I don’t want to get my blood read.”
 “We don’t have to,” I said. 
 “Yes we do,” she said. “My mom won’t stop talking about it.”
 “Moms suck sometimes,” I said.
 “Especially mine,” she said. “It’s worse than when I had my 

period for the first time. She kept telling me it was going to happen 
soon. She bought me six kinds of maxi pads. I was afraid she was 
going to demonstrate how to use a tampon.”

 “Ew.”
 “Yeah. Boys are lucky.” She sighed and grabbed my hand and 

squeezed. “I hope we get the same reading.”
 “Me too,” I said. “But it’s okay if we don’t.”
 “I guess so,” she said. “But what if I get CAR ACCIDENT and you

get DROWNING? Or what if I get CANCER and you get OLD AGE?”
 “Nobody gets OLD AGE,” I said. 
 “Sometimes they do,” she said. 
 “It’s an urban legend,” I said. “Because nobody actually dies of 

OLD AGE. They die of cancer or something.”
 “That’s not what my uncle says,” she said. “His friend in college 

pulled OLD AGE. And he was killed by an old guy driving a car.”
 “I don’t think that’s true,” I said. “It’s too weird.”
 “Just because it’s weird doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen,” she 

said. “Things like that happen all the time. Like those people who 
pull STABBED, and they fall on some broken glass, or that lady who 
pulled HANGED, and got wrapped up in telephone wires when she 
jumped off her roof. That stuff happens.”

 “Yeah, I guess it does,” I said. “But it’s rare. If that were always 
true then nobody would get their blood read at all. People wouldn’t 
be so secretive about their certs. There wouldn’t be laws against hav-
ing your blood read before you’re eighteen. It would just be a joke, 
you know? Like a horoscope.”

 She didn’t have an answer for that. I was the smart kid. People 
always thought my logic was perfect, even if they knew it wasn’t, 
because I was smarter. 

 “I don’t want to know how I’m going to die,” she said, finally. “It 
doesn’t seem fair.”

 “Everybody does it. They still live their lives.”
 “Some of them,” she said, a reference to her uncle, the black 

sheep of her family. He had pulled GUNSHOT, and got scared and 
moved to the wilderness out west somewhere. He didn’t live his life. 
He started living someone else’s. 

 “We’ll live ours,” I said. “Together.” I squeezed her tight, for 
emphasis. 

 “Yeah,” she said. “Together.”

If order really were crystallizing across the whole quantum stratum 
of human existence, then Maggie would have turned out to be my 
sister or something.

 But that didn’t happen. We had blood drawn at the doctor’s 
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office. Our families let us go by ourselves. I drove us in my mom’s 
Taurus. The salt-stained tires ploughed twin canals through the 
chunky, gray slush. The snow unspooled from the roof in loose, 
white ribbons.

 Maggie and I had the same doctor. He had a machine in his 
office that did the readings. He drew a little bit of blood and put 
it into a little receptacle on the machine. It looked like a big laser 
printer, smooth white plastic and blinking, green lights. In a few 
minutes, the machine hummed and something inside it spun and 
the humming grew louder and shook the f loor a little. He smiled at 
us, arms folded. The machine printed out the certificates on special 
paper, the same pinkish color as those new five-dollar bills. He put 
them face-down on a tray and handed them to us. Maggie and I sat 
down on the examination table, butcher paper crinkling and creas-
ing under us, bunching between us as Maggie scooted closer. The 
doctor left us alone. 

 Maggie asked me if I was feeling nervous. I told her no, even 
though that was a lie and she could see it in my face.

 “I can tell when you’re nervous,” she said. “You look like you’re 
reading small print when you’re nervous.” 

 “I am now,” I said. “Thanks.”
 “Oh, it’s all right,” she said, and put her hand on my leg. She was 

always misreading my sarcasm. If there were a chance I was nervous, 
she took it seriously. I was joking this time. I told her so. She nodded 
and held my hand.

 “We can wait,” she said. “We’ll just sit here. We don’t have to 
turn it over at all. Nobody will ever know.”

 We sat in silence for a long time. I told her later that I wanted 
to stay there forever, our futures vibrating in the midpoint between 
knowing and not knowing, the moment stretched to fill a lifetime. 
Would that have been a state of order? Knowing either way is a 
switch f lipped to either side. But what if you refuse to touch it? Is 

that order or chaos?
History has turning points, moments around which pivot the 

events that follow. I sometimes imagine it to be a railroad switch 
that shunts a train from one path to another. Sometimes it’s just a 
big pop, a whack of a stick and the piñata shatters and the candy 
pours out.

I don’t know when this moment happened. It might be 
when Maggie and I looked at our certificates together and she 
started crying and I put my arm around her. That’s when my life 
changed, because instead of warmth of closeness, I wanted to 
crawl away, the click of a cog, the next step. It sank into me, a 
realization made suddenly clear, a contrast from the moments 
that filled up our lives before. We weren’t kids anymore, and we 
weren’t going to be together forever. A teenager’s mind isn’t ready 
for that.

I pulled HEAT DEATH OF THE UNIVERSE. I already knew what 
that was, but I had to explain it to Maggie. I started to explain it 
to her to distract her from what she had pulled, because it was also 
pretty unique. My valiant efforts didn’t work. Three days later and 
we were sitting on her bed with her parents downstairs worrying and 
worrying, filling the house with the sickly smell of anxiety. After all 
these years of having the blood readings, people were still slaves to it. 
Stephen Hawking would say that we’re slaves to order, but it seemed 
pretty chaotic at Maggie’s house. 

Maggie was worried and weepy. I couldn’t blame her. CANCER 
or PLANE CRASH or HEART ATTACK were what you expected to 
pull, and those are things you can deal with. They seem distant and 
unreal, like life was before we had the machine and its holograms 
and red-dyed paper and you knew that because your grandparents 
both died of heart attacks that you were prone to that, too. The 
machine gave us more order, but it didn’t really take away the chaos.
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“It means I’m going to live for a really long time,” I said. “I don’t 
think anybody else has pulled that. At least nobody I know of. I 
guess it’s kind of a big deal.”

“I’ve never heard of it,” she said. 
I shrugged. “It’s when all the heat in the universe dies, right? 

Atoms stop spinning. It’ll be really cold. It’s all kind of theoretical, 
though. Well, it was.”

“How long will you live?” 
I was embarrassed—she was envious of me. I expected a lot of 

people would be. I didn’t see what the big deal was, though. The 
woman I loved had pulled NUCLEAR BOMB. 

“It’s about ten centillion years away,” I said. “I looked it up.”
“Is that a real number?”
“Yeah. It’s ten with about three hundred zeroes behind it.”
“How could somebody live that long?”
I shook my head and stared at my feet. “I can’t even imagine.”
Her hands were trembling. She ran her fingers through her hair 

and clutched her stomach. She was crying again.  
“Other people will pull NUCLEAR BOMB,” she said. “They have 

to. A nuclear bomb doesn’t kill just one person.”
“You have to stop obsessing about it,” I said, quietly. “It’s not help-

ing anything.”
“How can I not think about it?” she said. I couldn’t believe she 

still had enough water in her to cry again, but she did. She cupped 
her hands over her face. I hated seeing her so sad. 

“You can’t do this, Maggie,” I said. “You just can’t.” 
“We have to tell somebody about it,” she said. “This is something 

everybody needs to know.” 
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said. 
“But what if—”
“You can’t think about what-ifs. You have to think about school 

and graduating, okay? If it’s a problem, somebody else will pull it. 

You know that’s true. If there’s going to be a nuclear bomb, then 
other people will get it. Just like September 11.”  

“That happened because people didn’t talk about what they got!”
“Do you think that would have helped? If they had told people 

what they got, then how do you know it wouldn’t have happened any-
way? It had to happen, Maggie. That’s what they pulled.”

“Don’t you think it’s weird that nobody told anybody else what 
they got?” She was starting to raise her voice. I didn’t want that to be 
our first argument.

I put my hand on her knee.
“Don’t tell me you believe that stuff,” I said. “Just because some 

guys on YouTube say it’s a conspiracy doesn’t mean it is.”
“Have you watched it?”
“No,” I said. “But I read about it. Look, Maggie, that’s silly. 

There were thousands of people there. How would the govern-
ment get them all to work at the same building? Or to f ly on the 
same plane?”

“The people in the Pentagon pulled MISSILE,” she said. “It’s true.”
“That’s just a rumor. It’s an urban legend. Stop it, Maggie.”
“I’m scared,” she said, her anger melting into convulsing sobs. 
I put my arm over her shoulder and hugged her close to me. 
After September 11, Stephen Hawking didn’t comment on the 

conspiracy, because nobody had really thought about it. In a letter to 
the New York Times, he said that order was winning, even though it 
seemed like it wasn’t. War and terrorism are agents of chaos, he said, 
but the Western world was the bastion of order, and that we would 
win. Bringing peace and democracy was just another way of bringing 
order. We were more powerful. We would win, and the Middle East 
would be quiet and peaceful, eventually. The American military was 
the ice cube. I thought about that a lot. 

•••
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It was all over the news within a few days. Other people had pulled 
NUCLEAR BOMB and went public with it, but not Maggie. Her 
parents were pretty down on the government, and went to war 
protests and things, and they were worried about what they would 
do with the information. They didn’t want their daughter to be 
put through the wringer of the Patriot Act, which is what a lot of 
people were expecting. 

 Since it was illegal to get your blood read before you were 18, 
and nobody older than that had pulled the nuke, everybody just 
assumed it was going to happen much later, decades down the 
road, when all fifteen people who had pulled the nuke just hap-
pened to be in the same place at the same time where a nuclear 
bomb would go off. 

 I didn’t talk much about what I had pulled because it was so 
strange. It seemed so weird that somebody would live so long. It was 
crazy to even consider, but I was thinking about that a lot at the time, 
and thinking about how if you pull something it’s pretty likely to 
happen. 

 Within a few weeks, the FBI was all over our town. They were 
all over other towns, too, like spiders, building webs between the 
Nuclear Kids, as the NUCLEAR BOMB pullers were being called 
by the press. The FBI interviewed me, and asked me politely to 
see my cert, which I did, because I didn’t want to cause trouble. 
There were two agents, a man and a woman. They seemed young, 
too young to be carrying guns around. The man saw my cert and 
scrunched his nose up and showed the woman, and she shook 
her head. 

 “What does that mean?” she said, to me. I shrugged.
 “I’m not sure,” I said. It was kind of a lie.
 “Have you told anybody else?”  
 “Just my girlfriend. My parents don’t know.”
 “Why didn’t you tell your parents?”

 “I didn’t want them to worry.”
 “Then you do know what this means,” she said, pointing to the 

cert in her hand.
 “I sort of do,” I said. “It’s when all the heat in the universe dies. 

It’s sort of the end of the universe, I guess.”
 “That can’t be real,” she said, to me, as if I were lying to her. 
 “That’s what it says,” I said. “It’s never wrong, is it?”
 “No,” she said, shaking her head. “No, it isn’t.”
 “Hey, this kid’s a genius,” said the man, who was looking at the 

trophy on my shelf. The trophy wasn’t for Being a Genius, it was for a 
Whiz Kids competition a few years earlier. 

 The woman looked over his shoulder at the trophy. “A lot of kids 
win those.”

 “No, he invented something. Right?”
 “Sort of,” I said. 
 “An immortality machine,” said the woman.
 “I discovered a new kind of algae,” I said. 
 “That’s it,” said the man. “With holistic properties.”
 “No,” I said. “It’s just algae.”
 “I thought I read that somewhere,” he said. “It kills cancer or 

something.”
 “I haven’t heard that,” I said. 
 “Oh. I must have made it up. Sorry to bother you.”
 “It’s OK,” I said, relieved that they would be going.
 “Hey, one more thing,” he said. His partner put my cert back 

on the desk. She hovered over it for a few moments, shaking her 
head, as if she still couldn’t believe what it said. “What did your 
girlfriend pull?”

 “She wouldn’t tell me,” I lied. “She says it’s private.”
 “But you told her yours,” he said. 
 “Yeah,” I said.
 “You don’t think it’s private?”
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 “It can be, I guess.”
 “But not to the kid who’s going to live to the end of the universe, 

right?”
 “Yeah,” I said. “I guess so. I really didn’t think about it much.”
 “Hey, if you find a cure for cancer, let me know, okay?” he said, 

smirking.
 “Yeah, sure,” I said. “Does it matter, though? If you pulled 

CANCER, right?”
 He looked at the woman, who shrugged and walked out of the 

room. He looked back at me.
 “I didn’t pull CANCER,” he said. “But you never know.”
 “Yeah,” I said. “I guess it wouldn’t matter if you did.”
 He chuckled and put his hands in his pockets. “Cancer can 

cause a lot more than death. A cert is just how it ends, right? It’s not 
the whole story.”

Sometimes you can feel the changes coming. You can’t sleep right 
the night before, and you’re tired and not dealing with your feel-
ings very well, and you’re not prepared for it when it happens. 
Maybe it’s order asserting itself, freezing the top layers while the 
stew roils and boils underneath, like when my mom puts chicken 
soup in the fridge so the fat rises to the top and hardens and she 
can ladle it out. 

 I had a lot of nasty dreams about car accidents and jigsaw puzzles 
and big, long scars on Maggie’s face and her teeth falling out. 

 The next day was the first day of school after the big New Year’s 
break. There were police cars all over the parking lot, and some 
government cars. I walked to homeroom, and the man from the FBI 
was there. He nodded to me as I sat down at my desk. My homeroom 
teacher looked nervous, and told me to have a seat. I wondered how 
Maggie was. 

 “You’ve probably heard on the news,” she said. I hadn’t, and a 

few other kids hadn’t, either, so she started to explain. She was hav-
ing trouble finding the right words.

“There are a few other people who have pulled…something that 
might not be good for the rest of us. And Agent Williams here is—”

Agent Williams, the FBI guy who looked too young to carry a 
gun, put his hand on her shoulder and stepped forward. 

“No need to get excited, kids,” he said, because some of the 
others were starting to raise their hands. “This is just a routine inves-
tigation. We got permission from the school board to have you all 
tested, in some cases for the second time.” He looked right at me 
and smirked a little. “It’s all going to be very smooth and organized, 
so I don’t want anybody freaking out, okay?” 

Nobody freaked out. They converted the gym to a big laboratory, 
with beds and curtains everywhere and the blood-reading machines 
set up in the corners. Some of the younger kids cried when they got 
their blood taken, but that was all. Doctors and nurses and other 
people in blue scrubs and lab coats were all over the place, carrying 
racks of samples to the machines. 

They put us in our homerooms and told us not to wander off, 
but the force of that authority was fading. The teachers looked more 
worried than the kids, and weren’t really paying attention. I didn’t 
have the nerve to get up and find Maggie, but she would try to find 
me. I decided it was best to stay put. 

I sat on the gym f loor with a few of the other kids, nerds like 
me, except while I had found a place all by myself in the wide, 
deep strata of high school culture, they had stuck together and 
taken the chess club and the computer club stratum as their own, 
as the previous nerds and geeks had graduated after initiating 
them. Now they were on top, the smartest kids in school. Well, 
except for me. 

“Hey, Brian,” said one of the nerds, a kid whose name I couldn’t 
remember. I think it was Jake, but I never really cared to learn it. He 
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was a junior. “What did you pull?”
“That’s a personal question,” I said, not taking my eyes away from 

the book I was reading, Stephen Hawking’s book, the one that had 
gotten me thinking so much. I had to read it again, and was reading 
it a lot. I was back at the part where he was describing the machine’s 
inner workings. He thinks the machine hangs on a cosmic string, 
tied like a noose around our necks. 

“You don’t have to tell me,” he said. “I was just curious.”
“I didn’t pull the nuke,” I said. 
“I hope I do,” said the Junior, proudly. He had obviously been 

thinking about it.
“That’s stupid,” I said.
“No it isn’t,” he said, but not just to me. The other nerds were 

shaking their heads and rolling their eyes. This kid was probably the 
one with all the stupid theories. Every friend group has one. “Do you 
know how a nuke kills you? You’re incinerated. You probably won’t 
even know it’s coming. That’s a lot better than EMPHYSEMA or 
something. Do you know how EMPHYSEMA kills you? You drown in 
your own mucous.”

“You’re crazy,” I said.
“Oh really? Why? What, did you pull EMPHYSEMA? Or AIDS?”
“Shut up,” I said.
“I’m telling you, the nuke is the way to go.”
“There are lots of ways a nuke can kill you,” I said. “Not just in the 

first blast, either. Do you know how radiation poisoning kills you? Say 
you take about a thousand rads or so. For the first few days, you’re 
fine. You don’t even know anything’s wrong. You might even feel 
great, like you just got laid, but that’s a bad example because you 
don’t know what that’s like.”

A couple of the other nerds giggled. 
“But then you start getting diarrhea, as the cell walls in your 

intestines break down and die. It’s not just ‘I ate too many M&Ms’ 

diarrhea, either. It’s bloody and chunky. That lasts for a few days, 
and then you go crazy from the pain and the diarrhea and the radi-
ation scrambling your circulatory system, and you start bleeding out 
of every hole in your body.”

I had the nerds squirming. A couple of them stood up and 
walked away. The Junior stared at me with the same expression he 
probably had when his mom told him there was no such thing as 
Santa Claus. 

“But you’re right,” I said. “I hope you pull the nuke, too. It’s a bet-
ter way to die, right?”

I didn’t care about the rules anymore, and I wanted to make 
a good exit. I went over to the bleachers. I still didn’t see Maggie 
anywhere. I asked one of her friends where she was, but her friend 
didn’t know. She said her parents had come to take her out of school 
after homeroom. She wasn’t the only one, either. 

“I heard you pulled OLD AGE,” said her friend, after a few awk-
ward moments of standing around, like teenagers do. 

“Where did you hear that?”
“I dunno. Just a rumor I guess. People were asking me like I 

should know.”
“I didn’t pull OLD AGE. Nobody does.”
“That’s not true,” she said. “My mom’s first boyfriend did.”
“Did you actually see his cert?”
“No,” she said. “Why would my mom lie about it?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “It just seems kind of implausible.” 
“Why?” I got that question a lot.
I shrugged. “It’s really ambiguous.”

“So? Lots of certs are ambiguous.”
“Don’t mistake the exception for the rule,” I said.
“What?” She was getting annoyed. I got that a lot, too.
“Just because somebody gets a weird, ambiguous cert doesn’t 

mean they all are. Or even most of them.”
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She shrugged and looked away. 
“I was wondering,” she said. “Did you and Maggie do it?”
“That’s private,” I said. She didn’t see me blush.
“Yeah,” she said. “You know what you said about ambiguous 

stuff? I was thinking. I think that’s what it’s all about, you know? It’s 
ambiguous for a reason. That’s why nobody pulls YOUTH.”

“That’s silly,” I said. “Nobody pulls OLD AGE, either.”
“Whatever,” she said, and shrugged and walked away. 
People were always walking away from me. I started to think that 

if I was going to live forever, I was going to be pretty lonely. 
I tried to call Maggie, but her parents weren’t answering the 

phone. I went to bed sad and worried, so I snuck one of my mom’s 
Tylenol PMs to help me sleep. 

That stuff gives me weird dreams. I dreamed I was standing 
on a charred ball of dirt, like a chunk of hamburger that sticks to 
the grill, all wrinkled and black and ashy. I watched the sun gutter 
and spit and go out, like a wick on a dead candle. It was cold. My 
breath came out and crystallized in front of me, a growing cloud 
of spiky ice. 

Some dreams are like an emotion magnified into a wide, f lat 
layer and wrapped around your whole brain, so everything that 
happens in the dream is stained with it. I woke up in the middle 
of the night, convinced that I was the only person left on earth, in 
the universe. Reality filtered in slowly, muff led and grey. I heard 
my dad snoring in the next room, and pulled the blankets close. I 
got myself back to sleep by imagining Maggie next to me. I missed 
her warmth. 

It was happening all over the country. By the next day, the num-
ber of kids who had pulled the nuke was over a thousand. A lot of 
people were starting to get worried. I stopped watching the news 
with my parents because I couldn’t stop thinking about Maggie and 

what was going to happen to her, or what was going to happen to 
all the other people who had pulled it. Everybody was comparing it 
to 9/11. Now that we know that these people are going to die from 
a nuke, maybe we can do something about it. Maybe we can avoid 
another one. 

A lot of parents didn’t want their kids to get their blood drawn, 
and kept their kids home. The FBI was using the Patriot Act to get 
their blood by force. I started to think that Stephen Hawking was 
wrong, that chaos was going to win. A nuclear bomb is pretty much 
the definition of chaos, after all.

I walked to Maggie’s house after school. She was anxious, but 
I think seeing me made her feel better. We hugged in her kitchen, 
and her mom and dad left the room to leave us alone. Her parents 
didn’t mind. The boy genius who would live forever could go console 
the Nuclear Kid.

I had only been there for a few minutes when they came to test 
her. Her parents were furious but powerless, which made them even 
more furious. They looked at me when the FBI agents came to the 
door, as if I could do anything. Agent Williams was there with some 
cops and an ambulance that the government was renting out. It had 
a machine in the back, humming as it warmed up. 

I sat on Maggie’s bed, waiting. I listened to her iPod. She was lis-
tening to a lot of Tori Amos lately, songs about rape and wrath.

Williams came into the room and sat down on the bed. I muted 
the iPod, Tori’s pounding piano ringing echoes in my ears.

He looked concerned, and then looked away, pretending to scru-
tinize the posters on Maggie’s wall. 

“It’s scary, I know,” he said.
I didn’t respond, hoping my stare would drive him away. 

“I guess you’ve got it made, though. A couple of trillion years, right?”
“I guess so,” I said. 
“There will be a lot of girls to love,” he said, suddenly, like he 
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couldn’t keep it in anymore, in that fragile moment where small talk 
cracks and shatters under the weight of Bigger Issues. “My high school 
girlfriends are distant memories. I hardly ever think about them.”

“Thanks,” I said.
He chuckled, and said “I’m glad they’re still teaching sarcasm.”

“What are you going to do to them?”
“I’m not going to do anything,” he said.
“Until they tell you to.”
“Don’t make more of this than it is. Nothing like this has ever 

happened before. If we can see something coming, don’t you think 
we should do something about it?”

“What does it matter? If I’m not going to die in a nuke, what if I 
stayed right by her? Moved in, worked from home, holed up in a bun-
ker? I’m still not going to die of a nuke.”

Williams sighed and rubbed his eyes with his palms, then sat 
back on the bed, resting his shoulders on Maggie’s The Nightmare 
Before Christmas poster. Jack Skellington loomed over his shoulder, 
grinning.

He reached into his wallet and pulled out a yellow, crumpled cert. 
The stamp had been worn away, and the corners were soft and blunt. 

“It’s only fair,” he said.
I tried to act disinterested, I tried to be disinterested, but curios-

ity moved my hand. 
It was his cert, and the cause of death was OLD AGE. I stared at 

him, ready to accuse him of faking it. 
He shook his head and took it out of my hand. He pushed play 

on the iPod, and left me to myself.
Tori sang about earthquakes.

The universe began as a wad of crumpled paper. Since then, invis-
ible hands have been smoothing it out. Stephen Hawking thinks the 
machine makes those hands human, and makes them move faster.

Nobody pulls YOUTH because there’s no ambiguity. The excep-
tion is the rule. There is so much irony that it has lost its meaning. A 
metaphor can kill, a homonym can predict. Nobody pulls YOUTH 
because there’s no joke in it.

Hawking is wrong because the order is imposed, it’s an ice cube 
made of human thought. We believe the cube freezes the lava, but 
it’s just as hot as it was before.

I poked around on the Internet for a little while. The numbers 
were up. Three thousand, now. Rumors of camps being set up in 
the desert. Tent cities for children. The government won’t comment. 
The ambulance in front of Maggie’s house says enough.

The ambulance pulled away with Williams in the passenger seat. 
He saw me at the window and waved.

Did he know what I was planning to do? He planted the seed, 
after all. I took it as a blessing.

Maggie came back to her room and sat down mechanically on 
her bed next to me. 

“You’re nervous,” she said. Maggie. Always worried about me, not 
worried enough about herself. I would have to worry for her.

“There are three heavy-metal bands called ‘Heat Death of the 
Universe.’ There are twelve books by that title and one independent 
movie. There are a hundred thousand Google hits with those words.”

“I don’t know what you’re saying,” she said.
“That FBI guy showed me his cert. He pulled OLD AGE, Maggie. 

It’s true. It does happen.”
I held her hand. 

“I’ve figured it out. The exception is the rule. People pull OLD 
AGE but they don’t pull YOUTH. Ambiguity is built into it. The 
machine doesn’t tell us how we’re going to die, it picks a word to 
describe it. It’s unspecific for a reason.”

“For what reason? You’re scaring me.”
“I don’t know,” I said. “A joke, maybe. Or a test. You can’t die 
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of youth but you can be shot by a young person. You can die of old 
age but you can also be killed by an old person. What you pull is 
what you’re going to die of, but it’s just language. It’s just words. It 
doesn’t define anything until you start acting on it. Until you force 
it. We make the order out of the chaos, but the chaos is still there if 
we want it. That’s how people deal with the certs and the machine 
and knowing how you’re going to die. They just don’t think about it. 
They don’t act on it. They just live their lives.”

She didn’t like my enthusiasm. 
“It’s not a joke,” she said. “There’s nothing funny about nuclear war.”
“Your cert doesn’t say NUCLEAR WAR. It says NUCLEAR BOMB.

That can mean a thousand things, and only one of those is nuclear war.”
“Then why is everybody so worried?”
“September 11. Hiroshima. Chernobyl. Governments can’t take 

the risk, or don’t want to. I can’t really blame them. Last year, a hun-
dred thousand people died of INFLUENZA. I looked that up too. 
What if they put all those people in one place? What if they rounded 
them up and put them in camps?”

“I don’t know,” she said, watching me talk, watching me gesture. 
She looked worried, maybe a little scared. I squeezed her hand.

“That would make something happen, Maggie. That’s what takes 
the chaos away. That’s what forces the order. It’s not the certs that 
crystallizes the order into something sharp, it’s us. It’s what we do 
with them.”

“What does that have to do with the f lu?”
“Because if you force everybody together, then they won’t just 

all get the f lu randomly at once. That’s not how it works. It would 
be bad, Maggie. The universe or order or God or whatever would 
have to impose a way on those people for them all to die of the same 
thing. Like bird f lu, or something worse. It would be an outbreak, 
probably. It would be bad.”

“But if nobody else pulled f lu, it wouldn’t matter.”

“Not everybody dies of the bird f lu. The cert isn’t the whole 
story, it’s just the end. It’s just the last couple of words in your story. 
If there’s a big f lu outbreak, lots of other bad things will happen. 
Rioting and violence and food shortages. Now all those people who 
pulled STARVATION or GUNSHOT will have the order crystallized 
for them, too. It’s going to be really bad, Maggie. But we’re not talk-
ing about the f lu, it’s even worse. It’s a nuclear bomb. I can’t even 
imagine what’s going to happen.”

I took a deep breath and held her other hand. “I pulled HEAT 
DEATH OF THE UNIVERSE, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to 
die in a centillion years. It can mean anything. It’s just words. It’s just 
the end of the story. That’s what your cert can be, too. The end of 
the story, not the whole thing. We have to go, Maggie.”

“What are you—”
“Don’t argue, OK? We have to go. Far away. Into the wilderness 

somewhere.”
“We don’t know anything about the wilderness!”
“We’ll learn. There are lots of places to hide out there.”
“I don’t want to,” she said. She was starting to cry again.
“They’re building camps in the desert. You know that, right?”
“Yes,” she said, quietly.
“To put you all there, away from the rest of us. They’re taking 

away the ambiguity. They’re crystallizing the causality. They’re going 
to make a nuke go off there, Maggie.”

“They wouldn’t do that! Would they?”
“Oh, I don’t know. I don’t think so. But they won’t have to. 

Hawking is right, but for the wrong reasons. Order is taking over 
because we’re imposing it. The chaos is still there, but the machine 
lets us choose not to take it. A nuke is going to go off there because 
that’s what all the people pulled. If you put a lot of people together 
with that reading, it’s the only way it can happen.”

“Oh God,” she said. She was silent for a long time, and I was out 
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of breath. Finally, she looked at me, red rims around her eyes. 
“We have to go,” she said.

I’m not sure where we’ll end up. Maggie suggested finding her uncle, 
the one out in the woods somewhere. She doesn’t know exactly 
where he is, but he’ll know more about surviving out there than we 
do. She has a few ideas of where he is, so we’ll start there. 

Maggie might still be worried, but she isn’t showing it. I’ve given 
her some hope, and she’s given me some, too. Hawking might be 
right, but I don’t think he is. 

I feel better about my own cert, too. I’m leaving the ambiguity 
on the table, next to this document. Mom, Dad, I’m sorry for taking 
the car and taking some money. I think you know it’s for the best. 
Maggie and I aren’t going to be slaves to order like everybody else. 
I understand why the government is going to put people in those 
camps. I don’t think they have a choice. All those people who pulled 
PLANE CRASH and FALLING and BURNED ALIVE in September 
11 didn’t tell anyone what they got. There wasn’t a database track-
ing them. That didn’t happen because it was inevitable, it happened 
because a bunch of terrorists made it happen. Nobody who died on 
September 11 pulled TERRORISM. There’s no joke in it.

My certificate, my reading, isn’t the whole story. I’m writing it as I go, 
day after day, with Maggie next to me. I don’t know how things will 
go, or how we’re going to survive. 

I only know how it ends.

Story by James Foreman
Illustration by Ramón Pérez
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DROWNING

I saw the first ads in March. A week or two later it was all over 
the news, and then for the next few months you could not get away 
from it. Still, none of us expected it to have the impact it did. It was 
a killer. By November I had only had eight or nine dreams when I 
used to have three or four a week. This is how I make my living. I 
have a dream and then I wait. Eventually they come to the office or 
sometimes I run into them somewhere else, we talk about it, and 
they give me money. At least, that is how it had been working.
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Right then I was down to my last week’s worth of savings. I 
had sold my car in August and my stereo and most of my office 
equipment in September and every day I was looking around 
thinking about what to cannibalize next. I was getting more and 
more pessimistic. 

Then I had a dream that I thought was a paying one and I 
woke up that morning feeling pretty good, not a hundred per-
cent but maybe sixty-f ive. In the dream I was painting a room 
with a small bunch of lilies. Specifically, I was back working for 
Denny Mankino.

I had worked for Denny for two miserable years before I started 
this new line of work. Denny was a nice enough guy most of the time 
but maybe two days a week he was a nightmare. He always apolo-
gized afterwards, and always paid on time, but I was still thinking 
about going to work for someone else. I had my first dream around 
then. 

The dream was about our client. She was a nice person I did 
not know a thing about, other than she always said hi and once she 
brought me a coffee. In the dream, she was swimming in a pool 
filled with milk, trying to empty it by drinking as she swam. At the 
end of each lap the pool would be maybe half-full. The problem 
was that the whole time she was swimming it was raining milk. Not 
hard, but enough to keep filling the pool. Now the strange part, as 
opposed to the weird part, was that in a barn maybe thirty yards 
away, a farmer was spinning a millstone. It was a huge, regular mill-
stone-type millstone, but he spun it like it weighed nothing, like it 
was a lazy Susan on your kitchen counter. This is what was making it 
rain. Like I said, strange. But it was just a dream and when I woke up 
I forgot about it. 

That afternoon while Denny was out doing whatever he did, 
the client came home, walked up to me and started pouring out a 
dream she had had in which I was holding an invoice she had to 

pay. She did not even take off her coat, just walked right up to me 
and started talking.

I had no idea what was happening and thought maybe she was 
not a nice person but a maniac and I was about to find out how 
wrong I had been, but then I noticed that she was drinking from 
a big carton of milk and my dream came back to me like a bolt of 
shimmery cloth unfurling across the f loor.

We went into the kitchen, sat down, and I told her all about it. 
When I got to the part about the guy, the farmer, she started paying 
close attention. 

“He had a medium-sized freckle above his right eye, half in the 
eyebrow.” She slowly nodded her head as though she knew what I 
would say next, and then got up and went over to the sink. I waited. 
When she finally turned around she said, “Can I give you some 
money?” She looked like a huge weight had been lifted off her. I was 
glad she was feeling better, but the notion of taking money kind of 
creeped me out.

“I beg your pardon?”
“You’ve just helped me. A lot.”
I gave her a moment to tell me how but she did not. Instead she 

found her checkbook and wrote out a check. She handed it to me. It 
was for five thousand dollars, payable to ‘cash.’

As you can imagine, I was dumbfounded, and I guess since I was 
not saying anything, she felt the need to. “The guy in your dream 
is my brother. At least, it makes perfect sense if he is. He died, nine 
years ago tomorrow.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.” I had no idea what I was supposed to do.
She wasn’t finished. “And now, finally, I think I understand. I’m 

sorry, but I’m kind of freaked out by all this and I’d rather not talk 
about it. We don’t have to talk about this anymore, do we?”

I didn’t want to jinx either of us, and now that I had a great big 
check from nowhere, I didn’t want to jinx it either, but I had no idea 
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what we were supposed to do. 
“I don’t know. Let’s see. If you have to tell me, I guess you can 

come find me. Are you sure you want to give me this? It seems like 
a lot.” 

She sat down and looked very calm and smiled a really nice  
smile. “Yes.” 

I waited, but she wasn’t saying anything else. “Okay then.”
She went back to the sink and poured out the milk, and I went 

back to work.
She never got back in touch with me so I never found out what  

it was all about, but her check was good. So there was that. 
Within about six months the clients were coming pretty steadily. 

I quit working for Denny and got the office, and for maybe four or 
five years I made a nice living. It was kind of like I was just walking 
around, delivering things, but with no real time pressure, and at 
almost every stop people gave me money. Though it was kind of aim-
less, there was a weird logic to it all.

Then the machine came along. 
I was not convinced that my new dream about Denny was a 

paying one. Who was supposed to be my client? Myself? That was 
creepy. The dream just did not make sense the way others had. So 
I sat in my office, waiting to see what was going to happen next. 
And then Mr. Watson came in, which I was absolutely not expect-
ing at all.

Mr. Watson was the shop steward of my local, Local 111 of the 
S.S.C.W.I. For a long time I kind of thought the union was a scam, a 
way of conniving me out of 5% of my earnings, until they helped me 
out of a legal scrape that otherwise would have sunk me. That, and 
they offered a pretty good medical package that included dental, 
and of course a pension.

For a moment, just long enough to see that he was not my 
client, I looked at him without saying anything. He sat down 

on the corner of my desk and looked back at me. I had no idea 
what he was up to so I kept my yap shut. It must have looked 
pretty silly, both of us staring at each other, blank-faced, as 
though we were having some kind of conversation but without 
actually speaking.

He did not look good. He was in his late fifties and cultivated 
a Columbo look anyway: rumpled trench coat, cigarette, bad hair-
cut and if you got close enough a deep, almost subliminal smell 
of smoke, but still. He was close enough that I smelled the smoke. 
That was his day job. He was an investigator for the fire depart-
ment; the rumor was that he had a perfect record. I do not think 
this had anything to do with his side job, though; he was just 
a tenacious and thorough guy. He once explained that he was 
really only a witness anyway. “If you pay close enough attention,” 
he’d said, “ninety-nine percent of the time it’s obvious how it all 
burned down.”

“Okay,” he finally said, then got off the corner of my desk, 
walked over to the window, looked down at the street and then 
came back and sat in my client’s chair, the one people used to sit 
in and then give me money from. 

“You do any other work in here? A side job of some kind?” he said, 
taking in my steadily-emptying office.

“I was a house painter before this.”
“That’s right. That’s not such bad work.”
“I didn’t mind it, but my boss had some real problems.”
He looked around some more, nodding his head. “You don’t 

even have a coffee machine?”
“Sold it. I can call down to the diner, they’ll send one right up.”
“The Brazilian place?”
“No, the other one.”
“Oh. Yeah, sure.”
I made the call. When I hung up he didn’t say anything. He 
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seemed distracted, maybe even morose, which was not like him at all. 
He was generally a pretty light-hearted guy. 

For laughs I started my spiel. I thought he might get a kick out 
of it. I sat on the edge of my chair, leaned comfortably forward onto 
the desk, looked him in the eye, and said in my most neutral voice, 

“So, I had this dream.”
He gave me a very stern look. “This is no laughing matter,” he 

said. He was really in a sour mood.
“But I did have a dream.”
“Seriously now?”
“Well, kind of. I mean, I have one I’m working on but I don’t 

know who the, uh, client is yet.”
“Oh.” He looked away, annoyed. “That’s what we thought. Look, 

it’s also why I’m here. We’re having some problems down at the hall. 
As you might have heard, we got no orders coming in. You’re maybe 
one of ten people who’ve had anything in the last six months or so. 
Ever since that fucking machine came along. So, I just came to tell 
you, and luckily you don’t have any medical stuff going on, but we’re 
going to have to cut back on medical coverage, substantially, and no 
more dental.”

I had a dentist appointment next week. I was finally going to 
take advantage of the dental plan. This really was no joke.

I first met Mr. Watson maybe a month after I got my office. He 
walked into my waiting room one morning and said, “What kind of a 
waiting room is this if you got no magazines?”

I got up to see who it was and didn’t recognize him. “I beg your 
pardon?”

“If this is your waiting room, where’re the magazines?”
“I guess not many people actually wait there. Can I help you?”
He gave me a slightly surprised look. “Oh. I’m Jerry Watson, I’m 

the shop steward of Local 111 of the S.S.C.W.I.”
I gave him a blank look.

“The Sub and Supra Consciousness Workers International. We 
call it the S.S.C.W.I., though, to keep from freaking people out.”

He stuck out his hand and I took it. He had a firm, comfortable 
handshake and an open, honest face. Immediately, for no good rea-
son at all, I liked him.

“I came by to take your application.”
“My application?”
“To join the union. If you want. There’s no pressure, honestly, but 

we do offer a pretty good health and benefits package, and we watch 
your back if things get out of control.”

“Out of control?”
“Like that guy last month who didn’t want to admit he was cheat-

ing on his wife? If that had gotten out of hand, we could step in for 
you. But, really, it’s your choice. I have the form for the application 
here, and if you’re accepted we’ll mail you the medical and all the 
rest of that crap, so you can look it over at your leisure.”

I was pretty surprised, as you might expect. Of all the big 
changes my life had been going through, I did not foresee this. I 
had not even belonged to the Painter and Plasterer’s Union. There 
was something about Mr. Watson I trusted though. He reminded me 
of an uncle who would bail you out and keep it quiet. So when I got 
over my surprise I asked him the one thing that had really been nag-
ging at me, figuring if anyone knew he would. Namely, what the hell 
was going on?

“Oh. Right. Well, it’s like a swimming pool, a big swimming pool 
everyone swims in every day. Some for longer than others, but no 
one for too long because the water is too cold. The only ones who 
stay in for a long time are some coma victims, and a lot of them are 
kind of only half in, half out.

“Sometimes there’re fewer people in the pool, and sometimes 
there’re lots more, and when there’re lots and lots more, we go 
out and get new hires.”
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“Like me?”
“I guess. I dunno, you ever have these dreams before?”
“I dunno.”
“There you go. There’re a lot more we don’t know than we do.”
The other workers in the local were, for the most part, just like 

me. Regular, boring people: accountants, lawyers, teachers, mainte-
nance workers, actors. Most all of them kept their day jobs and no 
one made a big deal about this sideline. I suspect most would have 
even denied it if asked; it was all pretty far-fetched. The “union hall” 
was actually just the backroom of a diner where we met periodically, 
or if you had something come up, Mr. Watson or one of the other 
officers would meet you there. 

“The problem is this new machine has been giving a lot of people 
the idea that they don’t need to swim in the pool anymore. And that, 
as you might have guessed, has seriously screwed with the natural 
order of things.”

“Huh. Is there anything we can do about it?”
“We’re working on that.”
We were both quiet for a moment. The coffee came, and after 

the guy left, I thought I might as well ask him. “You do it yet?”
He looked at me with a deeply annoyed look. I half expected 

him to tell me to blow it out my ass. I was not just giving him a hard 
time though, I really was curious about whether he had checked it 
out. These machines were scabbing our work and I wanted to know 
he was on top of it.

“You mind if I smoke?” he finally asked. I got the ashtray from 
the windowsill and put it on the desk, close to him.

He lit up, offered me one. I put up my hand. He leaned forward 
in his seat, took a sip of his coffee, and made a surprised face. “Wow, 
that’s good coffee.”

“Isn’t it though? You’d never guess.”
He put the cup back on the edge of my desk. “I did do it. Not 

just out of a sense of professional responsibility.” 
“So you were curious?”
“About what? How I’m going to die? Who gives a shit how they 

die? I’ll die when I die and after I die I’ll be dead, so what do I get 
from knowing ‘how’ I die? No, I had to know how it felt.”

He squinted and looked past me out my window, made a small 
grimace like he had sciatica, then back.

“And it was weird. It wasn’t what I expected. I was hoping it 
would be something big, you know, but it wasn’t. I mean, all right, 
you suddenly know how you’re gonna die and that’s something I 
had to sleep on for a couple of nights to really get a handle on. 
But on a deeper level, on the level where we earn our living, well, 
let’s just say I can see how it’s polluting the waters.

“For about half an hour after I found out, I felt like I was 
catching a wave, like, you know when a car goes over a hump and 
you get that ‘Whoa!’ feeling? It was like that, and then on the 
other side of that I felt very calm, and at that moment I knew it 
was bullshit.”

“Bullshit? But it works. It tells you how you’re going to die.”
“Well yeah, but that’s not what it’s selling. And they better not 

because it’s fucking expensive so they sell it as the be-all and 
end-all. Which is the bullshit part, because they’re selling peace 
of mind, and we all know peace of mind is a racket.” He finished 
his cigarette and stubbed it out in the ashtray. “What did you 
think of it?”

I tried to give at least half a smile. I wanted to tell him what I 
thought he wanted to hear, but I could not. Ever since third grade 
when Sister Anne-Marie found out I was lying about eating the choc-
olate eggs in the Easter display and wailed for a solid half-hour, I just 
do not have it in me. Call it coercive but I loved Sister Anne-Marie, 
and every time I’m faced with the opportunity to lie I see her sweet-
ness and know lying will once again break her heart and I cannot do 



417   Drowning Machine of Death   418

it. Surprisingly, this has brought me far less trouble than you might 
think.

“I haven’t done it.”
He seemed taken aback. I didn’t think he would be so surprised. 

I almost wished I could un-say it.
“You what? This is your vocation.”
“I know and you’re right. But it just smells of really bad luck and I 

can’t bring myself to do it.”
“Bad luck?” He suddenly looked like he’d never thought of it that 

way, and wasn’t sure if it was worth the effort. “Bad luck,” he said 
again, and then suddenly started to lighten up.

His phone rang and he dug it out of a pocket, bringing his pack 
of cigarettes up with it. He lit one up as he answered. He made a 
couple of grunting noises and stood up, then put his phone away. “I 
gotta go. Work.”

The office suddenly felt very small and hot and I had to leave too. 
I had to. I stood up with him and grabbed my jacket. “Let me walk 
down with you.”

He seemed to have let go of any misgivings he had about my 
choice. In fact, he seemed happy now.

In the stairwell he turned back to look up at me. “I’m gonna die 
by drowning.” He gave a little “would you get a load of that” eyebrow 
bump as he said it.

“Really?”
“Yeah. So I just bought a boat.”
“What if you pass out in the tub?”
“Exactly! Those fucking assholes. I wish I could get the Teamsters 

on their asses.”
We got out to the street. It was cold. It was supposed to be warm 

today. At least, that’s what the weatherman had said this morning.
Mr. Watson stopped at his Fire Department car, which was 

parked at a hydrant. He had a ticket under the windshield wiper. 

“Sorry about the bad news, kid. Maybe things will turn around, and 
in six months we’ll all be back at work.”

He stuck out his hand and I shook it. It was strong but not over-
bearing, like he could pick me up and put me on his shoulders if he 
felt like it. Like he was going to do that at any instant. I instantly felt 
a huge surge of confidence. “Yeah, maybe so.”

“I think it will. Sit tight. Hey, I hear that diner around the corner 
—the one run by the Brazilian couple—has a great lunch deal.”

That was a great idea. I didn’t want to go back inside and it was 
close enough to lunchtime. I was hungry, wasn’t I? I was. “Yeah, I 
think I’ll go by there.”

“Good idea. You do that. Take care of yourself, kid,” he said, and 
for a moment he sounded almost sad. He got into his city car, pluck-
ing the ticket off the windshield, and disappeared into the traffic. 

I’d been to the Brazilian place a couple of times, and as soon as I 
passed through the front door I remembered their meat dishes were 
pretty good, but not much else was. I thought about turning around 
but what the hell, I was already there. I took a seat at the counter 
and my neighbor looked at me and then jumped. “Holy crap! Nick! I 
was just thinking about you!”

It was Denny. I could not believe it and then I did.
For a solid two seconds, maybe even three—which is a long 

time for this kind of mistake—I was confident he was my client. 
Mr. Watson was right, it was all going to turn around. I relaxed, 
sat back and got ready for the moment when I would tell him 
about my dream. 

Denny did not notice. He was still all enthused to see me. “You 
were a great worker, you know that? I don’t think I ever told you, 
and I never realized it until later, but you were one of the best 
workers I ever had. I owe you an apology for all the shit you must 
have put up with.” 

Despite myself I laughed. He seemed really, genuinely happy 
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to see me. Which was nothing like the scowling, surly bastard he’d 
been. He looked better, too; his skin was clearer, and he looked me 
in the eye with nothing but pleasure at seeing me.

“That’s nice of you, Denny. How’re things?”
“Oh, pretty good. Pretty great, actually. I met this girl, Lucky, and 

I got sober. I don’t think you knew that. I’m an alcoholic.”
He looked at me candidly, with a touch of sad self-deprecation. I 

did not know this about him, and was surprised.
“I’m sober now two years and almost seven months.”
“Wow. Denny that’s great. Really. I’m really happy for you.”
Denny looked at his watch. The plate in front of him was empty. 

I suddenly realized he wasn’t in his painter’s whites.
“You’re not painting anymore?”
“Oh, I still have the business but no, I got people to do the work. 

Hey, I’m sure you’re not interested, but if you want work I got a spot 
for you. Your own truck. If it works out, maybe a crew. Lucky is setting 
up a health package and stuff and maybe I could offer that soon.” 

Denny was like a different person, it was all kind of hard to 
believe. I suddenly thought that must have been some kind of 
woman he met.

He was holding his card out to me. It was crisp and expensive-
looking. He used to peel them off a paint-soaked stack that lived in 
the bottom of a bag. He would hand you this dirty, half-ripped piece 
of crap with a faded rainbow logo and you just knew he was a loser. 
This card was the exact opposite.

I looked at the card without reaching for it. Denny got a softer 
look, as though he suddenly realized maybe he was being too hard 
for the circumstances, like he often used to be. I noticed this and 
smiled. He wasn’t sure what to do with that and proffered the card 
again.

I’m not the kind that believes we are faced with the inevitable 
every day, but at times the future is, genuinely, unavoidable, and you 
have to be a fool to try to get out of its way.

The pool expands, the pool contracts. 
I took the card. 

Story by C. E. Guimont
Illustration by Adam Koford
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He had not read his slip of paper. It was folded in an envelope 
in his left pocket. In his right pocket were several books of matches, 
and he was wearing a backpack. He pushed his way through the 
scrubby pine trees on the west border of the barrens.

“This isn’t how it works, you know. The machine is playing word 
games.”

He hopped across a clear stream, feet sinking into the sandy 
bank on the other side, wetness seeping over the soles of his sneakers. 
Water was bad. He needed dry brush.

“The universe doesn’t work by word games. You have to think 
with words to play word games.”

He kicked at a snake, daring it to bite, but it disappeared into 
the undergrowth.

“You can’t just say what’s going to happen ahead of time. That’s 
not how physical law works. That’s narrative. And when reality is 
twisted to fit narrative, that’s not natural. That’s someone making sto-
ries happen.”

A few strands of spiderweb brushed his cheek and eyelash, and 
he swatted at the air around his face. He was climbing higher. He 
spotted a cluster of dry-looking bushes in the fading light, and took 
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one of the kerosene bottles from his backpack.
“We have tales about this. The Oracle makes a prediction, and 

it comes true in an ironic way. Every legend has them. But that’s 
how you tell the legends apart from reality. In reality, the magic 
doesn’t work.”

He unscrewed the cap on the kerosene bottle and started splash-
ing the liquid over the dead leaves. He continued until the bottle 
was empty and the brush was thoroughly soaked.

“There are paradoxes, too. Playing word games only frees you 
from them for so long. You’re messing with things, somehow, keep-
ing people dying the right way no matter what we do. If we watch 
long enough we’ll see your hand move. I’m not stupid. You can’t just 
change things like this.”

The breeze was strong and westerly, and there was plenty of 
brush downwind. He struck a match, stared for a moment, and then 
dropped it among the fuel-soaked leaves.

“Physics works by saying that if you set things up like so, this is 
what will happen. Curses say that no matter how you set things up, 
this is what will happen. And curses don’t work. They never have. 
That’s not how our universe goes. They’re in all of our stories, but 
that’s ’cause we’re people, and we can figure out a way to make them 
adapt to each new situation. It takes a mind to do that.”

The grove was ablaze. He turned from the heat and walked away.
“It takes a mind,” he repeated as he went, “and yet those peo-

ple are all dead, just as their papers predicted. So where does that 
leave us?”

There was no answer. He reached the car. It was a Chevy Nova 
with no glass in the back window. He had bought it for $300, cash.

“I never expected an answer. I never thought the priest or the 
rabbi or the monk knew any more than I did. I was at peace with an 
uncaring universe. So what the hell is this all about? For the first 
time, a chance at some answers, and you’re playing games?”

He pulled out onto the freeway, and settled the speedometer at 
seventy. Any faster and he might get pulled over. In any event, the 
car wouldn’t go any faster.

“Are you even paying attention? Am I just talking to myself? 
Maybe you’re on autopilot. Maybe you haven’t noticed me yet.”

He drove silently for an hour, then got off at a random exit. 
“You can’t just announce that it’s all been a game and then expect  

me to keep playing. I spend my life waiting for some fucking answers  
and then you wave this in front of me. I’m not going to sit around 
and passively watch how it all plays out and laugh at your cleverness. 
I want to talk to you. I want to know who the hell you are.”

He passed an all-night Wal-Mart parking lot, drove on for half a 
mile, and turned right onto a dirt road. He followed it for a bit, then 
turned off the road and maneuvered the car between the trees down 
into a small ravine, where the wheels stuck in the mud. He turned 
off the car, took his backpack, and walked toward the Wal-Mart.

“So who are you, anyway? Are you what waits on the other side, 
with the papers guiding us to you? Or are you a petty, stupid ani-
mal like us, a level above but just as lost, playing games? Do you 
know your own destiny, your own end? Does the same reaper who 
collects our souls wait, somewhere, for you? What does it say on 
YOUR piece of paper?”

He reached the parking lot, and walked down the rows of cars. 
He found an old Reliant K with a cold hood—good, its owners prob-
ably wouldn’t return for a while—took a crowbar from his backpack, 
broke the window, opened the door, and climbed inside. He fum-
bled around with the wires under the steering wheel, hoping that 
there would be an obvious pair of wires labeled “CONNECT THESE 
TO HOTWIRE CAR” but in the end he had to pry the ignition apart 
and turn the rotator switch to start the car. He pulled out onto the 
street and headed back toward the freeway, wind buffeting his face 
through the shattered window. Maybe someone had seen him at the 
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Morning drew near. Spot fires burned across the Ohio valley, form-
ing a curious pattern. Perhaps someone out there would glance at 
the Earth, would see the great question mark he had burned into 
its skin. Perhaps the mind behind the Machine was deaf to his ram-
blings, but it had to notice the hundred-mile-tall message drawn in 
fire. It was the Machine’s move now.

He sat on a f lat stone in a Kentucky field, far from any roads. 
The police wouldn’t find him here, not for a long time. He’d starve 
to death first.

“I don’t know what you know, but I know I’m done searching half-
heartedly for answers. I have your attention, across whatever space 
and time separates us. Whatever is going to happen to me can hap-
pen here. I’m not moving to eat or drink. If that’s the way you’ve 
decided it will happen, then I guess that’s the way it will happen. But 
it’s your decision, not mine. You can’t pretend you’re ignoring this.”

He lay back on the rock.
“So maybe I’ll die here. Maybe this is how it ends, with my ques-

tions unanswered.”
The setting moon hung over the horizon. People claimed it bore 

a face, but he had never been able to see it.
“But if you have even a bit of honesty in you, the paper in my 

pocket doesn’t say ‘SUICIDE.’ It says ‘MURDER.’”
There was no reply.

Story by Randall Munroe
Illustration by Kazu Kibuishi

barrens, but they’d be looking for a Chevy Nova. Keep changing 
cars. Can’t get caught by a roadblock once they notice the pattern. 
Have to do this right.

“I’m not afraid anymore. But I’m angry. This isn’t right. This 
isn’t natural. We’re being pushed around, and I want to know who 
you are. Who the hell are you? What am I doing out here? I have a 
mother, and a father, and brothers, and I’m on a highway in a stolen 
car hundreds of miles from home, and I could die anywhere, and 
it’s all to play games with you so you’d better fucking come out and 
talk to me!” He felt a tightness in his chest and a sudden lump in his 
throat. He blinked away tears. “I’m not crazy. There are hundreds 
of bodies buried with their little pieces of paper, and it’s not natural, 
and I want to know WHO THE FUCK YOU ARE.” The words hurt 
his own ears.

He drove for another hour, a Google Maps printout in his lap, 
the location of the next fire marked with a red teardrop-shaped icon.

“In elementary school,” he said, after a time, “kids would come 
up to you and ask the question, ‘Are you P.T.?’ It was a trick ques-
tion, of course. If you said yes, they called you a pregnant teenager. 
If you said no, they’d say you weren’t potty-trained. All you could do 
was reject the question. You could even,” he added conversationally, 

“punch the kid in the mouth when he asked.”
They’d probably see the pattern by morning. The local police 

would be alerted, waiting near the locations of the last few fires. 
He’d have to be careful.

“When the question doesn’t make sense, you can reject it. But 
this is much worse. Here, there’s only one way out. And you’re stand-
ing there next to it, grinning. Well, fine. You win. I can’t quit. I’m 
in your stupid game.” He shifted in the seat and heard the envelope 
crinkle in his pocket. He stared up at the stars through the glass. 

“But I’m not reading your paper until you give me some answers.”

•••
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CASSANDRA

It was like that movie, back in the day, where the machine 
asks the kid, “How about a nice game of chess?” 

“No,” he types back. “Let’s play Global Thermonuclear War.” 
That’s what the slip of paper in my hand read. “Global 

Thermonuclear War.” 
I was sixteen years old. A girl, just about a woman.
You may have heard about the Delvice, which is what the market-

ing droids decided to call it back in the day when they thought it was 
going to change the world. The “Delphi Device.” Clever, huh? Stick 
your finger in, feel a little prick, find out how you’re going to die. 
There were jokes about some unfortunate early ad copy: “I’m just 
sorry for the guy who has everybody feeling his little prick.” But it 
was really that simple, if anyone could figure out what it all meant. 

Where did the words come from? The internals were simple: A 
few cells of your blood were vaporized by a laser, and the optical  
spectrum was fed into your basic quad-core PC running a huge  
neural net. 
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The Delvice never became a necessity, and novelties don’t last. 
Some folks had fun with it, though. When I was doing research after 
getting my own prediction I found out about one guy who, for a 
while, ran a successful Web site that would generate a list of possible 
interpretations for any cause of death. The lists usually ran into the 
tens, sometimes the hundreds. 

But it soon became obvious that a few short words just weren’t 
enough to encode the kind of information people care about. 	Most 
of the time. 

I never told anyone about the prediction I got. It hardly seemed 
to mean anything, especially once I’d read a few accounts of radical 
ambiguity. Words on paper from some ancient toy in a back-country 
mall that hadn’t been maintained for decades. Maybe mine was a 
nonsense phrase that happened to look meaningful. Might as well 
ask the once-popular Magic 8-Ball something. It got “Outlook not 
so good” right. I don’t know if anyone ever asked it about Internet 
Explorer. 

The next few years of my life were full of the usual girly things: 
boys, toys, sports, and school. Despite dire predictions in the early 
years of the new millennium, things were shaping up not too badly, 
and by mid-century anyone with a brain could get along pretty well. 

I completed a double-major in business and math, and found 
myself working in New York as a second assistant actuary. The Chief 
Actuary was a wizened old man with a gentle smile and an old- 
fashioned manner that hid a timid and conventional mind. There’s 
something about being in the business of predicting death that 
attracts the mediocre. But a job is a job, and with student loans to 
pay off it was good money and a convenient place to start what at 
that time I liked to think of as the long climb over the bodies of my 
enemies, all the way to the top. 

The Chief, as we called him, made a point of taking new associ-
ates out to lunch in the few weeks after their arrival at the firm, and 

It had some limitations. The result was always in English. And 
while the machines never made an error when they were calibrated 
properly, like any other device, they could go wrong. Then they just 
produced plausible nonsense. People got predictions like “Colorless 
Green Ideas,” which was meaningful enough to kill Chomsky’s theory 
of language, but not much else. 

The rest of the time the words had meaning, but not always the 
obvious meaning. Words are ambiguous. It has something to do with 
being a tool for thought. 

Whatever the machine said, you usually lacked the context to 
interpret it properly. “Hit by car” might as easily refer to an amuse-
ment park ride as a highway mishap. “Crushed by a pig” might mean 
a block of iron or an angry sow. “Gunshot” covered the bases from 
artillery to BBs. 

So despite the early predictions that it was going to change 
everything, it really didn’t. I mean, what use is a prediction that 
seems tuned up to mislead? And who really wants to know? People 
had been ignoring doctors’ advice for years. It was that much easier 
to ignore the output of a machine that you couldn’t even ask for a 
second opinion. 

It became a novelty for a generation: a “you-tell-me-yours-and-
I’ll-tell-you-mine” topic of conversation on a first date, and then 
faded into obscurity like any of a dozen other inventions whose 
time never quite came.  

Did you know there was once a guy who built f lying cars? Really. 
They worked, too. They just didn’t work well enough to be popular 
enough to change anything. It’s easy to build a novelty. It’s hard to 
make the world reorganize itself so that what used to be a novelty 
becomes a necessity. Bill Gates managed it with personal comput-
ers. Henry Ford with automobiles. Edison with electricity. Bell with 
telephony, and RCA with radio and television, even if they had to 

“borrow” the latter from Farnsworth. But not many others. 
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we carefully choose categories of causes that matter to us. Diseases 
we can cure, accidents we can prevent, chronic conditions we can 
treat. Those are what matter. The Delvice used some other kind of 
categorization scheme, and it was too capricious to offer any statisti-
cal guidance, much less individual assurance.” 

I nodded and tried to look intelligently interested, although  
so far he hadn’t said anything I didn’t know. And nothing that 
explained his apparent hostility toward the machine. 

“Then there was the time element. Suppose you knew you were 
going to die of heart failure. At what age? Without that little bit of 
information you really don’t know anything that you didn’t know 
before, even in the old days when we just had things like family his-
tory and lifestyle to go on. 

“Finally, and most famously, there was the interpretation issue. 
I recall one case where a man was predicted to die from a falling 
meteorite. Astrophysicists spent a fortune following him around, 
waiting to get the rock still hot from its descent through the atmo-
sphere. And of course he wound up dying in a museum during the 
making of a documentary about his predicament when one of the 
exhibits fell on him. So even in cases where there seemed to be no 
room for ambiguity there were too many possibilities.” 

“And no one ever tried to get past those issues?” 
“Oh, we tried. I myself once headed up a division of the com-

pany that was tasked with finding a way to aggregate sufficient data 
to make statistically valid inferences from Delvice forecasts. It was 
very nearly the demise of my career.” He grimaced at the painful 
memory. “At first it looked straightforward. There are techniques for 
dealing with imperfect data, but as someone once said, ‘data’ is not 
the plural of ‘anecdote.’ To perform any sort of statistical inference 
we must have some sort of homogeneity. And there wasn’t any way of 
imposing that on the Delvitic results. In the end, my team was able 
to prove mathematically that there was a kind of maximum entropy 

I took that opportunity to ask him about the Delvice. Having moved 
to the big city, I was thinking again about that strange prediction 
from years ago, wondering what it really meant, and imagining the 
tall smoky men nodding their broad-brimmed hats over the skyscrap-
ers while pedestrians screamed through the streets like badly-inked 
extras in an old comic book. 

I didn’t feel comfortable approaching the issue directly, but 
got him talking about the old days, before gene-mapping and other 
death-prediction technologies were routine. He had some good sto-
ries to tell, mostly about the changes in courtship and marriage that 
resulted from routine paternity testing, but when I asked, “What 
about the Delvice? Isn’t it a little surprising that it never caught on?” 
he looked like he’d swallowed a frog. 

“Hardly surprising at all,” he snapped. “It’s a toy.” 
“Gene mapping was a toy once, too.” 
“Gene mapping was a tool, even when it was too cumbersome to 

use. It was clear from the beginning that we could create mean-
ingful probability distribution functions based on people’s genetic 
proclivities, even before routine measurement became possible. 
With gene mapping we could associate a given haplotype with a 
dozen possible causes of natural death, and sub-divide the popula-
tion into risk categories accordingly. If someone had DFN-8 they 
were going to go deaf and have poor balance, and we knew what the 
odds were of them dying because of it. 

“The Delphi Device was too well named. It never produced any-
thing susceptible to statistical analysis. Two people might die of 
cancer at the age of seventy-five and one of them would be told 
‘Cancer’ and the other ‘Old Age’. Two people might die in the same 
car crash and one would be told ‘Drunk Driver’ and the other ‘Blunt 
Force Trauma.’ And the odds are that the one who had been drink-
ing would get the drunk driver prediction. 

“Actuarial art is not just about numbers, it’s about categories, and 
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principle behind the predictive mechanism: prediction was only pos-
sible if the sum total of knowledge in the world remained constant. 
Anything else would have violated the second law of thermo
dynamics, which even a poor statistician like me knows isn’t going to 
happen. So in a sense the feeling of knowledge that the Delvice pre-
dictions created was just that: a feeling. The simple fact of knowing 
how you were going to die necessarily changed the world in such a 
way that the knowledge couldn’t do you any good. It didn’t create 
any new information—it just collected little bits of information from 
a million places and concentrated them in one place. 

“We called it the Ignorance Theorem. It was quite a significant 
result from a purely theoretical perspective, and in fact the mathe
matician responsible later went on to win the Fields Medal for his 
work on extended probability measures over non-Borel subsets. 
He was obsessed with finding a loophole in his original result, pos-
sibly because his own Delvitic prediction involved something that 
appeared both equally unlikely and unpleasant. To do with sex and 
horses, as I recall.” 

I opened my eyes wide with slightly salacious girly curiosity at 
this, and his pale skin took on a genteel f lush, but he didn’t fill me 
in on either the details of the prediction or the actual fate of the 
mathematician in question. (My later research showed it was every 
bit as unlikely, and far more unpleasant, than even those f leeting 
scenes that had spattered my imagination initially.)

“The board of directors, as you might imagine, wasn’t much inter-
ested in theoretical results, regardless of how interesting they might 
have been to academics. They didn’t even allow us to publish what 
we had, hoping rival firms would continue to invest in something we 
knew to be a dead end. It took me several years to make up for that 
failure, and I was fortunate to salvage my career at all. No matter 
what anyone tells you, they always shoot the messenger. If he’s very 
lucky, as I was, it’s only a f lesh wound.” 

“So even if someone had an unambiguous prediction, they 
wouldn’t be able to do anything about it?” 

“That is correct. It’s a bit like these oddball quantum phenom-
ena we used to hear so much about, that some people thought were 
going to allow faster-than-light communication. A fellow I knew 
in college got stuck with that one as his first job out of school. 
Apparently everyone who understood anything about the problem 
knew it could never be used to send signals, but someone in senior 
management at his employer decided it ‘ just made sense,’ to use the 
catch-phrase of the arrogant and ignorant.” He shook his head sadly 
in memoriam to a career cut short. “Poor man. He was an absolute 
genius, a true prodigy in quantum information theory. I hired him 
as a consultant on the Delvice project, and his own contribution to 
the work was critical.  

“It was taking quite a risk on my part, what with corporate chairs 
being the only secure university employment these days, and him 
having been blacklisted. The motto of the modern corporation is: 
‘If at first you don’t succeed, hide any evidence you ever tried.’ If 
that means ruining a few careers here and there it’s just too bad. 
That was the last intellectual work he was able to secure, although I 
understand he has continued his own theoretical research, despite 
turning his hand to plumbing for a living. Which I suppose has its 
remuneration—financially, if in no other way. 

“In any case, his experience was a cautionary tale for me, and 
with his advice I was able to present the final result to the board 
without quite falling on my own sword.” 

I almost smiled at the sudden image of him dressed in ram-
shackle armor like a knight, but had the sense to restrict myself to a 
weak smile. He was clearly touchy on the subject of careers ruined by 
the ignorant asking for the impossible. But I could hardly help ask-
ing, “But how does that work? If someone had a clear prediction, say, 

‘Death by hurricane,’ wouldn’t they be able to know that a hurricane 
was going to hit?” 
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“Yes, but when? And where? And will they be in more than one 
hurricane? We had great hopes for such people, but unfortunately 
the general principle meant that only a few unambiguous predic­
tions could exist, and even when we could find people who had them, 
it gave us nothing useful. A dozen people in Los Angeles were found 
with ‘Earthquake’ predictions, but that’s hardly new information. 
All it told us was that there would be people killed in California by 
earthquakes. ‘Film at eleven,’ as we used to say.” 

I let the obscure reference go. Film?  
“So even in the case where someone knew they were going to die 

in a singular global catastrophe—a war or famine or plague—they 
couldn’t do a thing to prevent it?” 

“Not unless they can also violate the second law of thermody­
namics. It would be the equivalent of building a perpetual motion 
machine. Strictly impossible. Even if they published their prediction, 
no one would believe them, or the act of publishing it would cause 
the event to occur. Like a central banker warning of a panic and 
causing a run on the banks. 

“As I said, the marketing people did a better job than they could 
possibly have dreamed when they named the Delphi Device. The 
Greeks understood the vagaries of prediction. They knew that knowl­
edge can’t be created out of nothing, and in this case the price of 
knowing one thing is the inability to do anything about it. I would 
have thought that someone with your name would appreciate that, 
Cassandra, but I suppose hope really does spring eternal among the 
young.” 

I’ve spent many years since then pondering what he told me, and 
learning far more math and physics than I ever dreamed existed in 
those days as a lowly actuarial assistant. I even broke into the com­
pany’s archives and verified that the theoretical work the Chief’s 
group did decades ago is sound. I’ve worked through the proofs 
myself, and I can’t see any way around it.  

By concentrating the knowledge of how one is going to die into  
a few simple words, the same information is lost from a million other 
places that might prevent that occurrence from actually coming to 
pass. The Ignorance Theorem might be summed up as: “To know 
what is going to happen to an individual, there must be a loss of 
information about the group.” And by removing information from 
that dynamic context, we remove the possibility of change.  

I hooked up with the Chief’s quantum-mechanic friend a 
few years ago and found he had indeed continued to work on the 
Ignorance Theorem. He had been able to prove that it is the act of 
measurement that actually fixes the individual’s fate. Free will is a 
collective phenomenon—individuals only have it when they are an 
ignorant atom within a larger group. It is in the dynamics, the ebb 
and f low of information passing freely between individuals in a bil­
lion small ways, that makes the process of choice possible. The group 
can be in a mixture of a million “information eigenstates” at once, 
each representing a possible future, all evolving as an uncertain 
whole. 

The Delvice picks out one possible future from that mix and col­
lapses the collective wavefunction into a single state relative to the 
fate of that individual. Which suggests there is one desperate way to 
reverse the process. 

I am not taking this course lightly. I went back to that old back-
country mall where I got my prediction so many years ago and 
bought their machine, certainly one of the last in existence. It was 
cheap. I’ve been testing people ever since—my job, now in the upper 
echelons of the insurance business, has given me access to a lot of 
blood samples. It isn’t exactly ethical, but I have never been at risk  
of being caught. 

I can’t tell anything from the data. I wondered if there would be 
an increase in “Fire” predictions for younger people who were more 
likely to live until the bombs fell. But the Ignorance Theorem holds. 
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There is nothing in the data that unambiguously pointed to a sud-
den increase in violent death. There can’t be. 

It was only a matter of time before the final thought occurred to 
me. I am the only person who knows of my prediction. Perhaps I am 
the only one who got it. The “meteorite man” was certainly unique 
in his fate. Maybe I am, too. 

Suicide won’t work. People tried that back in the day—termi-
nally depressed souls who were told by the Delvice they were going 
to die of cancer and tried to shoot themselves or poison themselves 
or drown themselves. It never worked. They either failed entirely—
the gun misfired, or the “poison” turned out to be candy—or they 
f loated back to the surface and lived out their days as institutional-
ized vegetables until they died, as predicted, of cancer. 

What I need to do is not destroy my life, but rather disperse the 
knowledge of how it is going to end. If I do that, then perhaps it 
won’t happen. It is the only thing I can think of in my increasingly 
desperate quest. But I must not reveal to anyone what my prediction 
is, or they would have to share my fate. 

Fate. There’s another fine Greek concept. 
I’ve lived well these past years, knowing that tomorrow we all 

might die. I’ve never married, never had children. I regret that, if I 
regret anything. But I’ve been able to enjoy myself in ways that oth-
ers, trapped in more conventional lives, might not. Known pleasures 
and adventures that were made all the more intense by the growing 
certainty that in the end I must forget them all. 

I’ve destroyed my machine. I really hope it is the last one in 
existence. I’ve not been able to find any others. I’ve done a bit of 
other destruction, too. Archives, records. It would be hard, though 
not impossible, for anyone to build a new one. And if they do, I’ve 
arranged things so that they will eventually be sent all the informa-
tion I have on the Ignorance Theorem and the collective nature of 
free will. 

Penultimately, I have murdered my quantum collaborator. His 
body won’t be found. His prediction read simply, “Cassandra.” Death 
by me. When he first heard my name he gave a small start, and then 
a slow smile spread across his features and he nodded. He was a very 
old man, even for these long-lived times. His first words were, “I’m 
happy to say I’ve been waiting for you for a very, very long time. And 
I think I am indeed ready to meet you at last.” He was a good friend, 
and helped me to understand the nature of the problem and the only 
possible solution. But he knew too much. If he didn’t know the exact 
nature of my prediction he guessed the general sense of it. He had to 
die. And the machine said I had to kill him. 

As for me, administering electro-shock therapy to yourself isn’t 
easy, but I’m pretty sure my set-up will work. It’s amazing what you 
can find on iBay. Complete with manuals, even. This old Russian 
gear is supposed to be the best. 

I have it wired so there is a program of shocks that will be admin-
istered until I am unable to speak the pass-phrase, which is, as you 
might expect, “Global Thermonuclear War.” As soon as I say it I’ll 
be shocked again. Once an hour has passed with no shocks an auto-
mated email will alert the building super. Just one line: “Emergency. 
Send paramedics to Unit 10-C.” If that doesn’t work, my rent is due 
tomorrow, which will certainly bring him to the door soon enough. 

I don’t know why I’m writing this, even. Before I shock myself the 
first time I’ll scrub the drive and burn this machine. 

But I guess I wanted to review in my own mind what brought this 
to pass. Decades of knowing, or at least suspecting that I knew, how 
the world was going to end. With tensions rising again in Micronesia 
over thermo-electric rights to the Western Pacific Basin it is time to 
act. If I can disperse the knowledge in my mind, turn it back into a 
million random acts of a million anonymous human beings, put the 
world back into a superposition of possible futures, it might just be 
enough to prevent the end. 
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The paramedics who are called to my side will be changed, how-
ever slightly, by responding to that call instead of some other. The 
doctors and nurses will have the course of their lives deflected. 
Perhaps I’ll even make the news, changing in some small way the 
minds of many thousands of people who will see a story about me 
instead of something else. In these things I still have a choice. If 
not in the manner of my passing, then at least in the manner of my 
living. 

There is no certainty I will succeed. Perhaps I am committing 
mental suicide for nothing. But I have to try. 

I have read a great deal on the effects of electro-shock, and 
there is a good chance I’ll be rehabilitated. I’ve given much thought 
to what I might do with the rest of my life, and concluded that the 
only way to avoid future disasters of this kind is for humanity to 
expand beyond just one world. We have been to Mars and back. It is 
time to go there and stay.  

The note beside my bed read simply: “Only one Earth is not 
enough.” I’m afraid to say anything more, afraid I will give in to 
some subconscious temptation that would eventually lead me right 
back to this point. 

I have done what I can. If it works, I will have saved humanity. 
And no one, not even I, will ever know. 

Goodbye.

Story by T. J. Radcliffe
Illustration by Matt Haley
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in the late fall of 2037. He can be reached via his website: tjradcliffe.com

Jesse Reklaw has been drawing the weekly comic strip “Slow Wave” since 1995, and 

has two collections published: Dreamtoons and The Night of Your Life. Find more online 

at slowwave.com.

Katie Sekelsky lives in Pennsylvania. She has had illustrations published with the 

Harvard University Press and featured in Cooper-Hewitt’s National Design Triennial. 

Her work can be seen on her mother’s refrigerator (by appointment only) and at 

ksekelsky.com. 

Gord Sellar is a graduate of Clarion West 2006, and has lived in South Korea since 

2002. His writing has appeared in Asimov’s Science Fiction, Clarkesworld, Interzone, 

and Jetse de Vries’ Shine anthology, as well as in The Year’s Best Science Fiction Vol. 26, 

edited by Gardner Dozois. He was a finalist for the John W. Campbell Award for Best 

New Writer in 2009. Visit his website at gordsellar.com.

Kean Soo is the author and illustrator of the Jellaby series of graphic novels. He 

spends a distressing amount of time on the Internet, and not enough on his website, 

secretfriendsociety.com.

Jeff Stautz lives in Vancouver, Canada. He is the Fiction Editor of PRISM interna-

tional, is a former Fishtrap Fellow, and was a writer-in-residence at the Montana 

Artists’ Refuge. His work has appeared most recently in The First Line and is forth-

coming in Event. 

Cameron Stewart is the multiple-award nominated illustrator of Batman & Robin, 

Seaguy, Catwoman, and The Other Side. His serialized online graphic novel Sin Titulo 

won the 2010 Eisner Award for Best Digital Comic, and can be found at  

sintitulocomic.com.
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Kris Straub is the cartoonist behind the webcomic “Chainsawsuit” and the sci-fi  

humor saga Starslip. He’s also co-author of the Harvey Award-nominated How To Make 

Webcomics, published by Image. Kris has lived in every city in America for at least one 

second.

James Lafond Sutter is the Fiction Editor for Paizo Publishing, creators of the 

Pathfinder Roleplaying Game. He is the award-winning author of numerous game 

products and short stories, and his fiction has appeared in such venues as Black Gate, 

Catastrophia, and Apex Magazine, as well as been translated into several languages. 

His anthology Before They Were Giants pairs the first stories of SF greats from William 

Gibson to China Mieville with new interviews and writing advice from the authors 

themselves. For more information, visit jameslsutter.com. 

Marcus Thiele (familiarly known as Marcus Parcus) disappeared under mysterious cir-
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Kelly Tindall is Canadian, and his drawings can be found all over a bunch of Image 

comic books. Go say “hi”: kellytindall.blogspot.com.
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comics. For more of his work, visit deantrippe.com.
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but has not yet been able to kill. He has thirty-six cats, and a beautiful wife who rises 
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Julia Wainwright lives in Suffolk, England, where she writes stuff, makes things, and 
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Jeffrey C. Wells is the co-creator of the award-winning webcomic “Skin Horse”, 

found online at skin-horse.com. He himself has also won awards, but they were for 

things like “Worst Opening Line of a Science Fiction Story”, so if you want to award 

him with things so he no longer feels inferior to his own webcomic, that would be 

great. He lives in the wilds of rural Wisconsin with a wonderful spouse, a dial-up 

modem, and more pets than you can shake a stick at. Watch him do his thing at  

jeffreycwells.livejournal.com.

David Michael Wharton (inhetet@gmail.com) is a freelance writer and journalist 

from Texas. When not sweating in the trenches as an editor for Creative Screen

writing Magazine, he hammers out screenplays and short fiction and swears one of 

these days he’s going to get around to that novel, damn it.

Shannon Wheeler is the Eisner-winning creator of the comics Too Much Coffee Man, 

Postage Stamp Funnies and How To Be Happy. His cartoons appear regularly in the New 

Yorker. tmcm.com

Living deep in the savage lands known as the ‘Dirty Jerz,’ Kit Yona runs an auto  

salvage yard, adds income via poker whenever possible and plays rugby with an  

enthusiasm that far outstrips any athleticism he might believe he possesses. In his 

lack of spare time Kit edits and writes for the fantasy book review site The Griffin 

or the Agate (thegriffin.com) to justify the time spent getting his Masters degree 

in English. He blames his appearance in this tome on his beautiful muse of a wife, 
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Copyright

This book is released under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-

NoDerivatives license. This allows you, the reader, to share, email, upload, download, 

seed, and torrent this entire book (or the ebook found at machineofdeath.net).

And please do! Futhermore, most of the individual stories within this book are 

released under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike license. 

This further permits you to alter, transform, translate, adapt, or build upon them, so 

long as the following conditions are met: You must attribute the work to its author 

(but not in any way that suggests that they endorse you or your use of the work). You 

may not use the work for commercial purposes. And you may only distribute the 

resulting work under the same or a similar license to this one. 

For-profit transmission, re-publication or adaptation of this book or any of the 

stories within is specifically disallowed by this license—for any commercial use, 

please contact the respective authors.

The following stories appear in this book under a different license:

“Flaming Marshmallow” © A. Camille Renwick. Some rights reserved under a Creative 

Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives license. You may share this 

story, but not change or adapt it in any way without the consent of the author.

“Almond” © John Chernega. All rights reserved.

“Vegetables” © Chris Cox. All rights reserved.

“Shot by Sniper” © Bartholomew von Klick. All rights reserved. 

No transmission or adaptation of these stories individually is permitted without the 

consent of the author. All other stories are released under the BY–NC–SA license above.

All illustrations in this book are © their creators. All rights reserved.

“Flaming Marshmallow” first appeared in print as “Flaming Marshmallow and  

Other Deaths” in Push of the Sky, 2009, © A. Camille Renwick, and in audio in  

Escape Pod, 2008.
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FEATURING STORIES AND ILLUSTRATIONS BY:

It didn’t give you the date and it didn’t give you specifics. It just spat out a 
sliver of paper upon which were printed, in careful block letters, the words 
DROWNED or CANCER or OLD AGE or CHOKED ON A HANDFUL OF 
POPCORN. And it was frustratingly vague in its predictions: dark, and 
seemingly delighting in the ambiguities of language. OLD AGE, it had 
already turned out, could mean either dying of natural causes, or shot by 
a bedridden man in a botched home invasion. The machine captured that 
old-world sense of irony in death — you can know how it’s going to 
happen, but you’ll still be surprised when it does.

We tested it before announcing it to the world, but testing took time — too 
much, since we had to wait for people to die. After four years had gone by 
and three people died as the machine predicted, we shipped it out the 
door. There were now machines in every doctor’s office and in booths at 
the mall. You could pay someone or you could probably get it done for 
free, but the result was the same no matter what machine you went to. They 
were, at least, consistent.

— from the introduction

THE MACHINE COULD TELL, FROM JUST A SAMPLE 
OF YOUR BLOOD, HOW YOU WERE GOING TO DIE.

“Existentialism was never so fun. Makes me wish I could die, too!”  

— Cory Doctorow         
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